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This dissertation argues that spiritual and religious worldviews (i.e. Mexican 

Catholicism, indigenous spiritualities, and popular religion) have historically intersected 

with social and political realities in the development of Mexican origin communities of 

the United States. More specifically, as creative writers from these communities have 

endeavored to express and represent Mexican American experience, they have 

consistently engaged these intersections of the spiritual and the material. While Chicano/a 

criticism has often overlooked, and in some ways dismissed, the significant role which 

spiritual and religious discourses have played in the political development of Mexican 

American communities, I examine how the works of creative writers pose important 

questions about the role of religious faith and spirituality in healing the wounds of social 

violence. By placing literary texts in conversation with scholarship from multiple 

disciplines, this project links literary narratives to their historical, social, and political 

frameworks, and ultimately endeavors to situate literary production as an expressive 

cultural product. Historical and regional in approach, the dissertation examines diverse 

literary narratives penned by writers of Mexican descent between the 1930s and the 

current decade. Selected textual pairings recall pivotal moments and relations in the 

history of Mexico, America, and their shared geographical borderlands. Through the lens 

of religion and spirituality, a broad array of social discourses emerges, including: gender 

and sexuality, landscape and memory, nation-formation, race and ethnicity, popular 

traditions, and material culture. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation argues that spiritual and religious worldviews (i.e. Mexican 

Catholicism, indigenous spiritualities, and popular religion) have historically intersected 

with social and political realities in the development of Mexican origin communities in 

the United States. And more specifically, I argue that as creative writers from these 

communities have endeavored to express and represent Mexican American1 experience, 

they have consistently engaged these intersections of the spiritual and the material. While 

Chicano/a criticism has often overlooked, and in some ways dismissed, the significant 

role which spiritual and religious discourses have played in the political development of 

Mexican American communities, I examine how the works of creative writers pose 

important questions about the role of religious faith and spirituality in healing the wounds 

of social violence. For example, what are the multiple ways that Mexican-origin 

communities in the United States have engaged in an ongoing negotiation of religious 

and spiritual epistemologies in relation to social alienation and enforced cultural 

hierarchies? Further, if we understand social healing as the restoration of communal 

health, well-being, and wholeness, in what ways can religious and spiritual knowledges 

be implemented in that process of recovery, and what tensions, complications, or 

roadblocks might they bring forth? Finally, how does gender mark those epistemologies 

and processes? Linking literary narratives to their historical, social, and political 

                                                 
1 I use the term ‘Chicano/a’ in reference to scholars, activists, artists, and writers whose work aligns with 

the field of Chicano/a or Mexican American Studies, as the political emphasis of the term is commonly 

embraced amongst these cultural workers (despite exceptions, i.e. Richard Rodriguez). However, when 

referencing more general communities and peoples, I use the term Mexican-origin or Mexican American, 

as ‘Chicano/a’ is much less widely used as a self-identifier in these arenas. 
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frameworks, this project endeavors to uncover some of the answers which Chicano/a 

literary production has suggested. 

My emphasis on healing contrasts with and contests a predominant tendency 

within Chicano/a scholarly criticism to place the stress upon highlighting and revealing 

social violences, without fully examining the significant matter, and perhaps more 

difficult question, of healing. Revealing the roots, shapes, and genealogies of social 

violence is certainly essential to the overall project of Chicano/a studies; for it is the 

articulation and confrontation of such that enables us to begin the longer path to a 

collective health. However, the question of how to proceed past a necessary recognition 

of historical and social violence has garnered less sustained attention from Chicano/a 

critics than it rightfully deserves. 2 For example, critics such as Ramón Saldívar have 

embraced a Marxist reading of Chicano/a narratives, positing them as tools for the 

revelation of an obfuscated material and political reality. Unfortunately, this reading, 

when taken alone, often dismisses or ignores a second key function of narrative, which is 

to imagine the world as it could be. It is certainly true that the act of remembering and 

speaking traumas is an important act of resistance and recovery, essential to personal and 

collective consciousness.  However, I would suggest that this resistance is not an end 

unto itself,3 but rather, is part of a larger process of affirmation, which does not come 

                                                 
2 One notable exception is the literary criticism of Tey Diana Rebolledo, whose 1995 work, Women 

Singing In the Snow: A Cultural Analysis of Chicana Literature, demonstrates a significant analysis of how 

Chicanas have revised and re-imagined myth, legend, and folklore to effectively redefine the Chicana 

experience.   
3 For example, see Borderlands of Culture: Remapping American Cultural Studies (1997), in which José 

David Saldívar celebrates Chicano/o literary production as an oppositional resistance to a vague and too 
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simply from shared cultural identification, but also from a profound understanding of 

one’s personal and collective humanity. The process by which this comprehension is 

asserted is inherently linked to the pursuit of social justice.  

And yet, Chicano/a academic discourses have often shed less light on the healing 

process of humanization than on the well-tread ground of cultural conflict. Perhaps it has 

been a much more difficult thing to imagine social healing than to describe social 

violence. Thus, it is not surprising that Chicano/a creative writers have risen to the task 

more often than the critics.  Infusing history, socio-political commentary, and personal 

testimony with myth, legend, and folklore, Chicano/a creative writers have not only 

named and described social violence, but have also striven to articulate and envision the 

possibilities of, and impasses to, social healing and collective leadership. It is thus within 

Chicano/a literature that we find the pulse of a complex conversation regarding the roles 

that spiritual and religious epistemologies play in the pursuit of those possibilities.   

In addition to serving as an intervention to popular Chicano/a literary criticism, 

this work is also offered as a contribution to the still emerging field of Mexican American 

Religions. Amidst the broad array of discourses that field encompasses, there has not to 

date been a full-length inquiry into Chicano/a literary production.  This project’s 

examination of a diverse cross-section of Chicano/a narratives, in relation to their specific 

regional, historical, social, cultural, and popular contexts, thus fills an important gap in 

the development of Mexican American Religious Studies. For, with an understanding of 

                                                                                                                                                 
often oversimplified ‘imperialism.’ Such frameworks focus on negation and contestation, rather than 

creation, as the sole basis for identification.   
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artistic practice as a key site of cultural and intellectual negotiation, this dissertation 

positions creative writing as an entryway from which to explore the relationship between 

‘the sacred’ and healing in the material world.  

Specifically, literary production is here understood as 1) an expressive process of 

working out questions regarding social experiences, and 2) a site of intersection where 

folkloric practices, popular culture, visual and aural expressions and representations, and 

material culture converge. Thus, a literary text becomes more than what happens on the 

page, but rather is understood as a dynamic site produced by, and reflective of, a larger 

set of interactive discourses (Bakhtin 288).4 I am centrally concerned with charting a 

network of discourses pertaining to spiritual and religious epistemologies in the works 

and lives of Mexican-origin people, whose communities have reckoned with and 

transformed the detrimental effects of structural and social inequalities. Throughout the 

diverse texts I examine, the spiritual and political repeatedly intersect with anxieties 

regarding processes of modernization and cultural alienation. Negotiating the effects of 

those anxieties in everyday life has made it necessary to draw on, revise, and create a 

variety of resources of strength. At question here is to what extent can religious and 

spiritual knowledges, often inherited from the cultural histories of our communities, be 

incorporated into a personal and collective process of healing social wounds?  

                                                 
4 In his essay, “Discourse in the Novel,” Bakhtin explains: “Literary language—both spoken and written—

[…] is itself stratified and heteroglot in its aspect as an expressive system, that is, in the forms that carry its 

meanings” (288). Thus, literary language can speak a multiplicity of competing, and even contradictory, 

social and historical meanings. This is especially evident in terms of the creative conflict between 

individual voices in the novel.  
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As this dissertation will show, this question has consistently demanded grappling 

with in one way or another, and in response, Chicano/a writers have variously rejected, 

endorsed, and remade the meanings of divine faith as applied to the imperative of social 

justice. I argue that literary narrative has been used as a tool to remember, reveal, and 

describe the humanity of marginalized peoples and their too often obfuscated histories. 

Despite the various authorial perspectives expressed with respect to the roles of religion 

and spirituality, the healing power of human compassion emerges as an overarching 

theme throughout Chicano/a literary production. Alongside this unifying factor, a broad 

array of social discourses emerges through the lens of religion and spirituality, including: 

gender and sexuality; landscape, place, and memory; labor, migration, and technology; 

nation-formation, race, and ethnicity; and popular tradition and material culture.  

Overwhelmingly, Catholicism, whether in institutional or folk form, has 

historically been the most common religious and spiritual influence in the lives of 

Mexican-origin peoples in the United States; this remains the case at the present moment, 

even as evangelical Protestant and Pentecostal groups, among others, have significantly 

increased their influence. Such shifts and changes are critical to understanding the 

continual evolution of Mexican-origin communities; however, to date, the 

overwhelmingly dominant focus of Chicano/a literary works referencing religious and 

spiritual concepts has been upon U.S.-Mexican Catholicism (folk and institutional), and 

its common fusion with variations on ancient indigenous belief systems. Thus, this 

dissertation will reflect that focus. However, it should be noted that as literary 

representations will undoubtedly continue to evolve and reflect the changing dynamics of 
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religion in Latino communities, a future extension of this project might more 

productively explore those shifts. 

Structurally, this dissertation approaches its central questions in terms of specific 

historical moments and regions pivotal in the development of Mexican American culture 

and communities. The forces of history will be central to describing the shaping and 

transformation of these communities, as well as the ways in which spiritual and religious 

discourses have been circulated and appropriated between and within them. Thus, this 

dissertation takes an interdisciplinary approach, reading literary narratives as products 

and reflections of specific historical and cultural conditions. In this spirit, each literary 

work will be prefaced by setting the ‘historical stage,’ using key historical texts that 

illuminate the experiences of Mexican American communities within the time periods 

and regions that narrative encompasses. Temporally, this dissertation covers narratives 

written between the 1930s and the present decade, yet the social worlds they depict 

reflect a much broader stretch of time, referencing as far back as Spanish colonization, 

and to some extent, even the Mesoamerican world predating the colonial period. 

The chapters of this dissertation also closely consider the ways in which specific 

regions (i.e. South Texas, California, New Mexico, and Mexico) experienced and 

responded to the changes of economic, political, and social modernization at particular 

moments in time. Although mexicano/a and Mexican American communities certainly 

extend well beyond the southwest, such as the long historical presence of Mexican-origin 

peoples in the Midwest (i.e. Chicago) and the more recent development of Mexican-

origin communities in the South, I have chosen to focus primarily on the Southwest; this 
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is because it has been the Southwest regions that have been most predominantly 

represented in the work of Chicano/a writers. Further, while writers such as Miguel 

Méndez M. and Alberto Alvaro Ríos have given us significant narratives of the Arizona 

experience, I have chosen to focus on the three most commonly addressed regions of the 

Southwest: Texas, New Mexico, and California. However, as both immigration and 

internal migration have been vital elements in the creation of these regions, and of 

Mexican American identity in general, I also examine the ways in which these regions 

have stood in relation to one another, and in relation to Mexico. Specifically, circuitous 

labor migration within the United States and migration northward from Mexico into the 

United States are significant points of interest.    

CHAPTER OVERVIEWS 

Each of these chapters represents a significant temporal, regional, and/or thematic 

consideration, in terms of Mexican American experience and the development of 

Chicano/a literature, as well as offering a complex treatment of the diverse discourses 

surrounding the roles of religious faith and spirituality in healing the wounds of social 

violence. How do people negotiate their faith in response to challenging and often 

overwhelming social conditions? How are those negotiations impacted by communal 

knowledges, the enactment of rituals, and bodily experiences or sensations? And further, 

how can we read the material objects of spirituality which become the link between 

stories (or ideas) of spirituality and the everyday practices that ethnic and cultural 

communities actually engage in?  
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Chapter 1 begins by defining key terms and concepts in this dissertation, such as 

‘spirituality,’ ‘religion,’ ‘faith,’ and ‘myth.’ As these terms have often been defined in 

various ways, it is necessary to lay out working definitions for these terms and concepts 

as they will be applied in the present work. Further, Chapter 1 provides a literature 

review of the growing, yet still emergent field of studies regarding Chicano/a and 

Mexican American spiritualities and religions. This field encompasses works such as 

Laura E. Perez’ Chicana Art: The Politics of Spiritual and Aesthetic Altarities (2007), 

Mario T. Garcia’s Católicos: Resistance and Affirmation in Chicano Catholic History 

(2008), and the recent collection entitled Mexican American Religions: Spirituality, 

Activism, and Culture, edited by Mario T. Garcia and Gastón Espinosa (2008). 

Additionally, more specifically focused case studies will be highlighted, such as Roberto 

Trevino’s The Church in the Barrio: Mexican American Ethno-Catholicism in Houston 

(2006); Timothy Matovina’s Guadalupe and Her Faithful: Latino Catholics in San 

Antonio: From Colonial Origins to the Present (2006); and Lara Medina’s Las 

Hermanas: Chicana/Latina Religious Political Activism in the U.S. Catholic Church 

(2004). I anticipate that this field will continue to grow and develop, making important 

contributions to a variety of other fields, such as feminist studies, ethnography, folkloric 

studies, material culture, cultural geography, the visual arts, religious studies, and cultural 

studies, amongst others. Thus, I intend the literature review not only to position my work 

in relation to the field of Mexican American Religions, but also in relation to a wide 

range of disciplines from which my own work draws. In particular, I am interested in 

those studies that put the subject of ‘the sacred’ in relation to the ‘social,’ ‘material’ and 
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‘political’ aspects of everyday life, where the ruptures of violence challenge individuals 

and communities to seek healing through various forms, enactments, and cultural 

understandings. Finally, I offer a brief case study of Ana Castillo’s novel So Far From 

God as an exemplary case of the merging of political and spiritual/religious themes in 

Chicano/a narrative.  

Moving forward, Chapter 2 centrally examines two novels written in the first half 

of the twentieth century but which remained unpublished until the 1990s: Caballero: A 

Historical Novel (1996), co-written by Jovita González and Eve Raleigh, and George 

Washington Gómez: A Mexicotexan Novel (1990), by Américo Paredes. This chapter will 

demonstrate that Mexican American writers have been considering the question of social 

violence and debating the terms of social healing long before the Chicano/a Movement; 

but more significantly, it will highlight the existence of an early discourse regarding the 

relationship between the spiritual and the political. The historical fiction of both novels 

describes the cultural life and social structures on the U.S.-Mexico border in southern 

Texas during periods of intense conflict between Texas-Mexicans and Anglos. Caballero 

takes place from 1846-1848, during the Mexican American War, while George 

Washington Gomez documents the 1920s sedicioso border uprising and the Depression 

years of the 1930s that led up to U.S. entrance into World War II (1941). From the 

regional locale of South Texas, these texts address significant questions regarding 

ongoing colonial relations, nation-building, and the meanings of citizenship in 

conjunction with the roles of land, race, and gender in defining those relations. While 

these writers are equally concerned with describing the violences of colonization and 
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modernization, ultimately they seem to offer significantly opposing viewpoints about the 

correct response to that violence. While Caballero’s message is guided by an ethic that 

suggests Christian love carries the potential of building cross-cultural alliances, Paredes’ 

work displays a distinct cynicism about religion, spirituality, and any possibility of a 

‘brotherhood of man’ amidst the cultural and institutional structures of inequality.  

Chapter 3 shifts its focus from South Texas to New Mexico, examining the 

complex legacies of Spanish colonization as they played out during the prohibition 1920s 

and in the last year of World War II (1945), a year that would infamously usher in the 

atomic age. With an examination of Nash Candelaria’s Leonor Park (1991) and Rudolfo 

Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima, (1972), this chapter deals with forms of fear and insecurity 

manifested amidst the social and industrial processes of ‘progress’ and the attendant quest 

for power and knowledge. Candelaria tells the story of a ruthless businesswoman haunted 

by her own misdeeds, an incapacity for love or faith, and the terror of divine retribution, 

while Anaya gives us a coming of age story of a young boy struggling to understand the 

meanings of the multiple deaths he has witnessed and the powerful forces in his 

community. As the legacies of the past and the commotion of a quickly changing present 

come into contact, questions of social justice, good and evil, and the workings of the 

human heart rise to the surface. While Candelaria depicts terror and destruction wrought 

by an incapacity for faith beyond material salvation, Anaya focuses upon what it means 

to remake faith amidst generational and social change, and the role of compassion in 

healing a community in distress. 
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Chapter 4 considers how class- and race-based power hierarchies governing the 

hacienda system of pre-Revolutionary Mexico and the U.S. capitalist labor economy in 

the years just following the Mexican Revolution each manifested traumas of violence;  

both systems would call into question issues of nation, cultural citizenship, land, and 

migration for Mexican origin peoples. In this chapter, I am interested not only in 

reflecting upon the roots of a transnational relationship between two nations, but in the 

question of how communities at the center of that relationship have been re-imagined, 

especially in terms of their negotiation of the material conditions of their existence via a 

spiritual or religious worldview.  Alejandro Morales’ The Brick People (1988) and Luis 

Alberto Urrea’s The Hummingbird’s Daughter (2006) enable a unique look at life during 

the last vestiges of the Porfiriato era in Mexico (1876-1910) and the role that the 

subsequent Mexican Revolution (1910-1920) would play in spurring migrations 

northward into the United States, where the outcomes for immigrants and their labor 

would be inextricably tied to the development and growth of major urban regions. The 

Hummingbird’s Daughter narratively reconstructs the life of Teresita, saint of Cabora 

(and a distant relative of Urrea’s). Specifically, Urrea considers this historical figure’s 

role in healing the suffering of the exploited indigenous and mestizo classes in a 

dictatorial Mexico through curanderismo and miraculous powers. Like Anaya, Urrea’s 

work suggests the social potency of divine faith and compassion, especially amidst 

communities in crisis. Interestingly, Teresita’s eventual crossing into the U.S. signals an 

impending movement of peoples, ideas, and political beliefs that would play an important 

part in the formation of Mexican migrant and Mexican American communities. This 
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process of cultural and social formation is continued in Alejandro Morales’ The Brick 

People.  In his historically based, myth-inflected tale, Morales highlights the role of 

Mexican migrants in the development of California’s manufacturing industry. The 

supernatural abounds in his narrative imaginings of the paternalistic exploitation that 

defined the relationship between migrant laborers (from Central Mexico) and factory 

owners. Whereas Luis Alberto Urrea depicts healing in action in Mexican communities 

before the first modern wave of migration, healing seems a tenuous prospect for 

developing immigrant communities in The Brick People, a text dominated by themes of 

destruction and degeneration. However, I argue that several of Morales’ female 

characters, namely one based on his own mother, offer redemption and hope through the 

sacred gifts and spiritual understandings they possess.  

Chapter 5 continues to consider the developments of labor communities and their 

ongoing negotiations of social exploitation, as well as the ways in which that experience 

has been imagined in relation to spiritual and religious practice. Tomas Rivera’s widely 

studied text, y no se lo tragó la tierra (1967-1968) in conjunction with Helena María 

Viramontes’ Under the Feet of Jesus (1995), explore the lives of migrant agricultural 

laborers. While Rivera’s narrative traces migrant routes between South Texas and the 

Midwest during the Korean War (1950-1953), Viramontes turns our gaze to the 

agricultural fields of California. Although Viramontes does not specifically state the time 

period, close attention to narrative clues places her story during the 1980s. In both texts, 

the politics of racialized and gendered bodies operating within a hierarchical structure of 

consumption, land, and labor are brought to life by the everyday struggles, strategies, and 
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negotiations of farm labor communities. Writing amidst the fervor of the Chicano 

Movement, Rivera ultimately posits spiritual and religious faith as an oppressive, ‘false 

consciousness’ which inhibits rational understanding and the possibility for social change 

and social justice.  Here, God is not only impotent artifact, but stultifying illusion, and as 

such, the abandonment of God is posited as a liberating act of self-empowerment.  

Alternatively, Viramontes employs a Chicana feminist standpoint that not only 

counters models of exclusively male leadership (which dominated the Chicano 

Movement out of which Chicana feminism would develop), but explicitly concerns itself 

with the imperative of communal healing. Viramontes emphasizes social reciprocity, 

collectivism, and economic strategies of survival; yet, rather than taking the purely 

materialist viewpoint of Rivera, Under the Feet of Jesus suggests that the restoration of 

fractured selves and fractured communities hinges upon action inspired by love and 

driven by faith. Like Rivera, Viramontes exhibits divine faith of the people as subject to 

questioning, and faltering, amidst the realities of systematic exploitation; however, rather 

than suggesting total, and collective, abandonment of that faith, Viramontes suggests that 

faith can be remade and re-imagined, as the spiritual becomes something put into action 

in the physical world, rather than inert, apart, and disconnected from that world. Thus, 

these two texts engage in a powerful disagreement about the relationship between 

epistemology, the possibilities of divine faith, and social healing.   

Finally, the conclusion of this dissertation ties together its central discourses, 

highlighting the particular significance with which the concept of human compassion 

emerges in these texts. Further, the final chapter reflects upon the significance which 
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gender holds throughout this study, especially in relation to landscape and epistemology, 

and suggests future directions for this work. Specifically, I offer several examples of how 

the frameworks used in this project are applicable not only to narrative fiction, but also to 

other forms, such as poetry, short story, and the personal essay. In that effort, I briefly 

discuss works by Sandra Cisneros, Oscar Casares, Luis Valdez, and Gloria Anzaldúa.  

There are a plethora of works that could be, and should be, discussed in relation to 

this study’s topic; regrettably, I cannot cover all of the works which so richly merit 

consideration. In particular, there are many Chicana feminist-authored literary works that 

represent precisely the themes of interest central to this dissertation. For, throughout the 

past several decades, Chicanas have made it a point of necessity to re-consider and re-

frame the meanings with which spiritual and religious discourses inflect our daily lives.  

Though a number of the narratives I have chosen reflect a more classical Chicano 

sensibility, it is precisely with that revisionary feminist spirit that I take those works into 

consideration. Thus, one of the central ambitions of this work is to offer a feminist 

perspective and gender analysis that can re-invest even seemingly flat female characters 

with dimension by reading between narrative lines to imagine and evoke the often 

unstated complexity of an embodied female spirituality.  With these objectives stated, I 

turn to the task of defining key terms to be used throughout this work, as well as situating 

this project in the context of the emergent field of Mexican American Religions. 
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CHAPTER 1: Chicano/a Literary Production and Discourses of the 

Sacred  

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

This project examines the ways in which spiritual and religious discourses have 

circulated (often unevenly) in Chicano/a literary production, and the ways in which such 

discourses incorporate everyday ways of knowing, from folk culture to popular culture, 

that commonly take place outside of the academy. I am particularly concerned with the 

ways in which political imperatives of social equity and justice come into contact with 

spiritual and religious epistemologies, how their routes intersect, or sometimes conflict, 

with the project of social healing, and how this is represented in literary production. As 

stated previously, ‘literary production’ is here understood as a cultural process involving 

the influence of visual, material, aural, and popular and folkloric sources. In this sense, 

then, literary production can function as a lens through which we can explore a broad 

spectrum of issues and concerns shared by Chicano/a writers, scholars, artists, activists, 

and, hopefully, communities at large, though these various agents do not always take 

similar perspectives. For, it is my contention that within the corpus of Chicano/a literary 

production, a complex discourse on the role of spirituality as a healing strategy exists in 

tension with, and in relation to, the politics of social struggle.   

Thus, this dissertation is not simply about texts themselves, but the web of 

discourses out of which those texts are produced, and in turn, the discourses which they 

evoke. For example, how do the material objects of spirituality, such as home-altars, 

shrines, and ex-votos, as well as the ways in which they are popularly used, bring 
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spirituality into materiality? What do these objects, and the social and physical spaces in 

which they are found (i.e. institutionally sanctioned and unsanctioned) tell us about the 

ways in which people actively negotiate their faith on a daily basis?  And how does the 

incorporation of these objects and their uses into the stories, poems, and narratives of 

Chicanos/as signify a link to the larger communal process of healing and the everyday 

spiritual practices that communities engage in?  

Similarly, how do the physical acts inspired by spiritual epistemologies, such as 

kneeling in prayer, making a pilgrimage, or the feminine-domestic act of blessing become 

tangible intersections between the material and the immaterial? When Chicano/a writers 

represent these acts, they raise important questions about how bodies and psyches 

become marked by acts of devotion and sacrifice, and how we in turn mark religious and 

spiritual symbols, objects, and acts to reflect our own changing images and imperatives. 

For example, how do the material objects of spirituality travel with us in our struggles for 

social justice. Cesar Chavez and the United Farm Workers, during the 1960s, carried the 

image of the Virgen de Guadalupe into their marches and strikes, physically manifesting 

(through a sacred image) the link between popular religious beliefs and the moral 

conviction of a right to labor equity.  Such political peregrinations are certainly linked to 

the common appearance of the virgen in Chicano/a literary production and the multiple 

cultural sites it is influenced by.  

Additionally important to this overall inquiry, spiritual discourses have been 

significantly gendered, such that masculine and feminine relationships to the spiritual are 

differently encoded. As the figurative ‘mother’ of mexicanos/as and Chicanos/as, the 
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Virgen de Guadalupe provides a prime example of the ways in which women have often 

been figured as the symbolic holders of spiritual and religious knowledge, bearing a 

responsibility within the cultural and literal familia to enact and pass on the traditions, 

rituals, gifts, and burdens of such knowledge. As such, this has affected the ways in 

which men and women, and their negotiated roles, are represented in Chicano/a literary 

production, as well as the ways in which such representations are in turn understood. 

Thus, gender and sexuality have interestingly complicated the concepts of ‘community’ 

and ‘agency,’ which have been central to the questions Chicano/a writers have asked 

about the roles spirituality and religion play in our social environments and ways of 

understanding the world. 

In light of all these ideas, this chapter aims to create the framework for a full-

length investigation.   To give the reader a preliminary understanding with which to 

approach the chapters that follow, this chapter will 1) define major terms and concepts 

central to this dissertation, 2) provide a review of the literature in the emerging field of 

Mexican American Religions, 3) attempt to place this work in relation to that body of 

work, and 4) suggest a preliminary case example for consideration. Thus, this chapter 

will create a context for existing discourses on the central issues of this dissertation, and 

position the contribution this work makes to the continuing development of those 

discourses. 

DEFINING TERMS & CONCEPTS 

Several terms and concepts that will appear repeatedly throughout this dissertation 

merit formal definition before proceeding. In particular, there is often confusion and 
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ambiguity surrounding the terms ‘spiritual’ and ‘religious.’ Spirituality is here understood 

as a state or manner of concern with a metaphysical or supernatural interconnection 

between all human beings, or all living beings. Here, the root word spirit refers to a 

principle energy or essence which transcends the physical being, while the Spirit is 

sometimes used to refer to an ultimate entity of unification, connecting all spirits (and 

thus acting as synonym for God).  

Religion is here defined as a shared set of social practices, rituals, beliefs, and 

structures through which spirituality is enacted at the personal and communal levels. A 

person may be described as religious when they choose to enact their spirituality in such 

shared modes. The term sacred is understood as all that which is held worthy of religious 

reverence and veneration, and  is thus set apart from that which is considered profane. 

Religious and spiritual are held as distinct terms here, because although religiosity by 

definition incorporates spirituality, spirituality does not always necessarily indicate 

religiosity.  

It is equally important to note that religiosity does not always connote 

institutionally-sanctioned spaces (i.e. a church) or practices, for it can also be enacted on 

the folk level. In example, a woman who constructs and uses a home-altar, prays to folk 

(uncanonized) saints, or gives her children formal blessings when they leave home, is 

carrying out religious practices sanctioned by popular, rather than institutional, customs. 

Here, folk-religion (sometimes also known as ‘popular piety’) is defined as a set of 

religious practices, beliefs, and structures carried out alongside or outside of 

institutionally-sanctioned parameters. In other words, the world of religion is not limited 



 

 19 

to official sanction; the people who practice a religion possess some agency in defining 

its contours and parameters. A significant point to make here is that institutional religion 

and folk religion can be, and often are, practiced in tandem, though at other times, the 

two can exist in tension with one another, depending upon the circumstances. For 

example, a very loyal parishioner of the Catholic Church might periodically go to see a 

curandero (a traditional folk healer whose healing work incorporates elements of 

Catholicism) despite the knowledge that the Church does not condone curanderismo. The 

negotiations which the Church and individuals make in defining levels of tolerance in 

regard to such tension are representative of the ongoing relationship between the 

institution and the people who participate in it.  

In relation to discussions of spirituality and religion, the term faith can indicate 

two different meanings: 1) a particular religion or system of religious beliefs, or 2) a 

willingness to act on a trust or confidence, despite the absence of material evidence or 

foreknowledge of consequences. The second of these two being the more complex, it 

bears further elaboration. The type of ‘trust or confidence’ that this term describes departs 

sharply from empirical modes of understanding. For, here, belief is not based upon 

repeatable experiments or ready observation in the material world; rather, it is based upon 

a type of spiritual ‘knowledge’ independent from structures of logic and rationality. 

While such epistemology is not commonly written about in academic contexts, it 

certainly operates in many social arenas as a common aspect of everyday understandings; 

it is that social world that the creative writers examined here are conscious of, whether in 

criticism or acceptance, and which some academics overlook entirely.  
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However, what is often misunderstood about the concept of ‘faith,’ both inside 

academia and outside it, is the importance of its interrelationship with ‘action.’ While 

faith is often defined as an enduring belief or conviction not based upon material 

evidence, this definition falls incomplete, leaving out a crucial element of the concept, 

and grossly misleading many about what the term ‘faith’ actually entails. The point I am 

trying to make is that we must understand faith not merely as an enduring belief and trust 

in the immaterial, as something purely abstract; rather, we should understand it as the 

express willingness to act upon such conviction in palpable ways that require the exertion 

of energy and affect the things we do and the ways we do them, in the material world. 

Indeed, it would be fair to say that faith cannot truthfully reside where there is no action, 

for it is the action which becomes the enactment of an otherwise dormant faith. It is also 

the action, or exertion of energy, which brings the metaphysical into relationship with the 

corporeal, the spiritual into relationship with the material.  

The ways we use our bodies, our space, and the objects around us, as well as the 

ways we interact with others, in the carrying out of our respective epistemologies and 

worldviews, significantly marks and shapes the social dimensions of human experience. 

As this dissertation is strongly concerned with that ongoing intersection between modes 

of knowing and modes of being in the material world,  it is necessary to briefly discuss 

several more terms, beginning with ‘social’ and ‘political.’ On its simplest level, the term 

social regards human society, or the interactions of individuals living in a communal 

mode. More specifically, the term refers not only to these human interactions within a 

given society, but also to the structures and modes of organization by which its members 
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are classified.  Thus, the term ‘social’ describes the series of complex, and structured, 

interrelationships that we as humans experience on a daily basis.  

This leads to the next question of how the ‘social’ relates to the ‘political.’ On a 

basic level, the structuring of a society’s organization and the classification of its 

members is always inherently political. While the term political is popularly used in 

regards to affairs of the government or the state, I use it here in a broader sense to 

describe the dynamics and distribution of power or authority at play in social 

interrelationships. I would suggest that such power and authority is never equally 

distributed amongst members of a society, nor is it ever fixed in its distribution, but rather 

moves in ebbs and flows, depending upon the historical moment and context. Further, 

while the term ‘political’ does tend to imply at least some level of conflict resulting from 

that unequal distribution, the dynamics of any such conflict should not be oversimplified, 

for they too are constantly shifting and changing.   

The social conflicts emanating from the unequal distribution of power in society 

frequently result in the manifestation of violence in all its various forms. In this study, I 

use the phrase social violence in order to emphasize not only the physical infliction of 

harm or injury, but the broader harm or injury that is inflicted through unequal power 

relations existing in human societies. Thus, ‘social violence’ would include, but is not 

limited to, physical violence; for harm and injury can be exerted in non-direct patterns 

which nevertheless, infringe upon the health of a group or society, preventing positive 

development.  Lynching, rape, and ethnic cleansing would be obvious examples of social 

violence; however, less obvious examples might be internalized racism, environmental 
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discrimination, and gentrification. For, the kinds of destructive forces exerted in society 

are not always immediately evident; rather, such forces are more often deeply imbedded 

in structural patterns.  Within those patterns, social, political, and economic factors are 

intertwined, creating long-term, damaging effects for not only individuals, but the 

communities they make up. It is in this sense then, that I would include non-direct, non-

physical forms of injury in the classification of social violence.  

Additionally, it is important to emphasize that such violence and conflict resulting 

from social relationships occurs both within and between groups. For example, 

destructive forces operating as a result of gendered inequality can occur betwixt women 

and men, but may also occur amongst a group of women only (or a group of men only). 

Similarly, ethnic discrimination does not occur solely between one ethnic group and 

another, but rather, can also be experienced within an ethnic group. Thus, it is critical that 

as scholars and thinkers, we not subscribe to conflict models that depict clear-cut ‘us vs. 

them’ scenarios. Intra-group conflict deserves equal concern and attention as does group 

conflict. For example, we might consider the struggles that emerged from within the 

Chicano Movement in the 1970s when some women in the movement critiqued the 

patriarchal structures they perceived as operating in their own culture. While other 

women and men in the movement insisted upon focusing attention strictly along ethnic 

lines, these women viewed the resolution of internal conflicts as equally as crucial as 

external ones in the overall aim of achieving a healthy and thriving community. Thus, 

when we think of social violence, we should consider that the destructive forces affecting 
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our communities are not always easily-traceable, but rather tend to be complex, deeply 

imbedded, and multiple in form.  

And it is exactly that social aim of achieving a healthy, thriving community which 

this dissertation is most concerned with. Rather than inquiring into any of the above 

concepts as ends unto themselves, I am most interested in understanding the ways in 

which popular epistemologies of faith have variously intersected with discourses of social 

violence and social healing, specifically in Chicano/a literary production. I use the phrase 

social healing to emphasize the communal, interrelational aspect of a reparative process 

of overcoming suffering to achieve wholeness, health, and continuity. Thus, the concept 

of ‘social healing’ presented here is not centered on the individual, but rather, is focused 

upon the healing processes of individuals in relation to those around them, especially in 

regards to the wounds marked by unequal power relations and the unbalanced distribution 

of resources.  

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE: MEXICAN AMERICAN RELIGIONS 

 Early Development of the Field  

 Scholarly writings on Mexican American cultural practices in relationship to 

religion are not recent in origin. In his detailed historiography of the field of Mexican 

American Religions, Gastón Espinosa asserts that writings on the topic could be found as 

far back as a century ago.5 Historians, theologians, clergy, anthropologists, and 

sociologists have long recorded their impressions of the religious practices of Mexican 

                                                 
5  See Gaston Espinosa, “Chapter 1: History and Theory in the Study of Mexican American Religions,” in 

Mexican American Religions: Spirituality, Activism, and Culture (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008).  
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Americans, in relation to their varying interests. For example, Espinosa cites the early 

existence of institutional church histories and church-sponsored reports in places like the 

Southwest, where Mexican-origin populations had long been in settlement and migration 

from Mexico was common. Additionally, more secular works would become increasingly 

available in the 20th century, with famed scholars such as Manuel Gamio, the Mexican 

anthropologist, taking note of the religious customs and traditions of Mexican 

Americans.6 However, the conscious development of a field of study dedicated to 

Mexican American religions is a more recent occurrence. Particularly in the last decade, 

this development has become more highly visible, with a growing number of cohesive 

contributions outlining the contours of a diverse and promising field of study.  

This intensified interest seems at least partially attributable to the changing 

demographics of the United States, indicating that by 2042, ethnic ‘minorities’ will 

comprise a larger percentage of the nation’s population than ‘non-Hispanic whites.’7 In 

particular, the ‘Hispanic or Latino’ population, which has already overtaken the African 

American population as the country’s ‘largest minority,’ is expected to triple in size from 

2008-2050. Effectively, this increase would double the overall ‘Hispanic of Latino’ 

proportion of the national population, from the current 15% to nearly 30%. If nearly 1 out 

of every 3 U.S. residents will be qualified as ‘Hispanic’ by 2050, as predicted by national 

population projections (what some have referred to as the ‘browning of America’) this 

                                                 
6 See Manuel Gamio, Mexican Immigration to the United States: A Study of Human Migration and 

Adjustment (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1930).  
7 See U.S. Census Bureau 2008 National Population Projections.  
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raises interesting questions about the religious future of the nation.8 How will the 

predicted demographic shifts affect concepts of ‘mainstream’ religious identity in the 

United States, and what kinds of changes might that bear on the popular and political 

culture of the nation? With Mexican Americans, whom are a majority Catholic, currently 

making up the largest ‘Hispanic’ group in the United States, there has been increased 

interest in finding out more about Mexican American religious understandings and 

practices.  

However, this intensified interest and production only builds upon the valuable 

body of work that has been consciously culminated since the late 1960s. Espinosa 

suggests 1968 as the watershed year in which the field was ‘birthed’ with “one of the first 

significant historical, social, political, and theological critiques of the Catholic Church by 

a Mexican American” (Espinosa 76).  Here, he is referring to the essay entitled “The 

Mexican American and the Church,” written by labor activist César Chavez during his 

first hunger strike for social justice. This essay, which highlighted the importance of 

bridging the Church with community activism, was written the same year in which the 

Second General Conference of Latin American Bishops met in Medellín, Colombia to 

outline a Latin American ‘liberation theology.’ This theology would privilege the 

perspectives of the poor in order to combat economic and social sufferings associated 

                                                 
8 In 2008, 59% of Hispanics identified themselves as Catholic in the “2009 American Religious 

Identification Survey,” conducted by Barry A. Kosmin and Ariela Keyser of Trinity College, in Hartford, 

Connecticut. A significant increase in the traditionally Hispanic population set off an overall decline of 

Catholicism in all ethnic groups in the U.S. Significantly, the proportion of Hispanics identifying as 

Protestant (not including Pentecostal) has doubled since 2001, shifting from 2% to 4%. Further, the 

proportion of Hispanics surveyed as identifying with ‘none’ of any religious groups also doubled, 

increasing from 6% in 2001 to 12% in 2008; this increase in non-affiliation with organized religion 

amongst Hispanics is consistent with an overall decline in all groups surveyed.   
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with capitalism.  Themes of social liberation and social consciousness in the written 

works of Latin American priests such as Gustavo Gutierrez and philosophers such as 

Enrique Dussel would bear some important intersections with the imperatives of the 

emerging Chicano Movement in the United States.  Both would significantly influence 

the development of the study of Mexican American Religions.  

The Chicano Movement is not commonly associated with the Catholic Church, or 

with religion in general, due to the alienation many Mexican Americans had experienced 

from an institution they viewed as disconnected from the community.   The U.S. Catholic 

Church’s understanding of, and relationship with, its Mexican American parishioners had 

been strained at best, as the Church made little attempt to include members of the 

Mexican-origin community in the clergy (especially within the upper hierarchy) and 

often failed to involve itself in their struggles for social justice. The reforms of the 

Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), an international, extended meeting of Catholic 

Bishops, would begin to speak to these concerns on a global level; the reforms allowed 

for the increased participation of lay Catholics in leadership and ministry, replaced Latin 

with the use of vernacular languages during masses, and acknowledged political, social, 

economic, and technological changes in the modern world. On a more local level, in 

1969, a group of Chicano priests responded to the weak relationship between the 

institutional Church and the Mexican American population by founding a national 

organization named PADRES, Padres Asociados para Derechos Religiosos, Educativos y 

Sociales (Priests Associated for Religious, Educational, and Social Rights), in San 
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Antonio, Texas.9  Two years later, in 1971, a group of Chicana and Latina nuns founded 

another internal organization, Las Hermanas (The Sisters), which would work in tandem 

with PADRES to institutionalize a ‘Latino-specific agenda’ for the Catholic Church (R. 

Martínez 2). That same year, the two organizations worked with Fr. Virgilio Elizondo to 

found the Mexican American Cultural Center (MACC)10 in San Antonio, which formally 

opened in 1972. With Elizondo as president, and Patricio F. Flores (a founding member 

of PADRES) as honorary chairman,11 the center worked to educate and prepare clergy 

and laypeople for ministry to Mexican Americans, pressed for the appointment of 

Mexican Americans in the Church’s hierarchy, and served the poor in the community.  

Additionally, the MACC would significantly contribute to the development of the 

study of Mexican American Religions, “publishing many of the first academically 

oriented biographies, histories, and studies in the field” (Espinosa 69). In particular, the 

works of Virgilio Elizondo, president of the Mexican American Cultural Center from its 

inception in 1972 until 1987, would establish key concepts and theories for future 

scholars. Influenced by Latin American liberation theologists and Chicano activists such 

as César Chavez, Elizondo began to articulate a ‘Latino theology’ which emphasized the 

liberating potentiality of mestizaje12 and the importance of self-knowledge and self-

naming for mestizo peoples. In his book Galilean Journey: The Mexican American 

                                                 
9 See Richard Edward Martinez, PADRES: The National Chicano Priest Movement (Austin: University of 

Texas Press, 2005).  
10 The Mexican American Cultural Center (MACC) is now known as the Mexican American Catholic 

College. 
11 Patricio F. Flores had been elected as the first Mexican American bishop in 1970, in part due to the 

activism of PADRES, and later became an archbishop in 1978.  
12 In Galilean Journey, Elizondo defines mestizaje as “the birth of a new people from two preexistent 

peoples” usually coming about via “military conquest, colonization, and religious imposition” (10).  
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Promise (1983), Elizondo described similarities between Jesus’ plight as a Galilean 

outsider and the plight of Mexican Americans, outsiders in Mexico and the United States.  

In theorizing this ‘Galilean identity’ of Mexican Americans, Elizondo attempted to 

demonstrate a special role for marginalized peoples in the world (Elizondo, “Mestizaje” 

7),13 and the importance of their ‘salvation,’ just as Latin American liberation theologians 

had similarly done before him.   

Like Virgilio, Moises Sandoval, a Catholic journalist, was also greatly influenced 

by liberation theology which placed the viewpoints of the poor and the oppressed as a 

central perspective from which to understand and approach social challenges. His works, 

such as Fronteras: A History of the Latin American Church in the USA Since 1513 

(1983) and The Mexican American Experience in the Church: Reflections on Identity and 

Mission (1983) would not only document Mexican American religious experiences 

commonly ignored, but would also help to lay the foundations for an imperative of social 

activism in the religious lives of Latinos in general. Encouraging the meeting of religious 

life and civic life, Sandoval’s message would be key to the development of the field of 

Mexican American Religions.14  

                                                 
13 In “Mestizaje as a Locus of Theological Reflection,”Elizondo writes: “The principle behind the cultural 

image of the Galilean identity is that God chooses what the world rejects. What is marginal to the world is 

central to God. […]. It is through the poor and nonpersons of the world that God continues to reveal God’s 

face and heart in a human way and among them—the Galilees and Galileans of today—salvation continues 

to begin for all the peoples of the world” (7).  Here, we see the emphasis on salvation for all originating 

with the salvation of the poor and the oppressed.  
14 For more information on Sandoval, see Mario T. García’s paper, “Liberation Correspondent: Homilies of 

Moises Sandoval,” in The National Catholic Reporter, June 16, 2009.  
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The Emergence of Feminist Voices 

While the early years of the development of the study of Mexican American 

Religions seem to have been dominated by male voices, in terms of published 

contributions, the second half of the 1980s would reveal an important shift. Works by 

women such as Ada María Isasi-Díaz and Yolanda Tarango, as well as Gloria Anzaldúa 

would introduce a distinctly feminist perspective to the field. As scholars and activists, 

these women strove to create a space in which women’s struggles and lived experiences 

could be expressed and heard, as well as a space where meaning could be newly made. 

This work would build on and significantly innovate upon the ideas expressed by those 

who came before them. Further, it would provide an important precedent for the later 

work of feminist scholars such as Jeanette Rodriguez.  

In 1987, Gloria Anzaldúa would publish her landmark work, Borderlands/La 

Frontera: The New Mestiza. In a piecing together of autobiography, myth, historical re-

visioning, theory, and poetry, Anzaldúa articulates a woman of color feminist 

understanding of mestizaje. Like Virgilio Elizondo, Anzaldúa viewed the mestizo 

condition as an identity in formation, given to confusion and even suffering, but also 

representative of a special insight and role in society. However, for Anzaldúa, the mestiza 

woman’s experiences add another layer of complexity to the general concept of 

mestizaje, as her outsider status extends to the alienation felt from within her own cultural 

community as a result of patriarchal hierarchies. Further, as a queer Chicana/Tejana, 

Anzaldúa highlights the effects of sexual politics which silence non-heteronormative 

experience. While her theorizing of a multiplicitous mestiza consciousness rejects 
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institutional religion, her approach to making meaning out of daily experience is 

spiritually-driven, drawing on ancient indigenous belief systems, curanderismo, Santería, 

and Shamanism (Anzaldúa, Borderlands 59).15 Indeed, in Borderlands, the writer is 

shaman, channeling ancestral spirits to confront social, psychological, and historical 

traumas, transforming their meanings as an act of healing.   

Like Anzaldúa, Ada María Isasi-Díaz and Yolanda Tarango understand the 

mestiza condition as a ‘multilayered oppression’; however, in their work, Hispanic 

Women, Prophetic Voice in the Church: Toward a Hispanic Women’s Liberation 

Theology (1988), they struggle for change within the institutional Church. Identifying as 

theologians and activists, Isazi-Díaz and Tarango confront the patriarchy of the Catholic 

Church, while acknowledging the inextricability of the Hispanic16 culture from 

Catholicism. Precisely because the authors recognize the cultural embeddedness of the 

Catholic religion, they call upon the institutional Church to denounce its own patriarchal 

structures, for “If the church is holy and patriarchal, is not patriarchy holy?” (Isasi-Díaz 

and Tarango prologue). Bringing together feminist theology, cultural theology, and 

liberation theology, they begin articulating a ‘Hispanic Women’s Liberation Theology’ 

which starts from lived experience and emphasizes the significant role that African and 

                                                 
15 In Borderlands la Frontera: The New Mestiza , Anzaldúa writes: “In my own life, the Catholic Church 

fails to give meaning to my daily acts, to my continuing encounters with the ‘other world.’ It and other 

institutionalized religions impoverish all life, beauty, pleasure. The Catholic and Protestant religions 

encourage fear and distrust of life and of the body; they encourage a split between the body and the spirit 

and totally ignore the soul […]” (59). Here, we see that Anzaldúa’s form of spirituality could only be 

nourished outside the institutional Church.   
16 Isasi-Díaz and Tarango use the term ‘Hispanic’ “because it is the one most commonly used in this 

society” and more specifically, they use it in reference to  women from three major groups: Mexican 

Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Cubans (x-xi), Taken from Hispanic Women, Prophetic Voice in the 

Church: Toward a Hispanic Women’s Liberation Theology (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988).  
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Amerindian cultural strands play in religiosity. Critiquing the ‘racism/ethnic prejudice’ of 

U.S. feminism and the sexism of Latin American Liberation Theology,17 Third World 

Liberation Theologies, and Hispanic cultures in general, Isazi-Díaz and Tarango insist on 

the valuable contributions of Hispanic women’s diverse experiences and voices. Indeed, 

their work centers around recording those everyday perspectives, a position which 

women of color feminism would embrace.18 

 The essayistic work of Ana Castillo would draw on that of Isasi-Díaz and 

Tarango, centrally situating a ‘brown woman’s’ perspective and highlighting her own 

experience as a ‘mestiza/Mexic Amerindian.’ In Massacre of the Dreamers: Essays on 

Xicanisma (1994), Castillo evokes the importance of religion and spirituality in the lives 

of mestizas, particularly in her essays “Saintly Mother and Soldier’s Whore: The 

Leftists/Catholic Paradigm” and “Brujas and Curanderas: A Lived Spirituality.”  While 

Castillo (like Anzaldúa) is critical of Christianity for its dualism and patriarchy, she (like 

Isasi-Díaz and Tarango) recognizes that religion has been so central in women’s lives that 

“one who aspires to adhere to her Mexican identity will find it nearly impossible to do so 

if she dismisses the influence of the church” (Castillo 101). In her discussion of the 

relationship between activism and religion,19 Castillo accepts that a Hispanic women’s 

                                                 
17 Isasi-Díaz and Tarango argue that Latin American Liberation Theology has also been guilty of racism 

and ethnic prejudice, adapting and incorporating only “the racial/ethnic understandings that they consider 

important” (xiii). 
18 Isasi-Díaz would continue to elaborate on ‘Hispanic Women’ Liberation Theology’ in En la Lucha/In 

the Struggle: A Hispanic Woman’s Liberation Theology (1993); Mujerista Theology: A Theology for the 

Twenty-First Century (1996); and La Lucha Continues: Mujerista Theology (2004).  
19 Castillo explains that while “the woman activista is not necessarily a feminist […] she usually is 

Catholic” (85). Further, while the Chicano Movement is not often associated with religiosity, an underlying 

presence is beyond doubt: “[T]he male dominated Chicano Movement and the Chicana feminist have been 
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theology can be a valuable tool in overcoming material obstacles; however, she argues 

that ultimately, it is by reclaiming and remaking ancient indigenous understandings and 

symbols that the violated ‘feminine principle’ within us will be nourished. According to 

Castillo, these knowledges are passed to us from mestizo elders, usually women. 

Curanderismo, a folk form of healing incorporating traditional herbal medicine, 

indigenous spiritual beliefs, and Catholic rituals, is one such form of ancient knowledge. 

However, Castillo emphasizes a “synthesis of old forms” so that “our applications […] 

correspond to our contemporary needs and concerns” (Castillo 153). Specifically, Castillo 

calls forth the Virgen de Guadalupe/Tonantzin as an embodiment of that feminine 

principle. Her later work as editor of La diosa de las Américas/Goddes of the Americas: 

Writings on the Virgin of Guadalupe (1996), a collection of theological and secular 

reflections on the history, meaning, and movement of the Virgen de Guadalupe would 

significantly build upon that emphasis of this icon’s centrality. 

 One of the contributors from that collection (Goddess of the Americas), Jeannette 

Rodriguez, conducted a full length study in 1994, entitled Our Lady of Guadalupe: Faith 

and Empowerment among Mexican-American Women. As Virgilio Elizondo explains in 

his foreword, Rodriguez creates a space for Mexican American women to express their 

everyday knowledges about the Virgen, God, and ourselves, and in doing so, values such 

women as theologians in their own right (Rodríguez, Guadalupe xii). Identifying as an 

educator, theologian, and pastoral clinician, Rodriguez views popular understandings of 

                                                                                                                                                 
unavoidably influenced by the permeation of our culture by Catholicism, despite leftist and nationalist 

language and overtones” (86).  
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faith (via the ‘iglesia del pueblo’) as central to her work assisting Mexican American 

women. Thus, her study evaluates and historically situates the effects of this religious 

icon in their everyday lives and identities; more specifically, she explores women’s 

perceptions of ‘Our Lady of Guadalupe’ and attempts to understand the relationships they 

share with her (xxvi-xxvii). Using an interdisciplinary approach and a ‘psycho-social 

religious framework,’ Rodriguez attempts to not only achieve a better understanding of 

Mexican American’s women’s positionality in the world, but also to engender a “new 

understanding about who God is,” transforming the church (xxviii). Rodriguez’ inclusion 

of real women’s voices echoes the earlier concerns of Isazi-Díaz and Tarango with lived 

experience. Further, her use of concepts by scholars such as Anzaldúa and Elizondo 

represents her interdisciplinary scope. Although there are numerous studies on Our Lady 

of Guadalupe, Rodriguez’ focus on the connections between the Virgen and Mexican 

American women’s everyday experiences in the world is significant.  

Spirituality and the Visual Arts 

 Latino theology and Chicana feminist theory are not the only places we find 

meditation on spiritual and religious themes. Visual artists and visual arts scholars have 

devoted a significant amount of energy reflecting on these issues as well. For example, 

such contemplations can be found in the pages of exhibition catalogues which rarely 

receive the kind of circulation they merit. Although the thematic content of these works is 

highly relatable to the concerns of scholars outside of the field of visual studies, it has not 

been usefully drawn from as commonly as might be supposed.  
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The 1989 exhibit entitled Ceremony of Memory: New Expressions in Spirituality 

Among Hispanic Artists20 was curated by Amalia Mesa-Bains, an altar-inspired artist 

from California. In the exhibition catalogue, Mesa-Bains provides a short curatorial 

statement that speaks eloquently to the issues and concerns at stake in the field of 

Mexican American Religions, and in the present study. In response to the growing need 

for clearer definitions and descriptions regarding the spiritual and ceremonial ‘impulse’ 

in ‘Hispanic’21 art, Mesa-Bains addresses the importance of a “cultural memory rooted in 

the Americas” as it is represented by ‘Hispanic’ artists in terms of form and content 

(Mesa-Bains, Memory 7). What is perhaps most striking about her evaluation is her 

concern with not only conceptual understandings of spiritual themes, but the expressions 

of those understandings through innovations on everyday material objects, such as 

nichos, retablos, and home-altars.22 Remaking the image and the object thus becomes a 

transformative and healing process.23 

 In the same catalogue, Tomas Ybarra-Frausto provides his reflections on the 

cultural context of spirituality in ‘Hispanic’ art. Like Mesa-Bains, Ybarra-Frausto 

emphasizes the connections between spirituality and the objects used in spiritual practice. 

                                                 
20 The Ceremony of Memory exhibition was shown at the Lannan Museum in Lake Worth, Florida from 

January 28
th

 through March 4
th

, in 1989 as well as at other U.S. institutions until March 6
th

,  1991. 

21 Mesa-Bains chooses the umbrella term, ‘Hispanic,’ explain that the artists participating in the exhibition 

were identified as being ‘of Chicano, Mexicano, Latino and Caribbean ancestry.’ Cited from Ceremony of 

Memory: New Expressions in Spirituality among Contemporary Hispanic Artists, curated by Amalia Mesa-

Bains (New Mexico: Center for Contemporary Arts of Santa Fe, 1988). 
22 Nichos can refer to either small boxes or spaces cut into a wall used to display religious items. Retablo 

refers to a type of tin or wooden panel decorated with religious iconography, traditionally used as 

devotional objects or as thanks to a saint for prayers answered. A home-altar is a type of religious shrine 

usually constructed and used by women, traditionally for the purposes of prayer.  
23 Here, we might think of Anzaldúa, who wrote on the primacy of the image: “An image is a bridge 

between evoked emotion and conscious knowledge; words are the cables that hold up that bridge. Images 

are more direct, more immediate than words, and closer to the unconscious.” Cited from Anzaldúa, p. 91.  
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For Ybarro-Frausto, the artistic reworking of spiritual objects, icons, and images can be a 

productive form of socio-political commentary. As he states that such reinterpretations 

“reverberate with the presence and potency of ancient living ethos expanded with modern 

signification” (Mesa-Baines, Memory 12), we might recall Anzaldúa and Castillo for 

their commitment to spiritual revisions as a healing process. Indeed, Ybarro-Frausto 

comments on the healing function of not only art, but ‘spiritual creation’ as “an attempt to 

heal the wound or cleavage in modern society between the terrestrial and celestial 

domains” (12-13). Here, we see how the image and the word can both be involved in a 

healing artistic practice. 

 Ceremony of Memory would be followed by another exhibition curated by Amalia 

Mesa-Bains, entitled Ceremony of Spirit: Nature and Memory in Contemporary Latino 

Art.24 In this exhibition catalogue, Mesa-Bains offers a longer curatorial statement 

describing spirituality as a vital, living form of resistance forged from the experiences of 

colonial traumas and cultural domination. Additionally, she acknowledges spirituality as 

a resistance “grounded in popular practices that (re)member everyday passions” (Mesa-

Bains, Spirit 9). Through those popular practices, such as curanderismo and the use of 

home-altars, our ‘spiritual histories’ come into contact with our contemporary 

experiences in ways that continuously reshape our spiritual understandings. In this sense, 

it is not surprising that both visual artists and writers have invoked spiritual and religious 

practices and beliefs in works that deal with the ‘ruptured ancestry’ and ‘cultural wounds’ 

                                                 
24 The exhibition, Ceremony of Spirit, was shown at the Mexican Museum in San Francisco, California 

from December 8, 1993 through February 20
th

, 1994. 
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of mestizaje. Mesa-Bains explains that the incorporation of spiritual themes not only aids 

artists in the “recuperation of a lost past,” but also actively redefines and recreates our 

understanding of that past, creating a ‘politicizing spirituality’ (9). Amongst many other 

valuable points, Mesa-Bains explains that a large number of those spiritual themes center 

on the relationship between memory and nature, in a historical and regional context. 

Thus, the use of symbols from nature, such as the maguey plant in the work of visual 

artist Santa Barraza, functions to recall and reclaim our relationships to land and history. 

In this sense, Mesa-Bains theorizes spirituality in the works of Latino/a artists as a 

“political, historical, and geographic investigation” (17). 

 However, we must not only look for the spiritual in the works of professional 

artists, as the domestic practices of Mexican American women abound with spiritual and 

religious creation. In Living Shrines: Home Altars of New Mexico (1998), Marie Romero 

Cash, Lucy Lippard, and Siegfried Halus (photographer) take us across northern New 

Mexico exploring the home altars of women, and seek to better understand the function 

they serve in everyday life. Romero Cash is an accomplished artisan, writer, and 

historian, as well as the daughter of traditional tinsmiths. In her piece entitled, “Altares de 

la Gente,” she explains the colonial emergence of home-altars as a way to engage with 

and honor God, and religious saints, in isolated geographic locations where priests were 

not readily available. In this way, altars became part of an elaborate system of folk 

religious practices, which “nurtured the faith of the people and strengthened their beliefs” 

(Cash and Lippard, 30). In “Sweet Refuges/ Refugios dulces,” curator and writer Lucy 

Lippard recounts that while these home altars were not institutionally recognized by the 
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Roman Catholic Church, they were encouraged in colonial New Mexico “as replacements 

for the indigenous shrines that were suspect for their connections to the worship of earth 

power […]” (46). The photographs in the text, taken by Haus, reveal intimately personal 

and familial spaces in women’s homes, and tell a visual story of how home-altars 

function in their daily lives.  

 In the following year, folklorist and anthropologist Kay Turner published 

Beautiful Necessity: The Art and Meaning of Women’s Altars. In this longer length study, 

Turner incorporates photographs as well as interviews conducted over the course of 

several years, sometimes decades, to highlight the “living voices of women speaking to 

the meaning of personal altars in their lives” (Turner, Beautiful 21). In light of the 

information garnered from her interviews, and a brief historical overview, Turner 

proposes that the meaning of the personal altar emerges from “the age-old task of 

religious art […] to bridge the division between the sacred and mundane, the spiritual and 

the material, the Self and the Other” (7). This function of ‘sacred’ objects as vehicles for 

mediation between the unseen and the seen in daily life is usually affiliated with folk-

religious practice (i.e. folk-Catholicism); however, as Turner shows, in a contemporary 

context, women unaffiliated with traditional folk-religions are reclaiming the practice of 

altar-making. Thus, the altars of Wiccans, Goddess-worshipers, and artists are included in 

the study as well. 
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 The 1999 artistic exhibition, Images and Histories: Chicana Altar-Inspired Art,25 

curated by Constance Cortez, explored the transition of altars from private homes to 

public spaces. In the exhibition catalogue, Cortez explains that this transition, originating 

in the 1970s, has featured a high degree of variation, both in terms of factors motivating 

artists to incorporate altar-making practices, and the forms in which they do so. In one of 

the catalogue’s essays “Cultural Syncretism and Altar-Inspired Work,” art historian 

Elizabeth López explains that although many artists draw on folk-traditions, their works 

are not ‘copies’ of traditional forms. Indeed, they often “depart considerably from the 

original function” of religious home altars (Cortez, 15). Rather, as López emphasizes, the 

altar appeals to artists as a way to negotiate and experiment with tensions between 

personal testimony and social, political concerns. Further, López argues that altar-

inspired work ‘carries’ ties to a cultural and spiritual history which effectively become 

‘inscribed’ upon the space of the museum or gallery. In this sense, many artists view the 

appropriation of religious and spiritual iconography and symbols as a healing strategy.  

 More recently, Laura Pérez has published her expansive overview, Chicana Art: 

The Politics of Spiritual and Aesthetic Altarities (2007). Pérez surveys various forms of 

Chicana artistic production (i.e.visual art, performance art, and writing) which invokes an 

‘ephemeral language’ of the spiritual. More specifically, Pérez focuses on Chicana art as 

engaged in an ‘oppositional politics’ critical of traditional religiosities and embracive of a 

less restrictive spirituality; further, this politics is engaged with Mesoamerican, American 

                                                 
25 Imáges e Historias/Images and Histories: Chicana Altar-Inspired Art, ed. Constance Cortez (Santa 

Clara: California, 1999). This travelling exhibition originated in 1999 and was organized and produced by 

Tufts University Gallery of Medford, Massachussetts. The exhibition was featured at Santa Clara 

University in Santa Clara, California.  
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Indian, African diaporic, and feminist standpoints (18). Pérez recognizes the invocation 

of the spiritual in secular, institutionalized spaces, where spirituality is often trivialized as 

primitive superstition, as a politically provocative act for women of color. Yet, as she 

explains, spirituality in the work of Chicanas is “inseparable from questions of social 

justice” (20). Like many Chicana feminists before her (i.e. Castillo and Anzaldúa), Pérez 

embraces and celebrates the spiritual re-visionings (‘spiritual hybridity’) which draw on 

ancient practices and beliefs to remake meaning in the present. Yet, Pérez’ work is 

focused on the political expressions of the artist rather than the lived experiences of 

everyday women, setting her apart from feminists such as Isazi-Díaz or Jeannette 

Rodriguez. 

Regional and Historical Case-Studies 

 While artistic production is certainly a valuable space in which the spiritual is 

negotiated and expressed, the strategic examination of how spirituality and religion have 

shaped particular places, people, and moments in history is equally valuable. Thus, 

specific historical case-studies have been essential to the development of the field of 

Mexican American Religions. Such work allows us to explore a microcosm of dynamic 

factors and motivations as they relate to one particular story. These kinds of closer, in-

depth examinations provide important contexts and methodologies with which to 

consider the specificities of experience and history.   

 Timothy Matovina’s Tejano Religion and Ethnicity: San Antonio, 1821-1860 

(1995) has been described as the first full-length study of the historical role of religion in 

a Mexican American community. Drawing on archival resources such as newspapers, 
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diaries, and government records, Matovina examines the contributive role of Catholicism 

in the early formation of the Tejano ethnic community of San Antonio, Texas. The 

historical formation of a Tejano ethnic identity, bound up with a Catholic identity, is 

viewed here in three stages: the ‘Mexican period’ (1821-1836); the period of the Texas 

Republic (1836-1845); and the first fifteen years after annexation (1845-1860). The 

persistence of a Tejano-identification amidst substantial and continuous upheaval in the 

political and social landscape contradicts the patterns of acculturation observed in U.S. 

communities of European immigrants. In this sense, Matovina’s work suggests that rather 

than functioning to assimilate Texas-Mexicans, the Catholic religion played a role in 

developing a distinct ethnic identity of difference in San Antonio.  

 A decade later, Matovina, a historian and theologian, would follow up this work 

with another case-study based in San Antonio. This work, entitled Guadalupe and Her 

Faithful: Latino Catholics in San Antonio, from Colonial Origins to the Present (2005), 

covers a much longer period of time, and indeed, would be the first full-length study to 

examine Guadalupan devotion in a ‘single-faith community’ in this particular time frame. 

Further, Matovina situates the study within a ‘lived religion’ perspective which “takes 

seriously the interconnections between faith expressions and the social structures, cultural 

horizons, bodily existence, everyday lives, and local circumstances of parishioners” (14). 

With this framework, Guadalupe and Her Faithful explores the ways in which power 

dynamics in a particular faith community “have shaped and been shaped” by Guadalupan 

devotion; such religious devotion is thus understood as a “means to express, mold, and 

reinforce” a collective social identity (14-15). Again, Matovina uses specific contexts of a 
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region and historical period in order to explore the relationship between religion and 

ethnic identity formation.  

 In his social history, The Church in the Barrio: Mexican American Ethno-

Catholicism in Houston (2006), historian Roberto R. Treviño attempts to demonstrate 

how Mexican American ‘ethno-Catholicism’26 has played a key historical role in 

constructing ethnic identity, community formation,  social change, and gender relations in 

Houston, Texas between 1911 and 1972. Treviño centrally argues that the consideration 

of religion helps us to better understand the developments of these ‘social arenas’ and 

their historical aspects. In this context, he considers how Church representatives viewed 

the Mexican-origin people of the congregation, and how the congregation viewed those 

representatives. In examining this relationship, Treviño asks what material consequences 

these views had for the Mexican-origin community, and shows how Mexican Americans 

were able to ‘press’ the church “not only to minister to their spiritual lives but also to 

support their struggles for equality and a better material life” (10).  

 In a different kind of case-study, Lara Medina chronicles the history and 

development of a religious-activist organization founded in 1971 and which still exists. In 

Las Hermanas: Chicana/Latina Religious-Political Activism in the U.S. Catholic Church 

(2004), Medina draws on the oral stories and ‘collective memories’ of members of Las 

Hermanas,27 the “first and only national religious-political organization of Chicana and 

                                                 
26 Treviño uses the term ‘ethno-Catholicism’ to refer to “the Mexican way of being Catholic.” Cited from 

Roberto R. Trevino, The Church in the Barrio: Mexican American Ethno-Catholicism in Houston (Chapel 

Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2006),   
27 This is the same organization, referenced earlier in the chapter, which collaborated with PADRES and 

Virgilio Elizondo to found the Mexican American Cultural Center. 
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Latina Roman Catholics” (Medina 8). In addition to these oral testimonies, she also uses 

archival documents such as papers and newsletters to show how the women in this 

religious organization acted as ‘agents of change.’ Specifically, Medina argues the 

political significance of Las Hermanas’ religious work (4). As a grass-roots organization 

directly involved in the Chicano movement for social justice, these women helped 

expand the Catholic Church’s view of its ministerial relationship to the Latino 

community. Ultimately, Medina positions her study as a contribution to Chicano/a 

studies, women’s studies, and religious studies. For, as she explains, Chicano/a studies 

has too often left out consideration of the religious contexts of the Chicano Movement; 

religious studies tends to marginalize Chicano/Latino Catholics; and women’s studies 

neglects attention to narratives of Latina agency (6-7).   

 In the following year, Richard Edward Martinez published PADRES: The 

National Chicano Priest Movement (2005), an investigation of the religious-activist 

organization which collaborated with Las Hermanas and Virgilio Elizondo to found the 

Mexican American Cultural Center in 1971. In addition to a brief history and analysis of 

the emergence of the PADRES organization, which was formed in 1969, Martinez 

centrally draws on the oral histories of founding members (much as Medina does in her 

study of Las Hermanas). Martinez argues that PADRES and Las Hermanas constituted a 

‘first wave’ of organized activism from within the Church, working for the interests of 

the Latino community. According to Martinez, it is largely due to these efforts that the 

1970s and 1980s would see “an increase in activity by Mexican American and Latino 

Catholics across the nation” and especially in the southwest (R. Martinez 2). Thus, these 
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organizational case-histories not only honor the organization’s members and works, but 

also draw historical connections between social activism and religious groups. 

Collections & General Surveys 

As the field of Mexican American Religions has grown and developed, a number 

of collections and general surveys have emerged. These works are useful for the diversity 

of issues and perspectives they bring together under the umbrella of Mexican American 

Religions, and for the overviews they provide of the larger body of literature. Most of 

these are edited works of compiled essays by various scholars, thereby introducing us to 

themes and issues that may not have yet been treated in full-book form. One such 

valuable overview is Mexican Americans and the Catholic Church, 1900-1965 (1994), 

edited by historians Jay P. Dolan and Gilberto M. Hinojosa. This work reflects upon the 

historical period between 1900 and 1965 in order to the pre-twentieth-century roots, as 

well as the more recent development of Mexican American faith communities (2). The 

contributors explore the changing tensions and negotiations between a Mexican 

American Catholic populace and the institutional U.S. Catholic Church. The text is 

divided into three parts, examining Mexican American Catholic communities in Texas; 

Mexican American Catholic communities in California; and the history of the Catholic 

Church amongst Mexican Americans in the Midwest.  

Horizons of the Sacred: Mexican Traditions in U.S. Catholicism (2002) was 

edited by Timothy Matovina and Gary Riebe-Estrella. This collection examines the 

‘worldview’ underlying Mexican American religious traditions. Contributors to this 

volume are theologians, social historians, ethnographers, critical theorists, sociologists, 
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and practitioners of religious studies and Chicano/a studies. In general, the collection is 

concerned with understanding U.S. Catholicism in a way that “more fully accounts for 

and embraces” Mexican American peoples and their religious traditions; the ways in 

which the U.S. church and society affect those traditions; and the offerings of Mexican 

Americans and their ‘faith expressions’ to that same society and church (2), 

Understanding the reciprocity of the relationship between the Church and Mexican 

American communities is thus central, even as contributors explore various traditions in 

contemporary culture such as the Via Cruces, Días de los Muertos, and Curanderismo.  

Rather than an edited collection, Luis D. León’s La Llorona’s Children: Religion, 

Life, and Death in the U.S. Mexico Borderlands (2004) is presented as an expansive 

‘spiritual survey’ of the ‘religious poetics’ of the borderlands between the U.S. and 

Mexico. In a regional scope that includes East Los Angeles, Mexico City, and the U.S. 

Southwest as ‘borderlands’ spaces, León considers religious concepts such as 

‘pilgrimage’ and ‘prophecy.’ In specific, he explores Guadalupan devotion, 

curanderismo, espiritualismo, and evangelical Protestantism. Ultimately, León argues 

that religious belief and practice are continuously redefined throughout the borderlands as 

“a creative and often effective means to manage the crisis of everyday life” (5). If the 

meanings of religious symbols can be changed, then religion can be used as a means of 

achieving justice just as much as injustice. Crediting ‘borderlanders’ with spiritual 

agency, León theorizes that religion can function as a means of survival amidst poverty 

and discrimination.  
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In another single-authored survey, historian Mario T. García uses a case-study 

format to chronicle Chicano Catholic history. In Católicos: Resistance and Affirmation in 

Chicano Catholic History (2008), García draws on archival resources such as the 

Hispano Works Progress Administration records and the National Catholic Welfare 

Conference papers. Arguing that “one cannot fully understand Chicanos, or any ethnic 

group for that matter, without taking into consideration the significant role played by 

religion in shaping community,” García focuses on themes of resistance and affirmation 

(26). For, he argues that it is through the struggle to maintain, adapt, and preserve 

religious traditions, that Chicanos have been able to affirm their ethnic and religious 

identity (19-20). Specifically, he undertakes the role of intellectuals in Chicano Catholic 

history, Chicano popular religiosity, and the relationships between religion and public 

life.  

A multidisciplinary collection co-edited by Gastón Espinosa and Mario T. García, 

Mexican American Religions: Spirituality, Activism, and Culture (2008) represents a 

critical development in the field of Mexican American Religions. With contributors such 

as Kay Turner, Luis D. León, Laura E. Pérez, and Richard R. Flores, this volume takes a 

“nonsectarian, noninstutitional, and nonormative approach,” arguing that religion and 

Mexican American communities share a reflexive relationship, defining and shaping one 

another (Espinosa and García 4).  Each essay examines the “critical intersection between 

MA religions and literature, art, politics, and pop culture” in the twenty first century (12). 

Rather than taking a strictly theological view, this collection considers religious 

expressions as a blending of traditions, customs, rituals, symbols, etc, found in a myriad 
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of locations not limited to institutional spaces or patterns. As with García’s Catolicos, 

this collection emphasizes religious expression as forged from (and also as a sign of) 

resistance and affirmation. Issues of social justice, communal healing, and spiritual 

dimensions in activist work appear repeatedly and are given serious treatment in this 

diverse and interdisciplinary collection.   

 These collections and surveys constitute a substantial contribution to the field of 

Mexican American Religions, as they signal the growing interest and dedication of 

various scholars working towards its development. Recognizing religion and spirituality 

as vital currents in the daily lives and experiences of Mexican American communities, 

the scholars mentioned thus far have worked to bring the significance of those 

experiences into academic discourses. This dissertation will draw from and build on ideas 

introduced by these and other scholars, in an effort to further explore the connections 

between the material circumstances of Mexican Americans and their spiritual and 

religious worldviews. 

VIOLENCE AND HEALING: AN EPISTEMOLOGICAL CONFRONTATION 

Exposing social inequality and the various forms of violence it inflicts upon our 

communities has always been central to the work that Chicano/a scholars, artists, and 

activists have been committed to conducting. Such violence can be found in many places-

-institutional structures, legislation and public policy, familial and domestic relationships, 

and the work place, for example. Revealing the functions and costs of social inequality 

has been one step in a larger mission for social justice. And to a great degree, this process 

of exposure and revelation has been a painful one for Chicanos/as. For, the ‘piecing 
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together’ or ‘making sense’ of our histories, memories, personal testimonies, and daily 

experiences has been an attempt to reckon with what is often submerged in confusion and 

silence. Indeed, it has been an attempt to reckon with ourselves in the places that we are; 

through the act of naming our legacies, struggles, joys, fears, and experiences, we attempt 

to name and recognize ourselves. This process of ‘coming to consciousness’ has required 

the courage not only to look back, or to examine the place where we presently stand, but 

the courage to contest invisibility and move forward into an unknown future. In 

Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987), Gloria Anzaldúa reflected that 

“every increment of consciousness, every step forward is a travesía, a crossing” (48). 

Knowledge then becomes a kind of ongoing crossroads; no sooner do we move forward 

into new entrances than we are required to make painful exits.  

Knowledge has the power to transform us and the way we see our surroundings, 

and in this sense, such revelation is integral to the larger pursuit of social justice, or the 

liberation from various forms of oppression (gendered, sexual, racial, cultural, class-

based, etc). However, it is equally important to recognize that such revelations can 

produce a kind of wounding, as Anzaldúa goes on to describe: “‘Knowing’ is painful 

because after ‘it’ happens I can’t stay in the same place and be comfortable. I am no 

longer the same person I was before” (48). Transformed by revelations, we see with new 

eyes, and our discoveries can be alarming. The discomfort of gazing at what ails us, the 

sources of violence, creates a new anxiety: If we can no longer stand still, where do we 

garner the bravery to move forward? Indeed, gazing at the lengths and depths of our own 

social and personal scars leaves no other options but to either close our eyes and forget, 
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or to make the crossing, the ‘flying leap,’ into a place that is yet unknown. As scholars, 

artists, and activists of color, we attempt to make that leap, to uncover what has too long 

been hidden, and to imagine new worlds and possibilities into existence. Forgetting is no 

longer viable; in the words of Anzaldúa, “No hay más que cambiar” (48). 

In this dissertation, I am concerned with asking what we take with us on those 

perilous crossings. What kinds of cultural resources do we draw on, build upon, and 

reshape in the attempt to heal not only our own wounds, but the wounds of our various 

communities? How do we struggle with previous forms of knowledge that have been 

passed down to us in order to create something new, a viable path to the reconstruction of 

our own wholeness? For, our ways of knowing come not only from the academy or 

organizational structures, but are rooted in our communal and familial networks as well. 

How do we merge diverse epistemologies in order to confront and name the social 

violences that mark us, while not forgetting our ultimate imperative of working towards a 

social justice that puts human equity and value at its center? In this vein, native Texan 

painter, Carmen Lomas Garza, once explained:  

Every time I paint, it serves a purpose—to bring about pride in our 

Mexican American culture. When I was growing up, a lot of us were 

punished for speaking Spanish. We were punished for being who we were, 

and we were made to feel ashamed of our culture. That was very wrong. 

My art is a way of healing these wounds, like the savila plant (aloe vera) 

heals burns and scrapes when applied by a loving parent or grandparent 

(In My Family, front matter). 
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As Lomas Garza attests, the act of painting, much like the act of writing or storytelling, 

can become an act of healing the wounds of institutional violence, and through its healing 

properties, shares something in common with the more traditional, everyday acts of 

healing that have been passed down to her by previous generations. Indeed, this 

dissertation is centrally concerned with the idea that we as scholars, artists, and activists 

heal ourselves and our communities in ways that distinctly relate to inherited practices 

and knowledges, even when that relationship is one of conflict or ambivalence.  

THE GULF BETWEEN CHICANO/A STUDIES PRACTITIONERS & LIVED COMMUNITIES 

It should not be glossed over that there is a particular paradox at hand: 

practitioners of Chicano/a studies are often on one side of a rupture from the communities 

they write about. We may ask how writers, for example, negotiate their questions about 

spirituality in order to arrive at usable strategies of healing; yet, we cannot allow the 

voice of the writer to become an imagined voice for an entire community. Instead, it is 

vital to remind ourselves that the approaches such writers take may not be embraced by 

the communities they write about.  A case in point being that Chicano/a writers, scholars, 

and artists have long battled with conflicting feelings about the Catholic faith common to 

their communities, sometimes outright rejecting it, sometimes blending it with re-

appropriated indigenous beliefs, and sometimes borrowing its symbols and images in 

order to remake them. Despite all of this revision, the common populace of Mexican 

Americans remains largely Catholic. In this sense, then, the practices of Chicano/a 

writers and artists cannot necessarily be equated with those of the communities they 

come from.  
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A most telling example of this is the controversy surrounding Alma López’ digital 

artwork entitled Our Lady (1999), inspired by Sandra Cisneros' 1996 essay "Guadalupe, 

the Sex Goddess." López’ piece was featured in an exhibition at the Museum of 

International Folk Art in Santa Fe in 2001, where it caused great consternation amongst 

some of New Mexico’s Catholic population. The image features a woman posing boldly 

as a ‘scantily clad’ version of the Virgen de Guadalupe, wearing only a virtual bikini of 

roses; this depiction of the virgen, alongside a bare-breasted female cherub with butterfly 

wings, was understood as sacrilegious and disrespectful by a number of New Mexican 

citizens. Here, the conflicts between the creative politics of feminist Chicanas engaged in 

the re-claiming of religious iconography and the beliefs held as sacred by the popular 

citizenry were put into bold relief. The healing sought in such works is one that serves 

some communities well, while alienating others. Despite this tension, what is equally 

significant to consider is the artist’s attempt to, or perhaps even need to, reckon with a 

popular image in order to ‘make sense’ of it, or relate to it in a personal way.  

CURANDERISMO AS HEALING STRATEGY & DISCOURSE 

In addition to spiritual and religious iconography and myth, folk practices have 

regularly informed Chicano/a literary production, with the most significant and well-

travelled folk practice being curanderismo (the term stemming from the Spanish verb, 

curar, which means ‘to heal’). Curanderos/as, or folk healers, have made frequent 

appearances in the stories, narratives, and poems of Chicano/a writers. And their 

practices, including limpias (spiritual cleansings), the use of herbs, candles, prayers, and 

rituals, in order to protect the communities they serve, as well as to heal the sick, have 
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figured importantly into discourses regarding the ways in which communities respond to 

social violence. In his essay, “Culture and Bedevilment,” included in Dancing with the 

Devil: Society and Cultural Politics in Mexican American South Texas (1994), José 

Limón suggests that curanderas “daily and relatively uncharismatically engage with late 

capitalism’s baleful effects on the mexicano body politic as they continue to struggle with 

the devil” (202). In this sense, then, curanderas and their folk practices become a 

significant link between the political violences that occur in a community and social 

responses to that violence. And significantly, such practices have evolved alongside the 

communities they are rooted in. In what has been one of the most significant studies on 

these folk practices, Curanderismo: Mexican American Folk Healing (1981), Robert T. 

Trotter II and Juan Antonio Chavira reflect that “the evolution and practice of 

curanderismo parallel the historical and cultural evolution of Mexican Americans as a 

population” (1). For precisely these reasons, it is not surprising that curanderismo has so 

frequently marked the literary production of Chicanos/as. Thus, these and other folk 

practices will be important aspects throughout the body of this dissertation. 

READING CRITICAL RESPONSES TO SPIRITUAL DISCOURSE 

Another important element in this work will be to examine how scholarly critics 

of Chicano/a literary production have differently responded to, or sometimes failed to 

respond to, such spiritual discourses, and what these responses further reveal about the 

complex tensions at work in regards to the connections between spiritual and political 

knowledges. For instance, while some critics have chosen to ignore the presence of the 

spiritual in the texts they write about, others have labeled it as a ‘magical realist’ element, 
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while others have read it as representative of ‘traditional’ or ‘regressive’ cultural modes 

incompatible with social change. Still other critics have come to embrace spiritual 

discourses as a way to merge political imperatives with questions about communal ways 

of knowing; Chicana feminist scholarship has often been inclined towards this view, even 

as spirituality remains a site of tension and constant negotiation. Each of these critical 

viewpoints will constitute an important role in this dissertation, for responses to the 

presence of spiritual discourses tell us as much as the discourses themselves.  

CASE EXAMPLE: ANA CASTILLO’S SO FAR FROM GOD: A NOVEL  

Beyond scholarship, Chicana feminist literature itself has often self-consciously 

ventured into the merging of political and spiritual imperatives; while this dissertation 

indeed might have focused itself entirely upon the examination of such literary narratives, 

I have chosen to examine a number of texts which might be less likely to receive a 

feminist analysis. However, I begin and end this dissertation with female-authored 

narratives (Caballero and Under the Feet of Jesus), suggesting the significance of female 

literary voices in this conversation. Before advancing, though, I would like to briefly 

discuss the feminist emphasis upon spirituality alongside the political by considering a 

text in which these imperatives are clearly set at the forefront. Ana Castillo’s So Far 

From God: A Novel represents precisely such an example. 

Referencing Porfirio Díaz’ now famous quote, “So far from God—so close to the 

United States,” the title of Castillo’s work certainly suggests that it will be a novel of 

both spiritual and political concerns. Further, the not-so-subtle naming of characters 

points to spiritual and religious themes in the narrative. Sofi (wisdom) and her ‘wayward’ 
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husband Domingo (a holy day) have four daughters: Esperanza (hope), Fe (faith), 

Caridad (charity), and finally, La Loca (crazy). La Loca’s sudden death as a baby is 

followed by her miraculous resurrection, and her explanation that after travelling to hell, 

purgatory, and heaven, she has returned to pray for the people of Tome, the small town in 

New Mexico where her family resides. Indeed, La Loca (who becomes a hermit) prays 

for the females of her family as they encounter trauma and injustice in the world outside 

their home. The women are variously wounded by a patriarchal capitalist social system, 

rape and sexual mutilation, the Gulf War, labor exploitation, environmental pollution, a 

faulty legal system, and diseases such as cancer and HIV. Castillo highlights the multiple 

ways in which these powerful women combat these violences with the attempt to heal 

each other and themselves. In these efforts, they draw on curanderismo and reliance upon 

the natural world, human compassion, prayer and pilgrimage, ritual based upon faith in 

God, and innovations upon native knowledge. But further, they combine these spiritual 

survival strategies with their use of women’s networks, collectivity, bartering, and 

political activism. In a novel filled with saints, clairvoyants, curanderas, channelers, 

santeros, and even ‘psychic surgeons,’ Castillo endeavors not only to bring her readers’ 

attention to the material and spiritual violences which women face, but also to reveal the 

various forms of healing they incorporate into their lives in the effort to become whole. In 

her emphasis upon suffering and healing, the author reflects upon serious issues of life 

and death in a manner that not only draws on humor, but seems inspired by the high 

drama of a telenovela. So Far from God is a novel packed to the brim with equal parts 
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politics and spirituality, successfully showing that the two by no means cancel each other 

out.  

While this text certainly stands out for its meditations on the intersections and 

collisions of politics and spirituality, I would argue that these themes have been carried 

out in a perhaps much more subtle manner throughout the evolution of Chicano/a literary 

narrative. Thus, I will begin at the beginning, or a beginning of sorts, with two texts 

penned in the 1930s, an era in which ‘Mexican American’ was still an idea in the making, 

and the violence that permeated the border between the two halves of that equation 

inspired significant questions about the limits of human compassion and the ability to be 

whole.   
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CHAPTER 2: ‘No Brotherhood of Man’: Colonization, Modernization 

& Religion in Texas Border Narratives   

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

From the mid-19
th

 century to the early 20
th

 century, the formation of the Texas-

Mexican border would be defined by a complicated process of social conflict and social 

change, often marked by violence. Driven by the competition for land, as well as 

economic and political power, Texas Mexicans would repeatedly find themselves 

engaged in multiple forms of conflict and compromise with Anglo American settlers (A. 

Alonzo 145).28 In 1848, when the land between the Nueces and Guadalupe rivers (present 

day south Texas) was officially ceded to the United States via the Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo, established Tejano communities had existed in the region for a full century, 

since Spanish colonizers led by José Escandón settled the territory in 1748 (10, 29).29 

Borderlands historians such as Armando C. Alonzo and David Montejano have shown 

how the complex historical processes leading up to and resulting from this shift in 

national governance would engender critical questions about race, ethnicity, and cultural 

tradition, in relation to the terms of belonging defined by citizenship and social status.30 

Those questions and the experiences framing them would have great influence in the 

                                                 
28 In reference to the years during the war and immediately afterwards, Armando C. Alonzo writes: “[…] 

This difficult period would bring about Mexican-Anglo confrontation […]. Understandably, Mexicans did 

not want to give up their property easily. This situation caused competition, controversy, and conflict 

between Mexicans, who sought to maintain ownership of their lands and livestock, and the newcomers 

from the United States and Europe.” 
29 According to Alonzo, it was December 1748 when the colonizing parties entered the territory and began 

founding the first villas, or towns. Alonzo also clarifies that: “Despite the Texas republic’s claim of 

jurisdiction over the Río Grande border after 1836, she did not effectively control the region until 1848, as 

a result of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which concluded the war with Mexico.”  
30 Amongst other works, Alonzo’s Tejano Legacy and Montejano’s Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of 

Texas, 1836-1986 (1987) provide valuable data and information about the historical shifts in south Texas. 
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historical formation of Mexican American identity in Texas. In keeping with the overall 

aim of this dissertation, this chapter explores how the conflicts, changes, and 

transformations in the lives and social identities of Texas Mexicans on the border from 

the mid-19
th

 to the early 20
th

 centuries would involve their spiritual lives and religious 

practices. More specifically, how would these relationships be articulated and expressed 

in the literary works of South Texas writers attempting to insert their voices into 

dominant discourses of Southwestern history?  

This chapter will centrally explore two divergent literary discourses emanating 

from Texas in the 1930s and 1940s which debated the religious and spiritual contexts of 

social conflict and social healing in the lives of border Mexicans, specifically between 

1846 and the U.S. entrance into WWII. Through novelistic modes and strategies, 

Américo Paredes and co-collaborators Jovita Gónzalez and Margaret Eimer depicted and 

critiqued the historical processes and social consequences of conflict between and 

amongst communities in South Texas. In their very different ways, these writers also 

actively considered the possible terms for social health and reconciliation. Although the 

perspectives of their discourse and the content of their conclusions differ dramatically, 

this chapter will attempt to show that previous to the Chicano Movement, literary writers 

of South Texas were engaging in creative production regarding the relationship between 

the spiritual and the political in Texas Mexican culture.   

The historical fictions of Paredes’ George Washington Gómez: A Mexicotexan 

Novel (1990) and González and Eimer’s co-authored work, Caballero: A Historical 

Romance (1996), were written in the first half of the twentieth century but remained 
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unpublished until the 1990s. According to Louis Gerard Mendoza, although Paredes and 

González were contemporaries, both from South Texas, they “apparently knew little 

about each other and their respective creative work” (39). However, both describe the 

cultural life and social structures on the U.S.-Mexico border in South Texas during 

periods of intense conflict between and amongst Texas-Mexicans and Anglos. 

Simultaneously, they also speak to important questions about the relationship between the 

conquest of civilizations, social change, and religion. While Caballero’s message is 

guided by an ethic of Christian love and the building cross-cultural alliances, Paredes’ 

work displays a distinct cynicism about religion, spirituality, and any possibility of a 

‘brotherhood of man’ amidst the cultural and institutional structures of inequality. In the 

work of Gonzalez and Eimer, both Catholics, God’s love transgresses national boundaries 

and fidelities in a redemptive rejection of patriarchal nationalism. Indeed, the novel 

presents the relationship between patriarchal masculinity and nationalism as manifesting 

the subjugation of women and the obstruction of free will for the impoverished. The 

feminine characters of the novel demonstrate a particular flexibility and capability for 

cultural survival; guided by God’s ‘laws’ of charity, compassion, and good will amongst 

neighbors, they build cross-cultural relationships and romances with Americanos, while 

the principal patriarch of the hacienda languishes in the collapses of an old order. By 

contrast, Paredes’ narrative mourns the passing of a traditional mode of life, and depicts 

the complicated traumas of acculturation and assimilation. In an indictment of cultural 

and economic imperialism, the promise of a unified humanity is problematized, with God 

depicted as absent from material reality, and the institutional church accused of 
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corruption and exploitation.   When read side by side, these historical novels, originally 

written in the 1930s and 1940s, engage in an important debate about the role of religion 

and spirituality in a legacy of conquest, colonization, and modernization. And yet, these 

works remained unpublished until the 1990s. While Américo Paredes did not initially 

attempt to locate a publisher “due to the hostile social conditions in South Texas during 

the first half of the century,” and his own belief that such an attempt would be futile, 

Gónzalez and Eimer sought publication but were unsuccessful (Mendoza 39). For, in 

their own time, the historical narrative of Texas remained dominated by the voicing of an 

official history that excluded the perspectives of Texas Mexicans.   

OVERTURNING ‘OFFICIAL’ HISTORIES & DOMINANT NARRATIVES OF TEXAS  

Previous to the Chicano/a literary and arts ‘renaissance’ of the 1960s and 1970s, 

discourses on Texas Mexicans were principally dominated by the work of white male 

scholars working at the University of Texas at Austin, as well as by stereotypes 

circulating throughout popular culture. Through the work of scholars such as Walter 

Prescott Webb and J. Frank Dobie, and through images perpetuated in popular medias, 

such as the greaser films of the silent era, an ‘official’ and dominant history of the 

Southwest was created.31 For example, before the invention of ‘talkies’ in the 1920s, 

‘Greaser’ films of the silent film era, such as Tony the Greaser (1911) and Bronco Billy 

                                                 
31 In Gente Decente: A Borderlands Response to the Rhetoric of Dominance, Leticia Garza-Falcón 

explains: “[Walter Prescott] Webb’s brand of history serves as an excellent example of how scholarship 

considered academically sound during a particular epoch can be revealed as a justification for racism and 

serve to anesthetize a national consciousness. Webb built a great reputation for himself as a historian and 

eminent scholar, while writing fictions” (1). 
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and the Greaser (1914), imagined Mexicans in the Southwest as violent bandits and 

criminals.32  Juan J. Alonzo explains the progressive development of such stereotypes: 

The Mexican male as a villainous figure appears as early as 1840s 

conquest fiction, but his enduring presence is owed to the concurrent 

emergence of the cinema in the United States at the turn of the century, to 

the consequent wholesale adaptation of previous literary stereotypes, and 

to the eruption of the Mexican Revolution in 1910. (3) 

Accordingly, these manifested figures of violence were contrasted with the heroic white 

American male braving untamed lands that lied just west of civilization. The repetition of 

familiar stories foregrounding the heroism and progress of the pioneers who settled a 

‘wild west’ became an official narrative that inscribed itself on the social and cultural 

memories of dominant culture. Significantly, Walter Prescott Webb’s work on the history 

of the American West, which made him an authoritative voice in the construction of an 

‘official’ and dominant history, would reiterate many of the images propagated in such 

films. In Gente Decente: A Borderlands Response to the Rhetoric of Dominance (1998), 

Leticia Garza-Falcón reflects on Walter Prescott Webb’s role in the creation of this 

dominant version of history: 

Incorporating an Anglo American worldview of exclusion, Webb’s brand 

of history epitomized the spirit of the West while it perpetuated 

stereotypes and misinformation [which was] received as history by the 

                                                 
32 Mexicans were not the only cultural group criminalized in ‘greaser’ films, which also contained 

pejorative stereotypes of Asian immigrants, for example. 
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academy and the general public, and worse, […] perpetuated restrictive 

racial, ethnic, and class identities through reiteration in state-sanctioned, 

public school history texts. (1) 

The exclusion of Texas Mexican perspectives, in the ‘spirit of the West,’ effectively 

erased the subjectivity of a burgeoning generation of Mexican Americans, who would 

come to know themselves through the slanted, and often fictional, stories that school 

textbooks and popular culture told about them. In The Texas Rangers: A Century of 

Frontier Defense, originally published in 1935,33 Webb famously described the racial 

qualities of Texas Mexicans: 

Without disparagement it may be said that there is a cruel streak in the 

Mexican nature, or so the history of Texas would lead one to believe. This 

cruelty may be a heritage from the Spanish of the Inquisition; it may, and 

doubtless should, be attributed partly to the Indian blood. (14) 

Here, Webb’s ‘non-disparaging’ racial analysis of an essentialized Mexican character 

clearly marks the Texas-Mexican as racially and thus ‘naturally’ deficient and corrupt. As 

this passage illustrates the racial anxieties regarding mestizaje, there is an underlying 

implication of racial purity, justice, and honor on the part of the Texas Rangers,34 whom 

were, after all, the Anglo-Texan heroes of Webb’s study.  Indeed, just a few sentences 

following the above passage, Webb explains that the ‘Mexican warrior’ is “wholly 

                                                 
33 Webb also wrote his master’s thesis on the Texas Rangers in 1920, at the University of Texas, at the 

same time that he served as a faculty member in the Department of History. 
34 The Texas Rangers were charged with frontier law enforcement and the protection of Anglo settlers 

during the years of the Texas Republic and during the border uprisings following the Treaty of Guadalupe 

in 1848.  The sedicioso uprisings, led by Aniceto Pizana, would be met with the violent retribution of the 

Texas Rangers, who indiscriminately murdered border Mexicans in a campaign of fear and terror.  
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unequal to the Texan” (14). In Webb’s worldview, ‘Texans’ and ‘Mexicans’ were 

mutually exclusive figures, with Mexicans always occupying a marginal and deviant 

status requiring either edification or eradication.  However, on a larger level, his 

perspectives reflected popular prejudices regarding native and Mexican origin peoples 

(Garza-Falcón 25). 

This criminalization, alongside the willful erasure of the terror experienced by 

border Mexicans who suffered lynching and other forms of suppression by the Texas 

Rangers, permitted the glorification of these ‘cowboy’ figures in the mythology of the 

Wild West.  The Lone Ranger radio show (1933-1954) and television series (1949-1957), 

alongside comic books and film versions, would reinforce the heroism and justice of the 

Texas Ranger, further inscribing him into American iconography. As noted, this was 

largely predicated upon the racial inadequacy associated with Mexicans in the Southwest. 

However, scholars such as Webb did not limit their analysis to race, but rather, extended 

it to include cultural and social critiques. Framing his above cited racial analysis, Webb 

described what he believed to represent the cultural qualities of Mexican society and 

personality: “The language is Spanish, or Mexican, the religion Catholic, the 

temperament volatile and mercurial […].Among the common class, ignorance and 

superstition prevail, making the rabble susceptible to the evil influence of designing 

leaders” (14). Here, Webb’s judgment is implicitly linked to a colonial history that would 

bring not only Spanish blood, but also the Spanish language and Catholic religion into 

mixture with ‘Indian blood,’ birthing a corrupted amalgamation. In his analysis, Texas-

Mexicans (who are not Texans by his standards) are proclaimed not only cruel and 
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volatile, but are guilty of a political naïveté attributable to an irrational and ignorant 

worldview. Thus, Mexican Catholicism, which is commonly stereotyped as ‘fatalistic’ 

and ‘superstitious,’ disqualifies those of Mexican origin from political fitness, and 

situates them as childlike victims of the ‘evil’ intentions of those who would seek 

political power. Here, the implication is that some kind of political guardianship is 

required from Anglo-Texans (that ‘guardianship,’ was most often delivered in the form of 

political bossism, as shown in George Washington Gómez). Webb’s linkage between 

Mexican Catholicism and political unfitness was perhaps not so much due to the fact that 

Texas Mexicans were religious, but more likely owed to the fact that they were Catholic 

rather than Protestant. 

Many Anglo Americans had been familiarized with discourses of Manifest 

Destiny; this popular philosophy, circulating since 1845, extolled the virtues of Anglo 

Americans as morally principled, racially-pure bringers of progress and civilization.  

Significantly, the unique ability of Anglo Americans to lead America into the future was 

not predicated upon a secular outlook, but rather upon a Protestant rationality that 

suggested God himself had chosen them for the mission. This philosophy circulated 

through a variety of mediums, such as the allegorical painting “American Progress” by 

John Gast (1872), which tells a visual story of the American colonists’ movement west 

directed by a divine spirit, as they brought technological innovation and pushed out the 

‘wilderness’ represented by indigenous peoples and buffalo. Poetry further popularized 

this idea of a divine destiny linked with Anglo civilization, as Henry Nash Smith 

explored in his 1950 work Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth. In an 
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exploration of the theme of Manifest Destiny in the poetry of Walt Whitman, Smith 

declares that “intrepid idealism […] triumphantly enabled Whitman to see in the march 

of the pioneer army a prelude to peace and the brotherhood of nations” (48). We might 

examine Whitman’s 1865 poem, “Years of the Unperform’d,” from Drum Taps, which 

passionately embraces a Protestant ethic of work and progress: “Never was average man, 

his soul, more energetic, more like a God; Lo, how he urges and urges, leaving the mass 

no rest […]” (Smith 46). Here, the American colonizers, bringing steam-ships, the 

electric telegraph, mass communication, and ‘the whole-sale engines of war’ are not only 

led by a divine destiny, but are themselves depicted as God-like in their restless vigor.  

For south Texas writers of the 1930s and 1940s, such as Paredes, González, and 

Eimer, the peace and ‘brotherhood of nations’ associated with westward colonization 

demanded a Texas Mexican perspective. We might take a moment to imagine the traumas 

this social and historical erasure effected in the formation of a Mexican American 

borderlands identity. Further, we might ask how Mexican origin peoples in the Southwest 

would receive these stories about themselves and what spaces existed for a reply? John 

Morán González has identified the Texas Centennial of 1936, a celebration of Texan 

independence from Mexico which was marked by racializing, discriminatory discourses, 

as a “watershed in the development of Mexican American literature,” for, as he states: 

“[…] Centennial discourses spurred Texas-Mexican writers to formulate literary 

responses that critiqued the link between racist representations and racial domination 

while envisioning a prominent and honored place for their community within the Lone 

Star State” (1). Américo Paredes and Jovita González are two of the writers González 
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focuses on in his study of the emergence of Mexican American literature at this time, 

which he identifies as a period of not only aesthetic but also political ‘rebirth’ for 

Mexican origin peoples in the United States. However, in the 1930s and 1940s, the 

literary world did not open itself freely to Mexican American voices or perspectives. 

Mexican and Mexican American citizens were being actively relocated to Mexico during 

the repatriation and deportation campaigns of the 1930s, spurred by the economic and 

racial pressures of the Great Depression.35 And in the 1940s, although Mexican 

Americans were serving in WWII in large numbers, and many taking active part in war 

efforts on the home-front, those pressures remained. Ethnic and racial discrimination in 

south Texas was clearly observable in the case of Felix Longoria, an American soldier of 

Mexican descent from Three Rivers, Texas; when Longoria’s remains were shipped from 

the Philippines to Three Rivers in 1949, the only funeral home in town refused to handle 

the soldier’s wake, creating local, national, and international controversy (Carroll 1-2). 

Perhaps it is not surprising then that scholars and writers seeking to insert Mexican 

perspectives into a dominant discourse about Texas history and culture did not face a 

welcoming publishing market. And yet, the literary works explored in this chapter were 

penned at precisely this time, taking a counter-narrative approach to the history of the 

Southwest. John Morán González states that it was only in the 1930s era of the Texas 

Centennial that “a significant number of individuals who now identified themselves as 

                                                 
35 See Rodolfo Acuña’s Occupied America: A History of Chicanos, 4

th
 edition (New York: Longman, 

2000), p. 220. Acuña addresses the nativism which erupted from the economic pressures and 

unemployment of the Great Depression, explaining that an estimated 500,000 to 600,000 were either 

deported or ‘repatriated’ to Mexico. He adds: “A hysterical public did not differentiate between Mexican 

Americans, who were citizens, and the Mexican born.” 
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Mexican Americans [began] to articulate [the] struggle for civil rights and state 

resources” (4). Américo Paredes and co-collaborators Jovita Gonzalez and Margaert 

Eimer attempted to insert perspectives of Mexican characters and communities into the 

dominant histories from which they had been erased. Clearly these writers were hoping to 

reach a wider reading public than the Mexican American community alone, for although 

both novels were written bilingually, both were predominantly penned in English. John 

Morán González explains that bilingualism was one of the central strategies through 

which Mexican American writers in the 1930s attempted to “transform their community’s 

partial citizenship into [….] ‘effective citizenship’ […]” (4). Regardless of the ambition 

these writers possessed, and their desire to re-write the historical record of Texas, their 

novels remained unpublished until the 1990s. Today, they exist as valuable sources of 

information for those seeking to understand the social and cultural life of border 

Mexicans of Texas living from the mid-nineteenth to the early twentieth century.  José 

David Saldívar has asserted:  

The dissident literature, folklore, and ethnography (from, say, the 1930s to 

the present) produced by Chicanos/as should not be read as static 

monocultural representations of history but as active influences within and 

against […] the ‘nativist modernism’ of the United States. (36)  

Although the authors addressed in this chapter would most likely not have termed 

themselves ‘Chicanos,’ their works certainly present counter histories and counter 

narratives which aimed to be active influences against the rhetoric of dominance which 
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they opposed. The engagement of that purpose shows not only dissidence, but also 

bravery. 

READING CABALLERO: A HISTORICAL ROMANCE AS CHRISTIAN-FEMINIST CRITIQUE OF 

PATRIARCHAL NATIONALISM 

Cross-Cultural Collaboration: Jovita González and Margaret Eimer 

In Native Speakers: Ella Deloria, Zora Neale Hurston, Jovita González, and the 

Poetics of Culture (2008), María Eugenia Cotera reflects: “Caballero is a collaborative 

text about collaboration, a text that self-consciously enacts the politics of its production 

within its pages” (224). Co-authored by a Texas-Mexican woman of the borderlands and 

an Anglo woman originally from Missouri, the collaborative process of writing Caballero 

actively enacted the spirit of cross-cultural cooperation and negotiation which the 

narrative consistently proposes. The mere friendship of these two women amidst the 

social tensions of Depression era discrimination would be notable enough; their decision 

to pen a historical novel about the Mexican American war together is even more 

remarkable. Louis Gerardo Mendoza has argued that the eventual recovery of their 

narrative has made a significant mark upon critical understanding of Chicana/o literature 

in at least three different ways: 

[Caballero] presents a new dimension to our understanding of the 

historical boundaries of Chicana/o literature in Texas and the Southwest; 

its bicultural authorship problematizes our understanding of ‘authentic’ 

Chicana/o literature; and the saliency of the historicity of literature by 
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women of Mexican descent who articulate a critique of gendered relations 

of power is more firmly established. (41)  

Thus, the historical, authorial, and gendered contexts of González and Eimer’s narrative 

provide new insights and considerations for critics and readers of Chicano/a literature. 

Indeed, Caballero defies expectations about what might aptly be named Chicana/o 

literature, and the kinds of relationships that its production might be rendered from. 

However, I would add that a significant part of the text’s historicity and gendered 

critiques of power are intimately related to the cultural functions and uses of religious 

traditions and beliefs.  

Although much more is known about Jovita González than about Margaret Eimer, 

it is worth taking a moment to reflect on their lives. Jovita González, a woman who 

would become one of the foremost scholars on Texas Mexican folklore and cultural 

history, was born in Roma, Texas on January 18, 1904. Tracing her maternal 

grandparents to a legacy of colonizers who had accompanied José Escandon to El Nuevo 

Santander, her Spanish heritage would be an important element in her writing (J. 

González, Dew ix).36 However, González’ education and scholarly development is also 

an important part of understanding her work. In her memoirs, González has explained 

that in 1910, the year the Mexican Revolution began, her family moved from the border 

to San Antonio to grant her and her sister greater educational opportunities, especially in 

                                                 
36 In Dew on the Thorn, part of the Recovering the U.S. Hispanic Literary Heritage Project, González 

provides a short autobiography, in which she states: “Both my maternal grandparents came from a long line 

of colonizers who had come with Escandón to El Nuevo Santander. One of my ancestors, Don José 

Alejandro Guerra had been surveyor to the Crown.”  
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terms of the English language (xi).37 After receiving her teaching certificate, González 

received her Bachelor’s degree in Spanish from Our Lady of the Lake College in San 

Antonio in 1927. During the course of her studies there, she took summer courses at the 

University of Texas at Austin, where she made a fateful acquaintance with renowned 

Texas folklore scholar, J. Frank Dobie. An instrumental leader in the Texas Chapter of 

the American Folklore Society, Dobie would serve as an important mentor, encouraging 

her in the contributions she made to the Texas Folklore Society’s publications (xii). 

Indeed, with his support, she came to preside over the mostly male, Anglo dominated 

society as vice-president in 1928 and president in 1931 and 1932 (Cotera 116). In 

addition, González would earn her Master’s degree in History from the University of 

Texas at Austin in 1930, advised by a somewhat hesitant Eugene C. Barker (J. González, 

Dew xiii).38 For a Mexican American woman in the first half of the twentieth century, 

these accomplishments constituted a phenomenal achievement. However, in the 

introduction to Jovita González’ recently edited and published Master’s thesis, Life Along 

the Border: A Landmark Tejana Thesis (2006), María Eugenia Cotera explains that 

González’ relationship with Dobie and the Texas Folklore Society was not without 

                                                 
37 González states: “[…] My father and my mother realized that my sister Tula and I were not getting the 

proper training girls in our family should have. True we rattled off in Spanish La Influencia de la Mujer 

[…]. We knew about Sor Juana […]. But that was not enough. We had learned to sew and crochet, and that 

was not enough either. So after talking it over with my Mother and grandfather, he decided that the family 

should move to San Antonio where we could be educated in English.” In her introduction to González’ 

edited Master’s thesis, Life Along the Border: A Landmark Tejana Thesis (2006), María Eugenia Cotera has 

pointed out the racial terror against Texas Mexicans in border communities at the time as a likely more 

urgent cause: “[…] There can be little doubt that the need for a more standardized education was 

overshadowed by the dramatic economic and cultural changes taking place in the borderlands during this 

period” (9).  
38 González writes: “Dr. Eugene C. Barker, my thesis Master, was somewhat hesitant at first to approve the 

thesis. It did not have enough historical references. […]. When Dr. Barker signed it, his comment to me 

was, “an interesting but somewhat odd piece of work.” 
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complications. Cotera notes that as much as Dobie and the Anglo liberal scholars of the 

society encouraged the (limited) participation of ‘native’ scholars, the narrative they were 

producing about Texas history and culture is the very history Chicano/a scholars of the 

1960s would refute. Cotera writes: 

González, a Mexican American woman, was immersed in this milieu 

during a period in which Texas history was undergoing a whitewashing of 

sorts: when scholars like folklorist J. Frank Dobie and historians Eugene 

Barker [González’ thesis advisor] and Walter Prescott Webb were 

producing popular books that—for the most part—functioned as nostalgic 

apologias for Anglo imperialism. (4, 14) 

Thus, even as a mentor such as Dobie desired the inclusion and perspectives of ‘native 

speakers’ such as González, the Mexican folk traditions which interested him revolved 

centrally around lore regarding plants, animals, and buried treasure rather than human 

communities of the border (Cotera 110-111). We might debate whether González made 

concessions to the ‘flavor’ of writing desired by such Anglo scholars, or whether her 

conscious affirmation of a grand Spanish heritage colored her views regarding race and 

class.  However, understanding the constrictions so often placed on her gender, especially 

in academia, as well as the conditions of her education and the Anglo dominated social 

circuits in which she moved enables a deeper understanding of the themes in her work.  

After completing her Master’s degree in History, González received a writing 

fellowship which would eventually produce the series of ethnographic sketches, Dew on 

the Thorn (later published in 1997), and the novel Caballero (González and Raleigh 
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xvii). While Dew on the Thorn was a single authored work, González would call on the 

assistance of her friend Margaret Eimer, a writer who used the pen name Eve Raleigh, to 

co-author Caballero. There has been difficulty in finding information on the life of Eimer, 

but we know that although she was born in Missouri in 1903 and later died there in 1978, 

she lived for a number of years in Del Rio, Texas, where she most likely met Jovita 

González. There, the two would begin work on their coauthored novel in 1937; after 

receiving rejections from several publishers, they set the project aside by the late 1940s, 

and Eimer moved back to Missouri (González and Raleigh xviii, xxi). González, who had 

married Edmundo E. Mireles in 1935, moved to Corpus Christi in 1939, where she and 

her husband organized a Spanish Program, coauthored several Spanish textbooks, and 

taught High School Spanish (J. González, Dew xiii). González passed away in 1983 

(González and Raleigh xviii, xxi). Caballero: A Historical Novel would remain unknown 

and unpublished until José E. Limón from the University of Texas at Austin located the 

manuscript in the archived papers of E.E. Mireles and Jovita González at the TAMU-CC 

Library. He and María Eugenia Cotera would edit the manuscript for its publication in 

1996 (González and Raleigh x). Though González and Eimer may not have lived to see 

their collaborative efforts published, the doing so certainly honors the spirit of 

compromise and cooperation which was surely required of their relationship.  

Historical Contexts of Caballero 

Caballero, which remained unpublished until 1996, sets its tale of interethnic 

romance against a regional, political, and social history of cultural conflict between the 

landed elites, or hacendados, of the Texas ranchero community and the Anglo colonizers 
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during the U.S.-Mexican War (1846-1848). In the novel’s foreword, a familial and 

regional history is traced to Palm Sunday in ‘the year of our Lord’ 1748, when a surveyor 

to the Spanish Crown, on an exploratory expedition, first casts his eyes on the land that is 

destined to take the shape of his dreams, to become the Rancho La Palma de Cristo. 

While this ranch, situated between the Nueces and Río Grande rivers, may be fictional, 

the story surrounding its founding and founder is representative of the initial Spanish 

colonization of present day south Texas. As Armando C. Alonzo explains in Tejano 

Legacy: Rancheros and Settlers in South Texas, 1734-1900 (1998), the Gulf Coast north 

of Tampico was unsettled territory until the mid-eighteenth century, when the Spanish 

Crown moved to include Tamulipas and present-day south Texas in the colony of Nuevo 

Santander; the settlement of this northern frontier would serve to establish a ‘buffer’ zone 

against the perceived indigenous threat as well as the English presence in Jamaica (A. 

Alonzo 15-17). In 1746, military commander and merchant José de Escandón was 

appointed to lead this mission of conquest and colonization in the “service of God, of the 

king and of the public”; in 1748, after an initial entrada into the region, Escandón’s plan 

to settle the lands with frontiersmen from neighboring provinces who would be provided 

land grants and tax exemptions was approved and enacted (A. Alonzo 27-29).   

As with the Anglo colonizers that would later arrive from the east, the 

descendents of the first Spanish conquistadores viewed the frontier as an opportunity for 

autonomy from centralized powers of governance as well as a place to build a powerful 

legacy for the future. However, they also viewed it as a service toward both God and 

nation. And yet this usurpation of land and mission of holy civilization would not be 
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limited to the Spanish. In 1821, seventy three years after Escandón’s mission began, 

Anglo colonization of the northern provinces would be permitted; this permission was 

awarded by a newly independent, yet weak and financially unstable Mexican government 

that had just come into existence after a protracted war of independence from Spain. For, 

while Spanish rule had been overthrown, anxiety regarding the vastness of the northern 

frontier, its isolation from the capital city, vulnerability to foreign powers, and the 

presence of indigenous tribes had remained a central concern. Similar to the colonizers of 

1748, the growing numbers of Anglo settlers would view themselves as bringers of 

civilization to a forsaken wilderness in the name of nation and God. While the Anglo 

colonizers and settlers shared with their predecessors the view that the native presence 

was an ‘infestation’ to be eradicated, the Anglo newcomers would eventually include 

Mexicans in that category along with Native American tribes (de León 4).39 Although 

Anglos were initially in a minority position in the northern provinces, in terms of both 

numbers and power, the Mexican government would face difficulty in controlling their 

growth (Alonzo 5).40 This shift, combined with the dissatisfaction many Texas Mexicans 

felt with the increasing centralization of governmental powers enacted by Santa Anna 

(elected in 1833), led to the declaration of Texas’ independence in 1836. After a series of 

violent conflicts including the Battle of the Alamo, the Goliad Massacre, and the defeat 

                                                 
39 Arnoldo de León writes: “The newcomers saw the Tejanos as mongrels, uncivilized, and un-Christian—

a part of the wilderness that must be subdued. Living in Mexico and Texas were a sort of people who 

threatened the march of white civilization” (4).  
40 Alonzo explains that “By virtue of their location on the frontier, the settlers after 1820 were constantly 

affected by the influx of new immigrants from Europe and the United States, and by a variety of new ideas, 

political movements, and economic activities.”  
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of Santa Anna at the Battle of San Jacinto, the United States would annex Texas in 1845 

(Montejano 5).41 

For powerful landed families of Spanish lineage, the prospect of becoming 

Americanos would bear destabilizing implications about property ownership and political 

standing; however, it would also impact a social identity built around a heritage of 

traditions centered upon Catholic civilization. In her 1929 thesis, Jovita González 

explains that “regardless of their racial descent or political affiliations,” all Mexicans 

were “essentially Catholic,” including the anti-clericals who were “unfavorable to priests 

and opposed the church” on account of their ‘liberal tendencies,’ for even they were 

baptized, married, and given last rites by the Catholic Church (J. González, Thesis 85). 

On the other hand, “Mexican Protestants were social outcasts, and there was nothing 

more contemptible than these in the eyes of the border Mexican” (J. González, Thesis 

85). This sense of religious right to the land, connected to their conception of themselves 

as ‘God’s people,’ would suggest that Anglos, perceived as cultural outsiders as much for 

their religion as for their race, were uncivilized ‘devils.’ In this sense, the U.S.-Mexican 

War (1846-1848) that ensued as a result of this perceived invasion was a conflict over 

land in relationship to political power as well as religious right. The initiation of the war 

was prompted in 1846 when Zachary Taylor was sent by President Polk to ‘defend’ the 

Rio Grande border claimed by the U.S.; by crossing the Nueces River (the border claimed 

                                                 
41 Montejano identifies Texas independence and annexation as the events that “laid the initial ground for 

invidious distinction and inequality between Anglos and Mexicans.” He goes on to explain: “In the 

‘liberated’ and annexed territories, Anglos and Mexicans stood as conquerors and conquered, as victors and 

vanquished […]. For the American of Mexican extraction, the road from annexation to ‘integration,’ in the 

sense of becoming accepted as a legitimate citizenry, would be a long and uneasy one.”  
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by Mexico), Taylor himself the chief enemy and ‘devil’ amongst the Anglos. The 1848 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo would mark the end of the war and officially establish the 

Guadalupe River as the boundary line between the United States and Mexico, rather than 

the Nueces River, which had been established as the boundary between New Spain and 

the United States by the Spanish Crown in 1805.42 The historical narrative of Caballero 

spans the two years between the initiation of the Mexican-American War in 1846, and its 

conclusion in 1848. 

Caballero: “Dios es señor de esta casa” 

The central narrative of Caballero begins in the spring of 1846, on the hacienda 

of a wealthy ranchero named Don Santiago de Mendoza y Soría. However, in the brief 

forward preceding, we are given a scene from one hundred years previous, at the 

founding of the same Rancho La Palma de Cristo. It is a scene constituting González’ 

and Eimer’s narrative imaginings of the historical process of settlement in which wealthy 

landowners of northern New Spain ventured to bring ‘Spanish’ civilization to an 

unconquered frontier in exchange for land. The omniscient narrator reveals the fantasies 

of a colonizer: “Here he would create a new empire […]. Here he could rear his family 

and keep the old ways and traditions safely away from the perfidious influence of Mexico 

City and the infiltration of foreign doctrines; not only for himself but for the generations 

to come” (González and Raleigh xxxvi). And just as Escandón had viewed his mission of 

conquest as a religious and nationalistic one, the founder of Rancho La Palma de Cristo 

vows to colonize the ‘Indian-infested region’ in the “name of God and his Most Catholic 

                                                 
42 Alonzo, p. 17. 
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Majesty, Ferdinand, King of Spain” (xxxvii). In faithful obedience, his descendants dug 

their roots on the land for one hundred years, preserving a treasured ‘gentility,’ which 

consisted of “religion, traditions, the ways that had survived centuries and received 

permanence through that survival” (xxxix). 

As the novel’s central narrative shifts to 1846, we find the Mendoza y Soría 

family (descendants of the founding colonizer) honoring such tradition. El Alabado, the 

hacienda’s evening prayer, is announced with the ring of a bell which Don Santiago’s 

‘noble forebears’ carried from Spain to Mexico, and then to this land that would become 

Texas. The bell’s sound heralds all the inhabitants of the hacienda, including family 

members, vaqueros, household servants, and peones43 to gather together in prayer led by 

their master. “Lord of land many miles beyond what his eye could compass,” Don 

Santiago indeed strikes a powerful pose, in his buckskin suit, leather boots, broad-

brimmed hat with silver braid, and a black sash around his waist (González and Raleigh 

3). Dismissing rumors of annexation and the flag with one-star waved by ‘blue-eyed 

strangers’ momentarily clouding his thoughts, he turns his attention to those gathered 

before him. In his baritone voice, he leads them in prayer, just as every Mendoza and 

                                                 
43 In her thesis, Gonález explains the social hierarchy in the following way: “The servant class was 

composed of two distinct and separate groups: the cowboys [vaqueros] and the péon proper. […]. The 

former, either mestizo or criollo […] was the product of the frontier, son of the small landowner who did 

not have enough to occupy him at his own ranch. The péon on the other hand was of Indian blood, 

immigrant from Mexico whom the landowner had brought to Texas to work. He was submissive to his 

master’s orders, obeyed blindly and had no will of his own. He never rose to the dignity of being a cowboy, 

but was either a goatherd, worked the fields or performed all the menial labor around the ranch. This class 

also furnished the personal servants of the ranchmen” (76). Significantly, this description contrasts with 

Américo Paredes discussion of the péon in With His Pistol in His Hand: A Border Ballad and Its Hero 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1971), in which he writes: “The gap between the peon and the vaquero 

was not extreme, though the man on horseback had a job with more prestige […]. The peon, however, 

could and did rise in the social scale” (11). 
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Soría in his recorded family history had done before him; and in the act of commanding 

the chorus of prayer, he feels a special kinship with God. “It seemed to Don Santiago that 

a part of heaven opened over [his] patio […]. He would not have been surprised […] if 

the Virgin herself in her robe of blue had come floating over the gateway” (6-7). 

Imagining the Virgin’s blessing and all of heaven’s approval of hacienda life, our 

narrative’s patriarch finds his power to be a God-given fact. 

However, Don Santiago finds his masterly ritual of El Alabdao and all of his 

traditions of patriarchal gentility interrupted when his neighbor and fellow hacendado, 

Don Gabriel, arrives with affirmation of Texas’ annexation. He gravely announces the 

implication they will face: “This our Texas has been taken into the union of their states, 

and, according to their law, we who live in it become Americanos” (9). In the two years 

which the central narrative spans (1846-1848), the characters are forced to reckon with 

what it might mean to become an Americano, those ‘devils’ perceived as so different 

from themselves. This difference, and the weight of Don Gabriel’s announcement, is 

clearly expressed in the anxious words of María de los Angeles, the devoutly religious 

daughter of the family, as she expounds: “They are not even Catholics, these Americanos 

[…]. I cannot understand how God allowed them here in our country at all, seeing He is 

Catholic like we are” (10). Indeed, the meeting of the two cultures is shown to take on a 

religious intensity, through which cultural differences must be confronted and negotiated. 

For the women of the text, and for Luis Gonzago, the effeminate son who has a love of 

art, the coming of the Americans will upset a patriarchal order which stifles and limits 

their freedom, opening up new possibilities for their futures. And for the peones, whose 
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very souls are a source of speculation for Don Santiago, the coming of a capitalistic 

system of work-wages will suggest a possible alleviation of their near slave-like status. 

Thus, while Don Santiago and Alvaro (his oldest son), the patriarchs of the novel, cling to 

the traditions defined by a masculine nationalism, in the name of a God they believe to be 

on their side, the other characters slowly embrace the concept of acculturation and 

intercultural relationships. Further, as Garza-Falcón has pointed out, “it is because of the 

women’s compromise with or acceptance of the new order that the old Mexican traditions 

(in however diluted a fashion) are maintained (123). This collaborative ethic is guided by 

a religious understanding that pits patriarchal rule as incompatible with the spirit of 

Christian love. This message is foreshadowed early in the novel when Susanita, the most 

beloved daughter, reflects upon the foreboding her family displays at the prospect of 

Americanos entering their land: “As if the good God cared if one were Mexican or 

something else […]. To Susanita there were no frontiers in God’s love, for surely He 

loved everybody, everything He created” (González and Raleigh 10). This idea that God 

does not recognize national loyalties must contend with a masculine struggle to preserve 

power for Mexican men, whom find themselves in a contest for power with Anglo 

American men.  

 The nationalistic hatred that Don Santiago commits himself to, and which he 

models for Alvaro, is a righteous hatred that stakes its claim to ‘traditionalism’—religion, 

gentility, family rank, patriarchalism—as ‘the good things’ in life which cannot be 

compromised. Don Santiago manifests his hate for the Americanos as one hates evil; in 

fact, he justifies it as his religious duty to do so. “Our faith, customs, and traditions are 
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rooted in our honor which I, at least, find to be my duty before God to treasure and 

uphold” (321). However, the omniscient narrator bemoans the Christian tenet which the 

patriarch of Rancho La Palma de Cristo has overlooked in his righteous crusade for the 

preservation of tradition: “There was no one to tell him that hatred feeds upon itself and 

lives but to destroy. No one to remind him that the Christ who rode in a procession of 

palms came to earth to preach the gospel of love” (21). Here, the symbol of the palm, 

which marks the landscape and name of the rancho, is linked back to the Christian 

philosophy of neighborly love. González and Eimer would depict the intercultural and 

interethnic marriages and relationships between Don Santiago’s children and the ‘Gringo 

trespassers’ as an enactment of that philosophy. In his historical study of relationships 

between Mexicans and Anglos in Texas, David Montejano explains such marriages in 

another way:  

The landed Mexican elite sought to protect their property through some 

form of accommodation and even subordination to the new authorities and 

merchants. Romance aside, marriage appeared to be mutually 

advantageous. As in so many historical situations where a defensive 

landed upper class and an ambitious mercantile group have met, marriage 

between representatives of the two seemed to be a classic resolution, a 

suspension, of the conflict between the two classes. (48-49)  

While Montejano is referring to a postwar order, these strategies of a mutual preservation 

of power occurred during the war as well. Thus, while the tale of Caballero is largely one 

of love, both Christian and romantic, and of overcoming national boundaries, 
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Montejano’s work suggests that marriages occurring during this period were not without 

their political motivations. In this sense, the romances of Caballero might be read as 

strategic political alliances as well. As José Limón explains in his introduction, the 

romances of the narrative “set in motion a complicated articulation of race, class, gender, 

and sexual contradictions” that displace any ‘utopic’ conceptions of pre-1848 South 

Texas (González and Raleigh xv).  

González and Eimer allude to this pre-1848 complexity of race, class, and gender 

in the relationship between María de los Angeles and Red McLane, an ambitious Anglo 

politician. Significantly, McLane’s character is suggestive of the political bossism that 

would later come to prevail on the border in the postwar years. The devoutly religious 

and ‘angelic’ María de los Angeles (Angela) agrees to marry Red McLane, who in trade 

has promised her the freedom to serve as a religious missionary to the impoverished 

Mexican population. When she reveals her engagement to Don Santiago, her traditional 

Mexican father, he divines McLane’s true purpose: “Had you thought, Angela, that all 

this concern over the misery his countrymen are visiting upon the poor Mexicans is to 

further his personal ambitions? You are to be a lady of mercy so that he will have their 

allegiance for his schemes […]” (312). Even with this truth revealed, Angela persists in 

her purpose, for she does genuinely care for Red, despite her father’s objections; further, 

she views the marriage as an opportunity to pursue her own personal goals and desires, 

though to a limited extent. While interethnic and intercultural marriage does not offer the 

females of the text complete autonomy, they embrace the possibility of slightly less 

restrictive codes of wifely duties; for, they believe American men to be more indulgent of 
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their wives’ wishes. Angela, who has been denied her wish to become a nun, and even 

restricted from the nun’s habit and rosary beads she prefers to dresses and gowns, makes 

the calculation that a marriage of mutual convenience as well as a certain affection, is 

better than the absolute patriarchy she is accustomed to in her household.   

This rejection of the struggle for tradition to which her father and brother so 

closely cling is perceived by Don Santiago as a traitorous retaliation.  We might read Don 

Santiago’s name as a reference to St. James, the apostle who is said to have appeared to 

Spanish Catholic soldiers, rallying them to defeat the Moorish Muslim ‘infidels.’ For, 

Don Santiago similarly draws a strong line against those whom he considers infidels, the 

Anglo settlers of South Texas. As each of his children betrays his ‘line in the sand’ 

against the Americanos, they are banished or lost from his household. María Eugenia 

Cotera has reflected that through this process, “Don Santiago literally depopulates his 

domain, effectively transforming himself from the embodiment of patriarchal power to a 

solitary old man” (Cotera 212). His youngest son, Luis Gonzaga, is the first to leave, as 

he ventures to Baltimore and New York with an Anglo doctor with whom he forms an 

intimate relationship born out of a shared passion for art. Don Santiago renounces his 

‘milksop’ son and forbids his return, unknowing that eventually his beloved Susanita and 

even María de los Angeles, whom he least suspects, will also choose an Americano 

patriarchy over a Mexican one. His faithful son, Alvaro, who he has molded in his image, 

stays committed to the righteous hatred of an American usurpation of power; however, he 

is killed by a Texas Ranger whom he has attempted to shoot. In this sense, those who do 

not depart by choice are taken violently by death.  Upon Alvaro’s death, Doña Dolores, 
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Don Santiago’s widowed sister and also the most outspoken female in the novel, is 

tempted to explain the root of these losses to her brother:  

She wanted to fling at him: “You and your hatreds and your misguided 

patriotism did this.” She wanted to point to the rafter in the sala on which 

was carved the motto “Dios es Señor de esta casa,” and read it aloud and 

tell him: “It says the Lord is master of this house, Santiago. This is what 

happens when you forget that and think only you are.” (González and 

Raleigh 308)  

Although Doña Dolores’ compassion for the death of Alvaro stops her from stating these 

words aloud, the passage reveals the novel’s message of incompatibility between the 

preservation of patriarchal nationalism and reverence for God as master. The patriarch’s 

perception of himself as ‘lord’ becomes intertwined with the cultural and national 

traditions he so prizes. Thus, the preservation of a traditional mode of life becomes the 

preservation of his own power, leaving women fixed in rigid gender codes. González and 

Eimer, writing in the 1930s and 1940s, before the popularization of feminist critiques, are 

here critiquing patriarchal tendencies similar to those that Chicana feminists would 

position themselves against in the 1970s onward. Yet, for González and Eimer, there 

would be an explicit connection between the critique of patriarchy and the promotion of a 

Christian ethic of peace and goodwill amongst neighbors. 

 Eventually, Don Santiago finds his home emptied of all those whom he once ruled 

over as master, including his servants and peones, who have gone to work for Anglo 
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bosses. In a scene in the peones’ quarters, he overhears a conversation about the promises 

of capitalism over hacienda life. One of the peones proclaims:  

The gringos hire Mexicans, pay them well, and they can do what they 

please with the money. Not like our masters who charge us for rags of 

clothes and tobacco at so high a price that we are always in debt to them 

and are never paid a wage. Not all the gringos hate us, and soon their law 

says we can vote […]. (220)  

Here, the collapse of the old hacienda order is not mourned, but understood as an 

opportunity for social advancement and the rights to citizenship. González would echo 

this sentiment of social and economic progress in her Master’s thesis, “Social Life in 

Webb, Starr, and Zapata Counties,” in reference to the later situation of immigrant 

Mexican day laborers in the Rio Grande Valley at the beginning of the twentieth century 

(110).44 However, in the specific context of the period immediately following the U.S.-

Mexican War, historians such as Montejano have suggested that not much actually 

changed for the vaqueros and peones living in South Texas. Montejano writes: 

For several decades after annexation, life along the border continued in 

much the same way as before. Even as the American mercantile elite 

displaced Mexican rancheros and money-poor landed elite from their land, 

the life of the landless Mexicans, the peones and the vaqueros, remained 

                                                 
44 In reference to Mexican immigrant day laborers in the Rio Grande Valley at the turn of the twentieth-

century, González writes: “[…] To the jornaleros or day laborers, this economic change improved their 

status in many respects. It meant more than a change of masters, it meant more work, better wages and 

improved living conditions. No class of society has gained as much by the economic changes as the 

jornalero class has” (110). 
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generally unaffected. The cattle hacienda remained the dominant social 

and economic institution of the border region, and the work relations that 

linked Anglo patron and Mexican worker remained paternalistic and 

patriarchal. The development of a cattle industry required no fundamental 

changes in traditional labor relations. (76)  

Thus, while significant improvements may have been felt in the early 20
th

 century, during 

the immediate postwar years, there seems to have been a gap between the immediate 

promise of the capitalist system and what actually came to be. However, in Caballero, it 

is not only the suggestion of wages and citizenship which entice the disenfranchised 

laborer, but also the possibility of increased recognition of humanity. For, the role of the 

peon was not only to be exploited but to be mastered completely, without personal will 

and with only a minimal recognition of the soul. As another peon explains: “[…] The 

peon belongs to the master and none dare say no to him […]. I for one will watch my 

chance to work for an Americano. Our souls are not our own now” (González and 

Raleigh 220). Thus, not only was their human, corporeal existence presided over by the 

patrón, but even further, their very spiritual existence is expressed here as subject to 

domination. In her thesis on the Lower Río Grande Valley, González explained, “The 

master exercised complete control over the peón, economically and socially as well as in 

religious matters” (77). Whether or not the Americano bosses would ‘liberate’ the souls 

of these men and women is up for debate, but what is clear is that González and Eimer 

are suggesting a level of dehumanization among the laboring class that meant not all 

Mexicanos in Texas were mourning the passing of the traditional hacienda order. 
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Mendoza notes that with the exception of patriarch Don Santiago and his son, Alvaro, the 

narrative’s characters demonstrate “a remarkable absence of nostalgia” for the passing of 

traditional social norms (46). He elaborates: 

[…] Rather than simply racializing the conflict, this novel marks it as only 

one of many sources of social conflict and offers a depiction of this era 

when social harmony among Mexicans was elusive because of preexisting 

hierarchies of privilege based on social status, gender, and race. A closer 

reading […] reveals how this historical novel complicates traditional 

conceptions of this period by eschewing nostalgia and illustrating the role 

that intracultural strife played in the emergence of a new social order. (46) 

Indeed, Caballero works against utopic visions of pre-1848 social life along the border, 

and illustrates that conflict during this period was not merely between Anglos and Texas-

Mexicans, but was also manifested intraculturally.  Thus, the novel’s general positing of 

accommodation towards change is rooted in frustration with and resistance to the existent 

repressive hierarchies of class, race, and gender. It is this frustration and resistance that 

engenders a sense of hope in the text regarding the possibilities of social change which an 

American presence might bring.   

This hopeful eye towards the future is perhaps most clear when Paz, the longtime 

household servant and nurse who has been a fixture in the Mendoza y Soría home, leaves 

the rancho to live with Susanita in the home of an Americano. Paz, a ‘Mexican-Indian’ 

whose name means ‘peace’ extracts her roots from the home she has known. “Old Paz 

saw the path pointed out to her by what she believed was a Divine finger and 
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unhesitatingly, without a glance backward, set her foot upon it” (González and Raleigh 

286). As Paz, called by a divine destiny for herself and her future generations, transfers 

herself to the Anglo American house, the suggestion is that peace itself has departed from 

the Mexican hacienda in favor of the peaceful future promised by Anglo American 

‘civilization.’ The cultural, ethnic, and political accommodation that such hopefulness 

may have engendered was part of what Montejano refers to as the postwar ‘peace 

structure.’ Montejano writes:  

In the case of the Texas-Mexican border region and generally in the 

annexed Southwest, the ability to govern in the immediate postwar period 

was secured through an accommodation between the victorious Anglos 

and the defeated Mexican elite, with the latter in command of the Mexican 

communities. In sociological terms, this accommodation was essentially a 

‘peace-structure.’ By ‘peace structure,’ I refer to a general postwar 

arrangement that allows the victors to maintain law and order without the 

constant use of force. (34)  

This accommodation between the ‘defeated Mexican elite’ and Anglo American power 

figures is represented in the narrative through the character of wealthy ranchero Don 

Gabriel, Don Santiago’s friend and neighbor, who would come to concede to the new 

Anglo rule. Unlike the indignant Don Santiago, who stands against the American 

‘infidels,’ Don Gabriel submits to the idea that it is men like the Anglo politician Red 

McLane who will now build Texas. Even as Don Gabriel admits that there may never be 

‘love’ between Anglos and Texas Mexicans as peoples, he suggests that he would prefer 
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to live in peace and good will with his neighbors. This willful submission to domination, 

or even collaboration, is one that Don Santiago cannot bring himself to make. María 

Eugenia Cotera has written that “Don Santiago’s ‘tragic flaw’ is his refusal to relinquish 

his claim to an identity that is the embodiment of power within the patriarchal system of 

the rancho: the Patriarch, a male of godlike power” (Cotera 212). It is his refusal to 

‘collaborate’ which becomes the weapon of his destruction. Rejecting the ‘disloyalty’ of 

all those in his household whom formally constituted the base of his patriarchal authority, 

Don Santiago slowly loses his health and his sanity.  

After a gradual withering that is obvious to all, Don Santiago returns to the 

outdoor altar where his grandfather was first struck with the vision of building a great 

hacienda.  It was there that his grandfather had built a crucifix to thank God when his 

mission was completed, and it was there that Don Santiago would often commune with 

his thoughts (González and Raleigh 342).45 It was also there that he would be found, 

having passed from life in “the aloneness he had made.” Here, the authors illustrate the 

great cost of the patriarch’s refusal to compromise. Garza-Falcón suggests that “the novel 

thus attempts to justify for the reader the role that some of the Mexican elite would 

eventually play in the future oppression of the Mexican working class” (121). While this 

could on some level be true, the authors’ intentions seem more focused upon a critique of 

patriarchal nationalism and the promotion of creative survival. The narrator leaves us 

with a question, pondering whether Don Santiago might have experienced some glimmer 

                                                 
45 In her“Epilogue” to Caballero, Cotera suggests that Don Santiago worships himself at this altar, as it 

represents the “fetishized and exclusive self that is the patriarch […].” 
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of regret for the family and future he had sacrificed, or if he had “held to the last to the 

staff of his traditions, speeding his soul with his head held high in the right of his 

convictions, to stand unafraid before the God whom he worshipped and, he believed, he 

obeyed?” (González and Raleigh 336-337). Here, the authors suggest that the patriarch’s 

defense of tradition, made in the name of God, was in fact the cause of his own demise 

and the destruction of all he had treasured. For, his own lust for power constituted a 

disobedience to the very God he held as righteous justifier. In a larger sense, it is not 

simply patriarchy which is portrayed as incompatible with Christianity; Caballero 

ultimately also critiques patriarchy’s relationship to nationalist loyalties.  

At this juncture, it is fitting that we turn from Caballero to another South Texas 

novel which remained unpublished until the 1990s, George Washington Gómez. In his 

introduction to Caballero, José Limón argues that these two texts, when read together, 

offer a narrative span of South Texas history that extends from Spanish settlement to 

World War II. Limón states: 

Though both novels were written at about the same time and less than two 

hundred miles from each other […]—Caballero can now be envisioned as 

a kind of precursory text for George Washington Gómez, as González and 

Raleigh represent in fiction a nineteenth century-generated political 

culture into which Paredes’s central South Texas Mexican protagonist, 

Gualinto, will be born some years later. (xv-xvii) 

Thus, the merging of these two narrative worlds through the historical worlds they 

reflect is significant not only for what it reveals about South Texas history, but also for 
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what it reveals about the authors’ own interpretations of that history. Thus, we now turn 

to Américo Paredes. 

READING GEORGE WASHINGTON GÓMEZ: A MEXICOTEXAN NOVEL AS RELIGIOUS 

CRITIQUE & MODERNIST ANXIETY  

Américo Paredes: A Man of the Borderlands 

Like González, Américo Paredes was born into the borderlands and received a 

substantial part of his education at the University of Texas at Austin. Paredes was born in 

Brownsville in 1915, and it was there that he would graduate high school and work for a 

newspaper while attending junior college (Hinojosa, Introduction 5). During this time, 

Paredes had already begun work on his novel, George Washington Gómez: A 

Mexicotexan Novel. The book would be finished somewhere around the time he left 

Brownsville to serve in World War II as a Pacific correspondent and editor for the U.S. 

military newspaper, Stars and Stripes. Paredes would spend time in the East even after 

the war, working for the Red Cross, where he eventually married his second wife (Limón, 

Dancing 78). Upon returning to the United States, Paredes would complete his 

Bachelor’s, Master’s, and Doctoral degrees at the University of Texas at Austin in quick 

succession. Upon finishing his PhD in 1956, Paredes joined the faculties of English and 

Anthropology at Texas in 1957, where he would eventually serve as Professor Emeritus 

(Limón, Dancing 78-79).  His doctoral dissertation on Gregorio Cortez and the corridor 

tradition would become his most famous work, entitled With His Pistol in His Hand 

(1958). Alongside this scholarly endeavor, and the historical fiction of George 

Washington Gómez, Paredes also published poetry, such as his early work Cantos de 
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adolescencia (1937). Yet despite the distinctions of his accomplishments, Paredes would 

struggle against institutional discrimination which he both experienced and witnessed in 

the university in the 1960s. Out of this adversity, Paredes would become of the principal 

founders and the first director of the Center for Mexican American Studies at the 

University of Texas at Austin, which was established in 1970. For his deep commitment 

to human rights, especially along the border region, Paredes would be honored by 

Mexico when he was awarded the Order of the Aguila Azteca in 1990 (Garza-

Falcón159). That same year, Paredes would see the publication of his earliest novelistic 

endeavor, George Washington Gómez. Today, Américo Paredes, who passed away in 

1999, is considered one of the foundational scholars of American folklore, and is 

renowned for his ethnographic, literary, and historical work.  

Historical Contexts of George Washington Gómez 

Américo Paredes is perhaps best known for his work on the corrido tradition, 

With His Pistol in His Hand (1958). However, Paredes penned an earlier work in the 

1930s and 1940s, which, like Caballero, would remain unpublished for decades until 

Paredes presented it to the Recovering the U.S. Hispanic Literary Heritage Project. 

George Washington Gómez: A Mexicotexan Novel, published in 1990, figures not as a 

romance, but rather, as a modern tragedy,46 depicting the destructive internalization of 

external conflicts in a border town of the early 20
th

 century. The historical timeframe of 

                                                 
46 In Dancing with the Devil, José E. Limón explains: “Given his native experience and his formal 

academic training, he takes a very different critical orientation, one that in its broadest formulation, I call 

critical, modern tragedy. It is a perspective constituting the political unconscious of the major scholarly 

work he has published since attaining his Ph.D. in 1956 […]. (p. 78).  
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the novel comes just after the overthrow of Porfirio Díaz, who presided over Mexico 

from 1876-1880 and 1884-1911. José Limón states, “During the initial phase of the 

Mexican Revolution (1910-1911), various allied revolutionary groups had deposed the 

autocratic, United States-supported dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz” (Limón, Ballads, 7). 

While the Porfiriato era had expanded industry and economic development in Mexico, 

building railroads, roads, and factories, it also resulted in the concentration of wealth and 

power to a limited number of elite landowners, limiting the general populace’s access to 

social and economic participation. The Mexican Revolution (1910-1920), initiated by 

Francisco Madero’s call for revolt in the 1910 Plan de San Luis Potosí, would be of 

major consequence to Texas Mexicans; when Mexican revolutionaries and hundreds of 

thousands of Mexican citizens migrated to the United States, fleeing the economic and 

political upheavals of the Revolution, they brought with them radical political ideals 

about land, liberty, and resistance.  

These ideas, expressed through popular mediums, such as corridos (narrative folk 

songs)47 and Spanish language newspapers, would resonate with Texas Mexicans’ 

concerns regarding Anglo domination. Drafted the same year as Américo Paredes’ birth, 

the 1915 Plan de San Diego (drafted in San Diego, Texas) would reveal just how strongly 

these imported revolutionary ideals would inspire the suppressed Texas Mexican 

populations in south Texas. The plan, which called for an armed uprising of Mexicans, 

blacks, Japanese, and Indians to create an independent republic of the southwest, would 

                                                 
47 In Mexican Ballads, Chicano Poems, Limón describes the corrido as a narrative folk song, yet stipulates 

that, more specifically, the corrido form involves “a structure of alternations” rather than a “wholly 

narrativized discourse” (13). 
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result in a series of violent conflicts in the Lower Río Grande Valley (Montejano 117). In 

Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986 (1986), historian David 

Montejano states that although hundreds of incidents are on record, spanning from 1915 

to 1917, the insurrection peaked between July and November of 1915; executed primarily 

by ‘quasi-military’ groups of Texas Mexicans, their strategic actions targeted newly 

developed infrastructure such as train and railroad systems, bridges, and irrigation 

pumping plants (117). Describing these strategic actions, historian Benjamin Johnson 

writes: 

Groups of armed men—some from across the Rio Grande, others 

seemingly from out of nowhere—stole livestock, burned railroad bridges, 

tore up tracks, killed farmers, attacked post offices, robbed stores, and 

repeatedly battled local posses, Texas Rangers, and the thousands of 

federal soldiers dispatched to quell the violence. (1)  

Although these violent attacks inspired by the Plan de San Diego did not yield an 

independent republic in the southwest, as had been hoped, los sediciosos (the 

seditionists), aided by “a revolutionary faction in northeast Mexico,” did succeed in 

driving many Anglo farmers out of their homes, even murdering a number of them (2).    

The narrative action of George Washington Gómez opens amidst a landscape of 

violent conflict between los sediciosos and the Anglo Texas Rangers, who retaliated with 

an indiscriminate ‘reign of terror’ against Texas Mexican communities. As Montejano 

explains, both sides constituted opposed military forces engaged in a ‘ranch-farm 
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struggle,’ making the lower Rio Grande Valley ‘a virtual war zone’ (117-118).48 The 

Texas Rangers, alongside Anglo vigilantes, carried out a ‘counter-insurgency’ against los 

sediciosos that included “the indiscriminate harassment of ethnic Mexicans, forcible 

relocation of rural residents, and mass executions” (Johnson 2). Ultimately, the armed 

violence between los sediciosos and the Texas Rangers represented a struggle over social 

and economic change that threatened to eliminate a traditional mode of existence. The 

truck farming and citrus groves would indeed replace the cattle industry as it had been 

previously known; however, the expanding agricultural industry, alongside the drafting of 

American citizens during World War I, would provide work for many of the Mexican 

migrants, or fuereños, who had come from the interior of Mexico as economic refugees 

during the Revolution. Still more came as religious refugees during the Cristero War 

(1926-1929) between Catholic groups and an anti-clerical Mexican government (Dolan 

and Hinojosa 33). 

Covering a much larger span of time than Caballero, George Washington Gómez 

follows the development of Gumersindo’s son, the title character of the novel, and 

chronicles the social, economic, and institutional conditions that shape his consciousness 

as he grows to maturity. George Washington Gómez, known as Guálinto for most of the 

novel, experiences the institutional forces of Americanization that dominated south Texas 

schools in the 1920s, as well as the economic crisis of the Great Depression, or ‘La 

                                                 
48 In discussing the actual number of casualties, Montejano cites Walter Prescott Webb’s work, The Texas 

Rangers: A Century of Frontier Defense (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1935), which reports the 

number of Mexicans killed as anywhere between 500 and 5,000. Webb, chronicler of the Texas Rangers, 

admits that “the Americans instituted a reign of terror against the Mexicans and […] many innocent 

Mexicans were made to suffer. […]. In the orgy of bloodshed […], the Texas Rangers played a prominent 

part, and one of which many members of the force have been heartily ashamed” (478). 
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Chilla,’ of the 1930s, stemming from the stock market crash in 1929. While the narrative 

does not explicitly discuss the repatriation and deportation programs which sent a large 

portion of Mexican citizens and American citizens of Mexican descent to Mexico in the 

1930s, Paredes does express the labor discrimination and ethnic scape-goating that 

ensued in response to the economic pressures of the period. Finally, the novel closes on 

the cusp of the U.S. entrance into World War II, a pivotal moment in the development of 

Mexican American identity. 

George Washington Gómez: “There should be a God at Times like This” 

As José Limón has noted, the social world Paredes experienced was one of 

“continuing positional warfare of race and class” (Limón, Dancing 78). It is that 

positional warfare which the novel documents, portraying a complicated struggle of 

tradition and change in the larger process of becoming ‘American’ in south Texas. Thus, 

in George Washington Gómez, Américo Paredes radically departs from the perspectives 

suggested in the historical fiction of González and Eimer. The hopeful message of 

intercultural and interethnic cooperation driven by faith in a Christian brotherhood of 

man, as proposed in Caballero, is here represented as inconsistent with the realities of life 

along the border, especially for those who are not of the wealthy class. While the 

romance of Caballero suggests Christian and capitalist unification of peoples in the 

Texas Mexican border zone as a more feasible approach to social and physical survival 

than the conflict of resistance, Paredes portrays such unification and ‘brotherly love’ as a 

near impossibility. Further, as González and Eimer warn of the curse of cultural stasis, 

Paredes reflects upon the physical and psychological traumas caused by change. Over 
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sixty five years after the annexation of Texas, the opening narrative action throws the 

reader directly into a border zone that remains steeped in war and violent conflict, 

specifically between Anglo Texas Rangers and Texas Mexican sediciosos during the 

1915 uprisings. After these initial pages however, the story narrates the following years, 

in which the Texas Mexican attempts to reconcile the political domination of Anglos. 

Describing the social changes of ‘Jonesville’ (a fictional name for Paredes’ hometown, 

Brownsville), the narrator of George Washington Gómez explains how the Texas 

Mexican becomes the tool of his own undoing:  

For more than half a century Jonesville remained a Mexican town, though 

officially part of the United States. […]. Then came the railroad early in 

the 20
th

 century, and with it arrived the first real-estate men and the land-

and-title companies, and a Chamber of Commerce […]. Mexicans labored 

with axe and spade to clear away the brush where the cattle of their 

ancestors once had roamed. To make room for truck farming and citrus 

groves. And the settlers poured in from the U.S. heartland, while 

Mexicans were pushed out of cattle raising into hard manual labor. 

(Paredes 36) 

It is with nostalgia for what is passing, as well as bitterness towards the gradual 

displacement of and discrimination against Texas Mexicans that the narrator mourns a 

changing relationship to the land and overlooks the massive immigration of Mexicans. 

Here, the ‘developmental’ forces of modernization are depicted as destructive in their 

rendering of the Texas Mexican subject as socially peripheral to his/her own homeland. 
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John Morán González states, “[…] Texas-Mexican writers and intellectuals of the 1930s 

analyzed border modernity as a communally traumatic experience in which the radical 

social displacements of modern life developed within the dynamics of racial domination” 

(10). Thus, we can read the displacement and alienation narrated in Paredes’ text as 

symptoms of the collective trauma experienced through the modernization of the U.S.-

Mexico border. 

Significantly, the conflict between native Texas Mexicans and Mexican 

immigrants is also subtly expressed; this is done through the character of Gumersindo, a 

red-headed immigrant from the interior of Mexico who has come to the United States in 

hopes of finding work and peace. Feliciano, a Texas native and brother-in-law to 

Gumersindo, expresses a sharp contrast of Texas Mexicans as compared to not only 

Anglos, but also fuereños: “It was all very well for [a ‘Gringo’ priest], who came from up 

north to talk about love between all men and everybody being brothers. And it was very 

well for Gumersindo, who came from the interior of Mexico to be taken in by such talk. 

But a Border Mexican knew there was no brotherhood of men” (Paredes 19). Here, the 

‘Border Mexican’ is set apart from Mexican immigrants, who do not share the regional 

historical experiences which have defined the conflict characterizing the border region. In 

Dancing with the Devil: Society and Cultural Poetics in Mexican-American South Texas 

(1994), José Limón explains that Paredes’ discourses surrounding fuereños suggest that it 

is not only the gringo who has contributed to the “collapse of the older south Texas 

society between 1870 and 1930”; rather, Paredes’ work suggests that, to some degree, the 

social change responsible for that collapse is also attributable to fuereños who “became a 
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perfect match for a developing Anglo agribusiness sector in great need of labor, 

preferably an acquiescent labor force ”(85-86). Indeed, Gumersindo exhibits such 

acquiescence as he attests to his Anglo boss’s kindness and insists that “Not all Gringos 

are alike,” ultimately accepting that “After all, it’s their country” (Paredes 20).  

Once a ‘caballero’ himself, Gumersindo represents one of the many who 

migrated from the Mexican interior to the border as a response to the transformations of 

the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920). As a man from a background of wealth, education, 

and ‘fine manners’ before the Revolution, Gumersindo’s embrace of cooperation and 

unification can be read as ideals of the ‘gentry’ who are outsiders to the realities of 

border.49  Cruelly shot dead by Texas Rangers, he becomes an ‘innocent’ casualty of the 

hatred he solidly opposed; but in another sense, he is presented as an unfortunate casualty 

of his own unrealistic idealism. This is clear as Gumersindo’s brother-in-law, Feliciano, 

explains to Gumersindo’s son why his father died: “Your father died of his heart, 

Guálinto. His heart was too big and it killed him” (Paredes 101). While for the young 

Guálinto, this explanation seems to suggest a physical ailment, for the reader, the 

statement rather implies the fatal consequences of a reconciliatory philosophy amidst the 

realities of war. Incompatible with the violent conditions of conflict on the Texas 

Mexican border of the early twentieth century, Gumersindo is doomed to perish. Paredes 

suggests the border, particularly during the uprisings of 1915, as a space in which 

complete unification and co-existence is a much more difficult endeavor than Caballero 

                                                 
49 Feliciano describes Gumercindo to Guálinto as ‘a gentleman’ or caballero, who was “educated and had 

fine manners” and whose family was rich prior to the Revolution (Paredes 101).  
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suggests. Indeed, while Caballero is written in the romantic mode, George Washington 

Gómez is written in a modern, even psychological, style, emphasizing the disorientating 

effect of material conditions in flux upon human development. The anxiety and tension of 

social, institutional, and technological modernization in a border context casts doubt on 

the possibility of compassionate humanization between and amongst groups in conflict. 

In a broader sense, Paredes’ form of modernism seriously questions the religious and 

spiritual epistemologies operating within Texas Mexican cultural communities, with a 

satirical critique of religious institutions and exploitations committed in their name. 

Ultimately, what is clear is that while Caballero suggests a stubborn division amongst 

‘God’s peoples’ as a destructive and deadly force (killing Don Santiago and Alvaro), 

George Washington Gómez implies that it is rather the naïveté of trusting one’s enemies 

that is most fatal (as shown by the death of Gumersindo).   

And yet, it is precisely this endeavor of unification that guides the central 

narrative of the novel; for, on Gumersindo’s deathbed, his brother-in-law, Feliciano, is 

charged with the promise to raise Gumersindo’s son (Guálinto) never to know hatred. He 

is to become not only a ‘leader of his people,’ but also a ‘great man amongst the gringos.’ 

This intention of transforming young Guálinto into an important man in both ethnic 

societies represents the will to nurture a healthy link between two worlds in conflict. 

Ramón Saldívar states that in this sense, the text addresses “the central social issues of 

the modern era: the fate of the individual in relation to the collective experience of a 

community in the process of modernization” (Saldívar, Culture 149). This mission to 

direct Guálinto’s destiny, which comes to underlie every action of Guálinto’s friends and 



 

 98 

family, is also representative of the larger mission to create a Mexican American identity 

that fuses both worlds. As Saldívar elaborates, the narrative thus becomes a “systematic 

exploration of the creation of a normalized notion of identity in the early twentieth-

century modern borderlands from out of the dual fragments of Mexican and American 

social forms” (160). The tragedy that Paredes depicts, however, is that the violent conflict 

of the external environment of the border is inevitably manifested into internal conflict. 

Although, by the novel’s end, Guálinto does indeed become a ‘man amongst the gringos’ 

(a first lieutenant in counter-intelligence), he is unable to fuse a stable Mexican American 

identity.  

Rather, the violent ethnic hatred operating in his social world becomes 

internalized, and is ultimately engenders a bitter rejection of his own Texas Mexican 

community, whom he dismissively labels as ‘Mexican yokels’ who would do well to lose 

their ‘greaser attitudes.’ Unable to reconcile two conflicting identities, Guálinto chooses 

assimilation into the dominant culture, which, through various modes of education, he 

has come to understand as superior. It is this cultural and ethnic self-annihilation on 

Guálinto’s part that has led some critics, quite reasonably, to read the work as a modern 

tragedy of Mexican American ‘becoming’ amidst a dominant framework of cultural and 

institutional imperialism. John Morán González writes: “Ultimately, the historical 

tragedy of Paredes’s work is precisely his inability to imagine an anticolonial paradigm 

that would address questions of social justice within the Texas-Mexican community as 

well as those raised between that community and Anglo-Texans” (156). Further, 

González suggests that the author’s ‘inability to imagine’ social justice is symptomatic of 
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a historical moment in which “it seemed to  him that no political or cultural movements 

were capable of disrupting new processes of colonial difference that had claimed the very 

subjectivities of Texas Mexicans themselves” (156). Thus, George’s failure to become 

‘Mexican American’ in a way that successfully fuses both an ethnic Mexican and 

‘American’ subjectivity into one stable identity suggests the extreme difficulty of 

navigating the cultural, national, and ethnic borderlands of the United States in Paredes’ 

time.    

Largely, George Washington Gómez is a tale of the ‘education’ of a young man, 

or a bildungsroman. Paredes traces the birth and development of Guálinto, from his 

youthful fantasies of driving out the rinches (the Texas Rangers) in admiration of ‘outlaw 

heroes,’ such as Gregorio Cortez and ‘Cheno’ Cortinas, to his eventual embrace of an 

Anglo-centric worldview. Along the way, the author illustrates the institutional and 

cultural forms of education on the border which create and influence Guálinto’s 

development. In Gente Decente: A Borderalnds Response to the Rhetoric of Dominance, 

Leticia Garza-Falcón has made valuable insights regarding the education Guálinto 

receives in the public school system, and its effect on his identity formation. However, 

much less has been said about one of the first forms of education Guálinto receives as a 

young boy, his religious education. He receives this education through the didacticism of 

his mother, the Catholic Church, and a personal experience of healing through 

curanderismo. To a large degree, Paredes seems to link religion to adolescence and, 

conversely, the process of masculine maturity to the loss of religious faith. As a young 

boy, Guálinto attempts to make sense of religious knowledge forms alongside the social 
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and political violences he witnesses and the ‘memories of the unhallowed dead’ that lurk 

‘here, there, and everywhere’ in his hometown of Jonesville. As these dark presences 

terrorize his childhood nightmares, his mother responds by imparting her own religious 

knowledge, which she believes to enact a form of protection. Paredes explains: 

His mother tried to calm his fears with religion. Everybody believed, with 

the possible exception of his Uncle Feliciano, who seemed to believe in 

nothing. However, he did not interfere with his mother’s teaching religion 

to her son. So the boy learned a whole rosary of paternosters, aves and 

credos to protect him from evil. (50) 

In what seems to be a rather sarcastically written passage, we are introduced to the 

contrast between Guálinto’s mother (aptly named María, in reference to the biblical 

María/Mary, mother of Jesus), as a central source of religious education, versus his uncle 

Feliciano, who ‘seemed to believe in nothing.’ In this characterization, Paredes 

demonstrates a gendered concept of religiosity. Typically in Mexican American culture, 

women have figured as the informal keepers and dispensers of religious and spiritual 

knowledge in the private or domestic spheres. In this sense, María’s attempt to pass on 

her learned knowledges and practices to her son is demonstrative of a mother’s desire to 

equip her family with survival skills for the social world at hand. And despite his doubts, 

Feliciano does not obstruct the religious education of his nephew, who is coached by his 

mother in the various invocations of divine protection.   

Wearing a tin medallion with the image of the Virgen de Guadalupe around his 

neck, Guálinto learns his prayers and attends church every Sunday, satisfying his mother 
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that she had “done her duty toward making him an upright, God-fearing man” (51). 

However, the narrator explains that through these teachings, young Guálinto learns ‘more 

about Hell than about Heaven.’ For example, María’s nightly practice of reciting a prayer 

with her son before putting him to bed plagues Guálinto with existential questions and 

fears of a wrathful God. For, the God of his evening prayer seems mysteriously cruel and 

morbid, especially as he recites: “I must die, I know not when/ I must die, I know not 

where/ I must die, I know not how/ But this I do know: If I die without the grace of God/ 

I shall burn in Hell forever” (51). What for his mother seems an instructive lesson in the 

value and desirability of acquiring the grace of God, figures for Guálinto as a new form 

of terror. Fearing the silent encroachment of death in his sleep, he comes to resent such a 

powerful and punishing God: “He hated God for being so cruel” (51). This early 

experience of religion as an enactment of fear is accompanied by other ‘strange, terrible 

questions’ about existence (ontology) and knowing (epistemology): “Why am I, I? Why 

am I not somebody else? […] Why are things things and how do I know that they are?” 

(51). These initial questions and the fears that they engender mark the painful process of 

coming to consciousness that develops through the course of the novel. What is it to exist 

in the world, and how do we understand that existence? These are common questions in 

the bildungsroman form; however, what Paredes offers in George Washington Gómez is 

an elaborated version of those questions. What is it to exist as a Texas Mexican in the 

borderlands of culture and nations in the early twentieth century? How is that experience 

understood, situated, and expressed? For Guálinto, the central protagonist of the novel (if 

a sort of anti-hero), those questions are filtered through various forms of education; while 
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it is the university that dominates his later developmental years, it is the religious 

education and spiritual experience of his early formative years that first accompany this 

emerging consciousness.  

In the informal and domestic sphere of religious and spiritual practice, folk and 

institutional Catholicism are often integrated into a holistic system of folk healing known 

as curanderismo. In Curanderismo: Mexican American Folk Healing (1981), Robert T. 

Trotter II and Juan Antonio Chavira explain the significance of curanderismo for 

Mexican Americans of the Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas. “Curanderos have long 

been a community health resource because the evolution and practice of curanderismo 

parallel the historical and cultural evolution of Mexican Amerians as a population” (1).50 

Thus, it is not surprising that María responds to Guálinto’s childhood fears not only with 

prayer, but also with reliance upon the wisdom and knowledge of the local curandera, 

Doña Simonita la Ciega. Blinded by smallpox in her youth, Doña Simonita was gifted 

with psychic dreams and the ability to ‘talk with spirits’ and heal the sick. It is she who 

María calls on to attend to Guálinto, when she is convinced he is suffering from susto, or 

fright-sickness.51 After eavesdropping on the conversation of his uncle Feliciano and his 

compadres, Guálinto’s nightmares are plagued by the mens’ scary tales of demons, 

human peril, violence, and revenge. After dreams of being chased by some frightful 

animal with ‘red staring eyes,’ he awakes dizzy with the alternating chills and sweats of 

                                                 
50 Trotter II and Chavira state: “The term curanderismo and the term curandera come from the Spanish 

verb curar, which means ‘to heal’ (1). 
51 Trotter II and Chavira explain: “Susto […] can affect anyone from a young baby to an elderly person. 

[…]. Persons can be frightened at home, at work, in their sleep, or just about anywhere. Even if a person is 

brave, his body may be surprised and frightened. Susto can sometimes be diagnosed by touching a person’s 

nose; it should be very soft, like cotton” (90). 
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fever. Insistent that he has a cold, Feliciano attributes the boy’s illness to rain that leaked 

in from the window and splashed him in his sleep. In response to Feliciano’s suggestion 

that illnesses such as susto are purely superstition, his mother protests, explaining his 

disbelief as a willful ignorance: “You just won’t see what you don’t want to see! […]. It’s 

fright, I tell you. Are you going to let him waste away because of your ideas?” (Paredes 

95). Here, María calls into question her brother’s system of rational knowledge which 

would eschew faith healing in sole preference for traditional medicine, such as aspirin. 

Further, her accusation suggests ‘his ideas’ may actually be damaging and irresponsible 

in their dismissal of an alternate form of knowledge or belief. This indignant assertion 

towards the patriarch of the house constitutes a break in the pattern of authority which 

Guálinto is used to, as the narrator tells us that he “had never heard his mother talk to his 

uncle like that” before (95). María’s sudden will to take on an authoritative voice is 

enabled by the culturally understood role of women as keepers and disseminators of 

spiritual and religious knowledge and practice in the domestic and informal realms. 

Feliciano, who commands in all other realms, relents to this female spiritual authority and 

agrees to fetch the curandera.  

Doña Simonita’s arrival signals a deepening of the domestic feminine-spiritual 

realm. The initial exchanges between the two women invoke the divine will and wisdom 

of God, marking the central role of faith in the process of healing through curanderismo. 

With María as assistant, the curandera begins her healing rituals, which the narrator 

describes as a mysterious “mixture of church and doctor’s office” (98). These rituals 

involve the combined use of herbal tea, heated ashes, the sign of the cross, prayer, and 
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summoning of the soul, which is presumed to have been frightened out of Guálinto’s 

body.  The ritualistic interactions between María, who heats the ashes, closes the shutters, 

and boils the water for tea, and Doña Simonita, who begins a buzzing repetition of 

prayers, transforms the environment of the room to one of ‘mystery and danger.’ Warm 

ashes are applied to his face and bed, and the sign of the cross is used both to shape the 

ashes’ pattern and to accompany the buzzing of prayers. Gúalinto becomes actively 

involved in the healing ritual when he is urged to join the curandera in repetition of The 

Lord’s Prayer and the Hail Mary, three times each.  As they murmur prayers together, a 

special bond grows between the curandera and the young boy, building a harmony which 

relieves Guálinto from his anxiety. After drinking a tea of aniseed and other herbs, with 

ashes and a red ribbon tied to a gold ring at the bottom of the cup, a ‘quiet comfort’ 

begins to set in.  It is at this point that Doña Simonita beckons Guálinto’s soul to return to 

his body, repeating “Where are you? Don’t go away. Come closer. ¿Dónde estás? No te 

vayas. Acércate,” and calling his name in counts of three (98). In response to the 

curandera’s summons, Guálinto experiences a sensation of floating towards her through 

‘limitless space,’ past the wild images that had plagued his nightmares. The chanting of 

prayers, which seems far away, lulls him to sleep, and when he awakes, he is renewed 

and restored to health. Here, Paredes illustrates in imaginative detail a scene at least 

partially akin to what has been exercised in many Mexican American homes, as susto is 

one of the most common of all folk illnesses. It is hardly surprising that such a skilled 

folklorist offers this scene, particularly as the figure of the curandera appears throughout 

Mexican American and Chicano/a expression; for example, we find the curandera in the 
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works of visual artists such as Carmen Lomas Garza, and writers such as Rudolfo Anaya, 

Ron Arias, Ana Castillo, Gloria Anzaldúa, Pat Mora, and Luis Alberto Urrea. In this 

sense, the scene is representative of an attempt to articulate a common aspect of Mexican 

American cultural experience.  

However, what is interesting is Paredes’ rich depiction of curanderismo in a text 

that otherwise seems to cast satirical doubt upon the effectiveness of faith in its more 

emphasized focus upon historical and material forces. The character of Feliciano clearly 

communicates that doubt when Guálinto asks him whether it was the curandera’s prayers 

that have cured him. Stating, “We-e-ell, maybe it was the tea,” Feliciano reveals his 

reluctance to attribute his nephew’s physical condition to such a metaphysical cause. This 

reluctance is obvious in the storytelling which Guálinto had overheard the night his 

illness began. While Don Pancho, the woodcutter, tells a story of God’s violent and 

unexplainable vengeance for a man’s ill deeds towards his wife, Feliciano offers a story 

equally disturbing, but which carries an explanation based on rational cause. His story 

relates an experience from his boyhood in which he encountered a man with rabies loose 

in the chaparral. The man, whose face was twisted with popped out eyes, panted like a 

dog and gnashed his teeth, drooling and foaming from his mouth. With a howling scream 

that exuded loneliness and desperation, it is the sight of the man’s body which, for 

Feliciano, invokes the violence of Christ’s suffering. He recalls: “His naked body was 

torn and bleeding from the thorns in the chaparral, and I remember he reminded me of 

Christ in a strange and crazy way” (91). Yet, while this image of suffering inscribed upon 

the body conjures a religious comparison, Feliciano ultimately draws the story to a close 
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with an emphasis on the rational causation underlying the man’s illness. Unlike Don 

Pancho’s story, his tale contains human men rather than demons, ghosts, and 

unexplainable creatures. In the following exchange, Feliciano attempts to delineate the 

difference between his story and Don Pancho’s: 

“But it’s a natural thing,” said Feliciano, “a disease. That man was not a 

ghost.” 

“Ghosts do exist,” said Don Pancho. “Even we have our own ghosts.” 

“Yes,” agreed Don José. 

“So they say,” Feliciano answered. (91) 

From this exchange, it is clear that although his compadres accept the existence of the 

unexplainable, Feliciano is disinclined towards such acceptance, preferring that which 

can be attributed to a ‘natural’ cause.  

Most important in Feliciano’s worldview, however, is the character’s 

contradiction of the culturally dominant Catholicism practiced amongst Texas Mexicans 

at this time. This skepticism exhibits a different kind of patriarch than is seen with Don 

Santiago in Caballero; for while Don Santiago claims his masculine right through a 

religious proximity to God, Feliciano’s masculine authority is accompanied by a 

commitment to ‘rational’ logic and the eschewal of faith-based belief.  Indeed, Feliciano 

is a man of modernity who ascribes to a strict separation between the material world of 

human beings and the realm of any possible God, as the narrator explains: “Feliciano did 

not believe God took an interest in their affairs. In fact, he was not sure God existed” 

(40). Thus, his sense of a Divine disinterest in the affairs of humans extends to the 
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possibility that there is no Divinity at all. In a modernist tale of social crisis and cultural 

insecurity, it is fitting that an ideological doubt is here represented. Amongst the 

instability of a social world in transition and chaos, faith in a fixed center is here shown 

as less certain, at least for Feliciano. Pushed by his nephew to explain his position on 

‘prayers and priests,’ Feliciano ventures, “Yes, […] there is a God. But mind you, God is 

not in this world. The priests are only men” (101). This critical emphasis on the fallibility 

of priests is a common theme in the text, and it is not Feliciano’s voice alone that 

communicates this critique. Indeed, it is the narrator who delivers the most extensively 

scathing commentary on this subject. The priest of Guálinto’s childhood is described as a 

man of ‘dark and threatening’ looks who delivers a ‘verbal storm’ of holy threats and 

anger. Painting the agonies of Hell, the priest is depicted as a fear-monger who tortures 

the imaginations of young children and rules through intimidation. Paredes is careful to 

comment on the priest’s power as mere illusion, as he illustrates the ordinary humanness 

of the man: 

After mumbling a few words and making the sign of the cross the priest 

left the pulpit, walking down the steps with his hand on the handrail just 

like any other person. Every time the priest did that, […] he lost most of 

his awesomeness. The boy expected the priest to fly off the pulpit or 

disappear in a puff of smoke. (60) 

This stripping of the priest’s ‘awesomeness’ emphasizes Feliciano’s statement that 

‘priests are only men.’ In this assertion of the façade of holiness, the narrator and 

Feliciano are in solid agreement; for, Feliciano refuses to be fooled by the ‘holy holy’ 
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faces of men who speak of sanctity, confident that “even the pope is a lusty old stud” 

(85).  This idea that things are not as they seem, and must be revealed for what they are 

perhaps represents a certain modernist alienation and disorientation from previously held 

ideological stances.  

Significantly, it is not only priests and preachers whom are cast into doubt, but the 

institutional Church itself, as the two are implicated in an intertwined practice of 

deception. For example, when early in the text Guálinto’s father, Gumersindo, suggests 

that perhaps not all ‘Gringos’ should be held as enemies, Feliciano angrily asserts: 

“Mierda! The preacher told you that. […]. Religion […] is the opium of the people. 

Remember that” (20).52 Feliciano’s invocation of Karl Marx’ famous critique of the 

relationship between religion and structural oppression is not only significant, but 

extremely telling. While we cannot necessarily assume Feliciano to be conscious of Karl 

Marx as a figure or of Marxism in general, we certainly might guess that Américo 

Paredes could have been, despite his young age at the time the novel was penned. At the 

very least, Paredes once attested to having a radical politics informed by his uncle, a 

member of ‘the anarchist Flores Magón group’; further, Ramón Saldívar has noted that 

while Paredes was not himself an ‘avowed communist,’ he deeply respected figures such 

as San Antonio labor activist Emma Tenayuca, who was also the general secretary of the 

Communist Party of Texas during the 1930s (Saldívar, Culture 351). In a 1995 interview 

with Saldívar, Paredes reflects upon himself in the 1930s as “an angry young man, angry 

                                                 
52 Paredes, p.20. It is not entirely clear in this scene which religion this ‘preacher’ is part of. The narrator 

explains that the ‘preacher’ calls himself a ‘pastor’ and that he keeps repeating the word ‘Mormón.’ He 

may indeed be a Mormon missionary.  
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as the way mexicanos were treated in Texas and the rest of the Southwest, and angry 

about social inequality and economic injustice” (Saldívar, Culture 350). For Paredes, this 

anger combined with his self-identified radical politics led him to reflect, “[…] if there 

had been a Communist Party cell in south Texas at the time, I would have joined it” 

(351). Though it is difficult to know the extent to which his anger about social inequality 

and his radical political leanings might have related to his beliefs about religion, his 

appropriation of Marx’s terminology in George Washington Gómez is a provocative 

elaboration on the theme of religion, especially the institutional church, as suspect and 

illusory. Karl Marx once wrote: 

Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless 

world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people. 

The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the 

demand for their real happiness. To call on them to give up their illusions 

about their condition is to call on them to give up a condition that requires 

illusions [italics in original]. (244) 

This depiction of religion as a “condition that requires illusions,” or a ‘false 

consciousness,’ emphasizes the presence of real conditions existing beneath an illusion, 

and the possible arrival at a ‘real’ consciousness when that illusion is abandoned. From 

this perspective, true knowledge and happiness can only be arrived at in the absence of 

divine faith, which must accordingly be recognized as central to the perpetuation of social 

oppression. Paredes alludes to this conception in more than Feliciano’s dialogue. In his 

narrative description of the aesthetics associated with religious experience, Paredes 
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intricately describes the musicality of the church bells and the effect upon the listener. As 

they ring out in bass, tenor, and soprano tones, the bells seem to speak their own 

language of communication. Indeed, the bells come alive, as they frisk, gambol, laugh, 

and sing their invitation to enter the church. The narrator explains the sensation in the 

listener: 

You could imagine beautiful things as you listened to them, and you 

wondered if Heaven was like that. […]. You went in almost expecting to 

find the church full of white angels with harps of gold, although you knew 

that inside there were only hard benches and monotonous prayers. But the 

bells lent illusion. They soothed, they compelled. (Paredes 61) 

Here, it is the aesthetic sound of the bells’ music, which Paredes so carefully describes, 

that creates the sensation and imagination of transcendent splendor. The beautiful illusion 

of the bells seems to Guálinto ‘nearer to God’ than what, for him, are less inspiring 

realities inside the church. Perhaps functioning as a kind of Marxist-inspired metaphor 

for religion itself, the bells ‘compel’ and ‘soothe,’ offering a false hope that merely 

seduces.  

Paredes pointedly elaborates on such seduction as part of a larger system of 

exploitation and corruption. Using an at times mimicking narrative voice, Paredes 

provides an extended and satirical commentary on priests as modern businessmen who 

‘believe in advertising.’ The object of advertisement is the kermesse, the church’s 

fundraising event to rebuild the church and re-gild the cape of the statue of Our Lady. 

Exclaiming the church as the needy mother of the people’s soul, the imitated voice of the 
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priest exhorts his parishioners to ‘give, give, give’ despite the economic realities of the 

Great Depression.  Castigated for their lechery and vice, the parishioners are reminded of 

God’s generosity towards those who are ‘generous in the cause of God.’ It is this 

supposed exchange of God’s grace and glory for money that Paredes’ narrative voice 

critiques, particularly in light of the economic sufferings of the people. This is made clear 

in the following description:  

[…] The men and women in washed, mended clothing dropped into the 

boxes some of the coins they had made during the week. So they might get 

in God’s good graces, and then perhaps on the following week they might 

make sixty cents a day instead of fifty, and then they would be able to buy 

a piece of salt pork for their frijoles. (212) 

Here, Paredes conjures an image of working class people engaging in a sort of religious 

bartering, giving what little money they have in the hopes that it will bring religious 

rewards in the form of material nourishment. The ‘piece of salt pork’ they hope for 

indicates just how minimal their material circumstances are, and thus implicates the 

priest’s exhortation as an exploitative endeavor.  

Further illustrating a critical view of the religious institution of the Catholic 

Church and its priests, the narrator explains the division between the rich and the poor in 

the church; although the rich are granted individual baptismal ceremonies, the poor 

gather as a group to have their children baptized. In light of the elements involved in the 

ritual, including crosses, salt, water, and incantations, the priest is compared to a “more 

modern, […] showier” version of the curandera; the priest is distinguished from the 
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curandera by his use of ‘mass-production methods.’ Rubbing the gums of each baby with 

salt, without concern for medical hygiene, it is as if he were working an assembly line: 

“Healthy baby, coughing baby, smiling baby, sniffling baby, all at one time. It was a holy 

finger and carried no germs. He doused each baby with holy water and wiped its face 

with a not-so-clean but holy towel” (Paredes 212).  The implied disregard of hygiene is 

presented here not only as a lack of concern for the health of the children of the poor, but 

as a symptom of the ‘illusion’ of holiness. Paredes’ concern with the ‘holy finger’ that 

‘carries no germs’ is clearly a satirical commentary on the corporeal dangers of forgetting 

both science and the humanness of priests.  

However, Paredes is not merely critical of priests and the institutional order, but 

also seems to make an underlying critique of those who believe its ‘false’ promises; in 

some sense, the church’s parishioners are shown as naïve accomplices in the maintenance 

of their own exploitation.  This is particularly clear as the omniscient narrator imagines 

the rewards which parishioners might expect in exchange for their labors in creating the 

kermesse which will raise money for the Church. Paredes writes: 

The lumber and the paper had been donated by some pious members of 

the church, who had seen the doors of Heaven open wide before their eyes 

because of their generosity. And the reverent carpenters […] built not 

humble booths but firm shining steps in the ladder that would lead them to 

the Most High. Now the well-dressed ladies who were to oversee the 

booths arrived with their daughters. They also had reserved seats in 



 

 113 

Heaven, courtesy of the Virgin of Guadalupe Church of Jonesville-on-the-

Grande. (21) 

In their cooperation with the Church’s efforts, the ‘pious’ parishioners who donate, build, 

and oversee the fundraising event are here portrayed as irrational accomplices of religious 

corruption. Indeed, the mocking tone implies that the promise of Heavenly rewards is an 

erroneous illusion that will never be fulfilled. Further, the presumption here is that these 

participants could only be offering their labors in exchange for the promise of ‘reserved 

seats in Heaven,’ which is ultimately a self-serving purpose. Thus, not only is the Church 

held suspect for its ‘false promises,’ but likewise are the parishioners held as suspect for 

their own self-serving naiveté.  In this sense, Paredes paints a picture of a well-oiled 

‘enterprise’ based on the interplay of corruption and illusion. This is further emphasized 

in the description of the pretty young girls who tend the booths, and whose job it is to 

“seduce young men in moral, unsuggestive, unprovocative, and thoroughly unsexual 

ways to part with their scant, hard-earned money” (213). Similar to the seduction of the 

Church bells, these young women are described as yet another persuasive illusion of the 

Church, yet another tool of exploitation. From these scenes of religious community life, 

embedded in the larger narrative of Guálinto’s process of becoming, it is clear that one of 

Paredes’ objectives is to communicate disillusionment with popular religious structures 

of belief.   There is, in the text, the struggle to reveal not only external structures of 

oppression, but internal ones as well. Clearly, Paredes’ insertion of these scenes in order 

to frame the central narrative is part of a larger critique of social structures influencing 

and impacting the lives of Texas Mexicans in the early twentieth century.  
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 However, there seems in the text to be a certain anxiety about what that 

revelation, or stripping, leaves us with, particularly in terms of the project of 

‘civilization.’ Perhaps the most gripping example of this is another scene which might 

easily be overlooked, for it, like the above scenes, acts more as a side-note than part of 

the central narrative. Towards the end of the text, Guálinto, who has returned to 

Jonesville with an Anglo-centric identification that alarms his friends and family, recalls 

a conversation overheard in a barbershop on Columbus Day three years previous 

(~1939). Although this scene does not immediately seem coherent within the context of 

the larger narrative, upon closer examination it provides a fascinating testament of 

modernist anxiety regarding the changes of a quickly urbanizing world on the cusp of a 

developing world war (World War II). As several men remark upon the arrival of 

Columbus, another man comes in from the local pool hall and relays the heated debate he 

just took part in regarding the birth of Christ. Was he truly the Son of God or was he the 

son of San José? This argument about the authenticity of Christ’s divinity had ultimately 

culminated in a case of mistaken identity, as one drunken man unwittingly proclaimed 

him the son of Willie O’Brien, the local politician. Although it is told as a funny story to 

amuse the men in the barbershop, the argument represents a sense of modern doubt 

regarding sacred stories. Immediately following this story, however, the men in the 

barbershop fall upon the topic of the Deluge, the biblical flooding which nearly ‘drowned 

the whole world.’ Agreeing that the flood was Divine punishment for the sins of 

humankind, the men begin discussing the destruction of war and conflict in the modern 
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world. Anticipating the imminent reality of a second world war, three men named 

González, Léyton, and Manuel engage in the following exchange: 

“The trouble with the world,” González said, “is that there’s too many of 

us. Some of us have to be killed off.”  

“Yes,” Leytón said. “And there’s no doubt we’ll be in the middle of 

another great war in the next few years. Bigger than the last one. The 

world is going to end like in the Deluge.  

“It’s better, it’s better,” Manuel said. “Let us have new civilizations. This 

old one’s no good.” (Paredes 296) 

Recalling that Paredes indeed finished this novel just as World War II was emerging, we 

can imagine him penning this exchange amongst a palpable social anxiety about the 

coming war. The comparison between the great flooding and a second great war reveals a 

certain apprehension about the meanings of war in a modern world. This foreboding of an 

impending devastation is related to suspicion that it is punishment for the failure of 

civilizations. Indeed, just after the above exchange, González exclaims that the ‘ire of 

God’ “shall fall on the world for sure.” What is perhaps more interesting, however, is the 

acceptance of such fate as a necessary, or even welcomed, destruction. As Manuel says, 

“Let us have new civilizations,” he asserts the failure of the modern world. The men 

articulate that failure as the result of modernization, specifically the expansive growth of 

cities such as Chicago, Mexico City, and New York. The high concentration of such 

cities, and the ‘vice’ permitted in them, seems a ‘barbarity’ to the men, who imagine the 

people living ‘like rats,’ all ‘piled up’ on top of each other. On a more local level, the 
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men also comment on the temperature change in Jonesville over the previous twenty 

years, despite what newspapers and salesmen claim about the ‘wonderful climate.’ The 

men debate whether it is the increased number of buildings and the paving of roads, or 

perhaps the proliferation of automobiles and a resultant lack of air.  Recalling this 

conversation, Guálinto, who now goes by George, thinks to himself: “They were all a 

bunch of dum-dums. […]. What a laugh!” (297). Holding himself at a higher esteem, 

George smiles at what seems to him as intellectual inadequacy on the part of the men. In 

his depiction of George’s dismissive and superior attitude towards the people of his 

hometown, in this and other scenes, Paredes paints his protagonist as a sort of tragic anti-

hero.  This then leads the reader to assume that it is after all an important dialogue taking 

place between the men, representing significant and legitimate concerns about the 

perceived failures of modern civilization.  

 Indeed, the overall tone of the novel becomes a tragic one by the end of the text, 

with the character of George ultimately representing an unfulfilled destiny, an unachieved 

unification of conflicting social identities. On Guálinto/George’s ultimate failure to fuse a 

Mexican American identity, Ramón Saldívar has written: 

He denies the dualities implicit in the image of the checkerboard of 

consciousness, his divided personality as a US-born Mexican. In the end, 

he rationalizes with an awesomely serene lack of self-consciousness that 

the circumstances of modernity and modernization on the border are such 

that the only pragmatic pathway available to someone like him is full 
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assimilation and the complete negation of the past […]. (Saldívar, Culture 

187) 

 

However, while George’s negation of the past and rejection of Mexican values is indeed 

related to his circumstances of modernity and modernization on the border, they also 

significantly relate to both his generation and his departure from the border region. It 

must be noted that by the end of the novel, Feliciano, George’s uncle, has to a large 

degree successfully acculturated. José Limón has persuasively argued for Feliciano’s 

significance, stating:  

Critics of this novel have paid too much attention to George and to 

conventional politics […]. Feliciano and that vibrant regional culture and 

radical hope that he signifies offers a much better focal point for 

understanding how to continue to be Mexican in America. (Limón, 

“Radical” 38)  

In this sense, Feliciano might be offered as an alternative protagonist in the narrative, for 

he is able to retain his ethnic Mexican identity while establishing himself as a 

businessman, landowner, and valued member of the community. Yet, it is significant that 

as a self-educated man, Feliciano’s ethnic identification and self-valuation has not been 

filtered through the American educational system. And while several of George’s old 

high school friends have done well for themselves and have retained their Mexican 

values, they have primarily remained within a Mexican social sphere. It was always 

George who was supposed to bring the two cultures together, delivering unto the border 
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people a renewed sense of their own possibilities in the wider world, or at least the 

United States. And thus he was cast out into the world, where he tread the grounds of an 

Anglo-dominated university, The University of Texas at Austin, and then the nation’s 

capital, Washington, D.C.  It is in these places that George’s Mexican identification 

expires. Indeed, Louis Gerardo Mendoza describes George’s ‘tragic flaw’ as “his pursuit 

of knowledge from institutions of higher learning as a quest for social power,” for, 

George lives amidst a social system “that failed to recognize the role of the university in 

reproducing stratified social relations” (154).  With his consciousness filtered through 

learning institutions which dismissed the value of Mexican identity, George is unable to 

locate any social power in his ‘higher’ education. Thus, of the complex and shifting 

whole which constitutes his identity, only a fragment survives, with Mexican 

Americanism as yet unachieved. As Ramón Saldívar has stated, acculturation is more 

complicated than “simply a lifestyle choice of mere preference between neatly opposed 

alternatives but more fundamental epistemological crisis of subject formation” (Saldívar, 

Culture 164). In other words, Guálinto/George faces a system of evolving conditions 

which are not necessarily simple to skillfully negotiate. The ultimate annihilation of his 

ethnic self, or his ability to ‘completely negate his past,’ can only be read as an inability 

to succeed in such negotiation, and thus, a tragic becoming. It is in the total recognition 

of this tragedy that Feliciano expresses sudden recalcitrance about his lack of faith, 

wishing he believed in a ‘life after death.’ He explains to his nephew, “Then I could look 

forward to seeing your father in purgatory or limbo or wherever it is that Mexican yokels 

go. We could sit down and have a good long talk about you” (Paredes 302). When 



 

 119 

George expresses surprise at his uncle’s odd ‘sense of humor,’ Feliciano’s insistence that 

he is instead quite serious figures as the last line of the text. Thus, we are left with 

Feliciano’s profound disappointment with a bitter reality which has been fully revealed; 

in response to such revelation, he is filled with desire for spiritual transcendence so that 

he might better reckon with the perceived injustice of that reality. Feliciano, who has 

always eschewed religion and embraced rationality, now bemoans the confines of his 

own belief (or disbelief). This longing for an absent faith is present elsewhere in the text 

as well. Guálinto/George, who also came to lose all religious conviction over time, also 

expresses such longing. Upon learning of the bank failures in Jonesville, and realizing the 

economic impacts his family will suffer, he worries over the crops and the market, 

reflecting to himself that in such times, “there should be a God” (Paredes 256). While his 

statement effectively denies such existence, it is a somewhat mournful statement of 

longing for a God who intervenes in the world. In this sense of mournfulness, Paredes 

seems to be troubling Marx’ claim that ‘the abolition of religion’ as an illusory happiness 

will correspond with real happiness. Instead, the final note of the text communicates a 

sense of lacking, a longing which cannot be answered.  

CONCLUSION 

While Américo Paredes and Jovita González were equally concerned about the 

violent changes taking place along the Texas-Mexican border after the U.S. annexed what 

is now known as Texas, a place they called home, their works express decidedly 

contrasting viewpoints about the prospect of peace and harmony amongst Anglos and 

Texas Mexicans. Co-writing Caballero: A Historical Romance with her friend Margaret 



 

 120 

Eimer, Jovita González suggests that a Christian ethic of love and collaboration across 

ethnic, national, and racial borders might effectively displace the patriarchal order of 

Mexican traditionalism, to create a new order of looser restrictions for both women and 

peones. Interethnic marriage in the 1846-1848 borderlands is posited as part of the larger 

system of accommodation between Texas Mexicans and Anglo settlers that might 

provide ‘peace’ between the conflicting ethnic groups. However, although Paredes wrote 

George Washington Gómez around the same time as Gónzalez and Eimer were writing 

Caballero, he offers a vastly contradictory stance regarding the prospect of peace and 

‘brotherly love’ along the same border as he narrates a historical bildungsroman of the 

early twentieth century. Paredes’ cynicism about interethnic collaboration as well as the 

prospect of social equality for Texas Mexicans is expressed through the failure of 

Guálinto Gómez to successfully render a stable Mexican American identity from the 

education he receives both on the border and in the interior U.S. The traditional values he 

receives from his mother, uncle, and larger community are ultimately rejected in favor of 

a more ‘modern,’ assimilated identity. Within this narrative, the author’s critique of 

religious structures and belief systems is part of a larger nod towards the emphasis upon 

material structures of social oppression. However, Paredes offers only ambivalence about 

the possibility for real happiness when ‘illusions’ are stripped away, as his characters 

seem to long for a faith they can no longer grasp.  Utimately, both Caballero and George 

Washington Gómez are about conflict, both external and internal, along the Texas-

Mexican border; each details religion as not only a significant part of social life, but also 

as holding an important role in the consideration of social justice and social inequality. 
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While Gónzalez and Eimer view religious faith as an instrument for achieving peace 

amongst enemies, Paredes offers it up as simply another system of social exploitation. 

While the emphasis of this chapter has not been to solve the argument between these 

authors, I instead argue that such works, written in the first half of the twentieth century, 

illustrate the early presence of a dialogue regarding the relationship between religion and 

social change in Mexican American literature. Further, although none of these authors 

would likely identify as ‘Chicano/a,’ we can certainly include their works in the 

Chicano/a literary canon, for their central concerns with social justice in Mexican 

American communities. While these two works take as their focus the Texas-Mexican 

condition, the next chapter shifts to a different part of the Southwest, New Mexico, 

investigating the ways in which these same questions function in a region with a different 

historical trajectory.  
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CHAPTER 3: From ‘Nuestro Pueblo’ to the Atomic Bomb: Trauma & 

Healing in Nuevo Mexicano Narratives  

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

This chapter departs from the geographical focus of the previous chapter, which 

explored narrative representations of Texas Mexican communities in late 19
th

 and early 

20
th

 century, as they weighed the possibilities for a ‘Christian brotherhood’ amidst the 

forces of Anglo colonization and modernization. Instead, this chapter attempts to gauge 

such representations of similar negotiations in another Southwestern state, New Mexico. 

Following the arrival of the railroads in the late 19
th

 century, the colonized yet 

paradoxically insulated territory of New Mexico would experience a series of significant 

cultural, economic, political, and social changes which in turn would effect the 

configuration of New Mexican identity. In the first half of the 20
th

 century, New Mexico 

would confront the transition to statehood, prohibition and woman’s suffrage, the growth 

of tourism, and an increased Anglo American presence, as well as the Great Depression, 

the effects of World War II, and the testing of the atomic bomb. These changes would 

create anxieties amongst Nuevomexicanos similar to those Texas Mexicans experienced 

in response to colonization and modernization. What would New Mexico’s changing 

relationship to the union mean in terms of Nuevomexicano cultural identity, and how did 

Nuevomexicano writers register that negotiation?  

One way to answer questions about shifting cultural identities is to examine 

discourses regarding the religious practices and spiritual worldviews of a people. Such an 

examination is particularly relevant in the case of New Mexico, where these are central 
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elements of cultural identity, and had been long before the Spanish conquest. Indeed, the 

historical and contemporary relationship of blended indigenous and ‘Spanish’ religious 

sensibilities is a tangible presence in both the land and its people. The marks of religious 

and spiritual syncretism, linking respective cosmologies, are imbedded not only into 

Nuevomexicano culture, but into the landscape itself. In such a space, where the past 

continuously rubs alongside the present, memories of conquest and the tensions of 

modernization intersect along the axis of religion and spirituality. Although popular 

discourses, particularly those related to travel and tourism, would tell their own stories 

about these intersections, this chapter asks what kinds of stories Nuevomexicanos would 

tell about Nuevomexicanos living in the first half of the  20
th

 century? How would they 

imagine New Mexico as a zone of contact and precarity, in which communities 

negotiated legacies of the past with an undetermined future? How did the act of 

imagining communities in moments of historic conflict serve as an act of reclamation, 

and how would the act of telling become an act of healing communities in the present?  

Largely, I argue that the act of narrative remembrance is linked to the act of 

healing. The ways in which we remember the past suggest something about the ways in 

which we will negotiate the present and imagine our own futures. In Cultural Memory: 

Resistance, Faith & Identity (2007), Jeanette Rodriguez and Ted Fortier explain that “one 

means by which memory is transmitted is through narrative,” for our existence in the 

present is “powerfully shaped by recollections of the past and anticipations of the future” 

(7-8). Further, they argue that “it is through narrative that a culture organizes and 

integrates its understanding of reality” (8). While Rodriguez and Fortier were not here 
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specifically referencing literary narratives, I believe that the same statements can apply, 

particularly when the writers identify (and can be identified) as members of the 

communities they are remembering.  

This chapter explores two works of fiction set in historic moments in New 

Mexico: Nash Candelaria’s novel, Leonor Park (1991), set in the prohibition era, and 

Rudolfo Anaya’s more widely known Bless Me, Ultima (1972), set at the end of WWII. 

Both works exemplify how Mexican American writers composed literary landscapes that 

reckoned with fears and anxieties about historical and social change in the age of 

modernization, and how those anxieties intersected with religious and spiritual 

understandings. Yet, these works represent two ends of a spectrum; while Bless Me, 

Ultima has perhaps received more scholarly attention than any other novel in Chicano/a 

literary production, no criticism could be located on Leonor’s Park at the time of this 

writing.  Examining these two particular works together will illustrate that spiritual and 

religious discourses are present across this spectrum of received criticism. It is for this 

reason that I have chosen Bless Me, Ultima of Anaya’s work, although the subject of the 

spiritual certainly runs throughout his literary production. Further, although much 

criticism has been written on Bless Me, Ultima, I will focus upon the novel’s two main 

critics, Ramón Saldívar and Héctor Calderón, in order to illustrate the tensions between 

materialist readings and creative works that emphasize the spiritual. Finally, because 

Candelaria’s Leonor’s Park is in many ways a less complex narrative, though still 

substantial in its content, and has been unengaged by critics, my attention to Anaya’s 

work demands a longer reading. By relating both of these narratives to their historical 
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contexts, both local and national, I hope to emphasize a point made clear by an older 

form of American Studies, that history and literary production are closely intertwined. 

For both Candelaria and Anaya write from personal and familial experience regarding the 

history of New Mexico.  

A Nuevomexicano by heritage and sentiment, Candelaria wrote about a landed 

family’s struggles to hold onto the wealth and power of their ancestors amidst rapid 

changes of increased technology and infrastructure53 that brought not only new industries 

and relations to the nation, but also shifted established social order. The narrator recalls 

the treacherous acts of a wealthy Albuquerque woman in the 1920s, a descendant of one 

of the city’s founding ‘Spanish’ families, who is haunted by her own faithless quest for 

security in an unstable world and the inability to love; the story ends with a shift from the 

1920s to 1985, when her niece, on the verge of death, must reconcile the sins of her 

forefathers (and aunt) by giving back her inherited land to the community from which it 

was repeatedly stolen. Thus, although the central narrative of Candelaria’s novel records 

the anxiety surrounding processes of modernization, it ultimately proposes the need for 

atonement in the contemporary world, a penance for conquest, greed, and land-theft. 

However, Candelaria disputes the classic narrative of ‘good’ versus ‘evil,’ proposing 

instead that greed and evil in the world are merely manifestations of the fear and anxiety 

born of a lack of faith and love. Published in 1991, this story is a continuation of novels 

chronicling the ‘Rafa’ family, which Candelaria began writing in the 1970s.  

                                                 
53 For example, Route 66 was established in 1926 as a ‘Mother Road’ running from Chicago to Los 

Angeles. 
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Also in the 1970s, Rudolfo Anaya published Bless Me, Ultima, perhaps the most 

widely known work of Chicano literature. Like Leonor’s Park, Bless Me, Ultima is a 

familial novel that highlights the struggle to understand the traumas of social change 

amidst a modernizing New Mexico. Set not in the 1920s, but rather towards the end of 

World War II, Anaya’s characters live in a boundary zone, on the outer edges of the town 

of Guadalupe, just where the wild llanos and pastures begin. The young protagonist’s 

family exists on a cusp between not only town and country, but also between the legacies 

of the past, and a future that has yet to be shaped. The Spanish colonial ancestors of the 

protagonist’s family seem to loom as shadows over the land and memory, even as it 

becomes clear that a new story must be written. The Nuevomexicano community of the 

novel confronts change on multiple fronts; it is around 1945 and the people of Guadalupe 

struggle not only with the passing of the open plains and the ways of life it held for them 

and their forefathers, but also with the traumas of World War II which are felt as soldiers 

return home with ‘the war sickness.’ The testing of the atomic bomb in Los Alamos is 

accompanied by changes in the weather and land, spreading foreboding about the new 

and dangerous knowledges that man is producing. In these ways, national and even 

global events begin to affect the local, previously isolated communities of New Mexico. 

Such effect is most clearly shown through the violent traumas Anaya’s protagonist 

witnesses over the course of the novel.  In classic bildungsroman style, he must fall out of 

innocence to understand the world and his place in it. On that journey, he must sift 

through the knowledge of the schoolhouse, the knowledge of the Catholic Church, and 

the indigenous knowledge of the curandera, Ultima, in order to come to terms with an 
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uncertain future. Although Anaya presents a series of binaries throughout the novel, 

plaguing his protagonist with questions about good and evil, Bless Me, Ultima is 

ultimately about the sympathetic power of healing the traumas of violence through the 

strength of the human heart. Like Candelaria’s novel, Anaya’s work closes with the 

assurance that evil is just another word for the fear of what we do not understand. Despite 

this commonality, the tales offer vastly different perspectives, as they depict two very 

different Nuevomexicano communities, one of an urban, upper-class, land-holding 

community in the 1920s, and the other a small town, semi-rural working-class 

community of the 1940s. And yet, essential to both contexts would be the popular 

narrative of Spanish heritage, a story that would come into full fruition with the coming 

of the railroad and all its promises for statehood, civilization, and modernity.  

MODERNIZATION & THE EMERGENCE OF ‘SPANISH HERITAGE’   

 The development and character of Chicano/a and Mexican American 

communities varies across the southwest, due to the differing trajectories and experiences 

of conquest, colonization, and settlement. For example, while Anglo settlement and 

colonization began and proliferated in Texas in the 1820s, the development of an Anglo 

presence in New Mexico would not truly expand until after the coming of the railroad in 

1880. In The Language of Blood: The Making of Spanish-American Identity in New 

Mexico, 1880s-1930s (2004), John M. Nieto-Phillips explains that before the arrival of 

the railroad, “New Mexico trailed every western state and territory in drawing European 

and Anglo migrants into its borders” (112). Not only did New Mexico fail to attract 

migrant settlement, but it also had trouble maintaining the small Anglo population that it 
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had.  “Between 1870 and 1880 […] U.S. born white residents of the territory had 

migrated to neighboring lands in greater numbers than they arrived” (Nieto-Phillips 112). 

The lack of in-migration, and the out-migration of Anglos would effectively contribute to 

the development of New Mexico as a region somewhat isolated from its surrounding 

territories. The comparatively small Anglo population would have important 

consequences for New Mexico on both a local level, and in relationship to the nation.  

On the local level, it meant that the entrenched traditions and customs of Nuevos 

mexicanos would go undisturbed for a longer period of time than had been experienced in 

places like Texas, and adjustment to Anglo American structures would be gradual. As 

Gilberto M. Hinojosa has explained in Mexican Americans and the Catholic Church, 

1900-1965 (1994), this slower rate of Anglo expansion would provide Nuevos mexicanos 

with more time to “reinforce community bonds and to adapt to the new political system” 

(25). Further, they were able to preserve “certain village traditions, particularly those 

related to honor, to family, and to their protectors, the local saints” (Dolan and Hinojosa 

25). In turn, it would be precisely this preservation which would exclude Nuevos 

mexicanos from citizenship in the nation until 1912. For, in the contexts of 19
th

 century 

discourses about the untamed ‘Wild West,’ the ‘civilizing’ presence of a significant 

Anglo population was deemed necessary for the requirements of statehood. Anglo 

migrants were thought to bring with them “certain enterprising values that allowed 

civilization to vanquish savagery and prosperity to take root in the western territories” 

(Nieto-Phillips 115). In this sense then, the absence of a ‘sufficient’ Anglo population 

reinforced a presupposition that New Mexico was a ‘mongrel’ territory whose inhabitants 
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were ‘unfit’ for citizenship. Congress’s repeated refusals to admit New Mexico into the 

Union were based on the territory’s “mixed-blood population, ‘inferior’ cultures, fervent 

Catholicism, and broad use of Spanish” (Nieto-Phillips 2). These religious, racial, and 

linguistic distinctions seemed to exile the people of New Mexico from membership to the 

nation, placing them outside the boundaries of citizenship. 

Although statehood would not occur until 1912, the coming of the railroad in 

1880 would be a significant factor in the plight for statehood, for several reasons.  Not 

only did the railroad promise to integrate New Mexico into national markets,54 but it also 

delivered the ‘civilizing’ Anglo presence that statehood seemed to mandate.  In Coyote 

Nation: Sexuality, Race, and Conquest in Modernizing New Mexico, 1880-1920, Pablo 

Mitchell explains that “New Mexico’s population jumped from 120,000 in 1880 to nearly 

200,000 in 1900 and 360,000 in 1920,” stemming from “an unprecedented flow of mostly 

Anglo immigrants to the territory from throughout the United States and Europe” (2). 

This increased Anglo presence would transform social, cultural, and political 

relationships in the region, with older structures of relation being replaced by new ones. 

Such shifting of power would have an important effect on the maintenance and 

distribution of land tenure and usage in New Mexico. As Sarah Deutsch has argued in No 

Separate Refuge: Culture, Class, and Gender on an Anglo-Hispanic Frontier in the 

American Southwest, 1880-1940 (1987), the Anglos in the region found themselves with 

a new position within the broader society:    

                                                 
54 According to Dolan and Hinojosa, when expansion finally came, Nuevos mexicanos “adapted their 

sheep industry to the new markets and turned to cattle grazing and agriculture as well” ( p. 25). 
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Before the 1880s, because of their relatively small numbers, Anglos in the 

region had found it to their advantage to adopt Hispanic customs, 

language, and wives. Now their increasingly complete community in the 

West rendered superfluous earlier Anglo assimilation of Hispanic ways, 

and their increasing numbers enabled them to impose their desire for and 

attitude toward land and business more effectively on the local scene. (19)  

Thus, the ‘Hispano-Indian’ based traditions which had long structured the allotment and 

usage of land was soon replaced by more formalized methods of land distribution, 

legislation, and regulation (P. Mitchell, 2). In this sense, we see how land ownership and 

cultural authority are intertwined in a way that would have dramatically shifted power 

relationships in New Mexico, especially among its elites. The established Nuevo 

Mexicano families who had traditionally held power in their communities would now 

have to struggle to retain their social status, as newer Anglo elites threatened to 

dispossess them. The new elites who emerged from that power struggle, both Anglo and 

Nuevo Mexicano, would have to create new strategies to consolidate power (P. Mitchell 

2).   

In this sense, Anglos and Nuevos mexicanos would make interesting neighbors, 

resisting and collaborating with one another. On one hand, Anglo settlers found 

themselves in a territory without statehood, meaning that they would not have the full 

rights of citizenship or participation in national government until statehood was achieved. 

Again, in 19
th

 century contexts, the question of membership in the nation meant that 

western territories, and their peoples, must be ‘civilized’ and extracted from their 
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‘natural’ state of ‘savagery.’ Pablo Mitchell explains the task facing Anglo newcomers in 

the following way: 

Principally, Anglos would have to demonstrate that social order in New 

Mexico had been established, and that New Mexicans, especially 

Hispanos and Indians, could be transformed into Americans. This, of 

course, was a demanding task, turning what a great many outside New 

Mexico considered ‘mongrel land’ into a true American state. (5) 

Thus, Anglo settlers were invested in the project of transforming the nation’s negative 

perceptions of Nuevomexicanos, who obviously possessed their own interests in 

eliminating the discrimination against them. Indeed, elite Nuevomexicanos not only 

found themselves in competition with Anglo settlers, but they also had an interest in 

reaping the economic benefits of statehood, as California, to their West, already seemed 

to be doing. Because both the settlers and the nation seemed to look down upon 

‘Mexicans,’ Nuevomexicanos and Anglo settlers would engage in the project of creating 

a ‘Spanish American’ identity that would transform ‘Mexicans’ into the romantic 

descendants of Spanish nobles. Nieto-Phillips explains this collaborative project as one 

rooted in narratives of racial ideologies linked to the ‘romance’ of colonialism: 

 New Mexico’s Spanish-speaking population […] set out to define their 

racial identity as Spanish, in part by resurrecting archaic notions about 

‘purity of blood’ that dated to the conquest. For their part, Anglo 

Americans, sometimes in collaboration with leading Nuevomexicanos, 

transformed New Mexico into the tourist capital of the Southwest, a 
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Mecca for ‘American’ immigrants and visitors who delighted in Spanish 

and Indian cultures. Boosterism encouraged—among Anglo Americans 

and Nuevomexicanos alike—a growing fascination with the Spanish 

colonial past. (2) 

This ‘resurrection’ of Spanish colonial identity and European origins would constitute 

New Mexico’s argument for the ‘whiteness’ of its Spanish speaking elite, separating 

them racially from the ‘Indian cultures’ in the region. Indeed, the national taboo of 

mestizaje, or ‘mongrelization,’ would be countered by creating a new historical memory 

of a grand Spanish era, replete with heroic conquistadors and brave Spanish colonists 

who had ‘tamed’ the Native American peoples. Through these narratives, elite 

Nuevomexicanos insisted upon an unfiltered connection to European civilization. It was a 

story sold to the nation via territorial officials and railway companies (Nieto-Phillips 10), 

but it was also a story which the people would echo to themselves.   

Despite this desire for racial distinction, both sets of elites would use romantic 

symbols and rhetoric about indigenous inhabitants as a strategy to appeal to migrants and 

tourists whom the railroad promised to deliver. Thus, ironically, New Mexico’s project of 

modernization, and potentially the achievement of statehood, became one of drawing on 

and re-arranging the very narratives of ‘savagery’ which had been leveled against it. By 

promising a voyeuristic experience of the ‘pre-industrial,’ New Mexico’s railroad angled 

to entice tourism, settlement, and thus, economic expansion. In this way, the promise of 

modernization was tied up with the projection of a ‘savage,’ though noble, element. As 

Nieto-Phillips argues: 
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By invoking wistful images of Native Americans, the railway sought to 

capitalize on the tantalizing contrast between ‘primitive’ Indian culture 

and ‘modern’ American culture. This contrast was key to promoting 

tourism as a means of comprehending and experiencing the preindustrial 

past; moreover, it inculcated among Anglo Americans an appreciation for 

their own role in the evolution of the frontier from its original ‘savage’ 

condition to its present ‘civilized’ state. (127)   

Thus, such romantic images and narratives regarding Native American presence (and 

forecasted absence) capitalized on the racial progress narrative of Manifest Destiny in the 

west. In this sense, the railroad promised tourists, migrants, and industrialists the 

experience to be different kinds of pioneers; indeed, they could view themselves as 

‘pioneers’ of modernization. Ultimately, the railroad would bring together narratives of 

imperialism and modernization in ways that would transform not only the way the nation 

viewed New Mexico, but how Nuevomexicanos viewed themselves and their 

relationships.  

Both novels explored in this chapter, Leonor Park and Bless Me, Ultima reflect 

the anxieties and traumas Nuevomexicanos would experience in response to this 

changing social order; additionally, both works would highlight the religious and spiritual 

consequences of those traumas, ultimately offering commentary on the reconciliation and 

healing of historical and social wounds caused by the intersections of imperialism and 

modernization. 
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READING LEONOR PARK AS FEAR AND LOATHING IN ALBUQUERQUE  

Nash Candelaria: A Nuevo Mexicano by ‘Heritage & Sympathy’ 

Nash Candelaria considers himself a Nuevo mexicano by ‘heritage and 

sympathy,’ accidentally born in California (Martínez and Lomeli 85). Born in Los 

Angeles on May, 7, 1928, Candelaria would grow up alternating between the city of his 

birth, in Catholic Anglo neighborhoods, and Los Candelarias, New Mexico (a rural area 

near Albuquerque), where he spent summers visiting extended family (Meier 39; Shirley 

68). This experience of growing up ‘between cultures’ would greatly inform Candelaria’s 

later writing, which is centrally concerned with Nuevo mexicano identity and history. 

Specifically, although he lived much of his life in California, his parents, who were both 

natives of New Mexico, and his ancestral ties nurtured a strong association with the land 

and culture of his family heritage. The son of a railway mail clerk, Candelaria traces his 

ancestral geneology to the first settlers in New Mexico, namely Blas Candelaria, who 

died before the Taos Rebellion of 1680 and whose sons participated in the 1706 founding 

of Albuquerque (Dixon 159; Martínez and Lomeli 85). Juan Candelaria, the son of one of 

those founders, would dictate a history of the New Mexican territory in 1776, setting an 

early precedent for Nash Candelaria’s writing aspirations (Martínez and Lomeli 85-86). 

However, it would not be a direct path that this contemporary Candelaria would take to 

his creative writing ambitions. Interestingly, it was not a degree in English or Creative 

Writing which he received from the University of California at Los Angeles in 1948, but 

rather, a Bachelors of Science in Chemistry (Meier 39). While working at a 

pharmaceutical firm, the Korean conflict of 1950 would change his path when he enlisted 
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as an Air Force lieutenant (Meier 39). Although he would write his first novel during his 

service in Korea, followed by a series of others, he would not publish a work until 1977. 

Despite that publication and others which would follow, he continued to work in business 

fields, such as in technical writing, communications and marketing, as well as advertising 

management (Meier 39). In this way, we can see Candelaria’s path as a creative writer as 

distinct from other novelists considered in this dissertation, although this difference in 

background is not discernable in his literary work.  

Significantly, it was Candelaria himself who would publish his best known work 

to date, Memories of the Alhambra, in 1977. After writing seven unpublished novels, this 

novel was published as the beginning of a quartet considering the Rafa family. It would 

be followed by a sequel, Not by the Sword (1982), Inheritance of Strangers (1985), and 

finally Leonor Park in 1991.  Together, these works would collectively consider the 

history and place of New Mexico, as it relates to the quest to understand Chicano culture 

and identity. Memories of the Alhambra has received more critical attention than any of 

his other works to date. Due to his investment in questions of Nuevo mexicano identity 

and history in particular, and his ancestral identification with New Mexico, it has been 

argued that he should be recognized alongside writers such as Rudolfo Anaya as a New 

Mexican Chicano writer (Martínez and Lomeli 85). However, it is not clear that 

Candelaria himself would agree to such a label, particularly as Nuevo mexicanos do not 

necessarily identify as Chicano/a. Further, one stark difference between Candelaria and 

Anaya is that while a plethora of criticism exists on the work of Anaya, Candelaria’s 

work has received remarkably less critical attention. Specifically, Leonor’s Park may be 
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one of his least known works, with no major criticism to be found at the date which this 

dissertation was written. Thus, this chapter will effectively seek to examine one of the 

best known works of Chicano fiction with one of its least known works. 

Historical Contexts of Leonor Park 

 Like Candelaria himself, his characters trace their New Mexican heritage back to 

a remembered Spanish ancestry of colonizers. Specifically, Leonor Park continues the 

Rafa family saga, telling the story of Leonor Rafa’s lineage, the Armijos and Trujillos. 

According to Fray Angélico Chávez’ Origins of New Mexico Families: A Geneology of 

the Spanish Colonial Period, José de Armijo and his wife were actual colonists from 

Zacatecas who migrated in 1695 and the Trujillo family name can be traced to New 

Mexico as early as 1692 (Chávez 136).55 Although the novel’s characters remember their 

ancestral lineage as ‘old family Spanish,’ the actual Armijo and Trujillo colonists were 

not likely ‘Spanish,’ as Spanish settlement had begun in Mexico 173 years previous. 

Conquistadors had, however, made an entrada into present day New Mexico in the 16
th

 

century as part of a larger narrative of struggles over civilization. After nearly eight 

centuries of war between Moors and Christians, the strategic marriage of King Ferdinand 

of Aragón and Queen Isabella of Castile consolidated Christian power to push out 

                                                 
55In Origins of New Mexico Families: A Geneology of the Spanish Colonial Period, Fray Angélico Chávez 

states: “José de Armijo and his wife, Catalina Durán, were natives of Zacatecas who arrived with the 

Zacatecas colonists in May, 1695, with their four sons: Antonio, Marcos, José, and Vicente, all of whom 

used the double surname of ‘Durán de Armijo.’ José was dead by 1706, when Catalina Durán was referred 

to as his widow and fifty years old.” And regarding the Trujillo family name, he writes, p. 396: Juan de 

Trujillo, husband of Elvira Sánchez Jiménez […], gave his birthplace as the jurisdiction of Isleta in New 

Mexico, and his age variously as 40 in 1692 and 1696, again in 1696 as 45, and 43 in 1697 […]. Besides 

Antonio, who married Ana María Córdoba, there was another son, Baltasar, who married Nicolasa 

Espinosa, and then Ynez González Bas” (136). 
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Muslim rule in Spain in 1492; Columbus’ expedition in that same year would famously 

result in the ‘discovery’ of the New World, followed by Hernán Cortes’ 1519 expedition 

and 1521 conquest of the Aztec empire (Gutiérrez 40-41). This conquest inspired the 

ambitions of others, who sought their own empires to conquer. These desires, and rumors 

of cities of gold in the north, would first lead Estevanico (a Moorish slave) and Fray 

Marcos de Niza (a Franciscan friar) into the region in 1539, and later Francisco Vásquez 

de Coronado from 1540-1542 (Gutiérrez 42-43).56 The next occupation of the region 

would be from 1581 to 1680; this period would be dominated by the religious mission of 

Franciscan friars who wished to convert the natives with the Christian gospel, lasting 

until the 1680 Pueblo Revolt (Gutiérrez 46). As Gilberto M. Hinojosa had detailed, the 

introduction of Catholicism in late 16th century was accompanied by force and labor 

demands which alienated the Native American populations the friars sought to convert. 

Hinojosa states: “The ministers of the new faith tried to take the place of religious-civic 

leaders of the Indian society and, like other Spaniards, made too many demands of Indian 

labor. This disruption led, in 1680, to a major revolt during which the newcomers were 

killed or expelled from Northern New Mexico” (Dolan and Hinojosa 15). In a mission of 

re-conquest, Spaniards would re-enter the region to establish control in 1692; however 

this time, the approach and the mission would depart from that of the Franciscan friars. 

As Ramón A. Gutiérrez argues in his historical work, When Jesus Came, the Corn 

Mothers Went Away: Marriage, Sexuality, and Power in New Mexico, 1500-1846 (1991), 

                                                 
56 Estevancio was killed when he entered indigenous territories despite warnings, prompting Fray Marcos 

de Niza to return to Spain. Coronado’s later expedition into the region would be abandoned after two years 

when he found not ‘cities of gold’ but rather native uprisings (42-43).  
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“With the loss of New Mexico in 1680, the friars mystical impulse that had given rise to 

these missions a century earlier had definitively been spent” (146). The primary impulse 

in the eighteenth century would be the development of New Mexico as a defensive 

frontier to protect Spain’s American territories from encroaching foreign interests and the 

attacks from nomadic Indians (Gutiérrez 146). Much as had been the case with Texas, 

New Mexico would be used as a ‘buffer zone’ of protection. Sarah Deutsch explains: “To 

encourage the settlement of their vast arid frontier and to buffer the empire against the 

depredations of Indians and other ambitious rival powers, the Spanish and later the 

Mexican government had bestowed communal grants on groups petitioning for land in 

northern New Mexico” (14). The city of Albuquerque was founded in 1706, during the 

second phase of Spanish conquest, which came to a close in 1821 with Mexican 

independence. New Mexico would be Mexican territory for less than thirty years, as the 

end of the Mexican American War in 1848 would establish it as United States territory.  

 This chapter has already outlined some of the consequences of the coming of the 

railroad to New Mexico in 1880. However, it is important to more specifically emphasize 

class structure amidst this change. While elite land-holding Nuevo mexicanos made up a 

small minority of the population, the great majority of the population did not own land 

and thus, exercised weak political and economic influence. The changes which the 

railroad brought about in terms of industry would affect these classes differently. Pablo 

Mitchell explains: 

After 1880, political and economic transformations […] forced most 

Hispanos away from small-scale agriculture and ranching and toward 
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wage labor. […] By the beginning of the twentieth century, many had 

become wage laborers, entering the workforce in occupations as diverse as 

sugar beet production, livestock raising, and railroad construction. (12-13) 

Again, this forced social and economic transition is similar to what Jovita González 

describes in her thesis on the Lower Río Grande Valley of Texas, where vaqueros and 

rancheros saw their way of life diminishing and were forced into manual labor positions. 

Following a period when “Mexican and American ranchmen stole freely from each other, 

the former paid the greater price,” for it was “the small Texas-Mexican landowner [who] 

was forced to abandon his property and either become a peon [a landless laborer] or leave 

the country” (J. González, Thesis 52). In the case of Nuevo mexicanos, many were also 

forced to migrate in search of labor. In The Spanish Redemption: Heritage, Power, and 

Loss on New Mexico’s Upper Rio Grande (2002), Charles Montgomery explains, 

“Finding themselves increasingly hemmed in by Anglo cattle ranchers, as well as 

homesteaders and speculators, young men began leaving their villages on a seasonal basis 

for wage-paying jobs” (164). The loss of ancestral lands to speculators, livestock 

companies, and the federal government (for uses such as forest reserves) was 

compounded by the fact that land inheritance was divided equally amongst both male and 

female children, splitting family land tracts into smaller and smaller portions. Thus, 

“even for those fortunate families with undisputed title to small farming lots often 

labored on a land base insufficient for its immediate needs, much less for the future of its 

children” (Montgomery 165). Because village communities could not compete with the 

new economies introduced by the railroads, villagers had to find new economic niches to 
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fill. Montgomery explains how prohibition and the demand it created in the larger cities 

would provide one of these niches: 

Prohibition was far and away the most lucrative paisano enterprise. 

During the late 1920s, for example, José Candelaria sold corn whiskey to 

residents of Albuquerque for $12 a gallon, or $1 for a full Coke bottle. 

[…]. For villagers such as Candelaria, the job of running whiskey to the 

homes of Albuquerque or Santa Fe was nothing less than a godsend (165). 

It is unknown whether José Candelaria was a relative of Nash Candelaria, but the element 

of prohibition and liquor running into Albuquerque speakeasies certainly appears in his 

work, as does the distance between the elite and working class. The elite class in New 

Mexico consisted of no more than ten percent of the population, and yet this elite social 

class held the majority of power and wealth.  

It is not only important to recognize class conditions in the region at this time, but 

gendered structures as well. Deutsch has shown that in New Mexico, local custom 

permitted that “daughters usually inherited land equally with sons,” providing women 

with “a degree of independence, an ability to act on their own” (15). Gender roles would 

be significantly implicated in the modernization processes that took place after 1880; just 

as relationships between Anglos and Nuevo mexicanos changed, gendered relationships 

also underwent their own transformations. Mitchell explains: 

Suffrage movements, increasingly educational opportunities for young 

women, and widespread female criticism of male behavior ranging from 

alcohol consumption to sexual promiscuity to political corruption led to 
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new ‘modern’ forms of appropriate femininity and masculinity.[…]. These 

new affiliations, often national and regional, replaced older local 

relationships between townspeople. (P. Mitchell 3-4)  

Indeed, New Mexico, which had become a state in 1912, ratified the 19
th

 amendment in 

1920, enacting women’s suffrage (for non-indigenous women). Women’s suffrage would 

constitute a major social transition at the same time as the moral critiques that created 

prohibition (1918-1933) would have the inadvertent effects of producing the ‘flapper’ 

aesthetic and behavior amongst some women. In this light, we can see how the 1920s 

provided the contexts for great transformations amongst women in urban areas. And 

though divorce may not have been normative, Deutsch has shown that as early as the 

1910s, “almost every [New Mexico] village had at least one Hispanic divorced person, 

usually female, and there were frequently more” (57). While the majority of women may 

have desired to sustain good standing in the Catholic Church and evade the critiques of 

peers, we can see that divorce may not have been entirely unacceptable for women at this 

time.  

 Altered gender roles were only one consequence of modernization that included 

growing infrastructure, technologies, and industries, as well as a deeper intimacy with the 

‘American’ culture of the United States. The 1926 establishment of Route 66 in New 

Mexico would bring more tourism to the region as tourists drove through in their Model 

T’s on their way to California. Indeed, Route 66 would become internationally famous 

for its ‘open road’ travel appeal, as evidenced by Nat King Cole’s 1940s recording as 

well as the 1960s TV show, both named after the route. Thus, more tourist industries 
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would emerge, such as roadside lodging for those who would set out on the new ‘great 

American highways.’ Cinema and popular music would also represent burgeoning 

industries that would create new meanings for the national culture, on a local level. 

Besides these cultural forms of communication, newspapers would carry both national 

and local stories to citizens of New Mexico, helping them to connect what was happening 

in their region to events in the rest of the nation.  

Leonor Park: Spiritual Alienation in ‘Nuestro Pueblo’  

The last of Candelaria’s quartet, Leonor Park, shifts backward and forward in 

time and between historical moments. Part one opens in 1985, with a letter from Tony 

Rafa, a professor of Chicano literature, to his father, Antonio Rafa, as they both prepare 

to participate in the Centennial celebration of Albuquerque’s incorporation as a town. 

The story quickly shifts to a sequence from Tony’s play which has been rejected by the 

‘Centennial Committee’ for the celebration. Based on of Thornton Wilder’s “Our Town,” 

– a play Candelaria identifies as “the classic American play of small town life” in the 

novel’s dedication – “Nuestro Pueblo” depicts small town life in Albuquerque of 1912, 

the year in which New Mexico was officially recognized as a state.  

The narrator of the ‘play within the novel’ describes his village to the audience, 

explaining how the village has changed since the coming of the railroads: “[The ‘Old 

Town’] used to have a name in its own right until the railroad and the Anglos, the non-

Hispanic peoples, came from back east and started New Town which took over” (N. 

Candelaria 6). Describing the religious aspects of the town, the narrator explains that in 

Old Town, their ‘culture’ centrally consists of the Bible, holy paintings, waltzes and 
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polkas, and the Passion of the Christ play held every Easter. However, with the 

settlement of New Town, Catholicism is contrasted with a growing Protestant presence: 

“San Felipe Church is on the north side of the plaza. It’s been here over two hundred 

years…The Protestant churches are in New Town. The Congregational church was first. 

Then the Methodist. The Episcopalian. Presbyterian. Baptist. Lutheran. Even an African 

Methodist Episcopal church for los negros. And the Jewish temple…” (7). In this 

statement, we can see how religious change has been intertwined with ethnic migration. 

Yet there is a sense that this is not a case of diversification so much as it is one of 

gentrification, as he states: “Things seem to move to New Town after a while. The 

courthouse and jail will too one of these days. It’s called progress” (7). The narrator’s 

undertone seems to be one of a nascent critique of the premises and promises of 

modernization. After describing the everyday acts of various members of the town, from 

farmers, to priests, to woodcutters, a scene that reinforces those undertones is offered:  

Señora Lucero is being offered a large sum of money for the old squash-

blossom silver Indian necklace her mother left her. Money that, if she had 

it, she would use for a trip for her too-hard working husband and herself. 

A trip to New York or Chicago. “Before you die,” Señora Lucero says, 

“you ought to see something—something big—and grand. Where they 

never heard of chili and beans and never will.” (9) 

This scene enacts a variety of implications. A family heirloom, ‘Indian necklace,’ is 

proposed for a cash exchange which will in turn purchase a trip to a grand city where 

they never heard of chili and beans and never will. The chili and beans seem to signify 
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the opposite of a desired urban, modern grandiosity which can only be attained at the 

expense of an indigenous inheritance. And it is Señora Lucero, who possesses one of the 

oldest Spanish names in New Mexico, whom we are led to believe will make that 

exchange. This scene thus seems to point towards the purchasing of modernity by way of 

‘cashing in’ on the objects and symbols of an indigenous history, while disparaging 

working-class life-ways signified by chili and beans. Candelaria’s narrator in the play 

within the novel expresses a particular anxiety about the passing of civilizations. 

Remarking on the ‘disappearance’ of the Mayan empire, he wonders what will be 

remembered of his own civilization:  

What little we know about [the Mayan empire] is mostly from three pre-

Hispanic Mayan codices […]. Great cities were abandoned. No one knows 

why. As if an entire civilization had flown off to another planet. […]. 

Imagine if all of our great libraries were destroyed […]. What would 

historians a thousand years later know about the real lives we lived? (14) 

This reflection on the mystery of the Mayan civilization is thus directly connected to the 

narrator’s own civilization, as if to ask ‘if one civilization could disappear, why not this 

one?’ In a reinforcement of the town’s existence, the play within the novel ends in a 

scene that describes the address on an envelope as locating the town not only in New 

Mexico, but in “The United States of America, Continent of North America, Western 

Hemisphere, the Earth, the Solar System, the Universe, the Mind of God” (15). This 

presence rooted ultimately in the ‘Mind of God’ seems to reassure the audience that 

‘nuestro pueblo’ cannot disappear.  



 

 145 

After this brief section highlighting Tony Rafa’s rejected Nuevomexicano version 

of Wilder’s ‘Our Town,’ the story shifts to Part Two, which constitutes the great majority 

of the novel. Antonio Rafa recounts to his son a segment of their familial saga of land 

proprietorship from the year 1928. The narrative takes place amidst the backdrop of 

prohibition era speakeasies, women’s suffrage, and increasing technologies that bring the 

developing city of Albuquerque into closer intimacy with American culture. Opening his 

story, Antonio tells his son: “But to begin with—like everything else in the state of New 

Mexico, the land first belonged to the Indians” (19). Identifying his ancestors as those 

who ‘took possession’ of the land through land grants, Antonio explains how the 

Mexican American War would result in the selling, buying, and exchange of lands. It was 

in this way that ten acres of land ended up in the hands of a businessman named Dionisio 

Armijo, who bought it from a widow “for a price amounting to thievery” (20). A bank 

founder in the novel, this character probably bears some connection to the historical 

figure, N.T. Armijo, who helped found Albuquerque’s First National Bank in 1881 (P. 

Mitchell 12-13). The fictional Dionisio would cheat a poor farmer out of the land for his 

own capital gains until his son, Nicolás Armijo, and daughter, Magdalena Armijo 

Sánchez Castillo Soto, were left to fight over the land as inheritance at the time of his 

death. Dionisio’s Antonio describes the historical moment: “It was 1928. The Roaring 

Twenties were just about to stop roaring and give birth to a mouse: Mickey Mouse. The 

United States was on the verge of the Great Depression, but nobody saw it coming” (N. 

Candelaria 20). 
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 Nicolás, an unsuccessful investor in impractical schemes, seems no match for his 

‘formidable’ sister, a ruthless businesswoman who, thrice married, lives alone and 

operates a local speakeasy. Reminding us of Sarah Deutsch’s assertion that during this 

time period, most New Mexican villages had at least one divorced person, usually a 

woman, Candelaria’s character indeed seems plausible. Magdalena of the dark eyes 

“flecked with gold that seemed to mirror her inner dreams,” decides then and there that 

the land is rightfully hers (N. Candelaria 21). Even as her desire for land is a desire for 

wealth, these are rooted in a stronger desire for control and security. This is made clear as 

the narrator describes the ‘gold-headed’ walking stick that used to be her father’s:  

She had only now started to carry it, convincing herself that it would be 

useful in protecting her from the […] stray dogs around town. That had 

been her father’s explanation for buying it in the first place. The 24-carat 

gold head was sculpted in the shape of one of the sheep that had been the 

source of his wealth. It was more a symbol of wealth and authority than it 

was a weapon against mangy curs. (26)  

This golden symbol of wealth and authority is figured as a weapon of protection against 

not simply stray dogs, but dangers in the world, including the unruly men in her life. For, 

Magdalena is a woman who desires to be her own person, free from depending on others, 

especially men.  

Seeking that independence through the security of money, she is a poor role 

model for her live-in niece, Leonor, whose mother has passed away. Leonor’s father, 

Nicólas, entrusted his daughter to his sister’s care while he ventured to California, to take 
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part in the “new and exciting field of motion pictures, turning his agility on horseback 

and dark looks into a myriad of brief, flashing appearances on the screen among a horde 

of similar young men chasing the settlers or raiding the wagon train” (63). When this 

foray into the cinema of ‘Cowboys and Indians’ (in which he is the ‘Indian’) is over, he 

returns to work in the Wigwam Motor Court, a promising investment he hopes to 

capitalize on, encouraged by the paving of Highway 66, “all the way to Chicago in the 

east and Los Angeles in the west” (33). Distracted by these and other ambitions, Nicólas 

continues to leave his only daughter in the care of his embittered sister, whom is 

incapable of love. “Magdalena did not acknowledge the word ‘love.’ It was not in her 

vocabulary. She knew honor, and she knew obey […]” (59). Thus, she expects honor and 

obeisance not only from the so-called ‘dumb’ Indian servants that drive her car, cook her 

food, and clean her house, but also from her niece whom she repeatedly warns not to trust 

men, whom are deceitful. Magdalena explains her wishes for her niece as her wishes for 

herself: “There’s nothing more in the world I want than for you to have all the things I 

didn’t have […]. To feel secure and not have to worry […]. To know that no matter what, 

everything will be all right because you have enough to make it all right. To be 

independent of everyone” (92). For Magdalena, personal autonomy and safety in the 

world meant eschewing the company of men, and even the intimacy of true friendship. 

The desire to be ‘independent of everyone,’ while rooted in an impulse for security, only 

drives Magdalena into further isolation and insecurity, alienating her from family, 

friends, and the world in general. In Pedagogies of Crossing: Meditations on Feminism, 

Sexual Politics, Memory, and the Sacred (2005), M. Jacqui Alexander explains a theory 
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of fundamental interdependence which states “any alienation from self is alienation from 

the collectivity” (285). If the inverse is then true, meaning that any alienation from the 

collectivity is alienation from self, we can see how the drive for security through an 

absolute independence might lead not only to the isolation from others, but a painful 

isolation from the self.  

 Magdalena attempts to fill the sense of ‘lack’ she feels in her life by taking 

Leonor as her own child; and yet, she insists on keeping a safe distance between herself 

and others, building “an impregnable fortress between herself and the hostile world that 

lay waiting to get her” (N. Candelaria 156). Leonor, however, receives her warnings 

critically, unconvinced by her aunt’s suspicion and castigation of all men. This doubt 

becomes actualized for Leonor when she contextualizes these ideas alongside her 

religious education: “One Sunday as Leonor sat in church, she looked up at the statues of 

Jesus and Saint Joseph and was struck by the realization that they were men. She was 

confused and torn between what her religion told her and her aunt’s vague, intense, and 

often bitter warnings” (41). This fissure between the ‘knowledge’ her aunt imparts to her 

and what she learns through the church becomes the breaking point which will inevitably 

divide Leonor from the authority of her aunt. Although Magdalena is a Church-going 

woman, she wears religiosity as a ‘mask’ to cover her true nature, making her name’s 

reference to the apostle Mary Magdalene quite ironic. Candelaria writes: “She attended 

mass conspicuously, wanting to be seen though not to be laughed at or talked about. 

Going to church, she was certain, was one way to hush the rabble” (127). For Magdalena, 

attending church is merely a social performance which purchases a certain amount of 
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social respect. She resented the ‘religious fantasies’ of her ‘gutless’ mother and clung to 

her father’s ‘shrewd’ estimation that greed was the universal rule of humanity (157).  

In this sense, capitalistic venture and monetary gain might better define 

Magdalena’s religious epistemologies, if we look at religion in terms of salvation 

narratives. In La Llorona’s Children: Religion, Life, and Death in the U.S.-Mexican 

Borderlands (2004), Luis D. León outlines some significant questions in relation to 

religion, as he asks how people negotiate and resolve conflict, how they heal their 

diseases, and what kinds of diseases they get, and “what salvation narratives appeal to 

their passions and desires” (15). If we identify Magdalena’s haunting as a particular kind 

of disease, caused by the inability to negotiate insecurity in a changing world alongside 

fears of mortality, we easily see that the conquests represented by exploitation and profit 

are central to her salvation narrative. Indeed, monetary gain seems for Magdalena the 

only real ‘truth,’ capable of soothing her fears and granting an ‘inner sense of security,’ 

the only assurance that all things were possible. After collecting rent and payment on her 

various properties, and depositing the money in the bank, “she would go home 

exhilarated and exhausted, with a calm peacefulness, almost as if in the afterglow of 

making love” (N. Candelaria 83). For Magdalena, both religious and interpersonal love 

are replaced by the material assurances of wealth, a commodity that seems for her more 

reliable and less precarious. 

And yet, the soothing peacefulness and security that money provided would not 

last indefinitely. Over the course of the novel, we find that “there was one small corner of 

her soul that trembled,” aching for something more to assuage the “terrible fear that was a 
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constant part of her” (93, 130). The further Magdalena goes to claim her father’s land 

solely as her own inheritance, asserting her power over her brother and her niece, the 

larger her fear and insecurity grow. Her fear grows into a terror as she begins to lie awake 

at night re-living childhood fears of ‘vile, crawly creatures’ which left a ‘slimy trail of 

fear’ (102). An impending sense of doom haunts her, though she knows not what the 

source is: “Something was wrong. It was too still. Something was going to happen. 

Something horrible. Magdalena could feel it pressing in on her in the dark. An invisible 

wave like the sudden shift of atmospheric pressure when the weather changed” (101-

102).  She begins to receive mysterious phone calls supposedly from her dead father in 

the middle of the night, telling her he knows of her ungainly deeds. While we later learn 

that it was actually Magdalena’s brother Nicholas who was making these calls, it is 

Magdalena’s belief which invests these events with what we might call religious 

meaning. In Cultural Memory: Resistance, Faith & Identity (2007), Jeanette Rodriguez 

and Ted Fortier define religious experience as “a belief in a power or world that lies 

beyond ordinary human experience” and an awareness that “there is a power, or a being, 

that exists beyond the physical world that can be known through ordinary experience” 

(2). Indeed, Magdalena’s ‘communications’ with her dead father (actually her brother) 

occur through the household object of the telephone; the technology of the telephone 

becomes for her a ‘wicked machine’ that can function as a medium for ghosts. Although 

the telephone may not have been a technology Magdalena would have been long familiar 

with, the possibility of ghosts was certainly part of the popular vernacular. “The dead 
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never stayed dead. They prowled the earth restlessly, searching for that which they had 

never found in life” (N. Candelaria 104).  

Eventually, this ‘ghostly’ haunting shifts from phone calls (impersonations) to 

full-fledged hallucinations of her dead father, who returns to her as a cockroach, with a 

hard brown shell and long antennae that wriggle like ‘shiny brown-shelled snakes.’ In a 

high-pitched squeak, he warns her about the consequences of her actions in life. He tells 

her that he has become a cockroach as penalty for his own misdeeds:  

One becomes the embodiment of what one was repulsed by in life. One 

becomes the target of one’s own fears. Squeak. La cucaracha is the 

creature that all men step on, the way that I stepped on men when I was 

alive. So here I am. Condemned. Until that time when the Lord has mercy. 

(163) 

Dionisio had been Magdalena’s father and mentor in life; it was from him whom she 

learned her ‘shrewd’ business mind and the idea that rules did not apply to people such as 

themselves. The condemnation she now imagines him to suffer is a reflection upon the 

condemnation she fears for herself. In the introduction to Teaching Religion and Healing 

(2006), Linda L. Barnes discusses how paradigms of suffering often attribute human 

suffering to past actions: “Paradigms of Suffering and Affliction represent explanations 

for why suffering and affliction happen.  Many traditions, for example, explain Suffering 

as the fruits of earlier actions, whether as a sign of judgment, punishment, and/or testing” 

(13). Indeed, her vision of her father warns her that he is saving a ‘warm little place for 

her,’ presumably in hell. As Magdalena descends further into madness, Leonor begins to 
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learn of her aunt’s true nature, and ultimately frees herself of Magdalena’s grip, choosing 

to marry the young Antonio over her aunt’s demand for loyalty. This ‘betrayal’ sends 

Magdalena into her death, as she drives after them and crashes. 

Part three, the brief final section, returns readers back to where the novel began, 

in 1985, as the now aged Antonio (Leonor’s husband) finishes the recounting of his tale 

to their grown son, Tony, a professor of Chicano literature. In one scene, Tony and his 

sister Mary (Leonor and Antonio’s grown daughter) debate the terms of their ancestral 

legacy and a present day identification with that legacy. When Mary’s Anglo husband 

inquires what a ‘Chicano’ is, Mary draws a strict line of separation between her family 

and ‘Chicanos’: “We’re not Chicanos. We’re old family Spanish. Descendants of 

pioneers, of early settlers just like---just like the pilgrims. Only we were here before they 

were” (N. Candelaria 173). Displaying her belief in the ‘pure-blood’ narratives of 

‘Spanish heritage,’ Mary represents the desire to connect to a grand family history that 

can be traced back to Europe, while Tony identifies his sister as “too mainstream 

American to want to remember the past” (173). These family tensions surrounding 

cultural identity are presented as painful legacies of the past which might only be 

resolved through reparations in the present. Thus, their family makes final preparations to 

donate the land which Leonor has inherited from her aunt and father to the community 

for the uses of a public park. This act of ‘gifting’ the land which was taken from others 

(first by Spanish colonizers, and then by wealthy land merchants and Anglo colonizers 

after the Mexican American War) through a process of conquest, colonization, and 

modernization, signifies an attempt to reinstate a social reciprocity. This modern gifting 
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act might bring to mind the gifting system of the original Pueblo peoples before the 

conquest. Ramón Gutiérrez explains: “Gift exchange in Pueblo society created dyadic 

status relationships between givers and receivers. A gift properly reciprocated with a 

countergift established the exchanging parties as equals” (9). In a modern day context, 

theorist M. Jacqui Alexander explains: “[…] Giving and receiving are part of the same 

pendulum, […] having received increases our responsibility to return the gift” (285). 

Thus, Leonor’s choice to donate her inheritance, effectively an inheritance of ‘takers,’ 

signifies at attempt at re-establishing reciprocity.  

When they attend the ceremony announcing ‘Leonor’s Park,’ the sky is the kind 

of clear blue that “told the discerning that all was one: man, sky, earth, God Himself” (N. 

Candelaria 184). However, the ceremony reflects the changing times as the pastor of San 

Felipe Church stands merely as a spectator rather than a participant. In giving the land 

back to the community, Leonor and Antonio have become “the givers knowing that the 

Great Giver would come and take them away, sooner rather than later” (185). After the 

ceremony, an ailing Leonor explains to her son, Tony, the significance of the act: 

Grandpa Armijo cheated some poor farmer out of this land in the first 

place. Then my Aunt Magdalena used it to drive some poor tenant farmer 

to starvation. They took so much from others, Grandpa and Auntie. […]. 

Some of it, a little of it, ought to be given back. (186) 

This concern with an equalizing social justice figures as an attempt to right the wrongs of 

those who had come before her. Yet, as Antonio explains to Tony, this is not a story of 

justice where ‘good’ triumphs over ‘evil.’ Rather, it is a story of the human condition, 
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and the greed that fear drives. In this sense, Magdalena is figured not as an ‘evil’ woman, 

but instead as a woman who suffered from a lack of faith, reaching out to grab “because 

she hoped that having enough would protect her” (188). It is in this sense then that 

Leonor’s charitable act is a reparation, an act of reconciliation. For, as Antonio claims:  

She was the inheritor of takers and had to earn whatever forgiveness she 

could by giving something back. So there it was. The park. A penance you 

might say. An offer in antonement if only God would accept it. It was 

right that it should be for everyone to enjoy, which is what it was in the 

beginning anyway. (190) 

In a way, we might suppose that Candelaria is not referring just to Leonor in this passage, 

but rather, might be communicating a message to all those who have inherited the 

complicated legacies of conquest. Although his is a story of terror in which imperialism 

intersects with modernization, there endures the suggestion for hope and atonement. In 

some sense, the park lands, for which the narrative is titled, signify an initial step towards 

healing the interconnected wounds of a conquest, colonization, and modernization. 

Further, the parklands might figure as an archetypal ‘paradise’ through which the 

inheritors of conquest might reconcile themselves to God. This reunification through 

social reciprocity suggests a future in which social and spiritual balance might be 

restored. 



 

 155 

READING BLESS ME, ULTIMA AS A NARRATIVE OF HEALING AND RECONCILIATION 

Rudolfo Anaya: New Mexico’s Narrator 

While Nash Candelaria and his novel Leonor Park are only marginally known in 

the broader world of literary production, Rudolfo Anaya, another son of New Mexico, is 

perhaps the best known of Chicano/a authors. Both widely read and written about, Anaya 

is commonly recognized as one of the principal founders of Chicano/a literature, mostly 

due to the groundbreaking success of his first novel, Bless Me, Ultima (1972). Winner of 

the Premio Quinto Sol Prize in 1971, that novel would help establish a literary 

component reflective of some of the concepts and aesthetics emerging from the 

Chicano/a Movement in the sixties and seventies. Indeed, Bless Me, Ultima would 

become a fixture in the Chicano/a studies classes that would stand as legacies of the 

movement’s accomplishments. In this sense, Anaya’s work set a critical precedent for the 

continued development of a Chicano/a literature, Chicano/a literary criticism, and a new 

generation of students exposed to both. Further, his emphasis on myth, symbolism, and 

folklore would bear significant influence on the creative efforts of Chicano/a cultural 

workers in general. While this recognition as a pivotal figure in Chicano/a studies 

differentiates Anaya from Candelaria, there are certainly valid bases for comparison. 

Most significantly, both writers bear a deep personal connection to New Mexico, 

considering it their homeland and making it the locus of their creative production.   

However, while Candelaria only visited his extended family there in the summers 

(spending most of his time in California), Anaya was born and raised in, and continues to 

live in, the state that would become his muse. 
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Rudolfo Anaya was born to Martín and Rafaelita Mares Anaya on October 30
th

, 

1937 (almost a decade after Candelaria) in the small New Mexican village of Pastura, just 

south of eastern lying Santa Rosa (C. Candelaria 24).57  Today, the New Mexico tourism 

department proclaims Anaya as “one of New Mexico’s most loved and revered writers” 

in their embracement of his literary descriptions of Northeastern New Mexico.58 Indeed, 

Anaya’s experiences of the geographic area and landscape of his homeland are a central 

influence and feature in his work. Like Candelaria, Anaya’s ancestral ties to New Mexico 

can be traced back to the settlement of Albuquerque and are a strong presence in his 

work. In Rudolfo A. Anaya: A Critical Companion, Margarite Fernández Olmos writes 

that Anaya’s ancestors “were among the original settlers of the land grant in Albuquerque 

called ‘La Merced de Atrisco’ in the Rio Grande valley,” with his family moving 

eastward into sheep and cattle grazing land in the mid-19
th

 century (2). Anaya’s boyhood 

experiences of a rural plains community were complimented by a less desolate town-life 

when his family moved from the llano to the nearby town of Santa Rosa, located on 

Highway 66 (Olmos 3).  

These experiences of town and country would be influential in his writing of 

Bless Me, Ultima, in which his protagonist experiences a similar shift. However, Anaya 

would undergo an even greater transition when his family moved to the city of 

Albuquerque due to the economic shifts in the postwar years following World War II 

                                                 
57 Also see Rudolfo Anaya’s ‘Introduction’ to Bless Me, Ultima (New York: Warner Books, 1999): “I was 

born in 1937 in the small village of Pastura, New Mexico, in the llano (open plain) of the eastern part of the 

state. Soon after my birth my family moved to Santa Rosa on the Pecos River where I grew up” (vii). 
58 See http://nenewmexico.com/towns-counties/guadalupe/puerto-de-luna.php  for the New Mexico tourism 

department’s description of Puerto de Luna, which includes reference to Anaya, and specifically, his work 

Bless Me, Ultima. Last accessed: February 14, 2012. 
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(Anaya x).59  It was there that he would graduate from public high school in 1956, after 

recovering from a paralysis caused by a diving accident in his teenage years, something 

he would later write about in his 1979 novel, Tortuga (Fernández Olmos 4-5). After 

receiving a B.A. (1963) and M.A. (1968) in English from the University of Albuquerque, 

Anaya would return to the public schools to teach from 1963 to 1970 (C. Candelaria 24-

25; Fernández Olmos 6). Earning a second M.A. from the University of Albuquerque 

(1972), this time in guidance and counseling, Anaya would leave the public school 

system to become director of counseling at the University of Albuquerque; he would 

become a professor in the English department at the same institution in 1974, where 

today he serves as professor emeritus, with an honorary doctorate (C. Canderlaria 25).  

This remarkable academic success was not without its difficulties or frustrations, 

however. For although Mexican Americans had fought in large numbers in World War II, 

a battle waged overseas in the name of justice and democracy, the educational system 

remained an environment of discrimination and marginalization for Mexican Americans. 

Fernández Olmos explains that Anaya’s voice would be born of the struggle to express 

his own reality in an educational system that equated ‘American’ with ‘Anglo American’ 

to the exclusion of Mexican American culture, history, language, and experience. “From 

the Anglo-American novelists Anaya had learned about style and technique, but the voice 

he was searching for, the worldview he wished to discover in literature, was not to be 

found in those works nor in any others of the time” (Fernández Olmos 6). Anaya would 

                                                 
59 In his ‘Introduction,’ Anaya writes: “My parents had moved us to the city, following the pattern after 

World War II which drew many families from small New Mexican communities to seek work in bigger 

cities” (x). 
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labor extensively over his first novel, Bless Me, Ultima, for a period of seven years, from 

1963-1970. Like Candelaria, Anaya had trouble finding a publisher interested in 

publishing his work, due to its ‘ethnic’ contexts; however, the novel ultimately found 

acceptance with a small Berkeley press named Quinto Sol which awarded the book the 

1971 Premio Quinto Sol Literary Prize for the best Chicano novel of the year and 

published it in 1972.  

Anaya’s literary work, like Candelaria’s, would in many ways constitute a quest 

to understand and creatively evoke a Chicano culture and identity through the medium of 

the written word, drawing on existing knowledge of British and American literary forms 

in combination with his own experience. However, Anaya explains that his work does not 

attempt to constitute a direct translation or explanation of his culture: “It is the way of life 

of the Nuevos Mexicanos that inspires my creativity. But a novel is not written to explain 

a culture, it creates its own. I create stories, so the reader must separate realistic 

portrayals of the culture from fiction” (Anaya x). In this sense, we see that the author 

does not strive to create realism, but rather views himself as a storyteller, mythmaker, and 

medium through which a living story, and its universe, is created for active readers who 

participate in the meaning-making process to find ‘truth’ and healing. This concept of the 

writer as healer/shaman and mythmaker is also observable in the work of other Chicano/a 

writers such as Gloria Anzalúa, Luis Alberto Urrea, Ana Castillo, and Ray González.  

Within this framework, the author is not strictly concerned with depicting the external 

contexts or structures of history, but rather, confronts the hidden tensions of history 

through an imaginative landscape capable of conjuring repressed memories, sensations, 



 

 159 

traumas, and desires. As will be discussed below, critics such as Ramon Saldívar and 

Hector Calderon have faulted such methods as disengaged from political and historical 

realities; while Saldívar argues that the narrative’s characters use spirituality and myth as 

‘transcendental barriers’ against history, and the “real world of labor and class conflict,” 

Calderón interprets Anaya’s narrative strategies as “a flight from history” (Calderón 51; 

R. Saldívar, Narrative 114-115). However, I would argue that such criticisms are based 

upon a prioritization of material conditions as the only conditions through which ‘truth’ 

may be derived. 

 Despite these differences of philosophy and worldview concerning the nature of 

art and truth, Bless Me, Ultima received positive reception, in the main. Its 1972 

publication was followed by two more novels, Heart of Aztlan (1976) and Tortuga 

(1979), to make up what the author refers to as his “somewhat autobiographical New 

Mexico trilogy” (Anaya x).60 Anaya’s trilogy would be followed by a diverse body of 

work, including a short story collection entitled The Silence of the Llano: Short Stories 

(1982); two novellas, The Legend of La Llorona (1984) and Lord of the Dawn: The 

Legend of Quetzalcóatl (1987); a mock epic poem, The Adventures of Juan Chicaspatas 

(1985); a travel journal, A Chicano in China (1986); children’s books, The Farolitos of 

Christmas (1995) and Maya’s Children: The Story of La Llorona (1996); as well as a 

number of theatrical plays, scholarly essays, edited collections, and translations. His next 

                                                 
60 Indeed, the New Mexico trilogy is somewhat autobiographical. Bless Me, Ultima contains a broad 

number of details from his own early life as a young boy; Heart of Aztlan chronicles the traumas of 

transitioning from a rural area to the city (something Anaya himself experienced in his family’s move to 

Albuquerque); and Tortuga tells the story of a teenage boy’s recovery from paralysis, another experience 

Anaya himself went through. 
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full length novels after Tortuga were Alburquerque (1994) and Jalamanta: A Message 

from the Desert (1996). Alburquerque initiated a quartet of mystery novels including Zia 

Summer (1995), Rio Grande Fall (1996); and Shaman Winter (1999).  Despite the shift to 

detective fiction, Anaya’s work remains centered upon themes regarding the negotiation 

of tradition and change in New Mexican communities, with myth, spirituality, culture, 

and religion integrated in the quest for healing and truth. Bless Me, Ultima remains his 

best known work to date. Although any of Anaya’s works might be fruitfully examined 

here, I have chosen Bless Me, Ultima precisely because it has elicited such powerful 

criticism and reception and is so popularly known; situating this text alongside 

Candelaria’s critically unengaged Leonor’s Park allows me to illustrate that religious and 

spiritual discourses exist throughout the spectrum of Chicano/a literary production, 

including works that have been the recipient of extended scholarly attention as well as 

those which have largely been ignored.  

Historical Contexts of Bless Me, Ultima 

While Leonor Park’s central narrative occurs in 1920s New Mexico, Bless Me, 

Ultima opens in the 1940s, in the small town of Guadalupe, New Mexico61 as World War 

II is about to end. In between these periods, there were significant changes in the state. 

Charles Montgomery explains the economic effects of the Great Depression on Hispano 

farmers in New Mexico: 

In 1930 the average family of Hispano farmers had only six acres under 

cultivation. Crops yielded about $100 per year, an amount insufficient for 

                                                 
61 In the narrative, Guadalupe is a town; in actuality, Guadalupe is not a town but a county in New Mexico. 
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basic subsistence. With the worsening of the depression, sales of sheep 

and wool products fell off dramatically, and income from outside wage 

work was sharply reduced. (165)62 

Considering these facts, it is perhaps not surprising that New Mexico not only held the 

highest rate of infant mortality in the nation throughout the 1930s, but also held the 

highest death rate in the U.S. from 1921-1938 (Montgomery 166).63 As in many other 

parts of the country, the people of New Mexico turned to government assistance to aid 

them in their struggles. Montgomery writes: “Although the fiscally conservative state of 

New Mexico had little help to offer, federal agencies attacked low incomes, poor health 

and depleted natural resources with a spate of studies and relief projects known today as 

the ‘Hispanic New Deal’” (166). The Spanish Colonial arts ‘revival’ that took place in 

northern New Mexico would be one attempt to stimulate economic subsistence in rural 

communities. By emphasizing a perceived need to preserve a ‘Spanish Colonial’ heritage, 

leaders such as Nina Otero-Warren campaigned for the vocational training of the area’s 

inhabitants in the ‘authentic’ (rather than standardized) production of handcrafts. 

Although craftmakers joined these programs in hopes of attracting tourist dollars, and due 

to the lack of other economic opportunities, they never achieved the desired market 

popularity of Indian made crafts such as Pueblo pottery or Navajo blankets (Montgomery 

                                                 
62 Montgomery elaborates: “In 1935 less than two thousand people found work outside the state; two years 

later seasonal earnings for all migrant laborers had declined from their 1930 level by 80 percent” (165-

166). For more on the ‘Hispanic New Deal,’ also see Suzanne Forrest’s The Preservation of the Village: 

New Mexico’s Hispanics and the New Deal (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1989). 
63Montgomery on New Mexico’s infant mortality rate: “Wherever Hispanos accounted for at least half a 

county’s total population, nearly three of every twenty infants died” (166). As for the state’s death rate, it 

was 16.2 per 1,000 people between 1921 and 1938.  



 

 162 

184-188). By the end of the 1930s, the coming of World War II would dramatically shift 

economic approaches in northern New Mexico; a focus on industrialization would win 

out over concerns about the preservation of an insulated ‘authenticity’ and the legacy of a 

grand heritage. Montgomery explains: “In 1939 vocational training in craftsmanship was 

effectively shelved when federal funds were redirected to industrial preparedness. When 

the war began, military service and defense-related jobs convinced many younger 

Hispanos to seek their futures in Albuquerque and points beyond (186). Thus, the 

industrialization of rural areas, the encouraged outmigration of workers to urban centers, 

and the departure of young men to war would shift and transform the population and 

social life of Nuevos Mexicanos in the 1940s. 

The effects of the Second World War upon a small New Mexican town would 

provide the context for Anaya’s first novel, which itself was written amidst the turmoils 

of the Vietnam War. While the social negotiations of change amidst war presented in the 

novel most certainly bore connection to what was happening in the 1960s, the choice of 

historical setting also reflected autobiographical concerns. For, like the older brothers of 

his protagonist, Anaya’s own older brothers left home as mere adolescents to fight in 

World War II (Fernández Olmos 2). This first-hand experience of how the external world 

can transform local contexts is expressed most immediately in the narrative through the 

effects of ‘war-sickness’ (contemporarily known as post traumatic stress disorder). The 

suffering of the character of Lupito in the novel highlights the very real struggles of war 

veterans who have physically returned home but cannot make the psychological, 

emotional, or spiritual return.  The fracturing effect of these traumas on communities 
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relates to specific social, political, and historical contexts of World War II New Mexico 

undergoing a period of change; however, as stated above, there is certainly an underlying 

reference to the period in which the novel was written. Just as during World War II, 

Vietnam veterans (like present day veterans) often returned home from war changed 

people, unable to return to the everyday lives they left behind, unable to fulfill the desires 

and expectations of their parents, culture, and society. In the case of Nuevo mexicano 

World War II veterans, it was not only they who had changed, but the place they came 

home to as well.  

The introduction of nuclear fission via the Manhattan Project at Los Alamos 

laboratory in rural northern New Mexico in 1943 would forever alter the relationship of 

the state to the federal government, the nation, and the world. The U.S. race to develop 

the atomic bomb before German scientists could represented the human attempt to 

scientifically harness and thus dominate nature on an unprecedented scale; for northern 

Nuevos mexicanos who were still transitioning from small scale farming and ranching to 

an industrialized economy, the focus of domination over harmony with the natural world 

would mark a significant shift in epistemological and ontological frameworks. In his 

book, The Nuclear Borderlands: The Manhattan Project in Post-Cold War New Mexico 

(2006), Joseph Masco explains that the creation of the atomic bomb in the Los Alamos 

Laboratory and its testing at the Trinity site in 1945 signified a fundamental turning point 

in human consciousness:  

Los Alamos scientists created much more than simply a new technology 

[…]; they engendered new forms of consciousness, new means of being in 
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the world distinct from those that came before. […]. […] The purple 

fireball and glassified green earth created in the deserts of New Mexico at 

exactly 5:29:45 a.m. on July 16, 1945, can only be narrated as a moment 

of historical rupture and transformation. (1) 

Anaya represents this moment of ‘historical rupture’ not from the perspectives of 

scientists or military leaders, but from the perspectives of local elders for whom this shift 

in consciousness marks a point of danger, rather than progress. Indeed, the bomb marks a 

moment in which harmonious relationship with nature is abandoned for the race to 

overcome nature and suppress it with technology, science, and human power. In other 

words, this type of ‘modernization’ did not merely reflect a progressive advancement 

upon a linear track, but rather, signified a profound shift to an entirely different form of 

understanding the role of human existence in the world. Masco elaborates that “the 

detonation of the first atomic bomb marked the end of one kind of time, and the 

apotheosis of another, an uncanny modernity […]” (1). Indeed, with that detonation, the 

concepts of harmonious balance and human submission would be displaced by the 

elevation of humanity to a ‘godlike’ status in the universe. Anaya’s reference to the 

testing of the atomic bomb at Alamogordo thus refers us to one of the most significant 

moments in the history of consciousness.  

However, the momentous power of such events should not overshadow the more 

gradual shifts in a modernizing world. In specific, Anaya depicts the mournful 

observance of the passing of the open plains. Once a vaquero, the protagonist’s father 

longs for the time before the coming of barbed wire and Anglo settlers. Yearning for a 
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new frontier of open spaces and freedom, he dreams of ‘heading west’ to California.  

Despite his mourning of the decreasing viability of his previous way of life, he submits to 

the inevitability of change. Now a highway worker, he must participate not only in the 

project of modernizing rural New Mexico, but in the destruction of a traditional way of 

life he values. This difficult concession made for economic necessity certainly occurred 

in other places in the southwest, as we saw in Chapter 2 with Américo Paredes’ 

description of the Texas Mexican ranchero and landowner reduced to wage-labor 

positions clearing out the open lands which had once provided his subsistence. However, 

the nostalgia evident in both texts is paired with the resolve to move forward, illustrated 

when the father in Bless Me, Ultima finally concedes the passing of the llano: “[…] That 

is the way of life I knew, but I think that way of life is just about gone; it is a dream. 

Perhaps it is time we gave up a few of our dreams” (Anaya 261). This recognition of the 

inevitable forces of modernization is mournful, yet exhibits the determined resolution to 

survive and adapt. Certainly, mestizos across the southwest have struggled with the 

various consequences of modernization in ways similar to the indigenous peoples who 

were forced to negotiate the violences of conquest and colonization in pursuit of survival. 

The more palpable question at work in Bless Me, Ultima is by what means this is carried 

out. Ultimately, it is Anaya’s focus on Nuevos mexicanos’ religious and spiritual 

negotiations of social conflict which makes his work not simply a nostalgic romance, but 

rather a serious inquiry into how communities have attempted to reconcile the wounds of 

social change with healing in the present.   
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Bless Me, Ultima: “I Want to Know the Mysteries of God” 

At its heart, Bless Me, Ultima is a story about healing the traumas of transition 

and the difficult negotiation of change as the traditional and the folk come into violent 

contact with the forces of modernization. In this sense, it is perhaps not surprising that it 

is the widest read work of Chicano/a literature; for the questions the text asks about what 

is salvaged, lost, and created anew in that process of contact and conflict speak to the 

struggles of a group historically faced with migratory, linguistic, technological, and 

epistemological transitions. Writing in the 1960s, Anaya created a text that spoke to a 

group who had been rarely spoken to on the literary playing field. Although he focuses on 

his homeland of New Mexico, the narrative certainly relates to experiences throughout 

the Southwest. It is in this sense that Antonio, the seven year old protagonist struggling to 

find understanding of his place in the world, can stand in for the Chicano/a or Mexican 

American community in general. In the 1960s, artists, writers, and community activists 

were working to find ways to engender a sense of communal identification amongst those 

of Mexican or Latino descent in the United States. For most, this meant finding a way to 

speak to the common struggles and experiences of the people, and in that speaking, to 

create an acknowledgement that could battle social devaluation, dehumanization, and 

invisibility. In this creative process of recognition, co-identification, and self-description, 

the task was to re-humanize and to heal.  Anaya was certainly attempting to do just this in 

the novel he painstakingly revised and rewrote, and which now stands as one of the 

canonical texts of Chicano/a literary production. Here I argue that, like those who came 

before him and many who would come after, Anaya employed themes, symbols, and 
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questions regarding the role of spiritual and religious epistemologies and ontologies in 

the struggles and healing of Mexican American communities.  

We attend Antonio’s development over a period of two years as his Nuevo 

mexicano community struggles with change on multiple fronts. It is 1945 and the people 

of Guadalupe are confronted not only with the passing of the open plains and the ways of 

life it held for them, but also with the traumas of World War II as soldiers return home 

with ‘the war sickness.’ Antonio witnesses how the war has not only dehumanized the 

veterans who return, but spreads fear and violence throughout his community. The novel 

begins with an incredible act of violence, as Lupito, one such returned soldier shoots the 

town sheriff in the midst of a war flashback. The towns’ men are stricken with fear at the 

sight of a man who was once their friend now turned ‘crazy.’ Antonio reflects upon the 

ways in which established forms of local justice do not seem prepared to adequately 

respond to this manifestation, or local invasion, of war: 

He screamed a blood curdling cry that echoed down the river. The men on 

the bridge didn’t know what to do. They stood transfixed, looking down at 

the mad man waving the pistol in the air. […]. He cried again. It was a cry 

of rage and pain, and it made my soul sick. They cry of a tormented man 

who had come to the peaceful green mystery of my river [….]. (Anaya 20) 

With the consensus that Lupito is now a ‘mad animal’ to be destroyed, they resolve to 

shoot him in retribution. Only Narciso, the town drunk, attempts to remind the men that 

Lupito is not an animal, but a man suffering who deserves their compassion. Fearful of 
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living as an animal to be hunted down, Lupito shoots his gun into the air to draw their 

fire, to put an end to his suffering.   

Here we see how the ravages of war have been brought home, invading the private peace 

of a community that cannot comprehend or cope with its effects. Antonio admits that 

neither he nor the men who have come after Lupito have the context to understand 

Lupito’s cry of pain. Antonio states: “The man they hunted had slipped away from 

human understanding; he had become a wild animal, and they were afraid” (20). This 

scene of violence at the beginning of the text introduces the repeated concept that fear is 

at the root of violence, and that it is fear that must be overcome before healing and 

understanding can begin.  

The problem of human understanding is key in the story, as Antonio’s community 

seems to be living in a historical moment of destruction; the open plains have been 

altered by the railroad, barbed wire, and now the highways. These new infrastructures 

exclude the local townspeople in favor of new Anglo settlers and tourists. Antonio’s 

father reflects upon his job working on the highways: “Ay Dios, otro día! Another day 

and more miles of that cursed highway to patch! And for whom? For me that I might 

travel west! Ay no, that highway is not for the poor man, it is for the tourist […]” (54). In 

this sense, Antonio’s father is aware of the fact that the ‘progress’ of modernization is 

one that excludes him from its benefits, besides that of a wage-labor job. Furthermore, 

out of this destruction, frightening new forms of knowledge seem to be created. The 

testing of the atomic bomb at Alamogordo indicates a dangerous search for 

unprecedented knowledge that might wreak catastrophe for mankind. Referred to by the 
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townspeople as “a ball of white heat beyond imagination, beyond hell,” the bomb signals 

for them a human transgression of divine laws (200). In a very real sense, Antonio’s story 

thus becomes a passionate and questioning search regarding the nature of knowledge at a 

very particular time and place in U.S. history. He desperately seeks knowledge and 

understanding, but he must decipher the kinds of knowledge that might enable his 

community to cope with the traumas of change.  

However, it is not only new forms of change that his community must cope with, 

but the legacies of the past as well. The ghosts of conquest and colonization still roam the 

land; they are memories that cannot be completely repressed. When a disturbing haunting 

occurs at the ranch of a family friend, Antonio is told that the land on which the ranch is 

located was once the land of the Comanche Indians.  

Then the comancheros came, then the Mexican with his flocks—many 

years ago three Comanche Indians raided the flocks of one man, and this 

man […] gathered the other Mexicans around him and they hanged the 

three Indians. They left the bodies strung on a tree; they did not bury them 

according to their custom. Consequently, the three souls were left to 

wander on that ranch. (240) 

Thus, just as the mestizo rancheros and farmers had been displaced by Anglo colonizers, 

their own history was marked by the violent displacement of Indigenous peoples from the 

land. Nevertheless, an enduring pride in colonial heritage is revealed in the protagonist’s 

mother, María, as she remarks on the courage of her brothers and ancestors who were 

among the first colonizers of the Llano Estacado (55). It is out of this historical puzzle 
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that Antonio must discover and forge his own identity, just as is the case for all those of 

Mexican descent living in the U.S.  

But in order for Antonio to understand his relationship to the social world, he 

must lose his innocence and ignorance of the world. In this sense, knowledge is equated 

with the loss of innocence, and it is a violent knowledge which is revealed to Antonio 

throughout the course of the text. By the novel’s end, he bears witness to the death of 

four people, all outcasts of the town: Lupito (the war veteran), Narciso (the town drunk), 

Florence (his young atheist friend), and Ultima (his guide and mentor). Engulfed by these 

experiences of death, Antonio asks God why he must be witness to so much violence, to 

which a voice in his dream answers “the germ of creation lies in violence” (257). It is this 

answer that Anaya ultimately offers his readers, for while some critics have read Anaya’s 

text as a ‘flight from history’ and a nostalgic desire to return to a pastoral time, I would 

argue that his text is instead an attempt to negotiate the traumas of history in order to 

recreate and interpret the possibilities of the future. In other words, out of destruction, the 

characters must forge something new in order to endure social change and survive. We 

might take a look at two popular readings of the text by leading Chicano scholars. In his 

book, Narratives of Greater Mexico: Essays on Chicano Literary History, Genre, and 

Borders, Hectór Calderón asserts that the Bless Me, Ultima can be understood as a 

longing for a Golden Age in response to “a moment in which the future of humankind is 

at stake” (Calderón 53). Similarly, Ramón Saldívar has chalked the novel up to a story of 

‘utopian wish fulfillment’ which seeks to evade history. He postulates that Antonio is a 

messianic figure in the text whose role is to “underwrite the continuation and expansion 
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of their pastoral experience” (R. Saldívar, Narrative 113, 118). Both of these readings 

misinterpret the rather inward, philosophical turn of the text as an attempt to escape from 

history, rather than as an earnest attempt to process and reconcile historical events and 

the traumas of existence. Such interpretation is likely due to the spiritual nature of 

Antonio’s process of reconciliation and renewal, for the readings of both critics reveal a 

prioritization of Marxist understandings of truth over any other possible truths.  For 

example, Saldívar proclaims that “the precritical acceptance of legend, myth, and popular 

belief all tend to make the story seems a fantasy or a romance rather than a realistic 

depiction of contemporary life” (107). While this approach is not unexpected in academic 

writing today, it is certainly difficult to reconcile with the epistemological frameworks of 

the Mexican Americans they write about. Indeed, I would argue that Anaya, a creative 

writer, comes much closer to articulating those frameworks than either Calderón or 

Saldívar, who desire a ‘realistic’ description of historical and material structures.  Rather 

than a denial of history, we should read this novel as the attempt to speak to the spiritual 

lives of people of the Southwest in a way that academia has too often been unable to do. 

When scholars such as Saldívar argue that texts such as this one “repress the force of the 

political into the unconscious” (130), it is clear that they are subscribing to a concept of 

politics and spirituality as mutually exclusive domains. I would argue that Anaya’s work 

represents an attempt to heal the wounds arising out of the politics of social violence and 

historical trauma via systems of knowledge that are relevant for his audience.  

 Ultimately, Bless Me, Ultima is about the reconfiguration of ‘old materials’ in 

order to ‘make something new.’ What Antonio will make is a new worldview, a new 
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understanding of what it means to be in the world. Disappointed by the limits of 

knowledge, he seeks knowledge in various places: the institutional Catholic Church, the 

schoolhouse, the natural world, and the lessons of curanderismo taught to him by Ultima, 

the curandera. However, Antonio is not satisfied by any single source of knowledge. By 

the end of the text he learns that he will have to gather up all of his experiences and forge 

his own understanding of his relationship to the world. “Sometime in the future I would 

have to build my own dream out of those things that were so much a part of my 

childhood” (Anaya 276). The novel makes it clear that he will draw on spiritual and 

religious sources of his childhood: religious symbols and rituals, the concept of harmony 

with the natural world, and the lessons of sacrifice and compassion. Significantly, women 

play a central role in the text as holders and transmitters of knowledge, especially 

spiritual knowledge. The healing epistemology he will forge will be the product of all of 

these experiences.  

The creative use of religious or spiritual epistemologies in order to reconfigure 

one’s experience in the physical, material world is a well-known idea.  Indeed, it is part 

of the daily survival of many who live in the ‘borderlands’ or margins of dominant social 

structures. In his book La Llorona’s Children: Religion, Life, and Death in the U.S. 

Mexico Borderlands (2004), Luis D. León argues that “ religious actors can manage the 

often harsh and potentially overwhelming conditions they confront—the battle for 

survival and more, dignity, love, freedom—by deploying the most powerful weapons in 

their arsenal: signs, myths, rituals, narratives, and symbols” (5). Here, León argues that 

the very aspects of popular religion and spirituality which are so often understood by 
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scholars as ‘primitive’ relics are tools of resistance and reconfiguration, lending agency 

to U.S. Mexicans. León’s argument is in fact a counterargument to the following 

assertion by Saldívar:  “[…] Antonio looks not to history but to myth, magic, ritual, and 

symbol as the sources of the stuff of life and as the contexts of his growth to artistic 

maturity. Such anyway, is apparently what the novel Bless Me, Ultima seems to offer” 

(R. Saldívar, Narrative 105). The skeptical tone here indicates a critical understanding of 

myths, rituals, symbols, etc as empty vessels which do not really offer anything at all. It 

is not difficult to understand this position, if we view these things as static, unchanging, 

and prescribed. However, the crucial element at work in any myth, magic, ritual, or 

symbol is the meaning with which people invest in it. Ultimately, this means that people 

have the agency to transform, alter, negotiate, and recreate the meaning that is ascribed, 

depending on their social, historical, and political needs. Luis de Leon expands:   

[…] In the Mexican Americas, religious belief and practice are 

continuously redefined by devotees of various traditions that started in and 

were transformed by, brought to and found, throughout the borderlands as 

a creative and often effective means to manage the crisis of everyday life. 

When the promises of religion, as they are meted out by institutions […] 

are insufficient to meet expectations and to quiet the fears, confusion, 

pain, and agonies of people on the margins of power, then the meanings of 

religious symbols can be ‘redirected,’ ‘reinterpreted,’ or conjured anew to 

fill the gap between what ‘ought’ to be and the way it actually is. (5)  
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Thus, as scholars, what we too often ignore is that symbolic systems and ritualistic acts 

associated with religious or spiritual epistemologies do not always necessarily oppress 

communities, but can actually invest those communities with agency and power to 

recreate the meaning of their social and political worlds in particular historical moments. 

Thus, rather than privileging the Enlightenment epistemologies of ‘progress’ and 

‘rationality,’ we might consider the real value that exists within myths, narratives, icons, 

rituals, etc. We should take a critical look at our own scholarly assumptions. For 

example, Calderón has written:   

Most Mexican American residents of the Southwest belong to a literate, 

mass-media culture. However, because of the uneven evolution of the 

area, many Mexican Americans [….] still live in a world whose 

consciousness is still highly influenced by myths, folk beliefs, and 

supersititions, the remnants of pre-Columbian life together with Hispanic 

folk traditions. (37) 

The implication here seems to be that some Mexican Americans are less ‘evolved’ than 

others due to their continued ulitization of those ‘remnants’ of ancestral memory. It is 

these pieces of pre-Columbian life and Hispanic folk traditions that Anaya weaves 

together to forge for his protagonist a powerful understanding of his role in the 

contemporary world.  

 Part of that understanding would be a reconnection to nature, and more 

specifically, the reconciliation of nature with religion. Anaya’s text situates an alienation 

from nature as an alienation from humanization. Antonio’s journey will thus be largely 
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colored by experiences in the natural world.  Reclaiming his connection to the natural 

world will be integral to his search for knowledge. His father urges him in this search: 

A wise man listens to the voice of the earth, Antonio. He listens because 

the weather the winds bring will be his salvation or his destruction. Like a 

young tree bends with the wind, so a man must bow to the earth—It is 

only when a man grows old and refuses to admit his earth-tie and 

dependence on mother nature that the powers of mother nature will turn 

upon him and destroy him […]. (Anaya 202)  

This principle of harmony between humanity and the earth is represented as threatened 

by the changes brought about in the land by those who upset the balance. Antonio’s 

father points to the greedy ranchers who overgrazed their lands, while other townspeople 

point to the scientists who are making an atomic bomb nearby. Dolan and Hinojosa 

observe that the contemporary cultural, spiritual, and religious traditions of Mexican 

Americans in the Southwest are rooted in a longer history of thought concerning this 

balance with the natural world. Pre-conquest indigenous settlements maintained security 

and survival through socially binding systems of interdependence and reciprocity (such 

as gift exchange) which were undergirded by religious and spiritual worldviews: “[…] 

Social rifts and the potentially disruptive forces of nature were allayed through rituals 

that sought to provide harmony and reiterated their reliance on the Creator and Provider 

for all” (Dolan and Hinojosa 14). In more nomadic bands, the precarity of survival in 

threatening environments and conditions (i.e. famine) was negotiated through rituals and 

traditions that linked them to the natural and the supernatural: “Deer hunt and peyote 
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ceremonies, celebrated with drums, gourd rattles, and flutes, united the participants to the 

animal and supernatural world around them, upon which they depended” (Dolan and 

Hinojosa 14). In this sense, then, faith-based rituals and traditions in both sedentary and 

nomadic communities were connected to the preservation of social order and communal 

survival.  

The arrival of the Spanish and the systematic conquest of autonomous indigenous 

structures, often exercised through attempts to transform the religious and spiritual beliefs 

of indigenous peoples, would dramatically transform the rituals and traditions practiced 

in New Mexico. The violence of the conquest would mark a traumatic destruction, the 

wounds of which are still evident today; however, out of such conflict came the blending 

of Iberian culture and the Catholic religion with indigenous practices and beliefs. Rather 

than a complete destruction of indigenous worldviews or the total domination of a 

Spanish one, what emerged was a blended (however unevenly) reality.64 In her article, 

“Indianizing Catholicism: Chicana/India/Mexicana Indigenous Spiritual Practices in our 

Image,” Yolanda Broyles-González argues that this syncretism should be regarded “not 

as a casual or mechanical blending but as a tactic of native resistance” (122). In this 

sense, then, syncretism can be theorized as part of a native strategy for survival. One of 

the prime examples of this blending is the cultural and historical prominence of the 

Virgen de Guadalupe, known as the mother of mestizos. She is believed to have appeared 

                                                 
64 Recognition of that blending is another question entirely, as evidenced by the caste systems that would 

permeate New Mexican society and the assertion of white privilege via the popular celebration of a grand 

Spanish heritage. As shown earlier in this chapter, the settlement of Anglo Americans in New Mexico 

would constitute a sort of second conquest that would lead many mestizo New Mexicans to claim a pure 

‘Spanish’ lineage in order to assert a privilege based on ‘whiteness.’  
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to an Indio peasant named Juan Diego at the hill of Tepeyac (the shrine site of the 

indigenous mother goddess, Tonantzin). Broyles-González explains that the veneration of 

the Virgen “set the cornerstone for the Indianization of Roman Catholicism after 1531,” 

for, she argues, it was “the ultimate act of disimulo or camouflage that brought and brings 

Catholic dogma in line with ancient indigenous forms of worship” (123). It is for this 

Virgen de Guadalupe that the small town in Bless Me, Ultima is named. In one of the ten 

symbolic dreams that Antonio has in the novel, he connects the religious figure of the 

Virgen de Guadalupe with a symbol from the natural world, Ultima’s owl:  

I dreamed about the owl that night, and my dream was good. La Virgen de 

Guadalupe was the patron saint of our town. […]. In my dream I saw 

Ultima’s owl lift la Virgen on her wide wings and fly her to heaven. Then 

the owl returned and gathered up all the babes of Limbo and flew them up 

to the clouds of heaven. The Virgin smiled at the goodness of the owl. 

(Anaya 14) 

The owl, which serves as the bond between Ultima’s human spirit and the natural world, 

effectively carrying her spirit, represents an indigenous reliance upon harmony with 

nature. La Virgen, the ultimate symbol of mestizo Catholicism, is lifted to heaven by a 

symbol of nature and indigenous belief. And it is through this relationship between the 

two that the ‘babes of limbo’ are liberated from their suffering to heaven. Here, Anaya 

blends or links these two images in relationship to one another in order to emphasize the 

importance of the connection between the human spirit and nature. That understanding is 

represented as an indigenous one, which must presumably be reclaimed. Anaya makes 
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this message clear through the figure of ‘Jasón’s Indian.’ One of Antonio’s friends, Jasón, 

frequents the holy Indian burial grounds in order to visit with “the only Indian of the 

town,” but he does so against his father’s will.  “Jasón’s father had forbidden Jasón to 

talk to the Indian, he had beaten him, he had tried in every way to keep Jasón from the 

Indian” (11). The seeking of the child to find connection to a repressed indigenous 

ancestry very well represents the search of the ‘Chicano.’ However, the ownership 

implied by the nickname, ‘Jasón’s Indian,’ is one denies the autonomy of indigenous 

peoples and subsumes that autonomy with the prioritization of Chicano identity.     

 Antonio’s relationship to nature grows throughout the novel, as he continues to 

seek knowledge and understanding not only within the walls of the Catholic Church, but 

in the natural environment around him. One place he does this is in his mother’s garden, 

despite its resistance to his efforts. Antonio tells us: “Every day I reclaimed from the 

rocky soil of the hill a few more feet of earth to cultivate” (11). This struggle with the 

environment, to reclaim land for growth and cultivation, is also a struggle to cultivate the 

self, his own spirit. Antonio’s relationship to nature if powerfully affected when his 

friend, Cico, shares with him the sacred story of the Golden Carp. Despite Antonio’s 

reluctance to break the laws of his Catholic faith, he cannot help but find awe in the 

beauty of this ‘new god,’ a god of the river. When he goes to see where the carp swims, 

he is overcome by the spiritual connection he feels to not only the carp, but the natural 

environment. “The arrival of the Golden Carp rendered us silent. We let the sun beat 

down on us, and like pagans we listened to the lapping water and the song of life in the 

grass around us” (252). Antonio takes comfort in the protection he finds in the branches 
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of huge trees and the solace of the pond where he goes to visit the carp. In this sense, 

Anaya represents nature as an apt place for his protagonist to ‘discover’ God in the world 

around him. However, even in nature, Antonio cannot escape the ‘sins of humanity.’ 

Much as in George Washington Gómez, water is presented as a threatening force of 

nature which is capable of punishing humanity. Antonio learns the prophecy of the 

Golden Carp, which says that “the sins of the people would weigh so heavy upon the land 

that in the end the whole town would collapse and be swallowed by water—” (Anaya 

123). It is this threat of imbalance with the natural world which must then be corrected. 

Antonio’s experiences will teach him of the sorts of actions and rituals which people 

undertake to create that balance, and significantly, women would be at the center of these 

teachings.  

The religious and spiritual rituals which people undertake in their daily lives are 

part of process of negotiating the self with the external, material world as well as the 

spiritual world. Importantly, it is the physical body’s role in these rituals which provides 

the link between these two worlds. One example is the way that people mark their bodies 

in religious ritual. The making of the sign of the cross is one of the most commonplace 

rituals through which believers mark their bodies with religion.  Anaya dramatizes this 

act of marking through the descriptive visualization of María’s performance of the ritual: 

“She breathed a prayer and crossed her forehead. The flour left white stains on her, the 

four points of the cross” (9). Here, María is marked not only by her religious act, but by 

the domesticity of her role in the home; flour, which she uses for cooking, is a symbol of 

the nourishment she will provide to her family. In a similar visualization, we see Narciso, 
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the town drunk he sacrifices his life for the life of Ultima, engage in the same ritual, to 

different effect: “He made the sign of the cross, leaving dabs of blood where he touched 

his forehead, his chest, and his sides” (178). Rather than the sustenance of flour, Narciso 

is marked with the proof of his sacrifice, his own life-blood.  

In “Religion, Healing, and the Body,” Suzanne Crawford explains, “Through 

enacting ritual, religious practitioners and adherents re-create the world, re-create the self, 

re-create the body” (29). Perhaps the most common of such rituals is that of prayer, 

which indeed is a physical, bodily act. Antonio reflects upon the rigorous acts or prayer 

which his mother and Ultima lead him in within their home, and the ‘stiff knees’ which 

they suffer afterwards. Prayer is also represented as an exhausting physical and mental 

act: “We prayed rosary after rosary, until the monotonous sound of prayers blended into 

the blur of flickering altar candles. We prayed until our faith passed into an exhaustion 

that numbed us to sleep” (Anaya 64). This prayer also takes place in particular 

environments, with specific material objects, such as candles, flowers, figures of the 

saints, images of loved ones. In this case, Antonio’s mother leads the family in prayer 

within the darkness of the sala, or living room, where her altar is set up. Dolan and 

Hinojosa explain the continued use of home altars in New Mexico: 

Across New Mexico, as elsewhere in the Southwest, a strong tradition of 

home altars and oratorios (home chapels) continued into the twentieth 

century. The altars and chapels were usually built at the insistence of 

devout women of strong faith. Often they constructed these holy corners 
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or rooms in their homes in appreciation for a favor granted by beloved 

santitos. (103) 

Indeed, these devotional spaces are still very much in use today, and continue to be the 

primary domain of women. However, the altar becomes a way of connecting women not 

only to their saints and the spiritual world, but also to the social world. In Living Shrines: 

Home Altars of New Mexico, Marie Romero Cash explains the communal significance of 

women’s altars: “The altarcito de casa (home altar) was used for either formal or informal 

prayer. This community practice of devotion at home nurtured the faith of the people and 

strengthened their beliefs. Family values and traditions, shared with the community, 

formed a mutual and familial support system” (30). Indeed, while women’s roles in the 

institutional Catholic Church were limited, these kinds of domestic folk practices instilled 

females with a significant religious and spiritual agency. Historically, the use of altars 

came into being in New Mexico due to the isolation of many villages which did not 

necessarily have churches, and which were only occasionally visited by travelling priests. 

This lack of institutional presence led to the peoples’ development of their own religious 

traditions, rituals, and ways of worshipping, which would come to be known as ‘popular’ 

religion or ‘religion casera’ (home religion) (30). The practice of these religious forms 

did not contradict the peoples’ loyalty to the institutional church, but rather 

complemented those loyalties with their own invented acts. The use of home altars also 

developed a daily, personal relationship with the Divine. Cash writes: 

This was a living faith that reached far beyond the church into their daily 

lives. It was passed on to their children in the prayers and songs they were 
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taught. This strong tradition of informal prayer was part of every facet of 

Nueva Mexicana existence, a way in which the people expressed their ease 

with the very personal relationship they had established with God.” (30)  

In this sense, they have been “part of the transferal of culture and religious values from 

one generation to another, for which generally mothers were primarily responsible” (30). 

To a larger extent, it was not only mothers but grandmothers and daughters, for example, 

who were viewed as transmitters of these values. Further, the significance of this role was 

not limited to the home, but extended outside the home. Historian Sarah Deutsch 

explains:  

Women had a prominent, distinct, and organized role in religion. […]. In both 

religion and the neighborhood, women functioned as community builders and 

sustainers, using the family at times, but not bound by it, and creating a central 

place for themselves in the community as they built it. (51)  

This powerful influence marked women as ‘carriers’ of religion and thus sustainers of 

communal health and sustenance in the first half of the twentieth century. Thus, we might 

view María’s altar as an act of agency which not only enables her to negotiate her 

relationship to God, but to also act as a religious leader in her home. By creating a space 

and place for family ritual, the altar becomes an important connection between the home 

and the spiritual realm. Antonio informs us:  “After supper we always prayed the rosary. 

The dishes were quickly done then we gathered in the sala where my mother kept her 

altar” (Anaya 47). In addition to the ritual of prayer, the material items on the altar are 

also important, as they aid the prayerful in act. In the following passage, Antonio 
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describes the function of the saintly icon of the Virgen de Guadalupe on his mother’s 

altar:  

My mother had a beautiful statue of la Virgin de Guadalupe. It was nearly 

two feet high. She was dressed in a long, flowing blue gown, and she 

stood on the horned moon. About her feet were the winged heads of 

angels, the babes of Limbo. She wore a crown on her head because she 

was the queen of heaven. […]. It was hard to say the rosary because you 

had to kneel for as long as the prayers lasted, but I did not mind because 

while my mother prayed I fastened my eyes on the statue of the Virgin 

until I thought that I was looking at a real person. (47) 

In this passage, we see that the statue is not merely an empty vessel, but rather serves as a 

medium through which Antonio can focus his mental energies and transcend the pain of 

his physical body. Further, the image of the statue bears meaning for the viewer, and 

reminds him of the contexts and narratives of his religious beliefs. For, the presence of 

altars and religious objects and icons in the home have historically functioned as more 

than mere symbols; these materials were (and continue to be) actively utilized in the daily 

maintenance of a spiritual health and balance with the external world. Altars are sacred 

spaces because of the agency they provide the altar maker to negotiate their painful 

experiences in the material world, and thus endure their struggle. Such negotiation is 

evident in the case of María, whom we see invoking the family to prayer throughout the 

novel. While this might be viewed as a stereotype of Mexicana mothers, it speaks more 

loudly to the very real search for spiritual strength and endurance in response to daily 
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struggles. For example, we see María break down upon the return of her three sons from 

World War II. “[…] In the middle of her cooking my mother sat and cried, and we all 

stood by quietly. She cried for a long time, and no one, not even Ultima, made a move to 

touch her. Her body heaved with choking sobs” (Anaya 65). This sudden outburst reflects 

the release of the immense weight of her sorrow, a sorrow which she has negotiated 

through constant, intense prayer, and which is now released upon the return of her sons. 

In this example, we see how the painful experiences of her life, in this case caused by the 

social reality of World War II, are negotiated through the constant ritual of her prayer. 

This is something that many women can relate to, not only in New Mexico. 

However, some women operated under more specialized contexts, as curanderas, 

folk healers who work on mental, physical, and spiritual levels to restore well-being and 

harmony between their patient and his or her environment. Ultima is one such curandera, 

and a very powerful one at that.  In Curanderismo: Mexican American Folk Healing, 

originally published in 1981, Robert T. Trotter II and Juan Antonio Chavira explain that 

far from being fantastical figures of the imagination or myth, “Curanderos have long 

been a community health resource,” due to their role as community members who share 

the same day to day contexts and epistemologies as their patients. “Usually, the only 

major distinctions between the curandero and the patient are the curandero’s healing 

powers and medicinal knowledge” (1-2). As a curandera, Ultima functions as a 

crossroads of knowledge; she holds ancient knowledge that can be traced not only to pre-

Conquest cultures in the Americas, but also to the Moors of Spain, combined with 

contemporary Catholic belief systems. Luis D. León explains: “The crux of curanderismo 
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is formed in the religious matrix emergent in colonialism: it inscribes ancient Mexican 

rituals and idioms onto Catholic grammars and symbols […],” allowing participants to 

“contest the borders of institutional religion and healing” (130). Curanderas use herbs, 

massage, rituals, chants, and everyday objects such as eggs and oils to do their healing; 

however, Anaya presents the true ‘magic’ of Ultima’s power as her sense of compassion 

for others. It is that compassion which gives her the courage to transcend the fear which 

is at the root of violence, in order to generate healing and renewal. Antonio’s father 

explains that just as fear generates violence, it is this compassion which generates 

healing: “In the end understanding simply means having a sympathy for people. […]. 

Ultima has sympathy for people, and it is so complete that with it she can touch their 

souls and cure them […]. That is her magic […] and no greater magic can exist” (Anaya 

262-263).   

This ability to heal through a re-humanizing compassion is illustrated in a scene 

in which Ultima is called to heal Antonio’s sick Uncle Lucas, whom the priest and the 

doctor have been unable to cure. Antonio is taken along as her assistant, due to the 

common blood they share, and the power of his innocence. The ritual which they enact 

has many elements, but above all it is a humanizing, physical act that replaces fear with 

the courage of compassion. Antonio describes part of the healing process, and his initial 

reactions:  

We warmed water in a large basin, and Ultima bathed my uncle. He was 

like a rag doll in her hands. I felt great pity for my uncle. […] His body 

was a thin skeleton held together by dry skin, and on his face was written 
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the pain of the curse. At first the sight of him made me sick, but as I 

helped Ultima I forgot about that and I took courage. (100-101) 

Antonio’s recognition of Lucas’ suffering at first repels him, as Lupito’s war sickness had 

repelled the townspeople who used to be his friends. It is observing Ultima’s physical and 

ritualistic act of bathing Lucas that inspires in Antonio a sense of compassion that can 

overcome his fear. Indeed, as the healing continues, Antonio must submit to a co-

suffering that links his spirit to that of his Uncle Lucas; Antonio feels the pain of his 

illness, and suffers alongside him as Ultima expels the evil that is causing his sickness. 

After convulsions and spasms of a ‘madman,’ Lucas is restored to health. Antonio 

observes: “He was very weak and sweating, but he was well. I could see in his eyes that 

he knew he was a man again, a man returned from a living hell” (107). The awareness 

that ‘he was a man again’ indicates that the illness had dehumanized him, made him less 

than man.  Luis D. León explains this power of religious and spiritual ritual to heal the 

physical body: 

Religious poetics enables the retrieval of the body in a primal, powerful 

form. In order to practice religious healing, […] practitioners must defy 

the restrictions of medical science—their acceptability, even legality, is 

beyond what is delimited in modern cultural scripts. Everyday religious 

practices can be understood not as an escape from modern realities but as 

old methods of engaging in new struggles. (146-147) 

In other words, the healing depicted in the scene described above is not one that can be 

understood via the limited frameworks of ‘modern cultural scripts,’ but rather, can only 
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be understood when those scripts are imaginatively transgressed. Religious practices such 

as prayer and curanderismo cannot be dismissed too easily, as a large number of people 

across the world engage in them. And they certainly should not be viewed as the 

symptoms of a social desire for escape from the modern world; rather, they should be 

viewed as locally informed attempts to negotiate the modern world by drawing on 

existing and available forms of knowledge and understanding.  

 One very significant factor here is the role of the curandera not only as healer but 

also as a  fount of knowledge. Just as María transmits values and ideas to her family 

through the use of her home altar, Ultima teaches Antonio about his connection to the 

earth around him. “[Ultima] taught me the names of plants and flowers, of trees and 

bushes, of birds and animals; but most important, I learned from her that there was a 

beauty in the time of day and in the time of night, and that there was a peace in the river 

and in the hills. […]. My soul grew under her careful guidance” (Anaya 16). As a 

curandera, she offers Antonio a particular kind of education and knowledge. This status 

as a spiritual guide and mentor makes her a powerful woman in her community. 

Furthermore, the curandera’s knowledge is represented in the text as a capable remedy 

for the wounds of political violence and the traumatic witnessing of war. Antonio 

describes the struggles of his brothers to reconcile their living memories of war: 

They were like lost men who went and came and said nothing. I thought 

that perhaps it was their way of forgetting the war, because we knew the 

war-sickness was in them. León had shown the sickness the most. 

Sometimes at night he howled and cried like a wild animal. […]. Then my 
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mother had to go to him and hold him like a baby until he could sleep 

again. It wasn’t until he began to have long talks with Ultima and she gave 

him a remedy that he got better. (69)  

León’s suffering, which threatens to dehumanize him (as in the case of Lupito), is 

alleviated not only by the compassion of his mother, but also Ultima’s remedy, which 

includes long talks that mark the exchange of knowledge and mutual respect. In this way, 

we can see the Ultima operates in a larger network of the female transmission of 

knowledge, which includes Antonio’s mother as well as his teacher, Miss Maestes, who 

helps him to “unravel the mystery of the letters” (67). Despite the novel’s unfortunate 

tendency to associate some of its more sexualized female characters with a debased sin 

and immorality, Anaya does manage to express overall the crucial role that women play 

in building and supporting the survival of their communities. This articulation certainly 

represents the day to day reality in many Mexican American communities, for, as 

Broyles-González argues, “[…] Mexicana collective spiritual practices and faith have 

formed part of the bedrock of day-to-day survival for marginalized communities. […]. 

Mujeres (women) are the chief transmitters of spiritual practices in the home [….], while 

also often serving as the chief mediators between the home and external religious 

institutions and sites (117). It is from these sources that Antonio will seek to forge an 

understanding of the questions that plague him and the unrelenting desire to know. 

 The question that plagues Antonio most is the question of why evil is permitted to 

exist in the world, and why it seems to go unpunished. He looks to God for the answers to 

these questions, but is disappointed when no answer is forthcoming, and begins to doubt 
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God’s existence. He reflects “God knows everything. […]. I want to know the mysteries 

of God. I want to take God into my body and have Him answer my questions. […]. I 

wondered if the knowledge I sought would destroy me. […]. Did we ask too much when 

we asked to share His knowledge?” (Anaya 201). The questions which Antonio asks 

about the existence of evil in the world are certainly not unique. He is attempting to 

arrive at a sense of justice in the world that he lives in; he wants to know that there is a 

sense of balance in which good people will be forgiven and rewarded, and bad people 

will be punished. As simplistic as the seven-year-old’s desire may sound, it is precisely 

the same desire which a great number of people in the world share. Despite some critics’ 

assertions that Anaya’s novel inscribes the classification of binaries which “function as 

an alternative to history” (Calderón 52) and leave no room for ambiguity, I would argue 

that the ultimate lesson which Anaya offers in response to Antonio’s questions is that 

everything that he has been viewing in binary terms is actually part of one unified cycle. 

Indeed, the internal struggle he has been having about which destiny he will carry out, 

that of his mother’s people (Luna/Moon) or that of his father’s (Marez/Ocean), he learns 

that those destinies are not exclusive to one another, but rather, connected.  

[…] The sweet water of the moon which falls as rain is the same water 

that gathers into rivers and flows to full the seas. […]. The waters are one, 

Antonio. […]. You have been seeing only parts […], and not looking 

beyond into the great cycle that binds us all.” (Anaya 126) 

In fact, Antonio will not have to choose between two lineages but rather will have to 

come to understand himself as the product of both. The breaking down of binaries also 
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means that he can no longer draw a strict line differentiating good from bad people. 

Although Tenorio, the father of the three brujas (witches) who cursed Antonio’s Uncle 

Lucas, is depicted as an evil man reminiscent of the Devil himself, even he must be 

humanized. Ultima warns Antonio to bear Tenorio no will ill, and to never cast judgment 

upon who God can forgive, for ‘all men sin.’ This is difficult for the young boy to 

understand. He doesn’t want to accept the forgiveness or humanity of people who have 

done ‘evil.’  

Antonio [the Virgen] smiled, I forgive all. You cannot! I persisted in my 

delirium, you must punish Tenorio for killing Narciso! [….]. You foolish 

boy, God roared, don’t you see you are caught in your own trap! You 

would have a God who forgives all, but when it comes to your personal 

whims you seek punishment for your vengeance. […] Vengeance is Mine! 

(Anaya 181-182)  

Antonio’s dream warns him to accept the idea of a compassionate humanization for all, 

not only those who he would pick and choose. This dissolving of the line between good 

and bad people obligates Antonio, and us as readers, to recognize the humanity of our 

enemies (This is essentially Candelaria’s message as well, for while Magdalena seems a 

straight-forward villain, she is eventually recognized as a fearful human being ill 

equipped for love). The novel is even ambiguous about Ultima’s ‘goodness,’ leaving 

doubts about whether the line between bruja and curandera are readily perceptible. For, 

Ultima makes voodoo-like dolls to destroy the Trementina sisters, who have cursed 

Lucas, and her actions lead to their deaths. Furthermore, the ‘test’ she passes to prove the 
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goodness of her powers leaves us with an uncertain message. We are told she must walk 

through a door with a crucifix above it; although she seems to do so successfully, 

Antonio later finds the needs which formed the cross under which she walked strewn on 

the floor, no longer in the shape of a cross. Is her magic purely good? Indeed, rather than 

asserting binaries, the novel ultimately denies their legitimacy, and argues that the pieces 

we see are only parts of a larger cycle that binds us together. In this sense, ambiguity is 

embraced as a humanizing concept.  

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has attempted to illustrate how two Nuevo mexicano writers in the 

twentieth century have grappled with the religious and spiritual epistemologies and 

practices of Nuevo mexicanos. Specifically, I have emphasized how this grappling in the 

work of Nash Candelaria and Rudolfo Anaya directly related to anxieties regarding the 

processes of modernization. Candelaria’s work, which examines the capitalistic ventures 

of upper class ‘Hispanos’ in 1920s Albuquerque (newly admitted to statehood), expresses 

the spiritual anxieties and fears that surface as new technologies, infrastructures, and 

relations to the nation take shape. The central character, Magdalena, ruthless 

businesswoman and proprietor, embraces the profit based objectives of capitalism and the 

expansion of women’s social roles; yet she is haunted by fears of divine retribution for 

prioritizing monetary gain over human relationships. Despite her attempts to fend off 

mortality and spiritual vacuity with the protections of money, her fears are finally 

manifested in the shape of a giant cockroach, a symbol of that which is stepped on in life. 

Candelaria is careful to explain Magdalena’s eventual death not as the death of a villain, 
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but rather, that of a faithless woman terrified by the precarious world around her. When 

her niece, Leonor (for whom the narrative is entitled), donates the lands she inherited 

through Magdalena’s death to the city for the uses of a public park, it is not only an 

attempt to reinstate social reciprocity and balance, but also as penance to God, the ‘Great 

Giver.’  In this way, the returned lands of Leonor’s Park signify an impulse for healing 

that is not merely about the individual (Leonor), but rather, about confronting a 

remembered legacy of social inequity through a healing act of social reciprocity.  Thus, 

Candelaria clearly engages the politics of social violence, in this case, land-loss, 

alongside a religious discourse of social healing.  

Anaya’s work, which focuses on a less urbanized northern New Mexico in the 

1940s, is equally concerned with the social wounds of modernizing processes (i.e. the 

displacement of traditional lifeways, the destruction of the open plains, development of 

the atomic bomb) and a changing relationship to the nation (i.e. participation in a ‘far off 

war’). However, unlike Leonor Park, which only suggests healing at its end, Bless Me, 

Ultima addresses the project of healing throughout its narrative.  Anaya’s use of the 

curandera figure, in the character of Ultima, represents the ability of Nuevo mexicano 

people to heal themselves with their own knowledge. Again, remembering an ancestral 

relationship to the land and its natural resources is featured as central to human healing. 

Additionally, physically engaged practices and rituals are depicted as spiritual 

negotiations of material, social problems. Further, unlike Candelaria’s Magdalena, 

women are depicted as the primary transmitters of these knowledges, practices, and 

rituals, both publicly and privately. The impulse at work in the narratives of both 



 

 193 

Candelaria and Anaya is one of remembering the wounds of a modernization imbedded 

in the larger trajectory of conquest and colonization. However, it is also one of 

remembering the relationship between spiritual balance and social reciprocity in a 

precariously shifting world. Significantly, both these writers embrace an ambiguity which 

refuses total closure between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ forces, rather emphasizing that fear of the 

unknown manifests alienation, dehumanization, and social destruction. As in Leonor’s 

Park, Bless Me, Ultima ultimately suggests the power of human love and compassion to 

renew social harmony and overcome the fears which manifest social violence. 
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CHAPTER 4: The Miraculous, the Supernatural & the Patrón: 

Transnational Narratives of Paternalism 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

This chapter reflects upon the roots of a transnational relationship between the 

United States and Mexico. In particular, I examine two texts, Luis Alberto Urrea’s The 

Hummingbird’s Daughter (2006) and Alejandro Morales’ The Brick People (1988) to 

consider how communities at the center of that negotiated relationship have been re-

imagined in relationship to the historical and social processes that surrounded Mexican 

migration and immigration in the early twentieth century. Specifically, I focus on the 

ways in which Urrea and Morales creatively represent the complex material conditions of 

their characters’ existence, in relation to the spiritual and religious worldviews operating 

in their lives.  Examining these two novels alongside one another enables us to better 

imagine the violent structural and social forces that drove many mexicanos to migrate 

northward into the United States, where they would attempt to build their lives and 

communities amidst further exploitation and dehumanization. In particular, these 

narratives illustrate life during the last vestiges of the Porfiriato era in Mexico (1876-

1910) and the role that the subsequent Mexican Revolution (1910-1920) would play in 

spurring migrations northward into the United States; once in the United States, outcomes 

for immigrants and their labor would be inextricably tied to the development and growth 

of major urban regions, such as the city of Los Angeles. Significantly, the class- and race-

based power hierarchies governing the hacienda system of pre-Revolutionary Mexico 

would in turn govern the U.S. capitalist labor economy in the years just following the 
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Mexican Revolution.  Both systems would call into question issues of nation, cultural 

citizenship, land, and migration for Mexican origin peoples in ways that profoundly 

shaped their historical experience. Both Urrea and Morales closely consider the question 

of how mexicanos of this era responded to the socially structured violences with which 

they were daily confronted, as well as the kinds of epistemological reserves from which 

they drew.  

Based upon a true story, Luis Alberto Urrea’s narrative, The Hummingbird’s 

Daughter, depicts the political and spiritual migrations of one community in Porfirian 

Mexico before the first modern wave of migration. Narratively reconstructing the life of 

Teresita, distant relative and ‘saint of Cabora,’ Urrea considers this historical figure’s role 

in healing the suffering of the exploited indigenous and mestizo classes in a dictatorial 

Mexico. Focusing upon the tradition of curanderismo and the popular belief in folk saints 

as these intertwined with daily life during the Porfiriato, Urrea’s work suggests the social 

potency of divine faith and compassion, especially amidst communities in crisis. 

Interestingly, Teresita’s eventual crossing into the U.S. signals an impending movement 

of peoples, ideas, and political beliefs that would play an important part in the formation 

of Mexican migrant and Mexican American communities.  

In some sense, Morales’ narrative begins where Urrea’s ends, with northward 

movement into the United States, fleeing the violent conditions of a nation in turmoil. 

Through a narrative that is both historically based and myth-inflected, Morales creatively 

brings into focus the world of the Simons brickyard, a company town near Montebello, 

California, where Morales’ Guanajuato-born parents once lived and worked. Drawing on 
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his own family’s migratory history, Morales emphasizes the role of Mexican migrants in 

the development of California’s manufacturing industry in the early twentieth century. 

The supernatural abounds in his narrative imaginings of the paternalistic exploitation that 

defined the relationship between migrant laborers (from Central Mexico) and factory 

owners. In this tale of industrial labor and dark supernatural forces, America as Eden is a 

continuously subverted dream for those trying to claim a space and a future for their 

families. However, I argue that while The Brick People leads the reader through the very 

heart of darkness, the female character of Nana leads us out, into a redemptive hope for 

the future. Like Urrea, Morales illustrates the complex ways in which religious and 

spiritual epistemologies of healing and regeneration informed the ways Mexicans 

(especially women) confronted alienating technologies, economic subjugation, and ethnic 

segregation. Further, both authors explore the ways in which Mexican people not only 

carried ancestral knowledge into new landscapes, but how they inscribed that knowledge 

onto their constantly changing environments. Together, these two novels provide a 

fascinating perspective and interpretation of forces that shaped the lives of Mexicans on 

both sides of the border, as well as the ongoing, shared story between Mexico and the 

United States. 

THE U.S. AND MEXICO: A SHARED STORY OF NATION, MIGRATION, & SPIRITUALITY 

Both Alejandro Morales and Luis Alberto Urrea draw on their own family 

histories of migration in order to craft their respective narratives, The Brick People and 

The Hummingbird’s Daughter. Teresita Urrea, the ‘saint’ of Cabora, was a distant aunt of 

the author who would spend a significant amount of his life reconstructing and depicting 
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hers through narrative. In turn, Alejandro Morales was born in the Simons barrio of 

Montebello, California, whose history and the history of its occupants he would make 

palpable through his writing. Specifically, two of his central characters, Octavio and 

Nana Revueltas, are based upon the life story of his own parents, Delfino and Juana 

Morales. However, even as Urrea and Morales have created narratives that tell the story 

of their own familial histories, they also tell stories that document the larger social, 

political, and historical forces that framed Mexican migration in the early twentieth 

century. As such, their stories are important not only from a Mexican point of view, but 

also hold much significance for Mexican American and Chicano/a history. For, though 

these are ‘fiction’ novels, they are deeply based on the historical; yet as fiction novels, 

they are able to bring to life moments and motions in history, opening up narrative spaces 

of imagining. Readers may enter the spaces of history to imagine the sights, smells, 

sounds, and emotions that attended the everyday life of people living amidst the forces of 

history. Further, these authors tell another story, the story of two nations irrevocably 

intertwined by the movement of people, ideas, and resources.  

Specifically, both The Hummingbird’s Daughter and The Brick People revisit the 

hacienda as both a place and a social system that would play a key role in Mexican life 

before the revolution of 1910. For many migrants in the early twentieth century, the 

hacienda would remain an important part of cultural consciousness. Vincent Pérez (2006) 

posits the hacienda as a ‘site of memory’ and “a cultural symbol of a Mexican agrarian 

(colonial) past” (5-6). Specifically, Pérez argues that the hacienda, marked by debt 

peonage and paternalism, continues to function as an important part of Mexican 



 

 198 

American cultural memory, due to the pervasive influence it held as a social order:  

“Feudalistic, paternalistic, and patriarchal, from the seventeenth through nineteenth 

centuries […] the hacienda’s agrarian economic and cultural order shaped the character 

of all levels of Spanish and Mexican society” (8). Thus, it is clear that when Urrea and 

Morales turn to the hacienda in their narratives, they conjure not only a Mexican history, 

but a Mexican American history as well.  For, from this perspective, Mexican American 

history does not begin in 1848 with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, but rather stretches 

back much further; and secondly, Mexican American history takes place not only in the 

United States, but in Mexico as well. Both Urrea and Morales’ narratives make clear that 

a line of division cannot be neatly drawn between Mexican and Mexican American 

history. As Pérez states: 

Latino/a literary texts exist in proximity with the material and social life 

that produced them […]. Latino/a authors and narrators remember the past 

not only as individuals but also as members of families, communities, 

nations, and other groups with which they identify and also through those 

geographic places they have lived in and with which they identify (15). 

This certainly holds true for the authors examined in this chapter, for Urrea and Morales 

use their narratives as a creative form of remembering and bearing witness to the places, 

people, and events which they find relevant to their cultural and familial communities.  

Further, they emphasize the material and social conditions out of which their characters 

emerge, even as they take seriously the spiritual and religious epistemologies with which 

their characters meet these conditions.  
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In this sense, authors such as Urrea and Morales strive to create works that honor 

the challenges and perseverance of the Mexicans whose actions would pave the way for 

future generations on both sides of the border. Thus, their work forms a counter-narrative 

to the romantic ideal of the hacienda popularized in the southwestern United States 

through works such as Helen Hunt Jackson’s Ramona (1884). Dydia DeLyser describes 

the popularization and commodification of a romantic ‘Spanish’ past: 

By 1886 the romanticized version of [the] Hispanic past as portrayed in 

Ramona became a focus of tourist interest, as readers of the novel sought 

out its scenes, recognizing landscapes familiar from fiction. […] 

Ramona’s romanticized images of what came to be seen as southern 

California’s ‘Spanish-mission’ past were blended into the region’s culture, 

inscribed onto its landscape, and manipulated by boosters […]. (xi) 

Such cultural ‘fantasy’ conveniently erased the violences faced by Mexican and 

indigenous peoples in order to create a more palatable cultural memory for tourists to the 

Southwest. Historian Carey McWilliams has deconstructed this popular myth as a 

‘fantasy heritage’ that denies the experience of present day Mexicans and indigenous 

peoples. “By emphasizing the Spanish part of the tradition and consciously repudiating 

the Mexican-Indian side, it has been possible to rob the Spanish-speaking minority of a 

heritage which is rightfully theirs […]” (McWilliams 47). Though scholars such as 

McWilliams have done the important work of repudiating the romanticization of the 

mission and hacienda systems, creative writers such as Urrea and Morales have given 

dimension and shape to the experiences of those who had been silenced and erased 
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through romantic narratives. In this, they have made a significant contribution towards 

reclaiming both a Mexican and Mexican American history. 

 Interestingly, this re-inscription of a Mexican past has implicated a push against 

more than just the ‘Spanish fantasy heritage.’ As a continuation of my general thesis, 

both Morales and Urrea create narrative worlds that resist the parameters of 

Enlightenment rationality, and instead provide the possibility of speaking different forms 

of reality and knowledge. Specifically, The Brick People and The Hummingbird’s 

Daughter draw on epistemologies that integrate the material and the spiritual as operating 

within the same realms. In particular, balanced, cyclical relationships between humans 

and their environment are posed in opposition to linear narratives of progress and human 

domination. Miguel López-Lozano (2008) describes the development of those linear 

epistemologies in 17
th

 and 18
th

 century Europe: 

As a result of philosophical and scientific inquiries such as those of 

Galileo, René Descartes, Isaac Newton, and Francis Bacon, there arose the 

scientific method with its focus on objectivity and empirical verification 

and, ultimately, with the Enlightenment, the division of human knowledge 

into separate categories. This new epistemological framework replaced the 

view of the world as an organic being with the image of the earth 

functioning like a machine. (16)  

The driving impulses of objectivity, reason, and order served a colonial function: to 

displace and discredit the knowledge systems of subjugated peoples, and thus the peoples 

themselves. In order to work against these alienating imperatives, both Urrea and Morales 
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create narrative spaces that privilege non-Enlightenment values. For this reason, they 

have both been associated with the term ‘magical realism.’  In Ordinary Enchantments: 

Magical Realism and the Remystification of the Narrative (2004), Wendy B. Faris defines 

the magical realist mode of literature as consisting of 1) an ‘irreducible element’ of 

magic, 2) a strong presence of the phenomenal world, 3) difficulty for the reader to 

reconcile contradictions, 4) the merging of different realms, and 5) a disrupted sense of 

temporality, spatiality, and identity (7). While The Hummingbird’s Daughter and The 

Brick People align with at least a few of these imperatives, both Urrea and Morales have 

problematized the labeling of their work as ‘magical realism.’ For Urrea, the extensive 

fieldwork he conducted included the testimonies of people who considered Teresa 

Urrea’s miraculous healings as observed fact, not magic, and not fiction. Morales’ 

objection was based upon the conviction that the techniques described as belonging to 

‘magical realism’ are often applied solely to Latin American and Latino/a writers, while 

the themes are universal. These same objections have been voiced by African American 

writer Toni Morrison, who has stated that magical realism has often been used to avoid 

earnest discussion of the politics and content of ethnic writers’ texts. Morrison states: “If 

you could apply the word ‘magical’ then that dilutes the realism […]. […] It just seemed 

to be a convenient way to skip again what was the truth in the art of certain writers” 

(226). Indeed, the label ‘magical realism’ can enable readers to dismiss the content of 

ethnic writers’ work as simply mythic or magical, where it actually represents truths as 

experienced from a particular perspective. Morrison elaborates: 
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My own use of enchantment simply comes because that’s the way the 

world was for me and for the black people I knew. In addition to the very 

shrewd, down-to-earth, efficient way in which they did things and 

survived things, there was this other knowledge or perception, always 

discredited but nevertheless there, which informed their sensibilities and 

clarified their activities. (226).  

For ethnic writers, the label ‘magical realism’ poses the danger of displacing the 

legitimacy of the epistemologies and perspectives of the communities they represent, just 

as Enlightenment discourses had previously done. Yet, we might for a moment consider 

Faris’ description of the ‘irreducible element’ of magic.  For Faris, ‘magic’ can be 

defined as anything unexplainable “according to the laws of the universe as they have 

been formulated in Western empirically based discourse […]” (7). From this perspective, 

magical realism can be understood to function as a significant counterforce to the strict 

parameters of Western rationality and logic.  

While I would argue that of the two texts, The Brick People could more 

convincingly be described as operating in the tradition of the ‘magical realist’ mode, both 

texts emphasize a human relationship to the landscape that runs counter to the discourses 

of progress and human domination over nature. Furthermore, embedded in this emphasis 

upon human relationships to the natural environment are discourses regarding women’s 

physical and spiritual connection to nature. López-Lozano explains that European notions 

of a pastoral Arcadia and a Garden of Eden transplanted to the New World upon 

Columbus’ arrival, signaled a colonial desire to subjugate not only nature, but all that 
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which Western thought perceived as close to nature: “[…] The exploitation of nature 

encompasses a human dimension, as Amerindians and women have long been considered 

to be extensions of nature whose subordination is a fundamental element for the 

propagation of modernity” (15). This triple subjugation of mestizos, women, and nature 

is seriously critiqued in Urrea and Morales’ novels, which highlight the importance of 

balance between humans and nature, as well as an emphasis upon women as healers 

amidst the violence of social and cultural domination.   Indeed, while both The 

Hummingbird’s Daughter and The Brick People reveal stories of destruction and 

darkness, they both offer up the healing work and spiritual understandings of women as 

potent signs of regeneration, survival, and hope. While the topic of healing, specifically 

in relation to female figures, may be more centrally positioned in The Hummingbird’s 

Daughter than in The Brick People, I argue that out of the dark world Morales creates, 

also emerges a series of perhaps more minor female characters, namely Nana Revueltas, 

possessing sacred gifts and capacities that ultimately leads us out of that darkness.  

Whether major, or more minor, it is often the female characters in Chicano/a literature 

who signify and enact healing in their communities. Such gendered representations of 

healing indeed are often linked not only to female understandings of spirituality, but also 

to implied relationships to the landscape and universe.  

Finally, while these texts are both equally significant, this chapter will necessarily 

provide a longer reading of Morales’ The Brick People, due to the different scale of 

density offered by the two works. Because The Brick People is marked by a complex 

symbolism, and shifts between nations, various characters’ lives, and multiple historical 
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periods, its treatment in this chapter will be more extended than that of The 

Hummingbird’s Daughter, which is first to be examined.  

READING POLITICS & PILGRIMAGE IN THE HUMMINGBIRD’S DAUGHTER  

Luis Alberto Urrea: A Humanizing Voice 

Amongst a growing number of borderlands scholars and writers, award winning 

writer Luis Alberto Urrea has distinguished himself with work that bears witness to the 

migrations of culture and history beyond defined legal and political boundaries between 

the U.S. and Mexico.  Born in 1955, in Tijuana as a ‘US Citizen Born Abroad,’ to a 

Mexican father and American mother, Urrea experienced a bi-cultural upbringing 

(Lomeli and Shirley 268-274). As a product of a life lived on both sides of the border, as 

well as in a household that constituted its own borderland, Urrea has sought to negotiate 

the contradictions and ironies of the Mexican-American border throughout his writing 

career. Urrea articulates: “Since my house was split down the middle between Mexican 

and American, I feel in some ways I represent the border in my own life. […]. I have 

always been fascinated by the imaginary lines between people, so I am trying to bridge 

them” (Munedouang). In this attempt to “bridge” the boundaries between people, Urrea’s 

writing emphasizes a skilled rendering of language that is often poetic, intensely 

humorous, and intimately painful by turns. The author’s focus on compassion and the 

equalizing force of human integrity works to break down the boundaries and barriers that 

divide human beings.  

Three years after his birth, the Urrea family moved from Tijuana to the Logan 

Heights barrio of San Diego, which consisted of both black and Mexican families 
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(Lomeli and Shirley 268-274). As a young boy, Urrea experienced traumas that would 

affect his later writing, including the contraction of tuberculosis and scarlet fever, 

witnessing domestic tension between his parents, and the experience of sexual abuse by 

an extended family member (Lomeli and Shirley 268-274).  These painful experiences 

would come to inform his voice as a writer, and perhaps encouraged his initial desire to 

embark on a writing career. After studying writing at the University of California at San 

Diego, Luis Alberto Urrea received his Bachelors degree in 1977. Although Urrea’s own 

personal religious leanings are not entirely clear, upon graduation he embarked on relief 

work with a Protestant missionary group, Spectrum Ministries, in Tijuana (1978); this 

experience would later serve as the basis for some of his most critically acclaimed work. 

He would continue as a relief worker on the border until 1982, when he moved to Boston 

to teach expository writing and fiction at Harvard. In 1986, Urrea left Harvard for a 

position as Associate Professor at Massachusetts Bay Community College, where he 

served until 1990. Upon receiving an MA from the University of Colorado at Boulder 

(1994), Urrea became a professor of Creative Writing at the University of Illinois at 

Chicago, where he remains today (Lomeli and Shirley 268-274; Contemporary Authors 

Online).     

Urrea’s diverse body of work crosses and blends multiple genres, with a 

distinctive and poetic voice that does not flinch from confrontation and revelation. His 

early relief work with missionaries took him to the service of impoverished people living 

on the border, in the garbage dumps of Tijuana, which would form the basis for his first 

two books, Across the Wire: Life and Hard Times on the Mexican Border (1993) and By 
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the Lake of Sleeping Children: The Secret Life of the Mexican Border (1996), which 

blend journalism and creative writing. Both texts consist of a series of short essays and 

grant witness to the lives of those he met in his relief work, highlighting both the violence 

that ensues from impoverishment and the humanity that survives it.  Nobody’s Son: Notes 

from an American Life (2002) continues the theme of border meditations, with a series of 

intimately biographical memories and reflections upon a bi-cultural childhood in Tijuana 

and California. Urrea’s next non-fiction work, The Devil’s Highway (2004), a 2005 

Pulitzer Prize finalist, marks a clear departure from the personal, first person voice of 

these previous non-fiction works. For, it is a story he neither shared nor personally 

witnessed, but rather painstakingly re-constructed from various documents, testimonies, 

interviews, and fieldwork.   The journey of 26 Mexican men who attempted to cross the 

notoriously inhospitable Sonoran desert is documented from their homeland of Veracruz, 

through the desert, and into the U.S. Throughout, Urrea counters assumptions and 

silences surrounding immigration by emphasizing motivations and economies of 

migration, as well as the human dimension of border crossings. 

Although successfully honored for his non-fiction endeavors, Urrea has been 

equally recognized for his work as a poet and essayist, short-story writer, and novelist as 

well.  The skilled crafting of language and storytelling, sharply bitter and poignant in 

equal turns, gives his writing a consistent sense of voice that carries him across the 

boundaries of genre. His fiction and poetry span the broad regions of the Southwest and 

Mexico with their varied landscapes and linguistic characteristics. As with his short-

fiction collection Six Kinds of Sky (2002), his novels, In Search of Snow (1994), The 
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Hummingbird’s Daughter (2005), and Into the Beautiful North (2009) each function to 

establish Urrea’s distinctive voice as a writer. Through his poetic sense of language and 

narrative, he turns stereotypes upside down and brings the faulted humanity of his 

characters to the forefront. Whether writing short stories or epic-like novels, his 

characters are artfully rendered and consistently engage the reader. It is not surprising 

then that Urrea’s poetry condenses the strongest elements of his writing voice into a 

powerfully evocative and intimately loaded language. His three works of poetry, Fever of 

Being (1994), Ghost Sickness (1996), and Vatos (2000) exhibit the tensions between pain 

and redemption that thrive in his work. 

Thus, the work of Luis Alberto Urrea blends and crosses disciplines and genres, 

for it is strongly rooted in a layered multiplicity of experience.  However, his writing 

features consistent themes, styles, techniques, and concerns that serve as useful keys with 

which to understand his overall body of work. Informed by a search for the poetic 

articulation of human dignity through the confrontation of conflict, loss, and struggle, 

Urrea’s work demonstrates a willingness to explore life and death, as well as trauma and 

love. These elements result in a stark yet humorous sense of black comedy; the world 

seems always somehow funny and cruel, neither fact contradicting the other. The use of 

humor balances the violence of trauma and painful recognition in his work. He has 

mused: “Most everything I write ends up being tragicomic. Even when I don't mean to, I 

often write the saddest comedies in town” (Lomeli and Shirley 268-274).  This balance is 

significant in that it allows for the revelation of daunting realities without fostering a self-

defeating sense of pity or helplessness.          



 

 208 

Perhaps the foremost aspect influencing his work is that the writer himself is a 

product of the U.S.-Mexico border; his authorial perspective is derived from a life formed 

on and by the border, and his overall body of work might be said to be a meditation on 

life lived in the borderlands. Amidst the strong political and sociological aspects of his 

writing, he does not attempt an un-biased or scientific approach, but rather seeks to give 

voice to those who have not been heard, as well as to bring the unseen into public view. 

In his book review, “A Yaqui Way of Knowledge,” Larry McCaffery posits that Urrea’s 

body of work has “collectively opened wide a window onto the lives of people whose 

imaginations and personal destinies are shaped by the imaginary line separating our two 

countries.” In this way, his writing functions as a ‘witnessing’ that is neither voyeuristic 

nor exploitative, but rather constituted by the search for grace and reconciliation through 

a reckoning with trauma. Urrea has attested:  “I am interested in the complexities of the 

human soul and the sacredness that hides in every day. I would characterize my writing 

as a form of witness and personal devotion, in that it is my spiritual practice as well as 

my art and career” (Contemporary Authors Online). In this description of writing as a 

form of seeking, witness, and spiritual practice, we might think of Gloria Anzaldúa, who 

once wrote: “My soul makes itself through the creative act” (Anzaldúa, Borderlands 73). 

Like Anzaldúa, who believed that the creative (and sometimes destructive) reckoning 

with trauma could transform living in the borderlands “from a nightmare to a numinous 

experience” (Borderlands 73), Urrea utilizes the dynamic power of language and 

revelation to engender healing.  
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For the contexts of this chapter, I focus on Urrea’s 2005 novel, The 

Hummingbird’s Daughter, which deftly demonstrates that borderlands culture and history 

does not stop at the border itself, but implicates those territories that touch the border in a 

reciprocal relationship of influence. Amazingly, Urrea spent 20 years researching and 

writing this epic-like novel documenting the life of Teresita, known as the saint of 

Cabora and “Queen of the Yaquis.”  Legendary stories of Teresita, a powerful medicine 

woman and revolutionary, were long circulated in Urrea’s family, describing her as a 

distant “aunt”; upon discovery that she was a real and documented figure in history, 

rather than myth, Urrea set out on a long quest of research and writing to tell her story. 

As an intricately descriptive narrative full of history, politics, and the miraculous, The 

Hummingbird’s Daughter tells more than the story of Teresita. Rather, it tells a story that 

is uniquely both Mexican and American, describing the Porfiriato era’s relationship with 

U.S. interests, the push towards modernization, and power struggles over indigenous land 

rights which would eventually culminate in the Mexican Revolution. Unifying these 

elements is Urrea’s engaging and masterful skill for rendering language into life. While 

scholarly treatment of this text has been lacking, book reviewers have received the book 

with positive recognition and praise. For example, Larry McCaffery notes that The 

Hummingbird’s Daughter “evoke[s] the origins of Mexican culture not by meaning but 

by music and cadence.” While it is common for critics to popularly stereotype much 

Latino writing as “magical realism,” in allusion to Gabriel Garcia-Marquez, this 

classification is inaccurate in many cases, as what is often described as “magic” stems 

from deep cultural systems of belief. This propensity on the part of critics ignores the 
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reality of powerful indigenous connections to and knowledge of the land. In this case, 

according to Urrea, the “magic” in the novel has been historically documented. His 

research has included eye-witness interviews, sorting through family documents such as 

letters, pictures, and articles relating to Teresa Urrea, and archival library work. Further, 

he has conferred with not only writers, librarians, and scholars, but also curanderas from 

the region, clergy, and shamans. (Urrea ‘Author’s Note’). Incredibly, the events in this 

‘novel’ remain remarkably faithful to those recorded in the existing non-fiction texts on 

Teresa Urrea, such as William Curry Holden’s Teresita (1978) and Paul Vanderwood’s 

God and Guns Against the Power of Government (1998).  

Historical Contexts of The Hummingbird’s Daughter  

 The Hummingbird’s Daughter is not merely a novel about a regional folk-saint. 

Rather, the narrative provides a localized, intimate portrait of what everyday life in rural, 

northwestern Mexico might have looked like during the Porfiriato years. Questions about 

Mexican national identity, indigenous land rights, and the transnational forces of 

modernization and commerce all contributed to a pivotal historical moment. These 

political questions and forces would each play their part in the momentum leading to the 

incipience of the Mexican Revolution in 1910, significantly shaping not only Mexico’s 

future as a nation, but also that of its neighbor to the north, the United States. The 

Hummingbird’s Daughter brings these issues into close consideration with a narrative 

that puts a human face on historical forces, highlighting the ways in which mounting 

political pressures intersected with spiritual epistemologies and responses. However, in 



 

 211 

order to fully understand the work that this narrative enacts, it is necessary to first 

understand the historical underpinnings.  

  General Porfirio Díaz first took presidential office in 1876. As Alan Knight 

explains in his foundational history, The Mexican Revolution, Vol. 1: Porfirians, Liberals 

and Peasants (1986), Díaz came into office after a revolt against the previous president 

(Sebastían Lerdo) regarding the ‘evils of re-election.’   However, he himself would rule 

for twenty-seven consecutive years, following an intermission in which Manuel González 

was president from 1880-1884. Knight elaborates: “Díaz secured his own re-election on 

seven occasions […]. […]. By the 1890s Díaz’ personal dictatorship was not only 

established but was clearly seen to be established” (Knight, Revolution 21). Thus, with 

the exception of González’ 4 year term, Díaz ruled from 1876 to 1911, an era known 

popularly as the ‘Porfiriato.’ This time period was marked by a number of significant 

characteristics, namely the increased focus on modernization and economic partnership 

with U.S. interests alongside the usurpation of communal landholdings and the 

displacement of indigenous peoples. Knight explains: 

The 1880s and 1890s […] witnessed a land-grab of unprecedented 

proportions, as ‘the gates were thrown open for land speculation on a huge 

scale’. [….]. Across the face of Mexico, land became a commodity, to be 

bought, traded and accumulated; land values, buoyed up by rising 

agricultural demand and prices, rose steeply; and landholdings became 

increasingly concentrated into few hands, ensuring landlessness for the 

great majority. (Knight, Revolution 95)   
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In other words, increased land values meant that previously communal landholdings 

would be turned over to a concentrated number of landholders and business interests, 

which in effect resulted in the usurpation of land and the large scale displacement of a 

peasantry and indigenous peoples.  However, while Díaz’ regime certainly created an 

accommodating environment for these conditions, we must recall the modernizing forces 

underway in the United States’ economy during this historical period. For, as it has often 

been shown, the economic conditions, and fates, of the United States and Mexico have 

been strongly intertwined. Gilbert G. González and Raul A. Fernandez (2003) remind us 

of this fact:  

While Porfirian policies forcibly removed peasants from ancestral village 

lands, it would be wrong to assume that these were policies wholly 

designed in Mexico City. Like the construction of railroads, oil 

exploration and exploitation, mining, and agricultural investments by 

foreign capital, the removal of peasants from village lands emanated from 

the integration and exploitation of Mexican natural resources into foreign, 

primarily U.S., industrial production. (35) 

Thus, as we consider the conditions of landlessness and impoverishment which 

contributed to mass Mexican migration to the United States during the Mexican 

Revolution (1910-1920), we should recall the role of U.S. economic interests in Mexico 

which helped to stimulate those conditions.  

To understand how this economic relationship between the two nations functioned 

on a local level, and to better articulate the specific contexts of Urrea’s narrative, we can 
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examine the example of the Mexican northwest, specifically Sonora, which shares a 

border with the American state of Arizona. Miguel Tinker Salas (1997) explains how 

U.S. industrialization north of the border dramatically altered structures of commerce in 

Sonora:  

After 1870, the socioeconomic integration of Arizona and Sonora 

intensified and became asymmetrical. Rather than passively await 

developments in the north, Sonoran merchants became active participants 

in the process of change. They recognized the important developments 

occurring in Arizona, especially the arrival of a railroad to the American 

territory. To compensate, Mexican business interests lessened their 

reliance on their traditional European trading partners and began 

cementing linkages with their new American suppliers. (101) 

Here, we see that development of a railroad in Arizona would enable new possibilities for 

trade, and thus political and economic relationships with U.S. suppliers, destabilizing 

previous trade relationships with Europe. In many ways, we might view the railroad as 

the ultimate signifier of modernization and the changes it incurred during the second half 

of the nineteenth century, a theme also present in María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s 1885 

novel, The Squatter and the Don.  Further, the profound change brought by the railroads 

was not unanticipated. While some Sonoran residents felt anxiety about the influence 

which a railroad would lend the United States, and feared the social changes it might 

incur, many state leaders eagerly anticipated the ‘solutions’ they hoped it would bring to 

the region, such as a new method of transport with which to confront indigenous 
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uprisings, the facilitation of commerce with U.S. interests, and the exploitation of 

Sonora’s mineral resources (Tinker Salas 127-128). Thus, in a number of ways, a certain 

complicity on the part of Mexico must be noted with regards to the eventual domination 

of U.S. interests.  

 On the national level, Mexico had initiated its own railroad projects during Benito 

Juárez’ presidency (1867-1872); however, the initial plan to construct lines between 

Mexico City and Veracruz, would be altered by Díaz, who advanced his plan of 

economic liberalism by “selling railroad concessions to large U.S. railroad companies in 

the northern states” (González and Fernandez 36-37).  Consequently, railroad lines would 

now run south to north, enabling direct access to Mexico’s mineral and agricultural 

resources. González and Fernandez assert that the U.S. held 80% of all investment 

interests in the railroad system, “By the dawn of the new century the United States 

controlled the Mexican economy,” and railroads had become “the cornerstone of the 

modernization process—initiated, designed, and constructed via foreign capital” (37). 

One of the most significant consequences of Díaz’ economic policies and the 

development of the railroad system was the aforementioned land displacement of the 

peasantry and indigenous populations. Gonzalez and Fernandez explain: 

Evidence shows that the economic spur of the railroad promoted land 

expropriation laws, under the aegis of liberal land reform, and effected the 

legalized transfer of free peasant village holdings to nearby haciendas. 

Based on the locations of recorded violent peasant rebellions contesting 

land seizures between 1880-1910, the majority of land expropriations 
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during the Díaz era occurred along or nearby planned or operating railway 

routes. (39)  

Thus, as the railroad system was developed, communal landholdings were forcefully 

transferred to local hacendados, thereby increasing their potential wealth and power. In 

this way, modernization, marked by the development of the railroad, had a direct hand in 

not only displacing the peasantry and indigenous populations, but also in strengthening 

the influence of the hacienda system. 

 This transference of land did not occur without conflict, however.  To once again 

take a localized example that speaks to the contexts at play in The Hummingbird’s 

Daughter, we might look at the expropriation of Yaqui traditional lands in the river 

valley of Sonora, which were transferred not only to hacendados, but also to politicians 

and American interests. According to Alan Knight, 400,000 hectares went to the Torres 

family, who he identifies as ‘Sonoran oligarchs,’ and 547,000 hectares were allotted to 

the Richardson Construction Company of Los Angeles (Knight, Revolution 111-112). 

Knight further explains that when Anglos and mestizos began to usurp the pueblos to 

which the Yaquis had been transferred, the Yaquis raised objection to the expropriation, 

claiming that God had given them the whole river, rather than mere ‘allotments’; here, we 

should consider that the Yaquis, like many other indigenous tribes, considered their lands 

sacred, and in some cases, such as this one, given to them by God (Knight, Revolution 

111-112). In view of this, it should not come as a surprise that guerrilla fighting ensued, 

to which the government responded with brutal campaigns of massacre, deportation, and 

removal.  Tinker Salas explains that during the 1850s and 1860s, after the failed efforts to 
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transform the Yaqui into tranquil peons, the state took a note from Spanish practices and 

“implemented campaigns to exterminate them by separating the male and female 

populations,” deporting “captured Yaqui women and children to the northern border 

districts, far from their families and traditional surroundings” (Tinker Salas 61). Indeed, 

Tinker Salas asserts that in urban areas, “abducted Yaqui children made up a great 

percentage of the household servants” (61). The atrocities committed in the name of 

modernization and the development of the nation-state would only increase as time 

progressed. By the 1900s, room was made for U.S. colonists and economic interests by 

Mexican Federals undertaking increasingly brutal methods. Knight attests: 

The Federals, newly equipped with Mausers [rifles], massacred women 

and children; Governer Izábal boasted of the tortures used to extract 

information from prisoners. Such measures were justifiable: did not the 

Yaquis flay their victims and hang them with ropes made of their own 

skin? Had they not […] forfeited any claim to membership of the human 

race? (Knight, Revolution 112)  

The conflict between the Yaquis (an indigenous group) and the Mexican state, was driven 

by political, economic, and even spiritual contexts that resulted in violence waged from 

both sides. Specifically, however, this passage reveals the ways in which the Mexican 

state effectively dehumanized the group whose resources it desired, in order to ethically 

justify a campaign of violent oppression against them.   

 The Yaquis’ spiritual claims to their traditional lands would greatly contribute to 

their resistance to expropriation. Thus, we can see how political history greatly intersects 
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with not only ethnic and cultural, but spiritual epistemologies. For this reason, it is 

important to review the religious and spiritual contexts operating in Mexico, and amongst 

indigenous groups in Northern Mexico, during the Porfiriato. According to Knight, Díaz 

(a Liberal) “displayed more appetite for power than adherence to principle and […] 

resolved to curb factionalism, to blur the liberal-conservative battle-lines, and to create a 

strong, centralised regime around his own person” (Knight, Revolution 15). Despite this 

focus on a strongly centralized government, he clearly recognized that the Catholic 

Church, which had been stripped of its land wealth and economic power after the liberal 

victory in civil wars of the 1850s and 1860s, retained its power as “a moral force, capable 

of influencing the hearts and minds of men (and even more of women)” (Knight, 

Revolucion 19). Thus, likely with the intent of keeping the Church within his realm of 

power, Díaz’ regime created a climate of relaxed tensions between the Church and state 

(19). In this move, Díaz appears to have considered the great influence which inhabitants 

of the Mexican nation attributed to God in their daily lives and decisions. Paul J. 

Vanderwood (1998) explains: “All during the second half of the nineteenth century 

Mexicans weighed doctors, technology, spirituality, priests, money, education, 

republicanism, individualism, progress—indeed the entire trajectory of their country and 

the balance of their lives between God and government […]” (59). Thus, it is clear that 

government was not the only power operating within the decision-making processes and 

epistemologies of the people.  

However, it has been a common mistake to equate the social and cultural 

investment in God with an equal investment in the institutional Church. For, despite the 
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continued adherence to spiritual practices and religious beliefs among the popular 

masses, the value of the institutional Church would certainly come under question. 

Vanderwood articulates the distinction some made between the religious institution of the 

Church and its clerics, and a belief in Christianity itself: 

In the case of religion, change forced Mexicans to contemplate the 

relevance—or, if you please, the usefulness—of religion in their lives and 

to reflect on the position and role of the official Church in the new as well 

as the old society. Power struggles between priests and civil authorities 

only amplified the stress in individual minds and caused some to become 

harshly anticlerical, though still firm Christians. (60)  

Indeed, the violent dictatorship of the Porfiriato regime, and its relationship with 

prominent figures in the institutional Church, would leave room for questioning in the 

minds of some faithful Christians. Furthermore, in the Northern reaches of Sonora, rural 

indigenous communities, in the absence of strong institutional presence, had become 

accustomed to internal structures of rule, both in terms of government and religion. 

Knight explains: 

Within Indian communities religion—a syncretic blend of Catholic and 

pre-Columbian beliefs and practices—was pervasive; there was no clear 

differentiation between sacred and secular. Political authority—when it 

emerged from within and was not imposed from without—mingled with 

religious, creating intertwined civil-religious hierarchies which served to 
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integrate the community and to provide, where permitted, a vigorous form 

of self-government, resistant to external pressures. (Revolution 7) 

Thus, it was indeed common for a group to structure its own religious practices and 

guidelines beyond the authority of the Catholic Church. For, as Vanderwood asserts, 

“Most religious thought and practice, then and now, is local, concrete, and practical (as 

opposed to official and abstract), reflecting everyday needs” (56).  

In this context, the tendency to reinterpret and refashion religious narratives and 

epistemologies can be understood as a response to the immediate needs and social 

frameworks of a particular group. Furthermore, the same held true for some rural mestizo 

communities as well, such as the Tomóchic of the Chihuahua Sierra (Knight, Revolution 

7). Vanderwood elaborates upon this example and explains why Church officials at times 

felt it necessary to negotiate defined institutional structures in ways that permitted for the 

stronghold of local religious forms: 

[The Tomóchic] generally understood Christian doctrines but reworked 

them to correspond with their own necessities […]. The official Church 

(though certainly not all priests) has traditionally been suspicious of local 

religion, especially in the ways that it subverts what the Church sees as its 

sole authority to perform sacred rituals and to interpret the Word of God, 

but that has rarely influenced the practice of local religion, especially in 

those locales where there are no, or only sporadic or lukewarm, purveyors 

of official dogma […]. This difference of opinion may be seen as a power 
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struggle, or at least an ongoing dialogue, but when the official Church 

pushes its case too forcefully, it risks repercussions, even rejection. (56)  

Herein is described a situation which relates not only to the Tomóchic, but to the 

outgrowth and practice of local, or ‘folk,’ religion in general. The existence of such 

‘dialogues’ of negotiation between the local populace and institutional Church should 

serve to remind us that 1) the positions of the institutional Church do not always 

necessarily stand in for the positions and beliefs of the faithful, and 2) local populaces 

possess the ability to act as creative agents in the enactment of religion, and even 

influence the character of the Church on a local level.  

 Curanderismo, a system of Mexican folk healing that integrates ancient 

indigenous and Catholic aspects, and the belief in folk-saints (un-canonized by the offical 

Church) represent two examples of how spirituality can operate on a local level outside 

the contexts of official doctrine and in response to political conditions. When placed in 

the specific contexts of Northern Sonora during the Porfiriato era, the persistence of local 

healing methods of curanderismo as well as the occurrence of wide-spread devotion to 

folk saints, such as Teresa Urrea, can be understood as powerful cultural and spiritual 

responses to state violence.  As Yolanda Broyles-González (2002) states:  

The indigenous American tradition of grassroots popular miraculous 

narrative […] constitutes a significant contra-decir (contradiction, 

counter-discourse, and counter-memory) in the life of the oppressed. The 

miraculous utopian space is a form of collective self-affirming protest that 
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extracts some freedom from—and preserves the memory of freedom 

within—the hardships of everyday life. (120)  

  It is in this context of self-affirmation and ‘contra-decir’ in the everyday lives of 

indigenous and mestizo peoples that the next section takes close examination of Luis 

Alberto Urrea’s The Hummingbird’s Daughter.  

The Hummingbird’s Daughter: “All These Women, Mothers of God” 

At its core, The Hummingbird’s Daughter is a tale of northward migration and the 

forces which drive it. Thus, while the central action of the text occurs on a rancho in the 

Cabora region of Sonora, the narrative opens on a different rancho, in Sinaloa, the state 

just south of Sonora. On the Santana rancho, near the town of Ocoroni, we find Cayetana 

Chávez, a young girl of fourteen about to ‘give light’ to a baby. Nicknamed ‘Semalú,’ or 

the Hummingbird, Cayetana is one of ‘the People,’ an assemblage of indigenous and 

mestizo peoples, made up of Ocoronis, Pimas, a few Yaquis, Guasaves, Mayos, and 

Tehuecos. As one of the People, who live and work on the rancho Santana, young 

Cayetana is about to give birth to a baby fathered by the master of the rancho, Tomás 

Urrea. Tomás, a tall man whose green eyes and ‘tawny’ hair reflect the ‘Visogoth’ 

inheritance of his Spanish forebears, is married to Loreto Urrea (one of his own relatives, 

in the tradition of elite landed families) but engages in frequent extra-marital relations 

with the young women over whom he presides. Vanderwood explains that this was not an 

unusual occurrence: “Well-off ranchers, often with pretensions of ethnic superiority, 

frequently fathered children among their workers. Whether or not they acknowledged and 

cared for their offspring is another issue” (164). We might recall Jovita González and 
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Margaret Eimer’s Caballero: A Historical Romance (1996), in which the hacendado Don 

Santiago’s hyper-masculine son, Alvaro, similarly uses the young female peones in his 

father’s household.  

Tomás Urrea’s sexual exploits with the young Cayetana would yield a daughter, 

Niña García Nona María Rebecca Chávez, a name that would later be replaced simply by 

‘Teresa,’ with ‘Urrea’ tacked on the end upon the revelation of her father’s identity. This 

Teresa Urrea is based on the real historical person of the same name, and whose actual 

life is closely mirrored by the narrative. In Teresita (1978), an intensely researched 

account of the life and career of Teresa Urrea (healer and ‘folk-saint’), William Curry 

Holden explains:  

She was the natural daughter of Don Tomás Urrea and an Indian girl. She 

possessed ‘God-given powers’ for curing all kinds of illnesses. People had 

flocked to Cabora by the thousands from all parts of Mexico in an 

immense wave of mass hysteria created by the ‘miracles’ she had been 

seen to perform. Porfirio Díaz, alarmed that some of his political enemies 

might exploit this emotional upheaval and overthrow his dictatorship, had 

sent a full battalion of the Mexican army to arrest Teresita and conduct her 

to the international border at Nogales. He had forbade her to return under 

the penalty of being shot. All this had happened in 1892 […]. (xiii-xiv)  

The events in Holden’s historical account, the result of interviews with over one hundred 

relatives and friends of the Urrea family, the collection and review of letters, 

photographs, legal papers, newspaper clippings, and articles relating to Teresa Urrea, is 
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faithfully reflected in Luis Alberto Urrea’s narrative (Holden xv-xvi). However, as Urrea 

unfolds his narrative, he manages to tell many other stories as well, about life during the 

Porfiriato and the political pressures that would push Mexican migration northward, into 

“the great, dark unknown” of the United States. As mentioned in the previous section, in 

order to understand that migratory push northward, we must turn first to the forces of 

modernization that would intertwine the fates of both nations.  

Urrea opens his text with a description of the People who inhabited the rancho 

Santana in Sinaloa:  

On the big Santana rancho, the People had never seen paved streets, 

streetlamps, a trolley, or a ship. Steps were an innovation that seemed an 

occult work, stairways were the wicked cousins of ladders, and greatly to 

be avoided. Even the streets of Ocoroni, trod on certain Sundays when the 

People formed a long parade and left the safety of the hacienda to attend 

Mass, were dirt, or cobbled, not paved. (3)  

Here, we see the description of a community unfamiliar with the technologies which 

more urban, developed, areas were accustomed to. Here, even steps and stairways were 

received with suspicion, or believed to be related to the occult. We are reminded of Nash 

Candelaria’s Leonor’s Park (1991), whose terror-stricken Magdalena, a wealthy 

Nuevomexicana of the 1920s, believes that ghosts might indeed function through the 

telephone, a ‘wicked machine’ (N. Candelaria 103). In such scenes, a certain trepidation 

about the unknown power of technological modernizations is articulated, while in other 

cases, the unknown and untapped, power of technology becomes a source of curiosity. 
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Tomás Urrea’s friend, Don Lauro Aguirre (also a historical figure), a well-educated 

engineer in charge of creating dams and establishing running water on the rancho, “had a 

nagging suspicion that electricity, this occult force, and magnetism, certainly a force of 

spirit, could be used to locate, and even affect, the human soul” (Urrea 5). Again, the 

anticipation of technologies that would greatly alter daily life is paired with speculation 

about its intimate relationship to the occult, and the spiritual world. In comparison, Urrea 

places the rural local in relation to the global and the urban. Regarding the year 1880, the 

narrator informs us what is happening in the world outside the rancho: 

Thomas Edison had been experimenting with long-burning filaments. 

Wabash, Indiana, had recently become the first city entirely lit with 

electric lamps. Within a year, New York City would follow. George 

Eastman had patented the first roll of film. The Irish gave the world the 

word boycott. France took Tahiti. Singer sold 539,000 sewing machines to 

replace its older models […]. Alexander Graham Bell placed the first 

telephone call. (Urrea 139)  

Instead of isolating the narrative landscape in which the story takes place, Urrea provides 

readers historical and global contexts with which to understand the events of the 

narrative, and the temporal universe it inhabits. The above passage emphasizes the 

developments of technologies, imperialism, and social currents in movement across the 

globe.  

As noted earlier, railroads have functioned as the cornerstone of modernization. 

Towards the end of the narrative, when Teresita and her father are condemned to exile in 



 

 225 

the United States by Porfirio Díaz, they witness a train for the first time. It is the train that 

will take them across the border. Urrea writes: “Teresita had never seen a train, but she 

knew what it was when she saw it. […] She was excited to see the great machine 

stretched out before the station like a grand serpent” (473). The train is represented as a 

new, exciting technology that signals a particular historical achievement. But more 

interestingly, is its comparison to ‘a grand serpent,’ as the serpent functions as a sacred 

symbol in indigenous spirituality and knowledge. In Borderlands/La Frontera: The New 

Mestiza (1987), Gloria Anzaldúa wrote:  

In pre-Columbian America the most notable symbol was the serpent. The 

Olmecs associated womanhood with the Serpent’s mouth which was 

guarded by rows of dangerous teeth, a sort of vagina dentate. They 

considered it the most sacred place on earth, a place of refuge, the creative 

womb from which all things were born and to which all things returned. 

[…]. The destiny of humankind is to be devoured by the Serpent. (34) 

With this contextualization of the serpentine symbol as signifying both creation and 

destruction, we can reevaluate the possible connotations at hand in comparing the train to 

a serpent. The train can be understood as signaling a creative moment in time, a time in 

which new things would be born and old things would be destroyed. Certainly, 

modernization can be accurately described in such a way; the glimmering possibilities of 

a new age are balanced alongside the inevitable destruction and transformation of the 

previous, or current, one. In this sense, the train is a living, pulsing force of history; as the 

narrator comments, “In the distance, the locomotive chugged like a vast heart” (Urrea 
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475). The train is depicted as life force, something living on its own volition, and 

powering the functions of modernization.  However, as significant as technological 

changes would be, questions of an ambiguous Mexicanidad would be equally significant. 

Teresita finds herself amidst a community struggling with questions emerging 

from change in the larger social and political world. Such questions figured not only as 

the result of the economic changes and repression of the Diaz regime, but from the 

ongoing struggle over the question of mexicanidad.  On the Urrea rancho in Sinaloa, 

Tomás Urrea, white patrón, rules over indigenous and mestizo peoples whose land has 

become his through the Spanish crown. As Tomás takes sexual advantage of his power, 

seducing the young indigenous women on his rancho, he plays his own role in the 

complicated, hierarchal and patriarchal forging of a mestizo Mexico. Mexican national 

identity and the Mexican nation itself was still in formation, and, as Urrea writes: “All 

Mexican dreamed the same dream. They dreamed of being Mexican. There was no 

greater mystery” (8).  Urrea paints a picture of a nation that was as yet beyond the 

imagination or comprehension of most of its people, who stood between the past and the 

future, faced with the question of who they had been and who they would be, as cities, 

railroads, and trains arose around them: 

Afraid, after the Conquest and the Inquisition, of their own brown 

wrappers, they colored their faces with powder, covered their skins in 

perfumes and European silks and American habits. […]. They attempted 

to choke the gods with New York pantaloons, Parisian petticoats. But still 

the banished spirits whispered from corners and basements. (9) 
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In their attempts to become ‘Mexican,’ elites took on the goods and habits of other 

countries such as America and France, a country whose forces occupied Mexico from 

1863-1867. Still, they could not discover themselves in these foreign adornments, but 

rather only mask themselves in protections of ‘whiteness.’ They remained haunted by the 

past, the greatness of the history which they themselves were attempting to disassemble, 

to choke, to exile. Amidst the petticoats of the aristocrats (such as Loreto, Tomás’ wife) 

and the whispering of banished spirits, live the People, amongst whom Teresita is born. 

Like so many others, they struggle to make sense of a world in which a Catholic God and 

those lurking spirits co-exist. Urrea muses: 

The Flayed One, Xipe Totec, shivering cold because priests no longer 

skinned sacrifices alive and danced in their flesh to bring forth the harvest. 

Tonántzin, goddess of Tepeyac, chased from her summit by the very 

Mother of God, the Virgen de Guadalupe. […]. Other Old Ones hid 

behind statues in the cathedrals that the Spaniards had built with the stones 

of their shattered temples. The smell of sacrificial blood and copal seeped 

out from between the stones to mix with incense and candles. Death is 

alive, they whispered. Death lives inside life […].Yesterday is within 

today. Yesterday never dies. Mexico. Mexico. (10) 

This passage poetically articulates a process of ambiguous spiritual and religious 

transition. The old priests and gods have been abandoned or replaced. The temples have 

been shattered only to build cathedrals with their stones in an ultimate gesture of spiritual 

conquest. Yet, Urrea’s words attest to the persistence of the past, as it forcefully inserts 
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itself alongside the present. The past continues. The gods have not been vanquished 

entirely, but rather lurk behind corners, refusing to be dismissed. This death is a living 

one, in which old Gods can exist within the new, just as the Aztec goddess Tonántzin 

exists within the Virgen de Guadalupe. This syncretic process of negotiation, not 

pantaloons or petticoats, would form the foundation of mexicanidad.  

The meaning of nationhood would be attended by endemic patterns of sexual 

violence, government corruption, religious persecution, and local wars between 

indigenous groups, ranchers, and banditos. Teresita, a young mestiza caught in the middle 

of this complex web, must learn the knowledge that can heal the wounded in her 

community. In order to do so, she must serve as apprentice to the curandera, Huila, who 

takes her under her wing when she is abandoned by her mother and mistreated by her 

aunt. “The masters called her María Sonora, but the People knew she was Huila, the 

Skinny Woman, their midwife and healer. […]. She lived in a room behind the patrón’s 

kitchen, from which Tomás believed she directed the domestic staff, but from which the 

People believed she commanded the spirits” (15). Here, we see that Huila exists between 

two different interpretations of her identity. She is literally a different person to the two 

sides. The People hold her in reverence, not because she works in the master’s house, but 

because she is perceived as holding a direct connection to the spirit world. Meanwhile, 

Tomás and his household view her as a servant, although they afford her some respect.  

However, what is significant is Huila’s ability to reconcile her divergent 

identities. “As María Sonora, she prayed to Dios; as Huila, she prayed to Lios. Dios had 

doves and lambs, and Lios had deer and hummingbirds. It was all the same to Huila” 
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(16). For Huila, the different interpretations afforded to her personality as well as that of 

the gods seem to be irrelevant, for she views them as in reference to the same stable 

center.  Broyles-González’ theorization offers some insight to understanding this 

scenario. In revisiting the experiences of her Yaqui grandmother, she suggests that all 

tribal peoples “adopted the survival and protection skills of chameleons,” learning the 

“art of disimulo: shielding and camouflaging the indigenous ways within the hide-and-

seek of the new nation’s mexicanidad,” for, as she asserts, “Nation formation has always 

meant forced incorporation” (Broyles-González 121). In this light, we might read Huila’s 

acceptance of multiple identities, and multiple names for the gods as a survival strategy 

to successfully navigate the forces of national change, while retaining her beliefs.  

What is also interesting in the above passage by Urrea is the connection that is 

described between the respective gods and the animal world, a connection illustrating the 

significance of the natural world in indigenous spiritual epistemologies, and the ways in 

which that significance is retained alongside a Christian ethic. An examination of the 

sacred objects upon Huila’s altar provides a point of example:  “A picture of the Virgen 

de Gudadalupe stood on the altar, and a tall wooden crucifix. Stones, shells, a few 

bundles of sage and incense grass, and a paper-wasps’ nest. Small figures of Huila’s 

saints stood on either side of the cross. […]. To one side of the altar stood a lone glass of 

water” (Urrea 81).  In this description of Huila’s altar, recognizable Catholic objects, 

such as saints and the crucifix, are laid alongside indigenous religious objects from 

nature, and the water symbolizes the ‘soul cleansed of sins.’ Her altar can be read as a 

metaphor for the functioning of syncretism. However, an important aspect to 
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understanding the successful syncretism of Catholicism and indigenous religions is the 

fact that “many Euro-Catholic concepts were easily assimilable into preexisting 

indigenous terms and ideas” (Broyles-González 125).  For example, Broyles-González 

explains the compatible meanings and connotations at stake in various symbols and 

icons: 

The sacred cross symbol predates colonization; indigenous peoples thus 

appropriated the cross of Christ and reinterpreted it by merging it with 

what has for thousands of years been called the World Tree (El Arbol de la 

Vida or Yax che’il Kab), the pivot of the universe and the power of the 

four directions. What some might superficially read as Christian piety is 

also a declaration of indigenous culture. Similarly, the concept of 

immaculate conception or virgin birth was widespread in the native 

Americas […]. (125) 

Thus, even the sacred objects on Huila’s altar which seem to signify quintessentially 

Christian meanings, such as the crucifix, can also refer to indigenous spiritual systems. 

Thus, those systems are not replaced, but rather take on an additional interpretation.  

However, what should we make of those objects which are clearly not Christian, such as 

the stones, shells, and wasps nest? Rather than viewing these as random objects holding a 

general reverence for ‘mother earth,’ it is important to attempt to understand the ways in 

which objects might hold significant knowledge for a folk healer, such as Huila or her 

apprentice, Teresita. 
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When Teresita decides to take up the calling to ‘ease suffering,’ Huila begins 

teaching her the cures and wisdom she has attained. However, she warns Teresita: “Never 

teach a Yori [white person] all the things I am going to teach you. They have stolen 

enough from us. Don’t give them our souls” (Urrea 98). Here, Huila denotes the danger 

in revealing too much knowledge to a white person (an outsider), who may use their own 

knowledge against them. For, the whites have already ‘stolen too much.’ The knowledge 

must be kept within the community, for the power that comes from that knowledge is the 

key to their souls. Significantly, this power is rooted in their acknowledgement of a 

connection to the earth. Huila proclaims: “Our power comes from the earth […], Itom 

Achai [our Father/ the Sun] sends us life through the ground. Look at the plants! Why do 

they have roots? Do they have roots in the air? […]. Step inside the earth. Feel yourself 

standing inside it. Once you connect with the earth, nothing can move you” (268). Here, 

Huila is trying to teach Teresita about the power the earth holds, and which she may 

access if she connects to it.  

 However, understanding one’s earth connection is not general but rather 

environmentally specific. For example, when the People find themselves on a new 

rancho, Huila must re-learn and re-orient herself to the new landscape. Due to possible 

political repercussions for supporting a gubernatorial candidate running against Díaz’ 

man, Tomás (who does not respect Díaz but nevertheless fears the force of his power) is 

forced to shift his operations from the Santana rancho in Sinaloa to the Cabora rancho in 

Sonora. Huila begins studying the land, and adding sacred objects collected from the 

desert to her altar.  She recognizes medicine and magic in the local rattlesnakes and even 
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an animal skull. Believing that the animal skulls are sacred, and “perhaps the true spirits 

of this land,” she studies a skull and makes efforts “to orchestrate some agreement with 

it” (197). Here, we see not only a general reverence for the land and the life upon it, but a 

belief that the landscape contains a healing medicine to be discovered. In other words, 

she believes that if she is able to understand the life that lives upon the land, she will fare 

better in understanding her environment, which will make her a better healer and better 

able to help her people survive in their new home. In this new environment, Huila tells 

Teresita that they must find her a new teacher. “This is a different land, child. A different 

angel watches these deserts. We must find the teacher of these lands” (205). Here, we see 

the importance of being in harmony with one’s environment in order to be a healer. One 

must know the history and life of the land. This is why Huila has been studying the 

animal skulls and attempting to ‘reach some kind of agreement.’ There is a spirit in the 

landscape with which she must bring herself into harmony. 

The relationship between gender and native spirituality is another significant 

aspect at work in the text. Broyles-González has argued that indigenous women have 

“steadfastly served as the unacknowledged high priests and healers of our working 

communities under siege” (117). Others, such as Jeannette Rodríguez, have corresponded 

to this point of view, in the context of Latina women in general. Rodríguez states that 

Latinas have served as “the foundation of the family, pillars of our communities, 

preservers of our culture, and transmitters of the faith” and are thus “particularly suited to 

lead their communities forward” (Rodríguez, “Activists” 114). These assertions of 

women’s historical and persistent roles as ‘transmitters’ of faith suggest a strong 
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connection between women and spirituality, amidst indigenous and mestizo cultures of 

the Americas. The Hummingbird’s Daughter articulates this connection as related to 

women’s connection to the moon-cycles shared between women and the earth. Urrea 

writes: 

Huila’s moon blood was long gone. But she could feel the blood coming 

on in the girl [Teresita], the blood and all its power, coming down through 

the girl the way floods came down the arroyo. […]. The girls’ lights grew 

brighter. Their breaths carried scents like distant flowers. Blue, copper, 

fire colors flew above their heads, and some of them bent the world 

around them as they walked. It was like looking through a curved glass. 

Butterflies and hummingbirds, even bees, knew when a girl was coming 

into her holy days. (198)  

This passage draws a connection between female menstruation and a powerful tie to the 

universe. Menstruation is referred to here as ‘holy days,’ implying that there is something 

sacred about menstruation, placing a woman in harmony with the universe’s power. The 

functions of the earth are mimicked within her, and there is a cognizance on the part of 

nature itself about this power. Here, Urrea’s words denote a positive connotation 

regarding the ‘moon blood’ of women. However, Gloria Anzaldúa has described the 

personal pain resulting from the contemporary culture of shame and silence surrounding 

female sexuality and the body, including menstruation: 

She felt shame […]. The bleeding distanced her from others. Her body 

betrayed her. She could not trust her instincts, her ‘horses,’ because they 
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stood for her core self, her dark Indian self. La consentida, la rancherita 

que se avergonzaba de su cuerpo tried not to show her pain but the kids 

could read her face. (Anzaldúa, Borderlands 43) 

Here is articulated the suffering which results from the bodily disconnection from self, 

encouraged through cultural shame, and the de-centering of instincts. Like the bees and 

hummingbirds from the previous passage, ‘the kids’ can read the signs of a young girl’s 

‘moon-time,’ but rather than bringing her power, it distances her from others.  

 Urrea’s narrative attempts to undo this kind of shame, and reassert not only the 

female connection to life and birth, but also the wonder of being equipped to survive the 

pain of it. That Urrea, a male author writing in 2006, is invested in this kind of work 

marks the great influence of Chicana feminist writing, such as that by Anzaldúa, upon not 

only other Chicanas, but upon all those, men and women, who wrote after them. I would 

argue that Urrea is a prime example of the ways in which Chicana feminist thought 

altered the objectives and concerns of many male writers. Further illustrating this point, 

we might turn to Teresita’s training as a partera, or midwife, through which she learns 

about the mysteries of life as they are materialized in the everyday. The narrator states: 

Kneeling there behind Huila, Teresita learned all she needed to know of 

pain and wonder. […]. She learned the truth about the Mystery. She 

learned that miracles are bloody and sometimes come with mud sticking to 

them. She learned that women were braver than men. Braver and stronger. 

She learned that she herself could one day stretch open wide as a window, 

and it would not kill her. (Urrea 272)  
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Here, Teresita learns that the miraculous is indeed very much connected to material 

existence; it is bloody and painful and remarkably real. This witnessing to suffering 

reveals the true strength of the women around her. Teresita tells the infants that their job 

is to survive, and the meaning of her words speaks to the plight of survival in a harsh 

environment. Birth is not the only miracle, but so is survival. It is in this context that 

Huila proclaims the ‘holiness’ of everyday women, in ready defiance of any God who 

might deny this recognition. Walking amongst the workers’ shacks on the rancho, Huila 

surveys the scene, and the many kinds of women in her midst:    

All these women, Huila thought: Mothers of God. These skinny, these 

dirty and toothless, these pregnant and shoeless. These with an issue of 

blood, and these with unsuckled breasts and children cold in the grave. 

These old forgotten ones too weak to work. These fat ones who milked all 

day. These twisted ones tied to their pallets, these barren ones, these 

married ones, these abandoned ones, these whores, these hungry ones, 

these thieves, these drunks, these mestizas, these lovers of other women, 

these Indians, and these littlest ones who faced unknowable tomorrows. 

Mothers of God. If it was a sin to think so, she would face God and ask 

Him why. (Urrea 92)  

In this passage, Huila asserts these ordinary women as extraordinary for their ability to 

survive amongst hardship and the precarious conditions of the rancho, where they faced 

‘unknowable tomorrows.’ Through Huila’s pronouncement, they are deified as creative, 

powerful, sacred, for God comes through these ‘Mothers of God.’ Huila, a curandera, is 
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willing to contest the Church’s patriarchy as she insists upon the holiness of women. And 

yet, it is significant to note that Manuelito, the curandero who teaches Teresita about the 

Sonoran plants and their cures, tells her that she is both man and woman. “We are all a 

mix of each. Power starts when you strike the proper balance” (216). In other words, 

Manuelito suggests a direct relationship between power and balance; one must acquire 

balance, such as balance in order to find power. His statement that she is part man, as 

well as woman, means that we must find the balance between our masculine and 

feminine energy in order to achieve true power. 

Teresita learns that her grandmother also had ‘the gift’ of birthing and working of 

the plants’ when Huila reveals: “Your grandfather was Catholic, and your grandmother 

followed the old ways. She was Mayo, and her own mother was Yaqui. Your grandfather 

was Tehueco, and the soldiers put him in a tree before you came” (Urrea 70). This 

revelation attests to not only the intermarriage between indigenous groups and religions, 

but more dramatically, it chronicles the state violence marking her familial history. 

Broyles-González remarks on how such violence often even altered family lines: “[…] 

Incessant raids by Mexican or U.S. soldiers reconfigured indigenous family lines and ties 

on a daily basis. Your changing family unit consisted of those who survived the last 

genocidal raid with you. Your children were whatever children you managed to grab and 

run with” (121). Other state abuses included the forced removal of peasants, as well as 

Yaqui and Mayos, from their homelands in order to “make room for land speculators and 

railroad builders,” after which they were often sent to henequen plantations, where they 
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worked as ‘virtual slaves’ (González and Fernandez 40; Broyles-González 119).65 

Teresa’s personal family history is expounded upon by the narrator, early in the text, as 

part of Cayetana’s (Teresa’s mother) narrative:  

Her poor cousin. He had shot himself in the head. Her mother and father 

were dead, shot down in an army raid in Tehueco lands. Her aunt and 

uncle had been hanged in a grove of mango trees by soldiers that mistook 

them for fleeing Yaquis near El Júpare. The men were strung up with their 

pants around their ankles. Both men and women hung naked as fruit. 

Some of the Mexicans had collected scalps. She sighed. Aside from her 

sister, she was alone in the world. (Urrea 11)  

This excerpt illustrates the violence committed against indigenous peoples during the 

Porfiriato, but also denotes the personal effects which these violences bore out on 

individuals’ lives. The orphaning of children must have been a common occurrence, yet 

we seldom imagine our political histories in these contexts, as our popular narratives of 

American and Mexican history tend to avoid, and even silence, indigenous perspectives. 

Thus, Urrea’s narrative works to excavate the hidden traumas of history, and make them 

personal.  

As we are confronted with the image of men and women hanging ‘naked as fruit’ 

from trees, we might think of Billy Holiday’s haunting song, “Strange Fruit,” with its 

reminder of “black bodies swingin’/ in the southern breeze/ strange fruit hangin’/ from 

                                                 
65 Broyles-González adds: “The Mexican government shipped [Yaquis and Mayos] to the henequen 

plantations of Yucatán for fifty pesos a head” (119).  
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the poplar trees.” The visitation of such traumas through the expressive arts functions to 

confront us with what is too often ‘unspeakable,’ unspoken, and forgotten. Anzaldúa’s 

poem, “We Call Them Greasers” does similar work, as she inhabits the narrative voice of 

an Anglo colonizer, heartlessly remembering his terrorization of Mexicans on the Texas-

Mexican border in order to acquire their lands. After raping a woman, and forcing her 

partner to watch, tied to a mesquite tree, he reflects: “Afterwards I sat on her face until/ 

her arms stopped flailing/ didn’t want to waste a bullet on her. / The boys wouldn’t look 

me in the eyes. / I walked up to where I had tied her man to the tree/ and spat in his face. 

Lynch him, I told the boys” (Anzaldúa, Borderlands 134-135). Anzaldúa’s willingness to 

imagine and depict the violent rape and lynching of colonization functions in the same 

manner of Urrea and Holiday’s willingness to conjure scenes of lynching. For, each 

instance serves not as some voyeuristic historical sadism, but rather as a profound form 

of ‘witnessing’ which recalls and recognizes those lives which history has chosen to 

erase.     

 In Urrea’s narrative, these violences also take on religious connotations. As the 

narrator recalls the story of a massacre at Bácum, it is explained that while there had been 

other massacres, this one was particularly heinous and lives on in the local memory of the 

People. Urrea writes:  

The soldiers at Bácum had rounded up the townsfolk at gunpoint. They’d 

kicked the People, shoved them. The church doors were open, and the 

People trusted Christ, so they went in, thinking they had been offered 

refuge. The soldiers made strange jokes: ‘Praise Jesus,’ one said. […]. 
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[…] the soldiers slammed the doors and nailed them shut and the people 

within began crying out as they realized their fate and buckets of burning 

pitch were flung into the shattered windows and the cries rose to insane 

shrieks and frantic pounding as the 450 bodies within ignited. (44) 

Exploiting the religious trust of the victims, the soldiers prey on the faith of the People in 

order to lure them into a Church, where the soldiers can more easily contain them. The 

humanity of the victims is clearly disregarded as the soldiers ignore their ‘shrieks’ and 

appeals for mercy. With the circulation and remembrance of these stories, local children 

come to fear white people, for the danger they seem to hold. “The devil, children said, 

was a gringo (Urrea 266). Here, we might turn to José E. Limón’s suggestion that amidst 

‘capitalist race domination,’ “folklore can, in its most disguised and symbolic form, 

speak critically to such domination” (Limón, Dancing 185). In this sense, then, the 

children’s narrative description of ‘the devil as gringo’ can be understood as a critique of 

the racialized violence of the soldiers. Indeed, the soldiers’ violence does function as 

‘capitalist race domination,’ for it serves to displace the indigenous and peasant classes 

from their lands to make way for foreign business interests in the modernization of 

Mexico. Thus, the children’s circulation of this oral folklore of ‘the devil as gringo’ 

functions in two ways. Firstly, it serves as a form of historical remembrance, an utterance 

of the social and psychological scars left by state violence, massacre, and 

dehumanization. Secondly, the narrative functions to not only remember violence, but to 

name it as such (if we view the devil as the ultimate violator), and to reject their own 
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dehumanization by questioning the humanity of the ‘gringo.’ For, in the children’s view, 

who could commit such violence but the devil himself?    

However, ‘gringos’ are not the only ones imagined as devils. When Tomás first 

arrives to the rancho at Cabora, he finds that it has been raided and burned. He is told that 

it was Yaquis who committed the raid and they are described to him as animalistic, 

inhuman, and evil: “Llegaron con el amanecer, gritando como diablos. No montaban 

caballos. Vinieron corriendo, a pie, brincando como venados, volando come buitres” 

(Urrea 157). Here, the Yaquis are compared to screaming devils, jumping deer, and 

flying vultures. Thus, when this description of Yaquis as devils is read against the 

previous narrative of ‘the devil as gringo,’ we see that violence and destruction, when 

committed by one group upon another, is remembered and marked as inhuman and evil, 

regardless of the direction of violence. In other words, where violence is committed, 

humanity is called into question, and the folkloric figure of the devil is conjured in social 

imagination and discourse. However, when Tomás (against the advice of others) visits the 

Yaquis who burned his ranch, he learns that their raid, unlike the violence of the soldiers, 

was driven by starvation, displacement, and fear wrought by state-violence. Upon 

arriving to the Yaquis’ settlement, Tomás speaks with the cacique, who wears a cross and 

speaks Spanish, marking the presence of a cultural and religious syncretism amongst the 

group. The Yaquis tell him of the violence which has befallen them from the white men: 

Of the destruction of their homelands, of the Yori [white] invasions and 

the starvation that twisted their children and weakened their old ones, of 

the massacres and hangings, the tortures and assaults. Of whole villages 
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emptied by Mexican troops, of families marched into the sea, of children 

pierced by tree branches and left to rot, fed to sharks, trampled by horses. 

Of scalps collected from lone wanderers and sold to the state for bounty. 

Of fear. (Urrea 185) 

As Tomás learns of the extreme violences committed upon the Yaquis, he is able to better 

understand the violences which they in turn have committed against his ranch, out of 

hunger and desperation. In other words, it is the act of listening to the stories of ‘his 

enemies’ which enables his understanding of their violence, and it is the act of telling 

which allows the Yaquis to assert their own humanity.  As patrón of Cabora, Tomás 

decides to negotiate an agreement with the Yaquis; in exchange for their protection of 

Cabora, he will give them a ten percent ‘tithe.’ Inspired by the Catholic Church’s 

recommendation of giving ten percent of one’s earnings to the poor, Tomás (who is not 

religious) pledges ten percent of his ranch’s harvest and livestock to the Yaquis. Further, 

he offers them refuge, as he states: “[…] The grounds of the Urrea ranches will always 

serve as refuge to you. […]. You will protect us from Indian attacks, and we will protect 

you from soldiers” (Urrea 187). While this agreement with the Yaquis is certainly 

strategic, driven as much or possibly more by self-interest than compassion, it was first 

the act of listening which enabled the possibility for negotiation. When he returns to 

Cabora, he brings several Yaqui delegates with him to ‘make their case’ to the People at 

the ranch, who have been terrified by the destruction of the raid. After some discussion, 

the People are shown a visual testimony to the violence which the Yaquis themselves 

have suffered. A Yaqui woman named Chepa is called forth, and her hair is lifted away 
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from her head to reveal that both of her ears have been severed by white men. “Under her 

hair were ghastly stumps, ragged and white” (187). This exhibition of Chepa’s wounded 

body is not for the titillation of the viewers, but rather for effective communication of 

trauma suffered. With this revelation complete, the delegates depart from Cabora, sure 

that their ‘case’ has been made. In some sense, Urrea’s text functions in a similar manner, 

lifting away from the face of history that which conceals, revealing violences too often 

hidden, and invoking stories too often silenced. As with Chepa’s wounds, this revelation 

of violence is not for the ‘excitement’ or titillation of readers, but rather seeks an often 

uncomfortable reckoning with what has passed, in the interest of healing and 

reconciliation in the present.  

As the narrative progresses, Teresita finds that she has a special ‘don’ or ‘God-

given gift’ to ease the pain of others by laying her hands upon them. She claims that God 

has ‘spoken’ to her and after which, she becomes very popular with the local women 

giving birth. As she gradually begins to replace the aging Huila as curandera of Cabora, 

she amasses a strong reputation for her talents. However, a brutal attack by one of the 

ranch-hands, Millán, sends Teresita into a catatonic-like state. After she is pronounced 

dead and her body is prepared for funeral, she is suddenly ‘resurrected,’ to the extreme 

fright of all those around her. She claims to have met the Virgin and Itom Achai (God) in 

Heaven, before she was sent back to earth to complete her work. Soon after her 

miraculous return, she predicts the death of Huila, which does indeed occur. She also 

predicts the arrival of pilgrims, who begin to descend upon the ranch in order to see the 

‘living dead girl,’ in hopes of receiving a blessing or healing.  The mass influx of 
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pilgrims, come to see ‘La Santa de Cabora’ swells until around 10, 000 people inhabit the 

rancho. The following passage depicts their journey: 

They carried their dying and their dead, pulled travois with withered old 

women thrusting their bone-knob knees at the sky. They dragged sacks 

with bloated infants caught in the burlap like wounded seals. They bound 

their green stinking limbs in banana leaves, in foul bandages, in hemp 

ropes, tied their crushed arms to their sides, made slings of old clothing 

and aprons. They bound their split feet together and hobbled. They packed 

herbs in dank eyeholes where they had been shot or stabbed, where wire 

had sliced their eyeballs and infection and worms had destroyed their 

sight. Their brown and red gums dripped blood when they spoke her 

name. They left blood and bandages, pus and teeth, abandoned dead and 

feces all along the trails and roads that led to Cabora, snaky lines in the 

dirt, where a thousand feet hurried and crept, marching tirelessly to be 

near Teresita. (Urrea 352) 

This passage chronicles the violence of the pilgrims’ suffering, their bodily affliction, and 

how it marked the land. This pilgrimage of wounded people, this pilgrimage of suffering, 

is the result of the political and social conditions of the Porfiriato, and the search for 

healing. The trail the pilgrims leave is bloody, but they move forward with hopefulness, 

hope that the one they call the ‘Saint of Cabora’ will be able to heal them. For, as José E. 

Limón has argued, it is curanderas who “daily and relatively uncharismatically engage 

with late capitalism’s baleful effects on the mexicano body politic” and “they carry out 
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this struggle materially sited on the body” (Limón, Dancing 202). Thus, it is the ‘baleful 

effects’ of Porfirio Díaz’ social and economic policies that has violently marked the 

bodies of the pilgrims, who in turn mark the land with their suffering, as they make their 

way to Teresita. Paul Vanderwood explains that in the case of the actual historical figure 

of Teresa Urrea, masses of people did indeed flock to her. However, it should be 

understood that it was not her power they sought, but the touch of the Divine through her.  

People came to her with their dreadful sicknesses and high hopes, not 

because she offered new healing techniques or wonder drugs, but because 

they thought she could have been touched by the Divine in some special 

way. They believed that only God cured, that no healing occurred beyond 

His will, that the power to heal is a gift of God, and that divine miracles do 

occur. (Vanderwood 174)  

Indeed, even Teresa herself insisted that she was not a saint, but rather “an ordinary 

person to whom the Lord had given a special gift” (Vanderwood 174). Many actual 

healings were apparently witnessed at Cabora, although no one can offer evidence as to 

how they were effected. What is known is that she resonated with the pilgrims at Cabora, 

for “some later fought and died with messages from La Santa tucked into their pockets 

and protective scapularies with her image around their necks” (Vanderwood 199). 

Vanderwood explains that while there were indeed skeptics and cynics, her huge 

following is attributable to local epistemologies, out of which her own were formed, 

which accepted that a Divine, active God was capable of the miraculous, including 

healings (199).   
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 To explain this spiritual epistemology, we return to Urrea’s narrative, which 

debates the central question regarding spirituality and religion in Chicano/a literary 

production: If there is a God, why is evil and suffering permitted to exist in the world? 

When a younger Teresita had first arrived to Sonora, in the year 1880, she begins to 

notice that “the world was wounded in ways she had never seen,” and yet, “Nobody 

could explain why there was suffering, why there was pain or death or hurt in the world” 

(Urrea 172). Teresita, like Antonio in Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima (1972), 

desperately seeks to understand everything about the world around her. To her dismay, 

Huila replies: “You do not need to understand any of it. What I want you to do is to 

remember it and believe it. […]. That is Faith [….]. Faith, like Grace, is a gift […]. It’s 

one of those riddles nobody can understand. […] God gives you the gift of believing in 

God. […]. Believe. You might never get explanations” (Urrea 270). Here, Huila 

articulates that Faith is to believe in the absence of understanding or explanations. 

Teresita suggests that she may never be able to believe; yet, after her ‘encounters’ with 

God, she is able to answer her own previous questions, this time posed by her father. 

When she tells him that to believe in God is to believe in love, he balks: “Love! […] 

What then of death? What of hunger, disease? What of your beloved Yaquis being 

slaughtered in the hills!” to which she simply responds, “Love is hard, not soft” (345).  

Here, Teresita answers the same question she had previously asked about God. If there is 

a God, then why does evil and sickness exist in the world? She has come to see that God 

is love itself, and that love is not always ‘soft’ but rather is difficult, is ‘hard.’ Love, like 

life, Teresa asserts, cannot be experienced without some pain.  
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Further, she raises questions about her father’s ongoing rejection of a God which 

he seems to at least partially believe in, despite his frustrations. Teresita states: 

You cannot win your argument with God […]. You are angry […]. You 

shake your fist at God, and you cry and curse Him every night in your bed. 

But you cannot win. In the morning, He is still there, waiting for you. All 

unbelievers are the same. […]. And you always thought it made you 

different. You always felt unique. Above all the fools who followed God. 

But everyone who stops believing thinks he is the smartest one. (Urrea 

397) 

In a passage in which Urrea seems to respond to Tomás Rivera’s well read novel, y no se 

lo tragó la tierra (1971), in which the young male protagonist reaches maturity by 

rejecting, cursing, and shaking his fist at God, Teresita takes her father to task for his 

‘faithlessness.’ He does indeed scoff at the ‘unreasoning’ natives who are ‘fooled’ by 

religion and spirituality. While his daughter understands the anger that drives him to deny 

God, she argues that his anger will not erase or undo God’s existence. Thus, she is 

attempting to ‘teach’ him the same lesson which Huila attempted to teach her about the 

acceptance of mysteries. Understanding this spiritual epistemology helps us to put into 

context the pilgrims’ hopes for divine healing at Cabora.    

 Teresa Urrea did more than healings at Cabora; she also preached. As depicted in 

Urrea’s narrative, her preachings were guided by the belief that our work as human 

beings is constituted by “Love for God, love for each other. Reconciliation. Service. […]. 
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Joy” (Urrea 375). As innocent as this might seem, for some it indicated a heretical stance, 

made clearer in the following statement: 

For God, […] religions are nothing, signify nothing. […]. Religions are 

practices that focus on the surface of things, […] that fail to touch the soul, 

and fail to come from the soul […]. What our Father wants from us is our 

emotions, our feelings. He demands pure love, and […] that sentiment, is 

found only in the selfless practice of love, of good, of service. [….]. How 

can we hope to love God if we can’t even love our neighbors? […].This is 

the only religion. Let us put aside our hatred and take up love. […] The 

doing of good is the only prayer that God requires. [….]. I don’t need 

Rome to tell me how to love. (Urrea 356)  

The outright rejection of the institutional Church and its clerics which is represented in 

the above passage seems to at least somewhat corroborate with the stance of the actual 

historical figure, Teresa Urrea. Vanderwood explains: “To Teresa priests were not needed 

at all and neither was the Mass they celebrated. The faithful needed no intermediaries but 

should communicate directly with God through prayer” (187). However, it was not so 

much the rejection of the institutional Church which concerned Porfirio Díaz, but rather, 

the fear that her spiritual preachings might inspire political rebellion amongst the 

indigenous. For, the disregard of hierarchies would spell an obvious threat to a 

dictatorship. Urrea suggests in his narrative that Teresita made connections between God 

and landrights, claiming that their lands had been given to them, and could only be taken 

away by God.  In a scene in which Pima traders report to the leader of the Tomóchic 
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about Teresita’s preachings, they attribute the following words to her: “Do you believe? 

Do you believe God put your feet on this land? God gave land to every man and woman! 

And this is your land! This land is holy! Do you believe? […].No man, whether he is 

white or brown, can take the land from you! It came from God!” (Urrea 362). In reaction, 

some of the Tomóchic interpret this as a call to war. Her father, Tomás, begins to fear the 

political repercussions of what he calls “bizarre antigovernment and anti-church 

sermons” (Urrea 378). His friend, Lauro Aguirre, has already been forced into political 

exile in El Paso, Texas, where he publishes a newspaper, El Independiente (to which 

Teresita contributes writings), alongside other articles and essays extolling the need for 

revolutionary action in Mexico. Like the actual historical figure Aguirre, many political 

exiles and refugees used the Texas borderlands as a safe place from which to foment 

revolution, including the production of newspapers. For example, Catarino Erasmo Garza 

crossed the Mexican border into Brownsville, Texas in 1877 and used his journalistic 

pieces to criticize the Mexican government for thirteen years before proclaiming an 

armed revolution against the Díaz regime in 1891 (Young 231-234). Though Garza’s 

‘revolution’ was short lived (~2 years), his story reveals that the Texas borderlands did 

indeed serve as a space from which Mexican citizens could wage opposition against the 

corruption of the Díaz government. Such political presence would have an important 

effect both in Mexico and in Texas, for the political ideals that these exiles and refugees 

carried with them would later spread to Mexican American laborers. 
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Urrea ends his novel with the inevitable arrest of both Teresita and Tomás, who 

are charged with aiding in activities against the state. Barely escaping death, they face 

exile instead.  

Thus, over the course of the text, political pressures push a migration northward, first up 

to the state of Sonora, and eventually, those same political pressures, exerted by the Diaz 

regime and the Catholic Church, in conspiracy with one another, banish the text’s 

protagonist and mestiza folk saint, Teresita Urrea, into the ‘dark unknown’ of the United 

States. Forced into political exodus alongside her father, Tomás Urrea, the white patrón 

who had ‘mounted and quickly forgot’ Teresita’s Indian mother, father and daughter 

share their own particular Spanish colonial legacy. The United States is imagined as the 

‘occult’ north and ‘the dark continent,’ the blank space at the top of maps. “Old gods 

surely slumbered beneath the north’s tortured mountains, terrible wraiths from before 

Christendom, entombed but dreaming of wreaking their havoc once again” (Urrea 112). 

Turning the usual perspective upside down, Urrea depicts the way in which Mexicans 

might have viewed the United States, as a mysterious, forsaken place, haunted by 

barbarian gods and people (much the same as many Americans viewed and still view 

Mexico).  For the unknown is always painted as such. It is with these questions that the 

two cross over into a vast unknown, “with nothing ahead of them now but night. Night, 

and great, dark North America” (Urrea 495). In this ‘crossing,’ Luis Alberto Urrea 

foreshadows the historical experiences of Mexicans in the United States, as well as the 

development of a Mexican American cultural, political, and spiritual presence.  
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Indeed, Urrea’s narrative ends at the point at which many Chicano/a narratives 

begin. Can a novel which takes place almost entirely in Mexico be considered a 

‘Chicano/a’ novel? Can a novel that chronicles the life and works of a miraculous healer 

and folk-saint be considered a political novel? The answers to both of these questions is 

yes, for the lived experiences of mexicanos/as, Chicanos/as, and Mexican Americans 

have neither stopped at the border, nor neatly divided spiritual and political concerns. The 

migrations of Mexicans into the United States during the Porfiriato era, like those 

migrations during and after the Mexican Revolution, were often fueled by currents which 

were both political and religious. Further, the consequences and outgrowths of those 

migrations have surely encompassed meanings and significations that invoke questions of 

both spiritual and political proportions. Urrea’s work, in this light, points towards a new 

direction in Chicano/a literary production, one which scholars and critics would do well 

to take note of. For, even as academics have worked to document the various forms of 

social and cultural resistances in the lives of la gente, the actual epistemologies and 

forces operating in their lives have too often been displaced by the standards of what 

scholars view as permissible. If we are truly concerned with the search for social healing, 

let us examine the healing narratives which have permeated our social communities on 

both sides of the border. 

In this interest, we turn to Alejandro Morales’ The Brick People. For, just as Luis 

Alberto Urrea’s The Hummingbird’s Daughter illustrates the social and historical forces 

that would eventually culminate in large-scale migration from Mexico to the United 

States during the Porfiriato era, Alejandro Morales’ earlier work, The Brick People, tells 
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the story of what occurred after the border was crossed. Indeed, if Urrea leaves us 

propelling towards the dark unknown of the North, Morales’ narrative picks up just 

where Urrea left off, and leads us into the darkness itself. Significantly, while The 

Hummingbird’s Daughter leaves the reader with some sense of expectant hope for a 

Mexican future in the unknown United States, The Brick People emphasizes the struggles 

surrounding immigration in the first half of the twentieth century. More specifically in 

terms of spirituality, while Urrea’s text answers the violence of the Porfiriato era with a 

rather transcendental hope centered around divine inspiration and faith, Morales 

intentionally plunges us deep into a world of supernatural (and natural) destruction; in a 

world of dreams deferred, Morales emphasizes the profane disruption of energetic forces 

and the consequences which come to bear on the Mexican community and individual 

psyche. However, I highlight that out of this darkness, Morales finally offers a glimmer 

of hope through the character of Nana Revueltas, a woman who represents the spirit of 

survival and regeneration.   

READING THE SPOILED GARDEN IN THE BRICK PEOPLE 

Alejandro Morales: Writing the Family Story into History 

Although The Brick People is a fiction novel, Alejandro Morales utilized his own 

experience and that of his parents in ways that make the novel biographical and at least 

partially autobiographical. The author has commented on this fact:  

The Brick People is based on the life of my [mom] and dad, so it’s 

biographical. It is based on their experience coming from Mexico to the 

United States. I guess I always interject events or things that I’ve heard 
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that are based on reality. I guess all my books in one way or another 

reflect that, my particular experience or somebody I knew; so there is the 

interjection of autobiographical elements, biographical elements, of 

history, of community history, family history, state history, national 

history. (Gurpegui, “Interview”) 

The son of Mexican immigrants, Morales was born on October 14, 1944 in Montebello, 

California (bordering East Los Angeles); prior to his birth, his parents, Juana Contreras 

Ramírez and Delfino Morales Martínez, lived in the company town of Simons, the central 

setting of the novel (Durán 383).  Like many of the characters in The Brick People, both 

his mother and father arrived to Simons as immigrants from the state of Guanajuato, in 

1912 and 1918, respectively (Rosales 7-8).  His father, Delfino, who had immigrated due 

to economic difficulties and limited work opportunities in Mexico, worked for Simons 

Brick Company close to twenty five years before he was dismissed for engaging in labor 

union activities in Simons (Rosales 8). As we will see, in the novel, the character of 

Octavio, also a Guanajuato native ‘blackballed’ for labor organizing, shares much in 

common with the life experience of Morales’ father. Morales himself has clearly asserted 

that his parents’ experiences in Simons were foundational to the text: “[In The Brick 

People] I deal with a biography and generational family experience. I wanted to tell the 

particular history of my mom and dad” (Gurpegui, “Interview”). Indeed, that story would 

extend beyond the boundaries of Simons, as the novel chronicles the same ethnic and 

racial segregation which his parents experienced as they attempted to find housing in the 
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neighboring city of Montebello, the city of Alejandro Morales’ birth. In a 1995 personal 

essay, Morales wrote:  

[My mother] lives on the extreme south side of Montebello on the family 

lot and in the house that my father, Delfino Morales Martinez, built in 

1947 after the Simons Brick Company blackballed him for union 

involvement. Back when City of Montebello realtors and residents refused 

to sell him land in the hills in the north part of town because he was 

Mexican. (Morales, “Heterotopia”)  

Morales himself experienced this climate of segregation that existed in the 1940s.  Unlike 

Simons, which was largely populated by the Mexican families who worked there, 

Montebello was divided into sections. Jesús Rosales writes that “Para él [Morales], 

existían dos mundos: el de los chicanos que vivían en el sur y el de los anglos que vivían 

en la parte norte de Montebello” (For him, two worlds existed: that of the Chicanos that 

lived in the south and that of the Anglos that lived in the north part of Montebello) 

(Rosales 9).   Along with the housing, schools were also segregated; Morales attended a 

segregated primary school where only a few of the Mexican American students spoke 

English (Rosales 9). However, by the time he was a junior in Montebello High School, he 

was developing an interest in writing and literature, as he states: “It was in those last 

years of high school that two important events happened: first, I discovered that the 

educational system had transformed me into an English-dominant individual; second, I 

started to write with the intent of wanting people to read and enjoy my work” (Morales, 

“Heterotopia”). Following this transformation, Morales enrolled at East Los Angeles 
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College and later transferred to California State University, Los Angeles, from which he 

received a degree in Spanish; despite his concentration in Spanish and Latin American 

Literature, however, Morales has indicated that “fueron los cursos de literatura 

estadounidense e inglesa que alimentaron su interés por la palabra escrita” (it was the 

courses in United States and English literature that fed his interest in the written word) 

(Rosales 11). After teaching Spanish at Claremont High School for a year, Morales went 

on to enroll at Rutgers University, where he received a Masters degree in Spanish in 

1971, and a Ph.D. in 1975(Gurpegui, “Morales” 1). He then began serving as Assistant 

Professor of Spanish and Portuguese at the University of Irvine, the same institution 

which he remains at today as a full professor, specializing in Latin American literature 

(Gurpegui, “Morales” 1).  

Yet, Morales had already begun writing his first novel, entitled Caras viejas y 

vino nuevo, during his years as a student at Rutgers; the novel was accepted for 

publication by a prominent Mexican publishing house, Joaquín Mortiz, and was 

published in 1975 (Rosales 14). Morales describes the novel’s lack of success with 

American publishing houses:  

It was written in a convoluted Spanish that offered a vision, de un mundo 

torcido [of a twisted world] for which the Mexican American community 

was not ready. […]. Quinto Sol Publications, the only Chicano Publishing 

house in existence in the 1970s, refused to publish it. The fact that I was 

not to be one of the consecrated Quinto Sol writers inspired me to keep 

writing. […] I dreamed that someday, from high above the New York 
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skyline, a literary lightning bolt from a prestigious publishing house would 

strike me with success, fame, and fortune. To the contrary, what came 

from New York was a writer’s nightmare, an avalanche of postcards, 

notes, and curt letters of rejection. (Morales, “Heterotopia”)  

It was this rejection from publishing houses in the United States that led him to seek 

publication in Mexico, where he briefly studied and lived. This first novel, which he 

describes as “one of the first barrio gang novels” (Morales, “Heterotopia”) was later 

translated into English and published by Maize Press as Old Faces and New Wine in 

1981. His second novel, La verdad sin voz, translated into English as Death of an Anglo, 

was inspired by an Anglo doctor in Mathis, Texas who built a clinic for migrant workers 

on the Mexican side of town only to be shot and killed by the town’s sheriff (Morales, 

“Heterotopia”). Penned in his early years as a professor at the University of Irvine, La 

verdad sin voz was published in 1979, and just as with his first novel, was published by 

the Mexican publishing house of Joaquín Mortiz, and written in Spanish (Rosales 14-15).  

Morales’ third novel, however, would be a bilingual work, written in both Spanish and 

English. The author explains the politics of choosing narrative language: “To write in 

English is to use the language of the dominant society; to write in Spanish is to write in 

the language of the minority, which today in the United States is a position of power. A 

bilingual text […] is an anxiety-provoking cultural object, a work of art that unites the 

readers by making them recognize linguistic challenges” (Morales, “Heterotopia”). Thus, 

his third novel, Reto en el paraiso (1983), concerned with the theme of Chicano history, 

features Spanish narration and character dialogue in Spanish, English, and the spaces 
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between both languages; the novel received far less critical attention than his previous 

works for its challenging nature. Yet, Morales himself recognizes the novel as one of his 

‘more engaging’ works, likely due to what he views as its effort to “[raise] the bilingual 

reader to a position of cultural power” and  challenge xenophobia (Morales, 

“Heterotopia”).  

His next novel, The Brick People (1988), the subject of the remainder of this 

chapter, was his first to be written predominantly in English. When asked about this shift 

in language, Morales explained that he wanted to broaden his audience and have more 

people read his work; consequently, Arte Publico Press agreed to publish The Brick 

People (Gurpegui, “Interview”). Based on the life of his mother and father, who appear 

as the characters Octavio and Nana, Morales asserts that The Brick People “highlights 

their work for Walter Robey Simons, owner of the Simons Brick Company, founded in 

1906,” but more generally “narrates how Mexican labor contributed to the capitalistic 

development of California” (Morales, “Heterotopia”). Thus, the novel is at once a very 

personal one, based on his own family history, and at the same time, tells a story about 

the history and making of an industrial southern California, one of the central regions of 

the southwestern United States. In this sense, it is an affirmation of how the marginalized 

history of the common laborer, of the immigrant family, is a story about the makings of 

modern America.  In this way, Morales inscribes himself and his family into the written 

history of the United States. Jesús Rosales writes:  

Tan íntima es la relación de la familia de Morales con la historia narrada 

en The Brick People, que Morales ha declarado que el ultimo capítulo de 
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la obra es una transcripción directa de una entrevista que realizó con su 

padre donde comparte las inquietudes y los sueños que lo acompañaron en 

su peregrinación a los Estados Unidos.  

So intimate is the relationship of Morales’ family with the history narrated 

in The Brick People, that Morales has declared that the last chapter of the 

work is a direct transcription of an interview that was carried out with his 

father where he shared the worries and dreams that accompanied him in 

his pilgrimage to the United States. (17) 

By including his father’s own words and story, Morales honors the real sacrifices made 

by countless immigrants who left their homes in Mexico for work in a quickly 

modernizing United States during the early twentieth century. Interestingly, his next 

novel, The Rag Doll Plagues (1992), was originally intended as a second volume to The 

Brick People, taking the story into the 1980s; however, the novel instead transformed into 

a separate story in three parts, jumping through time and space from late eighteenth 

century Mexico City, to California in 1979, and finally to the region lying between the 

two in the year 2079 (Morales, “Heterotopia”). All three parts of The Rag Doll Plagues, 

as described by the author, concern “the limitations and the moral issues of science and 

[…] the ecological consequences of the bad administration of the Spanish colonies” 

(Morales, “Heterotopia”). Morales also published Jugados: Critica a la Patria Deportista 

(1999) and more recently, The Captain of All These Men of Death (2006).  

To understand the style of writing found in the novels of Alejandro Morales, it is 

important to recognize the author’s motivations and inspirations regarding the act of 
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writing. Morales draws on his own personal experiences and those of his family, as well 

as his observations of conditions affecting those around him.  José Antonio Gurpegui  

explains: “Había visto a sus mayores soportar estoicamente las humillaciones de un 

sistema que consideraba a los chicanos como mano de obra, negándoles derechos 

fundamentales a cualquier ser humano (He had seen his elders stoically endure the 

humiliations of a system that considered Chicanos as work-hands, denying them 

fundamental rights of any human being) (Gurpegui, “Morales” 1). Indeed, Morales 

himself has asserted that although he felt secure in the warmth and safety of his family, 

the reality of ‘psychological and physical violence’ lying just outside his door did not 

escape his notice:   

Although my family was working class, considered poor by the outside 

Anglo world, I lived a happy life, that is to say I was never abused, 

hungry, dirty, without clothes, books, or love. My parents and family 

provided a positive environment in which I grew up. I knew the power of 

family. Yet in the world that surrounded me I noticed many sad, lonely, 

sick, addicted people. These were some of my neighbors who endured 

great physical and psychological suffering. (Morales, “Heterotopia”)  

Recording and documenting the social traumas he had witnessed in his neighborhood 

would become a way of exploring and confronting the daily conditions of many people 

living in America and beyond.  Specifically, his work examines the contexts of Mexican 

and Mexican American experience in the U.S. Southwest in order to speak about more 

‘universal’ themes and relationships between land, home, family, community, and the 
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conflicts that arise amidst those. When asked who he is writing for, Morales explains that 

he is writing for several constituencies simultaneously: “[…] I would like to think that I 

am writing for my barrio, for my country, and also internationally. I believe that you can 

transcend the very particular and communicate to everybody” (Gurpegui, “Interview”). In 

this sense, then, the local, specific contexts which inform his writing are also intended to 

relate to a more global set of realities and conditions, as well as to recognize an 

increasingly varied set of experiences in America. 

 Indeed, a significant element in Morales’ writing is negotiating and elaborating 

upon a space for the Chicano/a experience and voice in American history and an 

American literary landscape. On this point, Rosales describes Morales’ work as 

exhibiting a “preocupación de ubicar al chicano dentro de un espacio histórico legítimo 

(concern with locating the Chicano inside a legitimate historical space” (Rosales 23).  I 

would add that within that historical space, the author is concerned with conjuring 

familial, social, as well as spiritual memories. Morales himself writes: “[…] Chicanos/as 

need a cultural foundation, a recognizable cultural place composed of memory, nostalgia, 

history, mythology, spirituality, tierra, family, the elders’ world. […]. Chicano/a writers 

today are dedicated to recording, re-creating, and preserving this cultural mooring in 

literature” (Morales, “Heterotopia”). And certainly, all of these aspects are clearly 

identifiable in Morales’ writing, which is so steeped in temporality, place, spirituality, 

and community. Providing stories which enable readers to recognize and reclaim the 

marginalized histories of their communities and ancestors thus creates the kind of 

foundational ‘mooring’ that can affirm their own contemporary experiences, ambitions, 
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and challenges in the cultural landscape of the United States. Describing the significance 

of these aspects in the work of Morales, Rosales asserts that “Morales nos da la 

oportunidad de transformar la historia estadounidense […] (Morales gives us the 

opportunity to transform United States history)” in that his work “[…] destaca el 

desarrollo humano de un pueblo olvidado por la pluma de los historiadores 

angloamericanos (highlights the human development of a people forgotten through the 

pen of Anglo American historians)” (Rosales 24). Thus, Morales’ writing counteracts the 

daily sensation of invisibility felt by many Chicanos/as in the United States, a sensation 

that Rosales describes as feeling ignored in one’s own land, “existiendo como un bulto en 

pena, como una minoría invisible, en busca de la salvación (existing in shame as a vague 

mass, as an invisible minority, in search of salvation) (Rosales 24).  

And it is precisely that search for salvation and visibility that lies at the heart of 

Morales’ emphasis upon the act and process of remembering, something which he 

confesses to take quite seriously; for, it is his familial and communal history which 

provide sustenance and nourishment, and it is family and a sense of place which teaches 

him how to remember. Morales explains: 

I return [home] to involve myself in that history and to relearn the process 

of remembering. ‘Recuerda, Alejandro, recuerda,’ Delfino always warned. 

[…]. Because of my parents and family I began to learn and not to forget. 

The house, the street, the barrio, Montebello offered themselves as a 

chronotope, a real and figurative crossroads of time, history, space, and 

the folk I loved. (Morales, “Heterotopia”) 
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Here, we see the significance which Morales places upon locating oneself spatially and 

temporally in relation to the lives of others. For, within his purview, the lives of others 

and the life of the self are bound together in a shared existence which changes and 

transforms in meaningful ways. The author here articulates the weight and potential 

liberation which the act of writing carries: 

I am my grandparents, my parents, my aunts and uncles, my brothers and 

sisters, and my cousins. They are my nation that slowly changes. To 

recover them in history is my goal. In remembering and writing stories 

rich with truths and fictions, I accomplish their salvation and my own. 

(Morales, “Heterotopia”) 

 To uncover, to unbury the facts and fictions of the lives of his community thus becomes 

the achievement of salvation, the marking of visibility, a space claimed in the historical 

and literary record that asserts the presence of a people and the value of their existence. 

And in that achievement, the writer himself is liberated from the weight of blank spaces 

and silences in history, for his existence is intimately bound to theirs. Perhaps for this 

reason, his narratives tend to focus more upon relationships between characters than upon 

individual protagonists or heroes. When asked why his writing avoids easily identifiable, 

simple protagonists, Morales explains that “[…] heroes are not alone; we are not alone. 

[…] We are usually accompanied by somebody in life […]. […]. I like the relationships 

my characters have with other people, and the other people are the ones who open up 

different experiences for them, make them see things in a different way […]” (Gurpegui, 

“Interview”). This emphasis upon relationships distinguishes the literary technique of 
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Morales from the formal tradition of providing a central protagonist for the reader to 

relate to. What develops instead is a complex web of intersecting lives and worlds that 

touch and sometimes conflict, each bearing their own weight in relation to the other, 

much as in reality. However, this does not imply that Morales does not view his 

characters as heroes, but rather that there are multiple heroes working on a variety of 

levels, and in conjunction with one another. Morales asserts that in his own life, Delfino 

and Juana, his father and mother, are “the most important hero and heroine” in his life, 

whom he memorializes in his writing, particularly in The Brick People, the story of their 

life (Morales, “Heterotopia”). As we will see, Octavio and Nana are two of the most 

significant characters in that novel. 

 Finally, as indicated above, geography and place greatly impact Morales’ writing 

style, particularly in the sense that he writes about border zones and border cultures, sites 

of unfixed meanings in continual process of becoming. In these spaces, Morales views 

‘strangeness’ and reality as existing in tandem, particularly in Southern California, where 

“Fantasy is reality, and reality is fantasy”; the subsequent attempt on the part of Morales 

and other Chicano/a writers, to “describe the daily life, the alluring sense of strangeness” 

in the Southwest border zones, has commonly lead to the interpretation of his writing as 

magical realism, or ‘lo real maravilloso’ (Morales, “Heterotopia). For example, the 

recurring plague of seemingly supernatural insects which we see in The Brick People, 

would be one such aspect of strangeness and fantasy that might be labeled ‘magic 

realism.’ Much like Luis Alberto Urrea, Morales has been disinclined to easily accept 

such labels, as he explains: 
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The techniques that I use in the book, which are recognized as magic 

realism techniques or style, are international. I think you find the style in 

American writers, and you find it in European and Latin American writers. 

I don’t think the style is necessarily magic realism […]. […]. There are 

other writers that no one describes as magical realists. […]. Only Latin 

Americans write magic realism, and Chicanos who write similarly or use 

their techniques are magical realists. (Gurpegui, “Interview”) 

Here, Morales objects to the fact that Latin American and Chicano/a writers drawing on 

international techniques are labeled as magical realist writers, while American and 

European writers drawing on the same techniques are not labeled as such. Clearly, 

Morales wants his work to be understood as in conversation with and influenced by an 

international and intercultural discourse and dialogue rather than viewed narrowly or 

isolated as operating within one specific literary domain. This chapter, centrally 

concerned with themes of social violence and social healing as they connect to religious 

and spiritual discourses, will indeed explore those elements perceived as magical realism 

in The Brick People. However, we must first explore the historical contexts which 

undergird those themes and discourses in the novel.   

Historical Contexts of The Brick People 

The early twentieth century would experience what has been called a ‘Great 

Migration’ of Mexican citizens to the United States. Historian Douglas Monroy has 

stated that well over a million Mexicans immigrated to the U.S. during the first thirty 

years of the new century, creating a 10% reduction in the population of Mexico (93-94). 
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California would become one of the primary destinations for those emigrating, especially 

for those from the central and northern states; for example, between 1895 and 1910, 

almost 22,000 males between the ages of 16 and 50 departed from the central state of 

Guanajuato (Romo 35). In his history of East Los Angeles, Ricardo Romo tells the story 

of Juan Berzunzolo, whom he identifies as a typical emigrant: 

[…] Juan Berzunzolo, a native of Ojos de Agua, Guanajuato, left the state 

in 1908 and settled in Los Angeles, where he found work with the Simons 

brickyard. As a young man he had labored with his father sharecropping a 

small farm. After his father’s premature death, he had hired himself out as 

a peon earning 25 centavos (12 cents U.S.) a day working from sunrise to 

sunset. His friends encouraged him to emigrate north in 1908. After 

crossing the border at El Paso, Texas, he accepted a job with the Southern 

Pacific line doing track maintenance. Eventually, he moved to Los 

Angeles, where he found work in the brick and tile industry. (35)  

Juan’s gradual migration moved in accordance with the work opportunities afforded to 

him, shifting from sharecropping farm-work, to laboring as a peon (presumably on a 

hacienda), to crossing the border and working with the railroad, and finally to the 

Southern California brick industry at Simons brickyard. Juan’s story is important because 

it helps us to understand how the policies and economic developments of both Mexico 

and the United States affected the pathways of individuals, drastically altering the 

geographies of their lives. As noted earlier, the expropriation of traditionally common 

lands from the peasant class, and their transfer to private ownership of the hacendado 
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class and foreign capitalists, created a majority of landless citizens in Mexico during the 

Porfiriato era (1876-1911). However, Monroy explains that even before Díaz took office, 

“The Ley Lerdo of 1856 sought to transform village lands into private property, which 

according to the regnant liberal ideology of the nineteenth century, would guarantee 

individual initiative and thus a more energetic system of commercial agriculture” (77). 

Later, in 1883, Díaz would put into effect laws allowing companies to “subdivide and 

occupy public lands” ultimately resulting in landlessness and impoverishment of the 

peasant class.  

Juan Berzunzolo, the Guanajuato native of the example above, was not alone then 

in his dramatic alteration of conditions. On the contrary, on a national level, “up to 5 

million campesinos lost their right to the use of communal lands” during the years of 

Díaz’ rule (Romo 37).  Romo asserts that this large-scale transferal of land, primarily 

occurring during the Porfiriato era, “forced the majority of rural workers into tenant 

farming, migrant labor, or employment in the mines,” as only 3.2% of rural heads of 

families held individual property by the year 1910 (37). These factors, alongside the 

increased price of food and a drop in real wages, contributed to creating the conditions 

for the Great Migration northward, and also laid the groundwork for revolt against the 

government; by the opening of the twentieth century, “political exiles in the United States 

plotted and financed an attack on the aged, corrupt Mexican dictator Porfirío Díaz” 

resulting in a whole scale revolution by 1911 (Romo 32).  Although Díaz and his regime 

used the rhetoric of ‘progress’ to back their policies, much of the public discontent was 

grounded in the perception of Díaz and his government as corrupt, not only in their 
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disregard for the needs of the majority of Mexico’s citizenry, but also for the extensive 

privilege granted to foreign businesses. In his significant study, Becoming Mexican 

American: Ethnicity, Culture and Identity in Chicano Los Angeles (1993), historian 

George Sanchez has noted how the dictator’s plan for ‘progress’ had unintended 

consequences: 

Rather than creating the strong, independent economy that he had hoped 

for, Díaz unintentionally made Mexico an economic appendage of the 

United States. By 1911, the United States received more of Mexico’s trade 

than all European nations combined, and between one-fourth and two-

fifths of all American investments went to Mexico. (22) 

This passage highlights the extent to which the Mexican and United States economies 

became intertwined during the Porfiriato era, due to Porfirian policies. This economic 

relationship would, of course, lead to significant social consequences for the people of 

both nations; specifically, the Mexican working class would continue to experience 

hardships during and after the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920), prompting migration 

northward. Romo explains that during the years of the Revolution, migration to the 

United States was prompted not only by land-loss and unemployment, but by the threat of 

conscription, food shortages, inflation, and slow improvement in general conditions for 

the working class; further, in the years after the Revolution, recovery was slow, as 

unemployment and inflation persisted and the birth rate increased, while land distribution 

occurred slowly (Romo 42, 32).  



 

 267 

 Additionally, religious and political tensions played their own part in the Great 

Migration of Mexican immigrants northward in the early twentieth century. Díaz made 

sure to keep political tensions with the Catholic Church to a minimum, despite reforms 

meant to limit the Church’s power in state matters.  Yet, the regime’s philosophy of 

‘progress’ was in contrast with Catholic ideology, and in some sense, favored a Protestant 

ethic. Sanchez explains that while Catholic representatives “viewed unbridaled economic 

competition as the cause of social disorder,” the nation’s educational and financial 

systems were overseen by liberal thinkers who “admired Anglo-Saxon nations and 

identified with the growing middle class of professional and property owners, rejecting 

what they perceived as the Indian ‘backwardness’ of their culture” (Sánchez 152-153). 

Consequently, the administration encouraged the penetration of Mexican society by 

American Protestant sects “in order to foster a ‘Protestant work ethic’ among the working 

class and peasantry,” though relatively few Mexicans actually converted to the Protestant 

religion (Sánchez 152-154). The relationship between the Catholic Church and the state 

was further strained when the Revolutionary Constitution of 1917 “mandated the 

expulsion of all foreign priests and women religious, proscribed religious education in the 

schools” and placed firm restrictions on Church affairs in general; these ‘anti-clerical 

clauses’ were not nationally enforced until President Plutarco Calles attempted to do so in 

1926 (Dolan and Hinojosa 138). Jeffrey M. Burns explains that this action prompted 

“spontaneous outbursts against the government” that eventually developed into organized 

and armed opposition to the government: 



 

 268 

In the central and western Mexican states a ‘large guerilla force was 

organized to defend the clergy,’ the movement which was dubbed the 

Cristero Rebellion. From 1926 to 1929, a brutal civil war was conducted 

‘without mercy,’ in which atrocities were committed by and against both 

sides. The violence of the Cristero War propelled many immigrants north. 

Prior to the rebellion, an estimated 150,000-plus exiles had arrived in Los 

Angeles. This number nearly doubled by 1929. (Dolan and Hinojosa 184) 

Here, we see how religious conflict was another significant factor in the Great Migration 

which occurred in the first three decades of the twentieth century. Though a peace 

agreement was reached between the Church and state in 1929, Burns asserts that the 

conflict had great impact on Southern California’s Mexican community. As Los Angeles 

became the sight of refugee communities, the Los Angeles diocese acted as a support 

base for the revolt; for example, in 1928, the Hijas de María organized a religious 

processional to honor the Virgin de Guadalupe, an event that was also used “as a means 

to protest the persecution of the Church in Mexico” (Dolan and Hinojosa 185).    

However, it is important to recognize that alongside immigrants whom identified 

as institutionally Catholic, as well as those who practiced a rural form of ‘folk 

Catholicism,’ there were also Mexicans who arrived to the U.S. with anticlerical views 

(Sánchez 154). Indeed, Sanchez asserts that while Mexican culture of this period has 

often been described as ‘static’ and ‘traditional,’ in actuality “substantial interaction with 

urban and industrial society characterized much of rural Mexico” (Sánchez 25). Contrary 

to popular belief, urban and industrial aspects of American society were not necessarily 
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‘new’ to Mexican immigrants in the early twentieth century. Rather, many of these 

immigrants were “products of a vibrant, rapidly changing society, one which was coming 

to terms with what in the future would be both modern and Mexican” (Sánchez 25). As 

shown above, such ‘coming to terms’ was neither a simple nor an always peaceful 

process for the Mexican nation and its citizens. Life in the U.S. would further alter 

Mexican and American futures in ways that could not have been initially imagined. 

 In the U.S., the expansion of industry in the Southwest occurred simultaneously 

with a series of restrictions on Asian and European immigration, creating an increased 

demand for cheap labor which would ultimately be filled by Mexican immigrants. 

Sanchez writes: 

[…] The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, the 1907-8 Gentlemen’s 

Agreement with Japan, and, finally, the Immigration Acts of 1917, 1921, 

and 1924 all effectively limited other sources of cheap labor. Employers 

began to look longingly toward Mexico as a source of labor their steadily 

increasing needs. Not surprisingly, immigration restrictions directed 

against Mexicans were at first consistently deferred under pressure by 

southwestern employers and then, when finally enacted, were mostly 

ignored at the border. (Sánchez 19) 

Here, we see how immigration policy can be and has been dictated, or at least greatly 

influenced, by not merely political, but changing economic conditions as well.  Burns 

adds that at this time, Mexican labor was so desired that factories and railways dispatched 

labor recruiters to border towns with the intent to contract the new arrivals, some going 
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so far as to illegally send agents across the southern border, into Mexico (Dolan and 

Hinojosa 139). These agents, called ‘enganchistas’ (from the verb enganchar, meaning 

‘to hook or snare’) (Monroy 92) were counteracted by prohibitions put in place by 

Mexican officials who relied on a labor surplus to keep wages low; for instance, Sánchez 

relays that “the mayor of Guanajuato, an important hacendado himself, went so far as to 

have contracted peons physically thrown off trains and placed in jail” (Sánchez 40). 

Thus, other forms of attracting workers were also put to use; for example, the Simons 

brothers, owners of the Simons Brick Company (the real company upon which Morales 

based his novel, The Brick People), spread word about work available in their brickyard 

amongst laborers in the railroad and agricultural industries via kin networks and local 

employment agencies (Deverell 136). 

For Juan Berzunzolo, the actual journey of an immigrant was not necessarily a 

direct route. For example, the typical immigrant to California, usually a mestizo from the 

central and northern states, entered through the Texas border; in fact, Burns writes that 

most arrived to California “only after having lived in Texas for five or more years,” 

drawn to California by higher wages and the development of Mexican enclaves around 

Los Angeles (Dolan and Hinojosa 139). Los Angeles’ history merits specific attention in 

regards not only to Mexican American history, but American history in general; for, by 

the year 1928, it had “the largest Mexican population of any city in the United States” 

(Sánchez 13), and by 1929, Los Angeles had become the “second largest Mexican city in 

the world” (Dolan and Hinojosa 139).  Large industries such as Simons Brick Company 

played no small role in these developments. William Deverell, who has written 
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informatively on the history of Simons, explains that by the mid-1920s, Simons Brick 

Company Yard No.3 had an operation covering over 350 acres, and was touted as the 

largest common brick manufacturing plant in the world (Deverell 161). As a major player 

in the industrial sector of Southern California, this brickyard was unique in that it was 

planned as a company town, where “more than three thousand brickyard workers and 

their families” lived and worked for almost half a century, building “a fair amount of 

modern Los Angeles” (Deverell 136). Located against the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe’s 

tracks, the railroad was a key element in the growth of Simons (Deverell 135). Deverell 

writes that “Former yard laborers remembered that they could board a train in southern 

Mexico, cross the border at El Paso, grab a western-bound transcontinental, and get off 

the train almost in the brickyard itself” (145). Thus, the railroad provided manageable 

access for Mexicans whose painful circumstances prompted them to venture North, and 

in the same instance served the desire for a constant flow of cheap labor on the part of 

U.S. industries in the Southwest. In this sense, the significance of the railroad cannot be 

underestimated, for, as Sanchez has argued, “the creation of the Mexican railway system 

was both a product of and had consequences for not just one, but both sides of the 

border” (Sánchez 20-21).  

Unfortunately, the economic advantages that industrialists were afforded by the 

railroads did not translate to appreciation and respect for the Mexican worker. On the 

contrary, Mexicans were viewed as ethnically, racially, socially, and even spiritually 

inferior to Anglo Americans. Viewed primarily as a cheap labor source, they could be 

exploited with little sense of obligation on the part of employers. Sánchez writes: 
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From the moment they stepped on American soil, most Mexican workers 

were treated as little more than mobile, low-cost employees. Herded onto 

railway cars, male Mexican immigrants saw their migration within the 

United States dominated by the large corporate employers of the American 

Southwest who funneled Mexicans toward jobs for which—at least in this 

period—only Mexicans were deemed suited (189). 

The corporate employers who ‘herded’ Mexican workers onto railway cars were not 

merely receiving laborers fleeing poor conditions in Mexico, but rather, were involved in 

creating those conditions which necessitated immigration. The flooding of U.S. corporate 

interests in Mexico during the Porfiriato had, after all, played a significant role in the 

large-scale land-loss of the peasantry. The in-migration of those disenfranchised added up 

to considerable profits for industrialists in the Southwestern United States (prior to the 

economic devastation of the Great Depression). Employers took advantage of the 

situation of immigrants, who fled corruption and oppression in one nation only to be 

greeted by similar struggles in the U.S. “In the words of Ismael Vargas, whose father 

came to the United States in 1906 and worked on western railroads until landing at 

Simons, where he spent the rest of his life as a laborer, the workers in the yard were 

simply ‘beasts of burden’ and ‘peons’” (Deverell 147). The daughter of another employee 

recalls that “Simons workers were treated ‘like slaves’” (Deverell 147). Deverell argues 

that the Simons company town was reminiscent of the mission system, with its 

paternalistic attitude and isolation of workers (143). As we will see in examining The 

Brick People, Morales makes a similar argument, suggesting that Simons was structured 
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very similarly to the hacienda system south of the border. The attitude of the head of the 

Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce during the 1920s and 1930s, Dr. George Clements, 

indeed seems to exhibit evidence of both racial paternalism and exploitation. Sánchez 

provides the following passage attributed to Dr. Clements: 

The Mexican is an Indian and must be considered so. He is undergoing 

active evolution and we must always take this thought into consideration 

in dealing with him. His wants are few and his habits, while docile, are not 

in harmony with western civilization, and he so recognized it and was 

willing to abide by it. To pay him an exorbitant salary only meant to cater 

to his extravagance; to pay him a living wage and add to his future 

comforts seemed to be the only way in which to handle him. (191)  

Avoiding the ‘exorbitant’ salary warned against here, the Simons Company paid its 

workers wages which, according to Deverell, “worked out to be about 20 cents an hour or 

less” in the early twentieth century (147). Clearly, the Simons brothers shared the opinion 

of Dr. Clements that Mexicans did not require more than this to survive, and perhaps 

even supposed they were ‘helping’ the worker by not catering to his ‘extravagance.’ 

Further, living and working in the same location meant that the inhabitants of Simons 

lived their personal lives constantly entrenched in a work environment. Sánchez explains 

that in workplaces such as this one, foremen were often used to apply “intimidation, 

pressure, and even violence” to encourage worker productivity (190). Regarding these 

conditions in which workers either lived on or near their place of labor, Sánchez refers to 

it as a feudal system of labor which prevailed amongst industries employing Mexican 
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immigrants during the first thirty years of the twentieth century (190). Evidently, 

Mexicans’ lack of cultural and political citizenship in the nation made them ideal 

candidates for a system of labor exploitation that highly profited the industrial 

development of Southern California.  

 World War I (1914-1918) would prompt an outbreak of nativism amongst 

politicians, who encouraged the restriction of Mexican immigration; yet, industrialists 

continued to rely on Mexican labor (Romo, 91, 112). However, as Romo emphasizes, 

during this period, city authorities were concerned not only with ‘the German threat’ but 

also with the threat of IWW (Industrial Workers of the World) union activity among 

Mexican laborers (Romo 108). Further, where unions did exist in Los Angeles, they 

reportedly would not admit Mexican workers, but rather supported the call for restrictions 

on Mexican immigration (Romo 7). Thus, while industrialists may have desired Mexican 

labor, the sentiment was not shared by unions, or by the larger Anglo population in Los 

Angeles. Romo states that even in the 1820s, “American settlers evidenced strong 

prejudice toward the Spanish-speaking” and after the Mexican-American War (1846-

1848), the gold rush in 1849, and the achievement of statehood in 1850, “clustered 

together and attempted to restrict Mexican voting rights and to prohibit cultural practices 

native to the Mexican community” (4-5).  

In the 1880s, Los Angeles boosters worked to create a romantic image of 

California that remembered and celebrated its ‘Spanish past,’ evidenced by the still-

standing missions, while the continued presence of a Mexican population was rendered 

invisible; this image was popularized amongst potential tourists by the romance novel, 
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Ramona (1886), by Helen Hunt Jackson (Sánchez 70-71).  In reflection upon this 

phenomenon, Sánchez argues: “By depicting the city’s Latino heritage as a quaint, but 

altogether disappearing element in Los Angeles culture, city officials inflicted a particular 

kind of obscurity onto Mexican descendants of that era by appropriating and then 

commercializing their history” (70-71). Such commercialization and advertisement also 

served to attract middle-class Midwestern Americans who would eventually come to bear 

authority over Los Angeles’ early twentieth century public culture and politics; with 

them, they brought a Protestant belief system emphasizing not only faith in God, but also 

“strict codes of proper behavior to insure individual salvation and prosperity” (91). 

From the viewpoint of many of these Midwesterners, Mexicans failed to meet 

such codes of behavior, indicating an inferiority of both intellect and morality (Monroy 

107). Monroy explains that this particular form of racism viewed technology and 

progress as related not only to racial aesthetics but also to forms of spirituality, the body, 

and pleasure, thereby justifying the exploitation of Mexican labor (114-115). Thus, in 

Los Angeles, just as the liberal rhetoric of the Díaz regime had also suggested, 

Protestantism became linked to concepts of economic and social progress. “Virtually all 

of the city’s industrialists were active members of the Protestant congregations,” for it 

was perceived that “it served both God and the Chamber of Commerce to train Mexican 

laborers to be punctual and observant, docile and politically impotent” (Sánchez 155).  

The Simons family was amongst those who had migrated to Los Angeles during this 

time, and Walter Simons, whose father came from Leicester, England during the 

industrial revolution, had reportedly “once prepped for the Baptist ministry” (Deverell 



 

 276 

133, 138, 157). This relationship between ‘Americaness’ and religion was reinforced 

when both the Protestant and the Catholic churches in Los Angeles attempted to serve 

Mexican immigrants by offering them ‘Americanization’ programs meant to aid their 

transformation into citizens (Sánchez 164). Of course, it was not only religious 

institutions which took this approach. Sánchez has written extensively on the 

Americanization programs launched by American officials in the attempt to instruct 

Mexicans on “idealized versions of American practices, customs, and values” in a 

concerted effort secure the ‘cultural loyalties’ immigrants (Sánchez 10). Rather than 

sincere concern for the well-being of immigrants, Monroy argues that these programs 

signaled “the nexus between the industrial demands for control […] and the demands for 

social control by Anglo culture over the threatening ‘alien’ culture of the Mexican 

workers” (146). In other words, the need to discipline ‘foreign’ elements in order to 

stabilize a Los Angeles in the process of becoming provided impetus for the 

Americanization movement.  

 The fear of a Mexican presence is perhaps most saliently observed in the 

discriminatory housing practices abound in Los Angeles at the time. Monroy writes: 

Discriminatory housing practices meant that the best deals on residences 

were quite apparently and matter-of-factly closed to Mexicans. As 

Mexican immigration increased in the years during and after World War I, 

more and more suburban communities sought to enhance their desirability 

to Anglo migrants by excluding Mexicans and blacks and then touting 

their absence. (27)    
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Such systematic exclusion of and discrimination against the Mexican and black 

populaces had other effects besides segregating them; due to limited space, groups who 

experienced housing discrimination faced higher costs of housing (Monroy 28). Despite 

these higher rents, they often suffered from the lack of available health care as well as the 

presence of crime and disease in their neighborhoods (Dolan and Hinojosa 144). For 

example, not only did many residents of Simons die of the influenza epidemic during 

World War I, but residents’ homes had no foundations at all, and no plumbing, or gas; 

electricity only arrived to the homes of Simons in the 1930s (Deverell 143). However, 

Mexican communities relied on their available resources to confront the considerable 

challenges they faced. Kinship networks and fictive kinship networks, as well as services 

provided by churches and even Americanization programs were all drawn on in order to 

survive. Ultimately, however, it was the Great Depression of the 1930s that would most 

significantly transform conditions for Mexicans in the United States, as well as the make-

up of Mexican communities. Economic catastrophe shifted public emphasis away from 

‘Americanization’ and towards a climate of nativist scape-goating that blamed Mexicans 

for the nation’s problems. Sánchez explains: 

The onset of the Great Depression forced many Chicano residents to 

reconsider their decision to remain in the United States. Moreover, the 

deportation and repatriation campaigns launched against Mexicans in Los 

Angeles profoundly disrupted the cultural centeredness of the community. 

Los Angeles lost one-third of its Mexican residents, and those who 

remained were made keenly aware of the fragility of their social position. 
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The sons and daughters of the immigrant generation, entering adulthood 

during the late 1930s and early 1940s, became acutely sensitive to 

America’s lack of tolerance. (Sánchez 12)  

Indeed, in the 1930s, which signaled the end of the Great Migration, the question 

changed from how to make Mexicans into Americans, to how to best eliminate them 

from the nation; roughly half a million Mexicans, both citizens and non-citizens, departed 

for Mexico during this period (Sánchez 106). For those who stayed, they saw the world 

around them change dramatically. No longer a community of immigrants placing strong 

emphasis upon ties to a Mexican homeland, the community remaining instead consisted 

primarily of the sons and daughters of immigrants.66 It is from this group that a concept 

of ‘Mexican Americanism’ would emerge, and it is also this group which would fight in 

World War II, only to return to continued discrimination, stimulating an increased 

emphasis upon the public struggle for civil rights (Dolan and Hinojosa 196). Very 

significantly, after many years without notable economic mobility, it is during this period 

that a small middle class would first begin to develop amongst Mexicans in the United 

States (Dolan and Hinojosa 144).  

In many ways, this long historical push towards settlement and incorporation in 

Los Angeles is the story which Alejandro Morales tells in The Brick People. It is the 

story of the struggles and ambitions of Mexican immigrants in Southern California, and 

of how the political and social realms guiding their lives intersected with strange and 

startling manifestations of their material conditions.  

                                                 
66 Ibid, p. 225. 
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The Brick People: Infestation, Excavation & Regeneration in the Garden of Eden 

The opening words, “From the east where time began,” indicate to the reader that 

themes of both space and time will be central to The Brick People, a novel as much 

concerned with human relationships to the earth as with the social oppression of 

patriarchal systems and capitalist exploitation. We are immediately thrown into the 

memories of Rosendo Guerrero, a native of Guanajuato who works as foreman for Joseph 

Simons’s brickyard in Pasadena. The year is 1892, but Rosendo’s memory sends us 

across space and time to his family’s home in Guanajuato, to the day his family was 

terrorized by a ‘deranged’ Frenchman in search of Emperor Maximilian, the Austrian 

emperor who ruled over Mexico (1864-1867) with the support of French invaders and 

Napoleon III. The deranged man believes the Emperor is being imprisoned nearby, and 

shoots indiscriminately at Rosendo’s family, who were helpless to answer his questions. 

Morales writes:  

His brothers and sisters did not scream, but watched and turned into small 

brown rocks. The room filled with screams and hand defenses of his father 

and mother attempting to stop the bullets with torn voice and bloody 

hands, and the insistent questioning of the Frenchman. (Morales, Brick 9) 

This scene of terror is significant in setting up the novel, for it plunges readers into one of 

the central themes of the book: histories of colonial, state, and social violence that 

continue into the present. Michael Taussig (1987) writes that “as well as being a 

physiological state” terror is also a social state which serves as “the mediator par 

excellence of colonial hegemony” (5). Although the colonial period of Mexico ended in 
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1821, with Mexican Independence from Spain, the rule of Maximiliano might indeed be 

termed an imperial hegemony.  

Terrorized, Rosendo’s mother and father helplessly attempt to stop the bullets 

with nothing at their disposal but their hands. Their voices become torn and the children, 

witnessing the scene, become ‘small brown rocks.’ This transformation, certainly 

reminiscent of ‘magical realist’ technique, speaks to literary critic Wendy B. Faris’ 

discussion of bodies transformed by history; further, she states that “[…] questions 

regarding embodiment are a particular variation on the idea that magical realist texts 

often question our notions of spatiality and identity” (Faris, 190). Although Morales may 

not identify his writing under the label of magical realism, within the first page of The 

Brick People, several magical realist techniques are identifiable, as spatiality, 

temporality, embodiment, and identity become blurred lines of distinction. Further, the 

above quoted scene marks a relationship between humans and land, for the children who 

become small brown rocks not only become part of the land, but disappear into it when 

confronted with violence. The close relationship, even equation, between Mexicans and 

the land serves as a recurring theme in the text, as will be further illustrated. 

Rosendo is the only member of his family to escape the imperial terror that falls 

upon his family. Referring to the ‘space of death’ as the site where “the Indian, African, 

and white gave birth to a New World,” Taussig writes: “The space of death is important 

in the creation of meaning and consciousness […]. We may think of the space of death as 

a threshold that allows for illumination as well as extinction. Sometimes a person goes 

through it and returns […] to tell the tale […]” (4-5). When Rosendo, a product of the 
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New World, faces this threshold, we are told he “overcame fear and leaped out through 

the doorway to survive in the blackness of the North” (Morales, Brick 9).  This flight 

from violence and escape into the North is a familiar theme, for just as Urrea’s 

characters, Teresita and Tomas, sped towards ‘great, dark North America,’ so Rosendo 

travelled toward a great unknown.  

And though he goes alone, he travels with a collective memory of his ancestors. 

“Traveling through pure blackness for seven years,” Rosendo carries his parents’ 

knowledge, passed down to him. That knowledge, based upon ancient Aztec coordinates 

and which he calls a directional mandala, enables him to survive and to find his way to 

Los Angeles. Luis D. León remarks upon the relationship between collective memory, 

colonialism, and religion: “Religion emerges in memory [….]. Memory is the glue that 

binds together the spiritualities of the borderlands. The colonial enterprise is never a fait 

complait, and the influence of earlier discourses, especially religion, continue to inform 

the consciousness and lives of social agents” (17). Significantly, Rosendo would 

consciously inscribe the same indigenous, religious knowledge of his forbears which 

carried him North onto the industrial landscape of Southern California. Morales writes:  

At the Simons Brickyard in Pasadena in 1892, he now traced the 

directional mandala in the soft red earth. […] [It] consisted of a center and 

four ovals interrelated in a continuous unwinding infinite spiral of energy, 

time and space. The figure symbolized Rosendo’s perception of the 

cosmos. It represented the pattern Rosendo would follow to construct the 
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buildings on the six acres where the brickyard evolved. (Morales, Brick 9-

10) 

In this passage, we see not only the continued emphasis upon spatial and temporal 

relations, but also an emphasis upon energy, as all three unwind into an ‘infinite spiral.’ 

This spiral, representing Rosendo’s conception of universal order, may be understood in 

terms of ancient Nahua thought. As Miguel León-Portilla explains in The Aztec Image of 

Self and Society: An Introduction to Nahua Culture (1992), the Nahuas believed the 

world had existed several times previous, each age ending with “a less than complete 

cataclysm” (4). Rather than history repeating itself, each age, or ‘sun,’ contributed to a 

“‘spiral’ evolution in which progressively better, more complex forms of inhabitants, 

plants, and food had appeared” (León-Portilla 4). Through Rosendo’s ancestral 

knowledge and actions, this concept of time, space, and energy existing as a spiral 

becomes the basis for the organizational structure of the brickyard at Pasadena. As 

foreman, his cosmic perceptions, handed down by his parents and carried from 

Guanajuato, will come to bear material effect on the everyday order of labor at the 

brickyard. Cultural geographer Kenneth E. Foote has noted the significance between 

landscape and cultural memory: “Landscape might be seen […] as a sort of 

communicational resource, a system of signs and symbols, capable of extending the 

temporal and spatial range of communication. In effect, the physical durability of 

landscape permits it to carry meaning into the future so as to help sustain memory and 

cultural traditions” (33). Thus, Rosendo, who has fled the residues of colonial violence in 
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Mexico, has not only carried his ancestral knowledge into California, but has literally 

inscribed that collective knowledge onto the industrial landscape of California’s future.  

 Rosendo is trusted by the brickyard owners to set up a structural order for the 

yards, for Walter believes that Mexicans are not only “like the earth,” but that “Mexicans 

were the earth” itself (Morales, Brick 151). Only perceiving this to mean that Mexicans, 

like the land, can be willfully possessed and exploited, the owners do not understand the 

meaning of the cosmic order to which Rosendo ascribes: the White House of the West, 

the Blue Rabbit of the South, the Red Reed axis of the East, and the Flint Knife of the 

Northern axis. León-Portilla explains the significance of these directional symbols: 

When combined with a number, […] these […] glyphs Acatl (Reed), 

Tecpatl (Flint), Calli (House) and Tochtli (Rabbit) were […] used to 

represent the various years within each Nahua cycle […]. As depicted in 

the ‘wheel of years,’ […] there were four groups of thirteen years, each of 

which was oriented toward one of the four directions of the universe (49-

50).   

Rosendo uses these directional and temporal elements of the Aztec calendar to create a 

flow of energy and work in the brickyard, with the office located at the center, where 

Joseph Simons will reside. Rosendo explains to Joseph, “From there you can observe the 

world you create” (Morales, Brick 16). Thus, using a system based on east/west and 

north/south axes, in a circular, spiral form, Rosendo creates a layout from which Joseph 

can become the god of his ‘created world.’ While the workers will be on both east and 

west sides, providing two sources of energy, Rosendo, as foreman, will be based in the 
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central office. Rosendo views this invitation as an opportunity “to be at the center of the 

evolving directional mandala” and thus at the center of the universe being created, at the 

center of energy and space itself. Immediately, the difference in worldview between 

Joseph, an Anglo businessman from the Midwest, and the people who work for him, in 

this case, Rosendo, is brought to the forefront.  

These differences in worldview will play a substantial role in the text and in the 

supernatural events that unfold. I read those supernatural or ‘magical’ events directly in 

relation to spirituality and religion, for as Wendy B. Faris explains, “the irreducible 

elements of magical realism” not only “suggest the presence of a realm of spirits within 

ordinary reality” but are also linked to “sacred space and time” (154).  Again, Morales 

may rightly feel uncomfortable with the label of magical realism, yet one of the central 

elements of his text is the presence of a ‘realm of spirits’ within the ‘ordinary’ world of 

industrial California, and the everyday ways in which people engage spatiality and 

temporality to bridge those worlds into one. Further to this point, we might turn to Luis 

D. León’s excellent work La Llorona’s Children: Religion, Life, and Death in the U.S.-

Mexican Borderlands (2004), in which he outlines a definition of religion that includes 

all of the “[…] ordered, and disordered stuff that emerges when humans try to make 

sense—make history—out of the fantastic forces of their world, of their unchosen 

conditions” (17). Indeed, Morales’ characters must face a world of unchosen and often 

dehumanizing conditions; as the narrative attempts to re-read history through their eyes, 

and to make sense of the conditions they face, fantastic forces arise and must be grappled 

with. 
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 Perhaps the single most important catalyst for action, and fateful circumstances 

for the Simons family, is revealed through a short tale told about the figure of Doña 

Eulalia Perez de Guillen. Although the Doña died in 1878, her spirit is believed by local 

townspeople to remain, lingering, haunting the roads and countryside. Once a missionary 

to Indian women at the Mission San Gabriel, where she instructed them upon “personal 

Christian hygiene,” she and her husband had petitioned for and received a piece of land in 

Pasadena named El Rincón de San Pascual. As her bond to the land formed, the Doña 

planted an oak tree into the ‘earthen womb’ of the land as a symbol of her love, placing 

large rocks and a wooden cross around the tree as protection. She tells her husband: 

“Juan, I am this oak. It will grow as certain as my love for you and the land. The day they 

chop it down, I will die and I’ll become an insect of the land” (Morales, Brick 11). The 

Doña’s prophecy comes to fruition when, following legal battles to defend her right to the 

land after her husband dies, her house is ransacked. She discovers a large ‘wound in the 

earth’ where the tree had once been. Now stripped of its roots, the tree has been chopped 

down and divided into four sections: 

The trunk was in front and perpendicular to her; the three principal 

branches were cut where they joined the tree trunk and then placed like a 

head and two arms forming the symbol of a man. [….]. There on the 

ground she saw her husband and three sons and beyond them was the 

cross […]. On her knees she grabbed fistfuls of earth and rubbed it on her 

body. She ripped at her dress, exposing her flesh to the elements of nature. 
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She faced the pit and allowed herself to fall forward. (Morales, Brick 13-

14) 

In this passage, it is revealed that, for the Doña, the tree and its branches have come to 

stand in for her own family, including her now dead husband and their three sons who 

have fled the countryside for the attractions of the modern city. Upon first finding the 

destroyed tree and the cross she had hoped would protect it, she screams, ‘iMi familia! 

iMi vida!’ indicating that although her family has already been corporally absent, their 

lives and the life of the tree were somehow bonded. The disengagement of the tree and its 

roots from the land seems to symbolize her own disengagement from the land, from 

which she cannot survive separately.  

This narrative evokes the trauma of Anglo colonization experienced by 

Californios in the second half of the nineteenth century. It is in this vein that Jesús 

Rosales reads the tree and its destruction as symbolic of the violence with which Mexican 

culture as a whole has been met in the United States: “El árbol que planta es la raíz de 

una tradición que había madurado durante años. La mutilación de las tres ramas 

principales y del tronco simbolizan la supuesta muerte de la cultura Mexicana/ The tree 

that she plants is the root of a tradition that has matured during years. The mutilation of 

the three principal branches and of the trunk symbolizes the alleged murder of the 

Mexican culture” (Rosales, 58). However, it is equally important to recall that while 

Doña Eulalia fell victim to the petitioners and settlers who desired her land, she herself 

had petitioned the land away from whoever previously possessed it, presumably the 

Indians to whom she taught Christian hygiene at the mission. Thus, we are reminded of 



 

 287 

the continuing history of colonization, and the ways in which land changes hands 

depending upon power relations; the colonizers of one era become the dispossessed of the 

next. In line with such ongoing effects of colonization, Doña Eulalia’s dispossession will 

come to bear dark consequences for the Simons brickyard owners, Anglo settlers from 

the Midwest. 

As the Doña sits before the tree limbs, arranged in the ‘symbol of a man,’ she rubs 

fistfuls of earth upon her body before allowing herself to fall into the wounded earth. 

Here, the ritualistic act of rubbing earth upon her body, and even falling into it, suggests 

not only an active engagement with the land, but also an active way of knowing the land. 

Faris writes: “[…] To experience something in one’s body is to know it in a particular 

way, and even more significantly, to identify with an object of knowledge […] by 

interacting with it bodily rather than observing it from a position of objective detachment 

changes one’s knowledge of that object” (190). Significantly, it is a female body that is 

able to engage with, know, and become the land in this scene; further, it is through her 

bodily acts of knowing and transformation that the Doña enacts a curse upon those who 

would dispossess her of her land. Describing the relationship between female power and 

land in postcolonial literature, Faris explains that instances of magic may be used to 

“facilitate the reappropriation of real and imagined territories, whether bodies, lands, 

spirits, or discourses (212). Indeed, the Doña inhabits her real, corporal body as well as 

the body of the land. Her claim, “I am this oak,” is a claim that entwines her body as well 

as her spiritual history and destiny with that of the land upon which she lives. De León 

remarks upon the power of such a claim:  
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[…] The belief that the body is subject to both debilitating and 

empowering spiritual forces […] is potentially subversive to modernity’s 

power structures, for it reclaims physical self-control and relocates it 

outside a scientifically vouchsafed language of domination articulated 

through colonialism, Enlightenment, and modernity. Instead, it is 

sanctioned by the sacred […] (León, 18). 

Thus, the Doña’s belief claim about her bodily and spiritual connection to the land steps 

outside of Enlightenment discourses of rationality, and is instead based upon a ‘logic’ of 

the sacred. It is in this sense that the usurpation of that land, and the violation of the oak 

tree, is a figurative violation of her own body, which she will avenge through a 

supernatural metamorphosis. Three weeks after her descent into the earth, millions of 

brown, ‘indescribably large’ insects emerge, paralyzing and horrifying witnesses as the 

insects overtake El Rincón de San Pascual. Unable to defend her land while alive, the 

Doña fulfills her promise to become ‘an insect of the land.’ As an insect of the land (or to 

be more precise, millions of insects), she will reappropriate that territory as well as the 

discourses of power that render her a victim. Over the course of the text, each of the three 

Simons brothers will be figuratively devoured and literally choked by these 

‘supernatural’ insects.  

Due to the great significance the initial scene of the Doña’s transformation bears 

in the text, we might consider several interpretations. Rosales suggests that the 

metamorphosis into an insect “muestra la forma en que el conquistador intenta negar la 

existencia del mexicano, rebajándolo a una entidad minima, casi inexistente/ shows the 
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form in which the conqueror intends to negate the existence of the Mexican, lowering 

him to a minimum entity, almost inexistent” (Rosales 5). And yet, this ‘low’ form of 

existence to which they would be reduced is countered by the powerful capabilities of 

Mexicans to survive difficult historical and social conditions. Monika Kaup argues along 

similar lines as Rosales in her article, “From Hacienda to Brick Factory: The Architecture 

of the Machine and Chicano Collective Memory in Alejandro Morales’s The Brick 

People.” Kaup insightfully posits that Doña Eulalia’s transformation “embodies the 

ongoing agency of the Mexican past in the American-dominated present” and represents 

“the return of the repressed,” or Chicano collective memory (161). To reference one more 

reading, Christopher Schedler argues that the insects represent “a supernatural force of 

avenging justice” both for the “Californios who had settled the land and been 

deterritorialized by Anglo colonization and the migrant workers deterritorialized by 

Porfirio Díaz and the Mexican Revolution […]” (Schedler 60). While I agree, to an 

extent, with each of these readings, I would again point to the fact that the Doña, as a 

Californio who petitioned for and settled land, had played her own role in a cycle of 

dispossession and colonization. The Indian women at the mission to whom the Doña 

teaches hygiene exist in the shadows of the text, and are not recognized in its critical 

readings. Subjugated and dispossessed of their land, these women seem to have little 

voice or agency; indeed, as with many Chicano/a narratives, indigeneity only gains 

reference as it regards to a Mexican identity.  In considering the legacies of historical 

trauma, particularly as they relate to land dispossession, we have to read into the margins 

of this text to imagine the simultaneous narrative of Native Americans.   
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The Doña’s metamorphosis stands as the primary catalyst for action in the text, as 

the three Simons brothers (Orin Elmer, Joseph, and Walter) each fall fatally victim to 

plagues of insects as the story evolves. The death of Orin Elmer, the least business-

minded of the Simons brothers, occurs first and with most descriptive elaboration. His 

death is prefaced as an unexplainable, insane and tragic event revealing total disharmony 

on the cosmic and psychic planes. The energy that kills Orin Elmer is personified as ‘the 

strangeness’ and is described as embracing, penetrating, and swallowing him. The 

‘contamination’ of Orin Elmer strikes first as millions of brown insects cover the house 

he and his mother share, only to disappear with no sign of their existence except those 

‘burrowed’ inside his body. “The beasts crawled in and out of every orifice in his face 

and torso,” until he was “drowned in a cocoon of brown insects” that “gave off putrid 

odors and gushy popping sounds” (Morales, Brick 87). It is only when he is buried that 

the insects clinging to his skin seem to stop multiplying. This indeed strange event is 

perceived differently by the competing worldviews of Rosendo and his boss Joseph, who 

is Orin Elmer’s brother. Rosendo, who believes that Orin Elmer has been spiritually 

poisoned, and that his suffering is the result of a telluric-human curse, asserts that only a 

curandero can help, as the curse is beyond the knowledge of western doctors. When 

Joseph refuses the proposition, rejecting what he views as ignorant superstition, Rosendo 

regrets that “the Anglo logic of one of the Simons brothers would not permit Orin 

Elmer’s salvation” (85-86). Here, epistemological viewpoint is portrayed as carrying the 

weight of life and death, as the ‘Anglo logic’ which denies the possibility of any healing 

outside of itself is brought under critique.   
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At different points in the text, Joseph and Walter Simons both meet the same fate 

as their brother Orin Elmer, choking by bodily infestations of brown insects. These 

supernatural, deathly occurrences which emerge throughout the text can be linked back to 

the tale of Doña Eulalia. Walter Simons is told that “she is the soil and those insects are 

her,” for Doña Eulalia Perez de Guillen “understood the earth in a special way and 

possessed powers of the earth” (14). Just as the curandera Ultima, of Rudolfo Anaya’s 

Bless Me, Ultima, understood the land and shared a life energy with her owl, her spirit 

animal, the Doña shares a life energy with the brown insects her death releases from the 

earth.   Rosales argues that in symbolic terms, “el regreso a la tierra representa la unión 

orgánica que Doña Eulalia tiene con ella/ the return to the earth represents the organic 

union that Doña Eulalia has with it” (58). This symbolism of a close, synchronized 

relationship between people and the earth seems to reflect nostalgia for a pre-industrial 

society based upon harmonious relationships; further, the conquest of the insects in a 

modernizing world represents the lingering, haunting effects of colonization and 

historical trauma. Kaup argues that “the superhuman insects who haunt the houses of the 

industrialists” are not only “reminders of a past order of natural unity between land and 

man,” but also “undermine the utopian belief in mechanization” (161).  Thus, the 

grotesque end which befalls each of the Simons brothers throughout the course of the text 

is not simply retribution for their role as colonizers, but also for their role as 

industrialists. 

These themes are further explored when technology is introduced to the 

brickyards, in the form of brick-making machines. The assembly (or ‘arming’) of these 
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‘technological beasts’ initiates increased production at the Pasadena brickyard, and a 

faster pace of digging. “An immense red hole began to form, a wound located in an 

unnoticeable place on the earth’s precious skin” (Morales, Brick 16). Here, human labor 

and a beastly technology, both agents of industry, are combined to ‘gouge’ and ‘wound’ 

the earth, which is emphasized here as a living entity whose ‘precious’ skin, or surface, is 

violated. As the laborers ‘fall’ into the wound to excavate the clay which will be made 

into bricks, and a new civilization, they unexpectedly uncover thousands of human 

cadavers. This discovery is one of more than simply corpses, but of a buried historical 

trauma. For, the unearthed bodies testify to a forgotten violence; with eyes that gaze back 

at the living, the forgotten bodies constitute a lost and buried history, reaching out from 

the clay to be remembered. Christopher Schedler writes: “The emergence of these 

corpses, like the emergence of the insects, again represents a return of the repressed from 

the history of American colonization and economic repression” (63). However, I would 

add that this discovery also reveals significant spiritual epistemologies among the 

Mexicans who labor in the brickyard. Upon discovering the cadavers, the workers declare 

their refusal to descend into the hole again, fearful of awakening the dead, or worse, that 

the dead have already seen them; for, death in their worldview is not an ontological 

absence, but rather a passage into a different state. This perception might, to some extent, 

be historically traced to the Mesoamerican philosophy that while “positive knowing is 

beyond the realm of the living condition,” death actually “awakened consciousness to 

reality” (León 29). Thus, the discovery of the cadavers transforms the Mexican laborers’ 

understanding of the clay pit from work-site to sacred land. In other words, the presence 



 

 293 

of the dead effectively changes the meaning of the landscape, as well as its appropriate 

uses and functions, for, as Morales writes, the workers “had been taught to respect the 

dead and not violate their right to peaceful rest” (Morales, Brick 17). From this cultural 

and spiritual worldview, the dead possess rights which, when trespassed upon, can bear 

uncertain consequences upon the living.  

However, their epistemologies of land and death are not shared by the brickyard 

owner, Joseph Simons, or even their foreman, Rosendo Guerrero (a fellow native of 

Guanajuato); Rosendo admonishes them for allowing their fear of the dead to impede the 

steady progress of their work. “iCálmense! If you’re afraid, go to work in the drying 

racks! Cowards! The dead won’t harm you; they only scare you!” (17). Here, Rosendo 

appropriates epistemologies of death based upon western rationality in order to negate his 

fellow migrants’ basis for objection and to demean their beliefs as childish superstitions. 

Despite this dismissal, Morales shows that beneath the land which machinery of an 

industrial era would seek to transform, casualties of American expansion lied waiting to 

resurface. Such resurfacing of the past would bear significant meanings. As Jesús Rosales 

states, “Cuando se descubren los cadáveres, se liberan fantasmas del pasado […]/When 

the corpses are discovered, ghosts of the past are liberated […]” (86). As the foreman and 

the brickyard owner study the bodies in the pit, they notice a ‘strange logic’ at work. The 

arms and legs of the mummified bodies, which are arranged in a series of circles, seem to 

reach out from the clay and towards the center; just as with the directional mandala, there 

is a concentric logic of organization, with energy pulling towards a central point.  



 

 294 

Further, Joseph and Rosendo’s assumption that the workers have unearthed an 

Indian burial ground is contradicted by the Chinese garments and ‘Asiatic eyes’ that mark 

the bodies.  Bullet holes, stab wounds, and crushed craniums on bodies, stacked upon one 

another several layers high, reveal the evidence of a violent event erased from California 

history and lost to the social memory of industrialists like Joseph. Joseph, a migrant from 

the Midwest, while surely conscious of Chinese labor, cannot comprehend why a mass 

grave-site might contain Chinese bodies.  Instead, historical Chinese presence, and 

California’s exploitation of Chinese labor, particularly before the Exclusion Act of 1882, 

had become merely part of a ‘blurred’ communal consciousness. In the fog of collective 

forgetfulness, the violent death of these people had become merely mythologized, for, as 

Kenneth E. Foote explains, “The scenes of shocking events, as well as places indirectly 

associated with such events, often become the subjects of […] legends” (210).  In this 

case, the narrator tells us that such mythologizing can also be associated with ethnic and 

racial assumptions: 

The many accounts of the massacre had rendered the infamous occurrence 

a blurry memory in the community’s conscience. Most people believed 

that the Chinese were apt to spin tales against the Anglo Americans and 

that the story of the massacre was a legend brought from China. Few 

people were convinced that the massacre had taken place. (Morales, Brick 

18) 

In this case, it is not merely the passage of time, but the social predisposition to discredit 

stories of a minority ethnic group, that transforms a historical event into myth and legend. 
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Rather than a legend the Chinese had carried with them across the ocean, the true story of 

the massacre had occurred in California.  

We learn through the narrator that the massacre, “a monstrous specter of violence 

and bloodshed,” evolved out of a series of events triggered by a love affair between two 

young lovers from feuding Chinese fraternal groups (19). When violence between the 

feuding Tongs developed into a standoff between armed Chinese, Anglo, and Mexican 

townspeople of Los Angeles, mob mentality engendered the indiscriminate and predatory 

murder of Chinese men, women, and children. Amidst mass lynching and rape, the 

forbidden lovers were located and condemned to be drawn and quartered. Dehumanized 

by their own violence, the crowd cheered on the executioner to increase the torture of the 

lovers’ bodies which defiantly resisted being split apart; only after several increasingly 

methodical attempts were the lovers’ bodies finally split. In the morning, the Sheriff 

ordered the streets to be cleaned and the cadavers to be piled into wagons so as to be 

moved from Los Angeles and buried in Pasadena. Kenneth E. Foote (1997) describes 

such erasure and removal as an act of ‘obliteration.’ Rooted in “a desire to forget,” Foote 

explains that obliteration “entails actively effacing all evidence of a tragedy to cover it up 

or remove it from view” (24-25). In this sub-narrative of The Brick People, it is just such 

obliteration that aids and enables the forgetting of intense savagery within and between 

ethnic groups in the city. Morales writes: 

In spite of the unimaginable crimes that occurred, little punishment 

followed. The City of Los Angeles had shown little concern for the 
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Chinese even at the most brutal moments of the massacre. The entire city 

fell into a state of historical amnesia. (Morales, Brick 23) 

This passage describes the role of the state, in this case the City of Los Angeles, in the 

enablement of hate crimes. By refusing to punish the perpetrators of such crimes, and 

indeed by banishing the gory evidence of violence, the state licenses a silence that 

effectively erases history, and turns it into myth. The preference not to remember a 

people’s capacity to commit horrendous acts permits and encourages ‘historical amnesia.’ 

Foote explains:  

Mass murder is the most common event to result in obliteration. […]. The 

shame of the mass murder stems not only from the crime itself but from 

the realization by a community that one of its own members was capable 

of committing such violence. The shame of the murderer radiates outward 

to the community at large. A community will often attempt to minimize its 

connection to a killer […]. When this is impossible, a community may 

attempt instead to distance itself from the killer by other means, such as 

burning, demolishing, or vandalizing […] the murder site to efface as 

much evidence as possible (26-27). 

Indeed, without a single killer from which to distance itself, the community attempts to 

erase its participation in such dehumanizing events by hiding the evidence, and thus, the 

memory. When the corpses re-emerge and Joseph reports the discovery, the authorities 

reply with a simple command to burn the remains, demonstrating a determination not 

only to retain silence regarding the event, but to destroy all evidence once and for all.  
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James Kyung-Jin Lee (2000) reads this renewed impetus to historical silencing as 

evidence that “the unearthing of the Chinese bodies point, in effect, to a dead end with 

regard to the ability for an excavation of historical memory to pose a challenge to the 

Simons brothers’ emerging empire of brick” (11-12). Indeed, Lee darkly asserts, “The 

Chinese have no witness here” (Lee 11). Yet, I would argue that they do have a witness, 

for the Mexicans of the Simons brickyard at Pasadena counter state-sanctioned erasure 

with their own recognition of death: 

Joseph and Rosendo ordered the men to continue digging and to place the 

remains in a pyramid at the center of the main pit. Some of the workers 

simply refused and left. The majority, motivated by pity, morbid curiosity 

or the desire to give some kind of acceptable ritual burial, stayed to 

exhume the victims so that their souls would sleep in harmony with God. 

(Morales, Brick 18) 

Here, the unearthing of the bodies is received in various ways. While Joseph and 

Rosendo are motivated by economic incentive to remove impediments to industry, the 

laborers alternatively respond with a consciousness that “el asesinato y entierro colectivo 

de los chinos representa una abolición física y espiritual […]/ the collective killing and 

burial of the Chinese represents a physical and spiritual abolition […]” (Rosales 85).  In 

this recognition, some flatly refuse to take part in the excavation, out of either respect for 

the dead, or fear of the consequences for disturbing them; meanwhile, others situate their 

respect for the dead by staying and digging, in order to provide them with an acceptable 

ritual burial. In the case of the latter, the manner of ritual in which burial is carried out 
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directly affects the ability of the dead to assume spiritual ‘harmony with God.’ While 

some workers continue only out of ‘morbid curiosity,’ the process of excavation becomes 

a communal event and ritual in which the dead are honored. Morales writes: 

As the mounds [of bodies] grew, so did the flowers that the women were 

bringing to surround the heaps of bone and leathered flesh. From a 

distance, sobbing women with playful children gathered to pray the rosary. 

They mourned for the unknown dead, for the loss that had never been 

recognized. (24)      

Here, the women and children participate in the countering of forgetfulness. While the 

men dig the bodies up and pile them in great pyramids, as if building a new civilization 

out of the flesh of the past, it is the women who engage in the important ritual of 

mourning. As they bring flowers to place upon the bodies, they also do the work of 

crying and praying for the dead alongside their children; these acts of mourning are also 

acts of witnessing, or marking the loss of life. I would argue that these acts signify the 

process of ‘sanctification,’ which Foote describes as “a ritual process in which sacred 

sites are delimited and consecrated” (179).  In this process, “[…] prayers, eulogies, and 

dedications sanction grief and channel emotion toward the reaffirmation of community 

values,” while allowing a community “to come to terms with tragic events as they pay 

respect to the dead” (Foote 179). While Joseph, the brickyard owner, was “prepared to 

eliminate anything from the past that might halt the successful progress of the plant,” the 

women counter that systematic erasure, denial, and ‘elimination’ with rituals of 

recognition, compassion, and witnessing. In a sense, the text itself enacts the same kind 
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of witnessing to a past, or several pasts, untold in popular history. Wendy B. Faris 

explains that the component of the spirit in magical realism (techniques of which The 

Brick People employs) effectively “undermines many colonial paradigms, since it often 

operates toward the past and belief rather than toward the future and material progress” 

(135). Further, she states that the enactment of this spiritual component within the 

material world becomes especially powerful for postcolonial societies, serving as “an 

efficacious form of counterdiscourse” to a social reality in which they are subordinated 

(Faris 154-155). Thus, while Joseph the industrialist views forgetting as a way to move 

forward into progress and the future, the women of the brickyard show defiance of such 

notions with actions that honor the significance of the spirit:   

As men placed logs and fuel on the heap of cadavers, the women brought 

more flowers and covered the faces of the dead with beautiful, colored 

embroidered doilies, quilts, mantillas, aprons and tablecloths. When 

finished, the crematoriums appeared to be multi-chromatic mountains of 

flowers. (Morales, Brick 24)  

At the very moment in which the bodies are prepared for burning, the women adorn the 

dead with life (flowers) and cover the faces of the dead with the products and symbols of 

their own domestic labor. By engaging in these acts, the women transform the pyramids 

of death into colorful ‘mountains of flowers.’ Thus, I would argue that while readings 

such as James Kung-Jin Lee’s interpret the Mexican characters as ‘impotent’ and offering 

‘little resistance’ to the systematic erasure of the Chinese victims’ past, an alternate 

reading, one that takes into account the component of the spirit, finds both power and 
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resistance in the characters’ actions. Though violence has already been visited upon the 

bodies twice, once through massacre, and a second time through historical erasure, these 

rituals of mourning do not merely mark and recognize death, but in so doing, transform it 

into something else.  Thus, by the time the ashes of the dead are finally blown away to 

sea by a warm wind, the community of the brickyard has engaged in a collective process 

of remembering to negate the powerful violence of state-sanctioned silence.   

 The theme of state-sanctioned violence and historical erasure conjoined with 

corporate interest is continued as the narrative shifts southward to examine Porfirian 

Mexico and the hacienda system, from the viewpoint of an American industrialist. Joseph 

Simons’ brother, Walter, decides to undertake a ‘study’ of Mexicans, the primary source 

of labor in the brickyards, so as to learn “how far he could push them” (Morales, Brick 

32). Conceiving of Mexican people primarily as specimens of study, Walter believes that 

a trip to Mexico will teach him the limits of their endurance and how to best control them 

as a labor source. Indeed, learning how to keep their Mexicans ‘happy’ and pacified is of 

prime concern for both Joseph and Walter, who run the brickyards. Joseph reflects upon 

the threat of labor agitation: 

If his workers demanded fewer hours and more money, the company’s 

economic progress would be greatly retarded. In different parts of the 

world social movements threatened to destroy established world powers. 

Brown men nibbled away at portions of the British and Spanish colonies. 

In the United States, unionism became stronger and urged labor to fight 

for fair pay and improved working conditions. Unions and radical 
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socialists compared the situation of exploited workers in Latin America, 

Africa and Asia to laborers in the United States and urged the people to 

guard against unjust treatment. (16-17)  

While Joseph fears the message of socialists and unionists who compare U.S. labor 

conditions to an exploitation occurring around the world, he clearly views himself in 

relation to the ‘established world powers’ in different countries threatened by those social 

movements. The ‘brown men’ who ‘nibble’ at British and Spanish colonies are vilified in 

Joseph’s mind, as if they were mice or vermin, destroying the system of power which he 

views himself as rightfully sharing in. From his viewpoint, ‘economic progress’ and the 

maintenance of established world powers are linked to one another, and must be 

protected by keeping ‘brown men’ securely in the role of a controllable labor source. It is 

in this interest that Joseph’s brother, Walter, decides to visit Mexico, though his official 

reason for visiting is to investigate “the advantages of investiture in United States 

interests in Mexico” (33). What he finds in the hacienda system, strengthened by 

Porfirian policies, greatly informs his approach to conducting industrial business in the 

United States.   

 At the Randolph Hearst ranch in Chihuahua, formally known as ‘Rancho, 

Mexicana USA,’ Walter observes a system not entirely unlike the plantation system of 

the U.S. South during slavery. Indeed, Vincent Pérez has stated: “If the plantation forms 

the foundation of U.S. southern society and culture, the hacienda system that dominated 

the early history of Greater Mexico […] formed a strikingly similar pre-modern 

socioeconomic base” (8). For, as Pérez explains, although ‘chattel slavery’ was not a 
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feature of the hacienda system, peons and their labor functioned to confer social and 

cultural capital, as well as honor, upon the hacendados whose land they worked (33). The 

faces of handsome house-servants present an illusion that contrasts sharply with the 

hungry eyes and dirty faces of the hundreds of peons laboring the land. As Walter and his 

fellow American businessmen plot the U.S. exploitation of Mexican resources from the 

luxurious main-house, he senses “thousands of protruding eyes peering through to the 

table, to the food, and thousands of hands reaching toward the meat” (Morales, Brick 36). 

Curious about the haunting cries, screams, and laughter he hears, Walter ventures outside 

the house to find a startling scene of dehumanization and poverty. As he follows a man 

covered in filth, carrying “long moist pieces of putrid intestines,” Walter’s perception of 

the man is strangely transformed: “He was not human. What moved toward the bottom of 

the hill into the darkness, crusted with earth and scales on its back, was an enormous 

insect” (36).  Arriving upon a group of men, women, and children gathered around the 

carcass of a horse, Walter likewise perceives them as a group of insects. This 

transformation, which can be read as an instance of ‘magical realism,’ illustrates the ways 

in which the extreme violence of social inequality becomes a distorted narrative and 

remembrance. The refusal to view poor peasant- and working-class Mexicans as fully 

human is in direct relation to the disgust registered by the very class that colludes in 

creating the conditions of their dehumanization. These processes of subjugation and 

erasure are further elaborated by the sanctioned massacre of the peons/insects in this 

scene, and by the events which follow it. Realizing the presence of an American visitor, 

the peasants scatter out of fear. One of the female ‘insects’ who spots Walter wails “as if 
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she had confronted death” while a child quickly takes refuge inside the horse carcass; in 

Walter’s eyes, this child becomes “an inhuman child, an insect that sucked and bathed 

itself with putrefaction” (36-37).  While the peons react to Walter’s presence as the 

presence of death itself, he views their desperate acts of feeding upon death (uncooked 

flesh), and of taking refuge inside death itself (the carcass), as ‘inhuman.’ It is the peons 

who inevitably are proved closer to the truth, as Walter’s presence does indeed bring 

death in the form of horsemen; the horsemen, “protecting the shocked gringo,” murder 

the peons with bullets and machetes for the crime of consuming an animal more highly 

valued than they themselves (37).  

Despite Walter’s observation, the murders are effectively erased, for after the 

bodies are removed from the scene, the other peons of the hacienda, just as hungry and 

fearful as those murdered, refuse to acknowledge the occurrence. Upon confrontation of 

the hacienda owner, Walter is ordered to forget the violence he witnessed in the name of 

high productivity, a goal shared and backed by the Porfirian regime. As Walter discovers, 

“the hacendados, a privileged, luxuried class […], were usually the favorite families of 

President Díaz” (39). Although he initially exhibits disdain for the hacendados’ 

systematic suppression of workers, Walter is eventually seduced by the power they 

possess, as he becomes increasingly convinced that he can wield such power responsibly 

in the United States. Jesús Rosales writes:  

En este viaje Walter se da cuenta de lo que significa el tener poder 

absolute sobre el destino de otro ser humano. […] Walter muestra 

sentimientos de humanidad, pero es tan abrumadora su admiración por la 
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fuerza del poder que termina por aceptar esta situación social. Por lo tanto, 

Walter repugna todas las atrocidades y abusos que ve en México menos 

uno: el poder absolute que los hacendados tienen sobre los peones. 

On this trip, Walter realizes what it means to have absolute power over the 

destiny of another human being.  [….] Walter shows feelings of humanity, 

but his admiration for the force of power is so overwhelming that he ends 

up accepting this social situation. Therefore, Walter opposes all the 

atrocities and abuses that he sees in Mexico except one: the absolute 

power that the landowners have over the peons. (Rosales 59) 

To this, I would add that Walter’s conversion is most clearly driven by his desire for an 

absolute power that not only enables the control of labor, but also denotes a masculine 

power as well. He and the other businessmen from California who are considering 

investment opportunities in Mexico are continuously presented, and plied, with the sexual 

servitude of women. From the train’s ‘special entertainment car,’ where women “sing, 

dance and perform at the gentlemen’s command,” to the main house of a hacienda where 

“Mexican women waited to serve them in every way,” the businessmen are seduced by 

privileges of sexual agency and authority (Morales, Brick 35).  The poverty and 

desperation visible throughout the hacienda system are effectively obscured in the eyes of 

the businessmen by the power to do what they will with women who would do “what 

they were compelled to do” (36). This point is dramatically elaborated in a scene in 

which Walter observes the rape of a young girl by the mayordomo, an official of the 

hacienda: 
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As the mayordomo and Walter rode away, the mother and father ran to 

comfort the naked child. The mayordomo noticed Walter’s interest and 

asked him if he wanted her. Walter almost answered yes. He had been 

disgusted by everything he had seen except with the idea of absolute 

power that the hacendados had over the peons. (41) 

In this passage, Morales illustrates the allure of ‘absolute power’ and its tendency 

towards exploitation as intimately connected to the desire for sexual potency and 

authority; here, that power is shown as so complete as to permit willful sexual violence as 

everyday business with no possible retribution. The extreme patriarchal power that 

Walter observes is not just an authority over laboring bodies, but over sexual bodies, so 

that sex becomes a type of forced labor to be carried out at the will of the hacendado. 

While he is at first critical of the exploitation of the peasants, Walter is simultaneously 

intrigued by this power wielded over the poor, and the sexual privileges, hence his 

repressed ‘yes’ to an offer to freely engage in the rape of a girl no more than fourteen 

years old. Soon after, Walter overcomes his disgust for the system of exploitation he has 

observed in Mexico, enticed by the “soft brown skin” of unclad Mexican women drinking 

and bathing with his fellow American businessmen and several Rurales at a mineral bath. 

Realizing that “if he joined them, he would become one of them,” he nevertheless finds 

himself giving in to his desire (44).   

This issue of power as sexually driven is further illustrated through the dictatorial 

power of Porfirio Díaz, who is described to Walter as a ‘good president’ for his ability to 

‘pacify’ Mexico and his capitulation to foreign investment (34). A ‘good president’ in 
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this purview is someone capable of effectively disciplining the national body and terrain 

into a prostrate position, thereby creating easier access for, and penetration by, foreign 

economic interests. In other words, a ‘good president’ is a good patriarch. While it is 

certainly conceivable why foreign economic interests would appreciate this model of 

presidency, Morales suggests how such actions might look through the eyes of Porfirio 

Díaz himself: 

He thought of himself as the father of all Mexicans. […]. He had given 

birth to railroad lines that stretched north and south, to the silver, gold, 

copper, lead, zinc mines, to the coffee, sugar, banana, and henequen 

plantations and to the exportation of Mexico’s natural resources. Porfirian 

sperm impregnated the country with foreign economic interest which 

exploited Mexicans and Mexico. The United States, England, France, 

Germany and other countries positioned their economic virgins for Don 

Porfirio’s rich penis. […]. In Don Porfirio Díaz’ logic, Mexico was not 

getting fucked but was the one doing the fucking. (74) 

In this passage, political power is defined in patriarchal and sexual terms; the power to 

use foreign economic interests in order to ‘impregnate’ the national landscape with 

wealth and modern industry is illustrated as a sensual pleasure. That power of ‘creation’ 

made him not only a potent ‘father,’ but a supreme, godlike figure whose lust for virility 

was achieved at the price of resources, land, and human labor. The suffering imposed 

upon the peasant and working classes, displaced from homelands and compelled to 

peonage, becomes a sacrifice, or offering, made willingly for the dream of 
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modernization; for much like those who ushered in the creation of a modernized, 

industrial California, they were considered by the regime to be “no better than beasts” 

(74).  

Morales depicts Díaz’ reign of fear as at least partially facilitated by his urban 

army, the ‘Bravi,’ whose job it was to “destroy any person or organization who dared to 

challenge his authority” and which the dictator controlled “by offering it a free hand to 

obtain all the human blood it needed to satisfy its unquenchable thirst” (74). Here, the 

Bravi, a private army of mortal men, is imagined as an almost mythological creature 

living upon the death and blood of others, thereby making Díaz, their ruler, stronger. 

Indeed, in the ‘great chain of being’ that governed Porfirian Mexico, Díaz only ascended 

higher as the poor descended lower. Morales writes: “Don Porfirio’s immortality grew on 

the mountains of bodies of dead Mexicans in the cities and in the country” (75).  In 

particular, the enslavement and slaughter of Yaqui and Maya Indians was exercised with 

a passionate force, for it was they who were considered most incompatible with a 

‘modern’ Mexico. Because they had no place in the new national body, they were 

systematically enslaved and slaughtered. This point is emphasized in the following 

passage regarding the violent erasure of indigenous bodies from the streets of the capital 

city: 

It was […] [Díaz’] wish that the Indians and leperos who begged on the 

Paseo de la Reforma an[d] other elegant avenues and boulevards of the 

capital be kept away permanently. The thousands of dismembered bodies 

that were later discovered along the country roads and open fields were 
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explained as leprous corpses that fell apart because of the disease. The rich 

accepted without question the official explanation and the poor had no 

choice but to bury the remains. (75) 

The presence and image of Indians is described in this passage as not only incompatible 

with the ‘elegant’ streets of a newly modernized Mexico City, but as a disease to be 

expelled and destroyed. The Indians, like lepers, are perceived as a threat to the grand 

project of progress and modernization. The removal and dismemberment of their bodies 

does not have to be done discreetly; for, when their tortured bodies re-emerge from the 

landscape, they can be easily explained away to those who profit from their absence, and 

re-buried by those with no authority to protest. Indeed, Morales describes the violence of 

the Porfirian regime as only furthering the power of the legend surrounding Díaz’ person. 

“The people who surrounded the great barbarian began to believe in his immortality and 

so they decided that the city in which a forever god dwelled must be clean of filth and 

human hideousness” (74). Thus, it was the observable power to commit violence without 

seeming retribution that created a mystique of godliness, and thereby deserved the 

continued sacrifice of human victims, in order to honor such ‘immortality.’ Morales 

provocatively suggests that, just as Mesoamerican Indians once built temples for their 

gods, so Mexico City became a modern temple for a dictator. “Electric lights illuminated 

the boulevards and glimmered and sparkled on the new streetcars that circulated through 

the city’s main thoroughfare. On orders of Don Porfirio, large marble edifices were built 

“for the god to behold” (74).The ‘glimmer’ and ‘sparkle’ of urban modernization, 
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technology, and refinement (such as the Palace of Fine Arts) are here imagined as 

homage to a modern, urban, and bloodthirsty god, the ‘father’ figure of Mexico.      

 Conscious of the crimes of dehumanization inflicted by landowners and dictators 

alike, yet seduced by their ‘absolute power,’ Walter convinces himself that he will be a 

different kind of patriarch, a different kind of ‘father.’ Once back in California, he and his 

brothers purchase a plot of land in Rancho Laguna for the development of a new 

brickyard, to be run by Walter in the paternalistic style he observed at one hacienda he 

visited in Mexico. The Amor (‘love’) family hacienda functioned under the belief that 

they were not only “obligated by God” to oversee the “spiritual and physical needs of 

their peons,” but in fact held “the power of life or death over their peons” (41). Unable, or 

at least disinclined, to perceive the god-complex indicated by such paternalistic attitudes, 

Walter decides that such a ‘noble’ enterprise could be mimicked in his brickyard back in 

California. Convinced that “power was needed to help the people,” (41) as well as to 

bring himself profit, Walter decides to become a beneficent patriarch: 

[…] He thought of the people he had seen on his Mexican trip. His people 

would have everything. They would not turn against him, nor would they 

ever wish him dead. […]. He would give them a school, a church, a clinic, 

everything and create a paradise in which his workers would depend 

totally on him […]. They would never leave, he thought. (70) 

Bent upon the creation of an enclosed Californian ‘paradise’ in which he held complete 

authority, Walter envisions himself as the leader of symbolic children, whose love and 

loyalty can be won through a relationship of dependence.  
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Total dependence is vital to Walter, for a reliable supply of Mexican workers is 

necessary in order to bring his own dreams into fruition. As critic Carl Gutiérrez-Jones 

states, Morales’ work emphasizes that “[…] Mexicanos and Chicanos are fundamental 

for the construction of Anglo utopias, paradises which are from beginning to end 

monuments of dependency” (80-81). In Walter’s case, his utopia will provide everything 

he believes Mexicans to desire or need in order to keep them ‘happy’ and pacified, so that 

they will neither leave nor turn against him. By building a school, church, and clinic on 

his factory grounds, he will enable the success of his paternal-capitalist pursuit. 

Geographer Don Mitchell explains this rationale: “[…] The constitution and continuation 

of capitalism or colonialism—and the reproduction of labor power that makes these 

possible—requires the creation of very specific (if still universal) geographies” (3). Thus, 

beneath the beneficent geographies of the brickyard lies the rationale of a modern 

businessman re-interpreting the racial and class-based tactics of the hacienda system into 

an American context. More specifically, Monkia Kaup describes labor dependency as a 

‘flexible feature’ of the pre-modern hacienda system adapted to the modern industrial 

system of California; in this sense, the modern industrial factory is not an original 

creation, but “a machine emerging from cultural exchanges in the contact zone of the 

borderlands” (Kaup 166).  

Of course, the brickyard does not exist in Walter’s imagination as a machine, but 

rather as a paradise. Compared to the overt murder and violence he observed at the Hearst 

Ranch (Rancho Mexicana, USA), Walter reasons that the provisions of a school, church, 

and clinic not only justify his power, but glorify his virtue in creating the company town 
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of Simons. Caught up in the excitement of opening a school for the education of ‘his 

Mexicans,’ Walter calls aloud the names of the new students registered, and suddenly 

blurts out “This is the beginning!” (Morales, Brick 70). In an exclamation Morales 

describes as invoking the book of Genesis, Walter exudes enthusiasm for what he feels is 

a great project of humanism. His fellow businessmen in the brick industry, and his peers 

in the general Anglo American populace, agree that he is a true benefactor to the 

Mexicans who live and labor in the paradise of his brickyard. The Mexicans of Simons 

are reminded of their benefactor’s greatness by the Bishop himself, who visits the Simons 

church, Our Lady of Mount Carmel, upon the death of Walter’s brother, Orin Elmer. 

Acknowledging the “great sacrifices made by the Simons brothers,” the Bishop takes the 

opportunity to encourage the Mexicans to “follow these unselfish, self-sacrificing 

examples of Christian love” by behaving as “obedient workers and faithful followers of 

Jesus Christ” (88).  Thus, they are advised that obedience to their patrón, their symbolic 

father on earth, is an effective way to follow Jesus Christ, who Walter is apparently not 

unlike in his ‘self-sacrifice.’ The Brick People seems to suggest that just as dictator 

Porfirio Díaz viewed himself in a godlike manner, with Mexico City bearing testament to 

his greatness, patriarchs of modern industrial California likely viewed themselves and 

their industrial pursuits in similar fashion, albeit more paternalistically.  

The ‘paradise’ of the brickyard begins to show its cracks when Morales shifts 

perspectives to that of the Mexicans who live and work there; indeed, through their eyes, 

it is a failed paradise, a spoiled Eden, and Walter is transformed from a Christ-like father 

figure (in his own mind) to “just another patron” (297). I ultimately suggest later in this 
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chapter that failed patriarchal figures like Porfirio Díaz and Walter Simons are sidelined 

in the text by Mexican figures of female power, for it is the female figures that provide 

hope and the possibility for healing, with vigor and resilience. However, such glimmers 

of hope only surface through the cracks of the more dominant textual theme of modern 

industrial California as a ‘failed paradise.’ Indeed, the overriding narrative in The Brick 

People is one of destruction and insecurity amidst the processes of modernization; as I 

have illustrated in previous chapters, this thematic correlation between modernization and 

social fears of destruction take on religious and spiritual connotations. In order to further 

clarify these connections, I discuss here the theme of technology in the text, focusing 

specifically on Morales’ characters’ reactions to, and readings of, new technologies in 

their space and time. Specifically, Morales highlights the technological aspects of 

modernization processes, and the attitudes with which automation and mechanization 

may have been met in working-class Mexican American households. These attitudes of 

his characters range from nostalgia for time past to outright distrust and fear of machines 

as unknown factors bringing forth potentially uncontrollable consequences.  

In Leo Marx’ The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in 

America (1964), Marx asks the reader to consider “how the spectacle of the machine in a 

virgin land must have struck the mind” (206). In his reading of the rhetorical praise for 

technological innovation, Marx detects “tremors of doubt” and misgivings that “associate 

technology with the destructive and repulsive,” and further “communicate a sense of 

anxiety and dread” (L. Marx, 207). Yet, Marx quickly brushes off such ‘expressions of 

ambivalence,’ asserting, “[…] everyone knows that the great majority of Americans 
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welcomed the new technology” (208).  I propose that those tremors of doubt that Marx 

detected are far more significant than he acknowledged. Stating that “Americans had 

little difficulty in reconciling their passion for machine power with the […] Jeffersonian 

ideal of rural peace, simplicity, and contentment” (208), it is clear that Marx had 

particular Americans in mind; most likely, Marx envisioned Americans like Walter 

Simmons, a man who could easily imagine his self-named industrial town, an enclosure 

of laboring Mexicans, as a paradise on earth. Indeed, for many Protestant Americans, the 

ideal of progress was not a threat to humanity’s future, but rather a fulfillment of a 

‘manifest destiny’ ordained by God. Yet narratives such as The Brick People (and those 

discussed in previous chapters), highlight the social anxieties felt by Mexicans in the 

United States; for both Mexican Catholicism and indigenous worldviews approached the 

ideal of ‘progress’ with a good deal more caution, and at times, deep skepticism. These 

points of view are worthy of more extended consideration not merely because of the 

rights of the minority to be heard, which of course would be reason enough, but also due 

to the fact that it was many a minority who labored and built the infrastructure of the 

modern American landscape. Don Mitchell (1996) writes:  

To ignore labor, as so many other histories and analyses of the California 

landscape do, may provide insight into how representations circulate, and 

indeed, how these representations of California may induce all manner of 

social activity. But such studies remain incapable of theorizing and 

describing the links between the representation and the actual form of the 

land. (9)   
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More to the point, we cannot fully understand the complex relationship between the 

modern American landscape and the idea of ‘modern America’ without considering the 

perspectives and experiences of those who labored the land. This is particularly true 

during the emergence of the industrial labor landscape of a modernized California. How 

did the Mexicans who lived in, labored, and helped build the landscape perceive 

technological innovations, and how were these perceptions informed by their religious 

and/or spiritual worldviews? I would argue that this is where narratives such as The Brick 

People do important theoretical work, imagining and creating a space for possible 

answers to these questions. Monika Kaup states: “Morales’s technological novel 

illuminates heretofore invisible transnational exchanges in the mechanization of 

production” (Kaup, 168). Indeed, previously ‘invisible’ exchanges, labor, and worldviews 

all find voice in Morales’ narrative. 

The issue of technology is approached in the text as existing in direct relationship 

to questions of spatiality and temporality. The character Octavio Revultas (modeled after 

the author’s father), a brickyard worker and native of Guanajuato, ponders the changes in 

his environment: 

For half an hour he [Octavio] walked to his destination, […] meandering 

aimlessly through pieces of space and moments of time, allowing his 

vision to be filled with the changes that were occurring around him… 

Everything is changing so rapidly, Octavio thought, standing before a row 

of about ten trucks…Before they were mules and horses. And they 

changed as if by magic. […]. He saw a plane landing at Vail Airport, then 
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another and soon after another landed…Machines will dominate the world 

[…]. (Morales, Brick 131) 

Here, a brickyard worker observes the changing world around him in terms of space and 

time. Time is seemingly speeding up as the objects within the spatial field around him are 

rapidly changing, “as if by magic.”  Indeed, there is projected a sense of magic, the 

fantastic and unexplained, about technology, particularly in the way it creates such rapid, 

extraordinary change. As Octavio watches plane after plane land, the full immensity of 

the technological and historical moment strikes him. In his premonition of technological 

domination, he is also predicting the subordination of man; in the future, human workers 

will be replaced just as animals (the traditional means of labor) have been exchanged for 

trucks. The narrator explains: “By March of 1922, most of the horses and mules were 

gone from the brickyard,” with the remaining horses serving “more a reminder of past 

and changing times than practical animals” (122).  Here, horses preserved in small 

numbers become a marker in public consciousness of the shift between a time before 

mechanization and the present moment of ‘progress’ with which they have become 

incompatible. Yet, in his vision of mechanical domination, Octavio bears a sense of 

caution, for “bloodless technological tangibilities controlled by mechanical means, lacked 

vital organs, brains and decision power” (110). The replacement of living, breathing, 

sentient beings for ‘bloodless’ technology is thus understood as a potentially dangerous 

aspect of modernization. 

 Indeed, one of Morales’ key achievements in The Brick People is the 

representation of how working class laborers might have viewed their own historical 
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moment in terms of modernizing processes.  Again in reference to Octavio, Morales 

writes: “One word---modernizing---danced in his mind. He understood the word to mean 

a force of reading, writing, mathematics, machines and everlasting change. He would 

allow that force to take him just so far” (132). Here, we see Octavio’s definition of 

modernization as a force of ‘everlasting’ change driven by information, knowledge, and 

technology. That he will allow such force to take him ‘just so far’ communicates a 

hesitant uncertainty about what the human consequences of modernization might be. In 

response to this uncertainty in a quickly changing world, Morales’ text features an 

emphasis upon moments and images frozen in time, reflecting the underlying desire of 

his characters to be “safe for eternity,” remaining still, “never moving forward nor 

backward, never changing” (219). One way in which Morales communicates this concept 

of the moment frozen in time is through the recurrent theme of the photograph, a 

technology of its own. In the now classic On Photography (1973), Susan Sontag explains 

the particular power of the photograph to ‘freeze’ time: “After the event has ended, the 

picture will still exist, conferring on the event a kind of immortality (and importance) it 

would never otherwise have enjoyed.”67 This sense of immortality and importance is 

expressed in Morales’ text, when upon the death of his brother (Maximiliano), Octavio 

contemplates a photograph of the both of them together, and is profoundly comforted. “In 

that photo and forever, the Revueltas brothers touched, connected by flesh, blood, mind 

and a special vision” (Morales, Brick 222). Octavio treasures the photo, made possible by 

the technology of photography, because it captures the ‘event’ of their brotherhood 

                                                 
67 Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1973), p. 11. 
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forever, holding off a future in which his brother no longer exists in flesh and blood. In 

this light, photography is conceptualized as another ‘magical’ technology, able to 

counteract the erasure of history and memory, and the violence of death. Sontag suggests 

that “all such talismanic uses of photographs express a feeling both sentimental and 

implicitly magical: they are attempts to contact or lay claim to another reality” (16). Such 

seeming ability to ‘lay claim to another reality’ is not always met with reverence in the 

text, however, as Morales demonstrates contrasting perceptions of photography as ‘new’ 

technology. 

The narrator explains that in 1923, after the Simons brickyard was recognized as 

the largest brickyard in the world, the Common Brick Manufacturers Association of 

America took a series of publicity photographs, including one of the entire crew. “In the 

opinion of the men, the photograph captured the sense of living in Simons and the sense 

that they were part of a great working family” (Morales, Brick 126). While the men 

interpret the photo through what Carl Gutiérrez-Jones calls “the filter of company 

ideology,” two women in the text offer readings that directly counter that viewpoint 

(Gutiérrez-Jones, 89). In the interpretations of Milagros Revueltas and Pascuala Pedroza, 

Morales simultaneously represents gendered understandings of the brickyard’s labor 

system as well as of the modern technology of photography. Octavio’s mother, Milagros, 

exclaims:  

It is a photograph filled with repression. The men are stiff, tense, as if they 

were dead […]. […]. It is a photograph of sad prisoners, of tired slaves. Of 

men angered for being where they are at. […]. I don’t like the photograph 
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because it is the result of a machine that reduces men. It makes them tiny; 

it squashes them and smears them on a piece of paper. And that way we 

cannot embrace them (126). 

Milagros, whose husband and son both work at the brickyard, reads the photo as a 

representation of oppression and the camera itself as a violent machine. In her perception, 

the technology of photography ‘reduces’ and belittles men, capturing and disempowering 

them, ultimately rendering them intangible. Sontag argues that “to photograph is to 

appropriate the thing photographed” and in this, becomes a more ‘treacherous’ aspect of 

the modern world than printed words, which merely interpret (Sontag 4). Indeed, from 

Milagros’ view, the treachery of photography steals men away from their families and 

loved ones, much the same as the brickyard itself does, rendering them ‘prisoners,’ 

smeared and squashed. Both in terms of labor and technology, the men are subordinated 

and dominated. While the men of Simons read the photograph as a representation of the 

great working family to which they belong, Milagros cannot ignore the fear and hate 

reflected in their faces. Another woman, Pascuala, expresses similar critiques to her 

husband Gonzalo, the foreman at Simons.  

Gonzalo, you look tired, completely drained. It’s because you work day 

and night. […]. All these men are tired of working. There are many men, 

[…] few smiles. They seem to be covered with dust. You can have your 

photography; it is an exercise of another world. I’m afraid that someone, if 

they want to, could burn it and you too would burn” (Morales, Brick 127). 
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Like Milagros, Pascuala offers a critique that is double-faceted. They both read in the 

photograph the men’s despair, a despair which only the women seem willing to read; they 

connect that sadness and anger captured on the men’s faces to the way in which the 

brickyard overworks its laborers. Yet neither woman leaves her critique at that. Rather, 

both express a distrust of photography itself as something ominous, and dangerous to the 

soul. As Pascuala rejects photography entirely, she exclaims “it is an exercise of another 

world,” something to be avoided. While this interpretation may at first seem strange from 

a contemporary perspective, we might turn again to Sontag, who claims that photographs 

are “perhaps the most mysterious of all the objects that make up, and thicken, the 

environment we recognize as modern” (Sontag 3). For Pascuala, the mystery and other-

worldliness of this technology does not merely reduce and steal men away figuratively, 

but threatens to destroy them altogether; for, in capturing their likeness or image, the 

photograph also seems to capture some aspect of the men themselves. The fear that her 

husband’s very existence has become tied to the fragile existence of the photograph 

speaks to the unique powers of this technology to render persons into immobile subjects. 

“Photographed images do not seem to be statements about the world so much as pieces of 

it, miniatures of reality that anyone can make or acquire” (Sontag 4). This sense of 

fragility and contingency in the modern world explicitly connects unfamiliar technologies 

to spiritual concerns. 

Further, while the viewer can ‘see’ the person captured, and ‘read’ their emotions, 

feelings, and identity, the photograph also stares back at the viewer. Morales writes: 

“Lying on the kitchen table were hundreds of men looking at her from within the 
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encasement of the photograph” (Morales, Brick 128). The men, ‘encased’ like prisoners 

in the picture, gaze back at the viewer, in this case Pascuala, with all their anger, 

exhaustion, and subjection. In Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (1980), 

Roland Barthes explains the violation with which the viewer is met: “The Photograph is 

violent: not because it shows violent things, but because on each occasion it fills the sight 

by force […]” (91). Thus, it is not only the men who are victimized, but the women as 

well, for they must visually and psychologically receive their husbands’ condition as men 

imprisoned in a life of exploitative labor and subjection. It is in this light that we might 

best understand Milagros’ suspicion and Pascuala’s outright rejection of an unfamiliar 

technology, one that forcefully fills their sight with a bitter component of their family’s 

reality. 

Perhaps one technology that would bear a more wide-ranged impact was the 

introduction of electricity to the workers’ homes and everyday living spaces. When 

electricity is installed in the workers’ houses, the men’s discussion reveals their own 

suspicion about technology, in terms of race, class, and gender: 

[…] Our women will want to buy all the electrical apparatuses they offer 

them. Now we have a swarm of vendors selling electrical junk to make it 

easier for the women. No sir, electricity is a gringo plague that will infect 

us and make us sick. They will make us like thousands of stupefied moths 

attracted to and trapped by this pretty light until we burn. (Morales, Brick 

217) 
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Here, the technology of electricity is feared as an infection, a plague originating from 

white culture. Further, such sickness threatens to invade the most intimate core of the 

brick-workers’ lives--their homes, and the way in which their homes function; namely, 

these working-class men fear that such unknown technology will infect their wives with 

purchasing desires that will presumably render them to behave more like ‘gringo’ 

women. The men trust neither the electricity itself nor the vendors who sell ‘electrical 

junk’ to women in pursuit of easier lives. Indeed, the ‘easier’ life promised by the ‘pretty 

light’ of electricity is dismissed as a suspicious ruse; the men suspect that such desires 

will only lure them into a life of consumerist ideals that will ultimately consume them, 

transforming their working-class, Mexican community into “thousands of stupefied 

moths.” Indeed, Gutiérrez-Jones writes that one of the ways in which the brickyard 

management attempts to control its labor supply is through “controlling the workers’ 

desires (consumerism, albeit indebted, being the ideal)” (89). Thus, it is with precisely 

this suspicion that the men flatly disregard the ways in which electricity might aid their 

wives, whose lives and labor are centered primarily in the home. In place of the 

enthusiasm which Leo Marx suggests most Americans felt at the arrival of technology, 

the brick-factory workers perceive electricity not as a harbinger of progress, but as an 

omen of demise. Rather than envying ‘gringo’ comforts, they fear a future in which they 

will be ‘stupefied’ by the promises of modernization, trapped by desires that alienate 

them from their own humanity, and which will ultimately ‘burn’ them.  

 This impending sense of burning destruction is further articulated through a scene 

at the company store, when a crowd of people including Octavio’s brother, Maximiliano, 
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gathers around a radio to hear news of global events on a Spanish-language station. 

Morales writes: 

The electric voice yelled about Adolf Hitler and the Nazis in Germany, 

Mussolini’s Fascist party, Emperor Hirohito, Mexican deportation, the 

repeal of prohibition […], Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s new Deal, and the 

end of the Depression; but what most affected Maximiliano was the 

voice’s description of the burning mountains of books written by anti-Nazi 

and Jewish authors in Germany. […]. On the way home a burning 

sensation snaked through his veins and burst into his mind at the image of 

millions of books consumed by fire. He was blinded momentarily. 

(Morales, Brick 217) 

This passage carries several significant messages. Firstly, Morales illustrates through this 

scene the way in which technology, through Spanish-language radio, enabled local 

communities to become aware of global events, and to bring those events into their own 

private imaginations. However, even as this circulation of information is enabled, we see 

in the same passage an allusion to the destruction of memory and history via the mass-

burning of books. This image of books engulfed by fire becomes a visceral sensation for 

Maximiliano; the corporal sense of such destruction ‘snakes’ through his veins before 

bursting in his mental imagination. Thus, information, history, and memory itself seems 

to exist on a continuum of proliferation and destruction. Maximiliano’s anxious fear of 

such destruction is enough to temporarily take away his vision, the ability to see what is 

in front of him.  
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Even as the atrocities of the world enter Simons via screaming ‘voices’ of 

technology, local tragedies, unheard of in the outside world, continue to manifest. At a 

local wake for twin six-year-old girls killed in a car crash, a stark symbol of modernity, 

the incessant humming of the rosary is accompanied by the audible, physical anguish of 

the dead girls’ father; as he tears and beats his own body, he begs to be “beaten, hanged, 

killed to end his sorrow and remorse” (224). Amidst such personal trauma, a collective, 

social trauma and anxiety is revealed when the living room floor collapses. “Suddenly a 

loud roar surged from the center of the living room and the world caved into itself. […]. 

The praying bereaved fell through to a deep hole in the ground […]. The floor split in 

two, the center caving into the unknown […]” (224). In The Brick People, houses are 

featured as a very prominent symbol for security, and more specifically, the desire for an 

elusive sense of safety. Here, the house is the center of its own world, and the loud, 

energetic surging from beneath the center of the living room reflects a destruction and 

collapsing of safety and security in the modern world. As ‘the world’ of the house caves 

in, the praying mourners descend into ‘the unknown,’ a deep hole in the earth.  Just as 

earlier characters, such as Doña Eulalia, fell into the wound of the earth, the mourners’ 

descent is marked by spiritual meaning. The mourners fall into a panic, screaming “God 

punishes us!” as others exclaim “Because we are sinners!” and still others beg “Jesus 

Christ, forgive us!” all while the bereaved father submits willingly. He pleads: “Bury me, 

punish me with the bodies of sinners, Jesus!” (225). All believe they are being punished 

by God for their sins, for the earth seems to be consuming them.  
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This concept of being devoured by the earth is one of divine retribution, as will be 

further illustrated in the next chapter, which examines Tomas Rivera’s y no se lo tragó la 

tierra/And the Earth Did Not Devour Him (1971). However, while Rivera’s protagonist is 

‘not’ devoured, the characters in Morales’ text consistently are devoured, both 

figuratively and literally. Alongside the repeated motif of characters falling into the earth, 

or being buried by the earth, the symbol of the cockroach, or insect, repeatedly emerges 

throughout the text, and literally devours all three Simons brothers. While the working-

class mourners of the above scene, who live and work in the Simons’ factories, are not 

literally devoured, “brown insects crawled on the victims and on the ground” and “men 

and women, as they slid rapidly into the pit, cursed Walter [Simons] for permitting the 

world to sink into the abyss of Golgotha” (225). The biblical reference to the crucifixion 

and burial site (Golgotha) of Jesus Christ reflects that indeed, the mourners do interpret 

their descent in religious terms. Furthermore, they do not curse God, but rather aim their 

curses at their paternalistic patriarch on earth, Walter Simons, who has ‘allowed’ their 

world to collapse. It is Walter who is responsible for the construction of Simmons 

housing, which Kaup identifies as a ‘modern’ and ‘machine inspired’ symbol of the 

‘American technological landscape.’68 Again, we as readers are brought back to the elite, 

male patriarch of modernization as a simultaneously god-like and failed father figure who 

cannot prevent, but rather contributes to, the growing manifestation of violence in the 

world. The narrator informs us that such “strange, alarming events were the results of 

powerful energies maneuvering for advantageous positions at the starting line of a violent 

                                                 
68 Kaup, p 164. 
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primitive race towards complete power […]” (226). Indeed, The Brick People is marked 

by strange and powerful forces creating violent reckonings in the lives of its characters; 

these other-worldly forces are significantly linked to the development of modernization 

processes. Referring to the ‘unnatural’ and quite ghoulish death of his mother (Melissa 

Simons), who chokes on rice, punctures her own throat with her thumbs, and spins her 

head one hundred and eighty degrees, Walter Simons proclaims: “We simply have to 

accept these occurrences. The more technologically advanced we become, the stranger 

the happenings […]” (146). Here, we see a direct connection drawn between the 

technological aspects of modernization and what seem to be supernatural and spiritual 

omens.  

In Morales’ text, the pursuit of power and ‘progress’ creates a universal 

imbalance (spiritually, economically, materially, and socially), causing the manifestation 

of violence. This theme coincides with the general theme of Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, 

Ultima (1972), which emphasizes an escalation of social violence, on a global and local 

level, alongside the scientific ‘advancement’ of the atomic bomb.  Like Anaya, Morales 

places this message in historical context. In efforts to bring the escalating anxieties of the 

text to a head, Morales departs from the central story and its characters in the brickyard, 

and momentarily focuses on a narrative regarding Edward William Hickman; Hickman 

was, in fact, an actual person who in 1928 gruesomely murdered his twelve-year-old 

kidnapping victim, Marion Parker, in Los Angeles. While this intensely violent pause in 

the middle of the central story seems at first oddly-placed, it becomes evident that 

Hickman’s narrative figures as more than an individual case of violence; rather, it 
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becomes a story of the fear, human alienation, and terror that accompanies urban 

modernity. Further, Morales uses the narrative to relate these social anxieties to biblical 

narratives of sin and betrayal, and ultimately, the fall of humanity.  

Significantly, Hickman’s violence turns the reader’s attention away from the 

confinement of the brickyard and toward the city. Robert A. Orsi, a religious studies 

scholar, emphasizes the importance of the city in relation to understanding a larger 

history of urbanization, social alienation, and religious fear. Discussing the processes of 

separation and displacement attending urbanization, Orsi explains the conflict Americans 

felt as they attempted to define their national identity. Forced to abandon the westward 

moving narrative of yeomen faithfully cultivating what Henry Nash Smith has referred to 

as the ‘Garden of the World,’ city-dwelling Anglo Americans had to reckon with their 

own sense of destiny. Orsi writes:   

[…] What it meant to be an American---morally, religiously, politically, 

even physically—was defined in opposition to the cities, even as the 

nation became increasingly and inexorably urban. In a society that was 

convinced both of its unique, divinely mandated destiny in world history 

and that powerful human and supernatural enemies were arrayed against 

it, the cities became and have remained central locations on the map of 

American paranoia. (16-17) 

Departing from his focus on the brickyard, and looking to 1927 Los Angeles, Morales 

emphasizes the ways in which these powerful social fears about national identity were 

compounded by the foreshadowing of an economic apocalypse. The narrator situates the 
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oncoming of the Great Depression as marked by a shift in social mood, from content to 

despair and anxiety. “Misery and want were beginning to walk throughout the country. 

The poor were becoming poorer; the rich, richer” (Morales, Brick 161). This 

personification of misery and want elucidates a tangible sense of social fear. Morales 

explains: “People became desperate with the fear of losing whatever they had saved. 

They feared the possibility that there might be no tomorrow” (Morales, Brick 161). This 

general climate, or ‘feeling of uncertainty,’ is attended by changes in the weather and the 

onset of ‘strange and horrible deeds.’  

This is where Morales first introduces the reader to William Edward Hickman, a 

seventeen-year-old boy wearing a golden leash and led by his mother to the home of a 

curandera. His mother hopes the curandera will be able to cure him of what she refers to 

as ‘night visions.’  

He had visions that his mother, thinking he was asleep, regularly stood 

over him at night with a butcher knife in her hand contemplating and 

praying for God’s instruction for either her death or his. In the morning 

she would lick the boy’s face to place spots of Christ which, according to 

her, had been pricked on her tongue throughout the night by God (162). 

This passage depicts an image not only of ‘the bad mother’ who violates her role as 

mother, but also an image of religious insanity. In Morales’ narrative, insanity figures as 

“a unifying blood vessel that ran in William Edward Hickman’s family,” for “his 

grandmother was known to be insane, and two uncles manifested an irrational religious 

calling to heal the well and destroy the sick” (162). The concept and discourse of healing 
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is here turned on its head, as healing is reserved for those already well, and those who 

require healing are visited with destruction. His mother’s dark, religious obsessions 

described in the passage above are thus put into context, for she believes herself to be in 

direct communication with God’s will, which in her interpretation is a violent will. 

Morales expands upon her own twisted history: 

His mother, in her opinion, was seriously but gloriously disturbed 

throughout her life. She, like a black widow spider, had been accused of 

literally devouring Hickman’s father by killing, mincing and eating him as 

meat patties throughout the year that she nursed Hickman (162). 

This ‘glorious’ disturbance is indeed a violent one; specifically, the comparison made 

between herself and a black-widow spider who literally devours her mate introduces yet 

another aspect to a text which in many ways is about cycles of creation and destruction, 

two forces existing on the same continuum. Hickman, who, it is suggested, was nourished 

with the by-products of violence, thus becomes inducted into a murderous and 

‘irreversible’ destiny that cannot be cured by the curandera or at all. “Both mother and 

son knew that it was impossible to cure their destiny. She was the mother of a Judas and 

he would carry out his betrayal terrifyingly well” (163). This biblical reference to Judas, 

Jesus’ betrayer, foreshadows that Hickman will carry out a betrayal that has religious 

significance even as it results in violent consequences in the material world. Thus, when 

Marion Parker, daughter of the manager of the local bank (Mr. Perry Parker), is 

kidnapped, her ransom note reads “If you want aid against me ask God, not man” (167).  
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 In contrast to his murderous deeds, Hickman is described as possessing a ‘sweet-

faced,’ ‘innocent,’ and ‘all-American’ appearance. Yet his tones are described as 

‘monstrous’ and ‘contorted.’ Indeed, within Hickman’s character, a connection is drawn 

between modern, urban America and a perverse impulse towards violence, as well as the 

belief in a religious destiny. This religious destiny is more deeply articulated in the scene 

in which Hickman decides to murder his young victim. A vision of a “personage of 

biblical bearing” appears out of a blue fog and calmly commands Hickman, with the 

words “Strangle her” (169). This strange blue fog then invades Hickman’s body, 

“filter[ing] into where his brain once was nourished by blood” until his arteries, veins, 

and capillaries are circulating with blue fluid (169). In Violence and the Sacred (1972), 

René Girard offers a theory on what he calls the apparition of ‘the monstrous double,’ 

defined as “hallucinatory phenomena provoked at the height of […] crisis […]” (164). 

Girard explains: 

The subject watches the monstrosity that takes shape within him and 

outside him simultaneously. […] He attributes the origin of the apparition 

to some exterior cause. Surely, he thinks, this vision is too bizarre to 

emanate from the familiar country within, too foreign in fact to derive 

from the world of men. The whole interpretation of the experience is 

dominated by the sense that the monster is alien to himself. The subject 

feels that the most intimate regions of his being have been invaded by a 

supernatural creature who also besieges him without. (165) 
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Thus, I would suggest that the character of Hickman is confronted with just such a 

monstrous double at the height of his own violence and frenzy. Yet, his monstrous double 

appears as a ‘biblical personage’ allowing him to feel both blessed and chosen for a 

divine destiny. Besieged by this supernatural presence that invades his body, Hickman 

goes on to “fulfill the Judas deed that he knew for a fact would take him to paradise” 

(Morales, Brick 170). It is significant that Hickman believes he will receive paradise in 

exchange for an act of violence, an act of betrayal and subversion against his own 

humanity.   

Hickman’s betrayal of humanity does not end with Marion’s death, however.  

While “the modern world began to wake up,” he carries out a further violence, mutilating 

and dismembering Marion’s body; finally, he uses makeup to “[paint] over the mask of 

death a ghoulish approximation of a happy Marion” (170-171). Both destroyer and 

creator, the ‘all-American’ boy is free to re-make Marion into the patriarchal idea of 

femininity: quiet, well-behaved, and without her own will. No longer a contorting, 

fighting girl with energy and force, she has been transformed by Hickman’s violence into 

a “silent, obedient Marion” (171). At Elysian Park, which is both actual location in Los 

Angeles and a reference to Elysian Fields, part of the mythological underworld, Hickman 

meets Marion’s father for the ransom money. Instead of a living daughter, her father 

discovers only a mutilated corpse, painted with a ‘grotesque mask’ so as to appear alive. 

Thus, Hickman is also transformed, from ‘all-American’ boy into a monster and devil, 

not only for Marion’s father, but also in the public consciousness. When Marion’s 

tortured body is “repulsed out into the world” with a ‘grinning head,’ a fear takes hold of 
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the city, where “an eternal and terrible fear began” (172). This narrative of an eternal fear 

that grips the city also speaks to more general fears about America itself, and the 

transformation from a wholesome nation of pioneers to one of city dwellers with lapsed 

morality.  

Such ‘eternal’ fear spreads to Simons’ brickyard as well, and it is at this point that 

Morales turns back to the brickyard and the central narrative. When the story of the 

murder is read aloud from the newspaper at the general store, “[…] prayers were said and 

groans of disgust and soft cries of horror and fear emerged from the crowd” (172). For, 

the horrific murder has thrown into question their social and physical isolation, and thus 

safety, from the Anglo world of Los Angeles: 

Most of the Simons Mexicans felt directly tainted, affected, touched by the 

patron’s world. Hickman came from the mass society outside of Simons, a 

society which rejected them, and now a beast created among the gringos 

was infiltrating and interacting psychologically with them. In the back of 

their minds lurked the possibility that the gringo beast could enter their 

world […] (173). 

Here, Hickman is depicted as a kind of white devil loose in the city, a beast “created 

among the gringos” and therefore a product of Anglo urban society. The fear that such 

evil could “enter their world” is thus not simply a fear of Hickman, but a fear that their 

homes (symbols of security) might be violated by the violent consequences of mass-

Anglo society. Though the company representatives attempt to assure them that it is only 
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the ‘outside’ world that is dangerous, the people of Simons are unconvinced. The narrator 

reflects upon this sense of doubt through the character of Octavio:  

While he ate breakfast, comfortable and safe within the walls of his father 

and mother’s home, there roamed beyond the parameters of Simons a 

murderer, William Edward Hickman, who, with his obscene acts, had 

wrenched the lid off Pandora’s box and released a modern image of fear 

that hungered, fed and grew (174). 

Indeed, Hickman is “interacting psychologically” with the people of Simons. Here, we 

see how his violent acts have trespassed on Octavio’s sense of safety, or at least the 

veneer of safety Simons once held. Hickman’s acts are obscene because they defy the 

moral code of human behavior and thus open ‘pandora’s box’ to release further violent 

possibilities into existence. Further, those imagined possibilities manifest as “a modern 

image of fear,” or in other words, what fear looks like in modern time and space, a space 

not confined or secure. Morales suggests that the ways in which fear is imaged, received, 

and enacted depend upon the time and space it exists within. Hickman put a face to 

modern fears, and that fear, once released and enacted through violence, took on a life of 

its own, becoming a living entity that hungers, feeds, and grows. In a modernized world, 

such fear can travel wider and faster than it once had, collapsing zones of separation, 

isolation, and security. Indeed, Hickman’s religiously-driven actions set off a chain-

reaction of uncontainable fear that seems to possess its own malevolent spirit.  

 While this portion of the text evokes the extremity of social anxiety, destruction, 

and fear which gradually builds in The Brick People, Morales does not neglect to suggest 
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the possibility for healing, hope, and creation. Specifically, I argue that the author most 

clearly suggests this possibility through female Mexican characters who, though perhaps 

more minor characters, are described as possessing not only regenerative, but sacred gifts 

and capacities. For example, the scene of Octavio’s birth in Guanajuato occurs towards 

the end of the Porfiriato and coincides with the town pastoral drama depicting Jesus’ 

birth. We are told “Milagros labored with the cosmos inside her body to bring forth life” 

(47). Significantly, his mother’s name, Milagros (meaning ‘miracles’ here seems to refer 

to the Virgin Mary, Jesus’ mother. Though Milagros is neither saint nor virgin, she 

nevertheless holds the power of an ordered, harmonious universe inside her, with which 

she pushes new life into a chaotic world of injustice and hunger. Morales’ decision to 

describe Milagros’ labor in this way suggests a reverence for a feminine connection to the 

universe and its energies.  

This theme is further articulated in one of the text’s most significant passages, 

regarding the San Francisco earthquake and fire of 1906. Galindo Correaga, a crew 

member of the brickyard, relates to the other men an account about the vision and 

premonition of one of his seven daughters, nicknamed El Eco. From their home in 

Simons, El Eco’s family watched as the girl experienced a vision of the earthquake and 

fire, a vision which affected her physically. Her father tells the story for his listeners:  

The child got up from bed. She fell to the floor and her body contorted. 

She spoke in English and Spanish. She felt an enormous weight on her 

body and said it was tons of bricks, that a whole building had fallen on 

her. She saw the city destroyed before her eyes. She suffered great pain 
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which caused her to see everything clearly. Her vision penetrated the earth 

itself. She witnessed fire consuming the city and she heard the screams of 

children who burned. The earth moved, El Eco told us, the earth shook 

(59-60). 

El Eco’s vision and corporeal experience of the earthquake and fire is a violent one; 

however, it is her ability to suffer that allows her to see clearly, and to give testimony to 

the destruction of the city and the suffering of those who were killed. One of seven 

daughters (seven being a biblically significant number), El Eco seems to be physically 

and psychically connected to the earth’s movements and energies. This is emphasized 

further in her father’s account of the premonition she shares towards the end of her 

vision: 

[…] She stared at the earth and told us of a plumed serpent so large, so 

great, that it could not fit in our mind, but she saw it all. That serpent was 

an energy that twisted and turned within the earth, causing great tremors. 

El Eco said that a part of the great serpent ran throughout the state, north 

and south. For a long time she did not move or speak and then it was as if 

she had died. [….]. Suddenly her body twisted violently as if it were 

burning and slowly she became tranquil (60). 

El Eco’s description of the energetic movements of the earthquake as a plumed serpent 

twisting in the earth signals the ancient Aztec belief in a creation god named Quetzalcoatl 

(known as the plumed, or feathered, serpent). Miguel León-Portilla explains that the 

Nahuas recognized Quetzalcoatl as “the symbol of ancient Mexican wisdom” and 
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attributed to this god “the responsibility to restore human beings and to provide them 

with their sustenance” (León-Portilla, 7).  Noting these ancient beliefs, and legends of 

Quetzalcoatl’s journey to Mictlan (the ‘region of the dead’),  we might also return to 

Gloria Anzaldúa’s discussion of the serpent (‘coatl’) as not only the ‘most notable’ 

symbol of pre-Columbian America, but also of feminine relationship to the earth. 

Anzaldúa discusses the serpent as symbolic of a “dark sexual drive, the chthonic 

(underworld), the feminine, the serpentine movement of sexuality, of creativity, the basis 

of all energy and life” (Anzaldúa, Borderlands 57). Further, we might recall her assertion 

that “The destiny of all humankind is to be devoured by the Serpent” (56). Thus, the 

serpent can be interpreted simultaneously as a symbol of creation and destruction, a 

system of twin energies that dominates the universe.  

And yet, according to El Eco, the serpent is beyond human comprehension, for it 

is “so large, so great, that it could not fit in our mind.” Ultimately, El Eco’s vision 

suggests a spiritual connection to the movements of the earth, for as she tells it, the 

serpent is energy itself. Morales’ text is, if anything, a narrative about energies of 

creation and destruction. Listening in on the story, the brick-workers’ foreman calls them 

‘superstitious Indians,’ to which one of the workers responds: “I believe El Eco is right. 

In space, there exist energies that come from great distances that cause these disasters and 

that communicate through imbalanced people like Eco […]. It is God on earth” (Morales, 

Brick 60).  Here, the co-worker argues that 1) El Eco is somehow ‘imbalanced,’ or unlike 

other people, 2) that she serves as a medium through which energies of the earth can be 

transmitted, and 3) that such transmission may be interpreted as God’s presence in the 
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material world. What can be surmised through Morales’ text is that females in particular 

can serve as unique mediums for powerful energies, both physical and spiritual.   

 One of the most spiritually powerful female characters in the text is the figure of 

the curandera, Doña Marcelina Trujillo Benidorm. Like Huila, the folk healer in The 

Hummingbird’s Daughter, Doña Marcelina is recognized by her immediate community 

as possessing a ‘don’ or gift for healing, given to her by God. Luis de Léon explains that 

in the domain and work-space of a curandera, both the ‘narrative of suffering’ and the 

‘drama of healing’ can “forcefully unfold and take place” (300).  As Léon reminds us, 

curanderismo is a product of colonialism and thus, can be traced, in part, to ancient 

Nahua practices that conceived of the human body as a microcosm of the cosmos; as with 

the cosmos, the Nahuas understood the body to be divided into a balance of 

complimentary dualities (León 301). “Just as cosmic disorder was thought to originate in 

disruptive forces, illness in the body was believed to derive from external stimuli that 

disrupted the body’s equilibrium” and thus, the work of curanderas is to heal by restoring 

balance “not only to the body but also to the soul” (León 301-302). Doña Marcelina 

cannot offer such spiritual balance to William Edward Hickman, whose ‘incurable 

destiny’ she is unable to combat. She can offer only prayers and the hope that he and his 

mother “would find in the vale of reality a rip to step through” (Morales, Brick 163). 

Neither is she able to cure Octavio’s brother, Maximiliano, who suffers from leukemia, a 

disease from which he ultimately dies. Nevertheless, she possesses the gift of an 

instinctual knowledge and foresight which tells her of Hickman’s violent acts to come, as 

well as of “the painful road of death” awaiting Maximiliano (205). Able to ‘see’ the 
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“millions of black spiders” circulating in his blood, the curandera foretells that 

Maximiliano will be “devoured by the fire of his own life” (204). However, she is more 

successful in healing his brother, Octavio, who suffers from susto, a ‘folk illness’ relating 

to the prolonged effect of fright.  In “Borderlands Bodies and Souls: Mexican Religious 

Healing Practices in East Los Angeles,” León explains that susto is most commonly 

cured by the performance of a limpia (‘cleansing’), in which a healer ‘sweeps’ the body 

with a symbolic object, such as an egg, while calling the frightened soul to return to its 

body. Through this practice, the healer can “absorb negative energy from the body, 

driving evil forces into the ritual object used for the sweeping” (León 303). It is Octavio’s 

mother, Milagros, who takes him to see Doña Marcelina. After initiating a “litany of 

prayers, declarations, and demands” and making the sign of the cross, the curandera gives 

Octavio tea containing ground white spiders and ground octopus in order to transform the 

susto into a visible form. Next, she transfigures herself so that Octavio physically 

becomes Marcelina; in this way, she is able to seek out and battle the susto which is 

deteriorating Octavio’s body and health. Morales writes: 

The shape grew distinctly into a strong octopus with powerful tentacles 

that wrapped around Doña Marcelina’s waist. At times the beast pulsated. 

The susto was alive, parasitic, sucking the life of Milagros’ son, but now 

Doña Marcelina had traveled through the physical body of Octavio and 

had taken the susto out. It now clung to her. It wanted to live on, but the 

curandera knew how to control and consume it. Gradually Octavio 

reappeared in his own body and face. (Morales, Brick 303) 
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In this scene, we see a process of healing which involves prayers, calling on the 

ancestors, and transfiguration, in order to battle the black susto which has a life of its 

own. The curandera is able to psychically explore Octavio’s body to battle and finally 

consume the disease of fright. The curandera ingests the susto, suggesting that not only is 

fear a living entity, capable of being consumed, but that consumption is the cure. Once 

the cure is complete, Morales writes: “Doña Marcelina calmly escorted the patient and 

the guardian to the opening of life on earth” (303). The door to the curandera’s house is 

thus symbolically depicted as a division between realities, an opening into a different 

time-space; further, the Doña is represented as not simply a healer, but an escort between 

those realities. Significantly, Octavio, who is accompanied by his mother, is led through 

this time-space of healing power by not one, but two women.  

Despite the spiritual significance of these female characters in The Brick People, 

particularly in regards to healing, I argue that the most pivotal female character is Nana, 

Octavio’s wife. Furthermore, I suggest that while Octavio may initially seem the most 

tangible protagonist in a text constantly shifting perspectives and which avoids strictly 

privileging any one character’s story, Nana is in fact the somewhat ‘hidden’ protagonist. 

The text’s dominant characters are male, yet I would assert that none of them can truly be 

considered protagonists. Walter Simons takes up much of the first several chapters, but is 

ultimately discarded as an oppressive, paternalistic patron.  The Mexican foreman, 

Rosendo Guerrero, a migrant from Guanajuato, is the first character we meet in the text, 

and seems initially to be a possible choice for protagonist; for it is his knowledge of 

cosmic order that is used to structure the Simons brickyard. However, as foreman of the 



 

 339 

brickyard he quickly becomes a tool for the patrón’s capitalist venture. Cryptically, half-

way through the text, Rosendo is found dead and ritualistically dismembered in a 

religious site in the Pasadena hills. “The rumors were that Rosendo committed suicide or 

sacrificed himself or united himself with God by following an ancient Indian path known 

precisely to only a few people […]” (137).  The violent sacrifice and deconstruction of 

his (brown) body is difficult to read as anything but the result of trauma in the ‘dark’ 

unknown of the North. And though Damien and Octavio Revueltas, also migrants from 

Guanajuato, are figured prominently in the second half of the text (which illustrates the 

development of a ‘Mexican American’ community in California), neither are satisfying 

protagonists. For, Damien, Octavio’s father and patriarch of the Revueltas family, is a 

chronic philanderer, often entirely absent from the household where much of the action 

takes place. Finally, his son Octavio seems to be at the center of much of the action, for it 

is he who attempts to organize the brick-workers in search of equal wages and fair labor 

treatment. The failure of his organization efforts does not so much disqualify him from 

the status of protagonist, so much as his repeated failure to take effective action to secure 

a home for his family. Though his family will finally have a house of their own at the end 

of the text, the driving force behind this resolution is his wife, Nana. In a text in which 

houses are so symbolically significant, it is worth examining the figure of Nana. 

Nana describes life as a series of failed attempts to create paradise, a paradise she 

aims to achieve by nurturing her garden and family, and working towards a home. We are 

first introduced to Nana as a young girl, when she first arrives from Guanajuato to 

Simons brickyard in 1910. Upon first seeing the company town of Simons, where she and 
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her family will join her father, she surveys the newly constructed houses with wonder. 

Wondering which house belonged to her father, “she hoped it was one of those beautiful 

white houses with potted flowers at the edges of the little front porches […].” (78). When 

she finally arrives at the house the company has provided her father, she sets about 

imagining the garden she will create and tend: 

She was happy and promised that she would take special care of her 

colorful flowers. At that moment the woman next door came out and flung 

water out into the dirt street. Nana saw in the window of moisture an 

image of a suffocating drowning woman. She shivered but held her ground 

and stayed in the middle of her imagined garden. (81) 

Nana’s dream of a house is intimately connected to the dream of a garden, biblically 

symbolic of life and creation, as well as the perfection of Eden. Yet, in contrast to the 

colorful flowers Nana imagines that she will grow, her mother imagines her daughters as 

“cactus plants growing strong and thorny” (80). While her mother is conscious of the 

rugged reality facing working-class, Mexican females, Nana cannot yet understand what 

she only vaguely senses in the image of a suffocating woman revealed to her here. 

Though the image, and its suggestion of female suffering, causes Nana to shiver, she 

holds strong to her dreams for the future. As she grows, she does indeed tend a porch 

garden full of potted flowers, but also discovers her role as a female means learning a 

shame she does not understand, and being ‘penned up’ like a prisoner in her father’s 

house.  
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 Upon meeting Octavio, Nana begins to dream of how they might emulate the 

‘spiritual togetherness’ she senses in her parents’ relationship. However, once married, 

she is rudely awakened to the reality of her married life, living in her husband’s parents’ 

house. Morales writes: “There were moments when she [Nana] felt like a kept whore 

when Octavio would arrive from work, bathe, eat, make love and leave to gamble. As she 

waited through the night worrying about Octavio, she vowed that some way or other she 

would get a home for herself” (155). Living with Octavio’s family, Nana must serve her 

father-in-law and brother-in-law, in addition to her own husband. While Octavio seems 

content to live with his parents forever, it is she who demands a house of her own. Her 

long journey towards this goal is not a force driven by Octavio, but by her own 

determination. Thus, this text, which is so much about the elusive security represented by 

houses, is in fact driven by the determination of a woman (Nana) to have a space of her 

own. Having left her father’s home because he would never permit her freedom, or a life 

of her own, Nana finds marriage is not the escape for which she hoped; thus, she resolves 

to stubbornly drive the course of her family’s future from her own strength.  “She would 

have no more living as if she were everybody’s maid. She would have a home for her 

children and freedom from restraint, from always having to consider first the other 

members of the family […]” (175). Rejecting the traditionally passive roles of a woman, 

and asserting her right to choose, Nana informs her husband’s boss that they will rent 

their neighbor’s abandoned home, and requests the money be taken from her husband’s 

pay. This decisive act stands as an act of agency, with the house representing “the space 

she had claimed for herself and her family” (181). Nana’s desire for a home of her own, 
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and a garden ‘paradise’ she can nourish and tend to may at first be read as fitting the 

traditional role of women; however, in this act of choosing, when her husband would not, 

she subverts the male, patriarchal role of authority to become a decision-maker. 

Staunchly refusing to go without that which she desires for herself and her children, she 

changes her own role in the family. “Nana had now become the true center of her family. 

She embodied synthesis, stability and unity in her words and actions” (184). Through her 

subversive action, Nana has moved from the margins to the center, and has become the 

stable center of her family. She can now speak, as well as act, in her own interests and in 

the interests of her children. Though initially upset by his wife’s actions, Octavio soon 

acquiesces to Nana’s decision, and even extends the house’s porch to accommodate her 

ever growing number of potted plants. Ultimately, he comes to acknowledge his wife as 

‘a powerful woman.’    

And yet, despite the rented house and Nana’s growing garden, she is reminded 

that total security has not been achieved. When the Long Beach earthquake of 1933 hits 

her home, she experiences the terrorizing kinetic energies of an ‘uncomfortable earth,’ 

causing widespread devastation and death. Overwhelmed by the ‘powerful telluric forces’ 

jolting her house and all the objects inside it, Nana becomes disoriented so that she 

cannot tell up from down. She is helpless as she watches her furniture tossed from place 

to place and family photos fall to the floor. Immediately after, she feels the need for a 

‘guarantee’ that the house is safe, but such guarantees do not come. “The earth had 

attempted to violently tear itself apart. The aftershocks of this internal vehemence 

continued to jolt the surface and terrify dwellers well into the night and dawn” (213). 
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Morales’ language here suggests that indeed, the earth is angry, alive, and threatening 

self-destruction, as it attempts to ‘violently tear itself apart.’ This theme of a crumbling, 

discontented earth is brought into relationship with the creation and life that can be 

rendered from the earth (i.e. the garden). In a scene that depicts the significance of the 

earth’s clay as a building material, as well as the life signified by Nana’s garden, Morales 

describes a revelation experienced by Nana and Octavio’s son, Arturo, a member of the 

zoot-suit generation. Morales writes: 

The light at the main entrance on Vail revealed the red barren clay, earth 

that required men like his father to transform it into building brick. […]. 

Simons: crown of red brick companies, creator of material to rebuild the 

crumbling world. Arturo saw the thousands of men and their families with 

crowns of bricks on their heads, burdens of unrecognized labor […].  His 

father’s face guided him through the night. His mother came to help. His 

brother Javier and his sisters Micaela and Flor now ran along with him. 

They all moved effortlessly through the night. He ran with two bricks, one 

in each hand, when he found himself […] amidst Nana’s garden. […]. 

Arturo stood silently and lifted up to his father and mother two red bricks 

with the name of Simons deeply stamped on each. (258) 

In this way, Arturo, alienated from his parents’ generation of immigrants, comes to 

recognize the sacrifices of his family’s unrecognized labor as well as the weight and 

burden of it. Amidst economic strife, earthquakes, fires, wars, and social segregation, the 

world indeed seems to be crumbling around them; however, he recognizes the workers as 
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powerful, capable of transforming a devastated earth into a material that could rebuild the 

world. When he runs through the night, he is running through the darkness and the weight 

of a history that will never be recognized. Yet he does not run alone; the spirits of his 

father, mother, sisters, and brother join him, to show him the way. In this scene, Morales 

figuratively expresses the ways in which we are guided through the darkness of our lives 

and our experiences through the strength and support of our families’ multiple 

generations. Arturo is guided by the spirit of his family as well as his own conscious 

realization of their plight. Significantly, the end point of his journey is his mother’s 

garden, her place of creation and nurturing life, a place that signifies the protections of 

home and family. He presents to his mother and father two red bricks bearing the deep 

stamp of the Simons name, which has left its own deep imprint on the souls of the people. 

For, they have been marked by their sacrifice, their labor, and the paternalistic 

exploitation of Simons. Despite an earth that threatens to rip itself apart and devour its 

inhabitants, and despite a social system that dehumanizes the contributions of Mexicans, 

this scene illustrates a deep faith in the power of transformation and the spiritual 

significance of familial bonds.  

  Following that revelatory scene, a mature and pregnant Nana evaluates her life-

long search for an elusive security and stability. She concludes that life has been a search 

for a perfection which is continuously subverted and spoiled. The author writes: 

Nana watched the clouds traverse the firmament and thought of her time, 

woman time, Mexican time, and how nothing had been fulfilled yet, 

because life was a constant search for Eden. And always, when Eden was 
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thought to be found, Eden became subverted. Life was transformed into a 

chain of subverted Edens which she wished simultaneously to re-visit and 

forget. (259) 

Time and space figure as major themes in The Brick People, and as Nana contemplates 

the movement of clouds across space, she conceptualizes time as not only feminized and 

ethnicized, but as deeply personal. The cycles of her life as a woman embody the search 

for an attainment which will never quite be reached, because perfection signifies an end, 

while time continues to move on amidst always changing conditions. The utopic 

perfection of the Eden symbolized by her garden is never truly possible, is always 

subverted; perfection is always fragmented, and yet the search never ends. As Carl 

Gutiérrez-Jones writes, “Historical transformation thus becomes not a cataclysmic event, 

not a utopian moment, but a subtle process of repetition and change in struggle” (91). It is 

in this sense of continuous change and struggle that Nana perceives of life as a ‘chain of 

subverted Edens’ which can be remembered with both bitterness and nostalgia.  

Postured amidst WWII rationing, hatred against Mexicans, and the violent strife 

which the war has brought into their community, Nana experiences the sufferings of time 

as moving slowly and recognizes that her child will be “born into a terrible world of 

violence” (Morales, Brick 260). Despite living in an enclosed company town, she lives in 

a time in which information is quickly circulated through newspapers and radio; thus, she 

is conscious of global conditions as well as local ones. “Nana, aware of the social, 

economical and political problems of Simons, Montebello, California, the United States 
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and the world, would still have this child” (260). For, she will be the progenitor of life 

amidst the miseries of a world in chaos. Morales writies: 

By June, Nana was five months pregnant and as strong as she had ever 

felt. She felt as if she were prepared to give birth to a new world when the 

news circulated that the Allied forces had accomplished a cross-channel 

invasion of German-occupied Normandy. Simons youth pushed onto the 

beaches with no complaints and never looked back. Like the soldiers, 

Nana pushed forward. (260) 

With the energy of the cosmos inside her, Nana is able to face the destruction and 

devastation of the world around her with a brave stance. Fully conscious of the lack of 

safety and stability in the world, she recognizes her own power to create and transform 

the world anew. Thus, Morales designates Nana as a signifier of renewal and rebirth in a 

text dominated by destruction. Here, woman is likened to a soldier, pushing forward 

despite an eternal war of violence and hatred.  

Nana proves her resolve when their rented company home, which they have lived in for 

25 years, is destroyed by a fire which the Anglo fire-chief refuses to extinguish. Viewing 

the fire as an extermination of a subhuman infestation, the chief allows the homes of 

Mexicans to burn. Faced with such racial hatred and the specter of destruction, it is Nana 

who voices the words that must be said. “Although in a state of shock, from the deepest 

and strongest part of Nana’s heart came words for those around her at that moment---a 

simple statement pronounced unwaveringly. ‘We’ll start anew’” (273). These words 

illustrate Nana’s perseverance amidst destruction, hatred, and violence, as well as her 
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strong commitment to the constant possibility for renewal. It is for these reasons that I 

argue only Nana can truly be considered the protagonist of this text, which on the surface 

seems to be primarily about men, and the labor of men. 

 However, at the text’s end, Morales deftly shifts away from any single 

character’s narrative, and instead emphasizes the value of collective labor and the spirit 

of mexicanidad as part of the American national body. Homeless and displaced, Octavio 

is finally forced to actively respond to Nana’s constant urging to establish a home of their 

own, one that is not owned by the company and one that is not rented. Like many 

established immigrants, Octavio’s family dreams of a home which they can truly call 

their own, and a place from which to launch their future. Despite previous failures to 

secure such a home, the family finally embarks on the building project as a collective 

entity. Morales writes:  

The family […] became active in the planning and gathering of materials. 

Every member wanted to participate, to contribute labor, thought or 

money. The Revueltas family manifested the general national spirit of 

rebuilding a new world after the war. The Mexicans were builders who 

felt quite comfortable with the new spirit of rebirth. To create a new world 

from one that had been destroyed was not a new task for them. Their 

history demonstrated that they had successfully confronted this kind of 

challenge several times before. (298) 

Here, the family’s efforts represent a collective spirit of rebirth, and an ethic based on 

historical experience and memory. Furthermore, their effort to rebuild a home is likened 
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to the national effort to rebuild the post-war world. Though the text is filled with 

instances of destruction--earthquakes, fires, economic disaster, and war--- the crumbling 

world must always be remade. Significantly, Morales seems to argue that in the wake of 

World War II’s devastation, it would be Mexicans, maligned by national society, who 

were uniquely equipped to survive, rebuild, and renew the world.  

CONCLUSION  

Reading Luis Alberto Urrea’s The Hummingbird’s Daughter alongside Alejandro 

Morales’ The Brick People provides a significant vision of a migratory history that 

belongs both to Mexicans and Mexican Americans. For, Mexican migration in the early 

twentieth century is a shared history of structural forces that affected life on both sides of 

the border, and conjoined the fates of two nations. Further, Urrea and Morales’ texts 

provide space for a serious consideration of the spiritual and religious epistemologies 

with which Mexicans confronted the material and social challenges of their time. 

Specifically, these authors pay close attention to the balance between humanity and the 

natural environment, while regarding the work of women as healers amidst a fractured 

world. The next and final chapter will further consider women’s relationships to 

spirituality and faith, at the same time as it will continue to explore the ways in which 

migrants have experienced the labor market in the United States. 
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CHAPTER 5: God, Are You There? Gender, Labor & Faith in Migrant 

Narratives 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

While Chapter 4 emphasized migration from Mexico to the Southwestern United 

States during the early 20
th

 century, this chapter considers the internal migration of 

Mexican-origin labor communities in the second half of the century. Specifically, 

Chapter 5 reflects upon the development of migrant farm-working communities and their 

negotiations of social exploitation, and the ways in which that exploitation has been 

imagined in relation to spiritual and religious epistemologies. Tomas Rivera’s widely 

studied text, y no se lo tragó la tierra (1971) and Helena María Viramontes’ more recent 

work, Under the Feet of Jesus (1995), narratively depict the politics of racialized and 

gendered bodies operating within a hierarchical structure of consumption, land, and 

labor; such politics are brought to life by the everyday struggles, conflicts, and strategies 

that farm labor communities in the United States employ. Rivera’s y no se lo tragó la 

tierra creatively reflects upon the lives of agricultural laborers whose lives move between 

Minnesota and South Texas during the Korean War (1950-1953). Written amidst the 

political, cultural, and artistic fervor of the Chicano Movement, Rivera’s text ultimately 

posits spiritual and religious faith as oppressive, ‘false consciousness’ inhibiting rational 

understanding and the possibility for meaningful social change.  God is depicted not only 

as ineffective in the material world, but as an impotent artifact, and further, as an illusion 

that must be abandoned for the collective good. Thus, the young male protagonist of y no 

se lo tragó la tierra discovers a will for rejection of belief systems that functions as a 
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liberating act of self-empowerment and suggests a burgeoning model of leadership for the 

U.S.-Mexican ethnic community. This highly influential text would become one of the 

central and most widely read texts of the Chicano/a movement and beyond. 

Alternatively, Helena María Viramontes proceeds from a Chicana feminist 

standpoint that significantly counters models of exclusively male leadership which 

dominated the Chicano Movement, and explicitly concerns itself with the struggle for 

communal healing. Written in the 1990s, Viramontes’ work is well situated within the 

framework of Chicana feminist thought that emerged in written form during the 1970s 

and was further developed throughout the 1980s. Her novel Under the Feet of Jesus is set 

in the agricultural fields of California, in the post-1962 era, after the formation of the 

National Farm Workers Association. Although not explicitly stated, contextual clues 

regarding the birthdates and ages of the characters, as well as commercial product 

references, suggest that the narrative’s events take place in the 1980s. Similar to Rivera’s 

text, Viramontes’ work emphasizes social exploitation based on racial and ethnic 

inequality, the imperative of social collectivism, and the questioning of the relevance of 

religious and spiritual faith. Yet, rather than taking the purely materialist viewpoint of 

Rivera’s narrative, Under the Feet of Jesus ultimately suggests that the restoration of 

fractured selves and fractured communities hinges upon action inspired by love and 

driven by faith. Like Rivera, Viramontes shows the divine faith of the people as subject 

to questioning and faltering, amidst the violent realities of systematic exploitation; 

however, rather than suggesting a total and collective abandonment of that faith, 

Viramontes’ text suggests that faith can be remade and re-imagined. In this light, the 
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spiritual is imagined as something put into action in the physical world, rather than inert, 

apart, and disconnected from that world.  

Thus, while these two texts operate meaningfully on their own, reading them 

alongside one another reflects a larger discourse about the history and everyday 

experiences of migrant agricultural laborers circulating within the United States. While 

Viramontes and Rivera are equally concerned about the positioning of racialized and 

gendered bodies in the U.S. labor hierarchy, examining their texts comparatively reveals 

a powerful disagreement about the relationship between epistemology, the possibilities of 

divine faith, and social healing. Further, that disagreement illustrates the discursive 

continuities and shifts between cultural products emerging out of Chicano/a movement 

politics to those which emerged from the later context of Chicana feminist thought.   

VOICING ADOLESCENCE, GENDER & LABOR 

 Under the Feet of Jesus and y no se lo tragó la tierra both feature narratives of 

adolescence and the difficulties of growing up in migrant agricultural labor communities. 

However, these texts tell their stories through opposing gendered lenses; while Rivera’s 

protagonist is an unnamed young boy, Viramontes tells her story through the voice and 

perspective of a 13 year-old girl named Estrella. Indeed, Scott A. Beck and Dolores E. 

Rangel argue that “[…] Viramontes’s novel can be understood as a feminist re-visioning 

of ….y no se lo tragó la tierra that addresses the most notable weaknesses of Rivera’s 

depiction of the migrant experience” (15). This shift in perspective profoundly changes 

the look and feel of the worlds created. For, although both texts take place in similar 

types of communities, it is not only a temporal difference, but also the difference of 
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gender that greatly impacts the experience of growing up in those communities. Rivera 

was not alone in featuring a male protagonist, for before the onset of Chicana feminism, 

much Chicano/a fiction featured solely male protagonists, especially when depicting 

symbolic figures of leadership. For example, Rudolfo Anaya’s equally classic work, 

Bless Me, Ultima, published in 1972, only one year apart from Rivera’s work, offers 

another male bildungsroman. Thus, Viramontes’ decision to set her narrative in an 

environment very similar to that of the widely-read and greatly influential y no se lo 

tragó suggests a desire to revisit Rivera’s text with a difference.  

Under the Feet of Jesus ultimately illustrates how migrant agricultural labor 

camps might be experienced differently in an adolescent, female body as opposed to a 

male one. Further, and perhaps most significantly for the purposes of this dissertation, 

“both novels develop conflicts over religion that are the origins for their titles” (Beck and 

Rangel 16).  As each protagonist grows and matures, confronting the discomforting 

realities of their devalued humanity in the social worlds they inhabit, they are faced with 

painful experiences of subjection and violence involving not only themselves but those in 

their families and communities. Although their labor contributes to the economic systems 

of the United States, they are treated as expendable resources and deprived of 

institutional access to education, health care, and the general rights of citizenship.  

Viramontes’ work suggests a model for female leadership in U.S-Mexican communities, 

shifting the focus away from exclusively male models. As they mature amidst racialized 

and class-based social systems, each protagonist reaches a crisis of faith, in which God’s 

perceived inaction in the secular world renders the previous generation’s religious faith 
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seemingly irrelevant. However, while both texts focus on the affirmation of human 

dignity and social justice, they resolve the critique of religion’s relevance in the social 

world quite differently.  Ultimately, these narratives of adolescence, gender, and migrant 

labor evoke the tensions of the historical confluences out of which they were produced. 

Reading them alongside one another provides the opportunity to examine these texts not 

only as examples of specific perspectives on the link between the religious and the 

secular, but also as testaments to the evolving history of Chicano/a literature and 

narrative.  

READING …Y NO SE LO TRAGÓ LA TIERRA AS CELEBRATION OF THE RATIONAL SELF 

Tomas Rivera: Writing as Witnessing Migrant Humanity 

As a writer whose literary work has depicted and documented the lives of 

Mexican migrant workers, Tomás Rivera writes from personal experience. Born in 

Crystal City, Texas on December 22, 1935, Rivera would annually move between Texas 

and the Midwest to labor with his family; in fact, he recalls that his earliest memories are 

of the farms his family lived and worked on in Minnesota (Bruce-Novoa 139-140). His 

father, from Aguascalientes, and his mother, a native of Coahuila, met and married in 

Crystal City, a place that attracted many Mexican immigrants due to its location on the 

route to San Antonio (Bruce-Novoa 139). This participation in the migrant labor stream 

was significant in Rivera’s life and career, as reflected on his resume: “Up to the time I 

started my teaching career, I was part of the migrant labor stream that went from Texas to 

various parts of the Midwest. I lived and worked in Iowa, Minnesota, Wisconsin, 

Michigan, and North Dakota” (Rivera, “Vita” 55). Born into a migrant life, the route 
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from childhood to his professional career as a writer, professor, and administrator would 

involve persistence and dedication.  

With almost no formal education themselves, Rivera’s parents sent their son to an 

‘escuelita’ (little school) in their barrio of Crystal City, later to an ‘escuela del barrio’ (a 

local private school), and finally to a regular school; however, the family travelled every 

year for work, and for at least a portion of his adolescence, Rivera travelled with them: 

“[…] We would leave around April 15, and return around November 1; that was the 

working season. In the fall I’d finish the year before and start the next at the same time” 

(Bruce-Novoa 141). After graduating from high school in 1954, Rivera attended 

Southwest Texas Junior College, followed by Southwest Texas State University, and 

graduated with a Bachelor’s of Science (Education) degree in English in 1958 (Rivera, 

“Vita” 55). In 1956, when he was in junior college, he began working as a teacher in 

secondary schools in Texas (Rivera, “Vita” 55). Though he had a degree in English, 

Rivera recalls that he was encouraged to teach Spanish instead, and eventually completed 

a doctorate in Spanish from the University of Oklahoma in 1969 (Bruce-Novoa 145).  

His early experiences in a racialized educational system had encouraged very little 

from him: “Junior high school was lost; no reading was worthwile, pure mishmash. First 

of all, they didn’t think you could read, porque eras Mexicana [because you were 

Mexican]. […]. We weren’t allowed to read much” (Bruce-Novoa 144). Despite such low 

expectations, Rivera began writing as early as eleven or twelve years old, and had 

ambitions to become a sportswriter; these displays of ambition were encouraged by his 

grandfather, who had risen from hacienda peonage to become an officer of the 
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Revolución in Mexico: “When people asked what I wanted to be, I’d tell them a writer. 

They were surprised or indifferent. If people don’t read, what is a writer? No big thing; 

no one was impressed. Except my grandfather. […]. My grandfather said that writing and 

art were the most important things […]” (Bruce-Novoa, 140-141). Amidst social 

conditions that placed certain educational disadvantages upon the children of migrant 

workers, such familial encouragement would serve Tomás Rivera well. 

 His novel …y no se lo tragó la tierra (1971) would receive Quinto Sol 

publications’ first literary award for best Chicano literary work of 1970 (E. Martínez 46).  

Written and published during the height of the Chicano Movement, this novel would 

become one of the most widely-read works to emerge from what is often thought of as 

the Chicano ‘Renaissance,’ a flourishing of artistic and literary efforts.  

…y no se lo tragó la tierra, a novel composed of fourteen short stories and thirteen 

vignettes or ‘interludes,’ took the Mexican migrant worker as its subject. Rivera recounts 

that as boy, he was largely unable to locate literary works written by people like himself, 

or depicting the lives of migrant workers: “[…] To come to realize that one’s own family 

group or clan is not represented in literature is a serious and saddening realization. At 

twelve, I looked for books by my people, by my immediate people, and found very few. 

Very few accounts in fact existed” (Rivera, “Fiesta” 439). It would ultimately be 

Américo Paredes’ With His Pistol in His Hand: A Border Ballad and its Hero (1958), a 

study of the corrido of Gregorio Cortéz as well as the man himself, that convinced Rivera 

of two things: 1) that it was possible for a Mexican American or a Chicano to publish, 

and 2) that a Chicano or Mexican American could be represented as a ‘complete figure’ 
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rather than a stereotype (Bruce-Novoa 150).  With the discovery that Paredes, a folklore 

scholar and literary writer, had set such a precedent, Rivera was able to imagine the 

possibilities for his own work, which creatively documented the migrant labor stream he 

experienced between 1945 and 1955. In an interview with Juan Bruce-Nova in 1977, 

Rivera explained this impulse: 

During that period I became very conscious, in my own life, about the suffering 

and the strength and the beauty of these people. […]. I wanted to document, 

somehow, the strength of those people that I had known. […]. I had been a 

migrant worker. So I began to see that my role […] would be to document that 

period of time, but giving it some kind of spiritual strength or spiritual history. 

(Bruce-Novoa 148) 

In this sense, it was not only his desire to see his own life reflected in literature that drove 

him to write, but rather, the desire to document the humanity and strength with which 

migrant workers confronted their conditions.  

Further, although Rivera admits that he had early on become cynical about religion, 

replacing the dogma of the Catholic Church with the power of Walt Whitman’s “I Sing 

the Body Electric” (Bruce-Novoa 144), he was motivated by the desire to represent the 

‘spiritual strength’ and spiritual history’ of his people. That desire was perfectly matched 

by the literary medium, which Rivera has articulated as an experience of ‘total 

communion’ because of the feelings of ‘compassion and brotherhood’ involved in the 

process; Rivera explains:  “[…] To me the act of writing is a personal ritual, a constant 

means of establishing contact with humanity and with one’s origins. The ritual is simple 
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yet complex. The bond is there, the cleansing is there, both for the Chicano writer and for 

his reader” (Rivera, “Fiesta” 439, 452).  Thus, from this perspective, the ritualism of 

writing is about communing with humanity as well as one’s past, creating a cleansing 

experience that bonds the writer and reader through text and memory. For Rivera in 

particular, his role as a writer was to reflect upon his own past, the spirit of the people 

whose sufferings and perseverance he witnessed, and to represent the deep humanity of 

migrant workers. For, despite their economic, political, and social deprivations, “Siempre 

andaban buscando [They always kept searching]” and that is how Rivera viewed migrant 

workers, as searchers: “My grandfather was a searcher; my father was a searcher; I hope I 

can also be a searcher. That’s the spirit I seek” (Bruce-Novoa 151-152). Rivera sought 

that spirit not only in the novel of …y no se lo tragó la tierra, but also through the genres 

of poetry, the literary essay, and short story. These efforts are represented in collections 

such as Always, and Other Poems (1973), The Harvest: Short Stories (1989) and The 

Searchers: Collected Poetry (1990).   

Ultimately, however, Tomás Rivera’s life was dedicated not only to the craft of 

writing, but to the pursuit of equality in the educational system. He became a 

distinguished academic administrator, serving as vice president for the University of 

Texas at San Antonio and the University of Texas at El Paso before becoming chancellor 

at the University of California Riverside (the first and last Mexican American chancellor 

in the UC system) in 1979, less than ten years after he received his doctorate (Bruce-
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Novoa 138). 69  Such tremendous administrative responsibilities clearly “channeled away 

time and energy from his writing,” (E. Martinez 39) and yet this is clearly a choice which 

Rivera freely made. The basis for this decision becomes more clear given his convictions 

about education. In a lecture in memory of Rivera, John David Maguire explained: 

“Tomás linked power with education. Education was the surest route to permanent 

empowerment, he believed. It was education that provided the means by which people 

moved their lives from bondage […] toward freedom” (Maguire 108). Having so 

intimately witnessed the inequalities of the education system, alongside the sufferings of 

migrant workers who were so often denied opportunities for social advancement, it 

becomes clear why the writer committed himself so passionately to administration. 

Longtime friend Rolando Hinojosa-Smith reflects upon his own recollections of the 

motives Rivera expressed, linking his experiences as a migrant worker to his career as a 

university administrator: “The harsh working conditions were endured easily enough, 

he’d say, but it was the deaths of relatives, the waste of latent talents, as well as the lack 

of educational opportunities for many of his contemporaries that influenced him to a high 

degree during his lifetime” (Hinojosa-Smith, “Rivera” 64). It is precisely such wasted 

talent and missed opportunities that Rivera elegantly meditates upon in his most well-

known work, …y no se lo tragó la tierra, a text that highlights the structural violence 

Mexican migrant communities have experienced in the United States, even as it suggests 

the alternate future Rivera himself worked so diligently to bring to fruition. 

                                                 
69 Also, see Rolando Hinojosa-Smith, “Tomás Rivera: Remembrances of an Educator and a Poet” in 

International Studies in Honor of Tomás Rivera, ed. Julián Olivares (Houston: Arte Público Press, 1986), 

p. 23. 
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Historical Contexts of …y no se lo tragó la tierra  

 Tomás Rivera’s time as a farm laborer primarily took place from 1945-1955, 

travelling back and forth between Texas and the Midwest. During that time, World War 

II came to a close, the Cold War initiated, and the U.S. entered the Korean conflict. These 

international events profoundly impacted the U.S. labor economy; in particular, the 

impact these events held on the farm labor market would, in turn, significantly affect the 

experience of Mexican  and Mexican American communities in the United States. 

Rivera’s personal experiences and witnessing of these affects provided the inspiration for 

his novel …y no se lo tragó la tierra , which takes place sometime during the Korean 

War (1950-1953), and covers one year in the life of a farm labor community, travelling 

the migrant circuit between Texas and the Midwest.  

 The repatriations and deportations of Mexicans and Mexican Americans during 

the 1930s responded to nativist sentiments emerging from the economic devastation of 

the Great Depression. Joseph Nevins explains that, according to one study, “U.S. 

authorities forcibly expelled an estimated 415,000 Mexicans between 1929 and 1935, 

with another 85,000 leaving ‘voluntarily,’ usually under intense pressure from local 

authorities” (33). Some estimates place the number of deportations at up to a million; 

regardless of the precise numbers, Nevins attests that the effects of deportations and 

repatriation was the decline of Mexican immigration to a ‘negligible level’ (33). 

However, government restructuring implemented through Roosevelt’s New Deal 

programs and U.S. entrance into World War II (1941) would regenerate the economy and 

create an increased demand for farm labor. In Beyond Smoke and Mirrors: Mexican 
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Immigration in an Era of Economic Integration (2002), Douglas Massey explains that 

amidst the onset of a wartime industry and the war draft, the agricultural market faced 

serious labor shortages:  

The Oakies and other displaced native workers disappeared from the 

countryside as quickly as they had arrived. Whereas in the 1930s displaced 

farmers had been grateful to perform agricultural labor under difficult 

conditions at near subsistence wages, they now shunned such poorly paid 

and demeaning work. Those who were not drafted streamed into cities 

such as Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, Dallas, and Houston to take 

high-paying, unionizing jobs in shipyards, docks, defense plants, and other 

factories. (35)   

The filtering of Anglo laborers out of farm labor and into war service and higher-paying 

wartime industries created anxieties amongst agricultural growers, who feared the 

economic consequences of labor shortages.  

 These growers turned to the government, who had their own concerns about 

disruptions in the nation’s food supply; the result was the negotiation of a binational 

treaty between the United States and Mexico allowing for the legal importation and 

contracting of temporary farm laborers, known as ‘braceros’ (Massey 35). In Impossible 

Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (2004), Mae M. Ngai 

explains that even as contract-labor was being imported from the British West Indies, and 

Puerto Ricans (American citizens) migrated to the United States for agricultural seasonal 

work, the Bracero Program (1942-1964) was the largest program of contract-labor in the 
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United States at the time, involving 4.6 million Mexican workers (138). “From 1948 to 

1964, the United States imported, on average, 200,000 braceros a year. Braceros worked 

in twenty-six states, the vast majority in California, Texas, and other southwestern states, 

and dominated crops such as cotton, citrus fruits, melons, lettuce, and truck vegetables” 

(Ngai 139). In order to understand this large influx, however, we must examine not only 

the U.S. economy but the Mexican economy as well. Douglas Massey explains that 

despite the structural and social reform initiated by Mexican President Lázaro Cárdenas 

in the 1930s, the rural population did not experience the same rate of job growth as in 

urban areas, leaving peasants in a precarious position: 

Morevoer, although the agrarian reform program enacted by President 

Lázaro Cárdenas had given millions of peasants access to land, it had not 

granted them access to the financial resources necessary to make their new 

plots productive. […]. For rural families suddenly in possession of land 

and searching vainly for a way of financing production, the arrival of the 

bracero program truly seemed a god-send […]. (Massey 36)  

Thus, the Bracero Program responded to significant economic pressures on both sides of 

the border. Further, as the large numbers of braceros who migrated into the United States 

suggests, the Bracero Program dramatically altered the social make-up of the United 

States, which had worked extensively to expel Mexicans and citizens of Mexican descent 

in the previous decade.  

 In particular, the relationship between Mexican Americans and Mexican citizens, 

who entered the U.S. either as braceros or illegally, became increasingly complex. 
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Although braceros, undocumented immigrants, and Americans of Mexican descent often 

co-existed in the same communities, and even the same families, tensions arose on 

several fronts. Ngai explains the ‘conflict of loyalties’ that Mexican Americans felt 

towards braceros and undocumented workers; while Mexican Americans shared a 

common ‘ethno-racial identity’ with them, and were often tied to them economically, 

“Mexican Americans believed that ‘wetbacks’ and braceros were the direct cause of their 

own social and economic problems” (Ngai 158). On the economic front, we might 

examine the Migrant Labor Agreement of 1951, which made certain guarantees to 

Mexican braceros:  

Braceros were guaranteed transportation, housing, food, and repatriation, 

and were exempt from American military service. Wages were set at the 

domestic prevailing rate and in no case less than an established minimum 

(30¢ an hour during the war and 50¢ throughout most of the 1950s), and 

workers were guaranteed work for 75 percent of the contract period. (Ngai 

139-140)  

Though the extent to which these guarantees were carried out is certainly questionable, 

the absence of such guarantees concerning wages and employment for other farm 

laborers may have contributed to tensions between braceros and Mexican Americans. 

For, despite a shared ethnic, racial, and/or cultural background, Mexican Americans were 

not necessarily immune to ‘nativist’ sentiments. With very little political power in their 

own country, Mexican Americans trying to ascend in social class attempted to distance 

themselves from the ‘stigma’ attached to braceros and undocumented workers by 
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emphasizing their own citizenship. This strategy was used by Mexican American civil 

rights organizations such as LULAC and the GI Forum; reacting to the associations that 

were popularly made between Mexican workers and ‘social ills’ such as crime and 

disease, these organizations took action to proclaim their equal disdain. Ngai explains: 

In 1948 LULAC sent telegrams to President Truman alleging that the 

illegal entry of laborers from Mexico constituted ‘a direct danger to our 

own citizens’ and called for law enforcement to deport illegals. The 

American GI Forum, a civil rights organization, called for strengthening 

the Border Patrol. (Ngai 160)  

Such proclamations of citizenship, and concerns about border patrol and the illegal entry 

of Mexican laborers were largely in response to broader national discourses about the 

increase of undocumented immigration.   

Interestingly, even as the Bracero Program made it possible to legally contract 

Mexican labor, growers often found it less costly and generally easier to hire 

undocumented immigrants. In Operation Gatekeeper: The Rise of the ‘Illegal Alien’ and 

the Making of the U.S.-Mexico Boundary (2002), Joseph Nevins explains, “While the first 

half of the 1940s saw a little more than 57,000 expulsions of ‘illegals,’ there were almost 

865,000 in the second half of the decade” (Nevins 33-34). However, this vast increase 

cannot totally be attributed to cost efficiency on the part of the growers. When World 

War II came to a close (1945), the postwar economy continued to demand more laborers 

in the agricultural market; even with the extension of the Bracero Program into the 

postwar years, “the number of braceros remained insufficient to meet the demand 
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emanating from the fields, and during the late 1940s agricultural growers increasingly 

took matters into their own hands by recruiting undocumented workers” (Massey 36). 

Furthermore, when Cold War tensions escalated and the U.S. entered the Korean conflict 

in 1950, the nation was thrown into yet another wartime economy. The draft, as well as 

industrial production, encouraged growers to continue practices of hiring undocumented 

Mexican workers, and to once again turn to the government for aid: 

In response to continued pressure from growers, Congress in 1951 passed 

Public Law 78 to give the bracero program a permanent statutory basis. 

[…] The INS immediately doubled the number of bracero visas […]. 

Despite the program’s growth, undocumented migration continued to rise 

as well, and the recession that followed the end of the Korean War 

combined with the paranoia of the McCarthy era to make illegal migration 

a hot political issue in 1953 and 1954. (Massey 36-37)  

The same year in which Public Law 78 was passed (1951), with the purpose of expanding 

the Bracero Program, the President’s Commission on Migratory Labor issued a report 

suggesting the dangers of undocumented immigrants, who allegedly depressed wages 

across the Southwest and posed a threat to public health (Nevins 34). While such laws 

may have been aimed at appeasing both growers and nativists, an increasing anxiety 

about ‘illegal’ immigration continued to manifest with the public; amidst deep recession 

after the end of the Korean War (1953) and Cold War fears of communism, an ‘anti-

wetback’ discourse resulted in the initiation of Operation Wetback in 1954 (Nevins 34). 

Nevins explains that this program, based on the large-scale apprehension and deportation 
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of undocumented immigrants, “compensated agricultural interests by increasing the 

number of braceros admitted into the United States,” and thus was able to effectively 

“increase state and grower control over migrant labor” (35). However, such ‘control’ was 

perhaps more in performance and in name than it was based in reality. Ngai qualifies 

Operation Wetback as only a ‘short-term’ success, in that it only curbed undocumented 

immigration “insofar as the INS legalized illegal workers and gave bracer contracts to 

erstwhile illegal workers whom employers recruited near the border” (Ngai 157). 

Thus, despite the appearance of state and grower ‘control’ over Mexican labor, 

racial and ethnic stereotypes about Mexicans themselves (American citizens and non-

citizens alike) remained strong. The criminal and degenerative associations applied to 

immigrants were equally applied to Mexican Americans, who resented the treatment they 

received despite their continued war service and disproportionate losses in the Korean 

War. Mario T. García explains: 

[…] In Colorado Mexican Americans represented 10% of the state’s 

population but 28% of the casualties in Korea from that state. In Arizona 

Mexican Americans were 20% of the population and 44% of the 

casualties. In New Mexico the rate of population to casualties was 49 to 

56% and in Texas it was 17 to 30%. (García, Leadership 210).  

These disproportionate losses among Mexican Americans led one woman to state “we’re 

good enough to fight and die in Korea for nothing, but not good enough to get jobs at 

home without discrimination and to be treated with equal respect and dignity” (García, 

Leadership 210). Thus, Mexicans and Mexican Americans, who constituted a 
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“heterogeneous ethno-racial Mexican community” in the U.S., faced a discrimination that 

equated Mexicaness with a racial and ethnic inferiority that, in the minds of many 

Anglos, could not conceivably be ‘American.’ Even more problematic, Mexicans and 

Mexican Americans alike were often treated as less than human.  It is this element of 

dehumanization through systematic oppression and discrimination that Tomás Rivera 

brings to life in his acclaimed narrative …..y no se lo tragó la tierra.  

 …y no se lo tragó la tierra: “What’s to be Gained from Doing All That, Mother?” 

Originally written in South Texas Spanish, …y no se lo tragó la tierra (1971) was 

translated into English in 1977 by Herminio Rios as And the Earth Did Not Part, again in 

1987 by Rolando Hinojosa as This Migrant Earth, and finally in 1992 by Evangelina 

Vigil-Piñon as …And the Earth Did Not Devour Him.  I refer here to Vigil-Piñon’s 

version, which contains both the original Spanish text as well as her own English 

translation. Rivera’s decision to write his novel in a regional dialect of Spanish reflects a 

desire to authentically represent the idioms and cultural realities of the migrant laborers 

he had grown up amidst. However, the translation of his work speaks to the broad 

significance and message which Rivera’s novel carried for the development of Chicano/a 

literature as well as well as the aesthetics of the Chicano/a Movement. Indeed, this work 

would come to be known as one of the foundational works of Chicano/a literature, 

emerging out of the Chicano/a ‘Renaissance,’ a flourishing of the arts during the 

Chicano/a Movement. Further, …y no se lo tragó la tierra continues to be one of the most 

widely taught and read novels in Chicano/a Studies classes today, which speaks to its 

ongoing political relevance as well as its historical significance.  
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Written in an untraditional form, the novel is composed of fourteen short stories 

and thirteen ‘sketches’ or ‘interludes’ that frame each of the stories. The individual 

stories and sketches depict characters and events that, when viewed collectively, 

represent one year in the cycle of a migrant farm-labor community. The protagonist, an 

unnamed young boy, does not appear in every story or sketch; indeed, the sparse use of 

names makes it at time difficult to distinguish between the protagonist and other 

unnamed characters. As Ramón Saldívar has pointed out, this purposefully fragmented 

structure, and the fractured perspective it communicates, recalls the modernist influence 

of writers such as William Faulkner, whose novel As I Lay Dying (1930) similarly breaks 

down traditional chronological linearity in favor of the poly-vocal and the psychological 

(R. Saldívar, Narrative 75). Despite its non-traditional structure,….y no se lo tragó la 

tierra is recognized as a novel, rather than a collection, due to the “intertwined plot that is 

both linear and circular […]” (Calderón 73). The novel is circular in that it depicts the 

cyclical migration of the workers’ community, as well as in the fact that it begins and 

ends in the young protagonist’s consciousness. Simultaneously, it functions linearly in 

that the novel moves from confusion to ultimate coherence as the text progresses towards 

its end. More specifically, Ralph F. Grajeda states that the “reinforcement, variation, and 

amplification” of the individual pieces gradually generates and fulfills “a picture of the 

community” (Grajeda 74-75). The namelessness of the protagonist indeed points to the 

understanding that the novel is not merely about one character, but about an entire 

collective of people whose experiences intertwine. According to Ramón Saldívar’s 

reading, the function of the protagonist is to serve as a “figural intersection of time and 
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space […] around which the collective subjective experiences of Rivera’s Texas-Mexican 

workers coalesce, forming a communal oral history” (R. Saldívar, Narrative 75). This 

relationship between the protagonist’s individual consciousness and a larger collective 

consciousness signals the political imperatives of the Chicano/a Movement, which 

emphasized collective group identity as well as an evolving individual consciousness.  

The novel’s emphasis upon the life of a community in movement, as well as in the 

process of becoming, is articulated through an atypical form of the bildungsroman. While 

the typical bildungsroman follows a young person through a process of personal and 

social maturation, Rivera’s text defies a clear linearity and allows for multiple 

perspectives. However, I would argue that as with Américo Paredes’ George Washington 

Gómez and Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima, Rivera’s…y no se lo tragó la tierra draws 

strongly on the perspective of a young male consciousness increasingly becoming aware 

of his place in the social world as a technique to describe the development of Mexican 

American community more broadly. Although the young male protagonist is not present 

throughout every piece in the text, it is ultimately through his consciousness that “the 

entire experience is synthesized and brought to a thematic conclusion” (Grajeda, 74-75). 

The development of his consciousness and his awakening sense of self comes to 

represent an entire community in the process of transition and becoming. In particular, 

….y no se lo tragó la tierra depicts the difficult search for identity and knowledge, as 

well as the social, economic, and cultural obstacles that must be confronted in that 

process. That the larger collective becoming is represented through the emerging 

consciousness of a young male, however, speaks to the gendered politics of the Chicano/a 
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Movement out of which this novel emerged; in a movement that consolidated leadership 

roles amongst males, and that often marginalized female voices, it was perhaps inevitable 

that communal experience and consciousness would be interpreted through the masculine 

perspective. I would argue that the gendered perspective through which the narrative is 

told bears considerable effect upon the ways in which the community itself is 

represented, as well as the methods through which conflicts are interpreted and 

‘overcome.’ Such a gendered representation overlaps with religion and spirituality. 

Significantly, religion is depicted as one such cultural obstacle that must be 

overcome in order to achieve social and political consciousness, as well as to create 

meaningful change.  Santiago Daydí-Tolson has asserted, “It is probably impossible to 

discuss Tomás Rivera’s contributions without having to deal […] with the subject of 

ritual and religion,” for it is a subject that “plays an important part in his literary 

representation and intellectual interpretation of Chicano consciousness and worldview” 

(136). Indeed, I argue that Rivera’s novel reflects not only concerns about the migrant 

farm-workers of the 1940s and 1950s, but also concerns and attitudes of the Chicano/a 

Movement amidst which he wrote the novel. More specifically, I would suggest that the 

intersections between Chicano/a activism and Marxist thought that gained some 

momentum during the 1960s and early 1970s are clearly evident in ….y no se lo tragó la 

tierra. For, while Rivera’s text eloquently depicts the collective strength of a people to 

confront social challenges as a distinctly spiritual strength, stressing a powerful sense of 

interconnection, this did not include guidance or salvation in a godly figure. Instead, faith 

in God is depicted as a stifling and oppressive cultural belief, an archaic vestige of a pre-
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conscious and dogmatic culture that must be eliminated for the social good. Daydí-

Tolson elaborates that Rivera’s treatment of religion is “directed mainly towards a critical 

repudiation and disavowal of religious beliefs and habits among his people”; for, rather 

than “a positive spiritual force,” religion is depicted as “a form of psychological 

limitation to the social advancement of the Mexican American” (Daydí-Tolson, 136). 

This message of an encouraged movement away from traditional religious practices is 

clearly delivered in several of the most powerful stories in the novel, and is at least 

implicitly present throughout the majority of the text.  

Ironically, perhaps, we must therefore note a disjuncture between this message 

and the ongoing reality for the many mexicanos/as, Mexican Americans, and/or 

Chicanos/as who continue to hold faith in a divine being, including social activists. Ana 

Castillo explains that while the materialist analysis of Marxism was attractive to a 

number of activists involved in the Chicano/a Movement, for its attention to the 

economic exploitation or a working class people, “most activistas could not fully 

assimilate socialist views that were exclusively based on materialism” (91). She 

elaborates that although “there were pretensions on the part of politically conscious 

activists to reject Christianity, it remained an ongoing undercurrent of our Chicanismo 

because of its permeation of Mexican culture” (Castillo, 91). Further, Castillo emphasizes 

that women in the movement were particularly unlikely to replace their religious beliefs 

with political ideologies that could not reconcile that undercurrent.  

The initial story in the text, entitled ‘El año perdido’ or ‘The Lost Year,’ 

introduces us to the young unnamed male protagonist, enmeshed in a deep psychological 
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obscurity. While by the novel’s end the boy has achieved a clarity regarding self, 

community, and a relationship to the larger social world, he is initially depicted as one 

who walks in a dream, unable to distinguish reality or to clearly recall events. 

Contemplating a year that is ‘lost’ to him, the boy struggles not only to remember but 

also to express the events that have occurred. “At times he tried to remember and, just 

about when he thought everything was clearing up some, he would be at a loss for words” 

(Rivera, ….tierra 83). This loss for words suggests the struggle to articulate that which is 

not clearly understood; significantly, it is not merely the past year’s events which he can 

neither recall nor express, but his own identity as well. “[…] He would hear someone 

calling him by his name but when he turned his head to see who was calling, he would 

make a complete turn and there he would end up—in the same place” (83). This attempt 

to answer a call and to decipher the caller is always negated, for each time, he only finds 

himself, realizing that it is he who has been calling his own name, “And then he even 

forgot the name he had been called” (83). This initial scene of confusion expresses not 

only a dreamlike consciousness and confusion of existence, but also the desperate search 

for one’s own identity and history. Ramón Saldívar writes that “[…] the child is called to 

bear witness to and compose the testament of his history” (R. Saldívar, 78). However, to 

be both the caller as well as the one who is called signifies the confused search for 

understanding of one’s own existence, an attempt to gain psychic grounding in an 

unstable environment. Such grounding is gradually attained as the novel progresses, until 

the protagonist is finally able to recall and to express the fragmented events of his ‘lost’ 

year. It is through that recollection and expression that he is able to make sense of the 
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events that have occurred as well as his own existence in relation to a larger community. 

The path between these two points is plotted by stories and sketches that illustrate the 

consistent confrontation of social struggle; that struggle is often marked by violence, as 

well as by the gradual attainment of ‘knowledge,’ even as this knowledge comes at a 

gendered and religious cost.  

This cost is clearly implicated in the first sketch, entitled “Lo que nunca supo…” 

or “What his mother never knew….” This title reflects a gendered and generational 

distinction regarding epistemology. Who possesses knowledge and who does not? In this 

story, it is clearly a female, more specifically a mother, who does not possess the 

knowledge of her son, and furthermore it is emphasized that she ‘never’ has. Specifically, 

this sketch depicts a folk religious practice attributed to women, Mexican mothers in 

particular, and a son’s disavowal of its epistemological foundations. The son’s rejection 

of his mother’s religious practice is significant, for amongst Mexican Americans, it has 

traditionally been mothers who are responsible for carrying and passing religious beliefs 

between generations. In reference to Mexican American familial structures, Norma 

Williams writes: 

[…] It is the women who have been the most expressive in the area of 

religion, for they have done most of the praying and churchgoing. And it 

is mainly the women who have been expected to instill the religious belief 

system in their children. Mothers have spent more time with young 

children than have fathers. Under these circumstances, mothers have 
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played an active role in disciplining their children and socializing them 

into the cultural belief system of Mexican Americans […]. (22-23) 

However, this traditional role as cultural and religious disseminator within the family 

structure is undermined in “What his mother never knew,” a piece that reflects an 

epistemological as well as gendered distance between two generations in one family. 

Significantly, this literal family can be read to stand in for the broader cultural family of 

Mexican Americans.  Rivera writes: 

What his mother never knew was that every night he would drink the glass 

of water that she left under the bed for the spirits. She always believed that 

they drank the water and so she continued doing her duty. Once he was 

going to tell her but then he thought that he’d wait and tell her when he 

was grown up. (85) 

While the narrator explains the mother’s practice of this ritual as substantiated by her 

belief that the spirits nightly drink the water, we might consider that the mother’s ability 

to represent her perspective is actually quite absent. In her examination of women’s roles 

in the novel, Patricia de la Fuente states that this scene reveals the narrator’s focus on the 

male protagonist’s ‘mental landscape’ resulting in the ‘invisible’ presence of any female 

prerogative (84).  Furthermore, in drinking the water, the son negates his mother’s 

actions, and in keeping the secret from her, he symbolically revokes her parental 

authority; in his internal debate about whether or not to ‘tell’ his mother the ‘truth,’ the 

boy seemingly decides whether or not to impart knowledge to his mother, who is 

‘without knowledge,’ for he “already perceives his world as a place dominated by men” 
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(de la Fuente, 84).This positioning of the male protagonist as keeper and disseminator of 

knowledge suggests that there is only one legitimate form of epistemology, based upon 

rationality and a materialism divorced from the existence of a spiritual realm.  

Such a spiritual realm might be imagined in the mother’s perspective, not given 

entrance in the text of the story. The glass of water the mother leaves under her son’s bed 

for the spirits to consume appears as a type of feminine duty or obligation, a ritual of 

protection. This ritual thus has several levels of significance. The cultural enactment of 

ritual is not based simply on mindless repetition, but rather, is based upon the effort to 

link the past, present, and future through the engagement of particular actions that carry 

social memories and meanings. Norma Williams expands: “In practice, we know that 

rituals change over time. Still, the participants engaged in ‘sacred rituals’ are seeking to 

preserve the past. Through their social (or ‘collective’) memory, the participants attempt 

to recapture or recreate the activities of their forefathers” (20). 

 In this case, we might also think of foremothers, and social memories that reach 

far back into Mesoamerican history and thought. In this scene, the mother who places a 

glass of water beneath her son’s bed is not an anomaly, but rather, is engaging in a 

traditional ritual that has been passed down to her from centuries past. Writing on the 

‘spiritual conquest’ of Mexico, Alan Knight writes that when Spanish missionaries 

condemned and censored the sacred religious beliefs of the indigenous peoples they 

sought to convert, “codices depicting the old gods were hidden away and preserved” 

(Knight, Colonial 44-45). In the absence of these written and pictorial texts, “Curanderos 

(healers), sorcerers and midwives kept alive the old rites, beliefs and magical 



 

 375 

vocabularies” (Knight, Colonial 45). Thus, the gendered folk practice of rituals such as 

the one in this story can be interpreted as a continuation and innovation of ancient 

‘vocabularies’ that have survived spiritual conquests of several forms. In addition to the 

missionary conversions in colonial Mexico, many women who sought refuge in the 

Southwest to escape the 1910 Mexican Revolution suffered similar repression. Kay 

Turner explains the conditions for those women who arrived to Texas during the 

Revolution: “Anglo prejudice against Mexicans was virulent; male dominance prevailed; 

parish churches were segregated; priestly authority was absolute; and folk religious 

practices, especially women’s practices, were discouraged or prohibited by the church” 

(“Voces de Fe” 181). Thus, the survival of women’s folk religious rituals despite such 

repression is testimony of the deep significance these practices hold, and to the rebellion 

women have exercised through their persistence.  

Further, within this mother’s folk-practice, the water itself has a particular 

significance. Discussing the folk religious healing practices of curanderismo, Luis D. 

León writes that water, which is believed to have curative properties, is considered 

powerful “because it functions as the physical connection between the realms of the 

living and the dead” (134). Further, he states that “the symbolism of water is charged 

with formative properties in Mesoamerican discourse, and also holds (re)generative 

forces for curanderas and espiritualistas” (134). Thus, we might consider that when the 

boy’s mother places the water beneath his bed, it may have less to do with simple 

‘superstition’ and more to do with an active engagement of a spiritual realm that 

functions as part of her epistemological foundation. Further, the ‘formative’ and 
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‘curative’ properties attributed to water signal the mother’s concern with creation, 

regeneration, and balance. Tuner explains that such daily acts of devotion “ground the 

believer’s relationship with the divine in the continuity of everyday life” (195). However, 

in this context, the mother’s practice of folk religious rituals, based on metaphysical 

ideas, disqualifies her from the circle of knowledge based on rational modes of thought. 

Indeed, she is positioned in opposition to her son’s rationalism, as in the title story she 

warns him not to question the will of God, for fear that ‘the blood of Satan’ would run 

through his veins (Rivera, …tierra 109).  In his reading of the novel, José E. Limón has 

suggested that she is acting as a curandera, or a folk healer, and that “it is as curandera 

that she is branded as ignorant, superstitious, and a prisoner of an idealist metaphysics” 

(Limón, Dancing 202). The portrayal of this Mexican mother (symbolic of traditional 

Mexican mothers in general) as displaced by her son’s “emergent rational self” suggests 

the novel’s larger message; by breaking away from the traditions of one’s parents, a 

younger generation can “lay claim to true knowledge and true politics” that will enable 

the collective good (Limón, Dancing 202).   

The perceived need for such a break from traditional ways emerges from the 

text’s frustration with institutional discrimination and economic exploitation. Through a 

series of stories and sketches, Rivera illustrates the repeated dehumanization of the 

members in the migrant community, especially at work and in the school system, even as 

religion and spirituality are deferred. In the story, “The Children Couldn’t Wait/ Los 

niños no se aguantaron,” Rivera depicts the tragic death of a young child who gets caught 

stealing water from the cattle’s water tank. The boss, who “didn’t much like the idea of 
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their losing time going to drink water,” decides to scare the boy into discipline by 

shooting off his rifle (Rivera, …tierra 86). However, this disciplinary lesson goes awry 

when the warning shot strikes the boy in the head, killing him. “And the child didn’t even 

jump like a deer. He just stayed in the water like a dirty rag and the water began to turn 

bloody…” (86-87). The child, who is not considered as worthy of water as cattle, dies 

instantly, and in the moment of his death, is compared to a wild animal, a deer; however, 

we are told that in his death, he is less like a deer and more like a ‘dirty rag.’ The implicit 

value of the child’s life is communicated by the final comparison to a used up, soiled and 

worthless object.  

We see yet another instance of childhood death in the story entitled “The Little 

Burnt Victims/ Los quemaditos.” A married couple is forced to leave their three children 

alone at home because their boss “didn’t like children in the fields doing mischief and 

distracting their parents from their work” (Rivera, …tierra 120). Left to their own 

devices in a cramped shack, the children, Raulito, Juan, and Maria, who are seven, six 

and five, suffer the explosion of the kerosene tank after the eldest attempts to cook food 

for them on the stove. Only the eldest survives the accident, and all that is left of the 

home is a pair of boxing gloves their father hoped would provide one of their children a 

career path out of poverty. His children’s charred bodies seem to mock the far-fetched 

hope he once had for one of them to “turn out good with the glove” and become the kind 

of champion fighter they had marveled at in movies. For those children in the text who do 

survive the violence of poverty and labor exploitation, the systematic discrimination of 

the education system levels yet another wound.  
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In the story, “It’s That It Hurts/ Es que duele,” a young boy suffers the 

humiliations of an institution that presumes migrant children are unworthy of education, 

exerting more focus on checking their heads for lice than teaching them anything. When 

the boy gets into trouble for supposedly fighting with a classmate aiming racial slurs at 

him, the administration presumes that his parents “could care less” if he is expelled 

because “they need him in the fields” (Rivera, …tierra 94). The story chronicles the 

boy’s anxiety about revealing his expulsion to his parents, particularly his father, who 

dreamed that his son would graduate school to become a telephone operator, a seemingly 

grandiose profession he had seen once in a movie. Like the father of the burnt victims, 

this boy’s father holds aspirations for his child to exit the world of migrant labor and to 

enter a ‘professional’ world only available to migrants’ imaginations through the medium 

of cinema. The passion, albeit uninformed, of this dream is expressed in the father’s 

words: “I just pray God helps him finish school so he can become a telephone operator” 

(95). This theme of an elder generation’s unanswered hopes and prayers for their 

children, caught in the matrix of social violence, is repeated several times throughout the 

text.  

While these three stories (‘The Children Couldn’t Wait,’ ‘The Little Burnt 

Victims,’ and ‘It’s That It Hurts’) hold religion and spirituality in abeyance, they return to 

the forefront in another story entitled “A Prayer/Un rezo,” which perhaps best highlights 

this theme and introduces another female character. Evident from its beginning line, 

“Dear God, Jesus Christ, keeper of my soul,” this ‘story’ takes the form of a mother’s 

prayer; she beseeches God, Jesus, and the assistance of three manifestations of the virgin 
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Mother of God to bring her son home from the Korean War. In her request to the Virgin 

Mary, she asks: “Shield his body, cover his head, cover the eyes of the Communists and 

the Koreans and the Chinese so that they cannot see him […]” (Rivera, …tierra 90). 

Here, the unnamed mother explicitly requests that the Virgin intercede with matters of the 

political, material realm, intimately revealing her epistemological belief that the sacred 

and the secular intersect. Kay Turner explains that such ‘communicative acts’ and 

peticiones (prayer petitions) are based upon an affiliation grounded in a particular 

conception of faith. Such faith can be defined as “a developed capacity for knowing and 

being known by the divine, for sharing one’s own life with the divine, and ultimately for 

accepting the reality of the divine presence in one’s human experience” (Turner, “Voces 

de Fe” 190). Thus, for the mother in this story, her supplications represent not only a 

perceived relationship with the Virgin Mary, but a deeply held notion that the Virgin can 

and does intercede as a presence in her daily, secular life.  From this perspective, if the 

Virgin, who is also a mother, will concede to cover the eyes of the armed ‘enemy,’ her 

son’s life can be spared.  

In exchange for such holy protection, the mother makes a promise that, if her son 

returns home alive, she will make a holy pilgrimage to the respective shrines of the 

Virgen de San Juan and the Virgen de Guadalupe, to pay homage. In this, Rivera reflects 

local affiliations, for, amongst the Mexican community in south Texas, these two 

manifestations of the Virgin Mary have functioned as “the primary allies of earthly 

mothers” (Turner, “Voces de Fe” 185). Further, the offering of ‘payment’ signals an 

important system of reciprocity, or giving and receiving, that underlies the religious 
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beliefs of many mexicanos/as, Mexican Americans, and Chicanos/as.  Much like the 

Pueblo Indians considered the spirits of their ancestral dead, the ‘katsina,’ to be “tied to 

the living in bonds of reciprocity,” the mother’s promise functions as part of a personal 

relationship predicated on giving and receiving (Gutiérrez 28).  And specifically, it is the 

act of prayer, and of asking, that facilitates this relationship. Turner explains that when 

promesas (promises) or mandas (pledges) are used to mediate petitions to a saint or deity, 

“a lifelong bond between heaven and earth is fashioned”; further, it is the act of asking 

that lies central to “a woman’s ability to empower herself through faith” (“Voces de Fe” 

196, 198). Thus, while Rivera’s story, framed between numerous accounts of social and 

economic exploitation, seems tinged with despair and a certain sense of powerlessness, 

we might also read this mother’s prayer as an act of self-empowerment and feminine 

strength.  

In the final passage of ‘A Prayer/ Un rezo), the unnamed mother begs Jesus 

Christ, Holy God, and Virgen de Guadalupe with an urgent plea to accept a self-

sacrificial act of exchange. In her prayer, the mother exclaims that she will trade her own 

beating heart for that of her son’s:   

Here is my heart for his. Here is my heart. Here, in my chest, palpitating. 

Tear it out if blood is what you want, but tear it out of me. I sacrifice my 

heart for his. Here it is. Here is my heart! Through it runs his very own 

blood…Bring him back alive and I will give you my very own heart. 

(Rivera,…tierra 90) 
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This proposal of exchange suggests that, if blood is necessary, she is willing to sacrifice 

her own for the sake of her son. Daniel P. Testa has interpreted this scene, with its 

reference to the sacrificing of hearts, as an allusion to Aztec sacrificial ritual. He states 

that in such allusion, the author “communicates a powerful intensity in the mother’s 

groping for understanding through such primitive beliefs” (Testa 88).  While Testa 

perhaps rightly perceives the concept of ritual reciprocity present in the prayer, the notion 

that the mother is engaging in ‘primitive’ beliefs seems to imply a sense of 

condescension; the term ‘primitive’ denotes an archaic and even ‘backward’ belief 

system, thereby trivializing the relevance which the mother’s ritual prayer holds for her. 

Further, Testa’s assumption that the mother is ‘groping for understanding’ is 

questionable. While the search for understanding and the eventual discovery of a rational 

consciousness indeed underlies the narrative of …y no se lo tragó la tierra, the 

interpretation of the mother’s prayer as a search for understanding seems incompatible. 

For, when the mother makes her plea for an exchange, it is not ‘understanding’ which she 

seeks, but rather, a particular outcome—the safe return of her son. Thus, the request she 

makes is founded not only upon her perceived relationship with the sacred, but emerges 

out of her identity as a parent, and as a mother. In reference to religious petitioning, 

Turner writes that peticiones, mandas, and promesas are part of a discourse that 

presupposes a sense of connection and is “founded in maternal practice,” or more 

specifically, in the “vernacular of care and seeking the well-being of others” (“Voces de 

Fe” 201). Despite the mother’s prayers, the situation of the story within the larger text 

does indeed suggest that the mother’s requests will not be fulfilled, that her son will not 
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return from Korea. Because of this, the desperation of the mother’s prayer is perhaps 

more likely to be read as evidence that god is either indifferent or absent “in the migrants’ 

work of sorrows and sufferings” (E. Martinez 49). However, I would suggest that because 

the subjectivity of the female characters in this and other texts are so often displaced or 

overpowered by that of the narrator, it is a worthy objective to imagine what her 

perspective might be; in this way of critical reading, we can imagine women’s 

consciousness into texts that have already been written, and thereby displace their 

branding as ignorant and superstitious victims of non-rational thought.   

   Ultimately, however, we cannot ignore that what the text does centrally offer is 

the gradual discovery of a rational self, through his rejection of metaphysical beliefs. 

Further, it is the young male protagonist who comes to stand in as the harbinger of such 

discovery. Daydí-Tolson argues that for Rivera, depicting the Chicano experience means 

illustrating “a positive step away from dependencies related to a pre-rational state akin to 

magic and the mystery of a sacred view of creation and humanity” (Daydí-Tolson 142). 

This step away from dependency, submission, and ‘pre-rational’ thought is postured as its 

own act of ‘salvation’ of sorts, as the young male protagonist, who some have read as 

symbolic of a ‘new Chicano,’ leads the reader to ‘enlightenment’ and rational self-

determination. This transformation most clearly begins in the story “A Silvery Night/ La 

noche estaba plateada,” in which the protagonist invokes the devil’s name, cursing the 

devil and tempting his appearance in the middle of a field at midnight. In what José E. 

Limón calls a “traditional rite of passage for young south Texas men,” the protagonist 

thus makes his first overture toward an independence from collective religion (Limón, 
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Dancing 200). Though he is well-aware of the taboo placed upon ‘fooling around’ with 

the devil, the boy overcomes his fear to find that such popular belief is actually illusion, 

indeed, what some might call ‘false-consciousness.’ The magnitude of his discovery 

strikes him, as he ponders, “But if there’s no devil neither is there…No, I better not say 

it” (Rivera, …tierra 106). Though he is still hesitant to dismiss God’s existence, the boy 

has ‘freed’ himself of his fear of the devil, and before he contentedly goes to sleep, he 

thinks: “The only thing that had been present in the woods was his own voice. No wonder 

[...] people said you shouldn’t fool around with the devil. Now he understood everything. 

Those who summoned the devil went crazy, not because the devil appeared, but […] 

because he didn’t appear” (106). But this boy will not go crazy, for his ‘discovery’ of the 

devil’s absence is experienced as a libratory one, as he realizes the primacy of his voice. 

Ramón Saldívar writes that instead of being plunged into existential crisis, “[…] the boy 

unconsciously senses the possibility of freedom in the absence of devils and gods” (R. 

Saldívar, Narrative 81).  This ‘freedom’ is thus aligned with the grasping of an emergent 

rational understanding, for ‘now he understood everything.’ However, the boy has 

another major confrontation and discovery, for upon his rejection of the devil’s existence, 

the next natural implication is to reckon with God. 

 This momentous reckoning takes form in the title story of the novel, “And the 

Earth Did Not Devour Him/ …y no se lo tragó la tierra.” Angry at his own inability to 

prevent first the tuberculosis of his aunt and uncle, and then the sunstroke of his father, 

the unnamed protagonist experiences mounting hate and anger. Significantly, the anger 

he feels is largely directed at his mother’s persistent reliance on faith. When he hears his 
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parents “clamoring for God’s mercy,” his anger grows and as he watches his mother tend 

to the religious scapularies around his father’s neck, lighting candles with seemingly no 

effect, he becomes enraged, asking “What’s to be gained from doing all that, Mother?” 

(109). Upon his mother’s assurance that “everything was in God’s hands,” the boy 

exclaims: “I tell you, God could care less about the poor. Tell me, why must we live here 

like this? What have we done to deserve this?” (109). Unlike his mother’s faithful 

prayers, his ultimate question of ‘why’ is indeed guided by a search for understanding; he 

seeks to discover a rational reason why they must suffer the violence of poverty and the 

illness that it brings. However, he stops his mother from attempting to answer him, 

warning: “Don’t say it. I know what you’re going to tell me—that the poor go to heaven” 

(110). Ramón Saldívar reads this frustrated exclamation as emanating from the boy’s 

sensation of being “trapped as much by his mother’s passive faith that the meek shall 

inherit the earth as by the exploitative capitalist agricultural system that demands their 

cheap piece-rate wage labor” (R. Saldívar, Narrative 82). While the boy may indeed 

interpret his mother’s faith as passive, the spiritual nature of poverty has functioned as a 

significant concept for many faithful, particularly amongst the Catholic faith. Virgilio 

Elizondo has written extensively on the topic, stating that “[….] poverty is of the essence 

of the imitation of Christ […]” who was himself a Galilee Jew, an outsider and a reject 

(Elizondo, Galilean 92). Elizondo bases this claim on the idea that Jesus Christ, an 

outsider himself, “entered the world of the voiceless, the sick, the hungry, the oppressed 

[…]” to become one of them and to transform suffering “into the creative force for a new 

creation” (92).  However, this concept of a preferential option for the poor does nothing 
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to satisfy our protagonist’s building frustration with poverty. When his little brother, 

working in the fields, also becomes ill with sunstroke, he takes him in his arms to carry 

him home, each step asking ‘why?’ Rivera writes: 

Then he started cursing. And without even realizing it, he said what he had 

been wanting to say for a long time. He cursed God. Upon doing this he 

felt that fear instilled in him by the years and by his parents. For a second 

he saw the earth opening up to devour him. Then he felt his footsteps 

against the earth, compact, more solid than ever. (Rivera, ….tierra 111) 

Thus, what begins as a subconscious desire manifests into action as the boy aches to 

reject his own sense of powerlessness in the face of suffering. The initial fear he feels, 

instilled in him by his parents and by the years, gradually melts away as he realizes that 

the once threatening earth seems stronger beneath his feet. The initial sense of instability 

and confusion represented in the text’s opening story, ‘The Lost Year/ El año perdido” 

has given way to a sense of solidity and affirmation. The boy now feels ‘at peace’ and 

‘detached’ from his previous fears. The very next day, his father and brother begin to 

heal, and “for the first time he felt capable of doing and undoing anything he pleased” 

(112). This sense of personal empowerment and liberation from religious fear provides 

the boy with the feeling of personal agency he has been seeking all along. Finally able to 

reject both devil and God, his anxiety and sense of subjection instantly diminishes, for he 

has discovered he is his own god, able to do or undo anything he pleases. Saldívar states 

that the boy’s serenity is “the direct result of his appropriation of the site of God’s former 

existence as the place for his own self-determined presence” (R. Saldívar, Narrative 83). 
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And indeed, the powers of rational subjectivity seem to have no boundaries, for his father 

and brother almost magically return to health. Further, the boy is now able to make 

pronouncements to his mother, subverting her belief system, as he tells her “that the earth 

did not devour anyone, nor did the sun” (Rivera, …tierra 112). In a criticism I would 

echo, Limón reads this kind of triumphant discourse in the novel as problematic, for, as 

he states, the boy’s “masculinist will to power” driven as it is by ‘universal reason,’ 

exacts the “erasure of another, nonutopian, communal, female-centered way of 

knowledge and politics” (Limón, Dancing 204). While the boy’s mother engages an 

epistemology of faith and daily maintenance of relationships with the divine, based upon 

reciprocity and a belief in a “mutual ability to change things for the good,” the boy 

positions his own power of reasoning as the sole medium for change and collective good 

(Turner, “Voces de Fe” 195).   

This revelation on the part of an individual protagonist stands in for the symbolic 

transition of Mexican American culture away from metaphysical epistemologies and 

towards rational understanding. Daydí-Tolson explains the text’s overall structure as 

expressing “[…] the fight between the superstitious ignorance of the old people and the 

new mentality of the young boy” (144). More specifically, in his reading, the childhood 

“age of faith and sacred fear” corresponds to “the cultural level of his people,” while his 

transition to “a mature stage of intellectual knowledge and positive reasoning” 

corresponds to “the cultural characteristics of a modern, pragmatic society” (Daydí-

Tolson 144). In this reading, the migrant community of the text is characterized as 

childish, albeit lovingly so, while more ‘modern, pragmatic’ societies are elevated to a 
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superior status compatible with ‘adulthood.’ Other critics have ventured similar readings 

of the text’s migrant community. Héctor Calderón states: 

Mexican or mestizo is the name for the dark world of these farmworkers 

who live in poverty, ignorance, and superstition and whose conduct is 

almost totally controlled by the institution of the Church. […]. Although 

these people live in the twentieth century, in the fifties, their group 

consciousness has its origins in the feudal-like organization of life in 

which Native Americans, blacks, mestizos, and mulattos formed the 

bottom tier of a peonage and caste system (78). 

In this ‘dark’ world of ignorance, migrants apparently exercise very little will of their 

own, but rather a will ‘almost totally controlled’ by both the Church and a history of 

peonage. Despite their existence in the twentieth century, they have yet to catch up with 

the modern world. I argue that such readings tend to severely trivialize and infantilize the 

consciousness of mexicano/a and Mexican American migrants, but especially the women 

of these communities.  

There is no doubt that Rivera held the deepest respect and love for the people of 

whom he wrote; that is clearly expressed in the artistry of his writing, particularly as he 

describes the efforts of the migrants to claim their own humanity from a dehumanizing 

world. One of the principle mediums through which Rivera suggests this can be achieved 

is through the power of the written word, poetry. In “Bartolo passed through…/ Bartolo 

pasaba por el pueblo…,” a short sketch immediately preceding the last story of the novel, 

Rivera writes about a town poet he had known from his own childhood memories. In one 
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of his literary essays, Rivera wrote: “Bartolo’s poetry was my first contact with literature 

by my own people. It was to be my only contact for a long time. The bond that I felt with 

him and that I feel with other Chicano writers is the same” (Rivera, “Fiesta” 440). That 

bond, according to Rivera, is predicated upon a shared ritual of remembering through the 

word. This sentiment I echoed in the short sketch memorializing Bartolo: 

Bartolo passed through town every December when he knew that most of 

the people had returned from work up north. He always came by selling 

his poems. By the end of the first day, they were almost sold out because 

the names of the people of the town appeared in the poems. And when he 

read them aloud it was something emotional and serious. I recall that one 

time he told the people to read the poems out loud because the spoken 

word was the seed of love in the darkness. (Rivera, …tierra 147) 

This sketch emphasizes that the names of the people need not only to be written, but 

spoken aloud to create and generate love and healing amidst suffering. While the opening 

story of the text illustrates a boy that cannot recall his own name, Rivera here emphasizes 

that to know one’s name and to know one’s self, our stories must not only be written, but 

we must hear our names and our stories spoken aloud. When our ‘invisible’ lives are 

named and spoken, we become more conscious of our own humanity. In reference to the 

craft of writing, Rivera has stated: “[…] The past is what we have and it is all that we 

have. It is from the past that we are able to perceive, create and give life of our ritual; it is 

from this that we derive strength, that we can recognize our existence as human beings” 

(Rivera, “Fiesta” 440). Indeed, his own efforts to bring the long ignored lives of migrants 
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to the page speaks to the role of Chicano/a literature to speak the names of all its people, 

so they can see themselves, their lives and history, reflected in literature. We need to hear 

our own names called. 

 This significance placed upon the ritual of remembering and the recognition of 

others is finally consolidated in the last story, “Under the House/ Debajo de la casa.” As 

the boy hides underneath a neighbor’s house in order to think and feel the security of a 

quiet place, he recalls the fractured events of the text, stringing them together in a 

collective stream of consciousness. In this binding together the stories of the people in his 

community, he is finally able to make sense of his ‘lost year.’ This revelation engenders a 

deep desire to bring not only the people’s stories, but the people themselves, together: “I 

would like to see all of the people together. And then, if I had great big arms, I could 

embrace them all. I wish I could talk to all of them again, but all of them together” 

(Rivera, ….tierra 151). Suggestive of the need for a new leadership, this passage alludes 

to a hoped for future of true collectivity. That such a future would be predicated on a 

practiced recognition and remembrance of each others’ existence is illustrated when, in 

the final scene, the boy emerges from beneath the house and climbs a tree in his 

backyard. He imagines someone perched atop a palm tree in the horizon, and in response, 

raises his arm to wave “so that the other could see that he knew he was there” (Rivera, 

…tierra 152).  The protagonist’s arrival to a visionary sense of collectivity indicates that 

he, of liberated, rational mind, is a prime candidate for potential leadership of his people, 

though such leadership has come at a religious and gendered cost.  



 

 390 

However, our next narrative, Helena María Viramontes’ Under the Feet of Jesus, 

posits a counter-vision, the vision of a female equipped to lead home the lost amongst her 

people. Such a narrative calls to light that (with the exception of Limón’s reading) many 

of the criticisms of …y no se lo tragó la tierra have been all too eager to celebrate the 

domination of a male protagonist’s emergent rationality over the belief systems of 

women. For, while Saldívar argues that Rivera’s young male protagonist is now free to 

“elevate his own creative will to a higher sphere of existence and thus to produce his own 

history” (R. Saldívar, Narrative 81), I would ask, what about the female creative will? 

What about her history? Viramontes takes us on just such a journey of exploration.     

READING FEMINISM & FAITH (LOST AND REMADE) IN UNDER THE FEET OF JESUS  

Helena María Viramontes: Writing as a ‘Prayer to the World’ 

Helena María Viramontes was born on February 26, 1954, to Serafin Bermúdez 

and María Luisa LaBrada, both U.S. citizens (Carballo and Giles).  A native of East Los 

Angeles, she grew up in a large family of eleven, including her five sisters and three 

brothers (Kevane). Together, the family travelled in the summers to labor as piscadores, 

harvesting grapes (Carballo and Giles). However, Viramontes explains that despite these 

trips to Northern California for the grape harvest, she always felt rooted in her hometown 

of Los Angeles and a ‘place called home,’ as she states: “That was the house we were all 

born in. That’s the house that’s still there and my parents still live in” (Dulfano 655). In 

that household, religion was part of the patriarchal order that dominated and conferred 

privilege upon her brothers; though her mother was a Mormon, her father, Serafin, was a 

Catholic and imposed strict religious principles upon his daughters (Carballo and Giles).  
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In fact, Viramontes describes him as so dominant in these rules that for her, he became 

“the symbol of male privilege, the symbol of Catholicism” (Flys-Junquera 236). 

Although Viramontes admits that some of the anger in her early writing was directed at 

her father, she also has reflected on the difficulty of his own conditions: “My father had a 

third grade education: he was a hod carrier. He was a man who was employed to carry 

cement on his back. Hard work. He had to feed a family of eleven” (Dulfano 660).  

After graduating from Garfield High School in 1971 (Carballo and Giles), her 

mother over-rode her father’s refusal to allow her to leave home so that she could attend 

Immaculate Heart College, from which she received her B.A. in 1975. She explains, 

“Education for females wasn’t easy in our household. I was the first mujer to move out of 

the house” (Kevane). Away from home for the first time, Viramontes was impressed by 

the liberating perspectives offered by the nuns who taught at Immaculate Heart College, 

as well as by the excitement of the Chicano Movement (Kevane).  After becoming 

involved with the United Farm Workers during college, Viramontes become increasingly 

interested in writing, which she pursued after graduating.  She won several literary prizes 

for her short stories in the late 1970s, and eventually received her MFA from the 

University of California at Irvine (Carballo and Giles).  

Viramontes traces her fascination with the written word to her memories of 

growing up in a house that only had two texts: an encyclopedia and a Bible. Together, 

these two works convinced her of the sacred power of the word:  

[….] My sister had a Bible and I loved getting it out, reading the parables 

and then reciting the parables to my younger two sisters and my brother. 
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Here I was, thinking the World Book Encyclopedia had all the information 

I would need, because I could find ‘zoo’ or ‘apples,’ whatever I needed to 

know. Then there was the Bible that had the truth about the world…So, of 

course, growing up with these two distinct printed texts, the printed word 

would have to be sacred. (Dulfano 654) 

This early belief in the power of the printed word to convey information about the world 

would guide her in her creative efforts. In 1985, she released a collection of short stories, 

most of which had been previously published, under the title The Moths and Other 

Stories. This collection, specifically emphasizing the struggles of Chicana experience, 

included Viramontes’ voice amongst a growing number of Chicana feminist writers in the 

1980s, including Gloria Anzaldúa, Cherríe Moraga, Lorna Dee Cervantes, Pat Mora, and 

others. In 1988, she partnered with María Herrera-Sobek to co-edit Chicana Creativity 

and Criticism: Charting New Frontiers in American Literature, an anthology that brought 

together the literary and critical efforts of many such Chicana feminists.  After 

completing a screenplay, Paris Rats in East L.A. (1991), Viramontes would work with 

Herrera-Sobek once again to produce a second anthology, Chicana (W)Rites: On Word 

and Film, published in 1995. In that same year, a decade after the publication of The 

Moths and Other Stories, she released her first novel, Under the Feet of Jesus (1995), for 

which she would receive the Longwood College John Dos Passos Prize for Literature 

(Dulfano 647). Viramontes explains that the novel, which depicts life as a migrant 

agricultural laborer from the viewpoint of a young girl, was her effort to ‘humanize’ 

farmworkers (Kevane). She states: “Writers have responsibility. We have the 
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responsibility to remind others that people like us are real” (Flys-Junquera 232). In this 

struggle against dehumanization, she strives to ‘re-write’ the world, in order to “remind 

people about how important it is to be compassionate” (Flys-Junquera 232).  

The transformative potential of the written word is something she shares with her 

students at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York, where she serves as a professor of 

creative writing in the Department of English.  “I tell my students how writing can be a 

process to get in touch with the infinite spaces in one’s heart. We could never be in 

contact with these spaces unless we use our imagination through the creative process” 

(Dulfano 660).  This ethic has served Viramontes well, as a number of her stories have 

been anthologized and integrated into university course material. This development has 

been crucial for Chicana feminist writers, and Latina writers in general, as Viramontes 

states: 

One of our early successes, to a certain extent, has been our women 

audiences. Slowly, but surely, women have brought us into the realm of 

their own studies; be it the literary, cultural, or anthropological, and 

because of that, slowly English departments have realized that, oh! yes—

maybe if the Heath anthologies and the Norton anthologies say these 

people are American writers, maybe we should starting thinking about 

them as American writers. (Dulfano 650-651) 

Apparent from this statement is that Viramontes does not only place imperative upon her 

own career as a writer, but rather, places her successes in context with that of other 

Chicana and Latina writers. The struggle to be recognized as ‘American’ writers is also 
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part of the struggle to have Chicana/Latina experience itself acknowledged as American. 

In this sense, she views her writing not simply as personal, but as expressing a communal 

experience. In an interview, Viramontes explained the realization that her story belonged 

to others as well:  

I felt as if I had to write out of some type of understanding of […] what I 

was feeling. But when it came to the point that I started sharing my work 

with other people, they pointed out that this story was theirs as well. […]. 

Then I realized that I was not writing personally about myself, but I was 

writing about a community of people. (Kevane) 

This sense of community is articulately expressed in the author’s writing, which she has 

continued to produce along with her teaching responsibilities at Cornell. In 2007, she 

released her second novel, Their Dogs Came with Them, documenting urban 

development in the Los Angeles of her childhood in the 1960s. Only a year previous, she 

received the Luis Leal Award for Distinction in Chicano/Latino Literature (Carballo and 

Giles). Further, we can expect future works by Viramontes, who testifies to her 

commitment to writing as an act of exploration and meditation. She states: 

 [….] It is like a force, like a revelation, that consistently pushes you to 

come to the meaning of what it is like to be human. [….]. It has really, 

[…] given me my prayer to the world. The genre of fiction is an incredible 

force. It’s also very mystical and mythical. (Kevane) 

 These mystical and mythical elements, combined with distinct attention to humanizing 

the dehumanized, are clearly evident in her work, as will be demonstrated in this 
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chapter’s reading of Under the Feet of Jesus.  Viramontes, who since 1983 has been 

married to Eloy Rodríguez, a scientist, has two children (Carballo and Giles) who live 

with her in her home of Ithaca.  

Historical Contexts of Under the Feet of Jesus 

 Although the narrative of Under the Feet of Jesus is rather elusive about its 

precise historical time frame, careful reading helps us deduce that it takes place in the late 

1980s. We are told that one of the central characters, Perfecto Flores, believes himself to 

have been born in 1917, and that he is thirty-seven years older than his lover, Petra, who 

is thirty-five years old. This would place the narrative approximately in 1989, which 

coincides with the subject theme of the text, which largely centers on pesticide use in the 

agricultural fields of California. Further, the UFW is only subtly mentioned once in the 

text, when the protagonist, Estrella, tucks a leaflet with a black eagle into her pocket for 

later reading; while this minimal reference would be questionable in a text narrating 

migrant agricultural labor of the 1960s or 1970s, the UFW was already in decline in the 

late 1980s. Though she does not state the tine period specifically, the author comments 

that at one point, she wanted the young protagonist to become an organizer for the UFW, 

an organization she herself had been somewhat involved with in her younger years. 

However, she decided against this impulse, in order to stay true to the character’s 

temporal environment: “[….] In reality during that time, the UFW information was not 

widely disseminated. Whole communities of farm workers were isolated. This was 

Estrella’s reality, not mine. I had to be truthful to her” (Dulfano, 659).Thus, despite the 
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narrative’s lack of explicit statement of its historical period, we can indeed garner from 

this contextual information that it is set sometime in the later end of the 1980s.   

The danger of pesticides, one of the central social themes of Under the Feet of Jesus, 

was first brought to national attention to by Rachel Carson in 1962, with the release of 

Silent Spring, a book that would have great impact in the rallying of environmental 

interests. Further, as Randy Shaw writes, “Carson’s work, which helped launch 

America’s modern environmental movement, was published three days before Cesar 

Chavez began the nation’s first successful campaign to organize farmworkers” (Shaw 

122). Of course, in California, the increasing use of pesticides would become a 

significant subject for both environmentalists and the UFW, for the agricultural industry 

had invested heavily in their implementation without substantial study of their possible 

detrimental effects. As Carson warned her readers in 1962:  “[…] We have allowed these 

chemicals to be used with little or no advance investigation of their effect on soil, water, 

wildlife, and man himself” (Carson 15). Indeed, while pesticide spending in the nation 

had increased from twenty-five cents an acre in 1950 to $3.65 an acre in 1968, very little 

regulation was put into place to monitor the use of pesticides: 

Federal and state governments, which allowed growers to flout labor laws and did 

not even ensure that toilets and safe running water were available for 

farmworkers, were unlikely [to] be concerned about pesticide exposure. Federal 

regulations regarding pesticides did exist, however: there were, in fact, quite 

stringent guidelines to protect growers who were using pesticides from being 

wrongly accused of causing harm. (Shaw, 122-123) 
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 This tendency to protect the agricultural industry over and above the interests of the 

farmworkers regularly exposed to pesticides was related to economic interests and the 

strong control which the agricultural industry held over government legislation. However, 

farmworkers were paying a heavy price for this neglect. Valerie A. Wilk describes the list 

of known possible health effects for farmworkers exposed to pesticide as ranging from 

‘acute systematic poisoning’ to chronic health problems, including cancer, birth defects, 

sterility, and abnormal liver and kidney function (60). Because pesticides are absorbed 

through the skin, lungs, and mouth, farmworkers can be exposed to them in several ways: 

direct spraying through aerial and ground application; wind drift; residues on plant 

leaves; eating un-washed fruits and vegetables; and lack of access to clean water for 

bathing, hand-washing, and cooking (Wilk 60-61).  Though DDT and similar pesticides 

were eventually restricted for their dangerously slow rate of degradation, quicker 

degrading organic phosphates, such as parathion became popularly used; as Rachel 

Carson reported in Silent Spring, these organic phosphates target the nervous system and 

destroy enzynes that interfere with necessary bodily functions (Carson 28-29). When she 

wrote in 1962, she reported that some 7,000,000 pounds of parathion were being applied 

to fields in the United States, and that in Riverside, California, eleven out of a group of 

thirty orange-pickers had become violently ill with symptoms of parathion poisoning: 

The grove had been sprayed with parathion some two and a half weeks 

earlier; the residues that reduced them to retching, half-blind, semi-

conscious misery were sixteen to nineteen days old. […]. Similar mishaps 

have occurred in groves sprayed a month earlier, and residues have been 
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found in the peel of oranges six months after treatment with standard 

dosages. (Carson 30) 

Despite the clear message that events such as these communicated about the dangers of 

parathion pesticides, particularly for those who labored in the fields, the agricultural 

industry remained unwilling to compromise their profit margins for the sake of migrant 

workers’ health. Shaw states that in 1963, California health officials warned of the 

dangers which parathion residue posed to farmworkers entering the peach orchards; 

however, state agricultural officials, more concerned with the undisturbed harvesting of 

their crops, insisted that such caution was simply ‘unwaranted’ (Shaw 123-124).  

 Although state officials were doing very little to protect the health of migrant 

laborers, despite clear evidence of the dangers pesticides posed, Cesar Chavez and 

Dolores Huerta, co-founders of the United Farm Workers, were very concerned. They 

used their contract negotiations with grape and lettuce growers in order to restrict the use 

of pesticides, and in 1969, Chavez and a group of protestors marched to demand that the 

federal Food and Drug Administration increase government monitoring of pesticides 

applied to food crops.70 That same year, their efforts were aided considerably by the 

findings from a report released by the California Department of Public Health. According 

to those findings:  

71 percent of the 548 farmworkers tested had symptoms of pesticide 

poisoning. The public health director concluded that only 1 percent of 

                                                 
70 Susan Ferriss and Ricardo Sandoval, The Fight in the Fields: Cesar Chavez and the Farmworkers 

Movement, ed. Diana Hembree (New York: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1997), p. 234. 
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poisonings from pesticides were being reported, which meant that nearly a 

hundred thousand farmworkers were likely suffering health problems as a 

result of pesticide spraying. (Shaw 127) 

The emergence of reports such as this one may certainly be linked to the limited 

pesticides restrictions enacted in the 1970s. However, such restrictions only partially 

responded to the health concerns of migrant workers, especially in regards to parathion. 

For, although the federal Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) banned the 

agricultural use of DDT in 1972, and aldrin in 1974, no restrictions were placed upon the 

use of parathion, which was reportedly “responsible for more deaths worldwide than any 

other pesticide” (Shaw 133). Susan Ferriss and Ricardo Sandoval report that by the 

1980s, government reports were showing annual agricultural use of pesticides at 2.6 

million tons, with “[…] 300,000 people each year […] suffering serious illnesses due to 

pesticide use” (Ferriss & Sandoval 234). Perhaps even more startling, it was not only the 

workers themselves suffering from such illness, but their children as well. Cancer 

clusters, or unusually high levels of cancer, especially amongst children, were discovered 

in small farming areas of the San Joaquin Valley; in one such case, “[…] thirteen 

childhood leukemia cases had been counted in a town with a population of 6,800 people, 

way above the number that medical researchers said was average for an American farm 

town” (Ferriss & Sandoval 234-235).   

 Chavez and the UFW made a series of efforts throughout the 1980s to prevent the 

needless illnesses migrant workers and their families were suffering from as a result of 

pesticides exposure. In addition to calling for another grape boycott, he enlisted the aid of 
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acquaintances in Hollywood to produce The Wrath of Grapes, a video revealing the 

detrimental effects that a lack of pesticide regulation enforcement had created amongst 

the children of farmworkers; further, in 1988, Chavez took on the longest fast of his 

career in order to “refocus his attention on the pesticide problem” (Shaw 139). However, 

the battle against pesticides exposure would also be one of the most difficult of which the 

UFW had undertaken. As Wilk states, the very nature of the migrant lifestyle which 

agricultural workers, who were largely Mexican, imposed certain health risks: “[….] 

Farmworkers [may] forego medical care altogether due to obstacles such as lack of 

transportation from the fields or the labor camps to a health care facility, limited access to 

clinics open only during the regular working day, and the lack of health insurance 

coverage” (Wilk 102). Further, the increasing numbers of undocumented workers 

crossing the U.S.-Mexico boundary into the United States in the 1980s meant that there 

was a large number of migrants who felt forced to tolerate the poor working and living 

conditions offered by growers (Ferris and Sandoval 242).  Afraid of detection and 

deportation, some workers purposefully avoided medical care altogether (Wilk 103). 

Despite their best efforts, the UFW of the 1980s was in a weakened state, as Shaw 

explains: 

After 1981, Chavez and the UFW proceeded without most of the key 

people who had built the movement’s success. No organization could 

suffer such a talent drain without adverse consequences. While the post-

1981 UFW retained many committed staff members, the union’s ability to 
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secure new contracts, and to even maintain its existing ones, steadily 

declined. (264) 

The decline of the UFW, combined with the Reagan administration’s general support of 

business interests, meant that migrant workers in the 1980s existed much as they had in 

the 1940s and 1950s, as isolated communities generally ‘invisible’ to the American 

public. However, it is significant that Cesar Chavez used the last of his living years in the 

struggle against pesticides (Shaw 139).   Presumably, this dedication, alongside Chavez’ 

lifelong commitment to farmworkers’ rights in general, is what inspired Helena María 

Viramontes to dedicate Under the Feet of Jesus, to her parents “Mary Louise LaBrada 

Viramontes and Serafin Bermúdes Viramontes who met in Buttonwillow picking cotton” 

and to the memory of César Chávez. 

Under the Feet of Jesus: An Angel on the Verge  

Under the Feet of Jesus does not open with a statement, or a reflective description 

to orient the reader to the text, but rather, poses a question: “Had they been heading for 

the barn all along?” (Viramontes, 3).  We are told that Estrella, the thirteen-year old 

protagonist, did not know. Thus, like the unnamed protagonist of …y no se lo tragó la 

tierra, Estrella is immediately offered as a protagonist lacking a complete sense of clarity 

about her relation to surroundings. As the narrative progresses, we learn that Estrella is 

the oldest amongst her siblings, including a set of twin girls, Perla and Cookie, and her 

brothers Ricky and Arnulfo. Their family of seven includes Estrella’s mother Petra, and 

Perfecto, “the man who was not her father” (3). Petra is described as a thirty-five year old 

woman of ‘deep coffee-colored skin’ who appears old before her time, while her lover, 
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Perfecto Flores, thirty-seven years older than Petra, is simply described as a wiry older 

man who “came with his tool chest and stayed” (25). As Estrella’s father had abandoned 

the family years earlier to run away to Mexico, the family was left with a single certainty 

upon which “every uncertainty rested”—the perpetual need for food (14). Even with the 

arrival of Perfecto, Petra’s aging lover, the precariousness of their situation is a consistent 

one: “It was always a question of work, and work depended on the harvest, the car 

running, their health, the condition of the road, how long the money held out, and the 

weather, which meant they could depend on nothing” (4). This sense of uncertainty upon 

which the family’s lives hinge pervades throughout much of the text, which is set in the 

agricultural fields of California in the second half of the twentieth century. 

The spatial territories that the characters inhabit become laden with meaning as 

they interact with and engage such spaces. Mary Pat Brady has asserted: “Chicana 

literature has consistently offered alternative methods of conceptualizing space not only 

by noting how social change must be spacialized but also by seeing and feeling space as 

performative and participatory […]” (6). In other words, as the characters’ actions are 

driven by the struggle of their tenuous circumstances (past, present, and future), they 

engage with the space of their environment in ways that question and even contest their 

relationship to that space. Throughout the narrative, Viramontes uses what has often been 

called a ‘lyrical’ sense of language and imagery in order to bring the reader into closer 

intimacy with the sights, smells, sounds, and sensations of a migrant agricultural life.  

Significantly, while Tomás Rivera’s…y no se lo tragó la tierra filtered these 

experiences through the eyes of a young boy (or boys), Viramontes shifts that 
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perspective, forcing us to consider how a similar social environment might read 

differently through the eyes of a young girl also on the cusp of maturity. In addition, 

Viramontes includes the inner thoughts and perspectives of a grown woman struggling 

through life’s exhaustion to hold her family together while watching with foreboding as 

her daughter moves towards an impending womanhood. Indeed, Viramontes devotes 

much of the space in her narrative to the perspectives and sensations of females, 

alongside the seemingly limited expectations that life carries for them as they grow, all 

too quickly, from children to women. The sense of crowded proximity, with too many 

mouths to feed and too many eyes gazing upon the developing female body, is a palpable 

presence in the novel, which never allows the reader to forget the vulnerability with 

which girls and women walk through social experience.  In addition to, and in connection 

with, the perspectives of women in the text, Viramontes seems to be revisiting a second 

theme in Rivera’s classic …y no se lo tragó la tierra, the issue of religiosity as it is 

embedded in mexicana/o and Mexiccan American cultural practice, especially as it 

relates to social justice. While Rivera seems to overtly advocate for the rejection and 

dismissal of both folk and institutional religious belief systems as a ‘liberatory’ move, 

Viramontes’ novel seems to suggest instead that through a strong agency of human 

compassion, faith, even once broken, can be re-imagined and reconstructed. In this, 

females take on a special role of leadership in the text, cultivating a determined sense of 

hope and resourcefulness that is strong enough to support a community fragmenting 

under the weight of violence.  
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The Jesuscristo statue which Petra keeps on her home altar, and from which the 

novel takes its name, functions in the text as a symbol of that faith, which, even when 

broken, can be remade. This primary religious symbol in the narrative merits 

consideration, not only because it inspires the work’s title, but because as a novel, Under 

the Feet of Jesus arguably features fewer direct references to religious thought and 

practice than we see in …y no se lo tragó la tierra.  With this being the case, how should 

we read the significance of the statue? One might indeed argue that the statue functions 

as a pre-figuring of the Christ-like emergence of Estrella at the novel’s end; for, she will 

ultimately discover the will to lead her fractured community. As her name suggests, she 

will become a kind of guiding light for her community. Just as the three kings of biblical 

reference are guided to Christ’s birth by the North Star, Estrella’s emergence as a leader 

in this text suggests its own kind of rebirth, especially amongst the destruction of spirit 

which she faces in her everyday social interactions. 

Estrella and her family must daily navigate the specter of pesticides, a lack of 

access to health care, an education system that fails migrant children, and an immigration 

system that racializes citizenship.  In Estrella’s case, despite a U.S. birth certificate, 

safely tucked under the feet of her mother’s Jesuscristo statue, she comes to the bitter 

realization that she and other migrant workers exist as expendable, replaceable resources 

in a consumer economy. From Quaker Oats to Swanson’s TV Dinners, Chevys, Fords, 

and Goodyear, to Carnation Milk, Coca Cola, and Tang, references to brand name goods 

continuously surface throughout the text; Viramontes weaves as many as thirty different 

brand names into her narrative, reminding readers that the characters live in a world of 
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consumption, profit, and exchange. But further, they live in a world marked by the 

ravages of late-capitalism. As Limón explains, beginning in the 1970s, working-class 

Mexican Americans (which constituted the majority of Mexican Americans) experienced 

“the loss of real purchasing power in an increasingly inflated economy,” as well as 

“sudden, unpredictable, disruptive, and terrifying unemployment” (Limón, Dancing 100). 

Such economic marginalization and instability are marked by the dissolution of an 

acknowledged presence in the labor market, and the realities of that labor. Perhaps the 

most resonant example is the reference Viramontes makes to the popular culture image of 

the Sun Maid raisin girl, which has been used not only to popularize raisins, but to 

effectively ‘disappear’ the realities of the labor required to produce such goods. 

Viramontes uses her narrative to contrast the ‘utopic’ image of the smiling Sun Maid girl 

with a more realistic one: 

Carrying the full basket to the paper was not like the picture on the red 

raisin boxes Estrella saw in the markets, not like the woman wearing a 

fluffy bonnet, holding out the grapes with her smiling, ruby lips, the sun a 

flat orange behind her. The sun was white and it made Estrella’s eyes sting 

like an onion, and the baskets of grapes resisted her muscles, pulling their 

magnetic weight back to the earth. The woman with the red bonnet did not 

know this. (49-50) 

Here, Estrella contests the mass-marketed image of her labor as a pleasant venture into 

the harmonious landscape of California.  For, she knows what the ‘woman with the red 

bonnet’ does not. Her labor is intensive, bodily, and painful; it anchors her to the earth in 
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ways that expose her to the dangers of a harsh environment. Further, she contests the 

deception of an image that conceals and hides not only her labor, but her very existence, 

in order to render its product more palatable to consumers. Writing on what he refers to 

as the ‘California Dream,’ geographer Don Mitchell has stated that “the dream itself is 

impossible without a certain haze that closes off perspective, that hides the struggle that 

goes into making landscape” (14). Thus, it can be said that the Sun Maid raisin girl 

represents not only the literal product of raisins, but further, the constructed and produced 

ideal of the California landscape as utopic. Such ideals threaten to erase and make 

invisible not only the labor of migrants, but the migrants themselves, as Mitchell states: 

Not only do migratory workers in agricultural California have to 

continually fight just to survive—to find shelter and food and money 

enough to maintain themselves and their families—they also have to 

continually fight their own aestheticization, their dissolution, into the 

landscape. (200) 

Viramontes’ use of narrative space to reveal the popular erasure of migrants’ labor, and 

to resist the dissolution of migrants into an idyllic landscape, can also be read alongside 

Chicana visual artist Ester Hernández’ re-appropriation of the Sun Maid raisin girl  in 

‘Sun Mad’ (1982). Concerned with reports of contaminated water in her own home town, 

Hernández visually replicates the Sun Maid raisin box, replacing the smiling girl instead 

with a skeleton holding her basket of grapes and wearing her bonnet. This skeletal image, 

placed above the words, ‘Unnaturally Made with Insecticides-Miticides- Herbicides-

Fungicides,’ reveals the hidden dangers that lurk beneath popular consumer images. The 
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creative use of alternative, if more marginal, medias thus becomes a way to counter and 

unveil the deception at work in popularly circulating images. 

 However, the extent to which the bodies and lives of migrant workers are treated 

as expendable resources is only fully revealed through the evolving friendship Estrella 

forms with Alejo, a fellow piscador. A fifteen-year-old boy from Edinburg, Texas, 

Alejo’s character seems to provide another subtle reference between Viramontes’ work 

and Rivera’s novel, which largely takes place in south Texas. Although Estrella’s 

character is certainly the protagonist here, her relationship to Alejo is pivotal in her 

development. He exhibits a passion for geology, which he plans to major in as he 

continues his schooling. Through this passion, he introduces Estrella to a world of ideas 

she has never before considered. Viramontes writes: 

He loved stones and the history of stones because he believed himself to 

be a solid mass of boulder thrust out of the earth and not some particle lost 

in infinite and cosmic space. With a simple touch of a hand and a hungry 

wonder of his connection to it all, he not only became a part of the earth’s 

history, but would exist as the boulders did, for eternity (52). 

Alejo’s interest in geology is linked to his own conception of his existence in earth and 

space. Rather than a “particle loose in infinite and cosmic space,” Alejo senses himself as 

a ‘boulder,’ firmly rooted in the earth. Further, he senses that his connection to the 

universe is so substantial that it will not magically disappear, but will exist for eternity in 

the historical record. In other words, he understands his existence as significant, and 

himself as part of a living history that he seeks to know more about. However, when he 
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and his cousin, Gumecindo, are in the orchards ‘stealing’ peaches one day, Alejo is 

caught unaware and is sprayed with the pesticides from a biplane overhead, for he “had 

not guessed the biplane was so close until its gray shadow crossed over him like a 

crucifix [….]” (76). The religious referencing of the biplane as a crucifix in the sky seems 

to suggest that Alejo will be a sacrifice for the crops. The ‘shower of white pesticide’ that 

mists his face becomes a haunting forewarning of the misery that awaits; as soon as he 

detects the “heavy chemical choke of poison” beneath the innocent scent of ocean salt, he 

immediately recants his act of stealing peaches . “Was this punishment for his thievery? 

He was sorry Lord, so sorry” (77). Though he is just a boy, Alejo instinctually fears that 

the poisons choking him constitute divine retribution for his act of ‘thievery,’ and that his 

suffering is God’s punishment. Here, Alejo’s efforts to make sense of the violence he is 

experiencing have not calculated the inconsequence with which migrants’ safety is 

weighed by growers. Writing about California’s migrant agricultural labor in the first half 

of the twentieth century, Don Mitchell reveals the words of one California farmer: “We 

want Mexicans because we can treat them as we cannot treat any other living men…We 

can control them at night behind bolted gates, within a stockade eight feet high, 

surmounted by barbed wire…We make them work under armed guards in the fields” 

(Mitchell, 88). While growers and farmers in the second half of the twentieth century 

may not as frequently have practiced such ‘stockade’ methods, the use and proliferation 

of toxic pesticides could only be permitted amongst laborers whose lives are similarly 

devalued as replaceable, expendable, and individually inconsequential. Regardless of the 

fact that Alejo is a U.S. citizen from Texas, it is his racial and class identity that ‘marks’ 
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him as expendable. In this sense, the reader might infer that Alejo’s suffering is not so 

much divine retribution for thievery, but rather, the social and personal cost of being a 

working class ‘Mexican’ laborer. 

Driving home this devaluation of life, Viramontes describes Alejo’s suffering in 

detail, forcing the reader to intimately consider the moral consequence of permitting 

agribusiness to render migrants’ lives ‘invisible’ and inconsequential to public concern. 

She writes: “Alejo’s head spun and he shut his stinging eyes tighter to regain balance. But 

a hole ripped in his stomach like a match to paper, spreading into a deeper and bigger 

black hole that wanted to swallow him completely” (Viramontes, 77). Alejo’s physical 

suffering is here interpreted as the sensation of being devoured, completely consumed by 

a black hole of pain. Countering the eternal existence he earlier sensed himself a part of, 

as a ‘boulder’ firmly rooted in the earth, he begins to imagine himself sinking into tar pits 

that will devour his existence. Viramontes writes: 

He thought first of his feet sinking […], swallowing his waist and torso, 

the pressure of tar squeezing his chest and crushing his ribs. Engulfing his 

skin up to his chin, his mouth, his nose, bubbled air. Black bubbles erasing 

him. Finally the eyes. Blankness. Thousands of bones, the bleached white 

marrow of bones. […]. No fingerprint or history, bone. […]. No story or 

family, bone. (78) 

Here, Alejo senses himself being erased by violence and becoming lost to history. There 

will be “no fingerprint or history” and “no story or family” and instead, only his bleached 

bones will remain, alongside the thousands of other bones beside his. Just as the Sun 
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Maid raisin girl erases migrants from public consciousness, pesticides will erase Alejo 

from the historical record. He feels the significance of his existence dwindling as he 

contemplates a looming and seemingly inevitable death. As he later tells Estrella, whose 

family seeks to care for him, “It’s already too late […]. […]. It’s just too late” (82).  

 Such suffering might prompt us to think of Rivera’s sun-stroked father and 

brother in the title story of …y no se lo trago la tierra. As with Alejo, their suffering is 

the result of their racialized position in the labor economy. While Rivera’s unnamed boy 

initiates his own process of self-liberation by naming his anger and voicing his refusal to 

be ‘swallowed up’ by the earth, I would argue that Viramontes’ narrative goes further. In 

addition to the assertion of migrant humanity and the confrontation of the violence which 

they daily face, Under the Feet of Jesus becomes focused upon individual and communal 

acts of healing, driven by the strength of human compassion; significantly, it is women 

who take the leadership role in these acts. When Alejo’s cousin, Gumecindo, appeals to 

Petra and Perfecto to take in the ailing Alejo, Perfecto is doubtful and disinclined to take 

on the challenge, insisting that he is sicker than any of Petra’s yerbas (herbs) or prayers 

can cure. It is Petra who insists upon on obligation based upon an ethic of reciprocity and 

charity to aid those in need, stating: “If we don’t take care of each other, who would take 

care of us?” (96). Still, Perfecto, whose very name suggests a state of superiority, is 

unconvinced, and challenges Petra, asking “What makes you think you can help him?” to 

which she can only reply, “What makes you think I can’t?” (97). This dialogue between a 

logic-based doubt and a compassion-informed faith becomes gendered in their exchange 

when Perfecto attempts to draw on patriarchal privilege to have the final word. As 
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Perfecto asserts that he ‘can’t allow it’ and pronounces her ‘crazy’ for believing that God 

places obstacles and tests in humans’ lives, Petra overrides his refusal, definitively 

stating, “It’s not in our hands” (97). Petra’s insistence upon the worldly interaction of a 

higher power, and the human responsibility to aid those in need even when circumstances 

are bleak, provides her with power to reject her lover’s patriarchal stance. When he 

insists a second time, “I say you can’t!” she willfully responds: “Tell me to go to the 

devil, […] tell me I’m crazy. But don’t tell me that. Don’t tell me I can’t” (98). Petra’s 

resistance to her lover’s patriarchal ordinances can be partially understood through the 

ways in which migration can significantly restructure gender relations. According to 

Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo, “patriarchal gender relations undergo continual 

renegotiation as women and men rebuild their families in the United States” and 

generally exhibit a “shift in the direction of gender egalitarianism” (193). Petra’s own 

experience of having to rebuild her family when her husband did not return from Mexico 

shifted her response to patriarchal authority. Though Petra recognizes the illogic of which 

she is being accused, she stands firmly upon her conviction that, logical or not, “it’s not 

good to leave people behind” (Viramontes 96). Thus, it is a woman, Petra, who provides 

what is perhaps the central message of the narrative. Regardless of where we exist in the 

social system, we must take responsibility for, and interest in, the health of our fellow 

human beings. Jeanette Rodríguez explains that while many Latinas’ efforts to aid those 

who suffer in their communities are rooted in their personal and ancestral histories, their 

efforts also speak to the religious understanding that “as we become increasingly aware 

of the injustices sustained and suffered, we reject any concept of salvation that does not 
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affect the present and future reality” (Rodríguez, “Activists” 119-120).  Petra’s efforts to 

live out her religious convictions thus represent a real effort to transform her immediate 

reality. 

 However, as Viramontes illustrates, the practice of such conviction is no easy 

task. The business of taking care of the ill is revealed as an arduous and certainly 

unglamorous labor. As Petra embarks upon her healing mission, she employs folk 

practices of curanderismo, rubbing a hen’s egg on Alejo’s stomach while praying over 

him, and then studying its yolk for clues of his condition. But she also performs more 

menial tasks, such as propping up his head so he can drink rice water ‘for his runs’ and 

enduring the stink of his illness which was a “fog of sweat and rotting garbage” (98). In 

this sense, Petra’s healing rituals become more akin to an anointing of the sick, for Alejo 

shows no signs of improvement. His illness in no way diminishes the power of Petra’s 

rituals, for the gift she gives him is the gift of not being left alone, for as Alejo reflects, 

“[….] if he was going to die, he did not want to die alone” (98). The seemingly small, but 

brave and humanizing acts of caring for those who can no longer care for themselves are 

expressed poignantly as Petra and Perfecto bathe a semi-conscious Alejo: 

In a daze of sleep and ache and loneliness, he felt Perfecto struggling to 

pull his pants off, saw Petra near him with buckets of water, and only 

realized when he felt the soothing warm water between his thighs, that he 

had soiled himself and they were cleaning him and he felt too pitiful to be 

ashamed. (99) 
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Away from his family in Texas, the incapacitation of his illness renders Alejo completely 

dependent upon the compassion of those in his community willing to undertake his care. 

Though he feels “too pitiful to be ashamed,” it is these acts that enable him to retain some 

semblance of dignity in life, even as he nears death. For, although they are not his family, 

they do not allow him to remain helpless in his own filth. And yet, the losing struggle 

against Alejo’s sickness begins to wear on Petra’s faith when her arsenal of folk healing 

methods, which she uses to battle, study, and understand his illness, repeatedly fail.  “She 

had tried everything to heal him. The egg for nausea, the glass of water placed above his 

head for sunstroke, espigas de maíz with sulfur matches, ground to an ash and mixed with 

boiled water for an elixir” (124). Despite her persistent attempts at healing, Alejo remains 

too weak to work or even stand; the pesticides are an enemy too strong for her methods. 

She begins to sense herself breaking under the pressure: 

Petra took care of Alejo, not because of who he was, but because she was 

a mother too […]. And of course, she did it for the love of God. This, 

however, was more than she had anticipated, and she just didn’t have the 

strength. Her legs were swelling with varicose veins which ruptured like 

earthquake fault lines. (124) 

Petra, whose name connotes the strength of rock, begins to lose her strength, along with 

her faith. What begins as a principle of service connected to her identity as a woman and 

a mother, as well as her religious conviction in reciprocity, begins to give way to a sense 

of failure. For, the challenge she is facing, ‘for the love of God,’ seems to be more than 

she can handle, with the weight of her life swelling the varicose veins that mark the 
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unstable territory of her exhausted body.  Lost for answers and in despair, she makes a 

resolution: “She would pray tonight, burn incense made of mustard seeds and corn and 

cachana. She had failed, failed the test” (124). Although she feels that her failure to heal 

Alejo is a failure in sum, her resolve to pray signifies yet another ritual that Petra will 

enact; further, her use of herbs, seeds, and plants in that ritual suggest that Petra links her 

spiritual practice to the natural environment.  Thus, the roles of prayer, ritual, and the 

natural landscape become important themes of exploration in the narrative. 

Like the mothers in ….y no se lo tragó la tierra, Petra meets life’s precariousness 

with the rituals that enact her faith, first hinted at by the white plastic rosary hanging 

from the rearview mirror of the family’s car. ‘Gracias a Diós,’ she proclaims as they 

arrive to their destination, another stop on their migrant trail. As the family begins to 

inspect the two-room bungalow, they read the signs of those who lived there previously, 

the scorpions and spiders that currently inhabit it, and imagine how they will arrange the 

bungalow to accommodate their family’s needs. Immediately, Petra enacts what has 

clearly become a ritual for her. Viramontes writes:  

She walked to the cooking pit […], then arched her back. The grate 

needed scrubbing and she looked around for horsetail weed, which was 

just as good for scouring as steel wool. With a stick left by the last 

occupants, she poked the coal and wood ash. The fragrance of toasted corn 

tortillas, of garlic and chile bubbling over the flames, of fried tripas 

spitting fat in a cast-iron skillet, rose like dust to her nose. (7)  
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In this passage, not only is it clear that Estrella’s mother is acclimated to the rituals of 

moving and setting up house for her family, but it is also clear that she is resourceful 

about drawing on what is at hand, in this case, the horsetail weed, in order to accomplish 

her tasks. Further, the family’s role in a migrant stream of laborers who have come before 

them and those who will follow them is expressed through the lingering fragrance of food 

in the outdoor cooking pit.  Meanwhile, Perfecto explores the interior of the bare house 

with its creaking boards and cobweb-laced corners, noticing “the stink of despair” as he 

makes plans for sparse items he finds: “Three crates in the corner would be a good place 

to set up Petra’s altar with Jesuscristo, La Virgen María y José” (8). The need for a 

religious space in their home, even a temporary home, is an immediate and primary 

consideration. Kay Turner asserts that the home altar, composed of a ‘holy family of 

images’ and figurines, “literally becomes a home on earth for [the] sacred family” the 

altarista chooses to know and be known by (“Voces de Fe” 183). Petra’s reliance upon 

this domestic altar space to orient her material concerns becomes clearer as the text 

progresses. We are told, “The mother prayed in the house, her knees like puddles in the 

dark while the children slept” (Viramontes 126). Petra, referred to simply as ‘the mother’ 

reveals the way in which women’s identities become filtered through the roles which they 

are expected to perform. In her assumption of the role of mother and caretaker, Petra uses 

the darkness and quietude of evening hours to pray, not just to passively pray, but rather, 

to pray until her knees become “like puddles in the dark.” This image, in which she 

seems almost to sink into the floor, such is the fervor of her prayer, suggests the depth of 

her need.  
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Even as she worries about Alejo’s failure to recover, she contemplates the 

wisdom of housing a fifteen-year-old boy under the same roof as her quickly maturing 

thirteen-year-old daughter. “How tall she had gotten within a matter of months. Estrella 

would be fourteen soon. Soon? Soon Estrella would begin menstruation, and Petra 

thought of blood in the glow of the fire, the amber red of molten wood, and in the 

absence of her own menstruation” (120). The absence of Petra’s menstruation reveals that 

she is pregnant, and she worriedly thinks about the inevitability of Estrella’s own 

development into a woman. She seems to anticipate that her daughter will take her place 

as an exhausted mother, worn out by life’s hardships and precarity. As much as she 

would like to hold back time, Petra realizes there is much out of her control: “When it 

was time, it was time and not even Petra’s glare at her eldest daughter was enough to halt 

the weather of what was to come, halt the flesh and blood pieces of Estrella’s heart from 

falling to the ground” (121). Estrella’s process of growing up is thus depicted as 

heartbreak for Petra, who knows the suffering of her own womanhood. The pieces of 

Estrella’s heart that will ‘fall to the ground’ signify a loss of innocence experienced 

through menstruation, a first step into the possibility of a motherhood that will forever 

chain her to the rituals of labor. These rituals do not simply refer to the religious rituals of 

formal prayer, but also to the daily acts that become like prayers. For example, 

Viramontes describes Petra’s ritual of making tortillas as part of a persistent cycle of 

feeding, and with each feeding, future obligation: “She could do this in the dark, ill or 

healthy, near some trees, by a road, on a door made into a table or while birds flew past 

her with twigs between their beaks because tortillas filled her children’s stomachs and 
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made their stomachs hungry for more” (120). Such rituals become labors of love in an 

endless cycle of debt and payment.  

Despite Petra’s fears, and her desire to hold back time, Estrella  already knows the 

gendered expectations that have been placed upon her at too young an age. For, her 

father’s earlier abandonment has meant she has been forced to step into a parental role 

while she herself is still a child. Ana Castillo writes: […] When many female children 

reach puberty (at the very onset of breast development and menstruation), they are 

already in training to be nurturers—from coddling dolls to baby-sitting younger siblings” 

(190). Indeed, as Estrella’s mother experienced the disorienting realization that her 

husband had “the nerve to disappear as if his life belonged to no one but him,” Estrella 

was left to take care of younger siblings who began the disturbing habit of calling her 

‘mama’ (Viramontes, 17). It is clear that while Estrella’s father (Petra’s husband) 

mustered the nerve to willfully abandon his familial obligations, the same ‘freedom’ is 

not permissible for females, who are labeled as mothers before they reach puberty. 

Estrella, who “had carried the fussing twins in the hoop of her arms,” has already been 

feminized as a mother, whose body is constructed for the duties of motherhood (18). 

However, Estrella does not simply face the cultural constructions of gendered 

expectations, but additionally, she faces the reality that pesticides will compromise her 

reproductive system, possibly resulting in birth defects of any possible children she may 

have. One day, as Estrella and her friend, Maxine, walk near an irrigation ditch, they 

deliberate upon rumors that the water is contaminated with pesticides. “Estrella had heard 

through the grapevine about the water, and knew that Big Mac the Foreman lied about the 
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pesticides not spilling into the ditch […]” (32). As they contemplate the allure of the 

water that appears deceptively clean and cool, the two young girls deliberate upon the 

possible risks of the water. When Estrella asks “---You think ‘cause of the water our 

babies are gonna come out with no mouth or something?” her friend castigates her for 

“thinkin’ about babies ‘ready” and offers the following advice: “All I know is that my 

ma’s been drinking this water for forty some-odd years, and if you askin’ me, she has too 

many mouths to feed” (33).  

Though seemingly innocent, this discussion between Estrella and Maxine about 

their reproductive futures and possible consequences of contaminated water reveals the 

gendered realities to which their migrant status exposes them. Castillo asserts:  

When, as a result of the refusal of profit-motivated corporations to 

adequately provide for the vast majority of the human population, there is 

poverty, starvation, and rampant disease […]; women, whose bodies are 

controlled by legislatures and modern medical technology, are held 

responsible and punished with unwanted pregnancies, traumatic abortions, 

and sterilization programs. (184). 

To Castillo’s comments, we might add that racialized, poor women, dehumanized by 

profit-based industries, can also be punished with the specter of birth defects caused by 

pesticides and other toxins. Even at their young age, they realize their future holds out the 

possibility of children with birth defects, or at best, too many healthy mouths to feed. As 

for Petra, a grown woman expecting the birth of her sixth child, the threat of 

environmental toxins weighs even more heavily. “Petra thought of the lima bean in her, 
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the bean floating in the night of her belly, bursting a root with each breath. Would the 

child be born without a mouth, would the poisons of the fields harden in its tiny little 

veins?” (Viramontes 125). Fully aware that the fields she works in contain harmful 

poisons, Petra contemplates their effects on the environment and inner landscape of her 

body. Would the bean, or being, planted in the dark earth of her body sprout normally, or 

would it come to reveal the corruption that had invaded her through her labor? In this 

sense, there are two landscapes facing contamination: the landscape of the earth, and that 

of women’s bodies and reproductive systems.   

In this and other senses, their very lives can be interpreted as acts of faith. They 

must confront the daily violences with an affirmation of their right to exist. This is 

perhaps most clear when Estrella returns home from a day in the fields to report to her 

mother that she fears she is being followed by the Border Patrol. Her mother instructs 

Estrella to reject both fear and the criminalization of her labor, and to affirm her right to 

be there. Viramontes writes: 

Don’t run scared. You stay there and look them in the eye. Don’t let them 

make you feel you did a crime for picking the vegetables they’ll be eating 

for dinner. If they stop you, if they try to pull you into the green vans, you 

tell them the birth certificates are under the feet of Jesus […]. […]. Tell 

them que tienes una madre aquí. You are not an orphan, and she pointed a 

red finger to the earth, Aquí (63). 

Here, Petra specifically commands her daughter not to be ashamed of her labor or of her 

identity as a migrant. Petra asserts the dignity of their work, as well as the citizenship she 
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knows is constantly under suspicion. Though Estrella indeed has a birth certificate, her 

racialized appearance as a fieldworker criminalizes her in the eyes of la migra. Graziano 

Battistella explains: “Other than their role as workers in the labor market, migrants are 

otherwise viewed as a burden for the welfare system, as strangers and potential criminals 

in the local community […]” (177). Against this class- and race- based alienation, Petra 

insists that Estrella is ‘not an orphan,’ that she has a mother here; however, she is not 

only referring to herself as mother. She points to the ground, to the earth, affirming that 

Estrella is not a motherless child in this land; this gesture suggests that the land itself is 

her figurative mother. As literary critic Arianne Burford has argued, Petra’s gesture, 

combined with her words, effectively “re-maps the land by claiming a right for her and 

her family to that land” (11). Petra thus asserts that Estrella belongs, not only as her own 

daughter, but as a daughter to the land they stand upon, daughter of California, daughter 

of the United States. Perhaps most significantly, Petra asserts that Estrella’s birth 

certificate, her proof of citizenship, lies ‘under the feet of Jesus.’ As the novel takes its 

title from this phrase, its meaning becomes magnified, linking the political rights of 

migrants to the elements of religious faith. For, the statue of Jesus that stands on Petra’s 

home altar is an article of faith; that she keeps her children’s birth certificates there 

illustrates that they too are precious articles of faith. Jeanette Rodríguez explains that for 

many Latinas, religion provides a source from which to draw resistance to social 

injustices faced in the secular world. Rodríguez writes:  

For Latinas, a religious view of faith as mediated through their culture has 

played a primary role in their lives. Through their faith as lived out in their 
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spirituality, they have found a source by which to recognize significant 

values that they draw from for developing self-esteem, confidence, and a 

commitment to resist all forms of sustained injustices. (Rodríguez, 

“Activists” 115)  

Indeed, for Petra, her values are based upon religious tenets of reciprocity and human 

dignity, and those values enable her to confidently stand against marginalizing discourses 

of citizenship. 

However, for Estrella, the question of faith is one in development. As she comes 

increasingly to consciousness regarding the expendable status which she, her family, and 

community hold, she questions the faith of her mother. Much like Rivera’s unnamed 

protagonist, Estrella begins to reject a God that she perceives as having already rejected 

her. Such a rejection is clearly illustrated in one of the most dramatic scenes of the 

narrative, when Estrella and her family complete a difficult journey to take Alejo to the 

closest area clinic, which is actually a trailer administered by a single nurse. Wary of 

being exploited for the little money that they have, Estrella carefully eyes the Anglo 

nurse, who wore “too much red lipstick” and whose trappings seemed to imply ‘fakery.’ 

Unsettled by the nurse’s lack of urgency, and her general failure to understand how 

desperately they need her help, Estrella reflects upon the seeming futility of their efforts. 

“[…] She did not want to think what she was thinking now: God was mean and did not 

care and she was alone to fend for herself” (Viramontes, 139). Here, Estrella can only 

interpret God as complicit in human suffering, as complicit in Alejo’s suffering. In this, 

she perceives herself as alone in the world, with no defender on her side except herself. 



 

 422 

This passage, which illustrates migrants’ lack of access to adequate health care, can be 

read alongside the title story in Tomás Rivera’s …y no se lo tragó la tierra, in which the 

unnamed protagonist curses God for the sunstroke illness of his younger brother and 

father. In both cases, these protagonists are weighed down by the suffering they witness 

around them, and the indifference with which the world—and God—seem to register 

their conditions.  

Just as Rivera’s protagonist gives himself to the anger her feels over a sense of 

victimization in the world, Estrella’s ultimate actions at the clinic portray a similar anger.  

When they are charged the last of their remaining money, $9.07, for an inconclusive 

exam and told that they must go to a hospital in Corazón in order to get lab tests, the 

family is thrown into crisis. The nurse has unwittingly taken their gas money for the car 

ride home, and has given them nothing substantial in return. Overwhelmed by the 

circumstances, Petra finally reaches the limits of her compassion, agreeing with Perfecto 

that he can no longer be their responsibility. As Estrella senses that she is the only 

remaining defender for Alejo’s life, she attempts to barter with the nurse, offering 

Perfecto’s handyman services as trade for their money back. However, the nurse, 

oblivious to their concerns, is of no help until Estrella returns from the car wielding 

Perfecto’s crowbar, demanding their money back and smashing the nurse’s framed 

pictures of her children. Asserting her own authority, Estrella acts physically, violently, 

in order to retrieve her family’s money and save Alejo.  

In this process, Estrella seems to split into two: “She felt like two Estrellas. One 

was a silent phantom […], while the other held the crowbar and the money” (150). The 
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silent, obedient phantom which Estrella has rejected has seemingly been replaced by a 

violent, assertive Estrella. While this new incarnation of the protagonist has been read by 

a number of critics as a pivotal moment of liberation in the text, I would suggest that 

Viramontes problematizes such simple readings by questioning the meanings of violence. 

Once the family is back in the car, on their way to Corazón (heart), rosary dangling from 

the rearview mirror, dialogue between Alejo and Estrella reveals divergent 

understandings of her act. Asking whether she hurt the nurse, Alejo asserts his need to 

know.  When she suggests that it does not actually matter, and attempts to blame her 

actions on the nurse’s refusal to listen otherwise, Alejo rejects her self-justification, 

insisting, “Can’t you see, they want us to act like that?” (153). Admonishing Estrella not 

to “make it so easy for them,” Alejo realizes: “Nothing he said could undo what was 

already done. Nothing could remove the image of Estrella swinging the crowbar and 

sparks of chipped silver like shrapnel flying in his head” (153). Estrella is disappointed 

with his inability to understand her actions and their necessity, for she interprets her own 

action as one of resistance, of affirmation of her own will, her humanity, and rights. 

However, Alejo views her violence as an act that degrades her humanity, rather than 

affirming it; he wishes to undo the image of her violence, but cannot. Viramontes thus 

illustrates that violence can be understood either as a dehumanizing sacrilege, as Alejo 

sees it, or as liberatory assertion of the human will. When they finally reach the hospital, 

they only have enough gas remaining to quickly deliver Alejo to the hospital, hopeful that 

he will finally be healed in Corazón. When Estrella emerges from the hospital, she 

entertains her younger sisters by raising her arms as if commanding the sliding glass 



 

 424 

doors to open. Unaware of the modern technologies of urban institutions, the twins 

perceive their sister to have committed a marvelous act, something which only a truly 

powerful being could do:  “Estrella parted the doors like a sea of glass and walked 

through and the glass shut behind her and they couldn’t for a minute believe what they 

saw” (156).  In this allusion to Moses parting the Red Seas, Estrella appears powerful, 

transformed into a type of holy figure. For, she has successfully led her people to their 

unlikely destination. However, the illusion of her magic as she parts the ‘sea of glass’ 

begs the question: from where do one’s power truly emanate? This question is intimately 

explored in the final chapter of the book, which illustrates both the breaking of Petra’s 

faith, and the true emergence of Estrella’s faith, which is a rebuilt, reconstructed version 

of her mother’s. 

As the family, minus Alejo, arrives home to their bungalow in the darkness of 

night, Petra immediately attends to her rituals of familial protection. She lights the lantern 

and snaps the blankets, attempting to “banish the spiders which hid in abandoned places” 

(160). Preparing the bungalow for her children, Petra attempts to banish the danger 

signified by spiders which manifests in the darkness and threatens their safety. On such 

vigilant protection, Castillo writes: 

Protecting our children from the day we decide we are going to be mothers 

to the day they […] have assured us that they are responsible for 

themselves requires incessant daily and nightly vigilance that quickly 

becomes second nature. If anything can be defined as mother instinct it is 

this demand placed on mothers to care for their offspring. (203) 



 

 425 

Thus, Petra’s perpetual rituals can be read as symptoms of the incessant vigilance 

mothers enact in response to the responsibility to care for their young. Further, her rituals 

are not limited to the interior of the house. She ventures outside to carry out a task she 

has performed many times previous. Using a stick to trace an oval ring of protection 

around the bungalow, Petra hopes to cast out the predatory scorpions, niños de tierra, 

which lurk around her home. Inscribing the earth’s surface with her belief, she scratches a 

ring two inches deep as she notices places where “the circle had opened” (Viramontes 

164). Overwhelmed by her fears that the clinic’s nurse may have reported them to the 

authorities, her fear that her daughter will make the same mistakes she made for the sake 

of love, and finally, by her anticipation that Perfecto will abandon them, Petra drops the 

stick she is holding. Eventually, she comes to wonder at this ritual of hers: 

Was it too late to protect the children from the scorpions? Had they 

already entered the bungalow? Once a weapon, the stick now looked slight 

and feeble. How could she possibly think to protect her children if such a 

little clawing insect could inspire a whole midnight of fear? What made 

her believe that a circle drawn in the earth would keep the predators away? 

(168-169) 

As illustrated here, Petra questions not simply the ritual’s effectiveness, but more 

broadly, her ability to protect her family. She feels overcome by the circumstances that 

surround her, circumstances which she feels powerless to prevent. The scorpions seem to 

signify an evil in the world which she can no longer hold back. Enveloped in fear, she 
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questions what the source of faith is, what was it that had made her believe in the first 

place? When all her weapons have lost their power, what is left?  

This theme is further explored when Petra kneels to light a candle before her 

statue of Jesus, with blue robes and a green serpent crushed beneath his feet. This statue’s 

significance in the text merits close consideration. Should we understand it merely as a 

statue, as an idol? Kay Turner argues: “At her altar a woman moves beyond the simple 

viewing of sacred images and begins to encounter them, to use them, to speak to them. 

She empowers herself with the affirmation of affiliation” (“Voces de Fe” 195). Thus, 

Petra does not simply view Jesus’ statue, but rather, she interacts with it in negotiation of 

her personal concerns. However, in this case, as Petra kneels before her altar, she 

experiences a certain sense of disconnection, a loosened affiliation, a distancing from the 

divine realm. Thus, she instead reflects upon the doily scarf that rests between the statue 

and the children’s documents. A cherished gift from her grandmother, the perfect 

diamond pattern of the doily represents the constancy of faith that she feels herself losing. 

She reflects on her grandmother’s faith: “When Petra’s father was sick, tomorrow came 

and went […] until her father died and tomorrow still came and went and grandmother 

had crocheted perfect little diamonds through it all” (Viramontes165). She marvels at her 

grandmother’s patience, and her ability to create something beautiful even amidst death 

and despair. “If only Petra was capable of crocheting, if only she could feel the threads 

slip in and out of her fingers like her grandmother once did, she wouldn’t feel as if her 

own prayers turned into soot above her” (166).  Her longing for another ritual of faith 

stems from the sense that her prayers have become useless, turning only to soot. As she 
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slips out the envelope of legal documents underneath the doily, Petra examines the 

footprints on her children’s birth certificates, reading the ‘topography’ of her children’s 

rights as citizens, which she knows they will always be forced to prove. All the rituals 

and objects that once gave her faith and comfort now only bring her despair. This crisis in 

her faith is dramatized when Petra leans upon the altar crate in order to stand, causing the 

statue to waiver and fall. The head of the statue of Jesuscristo breaks from its body before 

she can catch it, resembling her own broken faith. As she collects the plaster head, she is 

surprised by its lightness, and unsuccessfully attempts to re-place it upon the body. 

Realizing the lightness of her own faith, and at the difficulty of repairing it, she does not 

give up, but rather holds tightly onto the fractured head of Jesuscristo. Despite her desire 

to keep her vigil burning, she puts out the flames of the candles, worried that their fire is 

too ‘hungry’ to possibly be safe. 

 At the precise moment when Petra puts out the flames of her vigil, Estrella 

dresses and takes hold of the lantern.  Though her body is weary and beat up from the 

day’s struggles, she symbolically picks up the ‘light’ of her mother’s faith, a light that 

banishes danger from the darkness. Despite the veil of evening, Estrella is compelled to 

leave the safety of home and walk towards the dilapidated and abandoned barn that 

neighbors their bungalow.  Indicating the barn’s function as a space of spiritual 

significance in the narrative, it is described in the first several pages of the novel as “a 

cathedral of a building” (9). Thus, it is significant that at the end of the novel, Estrella 

makes a journey through darkness towards the barn, led only by the light of the moon and 

her lantern. I argue that this journey represents a literal journey of Estrella’s emergent 
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and strengthening faith, even as her mother loses hers.  Amidst the howling of the 

coyotes and her mother’s warnings to be careful of fire, Estrella confidently and 

determinedly disappears into the dark, her figure becoming “a ball of gold ochre 

bouncing in the night” (171).  While Petra has allowed her fears to paralyze her, her 

daughter has become fearless, bearing a trust that outweighs any fear. “When her eyes 

became accustomed to the dark and the moonlight paved a worn pathway toward the 

barn, Estrella knew what to do” (171). Even as Perfecto and Petra have grown weak and 

tired, Estrella is becoming a force of faith, a force unto herself. The light of the moon and 

the light of the lantern guide her way until she arrives to the barn. 

 Upon her arrival, she is startled by the rustling sound of owls and swallows in the 

barn, but emboldens herself by speaking aloud to the braver part of herself.  Enveloped 

by lantern’s circle of light, she removes her shoes and socks, ties her hair back, spits into 

her hands, and prepares for ascension. Tugging at the chain that hangs from the middle of 

the barn, she pulls herself upward, and uses her body to “raise herself up as if she were 

tugging on a cord of a bell” (173). Viramontes emphasizes the intense physicality of her 

efforts, which leave her soaking with sweat, as well as the danger of ascending a structure 

in such disrepair; in this sense, her act is a perilous and physical labor of seeking. As 

critic John T. Hassett has argued, her ascension also signifies her passage from childhood 

to adulthood (147). When she climbs up the chain and gets to the barn’s loft, she must 

search for walls blindly with her hands, for the lantern rests on the floor of the barn. In 

complete darkness, her search demands will, patience, and faith. “Her heart tolled in her 

chest. She waited for her eyes to become accustomed to the dark. Only after the outlines 
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of walls and floors and ceilings surfaced, did she move toward the trapdoor” (174). 

Though Estrella cannot see what lies ahead of her, she patiently waits for things to reveal 

themselves to her, and upon that revelation, she persistently proceeds to action. 

Discovering the difficulty of opening the trap door, she levies the weight of her body 

against it: “She pressed her back like a shovel against the door and pushed up once again. 

Again and again until whatever resistance there was gave way to her back” (174-175). 

Here, we see that her will is manifested physically, combined with a patient persistence; 

thus, she meets resistance with calm determination, not failure or resignation, and not 

with violence. Finally, she overcomes the resistance, and her will perseveres.  

With the trapdoor opened, Estrella stands “bathed in a flood of gray light” and 

“heave[s] herself up into the panorama of the skies as if she were climbing out of a box” 

(175).  Here, the barn is the box she climbs out of, as she heaves herself into the night 

skies; thus, the barn becomes a metaphor for the limitations, dangers, mysteries, and 

obstacles confronted in life. I would argue that much more so than the crowbar she wields 

at the clinic nurse a few scenes previous, this ascension is the narrative’s ultimate act of 

liberation and transcendence. Once atop the roof, Estrella is stunned by the stars and the 

moon and the ‘infinity of darkness,’ as she reflects, “No wonder the angels had picked a 

place like this to exist” (175). In awe of her proximity to an infinite nature, her thoughts 

go to angels, the biblical messengers of God. And yet, Viramontes does not allow us to 

believe that all danger has passed, as she writes: 

The roof tilted downward and she felt gravity pulling but did not lose her 

footing. The termite-softened shakes crunched beneath her bare feet like 
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the serpent under the feet of Jesus […]. [….]. No longer did she stumble 

blindly. She had to trust the soles of her feet, her hands, the shovel of her 

back, and the pounding bells of her heart. (175) 

Though the roof’s tilt threatens to pull Estrella back down to earth, and the termites have 

weakened the once solid wood, she overcomes that weakness with her steady feet. In a 

scene that alludes to the narrative of Jesus, who crushed the serpent of evil beneath his 

feet, Estrella is suggested as divinely inspired. She realizes her own abilities and strength 

to overcome fear; bravely confronting contingencies, she now knows she must trust her 

own body and heart to move forth, upon the roof and in her life. The profound measure of 

her accomplishment is clear, and as a breeze brushes her hair over her face, we are told 

“nothing had ever seemed as pleasing to her as this” (175-176). Triumphant, Estrella 

stands on the precipice of the roof, surrounded by birds and swallows flying near her, and 

rather than frightened, she stands unshaken by the chaos around her. In the final words of 

the novel, Viramontes writes: “Estrella remained as immobile as an angel standing on the 

verge of faith. Like the chiming bells of the great cathedrals, she believed her heart 

powerful enough to summon home all those who strayed (176). Compared to an angel, 

Estrella has walked toward and ascended into a faith that is still in the process of 

becoming, still in the process of discovery. The physicality of her search, suggesting that 

faith is active, rather than passive, culminates in a moment of rest and awe. Finally, it is 

clear that her heart (corazón) is the source of strength and the site of healing. Further, it is 

her heart, tolling like the bells of great cathedrals, that will call back her mother and 

Perfecto; the strength of her heart will summon those who have strayed, those whose love 
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and faith has weakened under the weight of life’s struggles. The author has explained that 

in this culmination, “Estrella is calling for a new spirituality” in which the “mystical 

sense of faith and imagination” is applied to the “power [of] the human heart” (Flys-

Junquera 237). Ultimately, what Viramontes offers us is not the rejection of faith 

altogether, but the re-casting and re-making of a renewed sense of faith. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has examined two narratives of Mexican American migrant agricultural life, 

one through the eyes of a young boy in the 1950s, and another through the eyes of a 

young girl in the 1980s. While both texts use the bildungsroman form to illustrate the 

process of coming to consciousness regarding one’s place in the social world, the 

experiences represented in Tomás Rivera’s ….y no se lo tragó la tierra and Helena María 

Viramontes’ Under the Feet of Jesus are told through drastically different lenses. Written 

at the height of the Chicano/a Movement, Rivera’s classic work exhibits the materialist 

concerns of a movement influenced by social justice imperatives to break away from the 

previous generation’s seeming ineffectiveness. In Rivera’s text, the traditional religious 

beliefs of one’s parents must be rejected and abandoned in order to become more active, 

empowered individuals of a community. For Rivera’s protagonist, there is a clear split 

between the secular and the spiritual, the latter of which can render no aid in material 

concerns. In contrast, Helena María Viramontes’ work is situated squarely in the 

foundations of the thriving Chicana feminist production of the 1980s and 1990s. While 

her narrative poses many of the same doubts exhibited in Rivera’s work, namely, whether 

God can truly intervene in the secular struggles of migrants, she resists the urge to reject 
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faith completely. Rather, Viramontes’ work stands in strong alliance with her fellow 

Chicana feminist thinkers and writers, such as Gloria Anzaldúa, who suggest that faith 

can be remade to speak more relevantly to the present generation’s concerns and needs. 

Thus, these two works represent significant perspectives in Chicano/a literary history 

regarding the nature and value of religious belief, particularly as it applies to the 

imperatives of social justice.   The following section will attempt to conclude this study 

by offering reflections upon these and other significant themes which have arisen in this 

dissertation. However, I will also offer several examples of ways in which this work 

might be extended into new directions and forms in the future. 
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CONCLUSION  

As I was contemplating writing this conclusion, I came across a striking news-

story. The story was about the traumas an increasing number of young Mexican students 

in El Paso are experiencing as a result of the drug wars in border towns of Mexico 

(Uribe). As journalist Monica Ortiz Uribe explains, it has long been common for children 

from cities such as Juárez to cross the border north to come to school in the United 

States; indeed, some of these children are American citizens who have been raised in 

Mexico. However, as the violence of the drug wars escalates, El Paso schools are 

encountering a level of trauma in the student body that has not been encountered in the 

past. Indeed, the very real horrors that these children have witnessed in Juárez conjure 

scenes most of us can only imagine. Many of us have read or heard about the 

decapitations, even heads posted on stakes in Mexican border towns caught in the middle 

of brutal drug conflicts. I am reminded of scenes from Joseph Conrad’s famous novella 

Heart of Darkness, a meditation on the atrocities that dwell in the heart of humanity. I 

think of these literary scenes because, fortunately, I have never seen such violence with 

my own eyes. How do children who have witnessed and survived such extreme violence 

carry the trauma of their experience, and how can their trauma be properly addressed and 

healed?  

Concerned with the growing phenomenon, and the school system’s lack of 

training for counseling violent trauma, these are the questions journalist Monica Uribe 

asks. However, the significance of these questions seemed lost on the majority of readers 

who left comments responding to her story on NPR. Rather than responding to the story’s 
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central emphasis on children struggling with the repercussions of violent conflict, most 

respondents instead were moved to express their political resentment towards the general 

occurrence of immigration; others simply responded to the dynamics of the drug trade 

and offered opinions about how to curtail it. In the few instances that the children were 

mentioned, many readers expressed anger and frustration at their presence, even referring 

to them as ‘anchor babies,’ bringing their problems into the United States. While the 

occasional reader interjected with a call to compassion, the responses ultimately told a 

story of the United States as economic victim. Reading these commentaries, several 

questions occurred to me: In a nation whose politics are at a constant tug-of-war with 

religion, what role, if any, does the value of compassion play in the minds of the 

American public, particularly as it relates to social violence and social justice? And 

further, who merits our compassion? In other words, when and how does our humanity, 

and our ability to recognize the humanity of others, become divorced from our politics?  

 While these questions cannot ultimately be answered here, they occur to me for 

reasons entirely connected to this dissertation. In my examination of discourses on 

religion and spirituality in Chicano/a literary production, an area of literature which has 

consistently been concerned with questions of social justice and social violence, the 

overarching theme could be described as the healing power of compassion. Indeed, 

compassion has seemed to be the one unifying factor between texts that alternately reject, 

endorse, negotiate, and remake the meanings of religion and spirituality as they apply to 

social healing. Thus, I would like to use this conclusion in order to discuss the concept of 

compassion as it relates to this work, as well as several other themes that have arisen in 
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this study: the role of the written word in communicating a shared humanity, gendered 

representations of women as healers and holders of religious and spiritual knowledge (i.e. 

the curandera and mother figures), women’s relationship to the natural landscape, and 

lastly, the theme of an alienating modernization. Finally, I will suggest several examples 

of how the themes and concepts of this study might be applied to other literary forms 

besides the novel, namely short story, poetry, and the personal essay. Thus, this 

conclusion serves not only to reflect upon what has been garnered from the present study, 

but also to suggest future routes of exploration. With these intentions stated, I now return 

to the theme of compassion as a healing mechanism. 

Virgilio Elizondo has theorized that Mexican-Americans, as ‘insider-outsiders’ 

(possessing what Gloria Anzaldúa has elsewhere referred to as a ‘mestiza-

consciousness’), can use their own experiences of suffering in order to become agents of 

compassion. Elizondo states that “the very reasons for [mestizos’] margination are the 

bases of their liberating and salvific potential not only for themselves but for others as 

well,” for “it is the wounded healer who has not forgotten the pains of the wounds who 

can be the greatest healer of the illnesses of society” (Elizondo, Galilean 100-101). As 

the authors discussed in this dissertation have used literary narrative as a tool to 

remember, reveal, and describe the humanity of marginalized peoples and their too often 

obfuscated histories, they have consistently expressed the importance of moving into 

intimacy with the suffering of others. To hear, read, and imagine the experiences of those 

who are marginalized in United States culture has the capability of moving readers from a 

distanced stance of political rejection to a more compassionate stance of recognizing the 



 

 436 

shared humanity of others, and hopefully becoming more politically invested in standing 

up for that humanity.  

This potentially transformative power of the word, including the written and 

spoken word, is clear, as Ada María Isasi-Díaz argues: “Words not only help us to 

understand and to express, words not only make it possible for us to know the meaning 

we have given our lives, words also make present, they make real that which they signify. 

Words call forth, make concrete, and turn into reality their meaning […]” (Isasi-Díaz, 

Mujerista 38). Thus, we find that the word is not only a tool of expression and revelation, 

but also of transformation.  I would argue that it has been through the written word that 

many Mexican Americans have found the ability not only to record the historical 

experiences of their cultural and familial communities, so often erased in history books 

and popular media, but also to voice their political hopes and anxieties about the future.  

As I believe I have shown, the expression of these political hopes and anxieties often 

closely intersect with religious and spiritual epistemologies and ontologies.  For, religion 

and spirituality both greatly impact the ways in which many Mexican Americas think 

about and live their daily lives, particularly within the context of a larger community and 

social history.  

Thus, I would suggest that the scholarly tendency to separate the political 

concerns of Mexican American communities from their religious and spiritual concerns 

can create false divisions about the ways in which these communities perceive and 

approach daily realities. I have argued that it has been creative writers who have often 

most clearly honored and represented the interwoven fabric of the secular and the 
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spiritual in Mexican American life. Jeanette Rodríguez has argued: “It is the language of 

poetry and symbol and narrative, of community and ritual, that best expresses the 

understanding and wisdom of […] faith. Such language expresses a person’s deepest and 

most genuine aspirations and desires” (Rodríguez, “Activists” 122). For, it is creative 

writers who face the challenge of meaningfully creating characters and landscapes that 

both speak to and represent the daily qualities of Mexican experience, in all its myriad 

forms.  

Such emphasis upon daily life, and its tendency to bring together both the sacred 

and the secular, has been particularly marked by gender. In the narratives I have 

examined, whether penned by women or men, it is most often female characters, even 

seemingly marginal ones, that are described as possessing particular gifts for healing the 

ruptures in their societies. In my reading, this is represented as at least partially due to the 

cultural allocation of women as holders and transmitters of spiritual and religious 

knowledge. Rodríguez helps to clarify this message as she argues that the daily work 

women do in their communities, including their spiritual labor, is not only creative, but 

also life-sustaining.  Arguing that “Latinas are particularly suited to lead their 

communities forward,” she posits that “women’s spirituality and leadership are work 

done with the body, the heart, the hands, and the head” (Rodríguez, “Activists” 114, 122). 

Women’s enactment of faith in their daily lives conceptualized as an ‘embodied’ and 

active spirituality not only respects women as productive agents of cultural preservation, 

but also of cultural transformation.    
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However, that ‘faith’ does not necessarily refer to a sense of obligation toward 

institutional religious practice, which in many ways has been viewed as a perpetrator of, 

or at least complicit with, the subjugation of indigenous and mestiza women; perceived as 

a hierarchical and patriarchal institution, the Catholic Church’s commitment to social 

justice throughout history has often been drawn into question. Indeed, much of Chicano/a 

literary production features the ways in which women have re-negotiated and 

reconstructed spirituality, often through folk forms, such as curanderismo, or the use of 

home altars, sometimes alongside institutional religion, and sometimes entirely outside of 

it. Meredith McGuire has warned against the dangers of “trying to delineate acceptable 

from unacceptable beliefs and practices, desirable from denigrated identities and statuses, 

and worthy from unworthy ideals and values” (6). Whether through institutional or non-

institutional practices, women’s enactment of spiritual and religious faith has been 

credited with not only their own sustenance, but the sustenance and transformation of 

their communities. Ana Castillo argues that “this undercurrent of spirituality—which has 

been with woman since pre-Conquest times and which precedes Christianity in Europe—

is the unspoken key to her strength and endurance as a female throughout all the ages” 

(95).  I would argue that this ‘undercurrent’ of women’s spirituality has been central to 

Chicano/a literary narrative, whether depicted in a positive or disparaging light.  

For example, writers such as Tomás Rivera have depicted female figures, usually 

mother figures, as symbols of a culturally stagnant, even disempowering religiosity. The 

trope of the devout mother has certainly been heavily rotated, causing many Chicana 

writers such as Helena María Viramontes to create female protagonists that are not 
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mothers and who may not necessarily desire to become mothers.  However, we as readers 

might also work to re-invest seemingly flat female characters with newfound dimension 

by reading between the lines to imagine the often unstated complexity of their 

perspectives. In this dissertation, I have tried to do just that, for in my analysis, many 

seemingly minor female characters that have been heretofore unexamined or too-easily 

dismissed are found to be quite significant for their representation of a wider realm of 

principles amongst women.  Although the ‘mother’ character has often been a symbol of 

the limited representation of women, we might understand the ‘mother’ with a 

transformative new vision. Castillo argues: 

If we believe in a value system that seeks the common good of all 

members of society, by applying the very qualities and expectations we 

have placed on motherhood to our legislature and our social system—to 

care selflessly for her young, to be responsible for her children’s material, 

spiritual and emotional needs—we are providing for the future. (107)  

In this sense, we might read the values of motherhood as values for all of society to 

embrace, including both men and women, young and old. However, the ‘mother’ is not 

the only female trope in Chicano/a literature. 

 The figure of the curandera brings our attention to the significance of the 

connections between women, landscape, healing, and spirituality. Throughout this study, 

these connections have emerged as consistent themes in the literary narratives under 

examination; further, most of them contain at least one curandera figure. We might ask 

why this figure has been so central to these writers’ creative production. Specifically, I 
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would suggest that this figure is a symbol of healing in the Mexican American 

community, along the same lines that the writers themselves seek to engender healing. 

Confronting the illnesses and maladies ailing their communities, curanderas (and the 

much less represented curandero) are trusted to identify the source of suffering, address 

it, and to restore harmonious balance to the individual seeking healing, and to the 

community itself.  Gloria Anzaldúa has written eloquently about the role of the writer as 

shaman, or healer. She writes:  

[…] I realize it is my job, my calling, to traffic in images. […]. When I 

don’t write the images down for several days or weeks or months, I get 

physically ill. Because writing invokes images from my unconscious, and 

because some of the images are residues of trauma which I then have to 

reconstruct, I sometimes get sick when I do write. […]. But, in 

reconstructing the traumas behind the images, I make ‘sense’ of them, and 

once they have ‘meaning’ they are changed, transformed. It is then that 

writing heals me […]. (Anzaldúa, Borderlands 91-92) 

Thus, like the curandera, the writer has a responsibility and obligation that accompanies 

his or her ‘don,’ the gift of healing. Just as many curanderas believe that they will 

become ill, or that suffering will befall them, if they do not do the work that God has 

given to them, many writers consider their work a sacred calling.  

However, the literary figure of the curandera operates in other ways as well. In 

terms of religion, curanderismo is marked by the syncretic process through which 

Indigenous belief systems fused with Spanish Catholic religious worldviews beginning in 
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the 16th century. Indigena and mestiza women have reckoned with that process through 

the negotiation, dissimulation, and reconciliation of spiritual knowledge, as described in 

Chicano/a literary production. Thus, the curandera figure acts as a repository of ancient 

knowledge about harmony between humans and the landscape; her orientation to the 

landscape constitutes the basis of her legendary healing power. In this way, the 

curandera figure helps readers to consider gendered relationships to landscape as sites of 

sacred space and sacred knowledge.  As Tey Diana Rebolledo has stated, “The curandera 

possesses intuitive and cognitive skills, and her connection to and interrelation with the 

natural world is particularly relevant” (83). Though the correspondence of women to 

nature has historically been used as a colonial justification for the patriarchal domination 

of one alongside the other, the balance between humanity and nature continues to be 

understood as a female principle. Wendy B. Faris explains that seemingly ‘magical’ 

elements of narratives that connect women to nature can serve “to facilitate the 

reappropriation of real and imagined territories, whether bodies, lands, spirits, or 

discourses” (212). Indeed, throughout the texts examined in this study, it is not only 

curanderas, but also ordinary women who are ascribed healing capabilities understood in 

context of their embodied relationship to the landscape.  

Yet, that relationship to the landscape is often posited as existing in some state of 

crisis, as the narratives examined here express a sense of anxiety in response to 

modernization processes. Technologies of communication, infrastructure, transportation, 

labor, and war repeatedly appear throughout these works; rather than the celebration of 

‘progress,’ however, these technologies are often described as eliciting social and cultural 
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anxieties about the displacement of established life-ways. For example, barbed wire, the 

railroad, and the atomic bomb each come to symbolize the alienation of Mexican 

American communities from the regions they inhabit, and the traditional means of life 

they have inherited. In her telling of Anglo colonization on the Texas-Mexican border, 

Anzaldúa expresses precisely these sentiments of alienation. She writes: 

In the 1930s, after Anglo agribusiness corporations cheated the small 

Chicano landowners of their land, the corporations hired gangs of 

mexicanos to pull out the brush, chaparral and cactus and to irrigate the 

desert. The land they toiled over had once belonged to many of them, or 

had been used communally by them. Later the Anglos brought in huge 

machines and root plows and had the Mexicans scrape the land clean of 

natural vegetation.(Anzaldúa, Borderlands 31) 

This narrative of cultural, territorial, and labor displacement by way of colonization, 

business, and technologies is representative of the larger anxieties expressed throughout 

this study. Thus, modernization, while not always wholly rejected or dismissed, is 

understood in these texts as implicating an unknown and perhaps disorienting future, 

requiring the development of new cultural constructions. The role of religious and 

spiritual knowledges and practices would necessarily be implicated in that unknown 

future; thus, the negotiations of such epistemologies must be linked to the ongoing 

confrontation of linear, ‘progress’-based epistemologies centered around rationality and 

logic.  
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 While this dissertation has focused on novels, I would like to offer several 

examples illustrating how the concepts at work in this study might be applied to other 

literary forms as well. Firstly, I would suggest the short story form as a fruitful source for 

investigation. For example, Sandra Cisneros’ “Little Miracles, Kept Promises” in her 

1992 collection Woman Hollering Creek perfectly demonstrates the ways in which 

mestizas have re-negotiated their understandings of spiritual faith. Cisneros begins her 

story with a series of written notes, left as thanks and offerings by individuals from 

various parts of Texas who have travelled to a holy pilgrimage site, most likely the 

Basilica of Our Lady of San Juan del Valle, a national shrine in Pharr, Texas. Through 

these intimately written notes, Cisneros demonstrates the various ways in which Texas 

Mexicans understand their relationships to the saints and to the Virgen. When a young 

woman named Chayo from Austin, Tejas pins her braid of hair by a statue of the Virgen, 

in thanks for an averted pregnancy (which was actually a thyroid problem!), she describes 

her frustration with the traditional image of the Virgencita de Guadalupe. Chayo 

expresses the patriarchal submission she associated with the Virgen: “For a long time I 

wouldn’t let you in my house. […]. Couldn’t look at you without blaming you for all the 

pain my mother and her mother and all our mothers’ mothers have put up with in the 

name of God” (Cisneros 127). Yet, Chayo recalls the difficulty of rejecting the Virgen 

outright without simultaneously rejecting her own mother, as well as her abuela, who are 

ardent believers. Finally, the young woman describes how she came to recognize and 

know the Virgen in a way that displaces the patriarchal power of the Church, and the 

subjugation of women, and instead elevates women to powerful heights. For Chayo, 
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replacing ‘Mary the mild’ with ‘our mother Tonantzín’ (the ancient indigenous earth 

goddess whose temple famously became the site of the apparition of the Virgen de 

Guadalupe) enables her to embrace the Virgen and to embrace the strength of the women 

in her family. “When I learned your real name […], I wasn’t ashamed, then, to be my 

mother’s daughter, my grandmother’s granddaughter, my ancestors’ child” (Cisneros 

128). This rejection of shame is further made possible by Chayo’s realization of the 

Virgen’s political power. Cisneros writes: 

That you could have the power to rally a people when a country was born, 

and again during a civil war, and during a farmworkers’ strike in 

California made me think maybe there is power in my mother’s patience, 

strength in my grandmother’s endurance. Because those who suffer have a 

special power, don’t they? The power of understanding someone else’s 

pain? And understanding is the beginning of healing. (Cisneros 128) 

Thus, this story encapsulates the significance of not simply re-positioning a religious 

icon, but also of re-negotiating how we view the ordinary women in our lives. Rather 

than rejecting our mothers and grandmothers as ‘passive’ bystanders of patriarchy, this 

story suggests the redemption in recognizing the healing power of their patience, 

endurance, and compassion. Thus, Cisneros offers a strategy to connect multiple 

generations of women who have been alienated from one another through 

misunderstandings of one another’s religious ideologies.  

 A second short story that I would offer for analysis is Oscar Casares’ ‘Domingo,’ 

in his 2003 collection, Brownsville. In this story, Casares offers resolution to the oft 
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repeated existential question featured in Mexican American literature: Why does God 

allow bad things to happen to good people? We are introduced to Domingo, a seventy-

three year old laborer who crosses the border from Mexico into the Texas city of 

Brownsville for work.  In the painful process of recalling the loss of Sara, his only 

daughter, twenty years previous in a horrible accident, Domingo reflects upon his 

estrangement from God. After having asked God for a miracle to recover their young 

daughter, badly burned in a fire-pit, the child died. “After they buried her, Domingo told 

himself he would never enter another church unless he was carried through the doors in a 

wooden box. But he knew this was wrong, and for a long time he had wanted to make 

peace with these bitter feelings” (Casares 77).  While Domingo experiences a very 

similar alienation from and rejection of God as the unnamed protagonist of Tomás 

Rivera’s y no se lo tragó la tierra, Domingo seeks reconciliation. Yet, through his story 

of Domingo’s search for reconciliation with God, Casares describes the difficulty and 

pain of the endeavor. Finding the local church doors locked, indicating the inaccessibility 

of the institutional church, Domingo visits an outdoor folk shrine. At the base of a tree in 

which the Virgen’s image was believed to have appeared, Domingo attempts to pray, and 

to ask the Virgen to “intervene on his behalf and ask God for another chance to show his 

devotion and become His most faithful servant once again” (84).  However, he finds 

himself struggling to remember the words to the prayers he tries to say, and ultimately 

finds himself “lost beneath the tree” (85). Having seemingly exhausted the possibilities of 

both the institutional church, and folk religion, Domingo decides to ascend the tree 

through an arduous but patient climb, in order to pray to God directly. Casares writes: 
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He told God that he was a poor man who had tried to comprehend the 

mysteries of life. Perhaps this was something no man could comprehend, 

but in his heart he needed to know why he and his wife had lost their 

child. And now almost twenty years later, he had discovered there was no 

answer: it had been the will of God. There was nothing he could do but 

accept the life he had been given. (86-87)  

Domingo’s need to understand the tragedy of his daughter’s death is resolved when he 

comprehends that there is no answer which could meaningfully explain such a loss; the 

bitterness he feels can only be quelled by the acceptance of the loss and the acceptance of 

life’s mysteries. Rather than passivity or fatalism, Casares depicts Domingo’s conclusion 

as resting on a renewed sense of faith. Indeed, Casares illustrates this faith as an 

embodied act:  

He asked God for forgiveness and then, for just a second, he let go of the 

tree in order to make the sign of the cross. In that moment, he felt light 

enough to blow away like a leaf. It frightened him at first, but he forced 

himself to let go of the tree gain. This time he kept his arms open and 

waited for the fear to pass. When he opened his eyes, he gazed out toward 

the horizon, farther than he had ever imagined he could. (87)  

In this scene, Casares demonstrates faith as the ability to ‘let go’ of a sense of security 

and to confront one’s fear of ‘falling.’ The image of this seventy-three year old man, 

standing with arms outstretched upon a tree limb, becomes an illustration of an active, 

decisive act of faith. Finally, his ability to see ‘farther than he had ever imagined he 
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could’ represents the new vision that his reconciliation with life’s tragedy has delivered. 

In this brief story, Casares manages to address one of the fundamental questions at stake 

in Chicano/a literary production: How do we reckon with the painful truths which we 

encounter in life?  

 Equally important themes regarding the intersection of the secular and the sacred 

are found in the medium of poetry. While Luis Valdez is better known for founding 

Teatro Campesino, a theatre company that dramatized farmworker’s struggles, and for his 

work directing films such as Zoot Suit (1981) and La Bamba (1987), I suggest that the 

work he accomplishes in his 1973 poem, “Pensamiento Serpentino: A Chicano Approach 

to the Theatre of Reality,” has been vastly overlooked.  Specifically, this poem highlights 

the role of religion as it relates to social justice in the Chicano/a community.  Valdez 

draws on Mexican indigenous concepts to reject the split between the secular and the 

sacred, stating “RELIGION and SCIENCE were/ una sola cosa/ para los mayas de la 

antiguidad” (173). In his assertion that religion and science were ‘only one thing’ for the 

ancient Mayas, Valdez seeks to establish a precedent for understanding the intersection of 

material and spiritual concepts. He states: 

Matter and Energy  

Which in European terms  

  thanks to Einstein 

  is the theory of relativity 

  and his formula 

  E=MC2 
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  And you know what? 

  It simply means 

  that LOVE is stronger than HATE (182) 

Here, Valdez uses Einstein’s scientific concepts about matter and energy in order to argue 

against the division of the material and the spiritual, a division which science itself has 

been perceived as creating. Further, Valdez moves on to discuss this relationship in terms 

of social justice. His proclamation that ‘love is stronger than hate’ is clarified as he draws 

upon the indigenous concept of ‘In Lak’ech,’ or ‘Tu eres mi otro yo’ (you are my other 

self). Explaining this concept and relating it to American politics of the 1970s, the time in 

which he wrote, Valdez states:   

IN LAK’ECH: Si te amo y te respeto 

a ti, mi amo y me respeto yo;  

si te hago daño a ti, me hago daño a mí. 

That, carnales, was LEY AND ORDER 

Whatever I do to you 

I do to myself 

Even the United States  

of America will someday learn  

that it cannot bomb Hanoi 

without inflicting violence on itself 

And neither can YOU (174)  
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Using the concept that respect and love for others is reflective of self-love and self-

respect, Valdez condemns the violence of the Vietnam War as violence that will equally 

befall the United States. Here, Valdez relates political and national actions to moral 

concepts of behavior. However, he does not merely apply that morality to the United 

States, but also to Chicanos, as he states that “To be CHICANO is not (NOT)/ to hate the 

gabacho […]” but rather, “To be CHICANO is to love yourself” so that “you begin to 

love other people/otras razas del mundo” (175). Thus, Valdez offers a concept of 

Chicanismo centered on a self-love that can ultimately engender love for people of other 

races and cultures in the world. This emphasis upon human interconnection is related 

back to religion, as he states, “But, above all/ to be CHICANO is to LOVE GOD” (175). 

Tying social justice to religion, Valdez asserts, “EL ESPIRITU is greater than/ all 

differences between/ languages/ peoples/ races/ places/ times” (179). In his suggestion 

that spiritual faith can overcome human differences, Valdez offers a version of spiritual 

activism for Chicanos in the 1970s, as well as for those who read the poem today.  

However, this spiritual activism can be found in other literary forms as well. 

Gloria Anzaldúa’s use of the personal essay format has featured her own understanding 

of spiritual activism. Though this is true of much of her work, I refer here in particular to 

her essay, “Now Let Us Shift…the Path of Conocimiento…Inner Work, Public Acts.” 

Positing spirituality as a form of intuitive or instinctual epistemology, awakened through 

practices such as prayer, ritual, meditation, and creative acts, Anzaldúa argues that 

spiritual knowledge is ultimately “about relatedness—to self, others, world” (Anzaldúa, 

“Now” 570, 572). This politics of human interconnectivity is expressed through the form 
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of her writing. Throughout her essay, Anzaldúa describes struggles that seem intimately 

personal, such as her battle with diabetes, yet uses the pronoun ‘you’ in place of the ‘I.’ 

Effectively this exchange of pronouns implies a shared connection between the reader 

(‘you’) and the writer, who is drawing ‘you’ into her experiences and the lessons she has 

wrought from them. With traditional boundaries between reader and writer collapsed, 

Anzaldúa creates an intimacy that has the power to inspire and transform her reader: “By 

redeeming your most painful experiences you transform them into something valuable, 

algo para compartir or share with others so they too may be empowered” (540). This 

emphasis upon a shared healing and transformation draws on the concept of ‘In Lak’ech,’ 

or ‘Tu eres mi otro yo’ (you are my other self), referenced above in Valdez’ poem. 

Specifically, Anzaldúa identifies consciousness regarding human connectedness as 

enabling a compassion that can create real social change. 

In Anzaldúa’s discussion of spiritual activism, she describes it as a shifting of 

realities in which common ground can be found and ‘holistic alliances’ formed through 

the development of “an ethical, compassionate strategy” (“Now” 545). In this sense, she 

argues that compassion allows us to heal ourselves and each other, not by overlooking 

difference or conflict, but by negotiating or working through it with an emphasis upon 

mutual humanity. Anzaldúa writes: 

[Spiritual activism] permits an expansive awareness that finds the best 

instead of the worst in the other, enabling you to think of la otra in a 

compassionate way. […]. You form an intimate connection that fosters the 

empowerment of both (nos/otras) to transform conflict into an opportunity 
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to resolve an issue, to change negativities into strengths, and to heal the 

traumas of racism and other systemic desconomcimientos. (“Now” 572)  

This concept of utilizing compassion as a tool for healing the wounds of systemic 

ignorance does not apply simply to those occupying the same group (ethnic, racial, 

gender, etc). Rather, Anzaldúa, like Valdéz, is suggesting an imperative of humanity that 

transcends gendered, racial, ethnic, linguistic, and other differences. “Conocimiento es 

otro mode de conectar across colors and other differences to allies also trying to negotiate 

racial contradictions, survive the stresses and traumas of daily life, and develop a 

spiritual-imaginal-political vision together” (Anzaldúa, “Now” 571).  While this ethic of 

alliances across boundaries may seem idealized, Anzaldúa does not suggest an easy path, 

but rather, focuses on using painful experiences as seeds for compassion. She states: 

“[…] Why not use pain as a conduit to recognizing another’s suffering, even that of the 

one who inflicted the pain? […] Wounding is the entrance to the sacred” (272). Here, we 

might think of Virgilio Elizondo’s emphasis upon the special role of suffering in relation 

to the project of social healing. Cited at the beginning of this conclusion, his words bear 

repeating: “It is the wounded healer who has not forgotten the pain of the wounds who 

can be the greatest healer of the illnesses of society” (Elizondo, Galilean 101). For, as 

Elizondo has argued, it is those who have “suffered at the deepest level of human 

existence” that are most capable of compassion for the sufferings of others (Elizondo, 

Galilean 100). Interestingly, both Anzaldúa and Elizondo have argued that the mestizo/a 

holds a special ability to bridge differing perspectives because of the experience of 

existing between, and on the thresholds of, social locations.  
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 In “Now Let Us Shift…,” as in her other works, Anzaldúa uses the indigenous 

concept of ‘nepantla’ to describe that threshold as a “site of transformation” (548). She 

writes: 

Nepantla is […] the place where different perspectives come into conflict 

[…]. Nepantla is the zone between changes where you struggle to find 

equilibrium between the outer expression of change and your inner 

relationship to it. Living between cultures results in seeing ‘double,’ first 

from the perspective of one culture, then from the perspective of another. 

(548-549)  

Further, for Anzaldúa, the state of nepantla is inherently spiritual; for, the ‘double’ or 

‘split’ awareness that it engenders connects a person to “unconscious and invisible 

forces,” allowing a more refined sense of “the overlap between the material and spiritual 

worlds” (Anzaldúa, “Now” 549). This overlap of the material and spiritual represents a 

space of instinctual knowledge, or rather, the potential for a knowledge which is intuitive 

rather than rational. Here, Anzaldúa draws on the symbol and mythology of the serpent to 

represent an “awakening consciousness—the potential of knowing within, an awareness 

and intelligence not grasped by logical thought” (540). Just as Valdéz refers to serpentine 

thought in ‘Pensamiento Serpentino,” Anzaldúa emphasizes the snake as a reference to 

instinctual knowledge, based on the indigenous symbol of Cihuacoatl/Snake Woman as 

‘the goddess of origins’ (Anzaldúa, “Now” 543). Contesting the biblical symbol of the 

serpent as evil, Anzaldua asserts that the desire for non-rational knowledge is a creative 

and productive force of nature. Furthermore, she describes nature itself as part of the 
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sacred interconnection between the spiritual and the material, as she states: “The roots del 

árbol de la vida of all planetary beings are nature, soul, body” (560). This concept of 

spirituality and humanity as rooted in nature departs from traditional Christian points of 

view, exhibiting the diversity of perspectives at play in Chicano/a literary production.  

I believe that diversity has been well-chronicled in this dissertation; however, as 

Mexican American communities in the United States continue to grow, change, and 

evolve, so will the literature that reflects those communities. For example, Pentecostalism 

has become a quickly growing religion amongst Mexican American and Latino 

populations in general. The cultural and political changes that this will bear amongst 

these populations, and for the United States, are certainly worthy of extended 

consideration. It can be expected that an increasing number of Chicano/a literary works 

will begin to take these significant changes, as well as the growth of other Protestant 

religions, into consideration. Nina Marie Martínez’ novel Caramba! A Tale Told in Turns 

of the Card, published in 2004, takes this lead by including the character of Javier, a Born 

Again Christian who forms a Born Again Christian mariachi band named Mariachi de 

Dos Nacimientos (Mariachi of Two Births) (20). Javier’s presence in Martínez’ novel 

marks the acknowledgement that not all Latinos who practice religion are necessarily 

Catholic. A future extension of the present study might certainly consist of a survey of 

Protestant characters in Chicano/a literary works, especially as the number of such 

characters increases. Further, while this research has focused on Mexican American 

communities and Chicano/a literature, future research might productively explore a 

broader base of Latino/a literature. For, as immigration patterns evolve, we continue to 
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see a growing diversity of Latino/a populations represented in the United States. An 

exploration of the political and spiritual contexts at stake in various Latino/a literatures 

would be one way of extending the present study.  

In hopes of offering some final thoughts regarding the merging of political and 

spiritual discourses, as represented in this dissertation, I would like to look back to an 

earlier chapter. In Chapter 2, I discussed the tension between Jovita González and 

Margaret Eimer’s Caballero: A Historical Romance and Américo Paredes’ George 

Washington Gómez. Both written about the border conflicts between Anglos and Texas-

Mexicans in the 1930s, those texts pose a key question at stake in this dissertation: Can 

the spiritual ethic of human compassion transcend the violences committed between and 

amongst groups? While González and Eimer seem to offer their own hopeful (though 

perhaps over-estimating) affirmation as they depict adaptive cross-cultural alliances in 

the form of inter-ethnic marriage, Paredes’ work casts a mournful skepticism upon the 

possibilities of a ‘brotherhood of man’ while colonial relations still exist in society. While 

I agree passionately with Paredes’ sharp critique of cultural domination, I would argue 

that the recognition of a shared humanity, and its potential healing power for our 

communities, demands courage, compassion, and most of all, daily action. To once more 

quote Anzaldúa, “[…] You don’t build bridges to safe and familiar territories, you have 

to risk making mundo nuevo, have to risk the uncertainty of change,” for “change 

requires more than words on a page—it takes perseverance, creative ingenuity, and acts 

of love” (“Now” 574). In the seventy or so years since González, Eimer, and Paredes 

wrote their respective works, the battle scars of colonization have not been healed; 



 

 455 

indeed, those battles are ongoing, especially with the present push against immigrant 

rights and Ethnic Studies in states such as Arizona. Inflammatory rhetoric that defames 

and dehumanizes Mexican-origin people and Latinos in general has pervaded United 

States culture in recent years. With the ongoing economic downturn of the country, and 

an impending presidential race, such rhetorical scapegoating is bound to continue. 

However, if a social emphasis upon human compassion could become integrated into our 

own political visions, and if that compassion were exercised on a daily basis in our 

communities, both in regards to loving ourselves and those who stand on opposite sides 

of the aisle from us (wherever that may be), a ‘mundo nuevo’ might just be possible.  
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