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This psychoanalytic discourse analysis examines how politicized 

indigenist narratives figure into Chicano cultural nationalist, Chicana feminist, 

and Chicano/a dissident intellectual discourse communities (i.e., subjectivity, 

discourse, and social space inclusively). These Chicano/a discourse communities 

are examined from an interdisciplinary perspective using the psychoanalytic 

theories of Jacques Lacan, Luce Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva. Prior to conducting 

the discourse analysis in Part II of the dissertation, Part I maps the continuities 

and discontinuities of  the study of Chicano/a subjectivity within psychology, 

across the subdisciplines of Chicano/a psychology, multicultural psychology, and 

psychoanalysis. These divergent epistemological positions are placed in dialogue 

with one another using an interpretive social science approach and then joined 
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with Chicano/a cultural studies discourses on Chicano/a subjectivity. The Chicano 

cultural nationalist discourse community was constituted during the civil rights 

era. The Chicano cultural nationalist discourse community organized itself around 

the return to cultural origins, specifically, around the return to the indigenous 

origins of the Aztec civilization. Chicano cultural nationalists appropriated the 

figure of Aztlán, the mythological homeland of the Aztec civilization, as their 

central symbol around which to configure their discourses on cultural 

nationalism. The empty signifier, Aztlán, offered a particularly potent vehicle for 

political mobilization as Aztlán’s coordinates are believed to be located in the 

U.S. Southwest, where the majority of Mexican Americans reside. After the belief 

in the possibility of Aztlán-as-Chicano nation faded, the symbol of Aztlán, and its 

agonist, the figure of Malintzin Tenepal, translator for and concubine of Hernán 

Cortes, were relegated to the Chicano/a cultural and literary imagination.  The 

signifiers Aztlán and Malintzin Tenepal have accrued a discursive currency in 

Chicano/a narratives of self-representation which have continued to refigure 

themselves over time. The Chicano self-identifier has retained its significance for 

cultural nationalists and has been reconstituted to signify Chicana feminist and 

Chicano/a dissident intellectual subject positions. Following the analysis of these 

subject positions, the dissertation concludes by discussing some of the constraints 

of politicized discourses on Chicano/a subjectivity and proposes a psychoanalytic 

Chicano/a cosmopolitan discourse as an alternative equipped to navigate 
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dominant and counter-dominant discourses vying for Chicano/a subjects’ 

loyalties. 
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Prologue 

The Search for a Homeland, Aztlán 

 

We are the fruit of the people who wandered  

from the mythical land of Aztlán, the first people of 

this land who wandered south in search of a sign. 

–Rudolfo Anaya 

 

 Aztlán, the mythological homeland of the Aztec civilization, figured as a 

symbol of hope and liberation for Mexican American cultural nationalists during 

the civil rights movements of the 1960s and ‘70s. Aztlán, “like the mythical 

Atlantis, has never been pinpointed in geography” (Leal, 1989, p. 10), but its 

reentry into the Mexican American psyche perhaps can be more easily charted. 

The frisson of the civil rights campaigns of the 1960s and ‘70s propelled Mexican 

American cultural nationalists, self-proclaimed descendants of the Aztec 

civilization, to a spiritual, symbolic, and material search for the lost homeland and 

to continue the quest for repatriation therein. For Mexican American activists of a 

cultural nationalist orientation, who began referring to themselves as “Chicanos,” 

the search for Aztlán signaled a radical break from identification with a 

Eurocentric U.S. culture. The figure of Aztlán represented an ardent 
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reappropriation of their indigenous ancestry. The task of the neo-Aztecans was to 

resume their ancestors’ struggles against the colonialists’ desecration of the 

homeland. 

 Pina (1989) expounds upon Chicano cultural nationalists’ transformation 

of the spiritual myth of Aztlán into a geopolitical strategy. 

The most recent search for Aztlán occurred within the decades of the 

nineteen sixties and seventies as Chicano nationalists sought Aztlán as a 

spiritual homeland and the object of nation-building. They romanticized 

their cultural connections to the primordial inhabitants of Aztlán and relied 

upon them as a metaphysical justification for their political program. They 

lived within the horizon of the mythic history that identified Aztlán as a 

Chicano nation. These individuals believed Aztlán to exist as a spiritual 

reality, and it was their duty to establish it as a political-territorial entity. 

(p. 15) 

Aztlán’s projected geographic location was fundamentally significant for this 

group of Mexican American-turned-Chicano activists because generations of 

Mexican Americans had long inhabited the land where it was believed Aztlán 

once stood. Although the exact location of Aztlán is obscure, it has long been 

presumed to be in the Southwestern U.S., due north of the Gulf of California 

(Leal, 1989; Pina, 1989).  That fact generated a highly charged psychological 

connection with geopolitical implications. The collective stance taken by Chicano 
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cultural nationalists was that Anglo Americans were, illegitimately, occupants of 

a territory that belonged to Chicanos, the rightful heirs of the indigenous Aztec 

civilization (Anzaldúa, 1987).1 

 Leal (1989) downplays the importance of locating Aztlán’s precise 

geographical coordinates.  Instead, he stresses the importance of its use as a 

rhetorical strategy for the Chicano movement, and for the myth’s location within 

the Chicano imagination. Leal (1989) writes, “What interests us is not 

determining where Aztlán is found, but documenting the rebirth of the myth in 

Chicano thought. It is necessary to point out the fact that before March 1969 . . . 

no one talked about Aztlán” (p. 11).  Following this myth probably based on fact, 

Leal (1989) notes that the first mention of Aztlán in a Chicano document was in 

“El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán” (“The Spiritual Plan of Aztlán”) (El Plan).2 

 Soon after the authoring of El Plan, references to Aztlán were 

incorporated into the discursive strategies of Chicano cultural nationalists who 

increasingly identified themselves with the indigenist iconography of the Aztec 

civilization (e.g., Aztec warriors, calendar, pyramids of Tenochtitlan, etc.). El 

Plan was a manifesto that sought to crystallize the prevailing Chicano ethos of 

                                                 
1 As part of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo of February 2, 1848 following the U.S.-Mexican 
War, Mexico lost the northernmost third of its territory to the U. S. (Acuña, 1981; Montejano, 
1987).  The contention by Mexican American cultural nationalists was that the presumed location 
of Aztlán, the greater southwest, legitimately belonged to those of Mexican descent.  
2 El Plan was drafted at the first national Chicano Youth Conference held in March of 1969 in 
Denver, Colorado. Leal (1989) attributes the earliest usage of the symbol of Aztlán by a Chicano 
to Alurista. The poet Alurista was one of the most notorious members of the formative Chicano 
cultural nationalist movement and a central figure in drafting El Plan. 
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displacement and the Mexican American people’s impatience with their subaltern 

status. The manifesto, with its call to nationalism, served as a central narrative 

that was instrumental in transforming Chicanos’ unrest into efforts to secure 

greater social justice for people of Mexican descent. The document forged a 

vision for assuring self-determination and was organized around improving the 

marginalized conditions of Mexican American communities (Acuña, 1972; 

Alurista, 1989). 

 Utopian and proudly nationalistic in tone, El Plan and its key signifier,3 

Aztlán, offered a timely rallying point around which to consolidate an emerging 

Chicano cultural nationalist subjectivity. Chicano cultural nationalists aspired to 

vivify Aztlán as a power myth and sought to unleash the signifier’s encoded 

potential to recover what was lost—a homeland, pride, indigenous identity, and a 

reconnection to an advanced ancient civilization. The newly imagined, refigured 

Aztlán served as the beacon in the night, illuminating Chicanos’ mythic journey 

to reclaim the forsaken homeland amidst the faded glories of the Aztec 

civilization.  The narrative of Aztlán gave legitimacy to a political and materialist 

search while the transformative power of its logos retooled the psychic space of 

the nascent Chicano cultural nationalist subject. What is to follow is an account of 

the ways in which key signifiers, such as the figure of Aztlán, burrow their way 

                                                 
3 Phillips and Jorgensen (2002) define a “key signifier” as a type of word that represents a highly 
charged concept and serves a central function in the “social organisation of meaning” (p. 50) for 
subjects and their communities. 
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into a community’s narrative conventions and give rise to new subject positions, 

discourse communities, and cultural artifacts. 
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Introduction 

 

I. Chicano Subjectivity and Narratives of Self-representation  

 

A.  The Emergence of the Chicano Subject 

The sociopolitical unrest in the U.S. during the 1960s and ‘70s fomented 

the emergence of the “Chicano” subject, a decidedly politically-conscious 

Mexican American subject awakened to the historical forces responsible for 

Mexican American communities’ persistent conditions of marginality (Acuña, 

1972; Limón, 1981; Anaya, 1989; Alurista, 1989; Bruce-Novoa, 1994; Pérez-

Torres 1997).  The self-identifier “Chicano,” whose origin is cited as being linked 

to the Nahuatl (Aztec) word Mexica,4 was reappropriated in the late 1960s (Leal, 

1989), transformed in meaning from a once derogatory connotation to one 

signifying pride in Mexican Americans’ indigenous origins. As the term gained 

greater currency, it became increasingly politicized and tethered to the identities 

of various groups of politically-involved Mexican Americans, in particular, to the 

identities of cultural nationalists.5 By referring to themselves as “Chicano,” 

                                                 
4 For an account of the origin of the signifier “Chicano,” see Limón (1981). 
5 It is important to note that a variety of Mexican American groups, in addition to Chicano cultural 
and political nationalists, converged on the political scene of the late 1960s and ‘70s. Chicano 
cultural nationalists were not the only Mexican Americans that identified with the "Chicano" self-
descriptor. Political nationalists, Mexican American Marxists, Democrats, members of La Raza 
Unida political party, among others, at times identified themselves as Chicano. For a history on 
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Mexican American cultural nationalists contested their second-class, hyphenated-

American status as Americans of Mexican descent while forging an identity 

distinct from those of Mexican nationals (Acuña, 1972). Throughout the civil 

rights era, Mexican American cultural nationalists’ anti-assimilationist rhetorical 

strategies, that is, their discourses on self-determination, acts of resistance 

struggle, and search for a legitimized sense of home within U.S. borders, came to 

be increasingly identified by the term “Chicano” rather than with the more 

popular self-identifiers such as “Mexicano,” “Mexican-American,” “American,” 

etc. (Acuña, 1972; Limón, 1981; Anaya, 1989; Alurista, 1989).6 In a gesture that 

was at once cultural, political, and psychological, Chicano cultural nationalists 

contested their subaltern status by renaming their histories, communities, selves, 

and cultural production (Anaya, 1989; Bruce-Novoa, 1994; Lux & Vigil, 1989). 

The dissertation will trace the path inaugurated by Chicano cultural nationalists 

over 30 years ago and chart some of the psychological effects of politicized 

cultural discourses on Chicano cultural nationalists and on subsequent generations 

of politicized Chicano subjects.  

The community ritual of adopting and reappropriating the self-identifier 

“Chicano” rendered visible Mexican Americans’ filial ties to the pre-Columbian 

origins of Mesoamerican culture. At the same time, this strategic move 

                                                                                                                                     
the Mexican American political scene during this time see Juan Gómez-Quiñones (1990), Chicano 
Politics:  Reality and Promise, 1940-1990. 
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orchestrated a collective disidentification with things European. Chicano cultural 

nationalists’ symbolic and geopolitical reunification with their origins before the 

arrival of Hernán Cortes, was represented most poignantly in their search for 

Aztlán, the mythological homeland of the Aztec civilization, and in their infusion 

of Aztec iconography into their everyday lives. The disavowal of European 

influence came to be embodied in the historical-turned-literary figure of Malintzin 

Tenepal, translator for and concubine of Hernán Cortes (del Castillo, 1974). Also 

referred to as La Malinche, Malintzin was simultaneously seen as the symbolic 

mother of the Mexican people and traitor to la Raza (the Mexican people) as she 

is believed to have had a decisive role in the fall of the Aztec empire (Todorov, 

1984; Alarcón, 1989; Cypress, 1991). The politicized discourses on Aztlán were 

aimed at promoting the empowerment of Mexican American-now-Chicano 

communities and subjects through cultural revitalization and renacimiento 

(renewal/rebirth) (Leal, 1989) while the figure of la Malinche served to ward off 

the threat of cultural dissolution and assimilation into the U.S. mainstream.7 

Rudolfo Anaya (1989), one of the foremost expositors of the “Chicano 

cultural renaissance” (Maciel, Ortiz, & Herrera-Sobek, 2000), reflects on the 

                                                                                                                                     
6 The term “Chicano” was contested by some Mexican Americans during this time, some of whom 
preferred an assimilationist paradigm for integrating Mexican Americans into the mainstream of 
U.S. society (Bruce-Novoa, 1994; Anaya, 1989; Rosaldo, 1985; Paredes, 1978). 
7 In contrast, Chicano political nationalists were largely concerned with the dialectics of historical 
materialism for gaining access into U.S. economic and political institutions in their efforts to 
achieve similar ends. 
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enduring power of the ritual of renaming a community and its subjects to reflect 

the group’s cultural origins. He states: 

The ceremony of naming, or of self-definition, is one of the most 

important acts a community performs….The naming coalesces the history 

and values of the group, provides an identification necessary for its 

relationship to other groups or nations, and most important, the naming 

ceremony restores pride and infuses renewed energy which manifests 

itself in creative ways. (Anaya, 1989, p. 230) 

Anaya (1989) continues his argument by claiming that the emergence of Chicano 

cultural nationalism marked a significant turning point in the history and making 

of Mexican American communities. The process Anaya is describing here is 

similar to claims made by social constructionist discourse theorists. These 

theorists argue that “key signifiers,” such as the self-identifier “Chicano,” the 

symbol of “Aztlán,” and, even, the figure of la Malinche serve to organize a 

“discourse community” and reconstitute the identities of its members (Arens, 

1998; Phillips & Jorgensen, 2002).8 

Anaya makes psychological claims in addition to historical, cultural, and 

political ones. He argues that the appropriation of the self-identifier “Chicano” 

and the return to pre-Columbian origins via cultural nationalism were central to 

                                                 
8 “Discourse community” is defined here as a grouping of subjects whose individual and collective 
identities share a particular constellation of linguistic and narrative conventions. A discourse 
community is comprised of subjects, discourse, and social space, inclusively. 



 

10

the psychological restructuring of beleaguered Mexican American communities 

and subjects. Anaya (1989) states:  

I believe the essence of the Chicano Movement was the naming ceremony 

I have described and the creation of a cultural nationalist consciousness 

which brought together our community….The new consciousness created 

in the 1960s was a psychological centering, and the possibility of being in 

touch with our real history was available to each individual. (p. 236) 

Reflecting back on over twenty years since the appropriation of the self-identifier, 

Anaya (1989) makes the bold assertion that, “The changes wrought in the psyche 

of the Hispanos [Mexican Americans] of the Southwest by the use of the word 

Chicano were enormous” (p. 240). Here he connects the psychological with the 

social via the use of language, that is, via the use of the key signifier “Chicano.” 

Consequently, he claims that the indigenist discourses appropriated by Chicano 

cultural nationalists served to refigure the psychic space of the Mexican American 

subject in addition to being beneficial within the sociopolitical domain. Anaya 

therefore links the psychological with the political, cultural, historical, and 

discursive registers of experience; he makes their interconnectedness an essential 

component of his emancipatory project for the Chicano subject. 
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Following the decline in Chicano cultural nationalism, identification with 

the Chicano “subject position”9 has remained salient for politicized Mexican 

American subjects. During the Chicano civil rights movements, the Chicano 

cultural nationalist subject position arrived on the scene and became securely tied 

to his or her political praxis and discourse. Davies and Harré (1990) describe the 

process of adopting a subject position. They remark: 

A subject position incorporates both a conceptual repertoire and a location 

for persons with the structure of rights for those that use that repertoire. 

Once having taken up a particular position as one’s own, a person 

inevitably sees the world from the vantage point of that position and in 

terms of the particular images, metaphors, storylines and concepts which 

are made relevant within the particular discursive practice in which they 

are positioned. (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 46) 

Mirroring Davies and Harré’s commentary, politicized Mexican American 

subjects “taking up” the Chicano cultural nationalist subject position increasingly 

identified, culturally, spiritually, and psychologically, with their politicized 

counter-narratives as part of their quotidian experience (Anaya, 1989).  The 

Chicano self-descriptor has retained its significance for cultural nationalists. In 

                                                 
9  “Subject position” is taken to mean the ways in which individuals position themselves, or are 
positioned, between and within particular discourse communities in overdetermined ways (Phillips 
& Jorgensen, 2002, pp. 40-1). 
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addition, it has been refigured contemporaneously to denote Chicana feminist and 

Chicana/o “dissident” (Kristeva, 1986a)10 intellectual subject positions.11 

Anaya’s claims concerning the transformative effects of narratives of self-

representation on the extrapsychic and intrapsychic aspects of Chicano/a 

subjectivity will serve as the point of departure for this interdisciplinary study that 

is situated within the field of psychology. Anaya’s commentaries raise questions 

concerning the relationship between the social dimensions of narratives of self-

representation and their effects on the interiority of subjectivity. In addition, the 

fact that the Chicano key signifier has endured and been reworked over time 

raises questions about how self-chosen identitarian narratives enter a group’s 

vernacular, become transformed in the face of crisis and change, and figure into 

the dynamic process of subject formation.  

 

B.  Suspicion of Metanarratives 

Cultural theorists such as David Harvey (1990), Jean-Francois Lyotard 

(1984, 1993), and Toril Moi (1986) claim that the postmodern turn—embodied in 

                                                 
10 Kristeva (1986a) refers to the “dissident” intellectual as a politically committed intellectual who 
resists dominant discourses and works to expand avenues for agency within the realm of 
subjectivity. 
11 During the Chicano civil rights movement the self-identifier “Chicano” was often used without 
a reference to Chicanas. It wasn’t until Chicana feminists began to object to using the masculine 
form as a self-descriptor for both men and women that the distinction between “Chicana” and 
“Chicano” became more pronounced (Saldívar-Hull, 2000). The self-descriptor “Chicano/a” or 
“Chicana/o” has been appropriated to denote gender parity. “Chicano/a” will be used when 
referencing the Chicano/a dissident intellectual subject position. In addition, it will be used when 
referring to both Chicanas and Chicanos. 
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the global civil unrest of May 1968—signified a rupture in the old order of things. 

That is, large-scale citizen unrest signified an end in the belief in universalistic 

narratives of societal progress rooted in Enlightenment thought (Harvey, 1990). 

The ethos that came to represent the “postmodern condition,” articulated by 

Lyotard (1984), was characterized by a suspiciousness of metanarratives. The 

term “metanarrative” refers to “totalizing,” “grand,” or universal narratives that 

profess to speak for all people at all times. 

For marginalized groups around the globe, the question of a nation’s 

progress for its general citizenry has always had a darker side (Anderson, 1983; 

Jung, 2002). The shadows cast by the colonial monuments to the Enlightenment 

fall over the subjugated of that culture, as postcolonial theorists have discussed 

(Bhabha, 1990; Spivak, 1990; JanMohamed, 1992). Acts of resistance-struggle 

concurrent with Chicano cultural nationalists’ search for Aztlán, such as feminist 

and sexual minority movements, pan-African liberationist movements, and 

student uprisings in the U.S., Mexico, France, and Japan, were targeted against 

hegemonic cultural, political, and religious institutions (Harvey, 1990) that 

promulgated oppressive, exclusionary large-scale narratives and their 

corresponding practices. Marginalized groups claimed that totalizing narratives 

legitimized the institutionalization and maintenance of social structures that 

undermined their right to self-determination. They argued, in fact, that the 

ideologies behind these discourses of domination were responsible for 
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legitimizing the “crimes against humanity” perpetrated against marginalized 

groups in the name of national progress (Jung, 2002).  

Chicano cultural nationalists orchestrated efforts to challenge the 

oppressive rhetorical practices that promoted a feigned, media-supported image of 

a monocultural Anglo American society (Bruce-Novoa, 1994). Chicanos 

challenged the hegemony of these images and argued that U.S. public policy had 

allowed for the displacement and marginalization of people of Mexican descent.  

Suspicious of the state-generated metanarrative of “manifest destiny,” for 

instance, politically-organized Chicanos challenged the deist pretensions of this 

narrative by deploying a series of political enactments that were spread 

throughout the Southwestern United States (Acuña, 1972; Montejano, 1987; Pina, 

1989; Gómez-Quiñones, 1990; Navarro, 1995; Pérez-Torres, 1994, 1997).  

The concept of manifest destiny, which came into vogue in the 1840s, 

proclaimed that the Judeo-Christian god had ordained the spread of the U.S. 

westward to the Pacific coast (Acuña, 1972). The ideology was used as a 

justification by political leaders to promote territorial expansion across the west 

by providing a sense of mission to its newly formed U.S. citizens. On the 

“enlightened” side of the manifest destiny narrative the ideology was to bring the 

fruits of democracy to the North American continent. On the shadowy side of the 

narrative, however, the ideology lead to the continued subjugation of African 
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slaves, the genocide of Native American nations, and the displacement of 

northern Mexicans (Gómez-Quiñones, 2001; Sánchez, 2001). 

Not surprisingly, Chicano cultural nationalists, among other people of 

Mexican-descent, viewed the situation in a radically different manner.  Chicano 

cultural nationalists contested this national myth which asserted that the U.S. had 

been divinely ordained to expand itself westward from its original colonies on the 

eastern seaboard towards the Pacific coast. Chicanos insisted that the U.S. had 

used the manifest destiny narrative to conceal its geopolitical greed and justify its 

imperialist westward expansion. As mentioned in the Prologue, Chicanos argued 

that the mobilization of the manifest destiny trope resulted in the U.S. ceding the 

northern-most third of Mexico’s territory following the U.S.-Mexican War and 

upon the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo in 1848 (Montejano, 1987; 

Pérez-Torres, 1994).  Feeling the multi-generational sting of this loss of land and 

pride, the land claims implicit in the narrative of Aztlán served as an ideal 

counter-narrative to the U.S. metanarrative of manifest destiny. 

 

C. Counter-narratives and Self-representation 

A number of counter-narratives crystallized during the civil rights unrest 

of the 1960s and 1970s that made attempts to reclaim the Southwestern U.S. 

Already woven into the popular narratives of Mexican American communities, 

counter-narratives erupted onto the surface of contemporary political struggles 
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and were consolidated for political use during this time (Leal, 1989). 

Consequently, the 1960s and 1970s precipitated a surge in Mexican American 

civil rights programs such as Reies Lopez Tijerina’s land disputes, the Chicano 

Youth Conference of March 1969, the Chicano Moratorium Committee protests 

against the Vietnam War, the rise of the La Raza Unida Party (Montejano, 1999; 

Navarro, 1996),12 along with the symbolic return to Aztlán (Acuña, 1981; 

Montejano, 1987; Navarro, 1995). At the root of many of these struggles to 

achieve greater social justice lay a challenge to the legitimacy of the land claims 

made by the U.S. through its totalizing narrative of manifest destiny. 

Chicano cultural nationalists’ counter-narratives were organized around a 

series of what Vamik Volkan (1994) refers to as “chosen glories” and “chosen 

traumas” (p. xxiv). According to Volkan, chosen glories and chosen traumas are 

woven into the fabric of a group’s identity and help a group manage its collective 

self-affirmation as well as its encounter with trauma. Chicano cultural 

nationalists’ chosen glories were narratives of self-representation that were 

structured around the return to indigenous origins. The origins were Aztlán, the 

Aztec civilization, and the birth of la Raza, that is, the birth of the Mexican-now-

Chicano people. But their return to origins, to chosen glories, also evoked a 

                                                 
12 “La Raza Unida” can be loosely translated as “the unified race.”  “La Raza” (The Race or The 
People) is a phrase of self-affirmation and pride appropriated during this time to denote Mexican 
American and Chicano communities.  Lux and Vigil (1989) state that, “The concept of La Raza 
can be traced to the ideas and writings of José Vasconcelos, the Mexican theorist who developed 
the theory of la raza cósmica (the cosmic or super race) at least partially as a minority reaction to 
the Nordic notions of racial superiority” (p. 94). 
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reminder of a chosen trauma, the loss of the Aztec empire to the Spanish crown 

and the complicated birth of the mestizo (Mexican) nation. The trauma of the loss 

of Aztlán, as their “oldest pre-colonial springs of life” (Fanon, 1963, p. 170), was 

represented by the figure of Malintzin Tenepal, the translator for and concubine of 

Hernán Cortes. Malintzin Tenepal served also as a counter-narrative, one of 

disavowal of European influence. Her image embodies the site of conflictual 

subject positions. She represents the consummate traitor, blamed for the fall of the 

Aztec empire, at the same that she is regarded as the symbolic mother of the 

Mexican people. Chicano cultural nationalists organized their identities around 

narratives of self-representation to demonstrate who they believed themselves to 

be. They deployed narratives of disavowal to delineate the perimeter for who they 

believed they were not (i.e., not European nor Mexican “sellout”). Chicano 

cultural nationalists found a particular rhetorical edge in resurrecting the symbol 

of Aztlán as their originary myth and in using it to represent “Chicanismo,” the 

embodiment of ideal Chicano values. At the same time, the disavowal of la 

Malinche, as the vendida or sell out, demarcated the zone for the transgression of 

Chicanismo. 

After the belief in the possibility of a geopolitical Chicano nation began to 

fade during the relative quiet of the post-civil rights era, Chicano cultural 

nationalists’ chosen glory, Aztlán, and chosen trauma, Malintzin Tenepal, has 

been relegated to the Chicano/a cultural and literary imagination.  No longer a 
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materialist endeavor, the signifier Aztlán has retained a discursive currency 

(Pérez-Torres, 1997); its residue remains a specter lingering among the discourses 

of various Mexican American, Chicano, and Chicana discourse communities. 

Chicano narratives of self-representation and self-determination like the discourse 

on the search for Aztlán have continued to unfold and reinvent themselves over 

time, while the figure of Malintzin has been vindicated by Chicanas and 

reappropriated as a site of women’s agency (Alarcón, 1989; Pérez, 1999). 

Even as Chicano cultural nationalism has come to appear increasingly 

outdated and hopelessly naïve to its critics (Padilla, 1989), the efforts of Chicano 

cultural nationalists nevertheless did contribute to an enduring rupture with the 

assimilationist discourses and cultural practices of mainstream U.S. society. As a 

testament to this fact, the politicized Mexican American subject position, 

“Chicano,” has remained salient for politicized Mexican American discourse 

communities. It has retained its meaning for cultural nationalists, and has been 

refigured to represent Chicana feminist and Chicano/a dissident intellectual 

subject positions. Although the revivification of Aztlán as a Chicano nation would 

never materialize, the figures of Aztlán and la Malinche, and the reconfigurations 

in Chicano/a subject positions over time, have remained topics of interest and 

debate for Chicano and Chicana scholars. The following section will address the 

problematics of representation and discuss the move toward self-representation in 

Chicano/a scholarship.
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II. Chicano Studies:  Chicano Subjectivity and Narratives of Self-representation 

 

A.  The Problematics of Representation 

In the face of enormous sociopolitical changes, cultural upheavals, and 

demographic shifts in U.S. society since the 1960s and ‘70s, questions regarding 

the study and representation of Chicano and Chicana subjectivity, among other 

minoritized subjects, have remained a subject of much debate within the academy 

(Spivak, 1990a; Shohat & Stam, 1994; Taylor, 1994). The debates center around 

the rights of representation, that is, about who possesses the legitimate authority 

to "represent" or give an account of a particular ethnic minority culture and its 

subjects (Romano, 1973; Paredes, 1978; Rosaldo, 1985; Guha & Spivak, 1988; 

Said, 1988; Spivak, 1990a, 1990b; Shohat & Stam, 1994). These debates are 

generally organized around the polemics of representation vs. self-representation. 

The representation of ethnic minorities refers to accounts of ethnic minorities by 

members who are not from that particular ethnic group. Self-representation, on 

the other hand, signifies the act of representing one’s own ethnic group either in 

literature, scholarship, media representations, or some other form of discourse or 

cultural production. 

Representations of ethnic minorities by Anglo scholars have come under 

much scrutiny since the era of identity politics was ushered in (Rosaldo, 1985). 
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Critiques of mainstream social scientists’ problematic portrayals of ethnic 

minorities have been one of the greatest platforms for critique. In particular, the 

increased entry of ethnic minority scholars into the university has resulted in a 

push for greater self-representation in scholarship. The main grievance underlying 

the politics of self-representation is that marginalized groups have been, and 

continue to be, misrepresented by mainstream media, literature, and scholarship. 

Because of the damaging effects of misrecognition (Taylor, 1994) the argument is 

that individual ethnic groups must now be in charge of representing themselves in 

the affairs of daily life and in their cultural production. Shohat and Stam (1994) 

illustrate the tensions stating that the politics of representation are, 

associated with a political atmosphere dominated by identity politics and 

issues of self-representation, issues fraught with personal and political 

tensions about who speaks, when, how, and in whose name.  The politics 

of identity call for the “self-representation” of marginalized communities, 

for “speaking for oneself.” (p. 342) 

According to Shohat and Stam, it is the right of marginalized communities to 

represent themselves and defend against the pejorative mainstream accounts that 

have served to oppress them. Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg (1992) state that 

the rise of cultural and ethnic studies has been a response to the problematics of 

representation and desire to study topics of interest relevant to minoritized 

scholars and their communities. 



 

21

 

B.  Self-representation in Chicano/a Literature and Scholarship 

The debates surrounding the rights of representation are far from over, but 

Chicana and Chicano scholars have created a place within the academy for 

correcting misrepresentations of Mexican American subjects and their discourse 

communities. For over thirty years, Chicana and Chicano scholars have continued 

their efforts to secure a place for Chicano/a self-representation in scholarship 

through the development of the interdisciplinary field of Chicano studies. Chicano 

studies has created a space for an exploration of Chicano/a culture, identity, and 

cultural production that has been largely authored by Chicano and Chicana 

scholars. The discipline of Chicano studies was formed as a direct result of the 

activism by Chicanas and Chicanos of the 1960s and ‘70s (Rosaldo, 1985, p. 

419). The impetus to create the interdisciplinary field of Chicano studies was a 

move at once cultural, intellectual, political, and emancipatory. Chicana and 

Chicano scholars have made significant contributions to more variegated and 

nuanced understandings of Chicano communities, discourse, and subjects 

(Paredes, 1978; Rosaldo, 1985). 

Rosaldo (1985) claims that a series of formative critiques lodged by 

Chicano scholars against mainstream social scientists’ problematic 

representations of Chicanos/as created the driving force for Chicano self-

representation in scholarship. In the late 1960s and early 1970s Chicano scholars 
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Octavio Romano, N. C. Vaca, and Américo Paredes initiated a series of critiques 

of mainstream social scientists’ problematic portrayals of Mexican Americans 

calling into question the cultural determinism of anthropologists such as William 

Madsen, Arthur Rubel, and Munro Edmonson.13 Rosaldo (1985) states that these 

Chicano scholars “learned to recognize that anthropologists who assert that 

Chicanos suffer from their own alleged cultural values, such as passivity, fatalism, 

and envidia [envy], have simply adopted the timeworn tactic of blaming the 

victim” (p. 406) and “reflected institutional racism and forms of domination 

prevailing in the society at large” (p. 407). Romano, Vaca, and Paredes claimed 

these problematic representations were instrumental in the production and 

perpetuation of negative stereotypes about Mexican Americans and their 

communities which were positioned as self-evident statements of fact (Rosaldo, 

1985, p. 406). These critiques, circulated widely among Chicano/a scholars and 

students, created much controversy within the field and served to decenter the 

representations of those hailed as authorities in the field. The institutional grip 

that mainstream social scientists had on purportedly objective representations of 

Mexican American communities, then, began to dissolve (Rosaldo, 1985).  Thus, 

the opening was created for fostering Chicano self-representation in scholarship 

which has remained to this day. 

                                                 
13 Romano and Vaca were instrumental in forming the journal, El Grito, which they used as their 
platform from which to launch theirs highly polemical critiques (Rosaldo, 1985). Rosaldo (1985) 
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C.  Questions Regarding the Viability of Chicano Cultural Nationalism 

 The appropriation of the Chicano self-identifier, the polar narratives of 

Aztlán and La Malinche, and the effects these discursive practices have had on 

Mexican American communities and subjects have remained a topic of debate 

within Chicano studies scholarship (Alarcón, 1989; Anaya, 1989; Padilla, 1989; 

Klor de Alva, 1989; Pérez-Torres, 1997; Pérez, 1999; Saldívar-Hull, 2000). In 

turning to the dialectical tensions within Chicano studies scholarship, a number of 

questions have emerged concerning the constitution, political utility, and long-

range viability of the nativist revitalization projects first orchestrated by Chicano 

cultural nationalists in the 1960s and ‘70s (Bruce-Novoa, 1994).  The tensions 

concerning the significance of nativist projects are generally divided between 

Chicano cultural nationalism’s usefulness in materializing political change and its 

potential for inspiring social, cultural, and psychospiritual renewal. 

Padilla (1989) claims that Chicano cultural nationalists’ search for Aztlán 

was part of a broader trend during that period of time for ethnic minorities to 

gravitate towards cultural nationalism in the face of growing anti-assimilationist 

sentiments towards the U.S.  Padilla (1989) states, “The most recent example of a 

coincident nationalist movement occurred during the social and racial tumult of 

the 1960s when American ethnic groups attempted to resuscitate their cultural 

                                                                                                                                     
states that Paredes developed a theoretically more subtle critique than the largely anecdotal, 
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origins during a time when American social and cultural values were being 

challenged and often rejected” (p. 112). Padilla is referring here primarily to pan-

African, Native American, and Chicano cultural nationalist movements. Padilla 

(1989) refers to cultural nationalist movements as “cultural revitalization 

movements” (p. 112) or “nativist artistic projects,” (p. 113). 

 

D.  Cultural Nationalism and the Civil Rights Era 

Theorists claim that nativist revitalization movements of this era in 

identity politics are indebted to the writings of Algerian psychoanalyst Frantz 

Fanon (Padilla, 1989; Pérez-Torres, 1997; Taylor, 1994). In Fanon’s assessment 

of cultural nationalism, he brings to the foreground the psychological alienation 

that materializes when oppressed groups are alienated within the sociopolitical 

sphere of existence. To illustrate this point, he makes a reference to critiques by 

political nationalists against Mexican cultural nationalists’ return to indigenous 

origins that grew out of the crucible of the Mexican Revolution of 1910.  Fanon 

(1963) states: 

I am ready to concede that on the plane of factual being the past existence 

of an Aztec civilization does not change anything very much in the diet of 

the Mexican peasant of today….But it has been remarked several times 

that this passionate search for a national culture which existed before the 

                                                                                                                                     
emotionally-charged critiques rendered by Romano and Vaca. 
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colonial era finds its legitimate reason in the anxiety shared by native 

intellectuals to shrink away from Western culture in which they all risk 

being swamped.  Because they realize they are in danger of losing their 

lives and thus becoming lost to their people, these men…relentlessly 

determine to renew contact once more with the oldest and most pre-

colonial springs of life of their people. (pp. 169-70)  

Fanon makes reference to the psychological utility of a return to origins, or 

chosen glories, that extends beyond the need for material equity. Fanon references 

here the long-standing dialectical tensions concerning the tendency of 

nationalistic movements to privilege change either through radical revolutionary 

politics or through cultural and psychospiritual revitalization (Brown, 1973).14 His 

perspective stresses the importance of attending to the psychic trauma of being 

subjugated if any reduction in suffering on the material plane is ultimately to 

provide any enduring relief. The return to origins according to Fanon, then, serves 

a crucial function in revolutionary politics. 

 

 

 

                                                 
14 Radical politics have generally been influenced by various readings of Marxist theory (Jacoby, 
1975). Their aim is focused on the resolution of oppressed peoples’ political and material 
alienation through revolutionary praxis. Politicized culturalists, such as cultural nationalists, on 
the other hand, are generally oriented towards a return to cultural origins. Their aim is focused on 
the amelioration of sociocultural and psychological alienation through cultural revitalization.  
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E.  Chicano Cultural Nationalism’s Usefulness for Political and Psychological 

Renewal 

In a similar vein, Mexican American and Chicano/a political groups have 

critiqued Chicano cultural nationalists for their alleged lack of political 

sophistication and irrelevance to the everyday concerns of Mexican American 

communities (Padilla, 1989; Klor de Alva, 1989).  Klor de Alva (1989) 

summarizes critiques regarding the political worth of nativist narrative projects.  

In his assessment he states: 

Despite the inevitability of cultural nationalism, its utility as a tool for 

political organization, and its importance as a flint with which to spark 

social agitation, it has been criticized by Chicano…leaders and 

intellectuals representing the whole spectrum of political ideology….One 

criticism frequently leveled at early cultural nationalist artists, particularly 

poets, was that they were too focused on existentialist preoccupations.  

They were said to be too subjective, individualistic, and neither class nor 

revolution oriented since the solutions were personal rather than social. 

(Klor de Alva, 1989, pp. 146-7) 

Whereas Chicano cultural nationalists saw nativist projects as a triumph and a 

necessary step in mobilizing the Mexican American community, Chicano political 

nationalists and other Mexican American politically-conscious groups saw this 

move as self-indulgent whimsy (Padilla, 1989) and, ultimately, of little political 



 

27

value (Montejano, 1999; Klor de Alva, 1989). Klor de Alva’s commentary 

references the same dialectical tensions cited by Fanon. 

Despite the criticisms lodged against it, various advocates of Chicano 

cultural nationalism insist, as did Fanon, that the political utility of Chicano 

nativist projects of the 1960s and '70s have gone unacknowledged (Padilla, 1989; 

Anaya, 1989). Anaya (1989) states: 

The cultural nationalists created the symbol of national unity for the 

community; the political activists should have seen its potential and used 

the symbol [of Aztlán] to provide access into the mainstream political 

structure. The two areas of endeavor should have been combined efforts, 

but often that was not the case. (p. 232-3) 

Chicano cultural nationalists argued that the use of myth and a return to pre-

Columbian origins had the power to bring together and mobilize a community that 

has been economically and geopolitically subjugated.  This argument arrives at 

the conclusion that it was the cultural revitalization projects that served to bring 

unity to Mexican American communities, which was a prerequisite for and 

essential to their political mobilization (Bruce-Novoa, 1994). In Chicano cultural 

nationalism, then, there is little bifurcation between existential, spiritual, or 

aesthetic concerns and sociopolitical ones. For Chicano cultural nationalists, the 

psychological was one in the same with the political, and worthy of being grafted 

onto political discourse.
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III. Mapping the Psychological Effects of Chicano Cultural Nationalist Discourse 

 

A. Chicano Studies Privileges Sociopolitical Discourse 

Although multiple facets of Chicano/a subjectivity and politicized 

narratives have been explored within the interdisciplinary field of Chicano 

studies—generally in fields such as anthropology, literary criticism, history, and 

ethnic and postcolonial studies—little scholarship has been conducted concerning 

the intrapsychic realities of politicized Chicano/a subjects (Ríos Bustamante, 

2000; de la Torre, 2001; Gómez-Quiñones, 2001).15 Understanding the 

psychological effects of politicized narratives on Chicano/a subjectivity has 

generally been placed in the service of collectivist goals to bring about greater 

sociocultural and political transformation (Mazón, 1984; Anzaldúa, 1987; Anaya, 

1989; Alurista, 1989; Pérez, 1999). Exploring the psychological aspects of 

subjectivity for the empowerment of Chicanos/as, or as an epistemological end in 

and of itself, has been held suspect of being anti- or apolitical (Padilla, 1989). 

Jacoby (1975) makes a distinction between two general orientations 

towards the theorization of subjectivity that will prove useful in situating 

Chicano/a studies’ predominant approach to subjectivity. The distinction Jacoby 

                                                 
15 Emma Pérez’s (1999) work remains a notable exception. In her scholarship in the area of 
Chicana history, she attempts to bridge the sociopolitical, historical, and psychological spheres of 
Chicana discourse.  Her work will be discussed in greater detail in Part II of the dissertation. 
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(1975) makes is “defined by two dimensions of subjectivity: the philosophical (or 

historical) and the psychological” (p. 76). He argues that sociopolitical accounts, 

in particular orthodox Marxist ones, have not had a place for a theory of the 

subject. He states that neo-Marxist and post-Marxist perspectives have since 

worked to weave in a theory of subjectivity in the wake of critiques of Marxism’s 

omission of a theory of the subject. However, Jacoby (1975) states that the 

philosophical or historical account of subjectivity in these perspectives, having 

been “stripped of its psychic content…is a paper-thin subjectivity. Lacking a 

psychic dimension, the subject turns abstract, distant from the actual carnal and 

psychic individual” (p. 77). The psychological dimension of subjectivity, on the 

other hand, reflects a concern with the subject’s interiority and the materiality of 

psychic life.  

Inspired by critiques that have arisen since orthodox Marxism, there has 

been greater emphasis by Chicano/a studies scholars on theorizing about the 

location of Chicano/a subjectivity in their sociopolitical analyses. However, 

conceptualizations of the Chicano/a subject, although increasingly attuned to the 

psychological, generally remain devoid of intrapsychic specificity. It is the second 

dimension of subjectivity, the intrapsychic dimension, which tends to get left out 

of Chicano/a sociopolitical discourses on subjectivity.  
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The tendency to privilege sociality in Chicano/a studies stands in 

opposition to the psychologism16 that can emerge in discourses such as those of 

Chicano cultural nationalists. According to Jacoby (1975), Brown (1973), and 

Frosh (1999), a suspicion remains by adherents of sociopolitical discourse that the 

life’s blood of political action will be drained by an excursion into the 

intrapsychic realities of subjugated people; or worse, that explorations into the 

psychological only serve to promote bourgeois capitalist ideologies.17 This 

distrust is understandable given the well-documented histories of oppression of 

Mexican Americans, the misrepresentation of Chicanos/as in psychology 

(Martinez, 1977), and the need to continue engaging in efforts to materialize 

greater social justice for Mexican Americans. Nonetheless, a concern arises about 

which aspects of reality get left out in not addressing the psychological 

dimensions of Chicano/a subjectivity. 

 

B.  Contributions of Chicana Feminist and Chicano/a Dissident Intellectuals 

It is important to acknowledge here that Chicana feminists and Chicano/s 

dissident intellectuals have made significant contributions to Chicana/o and 

women’s studies concerning the psychological aspects of Chicano/a subjectivity. 

                                                 
16 Jacoby (1975) defines psychologism as “the reduction of social concepts to individual and 
psychological ones” (p. 78).  
17 This contention is part of a larger debate that is nearly as old as the theories of Marx and Freud 
which will be discussed in the literature review in Part I of the dissertation. This debate concerns 
the anxieties related to “the irreducible opposition between individual and society” (Frosh, 1999, 
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These scholars have interrogated many psychological questions regarding the 

complexity of Chicana and Chicano subjectivity (Pérez-Torres, 1997). Chicana 

feminists have been at the forefront of going beyond single-issue identity politics 

to demonstrate the irreducible aspects of gendered ethnic identities. Chicano/a 

dissident intellectuals (including some Chicana feminists) have added social 

constructionist, postcolonial, and transnational perspectives to studies of 

Chicano/a subjectivity.18 A central feature of Chicano/a cultural studies 

perspectives is that they place their readings of Chicano/a subjectivity into 

dialogue with broader local and global concerns. Although these perspectives 

address psychological concerns, they remain predominantly sociopsychological or 

sociopolitical. A brief discussion of Chicana feminist discourse will help illustrate 

this point. 

Chicana feminists have contributed to a more comprehensive and 

sophisticated understanding of subjectivity by arguing that one can no longer 

focus on ethnicity and gender as separate constructs (Saldívar-Hull, 2000). For 

example, Norma Alarcón (1989) and Emma Pérez (1999) draw on French 

“feminist” psychoanalysts to stress the importance of Chicanas “acquiring ‘a 

voice of one’s own’” (Alarcón, 1989, p. 63). However, Alarcón and Pérez 

ultimately collapse these psychoanalytic theorists’ call to cultural, sociohistorical, 

                                                                                                                                     
p. 156) and the positivistic impulse on either side to insist on collapsing one into the other 
depending on the theorist’s greater loyalty to either Marx or Freud (Jacoby, 1975, p. 73). 
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and intrapsychic specificity into a collective Chicana voice. Although much richer 

than a “paper-thin subjectivity,” theorizations on Chicana subjectivity tend to 

remain sociopsychological in nature and secondary to a sociopolitical aim. What 

is needed to extend historical readings of Chicano/a subjectivity, Jacoby (1975) 

would argue, is not an entirely different analysis but an additional one. 

According to Jacoby (1975) what is needed is a psychoanalytic 

understanding that exposes the ways in which the social and political structures of 

society permeate the Chicano/a psyche (p. 78). Jacoby (1975) states, “In 

sidestepping the psychic structure of the individual, [a sociopolitical analysis] 

photographs without penetrating society; it does not peel away so as to reach 

society’s deeper reign over the individual” (p. 78). He states that sociopolitical 

readings of subjectivity may capture surface level phenomena yet fail to see how 

psychoanalysis can help deepen an understanding of the social via investigating 

how the social get played out in the individual.  

                                                                                                                                     
18 These perspectives are sometimes referred to as “Chicano/a cultural studies” to distinguish them 
from modernist Chicano studies perspectives and to align themselves with the broader cultural 
studies movement. 
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IV. Dissertation Research Questions, Design, and Scope 

 

A.  Preliminary Questions: Narratives of Self-representation and Chicano/a 

Subjectivity 

Chicano cultural nationalists Anaya (1989) and Alurista (1989) make the 

claim that the Chicano/a psyche has been transformed by the appropriation of 

indigenist discourses such as the discourse organized around the search for 

Aztlán. Anaya’s assertion stated previously, that “The changes wrought in the 

psyche of the Hispanos [Mexican Americans] of the Southwest by the use of the 

word Chicano were enormous” (p. 240) suggests that the coalescing of identities 

around key discursive rituals has the potential to retool the psyche. At the same 

time, Chicano cultural nationalists insist on the social and political utility of these 

politicized existentialist discourses (Klor de Alva, 1989; Padilla, 1989). Going a 

step further, Anaya reflects on the instrumental role that indigenist discourses 

have had in refiguring Chicano/a subjectivity and social space in the face of crisis, 

change, and history. His implicit discourse perspective shares similarities to those 

discussed in Katherine Arens’s (1998) commentary on psychoanalytically-

oriented discourse analyses within the field of historiography. She states that 

discourse analytic perspectives drawing from integrations of psychoanalysis and 
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structural linguistics (i.e., Lacanian and post-Lacanian psychoanalysis) can serve 

as a, 

model for the analysis of how communities form and reform; how they 

express their own purposes through practices (gestural, visual, or verbal); 

and how individuals inhabit the spaces of these communities to create or 

recreate their subjectivity, to reposition themselves as individuals within 

the power grids…set out in that discourse but realized only in and through 

their own acts. (Arens, 1998, p. 43) 

As with this form of social constructionist discourse theory, Anaya bridges the 

political, cultural, psychological, and discursive registers of experience in his 

emancipatory project. Consequently, he makes a claim central to discourse theory 

which argues that a community’s reformulation of its available discourses has the 

power to reconfigure subjectivity, social space, and cultural production.  

The claims made by Anaya and other Chicano theorists raise a curiosity 

about the intrapsychic effects that politically-charged discourses might have on 

Chicano/a subject positions. The idiom of intrapsychic specificity that is required 

to address these questions can not be captured by a sociopolitical analysis of 

subjectivity alone. Following Jacoby’s position, questions concerning the 

intrapsychic effects of self-chosen politicized narratives are worthy of further 

investigation from a perspective that is organized around interrogating the 

intrapsychic dimension of subjectivity. Therefore, this dissertation will be situated 
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within the field of psychology in order to draw from the available resources 

concerning the materiality of the psyche. The dissertation will demonstrate that an 

engagement of these issues within the discipline of psychology can be 

accomplished without reducing the social to a function of the psyche and, 

therefore, without foreclosing on the emancipatory interests of Chicano/a cultural 

studies. 

Anaya’s claims concerning the transformative effects of Chicano cultural 

nationalist discourse on the extrapsychic and intrapsychic aspects of Chicano/a 

subjects and their discourse communities will serve as the point of departure for 

developing the principal research questions for this study. The following research 

questions will be used to explore Anaya’s claims: How do politicized indigenist 

discourses— both chosen glories and chosen traumas—figure into the constitution 

of Chicano/a subject positions and their discourse communities? How are these 

subject positions and discourse communities refigured in the face of crisis and 

change? What do politicized Chicano/a narratives reveal and conceal concerning 

the intrapsychic and extrapsychic aspects of the Chicano cultural nationalist, 

Chicana feminist, and Chicano/a dissident intellectual subject positions? How can 

psychoanalytic readings of self-representational texts serve to render information 

regarding the constitution of politicized subject positions and their discourse 

communities? The multivalent, interdisciplinary nature of the research questions 
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suggests that the distinct idioms of the social and the individual must be brought 

into dialogue with one another in order to proceed with this study. 

 

B.  Research Questions in Search of a Theory 

The research questions discussed above call for a theoretical perspective 

that is conversant in the social, political, and intrapsychic domains of experience 

at the same time that it includes a theory addressing the role that speech and 

language processes have in their relationship to the social and the psychological. 

Therefore, approaching the research questions from within the field of psychology 

poses difficulties because of the differences in epistemology between Chicano/a 

cultural studies and psychology and to their divergent histories and scholarly 

traditions. Given these differences, the dialectical tensions between Chicano/a 

studies’ history of privileging of the social (and political) and psychology’s 

history of privileging of the individual will need to be addressed beyond what has 

been discussed thus far. 

The field of psychology is not without its own epistemological impasses 

concerning the social, the individual, and, especially, the question of the 

unconscious (Javier, 1990; Altman, 1996; Moncayo, 1998). The purview of the 

social within psychology as it relates to Chicano/a and other ethnic minority 

subjects has become the privileged domain of multicultural psychology (Sue, 

Ivey, & Pederson, 1996), which includes the subdiscipline of Chicano/a 
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psychology.19  The analysis of intrapsychic space in the U.S., on the other hand, 

had until recent years been under the epistemological dominion of a medicalized, 

acultural psychoanalysis (Rendon, 1996; Moskowitz, 1996; Mitchell & Black, 

1995; Ingleby, 1980). Consequently, negligible consideration has been given to 

issues concerning the intrapsychic space of Chicano/a subjectivity from a 

Chicano/a (or multicultural) psychology point of view (Moncayo, 1998) while 

psychoanalysis in the U.S. has remained predominantly acultural (Adams, 1996) 

and apolitical (Frosh, 1999) in its orientation.20 Once the epistemological divide 

between Chicano/a psychology and psychoanalysis has been addressed, the study 

will be able to engage in a dialogue with the emancipatory interests of Chicano/a 

cultural studies. In addition, it will be prepared to entertain the research questions 

from a psychoanalytically-oriented discourse theory perspective. 

In order to lay the groundwork needed to conduct a discourse analysis that 

considers both the social and intrapsychic realms of Chicano/a subjectivity and is 

equipped to dialogue with Chicano/a cultural studies, the dissertation will be 

divided into two parts. Part I will include a multi-chapter literature review that 

                                                 
19 Since the early 1970s Chicano/a psychologists have made intermittent attempts to articulate a 
Chicano/a psychology, however it has generally been overshadowed by the broader multicultural 
psychology movement. Given the continuities and discontinuities of Chicano/a psychology, its 
relationship to multicultural psychology will also be discussed. The efforts to articulate a 
Chicano/a psychology will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 1 of the dissertation. 
20 Although the majority of psychoanalytic perspective remain acultural and apolitical, there are 
two smaller but growing movements in the U.S. that explore the cultural and political spheres of 
reality within psychoanalysis. See, for instance, Reaching across Boundaries of Culture and 
Class: Widening the Scope of Psychotherapy (1996) for a collection of writings that seek to 
articulate a culturally-sensitive psychoanalytic perspective. See Frosh’s (1999) The Politics of 
Psychoanalysis for his perspective concerning the politically-salient aspects of psychoanalysis. 
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maps the continuities and discontinuities in the study of Chicano/a subjectivity 

within psychology. Part II will include the discourse analysis of the Chicano 

cultural nationalist, Chicana feminist, and Chicano/a dissident intellectual subject 

positions. A summary of Part I and II follow. 

 

C.  Part I: Mapping Chicano/a Subjectivity in Psychology 

The literature review contained in Part I will present a discussion of the 

divergent epistemologies within the field of psychology (i.e., Chicano/a 

psychology, psychoanalysis, and interpretive research methodologies) that allow 

the project to join with Chicano/a cultural studies as well as with social 

constructionist discourse theory. Appropriating a theoretical perspective that is 

conversant in both the social and the intrapsychic domains has historically been a 

challenge for psychology (Rendon, 1996). In addition, psychology’s continued 

privileging of positivistic research methods presents a challenge because 

Chicano/a psychology, multicultural psychology, and medical psychoanalysis 

have ties to logical positivism (Moncayo, 1998) while discourse theory is 

interpretive and post-positivist. Therefore, addressing the research questions at the 

level of complexity called for will require finding a common language between 

Chicano/a psychology and psychoanalysis as these fields have diverged greatly 

since their contentious parting of ways in the 1970s.  
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Chapter One will discuss the rise of Chicano/a and multicultural 

psychology during the civil rights era as a response to the medicalization of 

cultural difference, that is, in response to the pathologization of ethnic minorities’ 

salutary cultural differences by mainstream psychology. The chapter will cite the 

schism that developed between the nascent multicultural psychology movement 

and Western psychology in the 1970s. It will conclude with a discussion detailing 

how multicultural psychology censured psychoanalysis, parted ways with 

Western psychology, and went on to create a space for ethnic studies in 

psychology. 

Chapter Two will discuss the rise of multicultural psychology to a level of 

prominence as the self-proclaimed “fourth force” in psychology, ready to assume 

its place alongside psychoanalytic, humanistic, and cognitive perspectives. The 

chapter will then discuss the limitations of multicultural psychology and recent 

critiques regarding its lack of attention to the cultural and intrapsychic specificity 

of ethnic minority subjects. Chapter Two will conclude with a discussion of why 

multicultural psychology is not epistemologically equipped to address the 

research questions. 

Chapter Three will discuss the ways in which psychoanalytic perspectives 

have refigured themselves since multicultural psychology parted ways with 

psychoanalysis. The chapter will discuss recent efforts to bring together ethnic 

studies and psychoanalysis in addition to discussing contemporary efforts to map 
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the relationship between psychoanalysis and the political. Resolving the impasses 

between psychoanalysis and Chicano/a psychology, at the level of theory, will 

clear a path to dialogue with the emancipatory interests of Chicano/a cultural 

studies. The chapter will conclude by proposing that Lacanian and post-Lacanian 

psychoanalytic perspectives are equipped to remedy the epistemological divide 

between Chicano/a (and multicultural) psychology and psychoanalysis as Lacan’s 

theory of the mirror stage creates a language for bridging the gap between 

discourses of the interiority and discourses of social. 

Once the respective interests of Chicano/a cultural studies, Chicano/a 

psychology, and psychoanalysis are laid out, Chapter Four will discuss Chicano/a 

psychology’s and medicalized psychoanalysis’ ties to positivism and discuss the 

lack of fit of positivistic research methods for this study. The rationale for 

appropriating an interpretive perspective for this study, specifically, a discourse 

analytic methodological framework will be discussed. Then, the psychoanalytic 

theories of Jacques Lacan and post-Lacanians, Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva, 

will be appropriated and serve as the theoretical and methodological foundations 

from which to conduct the discourse analysis of the three aforementioned 

Chicano/a subject positions. The latter part of Chapter Four will demonstrate that 

the multidimensional aspects of Anaya’s declarations can find refuge within 

Lacanian and post-Lacanian perspectives as they are well-equipped to entertain 

the interrelationship among the sociopolitical, discursive, and psychological 
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aspects of Chicano/a subjects and their respective discourse communities. Once a 

Lacanian and post-Lacanian discourse analytic framework has been delineated, 

the study will be prepared to move onto the discourse analysis in Part II of the 

dissertation. 

 

D.  Part II: Psychoanalytic Discourse Analysis of Three Chicano/a Subject 

Positions 

Part II will include the discourse analysis of the three subject positions 

mentioned previously: Chicano cultural nationalist, Chicana feminist, and 

Chicano/a dissident intellectual subject positions. The discourse analysis, Chapter 

Five, will be organized according to Phillips and Jorgensen’s (2002) discourse 

analytic framework that draws from Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s 

discourse theory as well as from Laclau’s later incorporation of Lacanian 

psychoanalysis into the discourse theory developed with Mouffe. The discourse 

analysis of the three Chicano/a subject positions will be conducted in relation to 

discourses that reference their key signifiers, that is, their chosen glories (e.g., 

Aztlán) and chosen traumas (e.g., La Malinche). For each of the three Chicano/a 

subject positions, representational writings by Chicanos/as that discuss the key 

signifiers of Aztlán, La Malinche, or both will be analyzed. The theories of 

psychoanalysts Jacques Lacan, Luce Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva will be placed 

into dialogue with these texts in order to bridge these writings to discourses of the 
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psyche. Specifically, Lacan’s theory of split-subjectivity will be used to analyze 

the Chicano cultural nationalist subject position. Irigaray’s notions of women’s 

speech will be used to analyze the Chicana feminist subject position. Finally, 

Kristeva’s reading of the dissident intellectual will be used to analyze the 

Chicano/a dissident intellectual subject position.  

In the discourse analysis to follow in Part II, the argument will be made 

that the politicized indigenist narratives deployed in the midst of the emancipatory 

struggles during the 1960s and ‘70s served to refigure Mexican American 

subjectivity and gave rise to a distinct “Chicano” subject position.  The central 

claim, following a psychoanalytic discourse theory perspective, is that the 

reconfiguration of the narrative conventions available to the Chicano/a 

community via access to dominant and counter-dominant discourses (Arens, 

1998, p. 24) coalesced politicized Chicano and Chicana subject positions at the 

same time that these same narratives retooled their psychic space. A historical 

dimension will also be included in this study to map how the formative Chicano 

subject position was refigured anew and differentiated into the Chicana feminist 

and Chicano/a dissident intellectual subject positions. Adding a historical 

component will serve to demonstrate the claim that analyses of subjectivity must 

also “include social history as one of the elements of organization and 

permanency that constitute psychic life” (Kristeva, 1995, p. 28) “and must be 

subject to a general historical critique of subjectivity” (Arens, 1998, p. 23). This 
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discourse analysis will demonstrate, following Kristeva’s and Arens’s appraisals, 

that subsequent shifts in the social fabric gave rise to new Chicano/a subject 

positions, that is, to new ways of thinking, feeling, and speaking distinct from the 

formative Chicano subject position. Consequently, the study will illustrate how 

post-civil rights era Chicano/a subjects likewise reinvented themselves in the face 

of continued changes in subjectivity, social space, and discursive strategies. 

 

E.  Scope: Reconfiguring Epistemological Pacts and Discourse Analysis 

The scope of this project is twofold. First, and paving the way for 

conducting this discourse analysis, this dissertation seeks to arrive at a perspective 

that is conversant with the four discourses discussed previously (i.e., Chicano/a 

cultural studies, Chicano/a psychology, psychoanalysis, and discourse studies). A 

central aim of this exploratory study is to expand upon contemporary Chicano/a 

cultural studies and Chicano/a psychology perspectives by interrogating the 

subjective particularity and intrapsychic specificity of the Chicano/a subject 

without reducing cultural and political specificity to a function of the psyche. At 

the same time, its aim is not to reduce intrapsychic specificity to a function of the 

social. Rather, the primary epistemological goal of this dissertation is to follow, as 

Jacoby (1975) asserts, “two different logics simultaneously, the logic of society 

and the logic of the psyche” (p. 50) in order to “retain the tension between 

individual and society, psychology and political economy” (p. 50). 
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Second, in pursuing this endeavor, the author locates this study within the 

rubric of Chicano/a self-representation as he occupies a Chicano subject position.  

The scope of this project is not to present an exhaustive study of Chicano/a 

political subject positions, much less to make claims to be able to speak for 

Mexican American subjectivity in general.  Rather, this narrative of self-

representation will focus on some of the salutary and problematic effects set in 

motion by the rhetorical uses of politicized narratives and map the entry of these 

discourses into the psychic space of Chicano/a subject positions. The 

aforementioned Chicano/a subject positions will serve as case studies to 

demonstrate how Lacanian and post-Lacanian psychoanalytic perspectives can 

extend sociopolitical and historical understandings of Chicano/a subjectivity by 

including a theory of the unconscious.  

In the conclusion following the discourse analysis, an alternative subject 

position will be proposed. This subject position, that of the Chicano/a 

cosmopolitan, seeks to hold the tension among psyche, individual, and society, 

and the particular, the local, and the global, without collapsing one dimension of 

reality into another. The positions taken in this dissertation are as much political 

as they are psychological. Following Anaya’s discourse perspective, I will 

demonstrate that the Chicano/a subject’s interiority has implications for political 

praxis and that the Chicano/a subject’s sociopolitical reality has a bearing on 

intrapsychic space. The dissertation will demonstrate that the psyche and the 
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political are inextricably intertwined, in essence, because subjectivity and social 

space are mutually constituted through the discursive practices of the Chicano/a 

subject and his or her discourse community. The dissertation will now commence 

with the literature review discussed previously. 
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Part I 

Intellectual Arguments: Mapping Chicano/a Subjectivity in 

Psychology 
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Chapter One 

The Emergence of Chicano/a Psychology, Multicultural Psychology, 

and the Schism with Western Psychology 

 

I. Social Justice Movements help Revolutionize Academic Psychology 

 

Various scholars in the area of psychology and mental health treatment 

systems make the claim that the civil rights movements of the 1960s and 1970s, 

not only served to challenge political, economic, and religious institutions, but 

also served to challenge the fields of psychology, counseling and guidance, 

psychiatry, and community mental health delivery systems (Martinez, 1973; 

Castañeda, 1977; Ingleby, 1980; Kovel, 1980; Turkle, 1980, 1992; Sue, 1981; 

Smith, 1981; Rogler, Malgady, Costantino, & Blumenthal, 1987; Jackson, 1995; 

D’Andrea & Daniels, 1995; Sue, Ivey, & Pederson 1996; Squire, 2000; McNeill, 

Prieto, Niemann, Pizarro, Vera, & Gómez, 2001; Pizarro & Vera, 2001). Sue, 

Ivey, and Pederson (1996) state that the challenge presented to Western 

psychology by the ethnic studies movement within psychology,  

was fueled early on by the social unrest and political turmoil of the 1960s. 

The demand by racial/ethnic minorities and women for equal access and 

opportunities; the increasing awareness of the pervasiveness of racism, 
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sexism, and oppression; and the Third World,21 Women's, and Civil Rights 

movements coalesced to confront society. (p. xvii) 

As the U.S. witnessed continued segregation and inequalities despite legislative 

efforts such as the Community Mental Health Act of 1963 and the Civil Rights 

Act 1964 the disillusionment with these institutions mounted. In keeping with the 

broader anti-assimilationist paradigm gaining foothold in the 1960s and 1970s, 

racial and ethnic minorities, women, sexual minorities, and mental health 

advocates likewise questioned the prevailing metanarratives driving the 

hegemonic institutions of academic psychology, counseling and guidance, 

psychiatry, and community mental health delivery systems.  

Chicano psychologists, in addition to other groups of predominantly racial 

and ethnic minority psychologists (D’Andrea & Daniels, 1995; Jackson, 1995; 

Moncayo, 1998), engaged the field of psychology claiming that ethnic minorities 

in the U.S. were being grossly underserved, wrongly served, or misrepresented. 

Scholars began their critiques by addressing the lack of attention to racial, ethnic, 

and cultural differences. To build a case, they culled writings from divergent 

sources that documented the need to include culture in psychology. These writing 

were drawn primarily from academic psychology (Brand, Ruiz &Padilla, 1974; 

Padilla & Ruiz, 1975; Smith, 1981; Sue, 1981); community mental health and 

anti-psychiatry, (Martinez, 1973; Padilla & Ruiz, 1973; Padilla, Ruiz, & Alvarez, 

                                                 
21 Defined by Sue (1977) as U.S. ethnic minority groups such as Chicanos, African Americans, 
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1975; Castañeda 1977; Martinez, 1977; Nieto Senour, 1977; Sue & Sue, 1977; 

Sue, 1981) and counseling and guidance (Vontress, 1971, 1974; Ruiz, 1975; Ruiz 

& Padilla, 1977; Sue & Sue, 1977; Sue, 1977; D’Andrea & Daniels, 1995; 

Jackson, 1995) areas in order to establish their argument within the field of 

psychology.22 

During this time, several psychologists addressed cultural issues in 

psychology from within their particular ethnic groups and, collaboratively, within 

the multi-ethnic psychology arena. The focus on Chicano psychology developed 

alongside and within the broader movement of what would come to be referred to 

as multicultural psychology.23 Chicano psychologists Rene Ruiz and Amado 

Padilla, for instance, have been major contributors to the ethnic studies movement 

in psychology (Velasquez, Arellano, & Padilla, 1999). Their efforts helped to 

structure a variety of the arguments that would serve the broader movements to 

                                                                                                                                     
Native Americans, and Asian Americans. 
22 From within the counseling and guidance field, for instance, Jackson (1995) states that, “The 
Black power movement and the movements of other disenfranchised groups in American society 
created an atmosphere in which different cultural groups felt empowered to proclaim that their 
counseling needs be met” (p. 10). Jackson (1995) argued that the move to explore the relevance of 
an understanding of culture for the field of psychology was greatly influenced by demands for 
social justice which gave voice to concerns about cultural differences. The reach of social justice 
movements within psychology illustrated the case for the sociopolitical relevance (Sue, 1981) of 
cultural factors within psychiatry, counseling and guidance, academic psychology, and mental 
health treatment systems. 
23 Racial and ethnic minorities self-identified early on in the literature as "Third World" people 
(Sue, 1977) or “the culturally different" (Sue, 1981; Jackson, 1995). Movements calling for the 
inclusion of culture in psychology were sometimes referred to as “ethnopsychology” (Padilla, 
1977), “cross-cultural psychology” (Padilla, 1984), or “multicultural psychology,” (Martinez, 
1977) or by their self-identified ethnic labels, such as “Latino” or “Chicano” psychology when 
scholarship addressing a particular ethnic category was being discussed. The term “multicultural 
psychology” will be used as the general category for this loosely-organized set of ethnic studies 
efforts in psychology. 
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include cultural factors in psychological theory and practice. Padilla and Ruiz 

published extensively across three overlapping areas of investigation in culture 

and psychology—Chicano psychology, pan-Latino psychology, and multicultural 

psychology—all the while contributing to the community mental health, 

counseling and guidance, and academic psychology literatures. Whether working 

from a multicultural, pan-Latino, or Chicano perspective, efforts by Chicano 

psychologists to ensure an increased focus on cultural issues within psychology 

were central to the development of multicultural psychology, alongside the 

contributions of African American, Native American, and Asian American 

psychologists. The following sections detail the major areas and arguments that 

came under attack by the fledgling multicultural psychology movement, of which 

Chicano psychologists remained a major force. 
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II. History of Chicano/a Psychology 

 

A. Chicano Psychology Seen as Extension of El Movimiento 

Outside of the discussion of the first asylums in Spain and romanticizing a 

connection to the Aztec civilization’s methods of healing mental afflictions,24 any 

contemporary notion of a Chicano/a psychology has its origins in a handful of 

associations, meetings, conferences, and publications which began in the late 

1960s and continued throughout the 1970s.25 A small group of Chicano 

psychologists labored during this time to establish the subdiscipline of Chicano 

psychology which would serve as an act of resistance to the hegemony of 

mainstream Western psychology. The earliest participants viewed their efforts to 

establish a Chicano psychology as part of the larger Chicano civil rights 

movements (Castañeda, 1977; Velasquez, Arellano & Padilla, 1999; McNeill, 

Prieto, Niemann, Pizarro, Vera, & Gómez, 2001). In one of the earliest textbooks 

that sought to articulate a Chicano psychology, Castañeda (1977) draws a 

                                                 
24 Chicano psychologist Amado Padilla (1984) cited the origins of Aztec, Spanish, and Mexican 
psychologies and included them as part of the history of Chicano psychology.  Padilla (1984) 
joined these theoretical genealogies to the development of a new Chicano psychology that saw 
itself as deeply connected to these originary sources (pp. 3-11). 
25 Efforts to theorize a distinct psychology for Mexican Americans have generally used the self-
identifiers “Chicano” and “Mexican American” interchangeably. In this chapter the terms 
“Chicano,” Chicana,” “Chicano/a,” and “Mexican American” will be used without making 
political distinctions among these terms. The term “Chicano Psychology” does not necessarily 
represent a politicized Mexican American psychology. 
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connection between Chicano civil rights efforts and the attempt to establish a 

subdiscipline of Chicano psychology: 

One word has come to symbolize the basic, underlying motivation of the 

Chicano movement in the United States—justice. Appropriately, one of 

the major concerns permeating Chicano psychology is the need for social 

justice, long denied to many Mexican-Americans as the direct result of 

policies and practices developed in American institutions on the basis of 

ethnocentric interpretations. (p. xiii) 

Chicano psychologists worked to further the cause of el Movimiento by 

establishing a Chicano psychology that could address the distinct psychological 

needs of marginalized Chicano/a communities and subjects.26 As with the 

Romano-Vaca and Paredes critiques cited in the Introduction, Chicano 

psychologists likewise joined in deploying anti-assimilationist rhetorical 

strategies in their efforts to bring about greater self-representation in psychology. 

Association of Psychologists por la Raza. The first association for Chicano 

psychologists was linked to a civil rights organization (Padilla, 1984). In 1969, 

the Association of Psychologists por la Raza27 (APLR) was founded by Edward 

Casavantes. Casavantes, who was affiliated with the U.S. Civil Rights 

                                                 
26 Chicano psychologists attempted to articulate a number of visions for a Chicano psychology, 
ranging anywhere from articulating a separatist Chicano psychology, to a multiculturalist 
psychology using the concept of Mexican mestizaje (hybridity) as a model for thriving in a 
pluralistic world (Ramirez, 1977). 
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Commission, helped to create a connection between the fledgling Chicano 

psychology movement and broader U.S. civil rights efforts through the formation 

of the APLR (Padilla, 1984, p. 13). According to Padilla (1984), there were a few 

gatherings of several Chicano psychologists at various American Psychological 

Association (APA) conventions linked to the Association of Psychologists por la 

Raza.28 The APLR helped provide an anti-assimilationist forum for Chicano 

psychologists to air their concerns regarding problematic Eurocentric 

psychological theory and practice (Padilla, 1984).  The formation of this 

association is of particular interest as it situated itself clearly within the broader 

sociopolitical discourse of the Chicano social justice movements, being formed 

the same year that the Chicano Youth Conference produced El Plan Espiritual de 

Aztlán discussed in the Prologue. 

 Early gatherings establish a Chicano psychology movement. As a result 

of the momentum of a modest, but increased, participation by Chicano 

psychologists in various psychology subdisciplines, several major meetings 

(outside of smaller meetings at APA gatherings coordinated by the APLR) took 

place in the 1970s that focused on Chicano psychology. The first meeting, which 

was regional in scope, took place in 1973 at the University of California, 

Riverside. It focused on increasing the participation of Chicanos in the field of 

                                                                                                                                     
27 "Por la Raza" can roughly be translated to "for the people of Mexican descent."  As mentioned 
previously "la Raza" (the Race) was an affirming euphemism which stood for the race born of 
Indian and Spanish mestizaje (hybridity). 
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psychology and in the American Psychological Association. On a clinical level it 

was directed at improving the state of mental health delivery services to Chicanos 

(Padilla, 1984; Velasquez, Arellano, & Padilla, 1999). The second conference 

took place in 1976. It was also held in California (Martinez, 1977; Velasquez, 

Arellano, & Padilla, 1999). The third conference, had a pan-Latino emphasis and 

took place in 1979. This gathering was referred to as the Lake Arrowhead meeting 

which gave rise to the now defunct National Hispanic Psychological Association 

(Padilla, 1984;Velasquez, Arellano, & Padilla, 1999; McNeill, Prieto, Niemann, 

Pizarro, Vera, & Gómez, 2001). A major focus of the conference was to increase 

the representation of Latinos in the delivery of mental health services and 

academic psychology. 29 

 

B. First Symposium on Chicano Psychology 

The first national gathering focused on the psychological concerns 

relevant to Mexican Americans was the “First Symposium on Chicano 

Psychology,” held in May, 1976 at the University of California, Irvine campus. 

Chicano/a psychologists and psychology graduate students came together during 

the symposium to advocate collectively for the inclusion of cultural variables in 

psychological theory, practice, and research, and for the purpose of better 

                                                                                                                                     
28 Records indicate that the APLR was in existence until at least 1973, however, the date it ceased 
to exist is unclear (Padilla, 1984). 



 

55

representation in psychology. The issues addressed at the symposium were broad-

based and focused on some of the following sub-areas of psychology: bilingual 

and bicultural issues; educational achievement testing of Chicanos; critique and 

revision of traditional mental health treatments; culturally-appropriate treatment 

interventions; illuminating salient differences between Chicanos and the Anglo 

majority group (e.g., implications for mental health treatment, time differences, 

individualistic versus collectivist orientations, etc.); recovering indigenous 

psychologies (involving a return to origins as related to modes of healing); 

undoing negative stereotypes of Mexican Americans; and affirming the normalcy 

of Mexican American culture and non-Western ways of being (Martinez, 1977) 

The “First Symposium on Chicano Psychology” provided a much needed 

forum through which to bring together the numerous critiques that had been 

mounting against Western psychology by Chicano psychologists.30 The 

conference papers from the conferences were assembled into a textbook titled, 

Chicano Psychology, edited by Martinez (1977).31 Several chapters in the 

                                                                                                                                     
29 The conference was sponsored by the NIMH and coordinated by the UCLA-based Spanish 
Speaking Mental Health Research Center (Velasquez, Arellano, & Padilla, 1999). 
30 The conference was conducted in an interdisciplinary spirit that appeared to be driven by 
shared purpose for Chicanos across the disciplines. Later disappeared as Chicano psych became 
more specialized and part of a larger movement to include culture in psychology. 
31 The textbook was organized around the following categories: (1) social psychology; (2) 
bilingual and bicultural issues; (3) psychological and educational testing; (4) mental health and 
psychotherapy; and (5) "Foundations for a Chicano Psychology" (including Senour’s (1977) 
"Psychology of the Chicana"). The Chicano Psychology text opened with a foreword by Castañeda 
(1977) that cited the importance of cultural variables for Chicano psychology: “Several of the 
present contributors emphasize the need for inclusion and analysis of sociocultural variables, 
particularly in those areas of psychological study where their influences appears most relevant, 
such as language, cognitive processing, interpersonal relations, and personality” (p. xiii). 
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Chicano Psychology (1977) text discussed the link between the Chicano civil 

rights movements and the efforts to make academic psychology and mental health 

treatment more responsive to the needs of people of Mexican descent.  

Manuel Ramirez (1977) was one of the first psychologists to introduce the 

notion of a mestizo (hybrid) or multicultural psychology. He claimed that aspects 

of Chicano culture and identity could serve as a model for psychology due to the 

aspects of racial mestizaje (hybridity) (i.e., indigenous and Spanish ancestry) 

embodied by the Chicano subject. Neither separatist nor assimilationist, Ramirez 

(1977) labored to create a space for cultural pluralism and argued that people of 

Mexican descent had done so via their mixed racial ancestry. Envisioning 

hybridity as a positive factor, Ramirez (1977) argued for an expanded sense of 

self for all U.S. Americans, what he calls a “multicultural self” which, he argued, 

could materialize as a result of illuminating the multicultural nature and reality of 

Chicanos’ racio-ethnic mixture.32 

Maria Nieto Senour’s (1977) work is of particular interest as her 

contribution to the First Symposium conference and the Chicano Psychology text 

was the only scholarship that included research with Chicanas. Senour identifies 

the need for a specific study of Chicanas that cannot be captured by a retreat to 

traditional Chicano culture or by assimilation into the majority culture. She 

                                                 
32 Ramirez was also one of the organizers, along with Alfredo Castañeda, of the first meeting of 
Chicano psychologists which took place in 1973 (Velasquez, Arrellano, & Padilla, 1999). In 
addition, Ramirez (1970) was one of the very few psychologists who contributed to the Romano’s 
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discusses the opening of a space for women made available by the mainstream 

women’s movements, however, she argues for the focus on the particular cultural 

needs of Chicanas. Her moderate feminist critique argued for a third space that 

honors salient aspects of traditional culture yet refigures women’s roles within 

Mexican American culture. 

An overwhelming thrust of Chicano Psychology served as a challenge to 

the ethnocentrism of Western psychological perspectives as it sought to correct 

misrepresentations of Chicanos by mainstream psychological research. The text 

stood as an act of resistance to mainstream social science epistemologies in 

psychology. The text demonstrated a bold move towards Chicano self-

representation in psychology during a time when doing so might likely provide a 

challenge to ones career as a psychologist (Martinez, 1984).33 

 

  

                                                                                                                                     
interdisciplinary journal, El Grito, discussed in the introduction. In his contribution to El Grito, he 
discussed issues related to the problematics of assimilation with Mexican Americans. 
33 In addition to the Chicano Psychology text, the 1970s witnessed a rise in contributions to the 
psychology and counseling and guidance literature and to the production of a handful of texts on 
Chicano psychology. Velasquez, Arellano, and Padilla (1999) state: “Although other books 
bearing this theme had already appeared, such as the first and second editions of the much 
respected Chicanos: Social and Psychological Perspectives, by Wagner and colleagues 
(Hernandez, Hang, & Wagner, 1976; Wagner & Hang, 1971), and DeBlassie’s (1976) Counseling 
with Mexican American Youth: Preconceptions and Processes, it was really Martinez’s (1977) 
volume, Chicano Psychology, and the force of its authors that established the intellectual basis for 
a psychology of Chicanos” (p. 3). The thrust of their comment reflects the mood regarding the 
concerted effort to increase self-representation in psychological research, theory, and practice by 
ethnic minority psychologists. Padilla (1984) claims these writings served to establish a 
foundation for a Chicano psychology that was distinct, yet related, to the broader movements to 
include culture in psychology emerging at that time. 
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C. Bilingualism/Biculturalism Decenters Black-White Dialectic 

One of the most significant contributions brought to greater awareness by 

the “First Symposium on Chicano Psychology” concerned scholarship on 

bilingualism and biculturalism. Whereas mainstream research had suggested that 

Mexican American bilingualism was a problem to be solved Chicano scholarship 

argued that bilingualism was an asset (Padilla, 1977). The reality of non-

assimilating bilingual Mexican American communities presented a challenge to a 

portrayal of the U.S. as being a monolingual English-speaking country. Even if 

English were the official language of the U.S., the vast informal networks of 

Spanish-speaking communities were making themselves known. This multilingual 

reality was now presented in an affirming manner from a Chicano self-

representation perspective. 

Ramirez’s (1977) scholarship challenged monocultural, assimilationist 

perspectives in mainstream social science research. His work discussed the 

benefits of bi- or multi-cultural identities. Ramirez cited the potential for 

bicultural and multicultural identities to yield insights into how to navigate 

successfully in a culturally pluralistic society. The notion of biculturalism served 

to contest the assimilationist paradigm at play following the desegregation and 

integration laws of the 1960s. Chicano psychologists argued instead for the 

acceptance of concepts such as “biculturalism” and “multiculturalism” (Ramirez, 
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1977) which proposed that an individual had the salutary capacity to function 

effectively in more than one cultural and linguistic paradigm.  

Consequently, the debates surrounding bilingualism and biculturalism 

helped establish an epistemological foundation for decentering the "Black versus 

White" dialectic in addressing race relations within psychology. The Black-White 

dialectic, Chicano social scientists argued, had rendered Chicanos invisible at the 

national level because the prevailing civil rights rhetoric was framed in terms of a 

Black versus White binary (Ramirez, 1977; Bruce-Novoa, 1994). The rise in 

scholarship related to bilingualism and biculturalism demonstrated the unique 

history and consequent needs of Mexican American communities and subjects. 
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III. Community Mental Health Movement 

 

A. Community Mental Health Critique of Medical Model 

Ethnic minority psychologists drew from a diverse body of literature from 

the community mental health movement (found primarily in social work and 

community psychiatry publications) to justify their claims regarding the 

inadequate mental health treatment and undue pathologization of ethnic 

minorities. They therefore helped to extend the critique initiated by the 

community mental health movement’s assessments of the suitability of insight-

oriented forms of treatment in the face of social class differences. The community 

mental health movement, begun in the 1950s and sanctioned by the Community 

Mental Health Act of 1963 (Werner, 1978), was organized around the philosophy 

of providing prevention and intervention mental health services to people from a 

“community perspective” (Werner, 1978). Werner (1978) stated that the 

community perspective of mental health service delivery aimed at looking at 

psychological problems in the context of social and environmental factors, which 

when stressful or hostile can contribute to the development of emotional disorders 

and when stable and nurturing can aid in their remediation (p. 364).  

The community mental health movement is described by Werner (1978) as 

stemming from the legislation bracketed under the “fighting the war on poverty” 



 

61

programs. The movement began as an attempt to integrate the “disenfranchised” 

segments of society into the greater whole of society. A primary focus of the 

community mental health movement was aimed at addressing the needs of people 

from lower socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds who were said to be 

“culturally and economically deprived,” (Lorion, 1973). The community mental 

health literature suggested that people who were suffering under conditions of 

abject poverty were likely the most in need of mental health services and the least 

likely to receive adequate services (Lorion, 1974). Lorion (1973) stated that 

although the people in the lowest SES categories, “have been described as the 

most psychiatrically ‘impaired segment of society’…they have the least chance of 

obtaining professional help in outpatient [mental health] facilities” (pp.265-6). 

The community mental health literature brought into question whether 

people of lower SES backgrounds were being served well by traditional modes of 

treatment and by psychological theories founded on a particular set of 

ideologically-laden theoretical assumptions. The literature questioned the 

centrality and primacy of various psychological frameworks traditionally referred 

to as insight-oriented forms of treatment, such as psychoanalysis, Gestalt, 

existential, and humanistic psychotherapies, for use in treating people from lower 

SES backgrounds. The movement organized itself around addressing this vacuum 

of service to low-income groups given the limited amount of resources available 

to these communities (Lorion, 1974; Werner, 1978). 



 

62

What had come under question was whether “traditional” forms of 

psychotherapy were efficacious for people of lower SES backgrounds. The 

literature began to explore the efficacy of treatments along a variety of variables 

such as length of treatment (i.e., short-term vs. long-term), duration of therapy 

hour and whether to focus on insight-oriented issues or directly address the social 

and material realities plaguing the urban poor (Lorion, 1973, 1974; Werner, 

1978). The orthodoxy of the standard 50-minute psychotherapy hour once or more 

times per week was challenged. This standard was no longer deemed essential in 

order to comprise a therapeutic intervention, especially for poor clients, whom it 

was argued might benefit from more concrete forms of treatment such as financial 

assistance, housing, medical care, etc.34 The community mental health movement 

questioned whether traditional modes of treatment were adequate to the needs of 

its target patients. For instance, research revealed that low SES individuals were 

less likely to benefit from talk therapy and may more likely benefit from concrete 

services. In response, a variety of therapeutic modalities were developed 

specifically targeted at addressing the needs of low-income populations referred 

to as “sociotherapy” (Smith, 1981) which included assistance with housing, 

service provider advocacy, health and economic issues,  and other aspects that 

were emerging in the community mental health literature as key contributing 

stressors to poor mental health. 

                                                 
34 In addition, Werner stated that in order to serve a greater number of people, individual—even 
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B. Multicultural Psychology Appropriates Community Mental Health Arguments  

Ethnic and racial minority psychologists, serving as community mental 

health advocates, argued for services that would be more congenial to ethnic 

minorities. They raised the same questions as the other community mental health 

advocates, only they addressed issues specific to ethnic minority communities. A 

number of scholars writing on behalf of ethnic minorities noted that it was poor 

Whites and a disproportionate number of ethnic minorities who tended to find 

themselves in lower SES categories, a claim elucidated by Lorion (1973, 1974). 

Racial and ethnic minority psychologists such as Padilla, Ruiz, and Alvarez 

(1975), Padilla and Ruiz (1973, 1977), Sue and Sue (1977) and Sue (1977) made 

explicit that many of the individuals who were underserved and economically 

deprived were ethnic minorities. If served, ethnic minorities had difficulty 

remaining in treatment as it was argued that the culture of the therapeutic milieu, 

as mentioned previously, was not responsive, not only to the urban and rural poor, 

but unresponsive to the needs of ethnic minorities as well. Therefore, these writers 

made explicit what the community mental health literature tended to refer to or 

mention as an aside. Lorion's 1973 and 1974 writings, for example, (much cited 

by Sue, Ruiz, and Padilla during the 1970s) dealt with the issue of treatment for 

lower SES groups quite directly yet mentioned only superficially/incidentally the 

                                                                                                                                     
group psychotherapy—was considered to be a very costly form of treatment. 
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racial and ethnic categories of the groups who comprised the lowest level of 

SES.35  

The realization that a disproportionate number of ethnic minorities found 

themselves in substandard socioeconomic conditions highlighted the link between 

the community mental health movement’s targeted service to the poor and the 

conditions of many ethnic minorities. Making this case created the justification to 

begin addressing the specific needs of ethnic minorities. Multicultural psychology 

moved away from obscuring who it was that community mental health services 

were targeting when they subsumed race, ethnicity, and cultural factors under 

class categories. In addition, Sue (1977) helped to build a case for the recognition 

of categories of institutional oppression on the basis of racial and ethnic factors 

alone and not just on the basis of class categories, thus helping to break the 

institutional silence about psychology’s institutional conflation of class and 

culture.  What ethnic minority psychologists added to the community mental 

health critique was the notion that the traditional individual psychotherapy 

approach was ill-fitted for many, if not most, ethnic minorities regardless of 

socioeconomic status (Sue, 1977; Sue & Sue, 1977; Padilla, Ruiz, & Alvarez, 

1975). Thus, it was not just a “culture of poverty” issue for these writers, but more 

                                                 
35 Lorion used Hollinghead and Redlich (1958) chart, in vogue at the time, called the 
“Hollingshead Index for Social Position.” The index used standardized criteria to categorically 
determine a person's SES bracket. The Hollingshead index failed to mention ethnicity and race as 
factors in mediating SES status, however, Lorion included racioethnic variables in his analysis. 
According to Lorion (1973 ), Hollingshead and Redlich were instrumental in noting that different 
social classes received different treatments for mental illness. 
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bluntly a “culture” issue that stimulated the critique of the lack of attention to 

cultural differences in traditional psychotherapy modalities. 
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IV. Multicultural Psychology, Anti-psychiatry, and the Medicalization of 

Cultural Difference 

 

A. Multicultural Psychology and Anti-psychiatry: Unlikely Sojourners 

During the early part of the multicultural psychology movement, several 

ethnic minority psychologists identified with both the community mental health 

movements and their critiques of the medical model of mental health, and with 

anti-psychiatry’s radical critique of the constructed nature of mental illness 

categories, as well. Although small in scale, there was a significant degree of 

overlap in the arguments of the anti-psychiatry critiques of mental health 

institutions’ treatment of the mentally ill and ethnic minority psychologist’s 

critique of problematic social science theory and practice with ethnic minorities. 

Derald Wing Sue (1981), in particular, drew from the critiques of R.D. Laing and 

Thomas Szasz to accuse psychology of being the “handmaiden of the status quo.”  

Padilla, Ruiz, and Alvarez (1975) distanced themselves from the medical model 

of mental health treatment and proposed a community mental health approach. 

They state, “Although there is no exact and technically precise definition of 

…’community mental health’, it can be differentiated from the traditional, 

exclusively medical approach to mental health” (Padilla, Ruiz, & Alvarez, 1975, 

p. 900). Discussing the arguments articulated by the anti-psychiatry movement 
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will lay the groundwork to demonstrate how multicultural psychology extended 

anti-psychiatry’s critique of the medicalization of “problems of living,” and, in 

essence, rendered a critique of what will be referred to as the “medicalization of 

cultural difference.” 

 

B. Anti-psychiatry’s Critique of the Psychiatric Establishment  

Anti-psychiatry critiques were aimed at dismantling the epistemological 

pact36 forged between the psychiatric establishment and the natural science mode 

of mental health treatment referred to as the medical model or “positivist 

psychiatry” (Ingleby, 1980). The medical model of mental health borrowed from 

physical medicine’s  framework for understanding the body and mind. According 

to Ingleby (1980), the knowledge claims implicit in the medical model of mental 

health are guided by the philosophies of logical positivism, an epistemological 

framework that utilizes a natural science mode of human inquiry. The medical 

model of mental health refers to a philosophy of care that claims that problems of 

living are best understood in terms of mental and emotional disease categories 

similar in degree, but not in kind to those of physical medicine, also modeled after 

the natural sciences. The phrase “medicalization of problems of living” describes 

the process of translating the subject’s mental and emotional concerns into 

discrete medical conditions.  As a result of the epistemological pact forged 
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between psychiatry and the medical model, the psychiatric establishment, and 

psychoanalysis, has historically been tied to medical institutions (Ingleby, 1980). 

When psychoanalysis was imported into the U.S., it soon, too, entered into an 

epistemological pact and was transformed into a medicalized psychoanalysis 

(Rendon, 1996; Moncayo, 1998). 

The psychiatric establishment in the U.S. developed alongside the 

emergence of the “asylum” in the nineteenth century (Rothman, 1971). The 

asylum, harboring a normalizing interest, was designed to cordon off 

unacceptable expressions of social deviance from public life rather than offer the 

“inviolable place of refuge” the term “asylum” implies (Szasz, 1970; Rothman, 

1971; Ingleby, 1980; Kovel, 1980; Foucault, 1973).37 To illustrate this point, 

Ingleby (1980) cites Foucault's analyses of the asylum and states: 

The task which medical psychiatry inherited in the nineteenth century was 

that of confining civilization's misfits in a place where they could not 

disturb the smooth harmonious surface of social life, the chief offenders 

being, as Foucault shows, the 'idle poor'. (p. 44) 

Medical psychiatry came to develop a mental health treatment system that, 

according to these critics, translated problems of life and living into a medical 

                                                                                                                                     
36 In this context “epistemological pact” refers to the appropriation of a particular theoretical 
and/or methodological position used to support the ideology guiding one’s position. 
37 The term “asylum” is defined in the Encyclopedia Britannica (2003) dictionary as “an 
inviolable place of refuge and protection,” “a place of retreat and security: shelter,” and “the 
protection or inviolability afforded by an asylum: refuge.” 
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model replete with disease categories, recommended treatments, and institutions 

to house those deemed unfit to remain within public view. 

Anti-psychiatrists argued that the shift towards the medicalization of 

everyday life concealed polite society’s interest to exert social control via the 

organization and management of the mind, body, and social space (Ingleby, 1980, 

p. 45). Anti-medical psychiatrists such as R.D. Laing in Britain and Thomas Szasz 

in the U.S. challenged the psychiatric establishment. They argued that mental 

disease categories developed by medical psychiatry were fictions, that is, 

ideologies conflating ideal mental health with model citizenship. Szasz and Laing 

also argued that, ironically, medical psychiatry fostered a self-perpetuating system 

of dependency on psychiatric institutions that maintained deteriorated states of 

mental health (Ingleby, 1980). Anti-psychiatry argued that medical psychiatry, 

thereby created the very need that the psychiatric establishment proposed to 

ameliorate. Anti-psychiatrists sought to illuminate the political ramifications of 

medical psychiatry's concealment of its ideology of social control. Thus, they 

sought to expose the coercive nature of this epistemological pact, document its 

failure to serve certain groups, and illustrate the widening reach of its influence in 

the affairs of life and living (Ingleby, 1980; Szasz, 1970; Kovel, 1980; Kotowicz, 

1997). The anti-psychiatry movement’s aims, then, were to uncover the 

detrimental effects to patients’ baseline of mental health as a direct result of the 

psychiatric establishment’s utilization of a supposedly humane medical model. 
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With problems of social life now being neatly ordered into medical 

categories, the anti-psychiatry movement believed that hegemonic psychiatric 

institutions were prepared to extend their scope of social control over a variety of 

forms of social deviance. Consequently, Ingleby (1980) asserts that two shifts 

have occurred since the emergence of the asylum through which the medical 

model has broadened its sphere of influence: 

These are, firstly, the 'psychiatrization' of the whole population—whereby 

mental illness is not seen as confined to a particular segment of humanity, 

but as potentially occupying segment's of everybody's mind….Secondly, 

as a necessary part of the same process, the feat of segregating mental 

suffering and conflict apart from 'normal' life as achieved not by brute 

force but by ideas. (p. 45) 

Ingleby's analysis illustrates the role that ideology plays in interpreting the mind, 

body, and social space through the lens of a medical model. Thus, adaptation to 

society’s norms—and the ability to function in an industrial-turned-technological 

age—anti-medical psychiatrists argue, have become the prescriptive hallmarks of 

an idealized self-hood. 

  

C. The Medicalization of Cultural Difference  

Ethnic minority psychologists demonstrated the ever-expanding reach of 

the medical model of mental health in the affairs of everyday life of U.S. ethnic 
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minorities. They questioned the chauvinism of the medical model of mental health 

for its pathologization of salutary non-Western cultural differences. The argument 

claimed that medicalized forms of mental health treatment had led to gross 

misrepresentations not only of the critically mentally ill, but of ethnic and racial 

minorities. The undue pathologization, it was claimed, was derived solely on the 

basis of differences in race, ethnicity, and cultural practices found to be customary 

within ethnic groups’ cultures of origin. In addition, ethnic minority psychologists 

argued that particular expressions of identity were pathologized, simply because 

they failed to fit within Eurocentric norms, norms that positioned themselves as 

socially-sanctioned ideals of mental health (Sue, 1981; Smith, 1981; Padilla & 

Ruiz, 1973). 

The critique asserted that psychiatric symptoms were ascribed to ethnic 

minorities based solely on cultural differences, not on psychiatric symptoms. In 

other words, the “culturally encapsulated”38 psychiatric establishment naively 

mistook normative cultural practices of non-Western ethnic groups as being 

pathological. Ethnic minority psychologists demonstrated the psychiatric 

establishment’s ethnocentrism and ignorance of other cultures. They argued that 

this gross misrecognition of normative cultural differences had, in effect, 

established what will be referred to as the “medicalization of cultural difference” 

by psychiatry, academic psychology, and mental health treatment systems 
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supporting the medical model of mental health. In this context, the medicalization 

of cultural difference will refer to the process by which the medical model of 

mental health, as a positivist social science, utilized a natural science model for 

casting the divergent sociocultural mores of ethnic minorities as mental disease 

categories.  

The medical model’s conflation of cultural difference with psychiatric 

illness, then, was greatly problematized by ethnic minority psychologists. Sue 

(1981) argues the following: 

When we seriously study the “scientific” literature of the past relating to 

the culturally different, we are immediately impressed with how an 

implicit equation of minorities and pathology is a common theme. The 

historical use of science in the investigation of racial differences seems to 

be linked with white supremacist notions. (p. 12) 

Sue (1981) states that the faulty social science practices of the medical model 

concealed its interest in exerting social control and was tantamount to “scientific 

racism” (p. 12). For Mexican Americans and other U.S. ethnic minorities, then, 

medicalized mental health practices that treated minoritized subjects as 

genetically, intellectually, or culturally inferior, were exposed of their 

discriminatory and ideological underpinnings (Padilla, Ruiz, & Alvarez, 1975; 

Sue, 1977; Sue & Sue, 1977; Sue, 1981; Ruiz, 1981; Smith, 1981).  

                                                                                                                                     
38 Sue (1981) defines the “culturally encapsulated” clinician as one who is embedded in his or her 
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The challenge presented to the mental health establishment by the critique 

of the medicalization of cultural difference issue demonstrated that no universal 

scientific basis—much less a biological one—existed for causes such as poverty, 

psychological stressors due to sociopolitical inequities, and other problems of 

living. They claimed that these allegedly pathological states of self-hood were, in 

fact, economic, sociocultural, and political problems, not intrapsychic ones. 

Multicultural psychology argued that these maladies were caused by 

“extrapsychic” factors (Ruiz & Padilla, 1977), mediated largely by the influences 

of history and the oppression of marginalized groups, not by a lack of motivation, 

will power, or, worse, by some innate biosocial cause on the part of minoritized 

subjects. Implicit in the critiques in the social science literature and mental health 

treatment systems was medical psychiatry’s pathologization of everyday life 

solely on the basis of cultural differences that deviated from the Eurocentric 

norms of everyday life in the West.  

Sue (1981) cited the anti-psychiatry efforts of Szasz and Laing to support 

his argument regarding the political implications of psychological theory, 

practice, and diagnosis with the culturally different (pp. 7-8). In discussing how 

Szasz’s work is related to the multicultural psychology movement, Sue (1981) 

states: 

                                                                                                                                     
own culture and is unable to see beyond it to understand someone from another culture. 
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Szasz sees the mental health professional as an inquisitor, an agent of 

society exerting social control on those individuals who deviate in thought 

and behavior from the accepted norms of society….The label “mental 

illness” may be seen as a political ploy used to control those who are 

different, and counseling is used to control, brainwash, or reorient the 

identified victims to fit into society. It is exactly this concept that many 

minorities find frightening. For example, many Asian Americans, Blacks, 

Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, and American Indians are increasingly 

challenging the concepts of normality and abnormality. They feel that 

their values and life-styles are often seen by society as pathological and 

thus are unfairly discriminated against by the mental health professions. 

(pp. 7-8) 

Sue draws a significant connection here between the mental health 

establishment’s hegemonic impulse to exert social control through assimilationist 

metanarratives directed at the general citizenry and the call for ethnocultural 

assimilation. Metanarratives of cultural assimilation such as the “melting-pot” 

ethic or manifest destiny narrative discussed in the Introduction were charged 

with harboring the same impulse to exert social control as those used to control 

the social deviance of the mentally ill.  

Multicultural psychology argued that ethnic and racial minorities from 

non-Western backgrounds fell to the periphery of these Eurocentric norms. They 
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were thus pathologized for refusing to assimilate into mainstream Anglo culture. 

By excising the source of ethnic minorities’ problems from within the individual 

and locating its cause out onto an inhospitable culture, ethnic minority 

psychologists rendered their own version of a critique of the medical model of 

mental health (where all forms of agency and pathology are seen as residing 

within the individual) as it is related to cultural difference and to economic, 

sociocultural, and political causes. 

The anti-psychiatry perspective argued against the view that healthy 

culture equals normative adaptive culture. And normative adaptive culture 

requires assimilation into the mainstream of society, thereby disavowing any form 

of social deviance. Multicultural psychologists demonstrated that cultural 

difference was equivalent to social deviance for medical psychiatry. Suspicious of 

metanarratives of assimilation into the American mainstream, minoritized 

psychologists drew a connection between the pull towards assimilation into 

"healthy," mainstream culture and the call for racial and ethnic minorities to 

assimilate into the U.S. melting pot. 
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V.  Critique of Major Theoretical Orientations 

 

One of the most devastating critiques in forging a decisive rupture 

between multicultural psychology and Western psychology was lodged against 

the individualistic values underlying what are referred to as insight-oriented forms 

of psychological theory and practice. In light of the critiques of Western 

psychology’s complicity with individualism and the medical model, multicultural 

psychologists questioned the theoretical underpinnings and cultural assumptions 

underlying the most established psychological perspectives referred to as insight-

oriented psychologies. Among the theories critiqued was psychoanalysis, Gestalt, 

existential, and humanistic psychologies. These forms of psychological theory 

and treatment rely heavily on the process of self-reflection as a central feature of 

psychotherapy. The reflective process is considered to be a necessary component 

in order for therapeutic change to materialize. The popular notion of "talk 

therapy" stems from the notion that the nexus of psychotherapeutic change occurs 

through the process of self-reflection and then, insight into one's condition of 

psychic suffering (Bernstein, 1976).  

What multicultural psychologists such as Padilla, Ruiz, and D.W. Sue and 

their colleagues sought to demonstrate was that insight-oriented psychological 

theory and practice was, categorically, ill-suited for the culturally different, non-
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Western subject. However, it was not until 1977 that D.W. Sue, serving as editor 

of the Personnel and Guidance Journal, proposed in another article with David 

Sue (Sue & Sue, 1977) that the pitfalls of Western psychology's major theoretical 

orientations, as they related to culture, be dealt with on a more systematic level. 

Serving as a major spokesperson for an entire movement, Sue (with the assistance 

of various colleagues) mounted a comprehensive critique on behalf of “third-

world" or “culturally different” groups.39 As mentioned previously, the various 

multicultural psychology critiques extended arguments derived from the 

counseling and guidance, community mental health, anti-psychiatry, and 

academic psychology literatures. In addition, Sue and his colleagues summarized 

their major contentions from the critiques emerging from the yet unnamed 

multicultural psychology movement. Sue called for a need to be more methodical 

in addressing the counseling and mental health treatment needs of the culturally 

different. He states: 

In order to be more responsive to the culturally different, we must begin 

the much needed task of systematically determining the appropriateness 

and inappropriateness of counseling approaches. Counselor education 

programs, mental health delivery systems, and counselors must take major 

                                                 
39 Sue and Sue (1977) state that reevaluating traditional therapies’ appropriateness was “ not only 
helpful in providing a means for examining the appropriateness of counseling approaches for 
third-world clients but for other special populations (women, the physically handicapped, and the 
elderly) as well” (p. 421). As the critique gained momentum, MCP reconfigured and extended the 
notion of the "culturally different" beyond racial and ethnic factors to include other groups cited 
above. 
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responsibility to examine and evaluate the relevance of their particular 

theoretical framework with respect to the client’s needs and values. (Sue, 

1977, p. 423) 

Drawn to traditional empiricist methods, Sue developed numerous categories and 

grids by which to organize the appraisals of the various insight-oriented 

psychology approaches. 

The central assumptions of empiricist theory and treatment had been 

previously challenged for the rural and urban poor in the community mental 

health literature (cf. Lorion, 1973, 1974). Cataloguing the diversification of 

treatment approaches for lower SES groups, Lorion (1973) states, “Given the 

recent proliferation of innovative treatment approaches for the poor…therapists’ 

treatment options have increased dramatically” (p. 263). However, he cites the 

importance of clarifying, “what specific therapeutic interventions produce specific 

treatment approaches in specific patients under specific conditions” (p. 263). 

Consequently, Lorion's position would be extended to the culturally different 

regardless of class background, while remaining cognizant of class issues. 

Multicultural psychology would address this issue and claim that the "specific 

therapeutic interventions" of insight-oriented forms of treatment produce 

detrimental effects to "specific patients" who were among the culturally different 

under all conditions. What multicultural psychology sought to demonstrate was 

that Western insight-oriented types of theory and treatment failed to produce the 
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needed, and desired, effects for the culturally different.  Their proposed treatment 

outcomes, it was argued, were individualistically oriented and ill-suited, on the 

whole, for ethnic and racial minorities. 

Supported by the increased momentum of the multicultural psychology 

movement and the astute community mental health critiques developed a decade 

earlier, Sue (1981) took an emboldened stance in his now classic Counseling the 

Culturally Different text. In a strategic move, at once theoretical and political, he 

calls into question the major theorists and theoretical orientations that held sway 

in Western psychology. Sue (1981) problematizes the underlying normative 

frameworks of these approaches that propose universalistic ideals of mental 

health:  

[U]sing "ideal mental health" as a criterion for normality or abnormality 

has many deficiencies. Such an approach stresses the importance of 

attaining some ideal goal such as a consciousness-balance of psychic 

forces (Freud, 1960; Jung, 1960), self actualization-creativity (Rogers, 

1961; Maslow, 1968), or competence, autonomy, and resistance to stress 

(Allport, 1961; White, 1963). The discriminatory nature of such 

approaches is grounded in the belief of a universal application (all 

populations and all situations) and a failure to recognize the value base 

from which the criteria derive….For example, the psychoanalytic 

emphasis on "insight" as a determinant of mental health is a value in itself 
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(London, 1964; Lowe, 1969). Many writers…have pointed out that certain 

socioeconomic groups and ethnic minorities do not particularly value 

"insight." (Sue, 1981) 

Sue’s commentary cited above serves as an indictment of some of the most 

influential theorists responsible for shaping the field of psychology. He critiques 

the ideological and culturally-situated basis of these theories that proposed to be 

value-neutral and universalistic. In essence, the majority of metanarratives 

guiding Western psychiatry, psychology, and mental health treatment systems are 

targeted by the increasingly systematic critique from multicultural psychology. 

As a retort to the culture- and value-laden assumptions guiding Western 

psychology, Sue (1977) states that, “Rather than introspection and self analysis 

that many Third World people find unappealing, the concrete tangible approach of 

behavioral counseling is extremely attractive” (p. 424). Thus, he strengthens the 

case for instituting a sociotherapy approach to counseling the culturally different 

that “do something” as opposed to insight-oriented talk therapies that he alleges 

did not—that Sue, in fact, alleged were culturally insensitive and dismissive of 

healthy non-Western ways of being. As an example, Sue (1977) states the 

following regarding counseling with Asian Americans:  

Not only are the [traditional] techniques [of Western psychotherapy] 

inappropriate (reflecting feelings, asking questions of a deeply personal 

nature, making depth interpretations and so on) and seen as lacking in 
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respect for the client’s integrity, but the goal of insight into deep 

underlying processes may not be valued by the person. (p. 424) 

In addition, Sue and Sue (1977) remark: 

Furthermore, reflection of feelings, concerns with insight, and attempts to 

discern underlying intrapsychic problems are seen as inappropriate. Thus, 

lower-class [culturally different] clients expect to receive advice or some 

form of concrete tangible treatment. When the counselor attempts to 

explore personality dynamics or to take a historical approach to the 

problem, the client often becomes confused, alienated, and frustrated. (p. 

424)  

Sue and his colleagues claim that insight-oriented forms of treatment were a bad 

fit for the needs, desires, and cultural make-up of people from non-Western 

backgrounds. He calls for the inclusion of concrete, behavioristic treatments (that 

were gaining currency within general psychology) in addition to creating a space 

for indigenous and non-Western psychologies to be utilized for culturally 

different groups. 

It was at this juncture that an epistemological pact was forged between the 

concrete, behavioristic sociotherapy approaches of multicultural psychology and 

their connections to positivist research methods. Although multicultural 

psychology lodged an extensive critique of the cultural basis of Western 

psychology, it inadvertently remained complicit with the mainstream 
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methodologies within the human sciences which were modeled after the natural 

sciences (i.e., positivistic research methods). This argument will be discussed in 

greater detail in the theory and methodology chapter, Chapter Four. 
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VI. Psychoanalysis Critiqued by Multicultural Psychology 

 

A.  Attack on Psychoanalysis  

The theoretical perspective of psychoanalysis received some of the 

harshest criticism regarding its viability for ethnically diverse populations 

(Padilla, Ruiz, & Alvarez, 1975; Ruiz & Padilla, 1977; Rogler, Malgady, 

Costantino, & Blumenthal, 1987; Javier, 1990; Adams, 1996; Peréz Foster, 1996; 

Moncayo, 1998), the urban poor (Javier, 1996), and the critically mentally ill 

(Ingleby, 1980; Turkle, 1980). Since the late 1960s and 1970s, minoritized 

psychologists have critiqued psychoanalytic theory and practice for its inattention 

to culture and class factors. Multicultural psychology theorists made the claim 

that psychoanalysis posited an acultural, universalistic view of self-hood. These 

critics claimed that psychoanalysis had played a major role in the undue 

pathologization of minorities. Critics of psychoanalysis exhibited suspicions 

about interrogating minoritized subjects' interiority (i.e., unconscious processes), 

a process central to psychoanalytic theory and treatment. Consequently, 

multicultural psychologists dismissed psychoanalysis as a viable metapsychology 

for their respective cultural interests (Rogler, Malgady, Costantino, & 

Blumenthal, 1987; Moncayo, 1998) and foreclosed on the possibility of theorizing 

a culturally-situated theory of the unconscious. 
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Padilla, Ruiz, and Alvarez (1975) built a case for distinguishing between 

Latinos/as’ concerns which they defined as belonging to either the 

“instrapsychic”40 (i.e., emotional states such as anxiety and depression) or 

“extrapsychic” (i.e., problems related to finances, shelter, and other basic material 

needs) realm of experience. They extended Lorion’s (1973, 1974) research with 

low income groups to build a case against the use of psychodynamic theory and 

practice with Latinos, especially those who found themselves in dire economic 

conditions. In addressing the needs of the low-income Latino/a subject, Padilla, 

Ruiz, and Alvarez (1975) state that “such a person hopes for advice rather than 

reflection and for the resolution of ‘social’ rather than ‘intrapsychic’ problems” 

(p. 893). In addition, they state that “Individual psychotherapy, conducted on a 

once-a-week basis and for the purpose of uncovering alleged unconscious 

conflicts, is obviously highly ineffective with problems of a social nature” 

(Padilla, Ruiz, & Alvarez, 1975, p. 901). And in regards to group psychotherapy, 

Padilla, Ruiz, and Alvarez (1975) state, “Such an approach will probably be 

highly unsuccessful, however, if the group is conducted by a non-SSS [non-

Spanish speaking/surnamed] therapist who attempts to encourage introspection 

based on psychodynamic formulations” (p. 901).  

                                                 
40 It is important to note here that Ruiz and Padilla equate “intrapsychic” factors with subjective 
feeling states without making reference to unconscious processes. The term “intrapsychic” is 
generally used to describe the workings of conscious and unconscious processes. 
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In another publication, Ruiz and Padilla (1977) imply that any form of 

non-directive therapeutic modality (i.e., talk therapy) should be used “judiciously” 

(p. 406). Instead, they give preference to more directive, concrete, and 

behavioristic approaches when working with Latinos. When non-directive 

methods were indicated regarding grave mental health concerns, they warned 

against the use of psychodynamic approaches stating “we are referring to [the use 

of] preferred modes of therapeutic theory and technique, such as non-directive 

counseling versus psychoanalytic psychotherapy, reflection versus free 

association, and so on,” (1977, p. 406). Clearly, the Padilla-Ruiz-Alvarez critiques 

endorsed a strong disapproval of psychoanalysis and claimed it was not a viable 

paradigm for Latinos/as. 

Ruiz and Padilla (1977) called for the need to understand cultural values, 

family structures, and traditional sex roles which they argued tended to be more 

prescriptive and traditional in nature. They argued that traditional aspects of 

Latino culture have historically been pathologized by mainstream psychological 

approaches. They warn against using a traditional Western lens in trying to 

understand Latinos’ family structures and encourage therapists to learn culturally-

sensitive modes of treatment (Padilla & Ruiz, 1977). 

 

B. Case Study disputing Psychoanalytic Treatment 
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Padilla and Ruiz (1977) discuss a clinical vignette to illustrate the ways in 

which psychoanalytic interpretations of more traditional Latino cultural values 

might wrongly lead to the pathologization of traditional Latino culture. Padilla 

and Ruiz (1975, pp. 405-6, 407) discuss the case of Maria, a first-year college 

student who comes from a conservative, traditional New Mexican family. Now 

enrolled at a California university, Maria must navigate between the traditional 

cultural values of her family and those she is confronted with at college. She finds 

herself in a stressful situation as she and her family self-identify as Spanish and 

adhere strictly to traditional values. At the same time, many students who 

comprise her greatest potential source for social support are more liberal, 

politically-oriented, and self-identify as Chicana or Chicano. She is faced with 

some rejection by her peers as she has been accused of denying her indigenous 

ancestry. Consequently, she finds herself feeling depressed due to her home -to-

university transitions and unsure of how to manage her new experiences at the 

university.  

In developing a treatment plan for Maria, Padilla and Ruiz (1977) propose 

a combination of supportive counseling and extrapsychic (i.e., sociotherapeutic) 

approaches. In addition, they discourage the usage of psychoanalytic techniques 

in exploring Maria's conflictual feelings and warn that a psychoanalytic 

interpretation will seek to erode Maria's cultural values. Padilla and Ruiz (1977) 

state: 
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Such knowledge [of Maria's history and culture] can be exploited to shape 

more valid counseling intervention. Thus the culturally sensitive counselor 

will not impute unconscious incestuous desires to a Latino father who 

expresses sharp interest in his daughter’s suitors; nor would such a 

counselor misperceive the Latino daughter who tolerated such supervision 

as immature, unduly submissive, or pathologically compliant. (p. 407)  

In looking at this example, the desire to retain traditional values is seen as a 

central value for the treatment. The interpretation of Maria's homelife from a 

psychoanalytic perspective, they argue, would result in an individualistic 

interpretation based on the values of separation-individuation—values contrary to 

the family's traditional value system based on a harmony-negotiation ethic.  

Ruiz (1981) follows a quite similar approach in a case illustration exercise 

with a client under the pseudonym of Fernando. The treatment will not be 

discussed here, but Ruiz's comments help to reinforce the points made above. In 

this vignette Ruiz (1981) asserts the importance of addressing extrapsychic 

stressors rather than intrapsychic ones. Ruiz (1981) states: 

First construct a hierarchy of needs for these people. Do they need brilliant 

insights into the etiology of Fernando’s alleged paranoia? Would 

familiarity with Fenichel’s [psychoanalytic] theories be helpful? Do they 

need to become more introspective or psychodynamically oriented? The 

answers to these questions are negative.…The point is that these people 
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need ‘help’—not in understanding the roots of character formation—but 

rather in dealing with the irksome problems which daily confront people 

who are poor, undereducated, foreign looking and sounding, and old. (pp. 

202-3) 

Ruiz's example illustrates multicultural psychology theorists' move away from the 

self-reflective stance called for by psychoanalysis. He argues, instead, that the 

focus on sociocultural and political factors should be a central concern in 

counseling of Latinos/as. Rather than frame stressors in intrapsychic terms, he 

frames these stressors in material terms. He thereby privileges the social over the 

psychological. Ruiz’s argument follows a logic similar to those of historical 

materialism asserting that people's psychic suffering will dissipate once 

extrapsychic stressors are removed (i.e., behavioristic counseling and political 

consciousness raising for Maria). 

 

C. Schism between Multicultural Psychology and Psychoanalysis 

Latino psychologists discouraged the interpretation of unconscious 

motivation, especially in the face of cultural differences. They argue that 

psychoanalytic interpretations are bound up by culture, class, and linguistic 

factors that are quite different from those of Latinos/as. In addition, they go 

further to insinuate the artificial character of psychoanalytic interpretation 

(Padilla, Ruiz, & Alvarez, 1975, p. 901), thereby foreclosing on an examination of 
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Latinos' interior lives. The trend in multicultural psychology towards concrete, 

behavioristic, and sociopolitical counseling treatment for Latinos is privileged at 

the expense of theorizing a culturally-situated unconscious realm. The result is a 

bifurcation between the value of sociotherapy and that of self-reflection and 

insight. The Padilla-Ruiz-Alvarez critiques would come to have a decisive 

influence in the gulf already present between psychoanalytic treatment and 

psychotherapeutic treatment for Latinos/as.  

Rogler, Malgady, Costantino, and Blumenthal (1987) addressed the divide 

between Latino psychology and psychoanalysis which was, by the date of their 

publication, taken for granted. Citing the history of the schism between 

psychoanalysis and treatment for Latinos/Hispanics, Rogler, Malgady, 

Costantino, and Blumenthal (1987) state that:  

Frontline mental health practitioners working in inner-city, economically 

depressed, Hispanic neighborhoods were among the first to level criticism 

at insight-oriented psychoanalytic therapy as both uneconomical and 

irrelevant to the context of Hispanic life. …For this reason, few 

psychoanalytic therapists sought to address Hispanics’ emotional 

problems, and a pervasive view developed that insight-oriented techniques 

were too esoteric to respond to the massive stresses impinging on the 

majority of Hispanic clients. (p. 567) 
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While Latino and other multicultural clinicians discouraged insight-oriented 

forms of treatment, the psychoanalytic establishment stayed away for their own 

set of reasons which will be discussed in Chapter Three. Consequently, Rogler, 

Malgady, Costantino, and Blumenthal (1987) make reference to a schism that 

was, in actuality, two-sided and has persisted to this day (Javier, 1990; Perez 

Foster, 1996; Moncayo, 1998). Some of the ways in which multicultural 

psychology disavowed psychoanalysis have been illustrated above. The other side 

of the schism, from the perspective of psychoanalysis, concerns the issue of 

patient analyzability (Javier, 1990; Moncayo, 1998).41 This will be discussed in 

Chapter Three. In addition, how those interested in the study of culture and 

psychoanalysis have worked to remedy this epistemological chasm will likewise 

be discussed in Chapter Three.  

 

                                                 
41 The concept of patient analyzability refers to the suitability of any given person for 
psychoanalytic treatment. 
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VII. Multicultural Psychology Movement Establishes Itself 

 

A persistent critique of Western psychology’s history of inattention to 

ethnic, racial, and cultural differences strengthened the scholarly critiques waged 

by multicultural psychology. The critiques led to a loosely-organized shift within 

psychology that developed within and alongside the counseling and guidance, 

community mental health, and, to a lesser degree, anti-psychiatry movements. The 

consolidation of divergent bodies of literature into a coherent critique was 

instrumental in documenting the failure of Western psychology to address and 

theorize the needs of culturally diverse groups. In addition, culling the literature 

from other sources proved useful in developing a theoretical foundation for 

refiguring psychology to serve the needs of ethnic minorities. As a result of the 

struggle to have mainstream sectors consider culture within psychology (and 

thereby help bring about greater social justice for U.S. ethnic minorities), the 

body of writings produced by Chicano psychologists and other members of these 

movements in the late 1960s, grew and coalesced as the 1970s progressed. These 

efforts initiated a series of collaborative efforts by multiethnic groups of 

psychologists that culminated in a variety of conferences, policy changes, journal 

publications, and texts (Sue, 1981; Velasquez, Arrellano, & Padilla, 1999; Padilla, 

1984). 
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The critique of academic psychology and mental health delivery systems 

helped establish a base within psychology from which to focus on a psychological 

perspective that would be culturally sensitive and responsive to the needs of U.S. 

racial and ethnic minorities. It gave multicultural psychologists the sufficient 

programmatic and theoretical scaffolding upon which to establish a secure 

foundation and to ensure the future of a multicultural psychology. By the close of 

the 1970s and into the early 1980s—although not greatly recognized within many 

sectors of mainstream psychology at that time—a broad-based multicultural 

psychology movement, of which Chicano psychologists remained key 

contributors,42 was on its way to becoming the “fourth force” (Sue, Ivey, & 

Pederson, 1996) in psychology. The efforts of ethnic minority psychologists 

forced an enduring rupture with traditional Western psychological theory and 

practice which they argued was founded on the values that went counter to the 

values of ethnic minorities. These critiques would become increasingly systematic 

and address issues at the level of theory, practice, diagnosis, and institutional 

structure.  

The following chapter, Chapter Two, will discuss issues concerning the 

now well-established multicultural psychology movement where ethnic studies in 

psychology have become the privileged domain of this movement. In addition, 

                                                 
42 See scholarship by Amado Padilla and Rene Ruiz that has spanned several decades. 
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Chapter Two will explore the viability of multicultural psychology for a study of 

the ways politicized narratives fit into the positioning of subjects. 
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Chapter Two 

The Challenges Facing Chicano/a and Multicultural Psychology 

 

I. From the Periphery to Center Stage: Multicultural Psychology Comes of Age 

 

A. Multicultural Psychology creates Major Shift in the Field of Psychology 

As a result of the challenge presented by multicultural psychology to 

traditional Western psychology and mental health institutions, significant shifts in 

the field of psychology and mental health treatment have materialized (Sue, 1981; 

Smith, 1981; Jackson, 1995; D’Andrea & Daniels, 1995; Sue, Ivey, & Pederson 

1996; Sue, Bingham, Porché-Burke, & Vasquez, 1999). Sue, Ivey, and Pederson 

(1996) state that, “The field of multicultural counseling and therapy (MCT) has 

matured and become influential in the helping professions” (p. xvii), while 

Jackson (1995) states that, “Multiculturalism has arrived in the counseling 

profession” (p. 13). In addition to asserting that the field of multicultural 

psychology has matured, Sue, Ivey, and Pederson (1996) make the claim that 

psychology is now poised for a major paradigm shift, and that multicultural 

psychology is in a position to offer the metatheory capable of including both 

Western and non-Western peoples. Foreshadowing a potential paradigm shift in 

the field of mental health, Pederson (1991) makes the much cited claim that 
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multiculturalism has the potential to become the "fourth force in psychology" to 

be placed alongside the well-established psychologies of psychoanalysis, 

existential-humanistic psychology, and cognitive-behavioral psychology.43 Going 

a step further, Hall (1997, cited in Sue, Bingham, Porché-Burke, & Vasquez, 

1999) describes the potential for the obsolescence of traditional Western 

psychology given the changing demographics of U.S. populations and the failure 

of traditional Western psychology to accommodate these changes.44 

 

B. Growth and diversification of multicultural psychology 

As it has grown in power and prestige, multicultural psychology has 

concerned itself with addressing the needs of an increasingly culturally diverse 

U.S. society. Subsequent generations of (predominately) ethnic minority scholars 

have expanded the concept of what it means to be “culturally different” and the 

epistemological methods for understanding the complexities of minoritized 

subjects have also begun to consider new alternatives (Pizarro & Vera, 2001). For 

instance, multicultural psychology efforts have expanded their reach to include a 

greater focus on the intersections of identity (e.g., intersections of class, race, 

ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation) as they relate to psychology. This 

                                                 
43 See for instance, Sue, Ivey, and Pederson (1996), Jackson (1995), and Carter and Qureshi 
(1995). 
44 As a testament to the reach of multicultural psychology, the National Multicultural Conference 
and Summit, held in January 1999 brought together many of the U.S.'s multicultural psychology 
experts to take stock of multiculturalism's influence on the field of psychology (Sue, Bingham, 
Porché-Burke, & Vasquez, 1999, p. 1061). 
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greater attention to “within minoritized culture” variables has been lead along by 

a much greater participation of women within multicultural psychology 

movements (Velasquez, Arrellano, & Padilla, 1999). Contributions to the field 

include implementing “culturally sensitive” or “culturally competent” mental 

health service delivery, treatment, and access; addressing stereotype vulnerability; 

social, ethnic, and racial identity; bilingual/bicultural concerns; culture-fair 

psychological and educational assessment; intersections of culture, gender, and 

sexuality; along with a greater focus on the specific needs of various U.S. ethnic 

minority groups. As multicultural psychology has grown, so too has Chicano/a 

psychology; it has developed alongside and within multicultural and Latino/a 

psychologies and, with a few exceptions, shares the same philosophical 

foundations, epistemology, and research methodologies. 
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II. Challenges to Multicultural Psychology 

 

At the same time that multicultural psychology has established itself 

firmly within the broader field of psychology, alternative approaches to the study 

of culture in psychology have emerged. These alternatives have served to 

challenge claims by multicultural psychologists—such as those made by Sue, 

Ivey, and Pederson—that multicultural psychology is the most legitimate 

paradigm for appraising cultural factors within the field of psychology. The 

challenges facing multicultural psychology may best be understood in terms of 

the problematics with the broader category of multiculturalism. Challenges to the 

philosophy of multiculturalism have been articulated from various sources in 

recent years within and outside the field of psychology  (Fowers & Richardson, 

1996). 

Critics of multicultural psychology have challenged from a variety of 

vantage points.  Fowers and Richardson (1996) have challenged the philosophical 

foundations of multicultural psychology. Casas (2001) and Pizarro and Vera 

(2001) have critiqued Chicano/a and multicultural psychology for their culturally 

reductive and homogenizing tenets. Psychoanalysis has also called on 

multicultural psychology to refigure its epistemological approach by including 

intrapsychic specificity (Adams, 1996; Moncayo, 1998). Pizarro and Vera (2001) 

have critiqued Chicano/a and multicultural psychology for their reliance on 
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positivistic research methodologies and call for methodological innovations. In 

addition, interdisciplinary approaches to the study of culture in psychology have 

emerged alongside traditional multicultural psychology approaches that serve as a 

challenge to multicultural and mainstream psychology's tendency towards 

insularity (Pizarro & Vera, 2001; Squire, 2000; Walkerdine, 2000). Critics of 

multiculturalism have argued in general that its philosophical underpinnings are 

genericist, reductive, and normative and, therefore, are limited in their ability to 

convey the complexity of minoritized communities and subjects.  

For the purposes of this analysis, the challenges facing multicultural 

psychology will be organized along the following categories: the need for cultural 

specificity; philosophical critiques of multicultural psychology; psychoanalytic 

approaches to culture; and problems related to positivistic tendencies in 

multicultural psychology. These arguments will be summarized in the sections 

that follow.  
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III.  The Need for Cultural Specificity in Multicultural Psychology 

 

A. Critiques Within and Outside Multicultural Psychology 

Cultural specificity critiques harbor a contention with the way in which 

culture is represented within multicultural perspectives. This type of critique 

states that multiculturalism falls short as an explanatory framework for 

understanding the particularities and complexities of distinct ethnic minority 

cultures. Multiculturalism and multicultural psychology, it is argued, are reductive 

and harbor homogenizing tendencies. Cultural specificity critiques have emerged 

from within and outside the field of psychology.  Critiques from within 

psychology generally deal with the need to theorize about particular groups rather 

than combine all ethnic minorities under one umbrella term (Casas, 2001; Pizarro 

& Vera, 2001; McNeill, Prieto, Niemann, Pizarro, Vera, & Gómez, 2001).  

Critiques from outside psychology are generated from the politically-attuned 

cultural and ethnographic analyses of ethnic, postcolonial, and cultural studies 

(Spivak, 1990a, 1990b; Pérez-Torres, 1994; Shohat & Stam, 1994; Alarcón, 1994; 

Gaspar de Alba, 1998; Muñoz, 2000). 

 

B.  Cultural Specificity Critiques within Multicultural Psychology 
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The salutary effects that an attention to cultural specificity can bring to 

bear on theory and practice have likewise been noted within multicultural 

psychology (McNeill, Prieto, Niemann, Pizarro, Vera, & Gómez, 2001; Casas, 

2001). Critiques from within multicultural psychology are often friendlier in tone. 

They are written in a spirit of alliance with multicultural psychology with the 

intention of deepening its tenets. Challenges to multicultural psychology from 

within its own borders critique the homogenization of divergent U.S. minority 

groups. The tendency of culturally-sensitive treatment approaches within 

multicultural psychology, for instance, is to utilize a uniform theory for the 

treatment of minoritized subjects. The general theory is then supplemented with 

largely positive self-stereotyping representations of a given ethnic minority group 

(Lane, 1998). In Sue's (1981) formative textbook, Counseling the Culturally 

Different, a general framework for counseling the "culturally different" (i.e., U.S. 

ethnic minorities) is advanced. The text then provides separate chapters for 

Latino/a Americans, African Americans, Native Americans, and Asian 

Americans, respectively, that offer the clinician a guide on how to be respectful to 

individuals from that particular racial or ethnic group. The chapter on Latino/a 

Americans, for instance,—already a homogenization of divergent Latino/a 

American and Latin American cultural groups—discusses Latinos/as’ values 

towards family and tradition (Ruiz, 1981). 
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Portrayals such as these foreclose on particularizing and historicizing the 

subject formations of divergent non-Western ethnic groups and repeat a, perhaps, 

more benign version of Western psychology’s cultural reductiveness and 

universalization.  Ironically, a generic non-Western ethnic subject with an 

orientation towards “traditional” culture is inadvertently theorized in opposition to 

the generic European-descent subject originally critiqued by multicultural 

psychology. Such an approach precludes the attention needed to theorize the 

specific cultural histories and politics of individual ethnic minority groups.45 

 The call to focus on the particular needs of specific ethnic populations has 

been well documented yet continues to be stated only as a caveat in many 

generalist multicultural psychology writings (Casas, 2001). The tendency is to 

recognize the need for teasing apart specific cultural histories and acknowledge 

the dangers of homogenizing. However, the generalist tendency resumes 

following this admission, creating what are referred to as ethnic glosses (Casas, 

2001). 

 

C.  Chicano/a Psychology Challenges Multicultural and Latino/a Psychologies  

The call for particularity is one of the few critiques that will be outlined 

that does not target both multicultural and Chicano/a psychology.  In fact, 

                                                 
45 Sue organizes his text around positive stereotypes of various ethnic groups. The outcome ends 
up being a self-patronizing rendition. Although more benign than disparaging accounts that led to 
the formation of multicultural psychology in the first place, these self-representations leave little 
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Chicano/a psychology has largely come to be defined by its call for a 

particularization within the greater field of multicultural psychology.  After over a 

decade of citing the need to focus on specific cultural histories of ethnic minority 

groups (Casas, 2001), a greater focus on the specific psychological needs of 

people of Mexican descent residing in the U.S. has begun to take shape. In 1998 

an interdisciplinary group of Chicano/a scholars convened at the Third 

Symposium for Chicano/a Psychology. The conference addressed the need to 

theorize about the particularities of Chicano/a communities and proposed to move 

away from homogenizing divergent ethnic groups, in general, and Chicanos and 

Chicanas, in particular. In their introductory article to The Counseling 

Psychologist that stemmed from the Third Symposium,46 McNeill, Prieto, Flores 

Neimann, Pizarro, Vera, and Gomez (2001) state: 

As various groups of Latino/as differ in cultural characteristics as well as 

immigration status and history, socioeconomic level, and racial/ethnic 

                                                                                                                                     
room for a non-normative view of minoritized groups, much less an interrogation of the underside 
of any culture’s set of practices. 
46 In the January, 2001 issue of The Counseling Psychologist (TCP), a group of psychologists and 
a few ethnic studies scholars discuss the need to focus on the psychological needs of people of 
Mexican descent residing in the United States. This issue, dedicated to “Chicana/o Psychology” 
builds a case for looking at the specific needs of Chicanas/os as opposed to subsuming this group 
under broader umbrella categories such as ethnic minority, multicultural, or Latina/o psychologies. 
This issue of TCP identifies some of the most pressing needs for people of Mexican descent 
residing in the U.S., which they identify as mental health service delivery issues such as 
counseling and psychological testing; the issues of stereotypes and their effects on Chicanas/os; 
and the study of Chicana/o identity. In the spirit of the prior two conferences on Chicano 
psychology, the authors use of the term Chicano to denote all people of Mexican descent residing 
in the U.S., whether multigenerational, legal residency status, or recent arrival. The issue provides 
a review of the literature delineating the history and state of the art of Chicano/a psychology 
research and advocates taking an interdisciplinary approach. The contributors to this issue stress 
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makeup, we believe it is no longer helpful to assume that all Latino/as 

share similar psychological issues and responses. It is only by attempting 

to examine the psychology of Latino/a subgroups, that we can begin to 

differentiate between them. (p. 8) 

Chicano/a psychologists acknowledge their indebtedness to multicultural and 

Latino/a psychology. However, as the field of multicultural psychology has 

matured so have Chicano/a psychology’s needs to focus on the particular 

psychological needs of Chicanos/as. The critique is that a greater multitude of 

variables (than is accounted for in multicultural psychology) specific to each 

Latino/a ethnic group have a significant bearing on the experiences of these 

groups in the U.S. For instance, the proximity of Mexico to the Southwestern U.S. 

has had a significant impact on the shaping of ethnic identity, acculturation, and 

assimilation processes discussed in the psychological literature for Mexican 

Americans. As an example, the presence of informal networks and economies of 

"sister cities" on either side of the U.S.-Mexico border also has a bearing on 

identity (Rouse, 1991) and ambivalence about acculturating to the U.S. (Ainslie, 

1998).  

In contrast, the transnational migration patterns, the history of Puerto 

Ricans (along with Puerto Rico’s contested U.S. commonwealth status), or the 

                                                                                                                                     
the need for the inclusion of sociocultural variables, history, and politics in understanding the 
forces that serve to maintain Chicanas/os in a subaltern status relative to the U.S. majority group. 
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political refugee status of various Latin American groups, for instance, have a 

tremendous bearing on the minoritized subject’s ethnic identity, relationship to 

the U.S. as "host country," and relationship to (and identification with) the 

subject’s country of origin. As an example, the complex dynamics of migration, 

immigration, and emigration may produce quite a different psychological imprint 

for the first wave of Cuban exiles, for instance, who might differ radically in 

class, economic, and political affiliation, and mode of immigration (i.e., plane vs. 

boat vs. precarious rafts) than do the later Cuban émigrés to the U.S. These 

differential class and migration statuses can establish a different orientation 

towards the host country (JanMohamed, 1992). 

Pizarro and Vera review Chicano/a identity studies in psychology. 

Although identity studies have flourished within multicultural psychology, studies 

of Chicano or Mexican American identity have often been subsumed under 

broader categories of multi-ethnic or pan-Latino/a identity studies (McNeill, 

Prieto Niemann, Pizarro, Vera, & Gómez, 2001; Casas, 2001) until recently 

(Pizarro & Vera, 2001). The homogenizing tendencies of ethnic identity studies 

within psychology, and in particular for Latino/a groups, have made it challenging 

to interrogate the particularities of Mexican American or Chicano/a identity.  

However, in the January, 2001 issue of the The Counseling Psychologist cited 

previously, Pizarro and Vera (2001) provide a critical literature review of the state 

of Chicano/a ethnic identity studies that begins to address the problematics of 
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collapsing various ethnic groups into monolithic theories of minoritized identity. 

They make an important contribution to Chicano/a psychology by culling research 

specific to Chicano/a identity. In their review, they acknowledge that pan-Latino/a 

identity studies will not be included in their review due to their diminished power 

of these genericist studies in conveying the particularities of Chicano/a identity. 

Pizarro and Vera (2001) cite the problematics of social identity research, 

especially related to the great deal of variation in how identity studies have been 

designed and conducted (Pizarro & Vera, 2001; Keefe & Padilla, 1987). Identity 

research has generally utilized a variety of linear stage models to organize the 

developmental process identity development (Keefe & Padilla, 1987).47 Pizarro 

and Vera (2001) ground their discussion of the problematics of reductive models 

of Chicano/a identity by stating that these models can not possibly capture the 

shifts in identity (shifts which may occur depending on contextual factors or at 

differing instances) at play in the lived experiences of Chicanos/as. In addition, 

they cite the potentially deleterious effects of using reductive empirical 

approaches: 

Identity construction and development is a complicated process that is 

influenced by cultural variables of the client (e.g., age, gender, race), 

family variables (e.g., parental ethnic socialization), contextual variables 

                                                 
47 It is generally agreed that the constructs of ethnic and racial identity studies were adapted from 
psychoanalyst Erik Erikson’s developmental model of identity formation (Pizarro & Vera, 2001). 
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(e.g., academic environment, community factors), and the dynamics of 

enculturation and acculturation. For this reason, placing individuals into 

categories of ethnic identity and treating them based on the generic needs 

that have been established for the category may be ineffective and even 

harmful. (Pizarro & Vera, 2001, p. 111) 

Clearly, Pizarro and Vera take a firm stance in privileging cultural specificity in 

Chicano/a and multicultural psychology. 

 

C.  Psychohistories in Chicano/a Studies 

Chicano studies historian Ríos-Bustamante (2000) adds a historical 

element to the cultural specificity argument relevant for an exploration of 

Chicano/a identity. He cites the need for conducting psychological histories of 

Chicano/a subjects in his review of the range of scholarship that has taken place in 

Chicano/a studies. He states that there is a dearth of “psychohistories” concerning 

Chicano/a communities and selves that have not been addressed by current 

Chicano/a studies scholarship. He refers to the psycho-historical study of 

Chicanos/as as "an underdeveloped area [of study] with great potential" (p. 271) 

and cites an increased need for scholarship in this area.48 Although Ríos-

                                                                                                                                     
They state that Phinney was the first to apply Erikson’s ideas to ethnic identity development (p. 
100). 
48 Ríos-Bustamante (2000) states that “Psychohistory studies is an underdeveloped area with great 
potential, major works in this area include Rodolfo Alvarez, "The Psycho-Historical and 
Socioeconomic Development of the Chicano Community in the United States," Social Science 
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Bustamante does not elaborate on the particularities of his proposal, it raises a 

compelling question about how Chicano/a identity might be refigured over time in 

the face of crisis and change. 

 

                                                                                                                                     
Quarterly 53 (March 1973): 920–42; Mauricio Mazon, Zoot Suits Riots (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1984)” (p. 271). 
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IV. Philosophical Critiques of Multicultural Psychology 

 

Blaine Fowers and Frank Richardson (1996) provide an analysis of the 

philosophical underpinnings of multicultural psychology. They draw from moral 

philosopher Charles Taylor’s (1994) critique of multiculturalism and apply his 

analysis to multicultural psychology. They interpret multicultural psychology as a 

moral movement with an unacknowledged indebtedness to Western thought. 

Fowers and Richardson (1996) state: 

Multiculturalists generally do not acknowledge their debt to the Western 

ethical traditions that honor human dignity and authentic 

being…Multiculturalism strives to contextualize the individual and group 

with respect to culture and history, but it generally fails to be self-

reflective about the contextual sources of its own ethical ideals. (p. 613) 

In particular, they assert that the origins of multicultural psychology’s 

emancipatory interests were set in motion by Enlightenment notions of equality 

for all citizens.49 Fowers and Richardson (1996) argue that although many aspects 

of “multiculturalism represents what is best in us” (p. 609) in terms of its concern 

for human rights and dignity for all groups, it is also confused on several accounts 

                                                 
49 Charles Taylor (1989) also argues in Sources of the Self and his extended essay on the logic of 
multiculturalism that the social justice movements of the 1960s and ‘70s—which helped give rise 
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that lead to problematic internal inconsistencies with multiculturalism’s 

philosophical assumptions. 

 Fowers and Richardson (1996) argue that multicultural psychology 

undermines itself in four major ways. First of all, they argue that although 

multicultural psychology espouses respect and dignity for all cultures, they fail to 

fulfill this goal through their very critique of Western civilization, to which, 

ironically, multicultural psychology remains embedded and complicit (p. 613). 

Secondly, Fowers and Richardson (1996) argue that separatist strands of 

multiculturalism have increased the distance between some ethnic groups. They 

state: 

Intercultural distance is maintained out of concerns that interaction with 

the majority culture will overwhelm and impede the authentic wholeness 

of minority groups….Yet this isolating self-protection undermines and 

delegitimizes the intercultural dialogue that multiculturalists’ hope will 

enrich and enhance life for all. (Fowers & Richardson, 1996, p. 614) 

Although this point does not address the inequities implicit in the discourses 

available to marginalized groups, it raises important questions about the dialogues 

that might prove fruitful for all parties involved given unequal access to public 

discourses. 

                                                                                                                                     
to multicultural psychology—are part of a larger story in the West of the expansion of the rights of 
man set in motion by the Enlightenment notions of progress and equality. 
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The third internal contradiction cited by Fowers and Richardson (1996) 

involves multicultural psychology’s universalization of the ethical principle of 

cultural relativism. They state: 

The equal value of all cultures is central to multiculturalism, and this 

equality seems to require a radical relativism in which each culture can 

only be understood and evaluated on its own terms. The cultural neutrality 

of multiculturalism seems to require the abandonment of any standards for 

evaluating cultural norms and values at the risk of cultural imperialism. At 

the same time, the multicultural outlook relies on the universal principles 

of tolerance, respect, equality, and authenticity to justify and ensure the 

inviolability of cultures. (pp. 615-6) 

Given the confluence of radical demographic shifts, this concern seems rather 

timely. Fowers and Richardson (1996) place these opposing values in such a way 

to expose the contradictions inherent in these values of inclusion and “radical 

relativism.” 

The final internal contradiction in the logic of multiculturalism raised by 

Fowers and Richardson (1996) concerns the maxim to “accept and respect the 

unique character of all cultural groups” (p. 614). They argue that some cultural 

groups may go against other moral dictates of multiculturalism to end violence, 

hatred, and abuses of human rights (p. 615). Consequently, Fowers and 

Richardson (1996) state, “This may be the ultimate irony of multiculturalism—the 
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imposition of our ideals of tolerance and respect on other groups who hold 

ethnocentric or racist views!” (Fowers & Richardson, 1996, p. 615). They cite the 

history of the maltreatment of women across various cultures (e.g., involuntary 

virginity testing or female circumcision) as an example to support their position. 

Fowers and Richardson (1996) state: 

If we as psychologists tolerate these practices in the name of the dignity 

we wish to accord another culture, we seems to condone the subjugation 

and brutalization of women….This is indeed a cruel dilemma because it 

pits two of our deepest ethical principles against each other in a 

profoundly wrenching manner. (p. 615) 

Fowers and Richardson (1996) raise an important concern about how to navigate 

among competing cultural and individual values and ideologies. The questions 

raised by Fowers and Richardson raise further questions about the subject’s 

capacity to embody or tolerate paradox. Using the example cited by Fowers and 

Richardson (1996), How might an interpretive paradigm evaluate the very real 

possibility that a woman raised within the custom of female circumcision might 

view it as a sacred ritual? Indeed, this is a very difficult question for a Western 

rationalist metaphysics based on the notion of the unified subject to entertain. 

Recent explorations into the intersections of psychoanalysis and culture, on the 

other hand, propose to have the capacity to entertain the possibility of 

contradictory dialogues predicated on the notion of the split-subject. 
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V.  The Study of Culture in Psychoanalysis 

 

A.  Psychoanalysis Makes Gestures to Bridge the Impasse 

Historically dismissed by the multicultural movement in psychology 

(Javier, 1990; Moncayo, 1998; Rogler, Malgady, Costantino, & Blumenthal, 

1987), some theorists have made attempts to bridge the impasse between 

psychoanalysis and culturally diverse groups previously thought to be 

unamenable to or uninterested in psychoanalytic treatment (i.e., ethnic minorities, 

urban and rural poor, etc.) (Ainslie, 1995, 1998; Altman, 1995, 1996; Moncayo, 

1998; Adams, 1996; Javier, 1990, 1993, 1996). Critiques surfacing from within 

psychoanalysis claim that multicultural psychology’s scholarship fails to consider 

a depth perspective, thereby precluding the theorization of the interiority of 

minoritized subjects (Javier, 1990, 1996; Pérez Foster, 1996; Adams, 1996; 

Moncayo, 1998). Culturalist psychoanalytic approaches to minoritized 

subjectivity are similarly concerned with issues of race and ethnicity, among other 

cultural processes, as are proponents of multicultural psychology. However, they 

are distinct in that cultural factors are interpreted via the theoretical specificity 

that psychoanalysis can provide concerning the interior aspects of subjectivity 

(Javier & Rendon, 1995). 

 



 

113

 

 

B.  Utility of Insight-oriented Perspectives for Mexican Americans  

As cited in the previous chapter, multicultural psychologists orchestrated a 

schism with psychoanalysis (and Western psychology) in the 1970s in a political 

and ideological move to create their own space within the field of psychology. 

Proponents of multicultural psychology claimed that racial and ethnic minorities 

do not particularly value "insight." (Sue, 1981, p. 6) or an awareness of 

unconscious processes as part of their treatment needs (Sue, 1977, 1981; Ruiz, 

1981). Early multicultural psychologists claimed that ethnic and racial minorities 

would benefit more from sociotherapies, that is, the therapeutic attention to 

minoritized subjects’ material needs than from standard “talk” therapies (Sue, 

1977, 1981; Ruiz, 1981; Smith 1981). Participating in this epistemological coup, 

early (mostly male) Mexican American psychologists ignored findings which 

suggested that Mexican American women were more amenable to insight-

oriented forms of mental health treatment than were Mexican American men 

(Nieto Senour, 1977) and that Chicanos could benefit more from recent 

innovations in psychoanalytic theory and practice (Martinez, 1973). 

In 1973, Chicano psychiatrist Cervando Martinez published an article in 

the American Journal of Orthopsychiatry titled, “Community Mental Health and 

the Chicano Movement.”  Martinez articulates various points of overlap between 
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the values underpinning the community mental health movement and the Chicano 

movement, namely, the pursuit of social justice and its tie to greater mental health 

through the amelioration of sociocultural and psychological stressors of 

categorically oppressed groups (i.e., urban poor, women, ethnic minorities). 

Padilla, Ruiz, and Alvarez (1975), as discussed in the previous chapter, cite 

Martinez’s work in building their case against using traditional insight-oriented 

forms of mental health treatment and adopting alternative sociotherapeutic forms 

of treatment (e.g., community mental health model), however, they leave out a 

critical part of his argument. They state: 

This type of [socio-therapeutic intervention]… represents the flexibility 

that community mental health centers must adopt if they are to respond 

appropriately to the human problems of the SSS [Spanish-

speaking/surnamed population]. This point is elaborated in great detail by 

several writers (see especially Martinez, 1973) who agree that intrapsychic 

conflict represents only a small portion of the numerous human and social 

problems that trouble the SSS. (pp. 903-4) 

Although Martinez acknowledges and stresses the importance of attending to 

sociocultural variables, he does not deny the interpersonal and intrapsychic 

realities of poor ethnic minorities. Martinez (1973) states in the same article cited 

that, 
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the Chicano movement stresses that a mental health service should be 

prepared to deal with crises other than just the ones related to interpersonal 

or intrapsychic conflict. Unfortunately, this emphasis on the social and 

economic crises in life can lead some to the extreme position of denying 

intrapsychic conflict in the poor. (p. 599) 

Here Martinez critiques the use for which he is being appropriated by Padilla, 

Ruiz, and Alvarez’s proposal. 

The critical difference between Martinez’s point and Padilla, Ruiz, and 

Alvarez’s is that Padilla, Ruiz, and Alvarez argue for a break from insight-

oriented psychologies whereas Martinez makes an appeal to consider recent (in 

1973) innovations in psychoanalytic theory and practice without foreclosing on 

the extrapsychic realities essential for ensuring social justice for Chicanos. 

Martinez warns against inadvertently marginalizing the interpersonal and 

intrapsychic needs of the poor and ethnic minorities by only acknowledging their 

sociotherapy needs and denying the possibility of a rich interior life, however 

stressed by sociocultural realities. Martinez also states that the negative 

stereotypes derived from modernist psychoanalytic perspectives of Mexicans and 

Mexican-Americans as fatalistic or deficient by Octavio Paz and Díaz-Guerrero 

were shaped by outdated interpretive frameworks. Martinez makes a mild appeal 

to recover psychoanalysis, now a more contemporary one, for Chicanos although 

he does not cite which “innovative” theorists he is writing about. He denies the 
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essentialism, what he labels “psychopathogenic entity,” established by biologistic 

psychoanalytic perspectives and retains the value of exploring the interpersonal 

and intrapsychic lives of Chicanos. 

As evidence was disregarded that psychoanalysis might be a viable 

paradigm for some minoritized subjects, Chicano and multicultural psychology 

foreclosed on insight-oriented psychologies at the expense of not theorizing a 

culturally-situated unconscious. As a challenge to multicultural psychology, 

Adams (1996) claims that a multicultural psychoanalysis would acknowledge the 

“cultural dimension of the psyche” (p. xx) as well as the "profundity of the 

psyche," (p. 4). He argues that multicultural psychology forecloses on the richness 

and complexity that can be derived from an exploration of the intrapsychic 

realities of minoritized subjects. Javier argues against previous assumptions by 

both “minority mental health” and psychoanalysis that Latinos/as from 

economically stressed backgrounds are amenable to psychoanalytic interventions. 

In addition, Moncayo (1998) states that Lacanian psychoanalysis can help address 

the emancipatory interests of multicultural psychology while adding greater 

complexity to theories of ethnic subjectivity by resolving multicultural 

psychology’s complicity with positivism. Specifically for Latino/as/as, scholars 

such as Ainslie, Javier, and Moncayo have drawn from a variety of 

psychoanalytic theories in their work with Mexican American and other Latino/a 
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groups. Explorations of culture in psychoanalysis will be discussed in greater 

detail in Chapter Three. 

 

C.  Psychoanalytic Historiography Maps the Subject-in-process 

Social constructionist historiographers of subjectivity argue that 

significant shifts in communities and their subjects occur during times of crisis 

and change (Kristeva, 1995; Arens, 1998; Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002). They 

argue that shifts in subject formation can be mapped by tracking movements in a 

community’s discourse (including written texts) via the analysis of their narrative 

conventions (Arens, 1998). Arens (1998) states that in discourse analysis, 

any corpus of textual materials, can be used to track continuities and 

discontinuities among communities. That is, texts are also archives of 

statements that exemplify how knowledge was mapped and remapped in 

an era. Moreover…, subjects use the language and rhetoric (the discourse 

practices) of those maps of knowledge to define their own identities within 

their historical communities. (p. 28) 

Arens (1998) describes this type of psycho-historical study of communities and 

selves as "a new kind of historiographic analysis, tying analysis of signifying 

practices to crises in personal subjectivity, in political life, and in representational 

strategies—especially the crises that arise through historical change and 

revolution" (p. 23). 
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Psychoanalytically-oriented historical approaches to subjectivity, such as 

Arens’s, have arisen out of various integrations of structuralism and 

psychoanalysis, in particular, from the reformulations of Freudian psychoanalysis 

begun by Jacques Lacan. These perspectives oppose a static view of subjectivity, 

culture, and discourse. They theorize, instead, a dynamic view of the subject as 

the "subject-in-process" (Kristeva cited in Moi, 1986, p. 13) or “subject-in-crisis” 

(Mills, 1997, p. 34). Kristeva (1995) argues, for example, that the Western psyche 

has been transformed over time and is contemporaneously under siege (pp. 7-9). 

Her perspective is that a subject’s intrapsychic space is socially situated and 

therefore, inextricably connected to the historical processes that constitute it. 

Given the historical aspects implicit in Anaya’s claim that the Chicano psyche has 

been refigured over time, it stands to reason that a perspective that includes 

cultural specificity in addition to moving beyond a static view of Chicano/a 

identity will be well-suited for this study. 
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VI. Chicano/a and Multicultural Psychology Research Epistemologies 

 

A.  Multicultural Psychology’s use of Positivistic Research Methods 

Until recent years, multicultural psychology has traditionally drawn on 

positivistic research methodologies to assess the various issues relevant to ethnic 

minority groups (Pizarro & Vera, 2001; Ponterotto & Grieger, 1999; Suzuki, 

Prendes-Lintel, Wertlieb, & Stallings, 1999). However, not all who work to 

integrate culture into the field of psychology are in agreement with the positivistic 

methodological tenets privileged by Chicano/a and multicultural psychology, in 

particular (Moncayo, 1998; Pizarro & Vera, 2001), and mainstream psychology in 

general (Sciarra, 1999). Methodological critiques of multicultural psychology 

come from a variety of sources linked to cultural specificity (Pizarro & Vera, 

2001) and psychoanalytic critiques (Moncayo, 1998) cited previously in addition 

to broader critiques of social science epistemologies (Fowers & Richardson, 

1996; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Bernstein, 1976). The main thrust of these 

methodological critiques centers around the problematics of Chicano/a and 

multicultural psychology's embeddedness in positivistic research methodologies.  
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B.  Call for Innovations in Methodology in the Study of Chicano/a Identity  

The interdisciplinary work of Pizarro and Vera (2001) pushes the envelope 

of Chicano/a identity studies by calling for innovations in research 

methodologies. Pizarro and Vera's (2001) work critique the methodological 

sources of stage models of social identity for their reductive representations of 

Chicano/a culture, communities, and selves. They argue that positivistic empirical 

methods, such as those used to derive stage models, are not equipped to deal with 

broader and more cumbersome questions regarding the interrelationships of 

culture, identity, and Chicano/a epistemology (Pizarro & Vera, 2001). As an 

alternative, Pizarro and Vera (2001) propose a move towards the use of 

qualitative research methodologies in identity studies that can more readily 

capture the complexities of Chicano/a identity. They state:  

Without methodological innovation, research will remain bound by the 

constraining [positivistic] methods of academic 

traditions…Simultaneously, traditional research may continue to produce 

categorizations and correlations that gloss over the complexity of social 

identity and ignore the insights of Chicana/o epistemology. In short, there 

is a great need for researchers to acknowledge that effective scholarship 

will require a complex and carefully conceptualized, qualitative 

accounting of the unique forces, knowledge systems, and worldviews that 
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shape the identities of Chicanas/os over the course of their lives (Pizarro & 

Vera, 2001, pp. 110-111). 

Pizarro and Vera (2001) state that qualitative research allows for the individual 

voices of Chicano/a subjects to be heard. 

In addition to advocating for greater use of qualitative methodologies, 

Pizarro and Vera make a call for Chicano/a psychology to engage in more 

interdisciplinary collaborations encouraging a move beyond psychology’s history 

of insularity. Pizarro and Vera (2001) argue that qualitative methodologies, which 

are opened to interdisciplinary approaches, are needed to grasp these dynamic 

intersections of identity (p. 110). Pizarro and Vera (2001) state that, 

contributions from areas outside of counseling psychology such as ethnic 

studies have made important advances that help us consider how to move 

beyond the shortcomings of previous research on Chicana/o ethnic 

identity. For example, a myriad of Chicana feminist writers…have pushed 

the discourse on identity forward by suggesting that ethnic/racial, gender, 

sexual, and class identities are neither static nor firm; rather, they are 

continuously intersecting and evolving as a function of various social 

forces. (p. 110) 

From their interdisciplinary perspective, Pizarro and Vera (2001) erect less of a 

division between what constitutes proper social scientific knowledge. In addition, 

their position implies that psychological perspectives may not always capture the 
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complexity of ethnic subjects if quantitative methods remain the standard 

methodology for Chicano/a and multicultural psychology. 

 

C.  Chicano/a and Multicultural Psychology’s Complicity with Positivism 

Moncayo (1998) and Fowers and Richardson (1996) argue that 

multicultural psychology (including some Chicano/a psychology perspectives) is 

steeped in the positivist traditions of mainstream social science. These 

epistemological underpinnings they argue are replete with their own reductionistic 

and hegemonic tendencies which inadvertently occlude the cultural sensitivity 

these perspectives seek to embody. Ironically, while the emphasis on cultural 

factors in Chicano/a and multicultural psychology seeks to move beyond a 

Eurocentric psychological framework (Sue, 1981), they remain complicit with 

Western psychology in the normative claims implicit in their research methods. 

The implications for Chicano/a and multicultural psychology’s continued reliance 

on positivism and the relevance of qualitative research methodologies for 

historically-marginalized groups will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 

Four of the dissertation.
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VII.  Summarizing Challenges to Multiculturalism 

  

This chapter has reviewed some of the major challenges facing the 

philosophy of multiculturalism, multicultural and Chicano/a psychology, and 

Chicano/a identity studies. Despite the challenges to multicultural psychology, it 

is essential to acknowledge that the labors of several generations of ethnic 

minority psychologists have paved the way for this study. Multicultural 

psychology has been a major champion of the ethnic studies movements within 

psychology. It has contested problematic representations of minority groups and 

given voice to marginalized groups (including ethnic minority psychologists) 

within psychology. Multicultural psychology has created a space for the 

recuperation of misrepresentations of ethnic minority cultures and wrested them 

away from deficit-model social science perspectives. Although this study of 

Chicano/a political subjectivity remains deeply indebted to multicultural 

psychology—surely it would not have been possible without the opening of this 

space within the field of psychology—it must make a departure from it on 

epistemological grounds. At the same time this project seeks to retain the spirit of 

Chicano/a and multicultural psychology’s emancipatory interests in widening the 

space for minoritized subjects, in general, and Chicano/a subjects in particular.  
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This dissertation takes the position that current epistemologies of 

Chicano/a psychology are not equipped to address how narrative conventions 

figure into the intrapsychic and social realms of Chicano/a political subject 

positions. As the critique of cultural specificity demonstrates, the need to explore 

each group in its particularity remains lacking within Chicano/a psychology, 

although Pizarro and Vera (2001) cite evidence of a changing trend. This issue 

poses a problem for conducting a discourse analysis of three representations of 

politicized Chicano/a subject positions because Chicano/a (and multicultural) 

psychology’s epistemological frameworks, in general, have the tendency to 

homogenize and decontextualize the specific moments of Chicano/a identity. 

What is needed is an approach that is equipped to map the contextual, political, 

and historical realities that forged a space for politicized Chicano/a subject 

positions and their discourse communities to emerge and refigure themselves over 

time. Addressing the multiple facets of the research questions require a different 

reading of subjectivity, one that is interpretive and rides along more closely to the 

contours of the crises and changes in Chicano/a history and subjectivity that 

emerged since the Chicano civil rights movements. Pizarro and Vera’s (2001) 

discussion about the limitations of ethnic identity studies and the need to more 

effectively capture the complexity of Chicano/a subjectivity helps to demonstrate 

this point. 
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 Given its continued use of positivistic research methods and privileging of 

the social, Chicano/a psychology faces a challenge in simultaneously theorizing 

about cultural specificity and mapping the interiority of Chicano/a political 

subjectivity. Recent culturalist perspectives in psychoanalysis, however, make the 

claim that they are prepared to address the interiority and cultural specificity of 

ethnic minorities (Moncayo, 1998; Pérez Foster, 1996). As discussed previously, 

neither multicultural nor Chicano/a psychology has theorized about the interiority 

of ethnic minority subjectivity beyond assessing subjects’ attitudes and beliefs, 

yet do so using positivistic methodologies. Multicultural and Chicano/a 

psychology have remained suspicious of the utility of interrogating the materiality 

of psychic life. That is, multicultural psychology and Chicano/a psychology have 

not been open to exploring the reality of how internal or unconscious experience 

may impinge upon, direct, and mediate the materiality of Chicanos/as’ and other 

ethnic minorities’ social lives. 

It is quite understandable that multicultural psychology and Chicano/a 

psychology would have moved away from this mode of inquiry given that 

mainstream social science, including medicalized psychoanalysis, have had a 

tendency to pathologize cultural deviations from Western individualistic cultural 

norms. Because of this sting created by mainstream social science, it makes sense 

that multicultural psychology and Chicano/a psychology have preoccupied 

themselves with righting the wrongs of mainstream social science and psychology 
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while steering away from the need for greater self-reflexivity and self-critique that 

might seem to come uncomfortably close to deficit thinking (i.e., blaming the 

victim or deficit culture model). Therefore its emancipatory interest has 

understandably been recuperative at the expense of acknowledging its 

indebtedness to Western psychology among other intellectual traditions. Chapter 

Three will discuss psychoanalytic alternatives that propose to address intrapsychic 

specificity of ethnic minorities without reducing their sociopolitical interests to 

psychological processes. 
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Chapter Three 

From Chicano/a Psychology to Chicano/a Psychoanalysis 

 

I. Bridging the Epistemological Divide between Chicano/a Psychology and 

Psychoanalysis 

 

The schism between Chicano/a psychology and psychoanalysis (and 

Western psychology in the U.S.) has persisted for more than thirty years. Since 

the 1970s, multicultural psychology and psychoanalysis have evolved in parallel 

with little dialogue until recent years (Adams, 1996; Perez Foster, 1996; 

Moncayo, 1998). Efforts led primarily by ethnic minority psychologists have led 

to greater attention to cultural factors in psychology as cited previously 

(Yamamoto, 2000; Sue, Bingham, Porché-Burke, & Vasquez, 1999; Jackson, 

1995) while psychoanalysis in the U.S. has diversified itself beyond a medicalized 

psychoanalytic perspective (Mitchell & Black, 1995). This chapter will discuss 

the problematics that Chicano/multicultural psychology's and psychoanalysis' 

persistent exiles from one another pose for conducting a study on ways that 

Chicano/a’s politicized discourses figure into the formation of Chicano/a subject 

positions. Outlining these issues will lay the groundwork for situating this study 

within a psychoanalytic framework that mines the interiority and exteriority of 
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subjectivity, while honoring the political commitments of Chicano/a cultural 

studies.  

The chapter will also discuss the diversification of psychoanalysis, outline 

the problematics of positivistic psychoanalytic perspectives, and cite advances in 

the study of culture in psychoanalysis. Multicultural psychology’s and 

psychoanalysis’ respective complicities with logical positivism will be discussed 

in addition to why their complicity poses problems for assessing Chicano/a 

politicized identities from within the field of psychology.  Finally, the chapter will 

demonstrate that Lacanian and post-Lacanian perspectives are well-suited to 

inform a psychoanalytically-oriented discourse analysis of Chicano and Chicana 

political subject positions. 
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II. The Diversity of Psychoanalysis: From a One-person to a Three-person 

Psychoanalysis 

 

A.  Transformation of Psychoanalysis 

While multicultural psychology has been evolving into the fourth force in 

psychology since creating a schism with Western psychology, psychoanalysis has 

been embroiled in a complex period of crisis and change (Fromm, 1970; Mitchell 

& Black, 1995). In actuality, psychoanalysis has been engaged in the dynamic 

process of refiguring itself since before it was exported from Vienna, and long 

before multicultural psychology emerged on the scene of psychological theory 

and practice. Following Freud's exile from Vienna, factions of the psychoanalytic 

diaspora (largely in the U.S., Britain, and France) re-formed themselves in 

accordance with the national culture of their particular host countries.50 Heald, 

Deluz, and Jacopin (1994) remark that, "different national traditions have 

interpreted the Freudian corpus in remarkably different ways" (p. 3). They argue 

that each country has had a primary preoccupation with one of the pillars of 

Freud’s tripartite theory of mind. 

                                                 
50 Although divisions occurred within psychoanalysis prior to its diaspora (e.g., Freud’s impasses 
with Carl Jung, Alfred Adler, and Otto Rank), it is the process that followed Freud’s departure 
from Vienna that will be discussed. 
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To draw with a very broad brush, the Freudian tropos of ego, super-ego 

and id has been differently developed and elaborated, so that much 

American psychoanalysis has been seen to address itself to the nature and 

structure of the ego. In contrast, British psychoanalysis of the Kleinian 

persuasion has developed the deep moral implications involved in the 

creation of the super-ego, while the 'French Freud', as represented in the 

writings of Lacan, takes the unconscious as the true realm for 

psychoanalytic explorations. (Heald, Deluz, & Jacopin, 1994, p. 4) 

According to this analysis, each of the countries listed took a component of 

Freud's triadic theory of the mind and tethered a distinct psychoanalytic tradition 

around it. The result has been a rich and divergent near-century-long history of 

distinct theoretical innovations. These trajectories were later engaged in a process 

of national and international hybridization, even as orthodox Freudians have 

sought to remain true to the literal word of the Freudian corpus.51 

 

B.  One-person Psychoanalysis: Freud and Ego Psychology 

The transformation of psychoanalysis in the U.S., with its focus on the 

ego, began with its co-optation by the psychiatric establishment following Freud’s 

famed visit to the United States in 1909 (Rendon, 1996; Moncayo, 1998; Ingleby, 

1980).  By 1911, one year after the founding of the International Psychoanalytic 
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Association, the American Psychoanalytic Association was established.  Soon 

thereafter, eager to gain acceptance and legitimacy in the post-Freudian diaspora, 

the nascent U. S. psychoanalytic movement entered into an epistemological pact 

with medical psychiatry. This accord dominated the psychoanalytic movement for 

the former part of the 20th century (Rendon, 1996). The medicalization of 

psychoanalysis, that is, the marriage of the medical model with psychoanalysis, 

gained ascendancy in the U.S. while psychoanalytic psychiatrists gained 

institutional power and greater earning potential.  This form of psychoanalytic 

theory and clinical practice, modeled after the natural sciences, came to be 

referred to as ego psychology. In addition, the training of psychoanalysts was 

restricted to the medical profession, a move that was counter to Freud’s (1989) 

vision for psychoanalysis as reflected in “The Question of Lay Analysis” (Gay, 

1989). Medical psychoanalysis proposed to evolve beyond the primacy of Freud’s 

radical theory of the unconscious by focusing on the subject’s adaptation to 

society.52 Now firmly rooted in and driving the psychiatric establishment, 

psychoanalysis swiftly became the jealous guardians of the mental hygiene 

movement, exercising epistemological dominion over the ever elusive interface 

between psyche and soma.  Out of this milieu, a now-medicalized psychoanalysis 

fashioned a hybrid of positivistic social science, conservative criteria for patient 

                                                                                                                                     
51  See Freud and Beyond by Mitchell and Black (1995). 
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analyzability, and an assimilationist vision of mental health which hailed the 

centripetal norms of an individualistic U.S. society. Thus ego psychology set the 

stage for a contentious history of American psychoanalytic orthodoxies and their 

heretics (Jacoby, 1975). These variants of the earliest reformulations of Freud’s 

theories have been referred to as one-person psychoanalytic perspectives (Altman, 

1996; Moncayo, 1998), to distinguish them from two- and three-person 

psychoanalytic perspectives, which will be discussed in the following sections. 

 

C.  Two-person Psychoanalysis: Mapping Intersubjectivity 

 The two-person psychoanalytic perspectives have reworked Freudian 

psychoanalysis and ego-psychology to include a theory of intersubjectivity. 

Psychoanalytic perspectives that acknowledge intersubjective phenomena include 

the psychoanalytic schools such as object relations, self psychology, 

interpersonal, and other intersubjective models. Intersubjective psychoanalytic 

perspectives are now well established within psychoanalysis. During their 

development, however, two-person psychoanalytic approaches represented a 

radical shift away from the biological determinacy of Freud’s view of the subject. 

They place a greater emphasis on the infant’s development within a social milieu, 

in particular, the social environment of the infant, mother, and father triad. Within 

                                                                                                                                     
52 According to some of it critics, ego psychology concentrated on the realm of normative states of 
personality and character formation for the purposes of fostering higher functioning subjects in 
American capitalist society (Moncayo, 1998; Rendon, 1996; Ingleby, 1980) 
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the analytic encounter in two-person psychoanalytic perspectives, Altman (1996) 

states that, “The analyst is considered an inevitable participant, while remaining 

an observer, of the interpersonal field….As a full participant in the interpersonal 

field, the analyst’s subjectivity is a relevant, even crucial element in some 

versions of a two-person model” (p. 198).  

 

D.  Three-person Psychoanalysis: The Cultural Turn in Psychoanalysis 

Three-person psychoanalytic approaches take a closer look at cultural 

phenomena. What distinguishes a three-person psychoanalytic approach from a 

strictly one- or two-person psychoanalytic approach is its focus on the dynamic 

interrelationship among cultural processes, intersubjectivity, and intrapsychic 

space (Altman, 1996; Moncayo, 1998).  This approach differs from a one-person 

psychoanalytic approach in that it does not interpret cultural processes as 

primarily an extension of the ego, unconscious, or some other psychobiological 

process (Altman, 1996; Mitchell & Black, 1995). In addition, it does not 

presuppose that intrapsychic space is acultural, standing outside of time and place. 

A three-person approach differs from a strictly two-person approach in that it 

looks at the relevance of cultural processes beyond its manifestation in the 

intersubjective domain, that is, beyond connections between people. The three-

person position argues that these interrelationships are more complex and 

multiply-determined than a deft mapping of intersubjective space alone can 
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account for. A three-person psychoanalysis legitimizes a place within 

psychoanalysis to look at the cultural influences at play in intersubjectivity and 

the culturally constituted aspects of the psyche. The workings of culture, then, 

become integral to a psychoanalytic understanding rather than being filtered 

through the reductive lenses of a psychobiological or purely intersubjective 

psychoanalysis.53 

Michael Vannoy Adams’s (1996) illustrates his vision of a three-person 

psychoanalytic perspective in his explorations of race and the unconscious in his 

book, The Multicultural Imagination. In his critique of one- and two-person 

stances, Adams (1996) argues that, “psychoanalysis has still not adequately taken 

into account the cultural dimension of the psyche” (p. xx), that is, “the presence 

and influence of cultural factors in the psyche” (p. xx). He states psychoanalysis 

has remained preoccupied with intrapsychic and intersubjective phenomena and 

has not attended to the cultural context in which psyche and intersubjectivity 

emerge and remain embedded. He argues that, “Although psychoanalysis is no 

longer exclusively ‘intrapsychic’ (if it ever was) but is now also ‘interpersonal’, 

‘object relational’, ‘interactional’, or ‘intersubjective’, it remains insufficiently 

cultural” (Adams, 1996, p. xx). Adams acknowledges the progression of 

                                                 
53 Advocates of two-person psychoanalysis argue that one-person models are not equipped to 
consider interpersonal issues because of their emphasis on drive theory, which ignores the 
subject’s relationship to his or her surrounds. Altman (1996) states that: “Drive theory seeks to 
view all psychological phenomena as transformations of drives and defenses against those drives. 
Within a drive-theoretical, one-person model, then, material related to race, culture, or class is 
viewed as the surface manifestation of deeper drive-defense conflicts” (p. 198). 
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psychoanalysis in the social domain from a closed-system perspective that reads 

culture through a psychobiological lens to one that is interactive. However, he 

maintains that psychoanalysis does not go far enough to incorporate the realm of 

cultural influences.  

According to Adams (1996) a closer look at cultural influences would 

necessitate a shift in emphasis away from psychoanalysis’ privileging of what he 

calls the “family romance” of psychoanalysis. The term “family romance” refers 

to the centrality throughout the history of psychoanalysis afforded to the 

dynamics of the infant-mother-father triad and its attendant theory of sexuality. 

Adams implies that the overemphasis on the particularities of the Western family 

triad, along with the mandate to separate and individuate from the parental dyad 

in ways typical to Western culture has become naturalized, that is, taken as a 

universal. As a result, Western cultural norms have become the cultural backdrop 

from which psychoanalysis has derived its interpretive paradigm, norms which it 

presupposes to be ubiquitous, acultural, and universal. In his analysis then, 

interpreting the dynamics of the family romance in a prescriptive way is itself a 

cultural product of the West. 54   

To remedy the undue emphasis on the family romance, Adams (1996) 

advocates for decentering the role that sexuality has had on theories of the 

unconscious. He calls on psychoanalysis to make a commitment to inquire into 
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the racial and cultural aspects of the unconscious. Adams (1996) proposes a 

multicultural psychoanalysis as a way to deal with this lack. He states, "A 

genuinely multicultural psychoanalysis would provide us with an opportunity to 

inquire into the 'raciality' (as we have already done with sexuality) of the 

unconscious" (Adams, 1996, p. xx). Finding support for this mode of inquiry, 

Adams refers to Jung's notion of analyzing without reducing, arguing instead for 

identifying the "typical components" of the psyche. By “typical components” 

Adams is referring to the major aspects of subjectivity that can be theorized as 

organizing psychic life, such as sexuality, gender, and race.55 This reading of a 

more democratic unconscious asserts that any one of the typical components of 

the psyche may hold prominence over any another component.  

Three-person psychoanalytic approaches vary widely in their indebtedness 

to previous psychoanalytic perspectives and, therefore, in their respective 

interpretive stances. Adam’s perspective is one of several that have surfaced 

within psychoanalysis. The majority of three-person accounts involve a 

hybridization of intrapsychic and intersubjective perspectives with divergent 

approaches taken towards the investigation of cultural processes. Adams (1996) 

and some authors in Reaching Across Boundaries of Culture and Class (1996), 

for instance, forge a hybrid of psychoanalytic perspectives with multicultural 

                                                                                                                                     
54 Some theorists argue that the focus on the family romance is a derivative of the West’s 
industrial age and the subsequent isolation of the nuclear family (Adams, 1996; Butler, 1993). 
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psychology perspectives. These theorists’ interests are in providing mental health 

treatment services to U.S. immigrants and ethnic minorities using a culturally-

sensitive psychoanalytic approach. Neil Altman (1995) draws from relational 

psychoanalysis for his work with ethnic minorities living in inner-city 

neighborhoods. In an interdisciplinary vein, theorists such as Ricardo Ainslie 

(1995, 1998, 2003) bring together ethnographic methods, documentary film, 

photography, and psychoanalysis. Three-person psychoanalytic approaches such 

as Ainslie’s address the importance of intrapsychic and intersubjective specificity 

all the while attending to the cultural specificity central to ethnographic methods. 

Other three-person approaches to the study of culture in psychoanalysis are 

indebted to Jacques Lacan’s revisions of Freud, which integrate structural 

linguistics with psychoanalysis. 

 

                                                                                                                                     
55 Slavoj Zizek (1994) would add social class to this set of components. Zizek argues using a 
Marxist psychoanalytic perspective that the most fundamental unit of the unconscious is social 
class. 
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III. Psychoanalysis Refigured for U.S. Ethnic Minorities 

 

A. Bridging the Impasse   

Within the last decade there has been a move by some proponents of 

three-person psychoanalytic perspectives to address the rift between multicultural 

psychology and psychoanalysis. Scholars who are committed to understanding 

both the interiority and exteriority of minoritized subjectivities have made recent 

attempts to bridge the epistemological divide between Chicano/a and 

multicultural psychology and psychoanalysis by reworking psychoanalytic 

epistemologies. These efforts have taken shape within three-person 

psychoanalytic and cultural studies circles, while Chicano/a and multicultural 

psychology scholars continue to stay away from such integrative efforts. To date, 

relatively little has been written within Chicano/a and multicultural psychology 

that theorizes, or even acknowledges, the intrapsychic space of minoritized 

subjects. Scholars in the psychoanalytic arena have begun to address the complex 

process of simultaneously attending to sociocultural space alongside minoritized 

subjects' interior space (Ainslie, 1995, 1998, 2003; Altman, 1995; Javier, 1990, 
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1996; Javier & Rendon, 1995; Adams, 1996; Moncayo, 1998; and Rendon, 1993, 

2001). 56 

 

B. Neil Altman: Psychoanalysis in the Inner-city 

From these intersubjective, culturalist perspectives, a great deal more 

attention is paid to how sociocultural forces are duplicated in the transference and 

countertransference between analysand and psychoanalyst (Altman, 1995). 

Altman (1995) demonstrates the way in which an analysand who is experiencing 

significant levels of socioeconomic deprivation might have a corresponding 

intrapsychic feeling of deprivation. He then discusses how the interplay between 

the analysand’s inner and social life might come to play itself out in his or her 

experience (i.e., transference) of the analyst. Filled with internalizations from the 

outside world, the client attempts to make the analyst feel these states of 

deprivation by engaging in behaviors such as missing or being late for sessions. 

These subverting behaviors destabilize the analytic relationship whereby the 

analysand attempts to symbolically take control of his chaotic inner reality 

because that is how his material reality makes him feel. From this perspective, 

culture gets worked out in the intersubjective space between analyst and 

analysand. 

                                                 
56 See, for instance, Reaching across Boundaries of Culture and Class: Widening the Scope of 
Psychotherapy for a collection of writings that seek to articulate a multicultural psychoanalytic 
perspective. 
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C.  Sources of the Schism 

Some of the earliest mentions of the impasse between psychoanalysis and 

minority mental health clinicians dealt directly with the uses of psychoanalytic 

treatment with Latinos/as. Reference to the impasse emerged out of the 

psychoanalytic scene in New York City.57 Rogler, Malgady, Costantino, and 

Blumenthal (1987) make reference to the impasse in their discussion of clinicians’ 

work with Latinos in the inner-city neighborhoods of New York. They cite the 

contentions from the minority mental health camp and the corresponding reaction 

by psychoanalysts. Rogler, Malgady, Costantino, and Blumenthal (1987) state: 

Frontline mental health practitioners working in inner-city, economically 

depressed, Hispanic neighborhoods were among the first to level criticism 

at insight-oriented psychoanalytic therapy as both uneconomical and 

irrelevant to the context of Hispanic life….For this reason, few 

psychoanalytic therapists sought to address Hispanics’ emotional 

problems, and a pervasive view developed that insight-oriented techniques 

                                                 
57 Some clinicians and theorists in the inner-city clinics in New York City have long been aware of 
an ambivalent relationship between psychoanalysis and the treatment of ethnic minorities 
(Papouchis, 2000). The issue of using psychoanalytic principles to treat ethnic minorities 
continues to preoccupy those working in inner-city clinics who work from a psychoanalytic 
perspective and with a majority of their caseload comprised of ethnic minority and immigrant 
patients (Altman, 1995). In Reaching across Boundaries of Culture and Class anecdotal 
references are made to this issue that is well-known among the various psychoanalytic 
communities in New York City. 
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were too esoteric to respond to the massive stresses impinging on the 

majority of Hispanic clients. (p. 567) 

Here the argument is framed in terms of clinicians’ disavowal of psychoanalysis 

which led to psychoanalysis not engaging Latinos in psychoanalytic treatment. 
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IV. Psychoanalytic Appraisals of Latino/a and Chicano/a Subjectivity 

 

A. Dearth of Scholarship: Psychoanalysis and Latinos/as 

To date very little scholarship has been conducted within the 

psychoanalytic arena that addresses using psychoanalytic theory and practice with 

Latinos and Latinas. The work of Javier (1990, 1992, 1996), Pérez Foster (1996), 

Rendon (1996), and Moncayo (1998) are a few exceptions. Even less has been 

written concerning people of Mexican descent residing in the U.S. (cf: Ainslie 

1995, 1998) from within the field of psychology. 58 Javier was one of the first 

scholars to write about the use of psychoanalytic principles with low-income 

Latino patients from a salutary perspective (cf: Javier 1990). 

Three years after Rogler, Malgady, Costantino, and Blumenthal’s article 

was published, Javier (1990) builds his case arguing that, contrary to previous 

assumptions, that Latinos are amenable to psychoanalytic treatment. He analyzes 

the sources of the schism in greater detail by teasing apart the misconceptions that 

                                                 
58 A small number of interdisciplinary works outside the field of psychology have explored 
psychoanalytic concepts and Mexican American culture directly (Paz, 1985; Mazón, 1984; 
Alarcón, 1989; Pérez, 1999). An extension of this type of interdisciplinary work involves the 
joining of Chicano cultural, sociopolitical, and psychoanalytic specificity with a psychohistorical 
analysis of Chicano subjectivity. Pérez (1999) approaches such a perspective in her recent 
postmodernist work, The Decolonial Imaginary:  Writing Chicanas into History. Although not 
predominantly psychoanalytic in her perspective, Pérez does draw on psychoanalytic theory to 
map some facets of Chicana subjectivity through history and cultural space. Paz’s and Pérez’s 
work will be discussed in greater detail in Part II, in the discourse analysis sections of the 
dissertation.  
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led to an impasse from both sides. Javier (1990) states that, “The underlying 

assumption…is that poor Hispanics are uninterested in exploration or are unable 

to engage in exploratory [i.e., insight-oriented] psychotherapy due to the negative 

impact of the ‘culture of poverty’” (p. 305). Javier argues that the schism occurred 

not just from multicultural psychology distancing itself from psychoanalysis, but 

from psychoanalysis’ problematic view of poor Latinos as “psychologically 

unsophisticated” and therefore unanalyzable, that is, untreatable, by 

psychoanalytic means. Javier cites multicultural psychology’s turn to alternative 

treatments—the turn to sociotherapies discussed in Chapter One—in response to 

the multiply-determined problematics of psychoanalytic treatment for ethnic 

minorities. Javier attributes the impasse on the side of psychoanalysis to the issue 

of patient analyzability and the categorical treatment of poor Latinos from a 

“culture of poverty” perspective. Writing from within the psychoanalytic arena, 

Javier dedicates the majority of his thesis to deconstructing the ‘culture of 

poverty’ argument (a culture-deficit perspective of ethnic minorities) that he 

claims underpins the epistemological biases inherent in the concept of patient 

analyzability.59  

 

                                                 
59 The controversial issue of patient analyzability predates the schism between multicultural 
psychology and psychoanalysis. The question of analyzability concerns the suitability of a 
potential analysand (i.e., patient) for psychoanalytic treatment. The notion behind the capacity to 
be psychoanalyzed concerns the degree of psychological sophistication of the potential analysand. 
Psychological sophistication is related to the quality of psychological and emotional resources 
available to the individual, typically referred to as ego strength or ego capacity. 
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B.  Javier Links Patient Analyzability to ‘Culture of Poverty’ Bias 

 In order to organize his argument against a deficit-culture view of 

economically subjugated Latinos, Javier cites Oscar Lewis’s highly contested 

notion of the “culture of poverty.” He explored the problematic assumptions about 

the psychological effects of the culture of poverty on individuals. Javier 

demonstrates that the sequelae predicted from a life of poverty inversely parallel 

the criteria for patient analyzability. For instance, Javier (1990) states that, 

according to Lewis’s assessment, individuals from the culture of poverty, “tend to 

suffer from weak ego structure, pathological superego functions, confusion of 

sexual identity, and lack of impulse control” (p. 306). In addition, Lewis’s 

position asserts that people from the culture of poverty have, “an impaired 

capacity for object relations” and “a high tolerance for psychological pathology of 

all sorts” (Javier, 1990, p. 306). Javier also expresses his concern that these 

proposed psychological effects of the poor are uncomfortably similar to criteria 

describing the borderline personality. Javier (1990) argues that this perspective, 

“suggests that poverty produces severe pathology characterized by poor and 

persecutory internalized objects, leading to disruptive transferential 

manifestations” (p. 306).  

From the culture of poverty perspective, then, there is a gross conflation of 

racio-ethnic and class factors with severe pathology, a view that led to the 

medicalization of cultural difference cited in Chapter One. Various writers in 
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addition to Javier argue that ethnic minorities and the urban poor are amenable to 

psychoanalytic psychotherapy. The more conservative revisionists argue that 

regardless of the pathology or psychological states of deprivation created by harsh 

socioeconomic conditions, psychoanalysis can work from there as a starting point 

and strive to help the socially and economically deprived analysand “shore up” 

their ego resources in order to prepare them for insight-oriented treatment. Javier 

(1990) states, for instance,  

I have witnessed the growth of many of my poor Hispanic patients who 

were able to take advantage of psychoanalytic interventions in various 

degrees. Although many of these individuals required a period of didactic 

approach in which they learned a new “conceptual matrix,” that is, a 

verbal reformulation of their symptoms and the importance of their 

dynamic personal history (Olarte and Lenz, 1984), they were eventually 

able to appreciate the importance of insights on the modification of their 

condition. (p. 309) 

In addition, he argues that it is the responsibility of the psychoanalyst to meet the 

patient at their level of need, “rather than to evaluate the appropriateness of the 

analyst’s action in terms of the degree to which he/she adheres to ‘analytic 

standards’” (Javier, 1990, p. 309). 
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C. Psychoanalysis and Cultural Specificity 

While Javier moves towards mapping the intrapsychic specificity of the 

Latino/a subject, he replicates the same problematic practice done by 

multicultural psychology. He does so by homogenizing divergent Latino groups 

and lumping them into the generic category of “Hispanic.” Pérez Foster, Rendon, 

and Moncayo likewise recreate this same problem by addressing Latinos as a 

singular group and not interrogating the particularity of one or another Latino/a 

group. Although Moncayo (1998) groups Latinos/as into one category, the case 

study he presents involves his treatment of a woman who is a Mexican immigrant 

living in the U.S. 

 

D. Intrapsychic and Cultural Specificity 

Ainslie (1995, 1998), on the other hand, maps intrapsychic specificity and 

cultural specificity by combining psychoanalysis and cultural anthropology in his 

appraisals of Mexican immigrant and Mexican American communities. In No 

Dancin’ in Anson, for example, Ainslie’s (1995) interdisciplinary approach draws 

on psychoanalysis and ethnographic methods to provide an account of a small 

Texas community divided by ethnic strife, divergent cultural values, and radical 

demographic change. In his use of a psychoanalytically-oriented ethnography, 

Ainslie (1995) demonstrates—by mapping the community’s social and inner 

conflicts—that what happens on the social plane gets represented intrapsychically. 
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What distinguishes Ainslie work from other psychoanalytic thinkers is that he 

steps outside of the consulting room and into the field. At the same time, his work 

is distinct from other ethnographies that draw on psychoanalysis in that he brings 

his clinical wisdom into the ethnographic scene. 

 

E. Lacanian Psychoanalysis and the Emancipatory Interests of 

Psychoanalysis 

Moncayo’s (1998) work draws on Lacanian psychoanalysis to address the 

emancipatory interests of Latinos/as and other ethnic minority groups. In his 

attempt to bridge the gap between psychoanalysis and multicultural psychology, 

Moncayo (1998) argues that both psychoanalysis and multicultural psychology 

have contributed to a rift which, if mended, could prove beneficial in attending to 

the sociopolitical interests of ethnic minorities. He states: 

From the ideological underpinnings of both dominant and minority 

groups, many inaccurate clinical observations and generalizations have 

been derived regarding the kinds of interventions that may benefit the 

various cultural groups. I argue that both sides need to be held responsible 

for a portion of the responsibility for what has led to the historical 

misunderstanding between minorities and psychoanalysis in the United 

States….[T]he dominant European culture can no longer afford not to 

listen to the concerns of cultural minorities, and it may have to reconsider 
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and develop some of its own assumptions. Minority groups, on the other 

hand, may be neglecting and underusing many point of convergence 

between psychoanalytic theory and practice and their own emancipatory 

interests. (Moncayo, 1998, pp. 263-4) 

The points of convergence Moncayo references concern the political utility of 

psychoanalysis, particularly, the theories of Jacques Lacan (Zizek, 1994; Frosh, 

1999; Stavrakakis, 1999).60 Moncayo discusses the political implications of 

psychoanalysis’ and multicultural psychology’s complicity with positivism and its 

normative claims. Moncayo argues that a Lacanian psychoanalytic approach can 

honor the sociopolitical commitments of ethnic minorities because it creates a 

theory for reworking multicultural psychology’s and psychoanalysis’ complicity 

with logical positivism and opens psychoanalysis up to a dialogue with the social. 

Moncayo (1998) states that Lacan's reading of Freudian psychoanalysis, 

based on a sociolinguistic model of subjectivity, provides a way of understanding 

the complex interrelationship between psychological and social reality. Moving 

beyond the biologistic-read-positivistic elements of Freudian theory, according to 

Moncayo (1998), opens up psychoanalysis for political use because it steps 

outside of the self-as-organism view and moves towards a socially-constructed 

view of the subject. Lacan creates this possibility by demonstrating how the 

conventions of speech and language serve as the means by which the connections 
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between the two realms can be mapped out. Lacan’s socially-situated 

developmental theory will be discussed in the following sections.  

 

                                                                                                                                     
60 Moncayo (1998) makes mention of the fact that Lacanian psychoanalysis is popular in Latin 
America, in part, because it is amenable to the political interests of Latin American subjects. 
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V.  Jacques Lacan’s Return to Freud 

 

A.  Lacan's Reinterpretation of Psychoanalysis 

Lacan's interpretation of psychoanalysis made a dramatic departure from 

the diaspora of psychoanalysts who entrusted themselves to carry Freud's vision 

into the post-Freudian era. The trustees of psychoanalysis, largely in Britain and 

the U.S., moved away from Freud's emphasis on the unconscious and intrapsychic 

conflict. Instead, they sought to extend Freud’s theories by exploring the 

processes of normal development and adaptation to the social world.61 As 

mentioned by Heald, Deluz, and Jacopin (1994), they focused largely on 

processes related to the ego and superego. Lacan, on the other hand, initiated his 

“return to Freud” by maintaining Freud’s emphasis on the unsettling terrain of the 

unconscious. Along the path of his return to Freud, however, he was to radically 

transform Freud’s theories to incorporate other disciplines, which remain a source 

of controversy for the mainstream psychoanalytic establishment that continues to 

this day. 

 

                                                 
61 The core of the post-Freudian diaspora branched out into two major schools of thought: (1) 
Anna Freud’s developments and ego psychology and (2) the reinterpretations of Freudian theory 
by Melanie Klein. Anna Freud and ego psychology retained Freud’s drive theory while shifting 
their focus towards normal human development and the resolution of psychic conflict. Klein and 
the British Object Relations school placed a greater emphasis on the preoedipal aspects of human 
development. Mitchell and Black (1995) state, “All these theoretical traditions that branched off 
from Freud’s opus began to address, in one fashion or another, problems of normal development 
and the impact of the environment and early relationships” (p. 24). 
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B.  Lacan’s Theory of the Psyche and the Social 

Lacan’s notions of the unconscious and of the subject’s interiority are 

fundamentally tied to the social. Lacan theorizes the psyche as a linguistically-

mediated and culturally-situated intrapsychic realm, thereby displacing Freud’s 

reading of soma as the sole arbiter of the "psychic apparatus." Lacan distanced 

himself from the biologistic aspects of Freud's drive-structure model of the 

psyche. He chose, instead, to focus on the interpretive elements of Freud’s talking 

cure rather than its biologistic ones.62 His most radical departure, however, was in 

his translation of Freud’s theories from the language of science into the languages 

of philosophy, anthropology, logic, and structural linguistics.63 He moved away 

from Freud’s biologistic metaphor of the self-as-organism to a sociolinguistic 

interpretation of a self-as-socially-configured subject. Lacan goes to the heart of 

the principal currency of the talking cure—the subject’s speech. He creates a 

central awareness of how the subject’s speech is tied to the social, of how speech 

is fundamentally social and precedes the subject’s appropriation of it. Lacan 

(2002c) states that, 

                                                 
62 Rustin (1995) makes reference to a split in Freud’s corpus between a rationalist scientific (i.e., 
objectivist) thread and an interpretive (i.e., hermeneutic) one. Lacan followed his interpretive 
emphasis and reworked Freud’s biologistic elements in an interpretive vein. This point will be 
discussed further in the theory and methods chapter to follow. 
63 Lacan made psychoanalysis an interdisciplinary theory although he insisted that Freud’s work 
was also derived from other disciplines. Lacan (2002a) states, “We need but thumb through the 
pages of Freud’s work for it to become abundantly clear that he regarded a history of languages 
[langue]and institutions, and the resonances—whether attested to or not in human memory—of 
literature and of the significations involved in works of art, as necessary to an understanding of the 
text of our experience; indeed, Freud himself found his inspiration, ways of thinking, and arsenal 
of techniques therein” (p. 136). 
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it is the whole structure of language that psychoanalytic experience 

discovers in the unconscious. This is to alert prejudiced minds from the 

outset that the idea that the unconscious is merely the seat of the instincts 

may have to be reconsidered. (p. 139) 

He uses the subject’s speech as the primary vehicle for identifying the contents of 

the unconscious, what Lacan referred to as “the censored chapter” (Lacan, 2002b, 

p. 50).64  Thus, the unconscious reveals itself through the subject’s discourse.  

Lacan drew on the prevailing shift towards structural linguistics in French 

intellectual thought to reinterpret Freud’s work and expand Freud’s view of the 

patient’s speech with the advances in structural linguistics. Lacan developed a 

psychoanalytic theory which insists that the psychological and the social are 

inextricably linked through the conventions of speech and language (what he 

referred to as “discourse”).65 In Lacan’s revisions of Freudian psychoanalysis, the 

subject’s discourse serves as the connective membrane between the intrapsychic 

and extrapsychic realms of subjectivity. However, there is not a one-to-one 

correspondence between their interior and exterior components. The refractory, 

non-reciprocal correspondence between the subject’s inner and outer life and the 

ontological claims about the “subject’s becoming” are articulated in his 

                                                 
64 Lacan (2002b) states, “The unconscious is the chapter of my history that is marked by a blank or 
occupied by a lie: it is the censored chapter” (p. 50). 
65 Lacan’s connection to French discourse theory will be discussed in greater detail in the 
following chapter. 
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developmental theory of subjectivity referred to as the “mirror stage.” The mirror 

stage will be discussed in the following section. 
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VI.  Lacan’s Developmental Theory of the Mirror Stage 

 

In Lacan’s (2002d) theory of the mirror stage, he rewrites Freud’s 

developmental theory of the instincts, locating the emergence of subjectivity 

within the field of culture and language. In his essay, “The mirror stage as 

formative of the I function, as revealed in psychoanalytic experience,” Lacan 

(2002d) situates the mirror stage as his developmental account of the infant’s 

movement from a passive biological organism into a social being. He described 

the mirror stage as the place where the inside meets outside, or the moment at 

which the infant’s initial awareness of an I (i.e., self)66 begins to emerge. He 

illustrates the path along which the infant moves from the moment of a primordial 

awareness of the self, what Lacan refers to as the Ideal-I, towards occupying the 

position of the social I. 

Lacan (2002d) identifies several critical milestones in which self-

recognition begins to solidify in tandem with the acquisition of language, with 

both playing a decisive role in the development of subjectivity. Early on in the 

infant’s development, prior to the acquisition of language, a significant 

developmental encounter occurs in which the infant is able to recognize his own 

                                                 
66 Freud’s Ideal Ich (Lacan, 2002d, p. 9) 
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image in a mirror (Lacan, 2002d).67 This event, which Lacan describes as an 

‘Aha!’ experience (Aha-Erlebnis), is the primordial moment when the infant 

begins an awareness of the self. Lacan refers to the elemental identification of the 

I as the Ideal-I. Once the infant encounters himself in the mirror, he begins to 

form a primary identification in which he learns to assume an image of himself, 

what Lacan refers to as an imago. The infant’s imago is precipitated by this early 

encounter with the symbolic order (i.e., culture, language, and social space). The 

infant’s imago (Ideal-I) serves as the perfect image of his self. However, Lacan 

points out that the infant’s imago is, in essence, a fiction because it is an 

identification with the self. The infant’s imagined self is not the actual self, it is an 

image of the self (Lacan, 2002).  

According to Lacan (2002d), the Ideal-I is situated at the infant’s threshold 

of the visible world, but it soon becomes overrun by his identifications with the 

social world. Because the Ideal-I is a primary identification and the source of 

secondary ones, the Ideal-I, 

situates the agency known as the ego, prior to its social determination, in a 

fictional direction that will forever remain irreducible for any single 

individual or, rather, that will only asymptotically68 approach the subject’s 

becoming, no matter how successful the dialectical synthesis by which he 

                                                 
67 The mirror stage may occur as early as approximately six months of age. 
68 In mathematics, an asymptote is a line or curve that acts as the limit of another line or curve. For 
example, a descending curve that approaches but does not reach the horizontal axis is said to be 
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must resolve, as I, his discordance with his own reality. (Lacan, 2002d, p. 

4) 

Lacan makes a reference to the mathematical term “asymptote” which is a line 

that approaches another line but can never reach it or join with it. Lacan uses this 

term to make the point that the subject can never reach full awareness of himself; 

the protosubject will never be able to rejoin with his primordial awareness of 

himself. By “fictional direction” Lacan means that from the beginning of self 

awareness, a sense of self begins with it being reflected back to him. Therefore, 

any awareness of himself will forever be entangled in his identification with 

others and with his sociocultural milieu, that is, with the way in which he is 

“mirrored” by socieity.  

In addition to being the genesis of the infant’s primary identification, the 

Ideal-I also becomes the locus of secondary identifications, which reveal the 

infant’s “desire” (i.e., akin to libidinal force), for acquiring knowledge of the 

world around him. Upon mastery of the image as himself, he begins to form a 

relationship “between the movements made in the image and the reflected 

environment, and between this virtual complex and the reality it duplicates—

namely, the child’s own body, and the persons and even things around him” 

(Lacan, 2002d, p.3).  

                                                                                                                                     
asymptotic to that axis, which is the asymptote of the curve (Encyclopedia Britannica Ready 
Reference, 2003). 
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Lacan (2002d) states, “This moment in which the mirror stage comes to an 

end inaugurates…the dialectic that will henceforth link the I to socially elaborated 

situations” (p. 7). At this point the subject is ushered in to the social world, never 

to return to his primordial experience of perfect identification. According to 

Lacan (2002d): 

It is this moment that decisively tips the whole of human knowledge 

[savoir] into being mediated by the other’s desire, constitutes its objects in 

an abstract equivalence due to the competition from other people, and 

turns the I into an apparatus to which every instinctual pressure constitutes 

a danger, even if it corresponds to a natural maturation process. The very 

normalization of this maturation being henceforth dependent in man on 

cultural intervention. (p. 7) 

So the desire or libidinal force, or sociopsychic motility is oriented towards the 

other, the outside world, and towards an image of self that was derived from the 

outside, that was mirrored to him. So there remains a glissage (slippage) between 

reality (the real) and what the subject imagines to be reality (the imaginary). The 

subject negotiates this relationship between the real and the imaginary through his 

participation in the symbolic order, that is, through material culture, social space, 

and discourse (including his engagement with others). 

Lacan’s use of the mirror metaphor is quite deliberate. The “mirror” for 

the subject, according to Lacan, is situated at the fulcrum where inside meets 
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outside. It establishes a relation between the organism and its reality—the 

Innenwelt and the Umwelt—that is, between the interior world of the infant and 

his environment. The subject’s mirror image is an inverted image of himself, thus 

the subject never sees himself as others see him. In addition, he can never see 

himself directly, only through the divergent reflections of the outside world. The 

image that the infant sees is not himself, but an image of himself. The infant 

identifies with the image and takes the image to be his actual self. Herein lay the 

beginnings of the development of the ego, which as Lacan stated is essentially a 

fiction, a construction. A more accurate term would be that the ego misconstrues 

itself, what Lacan (2002d) referred to as the “function of misrecognition” (p. 8). 

So the “cipher of his mortal destiny” (Lacan, 2002d, p.9), that is, the ways in 

which the subject misrecognizes himself is entangled in the subject’s perceptions, 

in his images of himself. The constitutional effect of this misconstruction of the 

self is alienation from the deeper self, the “‘Thou art that’”69 (Lacan, 2002, p.9) of 

subjectivity, and from the other. 

Whereas Freudian psychoanalysis considers the subject’s sense of 

alienation within himself, what is referred to as split-subjectivity, sociopolitical 

discourses generally theorize the subject’s alienation in sociohistorical and 

                                                 
69 “Thou Art That, or ‘You are that’ (both translations of the Sanskrit ‘Tat Twam Asi’), is… 
generally taken to mean that your soul or consciousness is wholly or partially shared with the 
Ultimate Reality. That is to say, even before the creation of the universe, a unitary, divine 
consciousness existed, and that this consciousness is identical to your deepest self” (Wikipedia, 
2005). 
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political space. In Lacanian psychoanalysis, however, the subject’s alienation 

occurs on the intrapsychic, social, and material planes as the subject must 

navigate among the three registers of experience, the imaginary, the symbolic, and 

the real.  Lacan details this elusive movement across the three registers in the 

subject’s negotiation of truth and knowing where “the paths of desire ensnarl the 

paths of knowledge” (Kristeva, 1986b, p. 307). To restate Lacan’s position, the 

subject’s experience of reality can never be fully or objectively known—

somehow standing outside of time, space, and history. Rather, what the subject 

takes as a transparent reality is always, in actuality, an interpretation. It is 

distorted through the particularity of the subject’s gaze, that is, by his or her 

perceptual matrix.  

Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage has implications for discourses which 

tend to privilege either the psychological or the sociological domains of 

experience. Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage has significant implications for 

psychoanalysis because the theory insists that the contents of the unconscious are 

socially derived. His multidimensional notion of alienation allows for the 

recognition, within psychoanalytic theory, for the subject’s alienation within the 

social plane. And it does so without reducing the subject’s social alienation to a 

function of the psyche. 
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VII.   Lacanian Psychoanalysis and the Political 

  

Scholars in addition to Moncayo argue that the political dimensions of 

psychoanalysis have long been neglected, not only by multicultural psychology 

and medical psychoanalysis, as Moncayo asserts, but by other groups with deep 

political commitments (Frosh, 1999; Lane, 1998; Zizek, 1994; Rustin, 1995; 

Stavrakakis, 1999).70 These scholars have brought about a resurgence in efforts 

since the 1990s to demonstrate the applicability of psychoanalysis to the political 

sphere of human experience.71 Given that Lacan’s reading of Freud opens 

psychoanalysis up to a dialogue with the social, his work has likewise been 

increasingly appropriated for investigating political reality. In fact, contemporary 

interest in the interrelationship of the psychological to the political owes much to 

                                                 
70 See Stavrakakis's (1999) Lacan and the Political and Stephen Frosh’s (1999), The Politics of 
Psychoanalysis: An Introduction to Freudian and Post-Freudian Psychoanalysis for an appraisal 
of arguments concerning the political usefulness of psychoanalysis, especially Freudo-Marxist and 
feminist integrations. 
71 There have been intermittent efforts to bring discourses of the intrapsychic realities of 
subjectivity into dialogue with the sociopolitical realities of society since the time Western 
cultures began finding currency in the theories of Marx and Freud, that is, since the earlier part of 
the 20th century (Brown, 1973; Jacoby, 1975). The majority of these attempts have sought to 
integrate a particular reading of psychoanalysis with some derivation of social theory. Many of 
these efforts have met with vehement opposition from both sides of the psychological and 
sociological divide. At the heart of these debates lay the most fundamental questions concerning 
the location—or absence—of the subject within the frameworks of these integrative approaches. 
Rustin (1995) and Stavrakakis (1999) also claim that Freud remained very aware of political 
issues.  Stavrakakis (1999) states that Freud’s sociopolitical analyses, Group Psychology and the 
Analysis of the Ego, The Future of an Illusion, and Civilization and its Discontents, as well as Why 
War serve as a testament to Freud’s awareness of the political implications of psychoanalysis (p. 
2). 
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the utilization of Lacanian psychoanalysis in cultural and political analyses 

outside of the field of psychology (Elliot & Frosh, 1995). 

In Stavrakakis’s (1999) Lacan and the Political, he maps some of the 

ways in which Lacanian psychoanalysis has been used to understand the subject’s 

relation to the social, cultural, and political spheres of experience.  Stavrakakis 

argues that Lacan’s three-person psychoanalysis does not endorse the kind of 

reductive theorizations common to one-person and some two-person 

psychoanalytic perspectives of the social.72 Consequently, Lacan’s oeuvre has 

inspired numerous interpretations of the subject’s relation to the political (Frosh, 

1999; Rustin, 1995). Some of these explorations of Lacanian psychoanalysis 

include integrations with Marxist (e.g., Althusser), post-Marxist (e.g., Ernesto 

Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s discourse theory), or neo-Marxist (e.g., Slavoj 

Zizek) theories (Rustin, 1995).  

Stavrakakis (1999) argues that Lacan’s conceptualizations of the 

relationship of the subject to social space possess the necessary explanatory 

power for a more accurate understanding of this ever elusive relationship between 

the individual and the political. Stavrakakis (1999) states: 

The implication is that, from the very beginning, Lacan was aware of a 

two-way movement between the individual and the social level. As his 

                                                 
72 Taking a more cautious approach, Lacan states, “It may be well that since its experience is 
limited to the individual, psychoanalysis cannot claim to grasp the totality of any sociological 
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work evolved and his approach radicalized, he was led to deconstruct the 

whole essentialist division between the two….[H]e does so by introducing 

a novel conception of subjectivity, a ‘socio-political’ conception of 

subjectivity not reduced to individuality, a subjectivity opening a new road 

to the understanding of the ‘objective’. (pp. 3-4) 

Stavrakakis (1999) defines the “objective level” as social and political reality as 

opposed to the subjective of the individual’s reality (p. 4). He also states that the 

“objective is not reducible to the traditional essentialist approaches to social 

objectivity” (p. 4). 

Stavrakakis (1999) argues that the implications of the Lacanian discovery 

stretch beyond the application of psychoanalysis to sociopolitical theory and into 

providing a more nuanced understanding of social, cultural, and political reality 

(p. 4). He therefore appropriates Lacanian psychoanalysis as a fruitful tool for 

analyzing political reality. Stavrakakis (1999) states that: 

Lacanian theory does not become relevant and, indeed, crucial for a 

reinvigoration of political theory and socio-political analysis, only by 

introducing a ‘non-reductionist’, ‘socio-political’ conception of 

subjectivity….[W]hat reveals the major political significance of Lacan’s 

work is the fact that his split subject is coupled by a ‘split object’, a split in 

our constructions of socio-political activity. (pp. 7-8) 

                                                                                                                                     
object, or even the entirety of causes currently operating in our society” (Lacan, 1996, p. 14, cited 
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Herein lies the entrée for theorists of the social to join with a discourse of the 

psyche that does not reduce the social to a function of the psyche—of a way of 

linking psychic and social (and political) repression (Moncayo, 1998; 

Rustin,1995). Rustin (1995) states: 

It is this imperfect fit between symbolic representation and psychic 

realities which defines the field within which psychoanalysis can work. 

There is, in the last resort, an irreparable schism between 'the unconscious' 

and the phenomena of the conscious mind….Incorporating Lacan's idea of 

an imaginary ideal self as the core of an individual identity, Althusser 

developed his idea of ideology as a imaginary relation to social identity. 

(Rustin, 1995, p. 228) 

Lacan's theory remains keenly aware of the irreducible tension between the logic 

of the social and the logic of the psyche, even as he maintains an awareness of 

their interrelationship as he demonstrated in his theory of the mirror stage. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                     
in Stavrakakis, p. 3). 
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VIII.  Post-Lacanians: Subjectivity, Social History, and Cultural Specificity 

 

Post-Lacanians such as Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva retain a debt to 

several key notions of Lacanian psychoanalysis. First of all, they are in agreement 

with Lacan concerning the notion of split-subjectivity, the mirror stage, and 

alienation.  Second, they agree with Lacan about the constructed nature of 

sexualized subject positions (Grosz, 1990).  However, they take further what was 

implicit in Lacan’s oeuvre concerning the interrelatedness among culture, the 

political, discourse, and subjectivity. That is, these post-Lacanians theorize 

cultural, gender, and historical specificity and their inextricable tie to the 

intrapsychic specificity of subjectivity. Whereas Lacan was less inclined to 

theorize about specific historical processes, Irigaray and Kristeva interrogate the 

historical forces leading to refigurations of subjectivity over time. Kristeva (1995) 

argues, for example, that we must “include social history as one of the elements 

of organization and permanency that constitute psychic life” (p. 28). In addition, 

both Irigaray and Kristeva make a departure from Lacan in their emphasis on 

preoedipal systems of signification and the centrality of the mother-child bond. 

Although Irigaray and Kristeva are indebted to Lacan, they retain a “critical 

distance” from Lacan and take divergent approaches in refiguring his 

psychoanalytic theories for their own use (Grosz, 1990, p. 149).  
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Irigaray, for instance, concerns her work with a critique of masculinist 

Western philosophy and psychoanalysis. Her position is concerned with 

articulating a female subjectivity and discourse that stands apart from the 

oppressiveness of the “phallocentric” symbolic order (Grosz, 1990, p. 149).  In 

Speculum of the Other Woman, Irigaray (1985) asserts:  

We can assume that any theory of the subject has always been 

appropriated by the ‘masculine’. When she submits to [such a] theory, 

woman fails to realize that she is renouncing the specificity of her own 

relationship to the imaginary. (p. 133) 

Kristeva, on the other hand, although concerned with the same questions feminists 

ask, disagrees that women can somehow stand outside the symbolic order. 

Instead, she is more concerned with the limits of signification, subjective 

particularity, and a “politics of marginality” (Moi, 1986, p. 8) that identify 

ruptures within the inescapable (admittedly phallocentric) symbolic order for 

increased agency.  

The work of Lacanian and post-Lacanian psychoanalytic thinkers, then, 

creates an opening within psychoanalytic discourse understand the particularized 

ways in which systems of signification are mutually constituting of discourse, 

subjectivity, social space, and history. Their positions will be discussed in greater 

detail in Part II of the dissertation  
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IX.  Lacanian and post-Lacanian Psychoanalysis as a Viable Interpretive 

Framework for the Analysis of Chicano/a Subject Positions 

 

It is my position that Lacanian and post-Lacanian psychoanalytic 

perspectives—which theorize unconscious, intersubjective, and sociocultural 

space, inclusively,—are best suited to remedy the schism between psychoanalysis 

and the emancipatory interests of Chicano/a cultural studies and Chicano/a 

psychology. This impasse can be resolved—at least at the level of theory—by 

making the discourses of psychoanalysis, Chicano/a cultural studies, and 

Chicano/a psychology intelligible to one another. In order to create a common 

language, their particular interests—the focus of psychoanalysis on the psyche 

and Chicano/a cultural studies’ and Chicano/a psychology’s emphasis on the 

social—must first be placed within the broader context of philosophy of social 

science perspectives. Refiguring their respective idioms will require an 

epistemological reworking beyond their central claims—that is, beyond Chicano/a 

cultural studies’ privileging of the social and continued disavowal of the 

intrapsychic; Chicano/a psychology’s propensity to homogenize the ethnic 

minority subject and continued disavowal of the intrapsychic; and a move beyond 

psychoanalytic perspectives that employ a normality-versus-abnormality binary 

and continue to disavow the social. In addition, establishing a critical distance 
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from the reductive, positivistic elements at play in psychoanalysis and Chicano/a 

psychology will create a bridge with Chicano/a cultural studies’ largely anti-

positivist position and clear the path to appropriate an interpretive sociocultural 

psychological perspective. An interpretive theory of the interiority and exteriority 

of Chicano/a subjectivity—and of their confluence—is what Lacanian and post-

Lacanian psychoanalytic perspectives are equipped to offer.  

The following chapter will discuss the ontological and epistemological 

issues that lead out of a positivistic framework towards an interpretive one. Once 

the methodological considerations are addressed, Chapter Four will resume the 

discussion above and elaborate on the reasons why Lacanian and post-Lacanian 

psychoanalysis can serve as a methodology that remedies the impasse between 

psychoanalysis and Chicano/a psychology, all the while honoring the 

sociopolitical interests of Chicano/a cultural studies in exploring Chicano/a 

discourse communities. 
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Chapter Four 

Theory and Method: Lacanian and Post-Lacanian Psychoanalysis, 

Discourse Analysis, and Chicano/a Political Subjectivity 

 

I.  The Interpretive Turn in the Social Sciences 

 

The issues that have been explored up to this point concerning the 

politics of representation in Chicano/a cultural studies, the rise of Chicano/a and 

multicultural psychology, and the move towards two- and three-person 

perspectives in psychoanalysis are related, in part, to a series of epistemological 

upheavals in the humanities and the social sciences that have been at play since 

the latter part of the twentieth century. The theoretical underpinnings driving the 

development of ethnic studies and the transformation of psychoanalysis coincide 

with a larger set of philosophical debates within the academy. These debates 

center around some of the most fundamental questions about the nature of reality 

(i.e., ontology) and the means, or methods, of knowing that reality (i.e., 

epistemology). The concern with finding a suitable metaphysics for the social 

sciences has provoked considerable questioning of the very foundations of 

mainstream social science theory and methods modeled after the natural 

sciences, broadly referred to as positivism, logical positivism, or objectivism 

(Bernstein, 1976). Discussions emerging out this process of profound 
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questioning have raised further questions about the role of culture, history, and 

ideology in shaping these objectivist perspectives, that is, about the role that 

social forces have in shaping the production (and understanding) of social 

scientific knowledge. 

This chapter will begin with a discussion of the problematics of 

positivism. It will be followed by an argument demonstrating why a positivistic 

perspective is not well-suited for addressing the research questions concerning 

Chicano/a political subjectivity. This chapter will demonstrate why a post-

positivist, or interpretive, methodology grounded in discourse theory is best 

suited for a study of the ways in which politicized narratives figure into the 

organization of Chicano cultural nationalist, Chicana feminist, and Chicano/a 

dissident intellectual subject positions. The latter part of the chapter will build 

the case for why a Lacanian and post-Lacanian discourse-centered 

psychoanalytic perspective can serve as an ideal interpretive and methodological 

framework for this discourse analysis. The chapter will close with a presentation 

of the discourse analytic framework developed by Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) 

to be used in this study. 
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II.   Social Justice and the Critique of Mainstream Social Science 

 

Like the social justice movements of the civil rights era, the interpretive 

turn in the human and social sciences gained momentum during these turbulent 

times of questioning of societal institutions (e.g., sexuality, women’s roles, 

family, religion, government) and the metanarratives, or dominant discourses, 

driving them. Bernstein (1976) states of these times of ideological turmoil: 

One of the consequences of the social and political unrest of the nineteen 

sixties was a series of attacks on, and radical critiques of, the very 

foundations of the social disciplines. Just as the end of ideology was 

being proclaimed in America—when there was a widely shared self-

confidence among mainstream social scientists that their disciplines had 

finally been placed upon a firm empirical foundation where we could 

expect the steady progressive growth of scientific knowledge of 

society—troubling issues broke out. (p. xi) 

The hegemony of the positivist paradigm in mainstream social science, thus, 

came into question during this time by social theorists. These questions were 

concerned with the appropriateness of drawing on natural science epistemologies 

in explicating human and social phenomena. 
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 Bernstein (1976) reports that the more radical critics of the social and 

political disciplines of this time argued that what promoted itself as objective 

social science was, in fact, a disguised form of ideology that served to perpetuate 

the status quo. The issue concerning objectivist social science, and its normative 

claims complicit with the status quo, became a central concern for marginalized 

groups involved in the social justice movements of the 1960s and ‘70s (e.g., Sue, 

Padilla, and Ruiz critiques in psychology and Paredes, Romano, and Vaca 

critiques in Chicano studies cited previously). What is not mentioned in 

Bernstein’s commentary is that some of the people involved in the attack on 

mainstream social science were those misrepresented and marginalized by it, in 

particular, women and ethnic minorities (Squire, 2000; Rosaldo, 1985; Sue, Ivey, 

& Pederson, 1996). Willig (2001), Squire (2000), and Hayes (1997) argue that 

research on the psychology of women helped call into question the “objectivity” 

of objectivist social science. Hayes (1997) states that one of the sources for the 

move towards a post-positivist, or interpretive, approach in psychology was “the 

influence of feminist psychology, with its challenge of positivism and sterile 

empirical analyses, and its insistence that psychological research should tackle 

human meaning and experiences as well as behaviour” (p.2). In a related vein, 

Potter and Wetherell (1987) state that “careful analyses of indigenous 

psychologies or the psychological theory of non-Western people” (p. 103) led to 
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a questioning of positivistic views of ethnic minority or non-Western subjects 

within the field of psychology. 

As mentioned in previous chapters, Chicano studies scholars developed 

critiques of mainstream anthropology and sociology perspectives (i.e., critiques 

by Romano, Vaca, and Paredes) while ethnic minority psychologists (including 

Chicano and Chicana psychologists) critiqued mainstream Western psychology 

on similar grounds (i.e., medicalization of cultural difference cited previously). 

Whereas those schooled in the philosophy of social science used philosophical 

argumentation to make their case, ethnic minority scholars critiqued mainstream 

social science, not generally via philosophical discourse, but through the 

systematic documentation of the failure of mainstream social scientists to 

accurately represent ethnic minorities. Renato Rosaldo (1985) illustrates this 

point in relation to Chicano scholars in the field of anthropology. He states: 

Anthropological writings on Chicanos…must be understood in relation to 

the politics of the late 1960s and early 1970s. As a direct outgrowth of 

that period, this subfield has developed a committed stance, engaged at 

once with the ideology of a broader political movement and concerned 

with applied problems involving migrant workers, health care delivery, 

and education. Unlike Thomas Kuhn’s paradigm-bound scientists who 

systematically blind themselves to social problems, anthropologists 

studying Chicanos find that their research projects emerge from 
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community politics and issues of social justice as often as from pressing 

conceptual puzzles in their discipline. (Rosaldo, 1985, p. 419) 

In the field of psychology, as mentioned in Chapter One, community-based 

critiques by ethnic minority psychologists were instrumental in demonstrating 

ways in which the normative cultural differences of ethnic minorities were 

pathologized for not fitting into the objectivist and individualistic norms of 

mainstream psychological theory and practice (Sue, 1981; Ruiz &Padilla, 1977). 

So these radical, ethnic minority social scientists drew a link between the social 

injustices at play in U.S. society and mainstream social science’s use of 

positivism to uphold conservative societal norms. Continued pressure from these 

quarters served to contribute to the decline in the stronghold that positivism had 

had on the social sciences. 
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III.  Positivistic Social Science or Interpretive Human Science 

 

Renata Tesch (1990) states that the social sciences, in particular, the 

fields of sociology, anthropology, and psychology, emerged during the latter part 

of the nineteenth century (p. 9).73 She argues that since the development of the 

social sciences, there has existed a tension between objectivist social science and 

the human sciences approach. The objectivist, or positivist, position argues that 

human and social phenomena can be studied in an objective, unbiased manner 

following a model of investigation derived from the natural sciences. Bernstein 

(1976) states that mainstream social scientists74 held “the conviction that the 

social disciplines were to be properly understood as genuine natural sciences of 

individuals in society, differing in degree and not in kind from the well-

established natural sciences” (p. xiv). The notion of the neutral or disinterested 

observer derives from this perspective. So like the ‘hard’ sciences, positivistic 

social science maintains that an independent social reality exists outside of the 

knower, that is, independent of the investigator or researcher; it is the essence of 

the subject-object dichotomy. 

The human sciences, or interpretive, position concerns itself “with 

meanings, context, and a holistic approach” (Hayes, 1997, p. 3) to reality, rather 

                                                 
73 Sociology (Auguste Comte circa 1842), anthropology (Edward Taylor circa 1871), and 
psychology (William James circa 1878) (Tesch, 1990, p. 9). 
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than by objective explanations or universal facts. The human sciences position, 

which emerged as a countermovement to the early positivists in the late-

nineteenth century (Sciarra, 1999), argues that a natural science mode to human 

inquiry is ill-suited for an investigation of human and social phenomena. 

Positivism is ill-suited the argument goes, because consciousness, what separates 

humans from the remainder of the natural world, can not be quantified using the 

mechanistic or causal laws central to scientific theory. Sciarra (1999) states: 

Because the object of study in the social sciences is the product of 

thought or mind, it cannot be separated from the thought or mind of the 

investigator. The relationship between the social science researcher and 

that which is being investigated is not one of subject-object, but subject-

subject. Although something or someone may be independent of our 

minds, it only has a meaning…through the illumination of our own 

minds and thoughts. (p. 39) 

At the heart of this contention is that the social sciences “ought not be 

explanatory, but descriptive” (Sciarra, 1990, p. 40). The argument continues that 

the social sciences are not objective but, rather, interpretive and, therefore, 

inextricably tied to the perception of the observer. With the emergence of 

innovations in technological control, behaviorism, and the cognitive revolution, 

                                                                                                                                     
74 Bernstein states that “By ‘mainstream social scientists’ I mean those…who are convinced that 
the greatest success is to be found in emulating, modifying, and adapting techniques that have 
proven successful in our scientific understanding of nature” (p. xv). 



 

176

positivism came to dominate the social sciences until the 1960s (Bernstein, 

1976). While the human sciences did not disappear altogether, it remained a 

minority perspective and received negligible recognition from the social science 

community (Tesch, 1990, p. 11). It was not until the 1960s that a space was 

secured for the viability of an interpretive perspective within the social sciences. 
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IV.  Intellectual Sources of the Positivist-Interpretivist Debate 

 

In addition to grass-roots opposition, and under continued pressure from 

highly developed philosophical critiques within the academy, the stronghold of 

positivistic social science began to loosen its grip. Once a minority perspective 

in the social sciences, interpretive approaches are now well-established in many 

of the social disciplines, however, they remain a minority perspective within 

psychology (Tesch, 1990; Kopala & Suzuki, 1999; Camic, Rhodes, & Yardley, 

2003). The early influences that paved the way for developing alternatives to 

positivism are various and difficult to map succinctly and clearly as they 

surfaced during different times, in different countries, in different ways, and in 

different disciplines (Bernstein, 1976; Richardson, 1996; Giorgi, 1987; Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987). Placing the sources of these epistemological innovations into 

the following four categories can provide a useful way to organize these 

disparate influences. 

The first argument against positivism comes from philosophy of science 

critiques of the natural sciences. One of the most frequently-cited influences 

leading to the interpretive turn in the social sciences is the work of Thomas 

Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Sardello, 1971; Bernstein, 1976; 

Ingleby, 1980; Tesch, 1990; Woolgar, 1996; Willig, 2001; Eisner, 2003). 
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Edmond Husserl’s philosophy of phenomenology has also been variously cited 

as a major influence in the shift away from a positivistic perspective in the social 

sciences and towards an interpretive one (Bernstein, 1976; Ray, 1994; Cohen & 

Omery, 1994; Rennie, 1999; Willig, 2001; Ashworth, 2003). Husserl’s 

phenomenology is in essence an early articulation of the dynamics of 

intersubjectivity, which has had a significant influence as a foundation for 

developing various interpretive (i.e., qualitative) methodologies (Ray, 1994; 

Cohen & Omery, 1994). Another major influence came from the Institute for 

Social Research, which is generally referred to as the Frankfurt School of critical 

theory (Bernstein, 1976). The first generation of thinkers sought to address their 

concern about the darker side of Enlightenment notions of technology and 

progress while the second generation of the Frankfurt School has been highly 

influential in providing a sustained critique of mainstream social science and its 

covert ideologies. The “linguistic turn” in the social sciences is cited as the 

fourth major influence leading to the decentering of positivism (Bernstein, 1976; 

Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Mills, 1997). Potter and Wetherell (1987) cite four 

major sources for the turn to language: (1) Noam Chomsky’s theory of 

generative grammar, (2) linguistic philosophy and speech act theory, (3) Harold 

Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology , and (4) Ferdinand de Saussure’s influence on 

structural linguistics in France75 (p. 26).76 

                                                 
75 Although the French were less influenced by positivism in France than in the Anglophone 
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The emergence of French structuralism and of its subsequent influence 

on psychoanalysis in France will be discussed in greater detail in a later section 

as it will serve to lay the groundwork for this discourse-analytic study. Prior to 

discussing French structuralism, the next section will turn to a discussion of the 

relevance that interpretive research methodologies have for ethnic studies in 

psychology and other social science disciplines. 

 

                                                                                                                                     
countries (Ingleby, 1980), their linguistics theories beginning with structuralism have been very 
instrumental in providing post-positivist alternatives to the study of human and social phenomena 
(Potter & Wetherell, 1987) 
76 See Appendix for an elaboration on the sources leading to the decentering of positivism. 
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V.  From Interpretive Theories to Qualitative Methodologies 

 

A. Shifts in Theory lead to Shifts in Methodology 

Shifts in emphasis towards intersubjective phenomena have led to 

corresponding shifts in research methodology, referred to as qualitative research 

methods. As with interpretive theories, qualitative research methodologies are 

well established in the social sciences (Tesch, 1990). Qualitative research 

methodologies are less commonly utilized in psychology yet have been on a 

slow, but steady rise (Camic, Rhodes, & Yardley, 2003; Tesch, 1990). 

Interpretive approaches share similarities across the social disciplines and have 

generally been more amenable to interdisciplinary dialogues. Despite the 

growing acceptance of qualitative methodologies, quantitative research methods 

continue to dominate the field of psychology. This is also the case in ethnic 

studies’ approaches to psychology such as Chicano/a and multicultural 

psychology discussed in Chapter Two (Pizarro & Vera, 2001). 

Qualitative methodologies make a significant departure from positivistic 

research methods in that their methodologies are geared towards understanding 

social phenomena on its own terms rather than, for instance, through controlled 

experiments in search of isolating a universal, independent reality. Qualitative 

methods move towards the exploration of meaning structures, such as discourse, 
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values, and ideology, as its principle units of measure rather than discrete facts 

(Hayes, 1997). The traditional notion of value neutrality and the disinterested 

observer inherent in quantitative methodologies has been greatly interrogated by 

interpretive approaches (Sciarra, 1999) and exposed of its ideological 

underpinnings that are rooted in Western objectivist epistemologies.77 In 

qualitative approaches there is the general acceptance that the research methods 

are intimately bound up in the theory from which they are derived (Henwood, 

1996).78 So unlike quantitative methods (which harbor an assumption that there 

exists an independent, or universal, reality outside the observer), qualitative 

methods concern themselves with meaning rather than facts (Hayes, 1997). 

Therefore, the units of measurement in qualitative methods are generally at the 

level of whole language statements, sentences, or broader “units” of meaning 

rather than discrete quantifiable units. The following are some of the most 

commonly used types of qualitative research methods: interpretative 

phenomenological analysis, hermeneutic analysis, ethnographic analysis, case 

study, conversation analysis, grounded theory, action research, narrative 

                                                 
77 Despite the critiques of their incompatibility (Sciarra, 1999), it is important to note here that 
some researchers see qualitative and quantitative methods as complementary to one another and 
have created hybrids of the two (Ponterotto & Grieger, 1999). Ponterotto and Grieger state (1999) 
“Our position…is that although qualitative and quantitative perspectives do represent distinct 
‘languages’ and ‘cultures’, so to speak, becoming ‘bilingual’ or ‘bicultural’ in research identity is 
both possible and desirable” (p. 49) 
78 One of the issues obscured in positivism is how bound up a methodology is in its theory. Since 
positivism holds that there exists a social reality independent of the observer and outside of theory, 
an emphasis was placed on methods believed to be able to access that independent, or universal 
reality (Woolgar, 1996). 
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analysis, and discourse analysis (Murray, 2003; Smith & Osborn, 2003; Willig, 

2001; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Camic, Rhodes, & Yardley, 2003).79

                                                 
79 For a review of the various qualitative methods adapted for use in the field of psychology, see 
Camic, Rhodes, and Yardley’s (2003) Qualitative Research in Psychology: Expanding 
Perspectives in Methodology and Design or Smith’s (2003) Qualitative Psychology: A Practical 
Guide to Research Methods. 



 

183

 

B.  Conclusion to Sources of the Interpretive Turn 

As discussed in the previous section, the sources contributing to the 

interpretive turn in the social sciences are quite diverse. In addition, the variable 

approaches used to understand human and social phenomena have led to 

differing modes of investigation. Nonetheless, what seems to unify these post-

positivist perspectives in the social sciences is the emphasis on intersubjectivity. 

In addition, interpretive theories and methods contend that objectivism’s subject-

object dichotomy is ill-suited for a study of human and social phenomena. These 

interpretive approaches also have in common their unease about the historical 

connection between some utilitarian sectors of positivistic social science. The 

apprehension is due to the role these sectors have in the maintenance of state-

sponsored narratives of progress which tacitly possess an ideology oriented 

towards assimilation, normativity, and social control (Bernstein, 1976; Tesch, 

1990). 

Partially as a counter-narrative to the hegemony of positivism in the 

twentieth century, more radical interpretive perspectives retain a memory of the 

ways in which mainstream social science has been misused as an instrument for 

social control (Bernstein, 1976; Tesch, 1990; Sciarra, 1999). Tesch (1990) 

comments on radicalized social scientists and their early critiques of positivism: 
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Some of the assault troops even turned the affair around, and instead of 

being content with defending their new position against the accusation of 

being less than science, used the heavy weapon of ideology to launch a 

surprise attack on positivistic thinking. This was accomplished by 

declaring positivistic science an outgrowth of capitalist technocracy. As 

such, its core was the ‘mechanistic imperative’ that reduced the human 

being to an object, took the social order as a given, and ‘aimed at 

modifying and controlling undesirable behavior in the services of the 

social system’ (Suransky, 1980, p. 167). (p. 13) 

At its most benign, positivism has been critiqued by more moderate voices for 

turning a blind eye to the ideologies implicit in claims to objective truth and their 

potentially deleterious effects. Conversely, interpretive approaches generally 

take an engaged and critical stance regarding “taken for granted knowledge” 

(Phillips & Jørgensen , 2002, p. 5) and are often oriented towards achieving 

greater social justice (Pizarro & Vera, 2001; Squire, 2000; Phillips & Jørgensen , 

2002; Fairclough, 1997). 

Given these concerns, the relevance of the interpretive turn for 

historically marginalized groups, in general, and for this study of Chicano/a 

political subjectivity, in particular, becomes apparent. If positivism harbors a 

centripetal impulse, that is, a pull towards normativity, then it stands to reason 

that those who fall at the periphery of received social norms are most likely to be 
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excluded or misrecognized. As mentioned in the introduction, Chicano/a and 

other minoritized scholars have demonstrated this to be the case concerning 

mainstream social sciences misrecognition of the “other” (Rosaldo, 1985; 

Bhabha, 1990, 1997). Given this history, it is sensible to assume that an 

interpretive approach, whose ontological claims create a space for the 

exceptional and idiosyncratic rather than the average, possesses the most 

compatible epistemology for the study of Chicano/a discourse communities, who 

have a well-documented history of being misrepresented by the normative claims 

of mainstream social science (Pizarro &Vera, 2001; Rosaldo, 1985; Ruiz & 

Padilla, 1977). 

The following section will return to the sources of the interpretive shift 

and focus on the linguistic turn in France that was inaugurated by the use of 

structural linguistics. 
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VI.  French Intellectuals, Psychoanalysis, and the Linguistic Turn 

 

A. French Structuralism 

Ferdinand de Saussure’s theory of linguistics came to dominate French 

intellectual life in the 1950s and ‘60s. During this time French theorists began 

drawing on Saussure’s theories, which they referred to as structural linguistics, 

to interrogate the interrelationships among culture, language systems, and 

subjectivity. Saussure’s major argument turns on the notion that language 

harbors a structure that is a self-contained system of linguistic “signs.” Kurzweil 

(1980) states that: 

Saussure, in contrast to previous language theory, which had for the most 

part considered language as an expression of thought, conceived it as a 

system of signs. Within this system, he postulated a relationship between 

signifiers (acoustic impressions) and signifieds (mental images) [i.e., sign 

= signifier + signified]. Saussure’s primary concern had been the formal 

analysis of spoken language within its total language system…Hence, 

language was perceived as a structure, apart from the thoughts of a 

speaker and only in the context of its system of signs. (p. 231) 
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 Anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss was the first of the French theorists to 

incorporate Saussurean linguistics into the study of social phenomena. In 

summarizing Saussure’s theory Levi-Strauss states that “structural linguistics 

shifts from the study of conscious [manifest] linguistic phenomena to the study 

of their unconscious infrastructure” with the aim of “discovering general laws,” 

that is, to uncovering the underlying universal structure to a given system of 

language (Levi-Strauss cited in Kurzweil, 1980, p. 16). 

Levi-Strauss took Saussure’s notion of linguistic structures and applied 

them to social phenomena in general. He argued that culture, like language, can 

be viewed as an interlocking system of social and material symbols. Levi-Strauss 

argued that the structure, logic, or “general laws” of a culture can be uncovered 

and then interpreted. Sociocultural phenomena can be analyzed in terms of a 

given society’s particular constellation of signs and social relationships. Levi-

Strauss’s revisions of anthropology to include structural linguistics came to be 

referred to as structural anthropology. In France, his work is generally credited 

with inaugurating the transdisciplinary movement of structuralism (Kurzweil, 

1980).80 

Following Levi-Strauss’s incorporation of structural linguistics, French 

theorists in a variety of disciplines followed suite, although each theorist 

                                                 
80 Levi-Strauss was first introduced to structural linguistics by the linguist Roman Jakobson. Levi-
Strauss began drawing on structural linguistics in the late 1940s, but it wasn’t until his return to 
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appropriated structural linguistics in distinct ways. Roland Barthes in literary 

theory and semiotics, Louis Althusser in Marxist political science, Michel 

Foucault in philosophy and history, and Jacques Lacan in psychoanalysis were 

all greatly influenced by structuralism, even if some came to reject it in the end 

(Sarup, 1993; Kurzweil, 1980).81 The aforementioned theorists made extensive 

revisions that involved an incorporation of structural linguistics into their 

respective fields. Thus, their use of structuralism was instrumental in 

revolutionizing their disciplines and in refiguring the French intellectual 

landscape. Theorists influenced by structuralism demonstrated the importance of 

the analysis of “discourse”—as a formal system of language (la langue) and as a 

communicative practice (parole)—to the understanding of society, culture, and 

subjectivity. Although structuralism came into decline in the late 1960s and ‘70s, 

it paved the way for the next generation of transdisciplinary discourse theorists, 

often referred to as post-structuralists. 

 

B.  Discourse Theory after the Decline of Structuralism 

What distinguishes the line of linguistics that began with structuralism 

from prior views of language is its challenge to the received notion of language 

                                                                                                                                     
France and publishing of Tristes Tropiques in 1955 that his work began to influence other French 
intellectuals of his generation (Kurzweil, 1980, pp. 13-6). 
81 Although Lacan acknowledged a great debt to structural linguistics and structural anthrology, 
Foucault later came to denounce any affiliation with structuralism (Kurweil, 1980). In addition, 
the theories of Lacan and Foucault have been referred to as both structuralist and post-structuralist 
in their orientation to discourse (Kurzweil, 1980). 
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as transparent; their appropriation of the term “discourse” signaled this 

epistemological shift. The transparency of language is the notion that language 

possesses stable and enduring meanings for signs, that is, for words and the 

concepts those words seek to represent. Mills (1997) states that: 

Within structuralist and post-structuralist theory, the use of the term 

discourse signaled a major break with previous views of language and 

representation. Rather than seeing language as simply expressive, as 

transparent, as a vehicle of communication, as a form of representation, 

structuralist theorists and in turn post-structuralists saw language as a 

system with its own rules and constraints, and with its own determining 

effect on the way that individuals think and express themselves. The use 

of the term discourse, perhaps more than any other term, signals this 

break with past views of language. (p. 8) 

Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) and Mills (1997) also state that the move towards 

appropriating the term discourse represented a conscious move away from a 

more formalist view of speech and language.82 Views of discourse beginning 

with structuralism do not take the transparency of reality or truth as a given. 

Instead, they seek to understand the arbitrary, yet multiply-determined, 

relationship between language as a dynamic system of signs (i.e., signifier + 

                                                 
82 Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) and Mills (1997) attribute the term “discourse” as coming into 
currency during the 1960s via Michel Foucault’s sociolinguistic analyses use of the term 
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signified) and their relationship to human and social phenomena.83 A central 

claim of discourse theory is that language orders the subject’s experience of 

reality and what the subject perceives to be true. 

French discourse theories since the decline of structuralism, again, 

referred to as post-structuralist theories, in actuality, do not all fit so neatly into 

either category of structuralism or post-structuralism.84 What tends to mark a 

discourse theory as post-structuralist, however, is its greater emphasis on 

subjectivity and on exploring the subject’s location within the discursive and 

social domains. Whereas structuralists were less concerned with the particularities 

of subjectivity, the subsequent generation of theorists challenged the universal 

abstractions of structuralism and its lack of emphasis on the subject as the locus 

for discourse studies. Post-Lacanian psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva (1986c), for 

instance, remarks that any theory of language is by default a theory of the subject; 

subjectivity and social space are, in fact, said to be mutually constituted through 

discourse. According to this post-structuralist perspective, the subject’s location 

within discourse and society must also be considered rather than providing a 

                                                                                                                                     
“discours.” For an assessment of the history and various uses of the term “discourse” in speech 
and language studies see Sara Mills (1997) Discourse: the New Critical Idiom. 
83 Saussure’s theory of linguistics is often summarized by his notion of the arbitrary relationship of 
the signifier (i.e., word) to the signified (i.e., what the word seeks to signify or represent). 
“Arbitrary” is taken to mean not a random relationship, but a relationship that is culturally and 
socially constructed over time. In other words, relationships between words and what they 
represent do not possess a natural, biological, or universalistic basis. For Saussure the relationship 
between the two is fundamentally a sociocultural one. 
84 It is important to make a distinction here between “post-structuralism” as a divergent set of 
movements that came into prominence after structuralism’s decline and “poststructuralism” as a 
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conceptualization of discourse abstracted from a theory of the subject. At the 

same time, Kristeva’s (1986c) perspective implies that one can not have a theory 

of the “speaking subject” without a theory of discourse. 

Discourse theories emerging since structuralism have been highly 

instrumental in mapping the interrelationship between the individual and the 

social, where discourse is theorized as being the bridge between the two. The 

theories of Jacques Lacan discussed in Chapter Three have been central to many 

developments in discourse theory. As discussed previously, Lacan’s theory 

connects the social and the individual via the medium of discourse in his theory of 

the mirror stage. In Lacanian psychoanalysis, discourse is theorized as being the 

mediator between the interiority (i.e., intrapsychic space) and exteriority (i.e., 

social) of subjectivity. From this perspective, intrapsychic space (conscious and 

unconscious) is ultimately socially derived and discursively mediated through the 

acquisition of language and the functions of speech. Lacan (2002d) maps 

discourse to its origins for the subject: the inauguration of subjectivity as the 

initiation of the infant into the symbolic order, that is, into language and social 

institutions. Lacanian psychoanalysis has served as the foundation for subsequent 

generations of interdisciplinary discourse theorists. Being most relevant for this 

project, the psychoanalytic discourse theories of post-Lacanians Luce Irigaray and 

Julia Kristeva, introduced in Chapter Three, deserve mention. Their theories will 

                                                                                                                                     
particular theoretical position most commonly associated with Jacques Derrida’s 



 

192

be woven into the discourse analysis where they will be discussed in greater 

detail. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                     
deconstructionism.  
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VII.  Lacanian and Post-Lacanian Psychoanalysis for Study of Chicano/a 

Political Subjectivity 

 

A.  Implications of Lacanian Psychoanalysis for Appraisals of Chicano/a 

Subjectivity 

Prior to moving into the discourse analysis, the chapter will now pick up 

the discussion, begun in the closing section of Chapter Three, regarding the 

rationale for appropriating a Lacanian and post-Lacanian approach for this study 

of Chicano/a political identity. Now that the discussion of the problematics of 

positivism, the development of interpretive epistemologies, and the linguistic turn 

has taken place, the dissertation is now better equipped to discuss in greater detail 

the rationale for electing a Lacanian and post-Lacanian approach. The major 

reasons for selecting a Lacanian and post-Lacanian psychoanalytic approach will 

be organized as follows: (1) Lacan’s theory of subjectivity is inextricably tied to 

the social; (2) Lacanian psychoanalysis is interpretive and, therefore, non-

normative; and (3) Lacan’s theories have political utility sufficient to address 

Chicano/a discourse communities’ emancipatory interests 
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B.  Lacan’s Theory of Subjectivity is Undeniably Social 

Chicano/a cultural studies and Chicano/a psychology make compelling 

claims concerning the centrality of the social for the Chicano/a subject. Lacanian 

and post-Lacanian psychoanalysis make related claims about all subjects. They do 

so, however, in conjunction with theorizing the centrality of the intrapsychic 

domain. Consequently, their theories open a space within psychoanalysis in the 

U.S. to entertain a dialogue with the sociocultural commitments of Chicano/a 

discourse communities. A significant point of connection that Chicano/a cultural 

studies and Chicano/a psychology have with Lacanian and post-Lacanian 

psychoanalysis is that their theories of subjectivity turns on its head psychology’s 

history of placing the subject at the center of things. The Lacanian and post-

Lacanian ontologies of the psyche, although different from one another, remain 

inextricably tied to the cultural, social, and discursive domains of experience. The 

subject is created in and through culture and can not stand apart from his or her 

symbolic matrix, that is, from his or her linguistic and sociocultural context. 

Given the tendency for Chicano/a cultural studies and Chicano/a psychology to 

privilege the discourse of the extrapsychic over the intrapsychic, Lacan’s 

ontological claims of a socially-situated unconscious make this reading of 

psychoanalysis more intelligible to and compatible with their own ontological 

claims. In addition to finding points of connection with Chicano/a cultural studies 

and Chicano/a psychology, Lacanian and post-Lacanian psychoanalysis can 
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enlarge these perspectives by extending the dimensions of discourse theory and 

adding a theory of the unconscious. 

 

C.  Lacanian and Post-Lacanian Psychoanalysis are Interpretive and Post-

positivist 

The second point that makes Lacanian and post-Lacanian psychoanalysis 

ideal for studies of Chicano/a subjectivity is that they are interpretive 

perspectives. That is, they take a post-positivist position towards psychoanalysis. 

As an interpretive praxis psychoanalysis is, by design, non-normative which 

makes it more malleable to divergent cultural realities. Thus understanding the 

cultural life world of the Chicano/a subject becomes an important end in itself. In 

Lacanian and post-Lacanian psychoanalysis there is no impetus to reduce the 

Chicano/a subject’s cultural world to a singular psychological cause. There is no 

need to deconstruct the social for the purposes of the Chicano/a subject’s 

assimilation into the cultural norms and values of the dominant culture, as 

medicalized versions of psychoanalysis have demanded. Deconstructing the 

subject’s life-world and discourse in Lacanian psychoanalysis, by contrast, serves 

an end that stands apart from a normative disease-model notion of cure, an end 

that is more consistent with the non-normative position of Chicano/a cultural 

studies. 
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During the past century, the dissemination of the cultural ideologies of the 

West has often been obscured through the trope of objective or positivistic social 

science. Undoing the positivistic entanglements found in normative 

representations of Chicanas and Chicanos with in the field of psychology 

(including Chicano/ and multicultural psychology) becomes salient because of the 

role that positivism has had, historically, in misrecognizing their salutary cultural 

differences (Rosaldo, 1985; Ruiz & Padilla, 1977). Resolving the positivistic 

residues that have been responsible for the exclusionary practices towards 

Chicanos/as and their discourse communities, then, is in the grave interest of 

Chicano/a cultural studies and Chicano/a psychology. Resolving these residues 

within Chicano/a and multicultural psychology is imperative as they unwittingly 

run counter to their interests in diversity and plurality. With these critiques in 

hand, Chicano/a cultural studies and a refigured Chicano/a psychology can garner 

greater leverage, epistemologically speaking, to confront those ideas within 

psychology that have been guilty of historical exceptionalism; these ideas have 

presented themselves as timeless and as speaking for all people. Appropriating a 

Lacanian and post-Lacanian perspective preclude foreclosing on the possibility of 

developing a culturally-situated theory of the Chicano/a unconscious. 
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D.  Lacanian and Post-Lacanian Perspectives are Amenable to Chicanos/as’ 

Emancipatory Interests 

 The third argument in favor of appropriating Lacanian and post-Lacanian 

perspectives is that they can dialogue with the sociopolitical interests of 

Chicano/a cultural studies and Chicano/a psychology. In Lacanian and post-

Lacanian psychoanalysis, as discussed in Chapter Three, “misrecognition” (i.e., 

the subject’s alienation) occurs on the intrapsychic, social, and material planes. 

Whereas Freudian psychoanalysis considers the subject’s sense of alienation 

within himself, Chicano/a cultural studies and Chicano/a psychology, in line with 

sociopolitical critiques, theorize the Chicano/a subject’s alienation in 

sociohistorical and political space. Lacan’s multidimensional notion of alienation 

is compatible with the emancipatory interests of Chicano/a cultural studies and 

Chicano/a psychology because it allows for the recognition, within 

psychoanalysis, for the Chicano/a subject’s alienation within the social plane. And 

it does so without reducing the Chicano/a subject’s social alienation to a function 

of the psyche. 

Unencumbered by a normative impulse, Lacanian and post-Lacanian 

psychoanalytic discourse is freed up to investigate the ways in which society 

harbors its own hegemonic elements and how these repressive forces inscribe 

themselves on subjectivity. Once out of the chauvinistic grip of the medical 

model, then, one can no longer locate the cause of the Chicano/a subject’s 
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suffering solely within the subject and render the machinations of society 

unproblematic as medical psychoanalysis has had a history of doing. This has 

been a major source of misrecognition of marginalized groups, as discussed in 

Chapter One, that has had injurious psychic and material effects (Sue, 1977; Ruiz 

& Padilla, 1977). So a positivistic psychoanalysis, which promotes an uncritical 

adaptation-to-society ethic, becomes very problematic for the “other,” in this case, 

for the politicized Chicano/a subject. Lacanian and post-Lacanian perspectives, 

being non-normative, are therefore more amenable to the political discourse of 

Chicano/a subjectivity. 

These three points taken together: that Lacanian and post-Lacanian 

notions of subjectivity are inextricably tied to the social; that Lacanian and post-

Lacanian psychoanalytic theories are interpretive and, therefore, non-normative; 

and that the theories of Lacan, Irigaray, and Kristeva have political utility 

sufficient to address Chicano/a discourse communities’ emancipatory interests 

demonstrate the potential for Lacanian psychoanalysis to function as a grid to 

interrogate, not only the social sphere of the Chicano/a discourse communities, 

but also their intrapsychic sphere. The following section will discuss how 

Lacanian and post-Lacanian perspectives can be utilized to conduct a discourse 

analysis of Chicano/a subject positions. 
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VIII. Discourse Analysis: Qualitative Methodology for Analyzing Talk and Text 

 

A.  Discourse, Subjectivity, and Social Space 

 As discussed in the Introduction , discourse theorists in the humanities and 

social sciences contend that the linguistic practices forged by a given community 

of subjects render information concerning their identities and serve as a map of 

the cultural and social space of the community itself (Potter & Wetherell, 1987; 

Harré, 1997; Fairclough, 1997; Mills, 1997; Arens, 1998; Phillips & Jørgensen, 

2002).The various theoretical trajectories leading to the linguistic turn cited in a 

previous section of this chapter—Chomsky’s theory of generative grammar, 

Austin’s speech act theory, Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology, and Saussure’s 

structural linguistics (Potter & Wetherell, 1987)—have come to influence a 

variety of methodologies to analyzing speech and language processes. 

Representing a wide range of theoretical commitments across a variety of 

disciplines, these scholars employ a qualitative research methodology referred to 

as discourse analysis to demonstrate their claims concerning the centrality of 

language studies to an understanding of human and social phenomena (Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987; Harré, 1997; Fairclough, 1997; Mills, 1997).  

 Discourse analysis is popularly referred to as the analysis of talk and text 

because written, spoken, and, even, visual “texts” are said to be analyzable and, 
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thus, serve as the principal objects of study in conducting a discourse analysis. 

Discourse analysts make the claim that the analysis of the subject’s discourse is 

vital to an understanding of human and social phenomena because of how 

extensively the subject’s life is wrapped up in dialogue with others and within 

her- or himself (Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Harré, 1997; Phillips & Jørgensen, 

2002). Rom Harré (1997) states that, 

the fact that human beings are above all talkers should be at the forefront 

of our attention. So much of our lives are managed in public discussion, in 

conversations of all kinds. So much of our private thoughts are patterned 

on public conversational conventions. Language initiates, controls and 

repairs our interactions. (p. 19)  

Potter and Wetherell (1987) also add that:  

The study of language is particularly vital to social psychology because it 

simply is the most basic and pervasive form of interaction between 

people…. Furthermore, when raising issues of the nature of culture, on the 

one hand, and the nature of self, on the other, it is virtually impossible to 

clearly disentangle them from questions about language and its role in 

human affairs.  (p. 9) 

Clearly, Harré and Potter and Wetherell stress that an investigation of a 

community’s linguistic practices provides the most fruitful avenue for an 

understanding of both the social and the psychological spheres of experience. 
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They argue that an understanding of subjectivity, of social space, or of their 

interrelationship can be most closely mapped via an interrogation of speech and 

language practices. Where discourse analytic perspectives come to differ is in the 

extent to and ways in which subjectivity and social space can be said to be 

mutually constituted through the medium of discourse. 

 The claims that Anaya makes, that the psyches and social space of 

Chicanos were refigured by their reappropriation of indigenist discourses are most 

closely aligned with claims made by social constructionist approaches to 

discourse analysis. Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) state that social constructionist 

approaches to discourse analysis, 

take as their starting point the claim…that our access to reality is always 

through language. With language, we create representations of reality that 

are never mere reflections of a pre-existing reality but contribute to 

constructing reality. That does not mean that reality itself does not exist. 

Meanings and representation are real. Physical objects also exist, but they 

only gain meaning through discourse. (pp. 8-9) 

According to this perspective, discourse, subjectivity, and social space are 

intertwined in the construction of reality. Potter and Wetherell (1987) refer to this 

social constructionist perspective as the “discursive model of the self” p. 102). 

They state, “The main objective of the critical movement has been to displace 

attention from the self-as-entity and focus it on the methods of constructing the 



 

202

self” (Potter & Wetherell, 1987 p. 102).85 Asking questions about the construction 

of the self, by design, implicates the social and problematizes the self-as-organism 

perspective that obscures the role of the social in shaping the self. 

Following the thread of Anaya’s commentary, the question this study 

seeks to explore is not what is the true nature, or essence, of the Chicano/a 

subject, but how is Chicano/a subjectivity and social space refigured through 

shifts in his or her discourse. The social constructionist discourse perspective 

provides fertile ground on which to investigate the ways in which Chicanos’ and 

Chicanas’ politicized indigenist narratives figure into their positioning as subjects. 

This study, therefore, will appropriate a social constructionist approach to 

discourse analysis, one grounded in the discourse theory of Lacanian 

psychoanalysis. 

 

B.  Core Assumptions of Social Constructionist Theory 

Social constructionist perspectives share several core philosophical 

assumptions that are relevant for discourse analysis methodology. Phillips and 

Jørgensen (2002) state that social constructionist perspectives take “A critical 

approach to taken for granted knowledge” (p. 5). This means in essence that 

received “truths” about reality are subject to being questioned. This point reflects 

                                                 
85 Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) identify social constructionism as the broadest category with 
which they organize the various types of approaches to discourse that include structuralism and 
post-structuralism. Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) and Potter and Wetherell (1987) claim that 
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the position that knowledge is produced in a social context and does not exist as 

some independent external reality. Therefore, there is no such thing as an 

objective truth as is claimed in positivism. The subject’s sense of reality is a 

product of discourse and a byproduct of how the subject’s world is organized. 

The second assumption concerns “Historical and cultural specificity” 

(Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002, p. 5). This point involves the notion that the subject 

comes into being through particular historical and cultural processes. The 

subject’s understanding and representation of the world is specific to history, 

culture, time, and place. Subjectivity is therefore said to be contingent upon his or 

her location within these parameters. 

The third point concerns the “Link between knowledge and social 

processes” (Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002, p. 5). This social constructionist claim 

holds that knowledge and what the subject takes as truth is constituted within and 

circumscribed by the subject’s social sphere. Information, knowledge, and what 

the subject deems as true are negotiated via a social process, that is, through 

discourse and his or her participation in the social. 

The final point that Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) make concerns the 

“Link between knowledge and social action” (p. 6). This core assumption 

illustrates that the subject’s interpretation of reality has implications for the 

actions chosen by the subject. This point is not taken to mean that the subject 

                                                                                                                                     
structuralism and post-structuralism have been highly influential in the broader social 
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always makes choices as a fully conscious, rational agent. Rather, it means that 

the subject’s actions are organized around the embeddedness in his or her 

understanding of the world. The subject can not stand outside of social or cultural 

space and, therefore, can not help but to act out of his or her rootedness in the 

social sphere. The degree to which a subject can be said to act free from societal 

influence depends on the particular social constructionist perspective concerning 

the subject’s degree of agency. 

 

C.   Social Constructionist Discourse Analysis 

Since there are a variety of social constructionist theories of discourse, a 

distinction must be made between the various discourse analysis methodologies 

that have been derived from these theories. The major forms of discourse analysis 

methodology falling under the rubric of social constructionism are, according to 

Phillips and Jørgensen (2002), Foucauldian discourse analysis, Laclau and 

Mouffe’s discourse theory, critical discourse analysis, and discursive psychology. 

Mills (1997) would add postcolonial discourse analysis and feminist discourse 

analysis as distinct approaches. Within each of these general approaches to 

discourse analysis there exist variations in how these approaches are defined and 

executed. Outside of Foucauldian discourse analytic methods, the other 

methodologies listed may at times incorporate psychoanalytic theory (Phillips & 

                                                                                                                                     
constructionist movement which spans beyond structuralist and post-structuralist perspectives. 
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Jørgensen, 2002; Arens, 1998; Mills, 1997), generally, Lacanian and post-

Lacanian perspectives. 

 

D. Lacanian Psychoanalysis Used for Discourse Analysis of Empirical Material 

As stated previously, Lacan’s revisions of Freudian psychoanalysis to 

include structural linguistics have been central to contemporary understandings of 

speech and language (i.e., discourse), especially as they relate to the formation of 

subjectivity and of the subject’s relation to the social. Lacan’s contributions to 

discourse theory have also led to his theories serving as a foundation for discourse 

analysis perspectives. In particular, Ernesto Laclau, who collaborated with 

Chantal Mouffe in their development of discourse theory,86 has extended their 

work in discourse theory to include aspects of Lacan’s theory of subjectivity 

(Phillips & Jørgensen , 2002). Laclau and Mouffe’s work is more theoretical in 

nature and less attuned to specific instances of talk and text than other versions of 

discourse analysis (Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002, p. 5). Phillips and Jørgensen 

(2002) state that “Laclau and Mouffe do not do much detailed analysis of 

empirical material themselves. And when they do identify specific discourses, 

they are interested in these as abstract phenomena” (p. 49). However, Phillips and 

Jørgensen (2002) argue that Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory can be used in 

empirical ways.  
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Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) have developed a framework for conducting 

the discourse analyses of empirical material using Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse 

theory perspective and Laclau’s subsequent incorporation of Lacanian 

psychoanalysis in the discourse theory he developed with Mouffe. Phillips and 

Jørgensen’s (2002) distillation of Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory will be 

used as the organizing framework for this discourse analysis, however, the 

discourse analysis will draw on other perspectives as well. Discourse analytic 

perspectives that combine one or more types of discourse analysis methodology 

or combine cultural theory with a discourse analytic approach are referred to as 

multiperspectival approaches. Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) claim that 

multiperspectival approaches to discourse analysis are “positively valued in most 

forms of discourse analysis” (p. 4) and can lead to a broader and deeper 

understanding since different perspectives tend to shed light on a different facet of 

human and social phenomena. Therefore, the dissertation will utilize a 

multiperspectival approach and step outside Phillips and Jørgensen’s framework 

as needed to address the research questions.  Specifically, the discourse analysis 

will draw on empirical material (i.e, Chicano/a writings) as well as cultural 

theory. Lacanian and post-Lacanian (Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva) 

psychoanalytic perspectives will be used in addition to cultural studies 

                                                                                                                                     
86 See Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985) Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, their major work concerning 
their interpretation of discourse theory. 
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perspectives (e.g., Chicano/a cultural studies) to analyze the three Chicano/a 

discourse communities being investigated. 

 

E. Discourse Analytic Tools Derived from Laclau and Mouffe’s Discourse Theory 

Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) state that Laclau and Mouffe’s major 

concepts can be adapted to serve as tools for analyzing discourse. A discussion of 

these concepts will lay the groundwork for the terminology to be used in the 

empirical portions of the discourse analysis.  Laclau and Mouffe claim that the 

subject’s use of “key signifiers” (i.e., key terms such as “Chicano,” “Aztlán,” “La 

Malinche,” etc.) serve to organize her or his discourse, subjectivity, and social 

space. Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) assert that key signifiers in the broadest 

sense are instrumental in the “social organisation of meaning” (p. 50); they help 

bring coherence to the subject’s sense of the world. Key signifiers are broken 

down into three major categories: nodal points, master signifiers, and myths 

(Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002, p. 50). Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) state that 

“Generally speaking, nodal points organise discourses…, master signifiers 

organise identity…, and myths organise social space” (p. 50). 

An illustration of the key signifiers to be used in this study will help 

illustrate how Laclau and Mouffe’s taxonomy of discourse analytic terms will be 

situated. In the case of the Chicano cultural nationalist subject, the nodal point 

“Chicano cultural nationalism” is a type of key signifier which conveys a set of 
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ideas that organizes the discourse of the Chicano cultural nationalist subject. The 

master signifier in this example would be the Chicano cultural nationalist subject 

position. The perspective holds that the master signifier “Chicano cultural 

nationalist” serves to organize the identity of its members via its chains of 

equivalence, that is, via the subject’s “identifications” with other key and 

supporting signifiers. Finally, the figure of Aztlán, which will represent the U.S. 

Southwest and, sometimes, Mexico, would serve as the myth that serves to 

organize the social space of the Chicano cultural nationalist subject. 

Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) state that once the key signifiers are 

identified in written, spoken, or visual texts, 

the investigation can begin of how discourses, identity and the social space 

respectively are organised discursively. This is done by investigating how 

the key signifiers are combined with other signs. What the key signifiers 

have in common is that they are empty signs: that is, they mean almost 

nothing by themselves until, through chains of equivalence, they are 

combined with other signs that fill them with meaning. (Phillips & 

Jørgensen, 2002, p. 50) 

The nodal point “Chicano cultural nationalism” as an empty signifier, for instance, 

comes to have meaning as Chicano cultural nationalism only “through its 

combination with other carriers of meaning” (Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002, p. 50). 

Some examples of these “carriers of meaning” could be the reappropriation of 
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indigenous origins, claims to the land where it is believed Aztlán once stood, or 

efforts to build a Chicano nation. Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) state, “By 

investigating the chains of meaning that discourses bring together in this way, one 

can gradually identify discourses (and identities and social spaces)” (p. 50). So the 

nodal point Chicano cultural nationalism accrues meaning through its association 

with other signifiers and comes to represent a constellation of significances that 

orbit around the nodal point of Chicano cultural nationalism.87  

 

F. Social Antagonism and Hegemony 

 Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) also draw on Laclau and Mouffe’s concepts 

of “antagonism” and “hegemony” and hold that these terms can be used as 

discourse analytic tools in the analysis of empirical material (pp. 49-50). They 

argue that the process of social antagonism and hegemonic intervention in 

discourses serve to demonstrate the incompleteness of a particular discourse. 

Discourses are incomplete because multiple discourses are generally in 

competition to define the subject’s individual and social reality. Phillips and 

Jørgensen (2002) state: 

                                                 
87 Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) state that “non-linguistic practices” (p. 50) are also considered to 
be a part of the discursive register in Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory. Kristeva refers to the 
totality of discourse as “systems of signification” to capture extralinguistic as well as linguistic 
phenomena. For Chicano cultural nationalists, for instance, the placement of an artistic 
reproduction of the Aztec calendar in their homes would communicate a set of meanings beyond 
the calendar’s original use as a method for organizing the days of the week for the Aztec culture. 
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The overall idea of discourse theory is that social phenomena are never 

finished or total. Meaning can never be ultimately fixed and this opens up 

the way for constant social struggles about definitions of society and 

identity, with resulting social effects. (p. 24) 

Although key signifiers serve in the social organization of meaning (i.e., 

consolidating subjectivity, discourse, and social space), how this organization of 

meaning occurs is through the process of struggle over competing versions of 

reality vying to fix or secure the meaning of a discourse. The level of struggle, or 

absence of it, can be said to be either antagonistic or hegemonic depending on the 

degree to which the social organization can be said to be in a state of conflict 

(Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002). 

Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) state that, “A social antagonism occurs 

when different identities mutually exclude each other. Although a subject has 

different identities, these do not have to relate antagonistically to one another” 

(Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002, p. 47). Extrapolating from an example used by 

Phillips and Jørgensen , the subject positions of “Chicano” and “woman” at any 

given point in time may not be in conflict with one another. However, in the face 

of increased awareness concerning the rights of women (and the oppression of 

women) a social antagonism might emerge in which Chicanas opposed the use of 

the “o” in Chicano as an appropriate self-identifier for them. Chicanas might then 
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call for gender parity in Chicano discourse communities and vie for the use of the 

self-descriptor “Chicana/o” or “Chicano/a” to better represent them. 

A hegemonic intervention occurs when competing discourses, or 

antagonisms, are dissolved through the control of one set of meanings over 

another. Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) state that in a hegemonic intervention: 

One discourse is undermined from the discursive field from which another 

discourse overpowers it, or rather dissolves it, by rearticulating its 

elements. The hegemonic intervention has succeeded if one discourse 

comes to dominate alone, where before there was conflict, and the 

antagonism is dissolved. (p. 48) 

Extrapolating again, it could be that the apparent harmonious surface of the 

formative Chicano movement was actually not as harmonious but was kept under 

control by a hegemonic intervention (i.e., the need to act as a unified force to 

achieve social justice (Bruce-Novoa, 1994)). Once the inner rumblings of this 

social repression of Chicanas rose to the surface, however, the apparent harmony 

of Chicano/a gender relations within Chicano discourse communities might give 

way to social antagonisms over the right of representation regarding Chicana 

subject positions. Thus, social antagonisms move towards the renegotiation of key 

signifiers while hegemonic interventions seek to have dominance over key 

signifiers in the social organization of meaning of subjectivity, discourse, and 

social space. 
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G. Phillips and Jørgensen Operationalize Lacan’s Theory of Subjectivity 

Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) discuss the ontological claims of Lacan’s 

theory of subjectivity which they use as a foundation for developing their 

particular reading of subjectivity. The first claim regarding Lacan’s theory of 

subjectivity is that the subject is fundamentally a split or decentered subject. The 

notion of split-subjectivity corresponds with Lacan’s notion of misrecognition and 

alienation (discussed in the section on the mirror stage in Chapter Three). The 

subject seeks to complete itself by directing his or her discourse towards the other. 

The next claim is that the subject comes into being “discursively,” that is, in 

relation to others, language, and the social. Thus, the subject comes to occupy a 

variety of subject positions (e.g., Chicana feminist, woman, scholar, etc.) within 

particular discursive structures (i.e., Chicana feminist discourse, discourse of 

women, academic discourse). The third point Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) make 

is that, for Lacan, subjectivity is “discursively constituted through chains of 

equivalence where signs are sorted and linked together in chains in opposition to 

other chains which thus define how the subject is, and how it is not” (p. 43). An 

example of this would be the “chains of equivalence” describing the attributes of 

ideal Chicano values, referred to as “Chicanismo,” (that help the Chicano subject 

organize his identity around the values of Chicanismo), in opposition to those of 

the “vendido,” or the Chicano “sell out.” The fourth point of Lacan’s theory 
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stressed by Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) is that subjectivity is malleable yet 

delimited by the discourses in which the subject has been initiated and by the 

discourses into which he or she has subsequently participated. 

Phillips and Jørgensen (2002) focus on the social dimensions of 

antagonism and hegemonic interventions. They examine the roles that antagonism 

and hegemony play in the social organization of subjectivity, discourse, and social 

space. However, they do not make explicit the ways in which the processes of 

antagonism and hegemony get played out at the intrapsychic level. Lacan does not 

only focus on the incompleteness of discourse and social space, Lacan also 

stresses the incompleteness of the split-subject at the level of the unconscious 

(i.e., alienation within the self). 

In Lacan’s terms, he refers to the unconscious as the “censored chapter,” 

the subtext or unknown of the subject’s experience. He states: 

The unconscious is the chapter of my history that is marked by a blank or 

occupied by a lie [i.e., misrecognition of myself]: it is the censored 

chapter. But the truth can be refound; most often it has already been 

written elsewhere. (Lacan, 2002b, p. 50) 

Lacan states that the unconscious “speaks” or reveals itself in the subject’s 

discourse through a variety of primary and secondary sources. In the consulting 

room, Lacan performs an in vivo discourse analysis of the subject’s speech as a 

way to gain access to the materiality of the unconscious. His discourse analytic 
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“tools” to be discussed below will be used as guides for exploring the 

unconscious content, the censored chapter of Chicano/a narratives of self-

representation. 

One of the ways in which the unconscious reveals itself is through what 

Lacan (2002b) refers to as “monuments,” or the ways in which the body 

unwittingly communicates something about the subject being kept from his or her 

conscious awareness. Another is through “archival documents,” that is, childhood 

memories. Lacan (2002b) states that the unconscious is encoded in the collective 

stories of discourse communities, that is, “In traditions, too, and even in the 

legends which, in a heroicized form, convey my history” (p. 50). In Lacan’s 

terminology, “semantic evolution” refers to the subject’s “style” of speaking and 

performing the text of his or her experience which communicates much more than 

the subject is consciously aware of. Lacan (2002b) also states that traces of the 

unconscious, or the “adulterated chapter” are dispersed among the subject’s other 

chapters, although he claims unconscious material can enter awareness through 

the subject’s reflections about him or herself (p. 51). The discourse analysis, 

following Lacan’s logic, will seek to theorize about the censored chapter of the 

three Chicano/a subject positions. It will expand upon the discourse analytic tools 

delineated by Phillips and Jørgensen  (2002) and explore them at the level of the 

unconscious using Lacan’s tools for accessing the subject’s unconscious 

discourse. 
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H.  Discourse Analysis Research Design 

The discourse analysis will be conducted of the three subject positions 

mentioned previously: Chicano cultural nationalist, Chicana feminist, and 

Chicano/a dissident intellectual subject positions. For each of the three Chicano/a 

subject positions, representational writings by Chicanos/as that discuss the key 

signifiers of Aztlán, La Malinche, or both will be analyzed. The discourse 

analysis of the three Chicano/a subject positions will be conducted in relation to 

discourses that reference their key signifiers, that is, their chosen glories (e.g., 

Aztlán) and chosen traumas (e.g., La Malinche). In addition, the discourse 

analysis will explore at the manifest level and at the level of the unconscious the 

ways in which key signifiers are interpolated via the processes of social 

antagonism and hegemonic intervention. Representative texts that reference key 

signifiers from the position of one of the three Chicano/a subject positions will 

serve as the empirical material for this discourse analysis.  

The theories of psychoanalysts Jacques Lacan, Luce Irigaray, and Julia 

Kristeva will be placed into dialogue with chosen texts in order to bridge these 

writings to discourses of the psyche. Specifically, the theories of Lacan will be 

used to analyze the Chicano cultural nationalist subject position. Irigaray’s 

notions of women’s speech will be used to analyze the Chicana feminist subject 

position. Finally, Kristeva’s notion of the dissident intellectual will be used to 
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analyze the Chicano/a dissident intellectual subject position. The dissertation 

will now turn to the discourse analysis in Part II.  
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Part II 

Discourse Analysis and Conclusion 
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Chapter Five 

Discourse Analysis of Chicano Cultural Nationalist, Chicana Feminist, and 

Chicano/a Dissident Intellectual Subject Positions 

 

I.  Chicano/a Discourse Communities: Subjectivity, Discourse, and Social Space 

 

In the Prologue, Introduction, and Chapter Four, some of the key signifiers 

of Chicano/a discourse communities, which began with Chicano cultural 

nationalists, were introduced. The scene was set in which the empty signifiers 

“Aztlán” and “Chicano” were introduced as chosen glories. That is, it was 

discussed that the signifiers Aztlán and Chicano were used as rhetorical strategies 

that served to organize the social for politicized Mexican American cultural 

nationalists. Therefore, the myth, the social space of Aztlán (U.S. Southwest); the 

master signifier the Chicano cultural nationalist subject position; and the nodal 

point, the discourse of Chicano cultural nationalism coalesced to form the 

Chicano cultural nationalist discourse community. In tandem, the empty signifier, 

La Malinche as a chosen trauma for the Chicano cultural nationalist discourse 

community established the zone of transgression for this community of subjects. 

It was also discussed that the social antagonisms of Chicano cultural nationalists 

were instrumental in forcing a rupture with many hegemonic interventions (i.e., 
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assimilationist rhetoric) by mainstream culture. Therefore, their efforts helped 

clear the path for subsequent refigurations of Chicano/a discourse communities 

such as the Chicana feminist and Chicano/a dissident intellectual discourse 

communities mentioned previously. 

The discourse analysis below will begin by examining some of the texts 

and themes that were laid out by Chicano cultural nationalists from a 

multiperspectival approach using cultural theory, Chicano/a cultural studies, 

psychoanalysis, and the analysis of empirical material. The first text to be 

examined is El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán as it was one of the first Chicano 

documents to discuss the figure of Aztlán. The discourse analysis will then turn to 

the subsequent shifts in Chicano/a subjectivity to demonstrate how shifts in the 

Chicano discourse communities and their key signifiers were refigured anew. 
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II.  Discourse Analysis of Chicano Cultural Nationalist Subject Position 

 

A.  Chicano Cultural Nationalism, Aztlán, and La Malinche 

El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán, discussed in the Prologue set off a network 

of chains of equivalence leading to the constellation of signifiers orbiting around 

the Chicano cultural nationalist discourse community. Following the analysis of 

El Plan and its ties to the aforementioned key signifiers, the figure of La Malinche 

will be discussed. A summary of her multiply-contested trajectory from historical 

figure to mythic figure will be presented in order to give sufficient background on 

La Malinche at a level comparable to background given on Aztlán and the 

Chicano self-identifier. Following this introduction to Malintzin Tenepal, this 

section will explore how Chicano cultural nationalist discourse communities used 

the trope of La Malinche as the zone of prohibition in their efforts to achieve 

greater unity. Finally, this analysis will explore how the processes of antagonism 

and hegemony get played out at the level of the unconscious (the censored 

chapter) and in the negotiation of meaning for the Chicano discourse community. 

 

B.  Chosen Glories: The Search for Aztlán 

It was discussed in the Prologue that the symbol of Aztlán was first 

broadly introduced to a Chicano audience at the Chicano Youth Conference in 
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Denver, Colorado in March, 1969. Following the drafting of the manifesto this 

conference produced, El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán (1989) entered the official 

record of Chicano texts that were to leave their mark on Chicano cultural 

nationalist discourse. Several elements in the text of El Plan reveal the beginnings 

of the positioning of the key signifiers that would come to play a major role in the 

social organization of meaning, and as Anaya states and this study contends, come 

to refigure the Chicano psyche. El Plan entered into the official register its potent 

call to nationalism. 

Nodal point: the discourse of Chicano cultural nationalism. El Plan 

became one of the wells from which discourses on an emerging Chicano cultural 

nationalism could draw. The rhetorical strategies deployed in El Plan make a clear 

and direct call for Chicanos to embrace nationalism. El Plan (1989) states: 

El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán sets the theme that the Chicanos … 

must use their nationalism as the key or common denominator for 

mass mobilization and organization. (p. 2) 

El Plan (1989) also states the following about nationalism serving as the 

common denominator for the Chicano movement: 

Nationalism as the key to organization transcends all religious, 

political, class, and economic factions or boundaries. Nationalism 

is the common denominator that all members of La Raza can agree 

upon. (p.2) 
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From these two statements in the manifesto, it becomes clear that a 

discourse around the philosophy of nationalism is seen as having the 

potential to organize a community with a history of marginalization. So 

the statement “Chicanos…must use their nationalism” implies that the 

functions of rhetoric and ideology have the power sufficient for “mass 

mobilization and organization.” The fact that the authors of El Plan place 

the discourse of nationalism above “religious, political, class, and 

economic” factors also speaks to the strong motivation to use the 

discourse of Chicano cultural nationalism as a unifying force. Making this 

request of a historically religious Mexican American culture was, indeed, 

a very bold move. In El Plan, the tie to the nation of Aztlán is framed as 

being the highest good, claiming that Chicano cultural nationalism 

“transcends” the majority of the discourses that Chicano subjects 

participate in their daily lives. 

 Implicit in El Plan’s call to nationalism is the ideology that it is the 

Chicano nation’s birthright to inhabit the land where it is believed Aztlán 

once stood. So the rhetorical strategies link the discourse on Chicano 

cultural nationalism in a chain of equivalence with indigenism, 

“reclaiming the land…from whence came our forefathers” (p. 1); genetic 

inheritance, “the call of our blood is our power” (p. 1); mestizaje (ethnic 

hybridity), “we declare the independence of our mestizo [ethnically 
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hybrid] nation” (p. 1); and geopolitical inheritance, “Aztlán belongs to 

those who plant the seeds, water the fields, and gather the crops and not to 

the foreign Europeans” (p. 1). The chain of equivalences in this discourse 

serve to organize and maintain the discourse on Chicano cultural 

nationalism. 

 Myth: Aztlán and the U.S. Southwest. As discussed in the Prologue 

and Introduction, Chicano cultural nationalists found a particularly 

powerful rhetorical edge in the fact that the majority of Mexican 

Americans lived in the region of the United States where it is believed 

Aztlán was located. At the same time, the Southwest is also the territory 

that was ceded to the U.S. following the signing of the Treaty of 

Guadalupe-Hidalgo. El Plan begins its organization of social space for the 

Chicano discourse community with a consciousness “of the 

brutal…[Anglo] invasion of our territories” (p. 1). In addition, El Plan 

discusses the necessary efforts of “reclaiming the land of their 

[“forefathers”] birth” (p. 1). It fixes the Chicano subject’s geo-spiritual 

coordinates as the true natural “inhabitants and civilizers of the northern 

land of Aztlán” (p. 1). 

Interwoven into the discourse on the social space of Aztlán is the 

keen awareness that the land of the Chicano cultural nationalists’ 

forefathers has been co-opted and desecrated, and calls to be restored. The 
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land, or social space, of Aztlán, then, also takes on a psychospiritual 

character. The land is imbued with an animism that calls the Chicano 

cultural nationalist to reclaim it. The Chicano cultural nationalists of El 

Plan “declare” that the call of the land, the call of Aztlán, is also “the call 

of our blood;” it “is our power, our responsibility, and our inevitable 

destiny” (p. 1). El Plan is, after all, the spiritual plan for the land and its 

rightful heirs. For the formative Chicano cultural nationalist discourse 

community, social space comes to be organized not only as a place, but as 

a state of mind, heart, and spirit.  

 Master signifier: Chicano cultural nationalist subject position. The 

discursive elements that orbit around the master signifier, “Chicano 

cultural nationalist,” also involve claims to indigenous individual and 

collective identity. The identification with “the bronze nation” (p. 1) leads 

to a self identification as “La Raza de Bronze” (the bronzed-skinned 

people or race) (p. 2) and a solidarity with the Chicano cultural nationalist 

“brothers in the bronze continent” (p. 1). Being a part of a “mestizo 

nation” implies place and being, an existentialist proposition they state is 

grounded in, “values which ignore materialism and embrace humanism” 

(p. 2). El Plan also reflects a consciousness of the Chicano subject as 

politically attuned, proud, authentic, connected to the land, and protector 

of his people. In addition, the identity of the Chicano is positioned as 
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having the possibility of a diverse range of professional identifications 

such as “ranchero [works the land], writer, teacher, worker, professional” 

(p. 2). 

Empty signifiers as carriers of meaning. The key signifiers that 

organize the social meanings of the Chicano cultural nationalist discourse 

community act as empty signifiers. As Phillips and Jørgensen remark 

(2002), “What the key signifiers have in common is that they are empty 

signs: that is, they mean almost nothing by themselves until, through 

chains of equivalence, they are combined with other signs that fill them 

with meaning” (p. 50). The highly charged key signifiers of the Chicano 

cultural nationalist discourse community came to have meaning through 

the combination of the aforementioned empty signifiers “with other 

carriers of meaning” (Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002, p. 50). As stated 

previously, some examples of these “carriers of meaning” could be the 

connection to indigenous origins, claims to the land where it is believed 

Aztlán once stood, or efforts to build a Chicano nation. As can be seen 

from the discussion of key signifiers, subjectivity, discourse, and social 

space come to have meaning through the contingent relationships they 

form with one another. So the key signifiers of the Chicano cultural 

nationalist discourse community accrue individual and social meaning 
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through their associations with other signifiers representing the universe of 

Chicano cultural nationalism. 

The process by which Chicano cultural nationalist discourse 

communities came into being, according to Phillips and Jørgensen (2002), 

occurs through the process of hegemony and antagonism. El Plan served 

as a discursive tool useful in orchestrating a variety of hegemonic 

interventions aimed at securing unity for Mexican American subjects 

under the banner of nationalism. One of the ways Chicano cultural 

nationalists secured the meaning of what El Plan (1989) calls 

“carnalismo” [brotherhood] (p. 3), what was referred to in Chapter Four as 

“Chicanismo,” was through a hegemonic intervention that sought to fix 

meaning for Mexican American discourse communities, thereby 

discouraging assimilation into the U.S. mainstream. They did so by 

demarcating the line of transgression of the ideal values of carnalismo and 

Chicanismo via the empty signifier, the symbol of La Malinche. The 

discourse analysis will now turn to discuss the multiple transformations of 

this empty signifier, the symbol of La Malinche, from the Mexican 

imaginary into the imaginary of Chicano cultural nationalist discourse, in 

order to position it in relation to the empty signifier, Aztlán. 
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C.  Chosen Traumas: La Malinche and the fall of the Aztec Empire 

Purportedly of noble birth, and sold as a slave by her mother and step-

father in order that the inheritance of her half-brother might be secured, Malintzin 

Tenepal was eventually delivered as a gift into the hands of the conquistador 

Hernán Cortés, after having been twice sold as a slave (Cypress, 1991, p. 33; 

Alcalá, 2001, p. 41).88 Endowed with a gift for polyglottism—Malintzin spoke 

Maya and her native tongue, Nahuatl—she quickly learned Spanish and soon 

became indispensable to Cortés. Cortés took Malintzin into his confidence, 

elevating her status relative to other indigenous slaves by making her his 

confidant and concubine (Todorov, 1984, p. 100). Malintzin, referred to as Doña 

Marina by Cortés and his entourage of Old World militia, would come to play a 

key role in the communications between Cortés and Moctezuma, ruler of the 

Aztec empire. 

Although Malintzin left no written record, her image and the role she 

reportedly played in the fall of the Aztec civilization soon entered the official 

record.89 Her participation as translator for Cortés was first documented by 

Francisco Lopez de Gomara and Fray Bartolome de las Casas (Alcalá, 2001, p. 

38) and by Cortés via correspondence with the Spanish crown (Cypress, 1991, pp. 

                                                 
88 Cypress (1991) states that, “The group of Mayan traders to whom she was sold in turn sold her 
to the Tabascans. They subsequently chose her to be one of the twenty women given as a gift to 
the Spaniards. The practice of exchange of women was common among the Indians and 
acceptable, too, among the Spaniards; neither side saw the transfer of women as an unusual 
custom” (p. 33). 
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26-7). According to Rita Cano Alcalá (2001) these accounts of the conquest 

diminished and scarcely mentioned her role as translator to Cortés (p. 38). To 

challenge this slighted view of La Malinche’s role in the conquest, Bernal Díaz 

del Castillo, a foot soldier of Cortés's, wrote Historia Verdadera de la Conquista 

de la Nueva España (The Conquest of New Spain). Díaz sought to set the record 

straight and elevate the status of Doña Marina in the eyes of his Spanish audience 

(Todorov, 1984, p. 101; Cypress, 1991, p. 27-8; Alcalá, 2001, p. 38). Díaz 

portrays Doña Marina as a virtuous woman, lauding her for her conversion to 

Catholicism, proselytizing of indigenous people, gift for languages, and 

assimilation into Spanish cultural customs. In addition, he insists that Malintzin’s 

role in the fall of Mexico was decisive. Corroborating Díaz's account, Todorov 

(1984) claims that, in the images in the Florentine Codex, along with other 

sources by scholars, Malintzin is depicted as performing a crucial role in the 

conquest of Mesoamerica, in particular, with the fall of the Aztec empire and the 

demise of Moctezuma’s reign (p. 101). By and large, Doña Marina was portrayed 

as a benevolent figure through the Spanish gaze and desire of conquest. From 

these chroniclers of the conquest and ensuing folklore commenced the entry of the 

figure of La Malinche into literary and oral tradition, inaugurating her contentious 

trajectory from historical figure to figure of mythic proportions. 

                                                                                                                                     
89 The dates of the conquest of Mexico range from the arrival of Cortes and his entourage in 1519 
to the fall of the Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan, in 1521. 
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Lingering in the post-conquest imaginary of the fledgling state of Mexico, 

La Malinche was refigured three hundred years later, soon after Mexico’s 

independence from Spain in 1821. In sharp contrast to the Europeanist portrayal 

of Malintzin as a virtuous indigenous woman who helps to “civilize” New Spain, 

she is recast as the ultimate symbol of national betrayal in the eyes of the nascent 

Mexican nation. Sandra Messinger Cypress (1991) remarks that one of the first 

post-Independence accounts of La Malinche is in the novel Xicoténcal, published 

anonymously in Philadelphia circa 1826 (p. 10). Citing Luis Leal, Cypress states 

that Xicoténcal was “one of the first texts to present a negative view of La 

Malinche” (p. 10). Cypress (1991) remarks that, in Xicoténcal, 

the unknown author paints a literary portrait of her as the evil temptress 

and betrayer of la patria [the fatherland]. This text made an impact in 

Mexico. By 1870, the phrase ‘seller of her nation’ [la vendida] had 

become integrally associated with [Doña] Marina.  (p. 10) 

In the heat of nationalist zeal, the ascendant power structures of Mexico enacted a 

hegemonic intervention that consolidated the heterogeneous forces that brought to 

fruition the Mexican nation-state. Fueled by anti-European sentiments, the image 

of La Malinche quickly turned sour and became the receptacle for the disavowals 

of Spanish culture (Alarcón, 1989).    

After Mexico's independence from Spain, Mexican national identity 

embarked on a precarious journey subjected to the tumultuousness of a young 
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nation in constant flux.90 After Independence, Mexico became fiercely anti-

Spanish and its national rhetoric conflated with the precolonial glory of the Aztec 

and Mayan civilizations. In redirecting the national gaze toward the newly 

constituted subjects of Mexico and away from the paternalism of colonial rule, the 

traitorous image of La Malinche was used as a symbol of transgression, a trope 

against which to unite the heterogeneity of Mexican regionalisms, class 

stratifications, and power structures.  Ignored in the national rhetoric were the 

problematics of an elaborate caste system involving varying degrees of 

permutation of indigenous, criollo, and mestizo bloodlines. At this juncture in the 

history of the Mexican nation-state, images of Malintzin began to diverge and 

inhabit ambivalent subject positions such as “princess-slave, Indian-

convert,…goddess-woman, traitor-strategist, condemner-savior” (Alcalá, 2001, p. 

37), depending on the gaze of her interpreters. 

Cypress (1991) remarks that images of La Malinche during the Mexican 

Revolution of 1910 diminished favoring the types of indigenism best exemplified 

through the muralists of that period (p. 10). She states, “The literary explosion of 

works dealing with Mexican national themes concentrated on the revolution, 

while the Conquest of Mexico as a literary motif was slighted by most writers” 

(Cypress, 1991, p. 10). Consequently, the disparagement of La Malinche in the 

                                                 
90 During the first three decades following Independence, Mexico had over forty governments. In 
addition, Mexico had a monarchy imposed by the French, a history of dictatorial rule, and a thirty-
year revolution before (un)settling into a republic racked by economic, political, and class strife. 
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Mexican cultural and literary imagination entered into a hiatus lying dormant 

beneath the rumblings of the revolution's unending class, cultural, and political 

unrest. 

Forty years after the start of the Mexican Revolution, the dormant image 

of La Malinche is awakened onto the international literary scene, bled from the 

pen of Nobel Laureate Octavio Paz. In his highly contested essay on Mexican 

national identity (Pérez, 1999), “Los Hijos de La Malinche” (The Sons of La 

Malinche), Paz effects a modernist psychoanalytic reading of the Mexican 

national character that would become the paradigmatic portrayal of La Malinche 

for his generation of mid-twentieth century writers (Cypress, 1991, p. 11). Paz 

(1985) outlines what he sees as the Mexican subject’s ambivalent ties to his past, 

which he characterizes as an experience of “separation and negation” (p. 88). 

Whereas Paz describes Mexico's independence from Spain as a break with 

paternal ties, the reform movements,91 which followed after Independence, are 

described as a rupture with indigenous maternal ties. Paz (1985) theorizes that, in 

distancing itself from its historical antecedents, “the Mexican state proclaimed an 

abstract and universal conception of man: the Republic is not composed of 

criollos, Indians and mestizos…but simply of men alone” (p. 88). 

                                                 
91 The Mexican reform movements refer to Mexico’s much contested transition from the 
influences of monarchic and religious governance to a secular government based on political 
philosophies inspired by the values of the European Enlightenment. 
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Paz (1985) declares of his Mexican culture and compatriots that "we 

condemn our origins and deny our hybridism" (pp. 86-7) and "live closed 

off…from the past" (p. 86). He cites the deleterious effects of the repression of 

origins initiated by the state apparatus and represented through the primordial 

parental figures looming in the Mexican imaginary: 

The strange permanence of Cortés and La Malinche in the Mexican's 

imagination and sensibilities reveals that they are something more than 

historical figures: they are the symbols of the secret conflict that we have 

still not resolved. When he repudiates La Malinche…the Mexican breaks 

his ties with the past, renounces his origins, and lives in isolation and 

solitude. (Paz, 1985, p. 87) 

The “secret conflict," then, is bound up in the negation of origins that Paz declares 

continues to be played out in the Mexican subject. For Paz (1985), La Malinche 

becomes a symbol for the disavowed past whose yearnings reverberate in the 

cultural unconscious of the Mexican nation-state. Malintzin stands for the image 

of the abjected, raped indigenous mother(land) who is then rejected by her 

illegitimate children (the state of Mexico) during the reform movements following 

Independence. A rather controversial thesis, Paz theorizes the (perhaps personal) 

wounds and ambivalence with which hybridized identities must often wrestle, 

especially those borne out of geopolitical violence and cultural abjection. 

Approximately a decade following Paz’s thesis on the Mexican psyche’s paternal 



 

233

and maternal origins, the specter of this secret conflict erupts onto the scene of 

Chicano identity politics. 

 

D.  Chosen Traumas: La Malinche and Chicano Cultural Nationalism 

Chicano cultural nationalists, amid the anti-assimilationist fury of the civil 

rights movements of the late 1960s and ‘70s, used the term malinchista, a 

derivation of the empty signifier La Malinche, as a symbol of cultural prohibition. 

Norma Alarcón (1989) traces the use of La Malinche as a trope against cultural 

transgression in Chicano discourse communities in her essay on Malintzin 

Tenepal. Alarcón (1989) claims that Malintzin's appearance in Chicano writings 

was largely due to the appropriation of Octavio Paz's and Carlos Fuentes's essays 

on La Malinche and her place in the Mexican imaginary (p. 69). Citing Paz’s and 

Fuentes’s influence on Chicano cultural nationalists, she states: 

The Chicanos, like the Mexicans, wanted to recover their 

origins….[M]any Chicanos emphasized the earlier nationalistic 

interpretations of Malintzin as the traitorous mediator who should be 

expelled from the community rather than accepted. (Alarcón, 1989, p. 69) 

According to various Chicana writers (del Castillo, 1974; Sosa Riddell, 2001; 

Alarcón, 1989; Pérez, 1999), Mexican Americans who were thought to be 

assimilationists were labeled malinchistas, sellouts, traitors to the race and to la 

Causa (the Chicano Cause). Chicano activists argued that any energy diverted 
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from the Chicano cultural nationalist agenda threatened the unity of el 

Movimiento (i.e., the Chicano civil rights movement) and was tantamount to a 

betrayal of Chicano culture (Sosa Riddell, 2001, p. 367). 

The majority of the appropriated ideology of the Chicano civil rights 

movements dealt with Aztec symbology and romanticized images of the Mexican 

Revolution. Similar to the rhetorical strategies of the Mexican Revolution, the 

symbol of La Malinche did not emerge as a major icon. Evoking the memory of 

La Malinche’s transgressions and deploying the term malinchista was used 

primarily as a hegemonic intervention to squelch dissention from within Chicano 

discourse communities.  

Accounts of deploying the use of the signifier malinchista to demarcate 

zones of cultural prohibition are largely anecdotal and come from Chicanas’ 

experiences of being part of the Chicano and women’s social justice efforts during 

this period of time (Saldívar-Hull, 2000; Sosa Riddell, 2001). In the struggle for 

Chicanas to find a space within the formative Chicano movement many debates 

took place among Chicano and Chicana activists.  Citing some clearly outmoded 

sentiments made at the National Chicano Youth Conference in Denver in 1969, 

Adaljiza Sosa Riddell (2001) remarks that misogynist statements were made 

during the conference “emphasizing [that] the role of la Chicana in the 

movimiento was to ‘stand behind her man’” (p. 156). Sosa Ridell (2001) also 

states that: 
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The [macho] attitudes are echoed by Chicanos themselves in such 

contexts as in the song ‘The Female of Aztlán’…:  ‘Your responsibility is 

to love, work, pray, and help…the male is the leader, he is iron, not 

mush’. (p.156) 

In addition, some Chicano activists (both men and women) of this time warned 

that the feminist movements were part of Anglo culture and therefore part of an 

assimilationist platform that would serve to erode the cherished values of 

Chicanismo (Sosa Riddell, 2001, pp. 162-3). 

 

E.  Effects of the Chicano Movement 

 Following the activism of the 1960s and ‘70s, Chicano and Chicana 

writers began to turn their interpretive lens inward towards the internally 

hegemonic practices employed by the Chicano civil rights movements during its 

development of a much-needed politicized, collective Chicano consciousness 

(Bruce-Novoa, 1994). Bruce-Novoa (1994) states of the Chicano Movement that 

the "urgent need to create a nationally unifying strategy. . .required massive 

support from a community that perceived itself as united and was willing to act as 

such" (p. 226). The unity of the Chicano movement, however, would be able to be 

maintained for only a brief period of time.  Chicano discourse communities’ in-

group social antagonisms would eventually be made visible and erupt onto the 

scene of a facade of unity and shared purpose projected by the discourse on 
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Chicano cultural nationalism during el Movimiento. Bruce-Novoa (1994) states 

that, "Eventually, however, as the novelty [of the Chicano movement's promise] 

wore thin, the interior/exterior dichotomy of We versus They proved difficult and, 

in the end, impossible to sustain" (p. 226).   

 Bruce-Novoa speaks to the way in which hegemonic interventions, as 

stated by Phillips and Jorgensen (2002), are pried open following substantial 

antagonisms on the social plane. In the aftermath of el Movimiento's first major 

wave of activism, a plurality of Mexican American, Chicano, and Chicana subject 

positions emerged onto the scene of continued Chicano/a social justice efforts, 

eroding any utopian hopes for a monolithic Chicano (comm)unity. Hopes for a 

paradisiacal Chicano nation began to crumble under the weight of an increasingly 

problematized nationalistic idealism, internal conflict (Alarcón, 1989; Bruce-

Novoa, 1994), and the political machine of the nation-state (Harvey, 1990).92 

Dissenters from within various Chicano discourse communities would come to 

create their own re-hybridized discourses regarding the Chicano movement’s 

internally-oppressive hegemonic interventions; Chicana feminists would be at the 

forefront of these counter-narratives that challenged the counter narratives of 

Chicano cultural nationalism. 

 The seminal efforts of the Chicano civil rights movements both inside and 

outside of the academy have cast their long shadow on subsequent shifts in 
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Chicanos/as’ discursive strategies, on various forms of Chicano cultural 

production, and thus on the identity politics of the Chicano community. Since the 

inception of the Chicano civil rights efforts of the 1960s, two distinct subject 

positions in Chicano/a discourse communities have come to the fore: the Chicana 

feminist and Chicano/a dissident intellectual subject positions. As sociopolitical 

concerns have been so closely linked with Chicano/a literature, not only to direct 

political involvement, Chicano/a writings often became the medium through 

which to disseminate Chicano and Chicana emancipatory interests (Bruce-Novoa, 

1994).93 A new generation of refigured Chicana and Chicano subject positions 

strengthened and diversified a growing tradition of politically committed writings 

that have remained closely allied with the sociopolitical needs of the Mexican 

American people. Following the formative Chicano cultural nationalist discourse 

communities, came the Chicana feminist discourse communities which will be 

discussed in the following discourse analysis. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                     
92 Harvey (1990) states that the civil rights movements that occurred in different countries during 
this time were quickly rolled back by their respective nation-states. 
93 Bruce-Novoa (1982) also states, “Chicano Literature, as most people use the term, is that which 
is associated with a new consciousness of political, social, and cultural identity linked to the 
Chicano Movement….[P]ublication was brought about by the cultural fervor of the Movement, 
which stimulated the founding of journals and publishing houses specializing in Chicano writing.  
Moreover, the literature quickly became part of the Movement’s ideological material, giving it the 
particular tone we know today.  How much was the ideology of a mythological homeland called 
Aztlán a product of Alurista’s poetry or vice versa?...The exact relationship between political 
activism and Chicano literature is yet to be properly evaluated” (Bruce-Novoa, 1982, p. 3). 
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III.  Discourse Analysis of Chicana Feminist Subject Position 

 

A.  The Chicano Movement’s Identitarian Shift 

 The Chicana feminist discourse community, mentioned in the 

Introduction, became most visible in the 1980s and ‘90s,94 in the era in which the 

discourses on multiculturalism and diversity were brought to the attention of the 

nation (Shohat & Stam, 1994). It was during this time that a discourse of the 

Chicano Other, specifically, the Chicano Other within Chicano discourse 

communities, began to accumulate greater rhetorical capital (Alarcón, 1991, 1994; 

Anzaldúa, 1987; Castillo, 1994; Chabram-Dernersesian, 1992; Sandoval, 1991; 

Saldívar-Hull, 2000). The key signifiers available to Chicana subjects, then, were 

refigured to forge a distinct Chicana feminist discourse community. The 

formation of the Chicana feminist discourse community opened up the forum to 

safely entertain questions about the particularities of Chicana subjectivity, 

discourse, and social space.  

 The discourse of the Chicana feminist subject simultaneously unsettled the 

patriarchal and nationalistic strategies of the male-dominated Chicano cultural 

nationalist movement (Sandoval, 1991; Chabram-Dernersesian, 1992) and the 

                                                 
94 It is important to note that although a significant body of writings by Chicanas did not coalesce 
until the 1980s, Chicanas collectively questioned their role in the Chicano civil rights movement 
as early as the Chicano Youth Conference of 1969 (Sosa Riddell, 2001). 
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ethnocentric and classist leanings of mainstream feminist movements (Friedman, 

1995; Gordon, 1991). The hegemonic interventions of mainstream feminist and 

Chicano cultural nationalist discourse communities, then, began to run their 

course for the Chicana feminist subject as the social antagonisms between their 

competing subject positions came to the fore. The master signifier, the Chicana 

feminist subject position, was dually refigured to distinguish it from the male-

gendered generic Chicano subject position and from the mainstream feminist 

subject position. Just as the self-identifier “Chicano” was appropriated to create 

an identity distinct from Mexican and mainstream U.S. identities, so, too, was the 

Chicana feminist subject position appropriated as regards to ethnicity and gender.  

 Not feeling sufficiently regarded by mainstream feminist or patriarchal 

Chicano discourse communities, Chicana feminists mobilized these emerging 

antagonisms by creating their own revisionary discourses around which to tether 

their newly configured Chicana feminist subject positions.  A number of Chicanas 

who had either been a part of the broader Chicano movements or the mainstream 

women's movements became wary of these communities and began to feel that 

neither community of subjects adequately represented their concerns. The nodal 

point shifted from either a discourse on Chicano cultural nationalism or feminism 

(or both) to discourses tethered around Chicana and “Third World” feminism(s). 

Consequently, cultivating these minoritized feminist discourses lead to a more 
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complex reading of Chicana and, consequently, Chicano and mainstream feminist 

subject positions (Saldívar-Hull, 2000). 

 The myth, the social space of Aztlán (U.S. Southwest) remained the same, 

yet Chicana feminists’ relationship to their geocultural origins was significantly 

refigured. Chicana feminist discourse problematized the enactment of 

nationalistic fantasies about place remaining in Chicanos’ masculinist rhetoric. A 

major contention was that Chicano cultural nationalists failed to include the 

concerns of women in their search for Aztlán (Castillo, 1994; Chabram-

Dernersesian, 1992) and failed to consider whether a return to Aztlán was a 

suitable power narrative for the Chicana subject (Alarcón, 1989). Chabram-

Dernersesian (1992) registers a critique against Rendón’s, The Chicano 

Manifesto, a formative document utilized in earlier efforts by Chicano cultural 

nationalists. Commenting on Rendón’s manifesto, Chabram-Dernersesian notes 

his conflation of nationalism with machismo.  She states of his treatise that, 

nationalism’s preferred male subject is imbued with a masculine 

patriarchal ideology that resists the apologetic sympathies ascribed to it by 

Chicano cultural practitioners seeking to erase male domination from the 

semantic orbit of machismo . . . Thus he grounds his symbolic treatment of 

machismo in a specific male body:  his, equating macho with Chicano, a 

term generalized to embrace the nationalist objective:  nationhood. 

(Chabram-Dernersesian, 1992, p. 83) 
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Chabram-Dernersesian (1992) describes how Chicana subjects were rendered 

invisible and excluded from Chicano male discourse and subsumed under “a 

universal ethnic subject that speaks with the masculine instead of the feminine 

and embodies itself in a Chicano male” (p. 82). 

 Concurrently, Chicana feminists’ relationship to mainstream feminisms 

grew increasingly problematic as white feminists refused to consider racio-ethnic 

factors in the discourse on women’s concerns (Saldívar-Hull, 2000).  Linda 

Gordon (1991) comments on the prevailing tensions and states that, “by 

postulating gender difference so intensely, white feminists had tended to render 

minority cultures less visible and minority feminists had to respond by 

emphatically exploding false postulations of sisterhood” (p. 100). The continued 

social antagonisms between the two subject positions led to a rift which split 

feminists of color from mainstream feminist discourse communities. It was at this 

juncture that the “Third World feminist” discourse community was also created.95 

Gordon (1991) states that “minority feminist theory criticizes the continual 

splitting of gender and racial identity even as analytic categories, arguing instead 

for racial gender identities or gendered race identities” (p. 105). 

 Setting themselves apart from what they labeled a patriarchal and 

nationalistic Chicano movement and departing from mainstream feminisms, 

Chicana feminists began to chart their own course in collaboration with other 
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women of color. Commenting on the theoretical advances of Third World 

feminists Sandoval (1991) states: 

U.S. third world feminism represents a central locus of possibility, an 

insurgent movement which shatters the construction of any one of the 

collective ideologies as the single most correct site where truth can be 

represented . . .What U.S. third world feminism demands is a new 

subjectivity, a political revision that denies any one ideology as the final 

answer, while instead positing a tactical subjectivity with the capacity to 

recenter depending upon the kinds oppression to be confronted.  (p. 14) 

Sandoval points the way towards a dialogical discourse that seeks to free itself 

from the discursive hierarchies erected by single-issue indentitarian discourses.  

For Chicana feminists, to privilege only one’s gender or only one’s ethnicity as 

the defining characteristic of identity was viewed as reductive of their identity, for 

gender and ethnicity they contend, are inseparable in the lived experiences of 

Chicanas. By appropriating a more malleable master signifier such as “Chicana 

feminist,” they de-problematized a more fluid or processual subject position, 

thereby normalizing the ways in which subjects shift their subject positions 

depending on their context. 

 Sexual minority Chicana feminists moved through a similar process of 

initially having participated (during the 1960s and ‘70s) in gay and lesbian rights, 

                                                                                                                                     
95 See This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (1983) for a collection 
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feminist, or Chicano movements. It wasn't until the identitarian wave mobilized 

by Chicana feminist discourses that Chicanas’ voices intent on harmonizing 

multiple subject positions began to emerge with greater intellectual force and 

rhetorical power. Blurring the lines between discursive hierarchies of race, 

ethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality, several Chicana lesbians were influential in 

advancing the notion that these categories of subjectivity were irreducible to their 

supposed constituent binaries (Moraga, 1983; Moraga & Anzaldúa, 1983; 

Anzaldúa, 1987; Ramos, 1987). Gloria Anzaldúa is, perhaps, the most frequently 

cited of the Chicana feminist lesbian writers of this generation (Alarcón, 1994, 

Friedman, 1995, Gordon, 1991). Anzaldúa’s work blends psychobiography, 

Chicana feminism, political lesbianism, and discourses on identity and class with 

indigenist iconography. She helped pave the way for the inclusion of sexual 

orientation in the Chicana/o discourses on race, gender, and class, thereby adding 

yet another facet with which to grapple when examining the complexity of 

Chicano subjectivity. The discourse analysis below will now discuss empirical 

material written by Anzaldúa (1987) in her text Borderlands/La Frontera: The 

New Mestiza. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                     
of writings from this perspective. 
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B. Refiguring Chosen Glories: From Aztlán to Coatlicue State 

 In Borderlands/La Fontera, Anzaldúa (1987) retains a fondness for 

indigenist chosen glories, that is, for a return to indigenous origins similar in 

degree but not in kind to the Chicano cultural nationalist subject. Her return is not 

to the social space (myth) of Aztlán proper, nor to the warrior state of the Aztecs; 

it is to the goddess state of Coatlicue, the first of the “Mesoamerican fertility and 

Earth goddesses” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 27). Anzaldúa argues that the openly-

worshipped Earth goddesses of the region were driven asunder by the patriarchal 

forces of the Aztec culture. She states: 

The male-dominated Azteca-Mexica culture drove the powerful female 

deities underground by giving them monstrous attributes and by 

substituting male deities in their place, thus splitting the female Self and 

the female deities. They divided her who had been complete, who 

possessed both upper (light) and underworld (dark) aspects. (Anzaldúa, 

1987, p. 27) 

In this comment, we see Anzaldúa erecting a moral binary opposition between 

male and female Chicano/a subject positions that serves as a catalyst for creating 

a wedge in the public discourses, or nodal points, among Chicanos and Chicanas. 

The Chicano male subject position is situated as aggressive while the Chicana 

subject position is positioned as spiritually or morally superior. Here, Anzaldúa is 

appropriating a recuperative thesis in which women call for a return to the 
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psychospiritual origins of a social space in which it is believed female deities 

either preceded male deities or were worshipped alongside them.96 So, the return 

proposed here is not only to an indigenous, ethnic one but to a time when women 

were either in power or held a status harmonious with and equal to the status of 

men. 

 For Anzaldúa (1987) the master signifier, Chicana, is linked to an Aztec 

genealogy, specifically, the genealogy of Aztec women. She states: 

My Chicana identity is grounded in the woman’s history of resistance. The 

Aztec female rites of mourning were rites of defiance protesting the 

cultural changes which disrupted the equality and balance between female 

and male, and protesting their demotion to a lesser status, their 

denigration. (Anzaldua, 1987, p.21) 

From her explorations into Mesoamerican cultures, Anzaldúa exacts a 

protofeminist reading of Aztec women’s counter-hegemonic enactments against 

patriarchal rule. Here, she joins her own emancipatory project with Aztec 

women’s resistance to the hegemonic intervention of the misogynistic Aztec 

culture. 

 Although Anzaldúa yearns for a return to a paradisiacal social space, her 

return is fraught with ambivalence and an overwhelming sense of betrayal, with a 

                                                 
96 See Page duBois’s (1988), Sowing the Body: Psychoanalysis and Representations of Women for 
an example of this type of recuperative emancipatory project from a women’s cultural studies 
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sense of fondness and a fear of home. She states, “Not me sold out my people but 

they me. So yes, though ‘home’ permeates every sinew and cartilage in my body, 

I too am afraid of going home” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 21). So, Anzaldúa longs for 

home yet is caught in an ambivalent state about feeling like she belongs (or 

should belong) and being rejected or excommunicated from her culture of origin. 

In addition, in Anzaldúa’s (1987) confessional style, she gives voice to her sense 

of being cut off from her psyche, soma, and social space: 

Alienated from her mother culture, “alien” in the dominant culture, the 

woman of color does not feel safe within the inner life of her Self. 

Petrified, she can’t respond, her face caught between los intersticios, the 

spaces between the different worlds she inhabits. (p. 20) 

The image presented here by Anzaldúa of Chicanas and other women of color is 

one mired in a sense of alienation. Yet, at the same time, there is a sense of 

defiance, a sense of right-of-belonging, and a sense of defending her right to be 

critical with her culture regarding the alienation it has dealt her. She defends her 

right to do so without fearing that she is a vendida to her culture. Anzaldúa (1987) 

states: 

I feel perfectly free to rebel and rail against my culture. I fear no betrayal 

on my part because, unlike Chicanas and other women of color who grew 

                                                                                                                                     
perspective. Her perspective is conversant with, post-structuralist and Marxist discourses, in 
addition to those of psychoanalysis. 
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up white or who have only recently returned to their native cultural roots, I 

was totally immersed in mine. (p. 21) 

Nonetheless, her anxiety is revealed about crossing the zone of transgression of 

Chicanismo culture when repeats the declaration, “Not me sold out my people but 

they me” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 21, 22). Anzaldúa’s repetition of this phrase serves 

as a rebuttal to Chicano men’s labeling of Chicana feminists as malinchistas and 

vendidas. At the same time her commentary serves the dual role of recovering La 

Malinche as a symbol of women’s power and survival in the face of men’s 

disregard. 

 

C.  Chosen Trauma Refigured to Chosen Glory: The Vindication of La Malinche 

In the face of shifting discourses on identity and increased avenues for 

agency, Chicana feminists responded to accusations of malinchismo by blasting 

Chicano cultural nationalists’ postcolonial fantasies of a return to a paradisiacal 

precoloniality. Chicana feminists exposed Chicano nationalists' masculinist 

desires to return to an imagined undisturbed geopolitical space. As a retort to 

disparaging La Malinche as the originary vendida, to whom they were compared, 

Chicana feminists refigured, anew, La Malinche as a symbol of women’s agency 

and sexual difference (Saldívar-Hull, 2000; Alcalá, 2001; Alarcón, 1989; Pérez, 

1999). Rather than recoil from the accusations of Chicano misogynist discourses, 

Chicanas boldly antagonized the hegemonic intervention of accusations of 
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malinchismo; they asserted themselves by reenacting the imagined play with La 

Malinche and her betrayers, now set on the stage of Chicana and Chicano identity 

politics. The transgressive figure of La Malinche was transformed from a chosen 

trauma to a chosen glory for Chicana feminists. As a result, the mystique implicit 

in the hegemonic intervention of calling Chicana feminists malinches began to 

fall apart. 

Chicana writers have illustrated that it was not Malintzin who sold out her 

raza but, rather, that her culture betrayed her, quite literally, by selling her as a 

slave so that her brother’s inheritance might be secured (Alcalá, 2001, p. 41). 

Chicana feminists reject Chicano cultural nationalists' use of La Malinche as a 

symbol of female abjection and prohibition intended to keep women from 

exercising their power within Chicano/a and other discourse communities. One of 

the earliest recuperative efforts of La Malinche by a Chicana is Adelaida del 

Castillo’s essay, written in 1974,  “Malintzin Tenepal: A Preliminary Look into a 

New Perspective,” included in the journal Encuentro Femenil, which claims to be 

the first Chicana feminist journal.  Appraising her as a meaningful historical 

figure in her own right, del Castillo (1974) remarks, “Dona Marina [La Malinche] 

is significant in that she embodies effective, decisive action in the feminine form, 

and most important, because her own actions syncretized two conflicting worlds 

causing the emergence of a new one—my own” (p. 58). 
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Other Chicana feminist writers such as Gloria Anzaldúa (1987), Cherríe 

Moraga (1983), Norma Alarcón (1989), Rita Cano Alcalá (2001), and Emma 

Pérez (1999), among others, have come to create a discursive bridge between 

Chicana feminists’ dually subversive identity politics and the agency exercised 

through Malintzin’s multiple subject positions. Emblematic of this bridge is 

Moraga’s (1983) much quoted defiant assertion that Chicana feminists come 

“from a long line of vendidas” that originated with Malintzin Tenepal (p. 117) and 

includes other women of Mexican descent throughout history who were cast out 

for exhibiting their intellectual prowess, not to mention their own sexual agency. 

Since Chicanas were being asked to be silence themselves and conform to 

Chicano norms, Chicana feminists pointed out that Chicano patriarchal culture 

was oppressing them and not the other way around. 

In addition to privileging a Coatlicue state as a preferred mode for 

organizing social space, Anzaldúa also reveals her strong identification with La 

Malinche’s state of abjection. Weary of the constant negotiation of her own 

precarious multiple subject positions, Anzaldúa (1987) seems to find refuge in her 

identification with La Malinche and comes to her defense: 

Not me sold out my people but they me. Malinali Tenepat, or Malintzin, 

has become known as la Chingada—the fucked one. She has become the 

bad word that passes a dozen times a day from the lips of the Chicanos. 
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Whore, prostitute, the woman who sold out her people to the Spaniards are 

epithets Chicanos spit out with contempt. (p. 22) 

Challenging received notions of truth in Chicano discourse, Anzaldúa (1987) 

states, “The worst kind of betrayal lies in making us believe that the Indian 

woman in us is a betrayer” (p. 22). Her discourse of recuperation becomes a 

counter-discourse to the hegemony of the discourses established in Chicano 

discourse communities. 

Anzaldúa’s Coatlicue state and La Malinche. What Anzaldúa’s 

commentaries reveal is a reversal in the trajectory of the significations for the 

empty signifiers of Aztlán and La Malinche. Whereas Aztlán and La Malinche 

have clear demarcations of meaning in Chicano cultural nationalist discourse, 

they become more fluid for Chicana feminists. Aztlán as place is retained as 

significant, yet its masculinist valorization is denigrated and replaced with a more 

peaceful women’s state. As discussed above, La Malinches if refigured again 

from consummate betrayer of people of Mexican descent to a symbol of women’s 

agency. Akin to the Spanish view of La Malinche, Malintzin is lauded for her 

virtues, however, these virtues are of a qualitatively different kind. 

Anzaldúa’s writings on “mestiza consciousness” and her revision of 

indigenist symbols served as a bridge between the formative Chicano cultural 

nationalist discourses and contemporary discourses of the Chicana/o Other. 

Norma Alarcón (1994) states that Anzaldúa’s notion of “‘mestiza consciousness’ 
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reveals a ‘tolerance for contradictions,’ paradox, and ambiguity because the term 

mestiza projects a confluence of conflicting subject positions which keep 

‘breaking down the unitary aspect of each new paradigm’” (p. 133).  Friedman 

(1995) states that, “Anzaldúa configures the liminal space she occupies as 

frightening, disorienting, but ultimately fertile borderland beyond the stagnations 

of purist politics” (p. 14). Anzaldúa was one of the first Chicana feminists to 

begin charting the cartography of, perhaps, the most elusive aspects of liminal 

Chicano/a identities. Her commentary is situated at the juncture where Chicanas 

begin revising indigenist rhetorical strategies as a way to reconfigure Chicano 

cultural nationalist and mainstream feminist discourses into a distinct 

simultaneously Chicana and feminist discourse community. Consequently, 

Anzaldúa was a key figure in forging a language for Chicana/o subjects who 

found themselves at the borderlands between various identities, identities which 

have historically been taken for granted, or considered to be biologically or 

socially immutable. 

 

D.  Chicana Feminist Discourse Community Discussion 

Whereas Chicano cultural nationalists developed a counter-discourse to 

the hegemony of mainstream U. S. discourses, Chicana feminists developed a 

discourse that resisted both mainstream U.S. and Chicano masculinist discourses. 

The Chicana feminist discourse community refigured the discourses available to 
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them in order to create avenues for agency that were previously not available to 

them. Chicana feminist discourse destabilized the Chicano cultural nationalist 

discourse on Aztlán and La Malinche at the same time that it problematized 

mainstream feminist discourses. In order to recount their historias (stories and/or 

histories), Chicana feminists required the aid of a “psychologized” sociopolitical 

discourse to convey their liminal subject positions.  Chicana feminists utilized, “a 

mode of public discourse articulated with a strong affective charge” (Homi 

Bhabha, 1997, p. 435), that was personal, critical, and intellectual.  

Using their identities as laboratories for psychologized political and 

intellectual pursuits had the benefit of uncovering a discourse where things 

personal, political, and intellectual are one in the same.  This process of self-

examination called for a rigorous level of self-reflexivity on behalf of the Chicana 

subject. At a time when sociopolitical discourse was the privileged mode of 

Chicano discourse, these accounts were radically iconoclastic, and not without 

strong, contentious critiques from the now-old guard of Chicano activism and 

Chicano studies (Saldívar-Hull, 2000; Moraga, 1983). Identitarian discourses 

revealed that many activists, who were advocating for greater civil rights for their 

ethnic and class group, were, perhaps, guilty of the same hegemonic practices (in 

regard to gender and sexuality) that they were fighting against.  This mode of 

analysis by its very nature psychologized various aspects of sociopolitical 

discourse and called for an ethic of respect and dignity to be exercised for all 
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sectors of the Chicano/a community.  Identitarian discourses became the new 

vanguard, at the cutting edge of the discourses on mestizaje (hybridity), border 

crossings, and Chicano/a subject positions at the margins of Chicano/a culture. 

These concerns would also be taken up with a new level of theoretical 

sophistication by Chicano/a dissident intellectuals grounded in social 

constructionist theories. 
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IV.  Discourse Analysis of Chicano/a Dissident Intellectual Subject Position 

 

A.  Chicano/a Social Justice Efforts Move to the Academy 

The Chicano civil rights movements, born largely out of the grass-roots 

efforts and student movements, refigured themselves and took root in the 

academy. Like other civil rights movements that emerged during the 1960s 

and’70s, the Chicano social justice movements were to retreat, adapt themselves 

to changing times and conservative backlash, and reemerge in the academy with a 

new level of intellectual, political, and rhetorical sophistication. Chicano/a 

intellectuals remain connected to the social causes that helped forge a space 

within the academy for Chicano/a self-representation in scholarship. Kristeva 

(1986a) refers to the politicized intellectual as a type of “dissident,” a “rebel who 

attacks political power” (p. 295). She states of the dissident in the academy: 

It is the task of the intellectual, who has inherited those ‘unproductive’ 

elements of our modern technocratic society which used to be called the 

‘humanities’, not just to produce the right to speak and behave in an 

individual way in our culture, but to assert its political value. (Kristeva, 

1986a, p. 294) 

Kristeva’s commentary implies that the opening up of oppressive discourses lend 

themselves to political analysis. The Chicano/a dissident intellectual has 
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relentlessly taken up this charge of creating avenues for more open discourse and 

political action. Chicano/a dissidents have refigured academic discourse to 

develop politically committed discourse communities that challenge the 

hegemonic interventions of the sanctioned sites of knowledge production. For 

over thirty years, Chicano studies has represented the fruits of these efforts by 

Chicano/a dissident intellectuals, many of whom had been direct participants in 

the civil rights efforts of the 1960s and ‘70s (Rosaldo, 1985).97 

Contemporaneously, Chicano studies, for some Chicano/a dissident 

subjects, has been refigured as “Chicano/a cultural studies.” Chicano/a cultural 

studies, serving as a nodal point around which to organize the Chicano/a 

dissident’s discourses, has created a bridge to other academic disciplines with 

shared orientations to knowledge production, commonly referred to as “cultural 

studies.” Chicano/a cultural studies draws on a broader spectrum of cultural 

theories and philosophical perspectives, to include subaltern studies, postcolonial 

theory, women’s studies, border studies, post-structuralist theories, and, on 

occasion, psychoanalysis, in addition to traditional Chicano studies perspectives. 

The cultural studies position may best be described as a “depth” cultural 

perspective that draws from a broad base of epistemologies for the purposes of 

encouraging social transformation and broadening subjects’ avenues for agency. 

Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg (1992) state that: 

                                                 
97 The Chicano/a dissident intellectual subject position will also be referred to as the Chicano/a 
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Cultural studies thus believes that its practice does matter, that its own 

intellectual work is supposed to–can–make a difference. . . . Cultural 

studies is never merely a theoretical practice, even when that practice 

incorporates notions of politics, power, and context into its analysis. 

Indeed, the sense that cultural studies offers a bridge between theory and 

material culture–and has done so throughout its tradition–is an important 

reason for its appeal to contemporary scholars. (p. 6) 

Given the sociopolitical tenor of Chicano/a discourses, it is clear to see why 

cultural studies perspectives have been appealing to a diverse group of politically-

engaged Chicano/a intellectuals in search of innovative idioms for exploring 

Chicano/a discourse communities. These contemporary Chicano/a theorists have 

pointed the way towards a Chicano/a discourse characterized by greater self-

reflexivity, dialogical rhetorical strategies, egalitarian identitarian viewpoints, and 

an interest in transnational concerns. 

The cultural studies shift in Chicano/a dissident discourse communities 

became most visible in the 1990s as a politically committed intellectual 

movement focused on advancing a new generation of Chicano/a cultural 

production. Rather than explore the breadth of the intellectual subject positions 

within Chicano/a dissident discourse communities, this discourse analysis will 

focus on Chicano/a dissident discourse communities that have appropriated a 

                                                                                                                                     
dissident 
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post-structuralist perspective. Focusing on Chicano/a post-structuralist discourse 

communities will provide a salient contrast to the Chicano cultural nationalist and 

Chicana feminist discourse communities.  

For Chicano/a dissidents who have taken up a post-structuralist subject 

position, the chosen glories and chosen traumas, Aztlán and La Malinche, are not 

regarded in the same polemical way as they were for Chicano cultural nationalists 

and some Chicana feminists. As is typical to social constructionist perspectives, 

the lack of fixity in discourse and the shifts and contingencies in meaning are 

taken as givens for Chicano post-structuralists. Therefore, the myth, or the social 

space of Aztlán is seen as less antithetical to the figure of La Malinche. There is 

more of a play between the two empty signifiers and the implications they hold 

for the master signifier, the identity of the Chicano/a dissident subject position. In 

addition, the nodal point, the discourse of the (post-structuralist) Chicano/a 

dissident is also taken as not being fixed and as capable of refiguring subjectivity 

and social space.98 The innovations in Chicana feminist discourse discussed 

previously have aided this process along. The first part of the discourse analysis 

of the Chicano/a dissident discourse community will examine Rafael Pérez-

Torres’s (1997) essay, “Refiguring Aztlán” which draws on discourse theory to 

examine the multiply–determined significations of the mythological homeland of 

                                                 
98 “Chicano/a dissident” from this point forward will signify Chicano/a dissident intellectuals who 
have taken up a post-structuralist subject position. 
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the Aztec civilization. This analysis will be followed by an analysis of post-

structuralist Chicana feminist discourses and their commentaries on La Malinche. 

 

B.  Chosen Stories: Aztlán as Overdetermined Signifier 

 Pérez-Torres (1997) begins “Refiguring Aztlán” by setting up the 

contested meanings that the figure of Aztlán has amassed since its appropriation 

as a chosen glory at the conference where El Plan was drafted. He states: 

One image central to Chicano/Chicana intellectual and social thought has 

been the figure of Aztlán.  Too often, the name of this mythic homeland is 

either dismissed as part of an exclusionary nationalist agenda or 

uncritically affirmed as an element essential to Chicanismo. In refiguring 

Aztlán, we move toward a conceptual framework with which to explore 

the connections between land, identity, and experience. (p. 15) 

Here, Pérez-Torres begins by discussing the importance of mapping Chicano/a 

subjects’ complex connections to place, especially in the face of increased 

geopolitical and social displacements. He states that connections between social 

space and identity “become centrally relevant as the political, social, and 

economic relationships between people and place grow ever more complicated 

and fluid” (Pérez-Torres, 1997, p. 15). 

Pérez-Torres (1997) reveals the constructed nature of a subject’s tie to the 

social, a post-structuralist position, which sets up his critique of Chicano cultural 
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nationalist discourse community’s essentializing of Aztlán as myth or social 

space. Quoting El Plan’s positioning of Aztlán as the “‘call of our blood’” (p. 23),  

Pérez-Torres (1997) states that El Plan’s  vision for Aztlán promotes “an 

essentialized and biologically determined nationalism that proves finally 

untenable” (p. 23). He problematizes this naturalized connection between land 

and identity and discusses the ways in which the social space of Aztlán is not 

fixed and serves, instead, as a highly-contested empty signifier. 

Citing a variety of its refigured meanings, Pérez-Torres (1997) states that 

“Aztlán has shifted from signifying a homeland to signaling a complex of 

multiple subjectivities called the borderlands” (p. 17). Therefore, he situates the 

master signifier, Chicano/a, as a confluence of identifications and 

disidentifications in constant negotiation to secure meaning.  Pérez-Torres (1997) 

also states that, “Aztlán remains significant precisely because it functions as an 

empty signifier” (p. 16). Pérez Torres (1997) comments that, “Aztlán also stands 

as an index within Chicana/o cultural production as the grounds of contested 

representations: a site of numerous resistances and affirmations. These multiple 

significances of Aztlán indicate its durability” (p. 16). In his commentary, Pérez-

Torres demonstrates how the figure of Aztlán serves as a trope at every level of 

the Chicano/a discourse community (i.e., subjectivity, discourse, and social 

space). 
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C.  Post-structuralist Chicana Feminists and La Malinche 

Taking a decidedly social-constructionist feminist position, Chicana 

dissident intellectuals Norma Alarcón (1989) and Emma Pérez (1999) draw on 

post-structuralist theories in their readings of La Malinche. Alarcón (1989) uses 

Kristeva’s notion of the “speaking subject” (p. 71) to discuss the ways in which 

Malintzin’s significatory prowess has been appropriated by Chicana feminists. 

Drawing a link between Malintzin and Chicanas, Alarcón (1989) asserts that, 

to speak or translate in one’s behalf rather than the perceived group 

interests and values is tantamount to betrayal. Thus, the assumption of an 

individualized nonmaternal voice, such as that of Chicanas during and 

after the Chicano movement (1965-75), has been cause to label them 

malinches or vendidas (sellouts) by some, consequently prompting 

Chicanas to vindicate Malinche. (p. 63) 

Alarcón (1989) interprets La Malinche's subject position as a trope for 

contemporary Chicanas "acquiring a 'voice of one's own'" (p. 63), a move 

fraught with the threat of excommunication from conservative Chicano/a 

discourse communities. Alarcón attributes Chicanos’ restrictive views of 

women to the Manichaean elements at play in Chicano discourse and its 

antecedents. She claims misogynistic discourses were “a characteristic of 

both the Spanish and the natives at the time of the conquest, and one that 
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in surprising numbers continues to our day in Mexican/Chicano culture” 

(Alarcón, 1989, p. 62).  

Pérez’s (1994, 1999) work reveals an indebtedness to Irigaray's writings 

and parallels her desire to establish a female symbolic order and imaginary 

outside the orbit of masculinist discourses. Grafting the cultural specificity of the 

colonial moment in the Mexican imaginary onto Irigaray's theorizations, Pérez 

introduces the notion of a Chicana "decolonial imaginary" that envisions itself at 

once separate from colonialist and masculinist symbolic order(s). Pérez states, “I 

use the psychoanalytic concept, ‘the phallic mother’, to point out how Malinche is 

unconsciously perceived and feared by patriarchal ‘nationalists’ who want so 

much to negate her agency. For feminists, Malinche is an originating feminist 

icon” (p. 156). In this position, Perez uses Irigaray’s notion of women’s social 

space to set up the key signifier, or myth, as a space that has been de-colonized 

and reserved for women. 

Pérez (1999), like Alarcón before her, critiques Octavio Paz for his 

misogynistic reading of La Malinche. In The Decolonial Imaginary, Pérez (1999) 

implicates Paz in what she refers to as the "Oedipal Conquest Complex" (p. 107). 

She locates Paz as the symbolic illegitimate son of Malintzin and Cortés, as 

offspring of what Perez (1999) refers to as the "colonial primal scene" (p. 102). 

She states of Paz: 
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I find a mestizo Oedipus after the colonization of the Americas by Spain.  

By devising a model that I called the Oedipal Conquest Triangle (or 

Complex) with Hernando Cortes, Malintzin Tenepal (La Malinche), and 

Octavio Paz as imaginary son to the white colonizer father Cortes and 

Indian mother Malinche, I argued that Oedipus had invaded the Chicano/a 

consciousness through these imaginary historical metaphors, through this 

language of conquest. (Pérez, 1999, pp. 106-7) 

In her reading of Paz's separation-individuation struggles from the traumatic 

collective cultural memory of his origins, Pérez detects unresolved Oedipal issues 

that complicate Paz's (divided) loyalties to his indigenous and Spanish past. 

According to Pérez, Paz disavows the indigenous (maternal) symbolic order in 

favor of the Spanish Law of the Father, an identificatory move she claims results 

in ambivalence.  Pérez (1999) states, "Malinche becomes the dreaded phallic 

mother who will devour [Paz]…, castrate him, usurp him of his own 

phallus/power. He must therefore ally with the white colonizer father, but to do so 

is to ally in ambivalence" (p. 106).  

Creating a discursive bridge between Paz's reading of La Malinche and 

Chicano nationalism, Pérez (1999) claims that the Oedipal Conquest Complex 

serves as the “colonial imaginary,” which "will repeat itself and will be the 

driving force behind a form of patriarchal Chicano nationalism that repudiates 

feminism. Malinche, feared as phallic mother will be despised over and over 
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again" (p. 107). In Pérez's (1999) refiguration, La Malinche is reinserted as "an 

originating feminist icon" (p. 156) through which Chicanas can exercise their 

subject positions via sexual difference, and standing apart from Mexican/Chicano 

patriarchal significatory systems. For Pérez (1999), a distinct Chicana 

subjectivity, discourse, and social space is what she is trying to achieve in her 

notion of the “decolonial imaginary.” 

Alarcón and Pérez argue that Chicano nationalistic preoccupations have 

rendered Chicanas’ multiple subject positions invisible within the Chicano 

symbolic order as Chicano desire is patriarchal at its core. As the precolonial 

indigenous symbolic order(s) were likewise patriarchal (Alcalá, 2001; Alarcón, 

1989), Chicana feminists argue that a retreat to origins is an ill-suited imaginary 

for Chicanas. Chicana dissident discourses, consequently, have served to decenter 

normative patriarchal Chicano discourses through their complex readings of La 

Malinche—readings irreducible to binaries of race, gender, and class that envision 

a Chicana imaginary emancipated from the phallocentric symbolic order of 

Chicano discourse communities. What the post-structuralist Chicana feminist and 

Chicano/a dissident help bring to the foreground is the ways in which subjectivity, 

discourse, and social space are multivalent and in constant state of negotiation to 

fix or secure its meaning for Chicano/a discourse communities. 
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V.  Conclusion of Discourse Analysis  

  

Each respective Chicano/a discourse community discussed above has 

been, at least, a partial critique of discourses that have come before, yet they each 

retain residues of the indigenist rhetoric that first gave voice to Chicano cultural 

nationalism. Owing to its own internal dialectical struggles, the nodal points of 

Chicano/a discourse communities continue to become increasingly diversified. 

The cultural nationalist turn of the first generation of Chicano/a subjects was 

fueled on by its critique of the hegemonies of U.S. political and cultural 

institutions. The focus of the dialectical struggle was between outsider and 

insider. In a change of focus, the Chicana feminist subject, the Chicano/a Other, 

looked within the Chicano community and within the feminist movement to 

launch their critique. Finally, the contemporary Chicano/a dissident intellectual 

subject position traverses "between and amongst” (Alarcón, 1994, p.135) the 

social antagonisms and hegemonic interventions within Chicano/a  and other 

discourse communities; it is a position committed to mobilizing self-reflexivity as 

a way of navigating among competing discourses intent on fixing meaning and 

becoming the final explanation (Kristeva, 1986b, p. 304). It is important to note 

that not all Chicano/a discourse communities will follow this path along the 

formation, dissolution, and re-formation of meaning(s). The Chicano/a dissident 

subject position entertains a broad set of concerns, which are at once local and 
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global, personal, and political. With the help of the enactment of social 

antagonisms, from the bold Chicana voices hailing from the “long line of 

vendidas,” Chicana/o discourse communities are relatively freer to move beyond 

the hegemonic interventions enacted by Chicano cultural nationalists and their 

foreclosure on the meaning of Aztlán, La Malinche, and Chicanismo. Assessing 

these avenues for agency opened up by innovations in Chicano/a discourses may, 

perhaps, be possible by registering a discourse community’s tolerance for the 

ambiguity of its subjects’ decentered subjectivity. 
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Chapter Six 

Towards a Chicano/a Cosmopolitan Subject Position 

 

I.  Chicano/a Discourse Communities, Split-subjectivity, and Alienation 

In the discourse analysis in the previous chapter, some the particular 

elements of Chicano cultural nationalist, Chicana feminist, and Chicano/a 

dissident intellectual discourse communities that coalesced to refigure 

subjectivity, discourse, and social space were examined.  Chicano cultural 

nationalists continued the program begun with Mexican nationalists of previous 

generations. Politically conscious Mexican American subjects capitalized on the 

discourses made available to them, in the heat of the global citizen uprisings that 

crested in May 1968. The tear in the social fabric made visible by the dismantling 

of oppressive metanarratives created an opening in social space and discourse for 

Chicanos/as and other marginalized  groups to legitimize their anti-assimilationist 

ethic for people at the margins.  

As mentioned previously, the writings of psychoanalyst Frantz Fanon 

figured into the increasingly psychologized and politicized cultural nationalist 

discourses of this era. It is curious that though his work is frequently cited, the 

fact that he was a psychoanalyst is not. Nonetheless, what psychologized 

discourses helped bring into the political arena was an impassioned and personal 
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connection to political discourse and to political causes of more immediate 

concern for people of Mexican descent. Cultural nationalism was salient for 

subaltern groups because of the inverse connection that was identified between 

civil rights and cultural difference. Therefore, the need for inclusion or 

recognition of Chicano/a discourse communities has become a political issue with 

significant material, sociopolitical, and psychological consequences. 

Chicano cultural nationalists found a rather promising trope in the figure 

of Aztlán. The discourse communities organized around claims to the land of 

Aztlán amassed sufficient rhetorical capital sufficient to antagonize the 

hegemonic discourse of manifest destiny. Thus, politicized Mexican Americans 

reconfigured their subjectivity, discourse, and social space. They did so in a 

highly particularized way, given the Chicano/a subject’s ties to the land and, by 

symbolic inheritance, ties to Aztlán. The social space of the Southwest, now 

supraimposed with the mythological homeland of Aztlán, became a doubly-

charged social space for Chicano cultural nationalists. In the face of exclusion and 

marginalization of Mexican American communities, it makes sense that 

connecting to a time when Mexico occupied the Southwest and, before that, when 

it was the homeland of the Aztec civilization would potentially provide some 

solace in the face of social and economic alienation. 

What began with a highly polemical call to nationalism in El Plan, has 

now been transformed in multiple ways. For the Chicano/a discourse communities 
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that have followed along the path cleared by Chicano cultural nationalists, the 

reclaiming of place and indigenous identity has continued to retool their psychic 

space via their strong self-identifications, even as the hegemony of other 

discourses interpenetrate the psychic space of Chicanas and Chicanos. Going 

beyond single-issue identity politics, Chicana feminists reformulated the available 

discourses with a level of complexity regarding subjectivity that was atypical to 

politicized Mexican American and Chicano/a discourses at that time. The post-

structuralist discourse community that draws from diversified Chicano/a 

discourses in addition to drawing from discourse theories that are indebted to 

French structuralism have introduced a discourse of decentered subjectivity and 

social space into contemporary Chicano/a discourses.  

One of the major themes that has been consistent throughout the three 

Chicano/a discourse communities has been a sense of displacement or alienation, 

at the level of the social, at the level of the psyche, or at the level of both. At the 

same time, there is an ardent resistance to social and psychological subjugation 

and a strong will to resist the hegemonic interventions of mainstream society. At 

this juncture it will be helpful to return to Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage and 

multidimensional notion of alienation in order to explore the forms of social and 

psychological alienation that have become apparent in Chicano cultural 

nationalist, Chicana feminist, and Chicano/a dissident discourse communities. 

The differences among these three discourses concern the locus of the splits 
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within the social and psychological domains of reality—one material, the other 

intrapsychic.  

Chicano cultural nationalist and Chicana feminist discourses imply that 

the Chicano’s or Chicana’s sources of alienation will be resolved once the 

oppressive Other is dealt with. For the Chicano cultural nationalist the source of 

suffering is tied to the alienation in the material realm. In El Plan, the yearning to 

be whole and free is revealed in the following  declaration: “Once we are 

committed to the idea and philosophy of  El Plan de Aztlán, we can only conclude 

that social, economic, cultural, and political independence is the only road to total 

liberation from oppression, exploitation, and racism” (p. 2). For the Chicana 

feminist, psychic suffering seems tied to internal, spiritual, and relational issues in 

addition to material ones. For Anzaldúa (1987), she states, “splitting the female 

Self …They divided her who had been complete” (p. 27). Both views of the 

Chicano/a subject are, essentially, of the unified subject of the Enlightenment.  

The view holds that, essentially, underneath the situationally split-subject resides 

a unified subject which needs to be free in order to be made whole and complete.  

Rustin’s (1995) position concerning Marx’s and Freud’s complicity with 

Enlightenment rationality, mentioned previously, can be instructive here. Rustin 

(1995) states that, “Marx and Freud were…theorists of the rationalist 

Enlightenment” (p. 232). Rustin means that Freud and Marx held the conviction 

that once the aspects of intrapsychic and material alienation, respectively, could 
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be addressed, the subject’s consciousness would be raised. An enlightened 

consciousness would then lead to “rational self-understanding” at the level of the 

individual for Freud and on the social plane for Marx. From this position, once 

rationality was restored (via psychoanalysis for Freud and revolution for Marx) 

the subject would then be rescued from his or her sense of alienation and be able 

to return to his or her “natural” unified state.99 

From Rustin’s perspective it is clear to see that the Chicano/a discourses 

of the social and their discourses of the psychological discussed above fall prey to 

a positivistic or essentialist view of the subject. This sentiment is reflected in 

Pérez-Torres’s (1997) critique of El Plan and in critiques about Anzaldúa’s 

essentialist return to origins (Saldívar-Hull, 2000). For the Chicano/a dissident 

intellectual the dialectical relationship between the split in the social and the split 

in the individual become more apparent, and less problematic for the post-

structuralist dissident. Pérez’s and Alarcón’s position have a clear sense of this, 

however, they tend to lead with the collective of individual women. Pérez-

Torres’s text also exhibits this awareness yet tends to lean more towards the 

sociopolitical sphere of reality. A more ardently psychological position would 

explore the phenomenology of this potentially unsettling reality at the level of the 

psyche, the censored chapter. Although the dissident intellectual subject positions 

                                                 
99 Jacoby (1975) and Brown (1973) agree that these reductive aspects of Marx and Freud running 
through parts of their theories are mired in the positivistic ideologies that prevailed during their 
lives. 
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acknowledge these splits, they seem to harbor a wish that once the restoration of 

the social is complete the psychic splits will be resolved. 

Lacan’s position implies that elements of the subject’s alienation on the 

social and intrapsychic domain will likely remain in the face of sociomaterial and 

intrapsychic symptom relief. They will remain because of the gaps in perception, 

the materiality of life, and the linguistic tools the subject has at his disposal, 

which will invariably fail him/her. For Lacan (2002d), these splits forever remain 

for the reasons discussed in Chapter Three, in the section on the mirror stage 

concerning the “function of misrecognition” (p. 8), that is, the inescapable eliding 

of the self. Where Lacan differs from Freud’s reading of the subject and Marx’s 

reading of the social is in his post-Enlightenment, post-positivist reading of inner 

and outer reality (Rustin, 1995). Lacan argues that rational self-understanding is 

ultimately impossible. Self-understanding will always be compromised by the 

refractory relationship between the subject’s interiority and exteriority that lead to 

distortions in the subject’s interpretation of reality. Any finalizable account of the 

interiority or social space, according to Lacan, ignores the glissage, or slippage, 

between reality and our perception of it. That is, intrapsychic and sociopolitical 

reality, and the identities they give shape to, are approximations of a reality (i.e., 

the real) that can never be fully (i.e., objectively) known. 
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II.  Analysis of Previous Views of Aztlán and La Malinche 

 

Although Chicano cultural nationalist, Chicana feminist, and Chicano/a 

dissident readings of Aztlán and La Malinche have been guided by the deepest 

convictions and emancipatory interests, some aspects of these discourses, 

paradoxically, are not without their own rhetorical codifications and 

“Manichaean” (Alarcón, 1989, p. 60) residues that homogenize the subjective 

particularities of Chicanas and Chicanos at the margins. Chicano/a discourses 

have remained in the shadow set in motion with the emergence of the Mexican 

nation-state, when the pendulum swung away from Europeanist discourses and 

towards Mexico’s nationalistic struggles to chart its own course. The polarizations 

that occurred during this time have exerted their influence in Chicano/a 

discourses. Post-independence refigurations of La Malinche, however, are set 

against a Mexican national identity forged out of a complex hybrid of mestizaje, 

indigenism, and nineteenth-century discourses on the nation. The rise of the 

Mexican nation-state—albeit in paradoxical and problematic ways—maintains 

parallels with the Enlightenment project of the (European) nation-state as a 

sovereign geopolitical entity, reflected most strongly in its reform movements 

cited previously.  
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The notion of the nation's sovereignty is contemporaneously under attack 

by critics of national(ist) ideologies who have historicized the nation as an 

economically motivated political apparatus that has a tendency to erase 

racioethnic, cultural, and regional heterogeneities by superimposing an abstract, 

unified national ideology (Bhabha, 1990; Zizek, 1994). Considering this 

innovative critical stance, it may prove helpful to historicize the Chicano/a gaze 

toward Mexico's "immemorial past," especially since Mexico's imagined cultural 

unity was likely installed for political utility by the state, and not out of the 

sincerity of the indigenism appropriated by Mexican cultural nationalists. Mexico 

remains, on one hand, the product of these nationalist discourses of geopolitical 

sovereignty and the ideological homogenization of a multi-century mestizaje. On 

the other hand, Mexico is well aware—given its particular relation to colonialism 

and its enormously asymmetrical power relations in the international arena—that 

not all nations are created equally. 

Given the complex history of Mexico, an uncritical residual Mexican  

nationalism and precolonial indigenist desire persists in Chicano/a discourse that 

ignores its ancestral heterogeneity, and whose melancholic anxieties are so 

brilliantly played out in the chosen glories of Aztlán and the chosen traumas 

represented by the figure of La Malinche. Such a play, however, insufficiently 

maps out the delirium, the unconscious rumblings, that, beneath the surface, 

things are not as they seem. In the search for the "censored chapter," the 
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unconscious of Chicano nationalist, Chicana feminist, and Chicano/a dissident 

narratives, rhetorical strategies can be interrogated as much for what they do not 

assert about Aztlán and La Malinche as they are interrogated for what they do say. 

The ambivalence regarding Mexican and Chicano/a complicities with Eurocentric 

systems of signification and the harsh paradoxical realities of preCortesian Aztec 

imperialism remains omitted from discourses that mask a deep sense of "cultural 

mourning" and loss (Ainslie, 1998, p. 285).   

Ainslie (1995) speaks of "ethnic minorities who, like members of 

immigrant groups, live in a cultural universe embedded within, but substantively 

different from that of mainstream American culture" (p. 190). Similar to 

immigrants, he states that minoritized subjects may experience a sense of loss and 

cultural mourning in the face of negotiating divergent cultural spheres. For 

Chicano/a subjects, the lost sense of home implicit in the process of cultural 

mourning becomes more complicated given the problematic history of U.S.-

Mexico relations, conflicts which often gloss over Mexico's problematic histories 

within its own borders. In addition, complex transcultural traumas lingering in the 

Chicano/a imagination are re-agitated in the face of contemporary disavowals of 

Chicanos/as by American imperialist ideologies (e.g., anti-immigration rhetoric 

and the militarization of the Mexico-U.S. border). 

The specter of a multi-century biraciality, Spanish-language inheritance, 

and Spanish, Mexican, and U.S. American cultural and religious syncretism 



 

275

continues to haunt us.100 The celebrated notion of a primordial mestizaje in the 

face of greater "consciousness raising" ultimately collapses into a privileging of 

the indigenous matrilineage, while the Spanish residue remains suspect, a 

disavowed phantasm played out in the unconscious realm of the Mexican nation, 

and duplicated in the unconscious terrain of the Chicano/a “nation.” Additionally 

for Chicanos/as, the traversing of identities in a dynamic interchange across the 

(multiple) U.S.-Mexico border(s) reveals just how profoundly migratory identities 

are redacted over time and infused with complex transnational fantasies, such as 

the indigenism of El Plan, Anzaldúa’s Coatlicue state, and the multiple reversals 

in the significations of La Malinche. 

In States of Injury, Wendy Brown (1995) remarks on the elusive 

characteristics of collective identity politics.  Brown (1995) states: 

Even as the margins assert themselves as margins, the denaturalizing 

assault they perform on coherent collective identity in the center turns 

back on them to trouble their own identities. Even as it is being 

articulated, circulated, and lately institutionalized in a host of legal, 

political, and cultural practices, identity is unraveling—metaphysically, 

culturally, geopolitically, and historically—as rapidly as it is being 

produced.  (p. 53) 

                                                 
100 I interject the pronoun “us” at this juncture in the dissertation to remind the reader that the 
author, who has taken up (or been taken up by) a Chicano/a subject position, situates this 
dissertation as falling under the rubric of narratives of self-representation. 
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At the same time, Zizek (1994) writes about the "'withering-away' of the 

traditional nation-state," the "limitation of state sovereignty," and the erosion, 

from opposing sides, of state authority due to liberal capitalist democracy, 

"(standing for the force corroding the state from above) and the new 'organic' 

populism-communitarianism (standing for the force corroding the state from 

below)" (pp. 2-3). Given the interrelationships between this "denaturalizing 

assault" on collective identities on one hand, and the corroding of the state from 

both sides on the other, how are Chicano/a discourses called on to negotiate this 

agonistic struggle in these times of late capitalism, late modernity? 

 The nation-state is lately theorized as circumscribing psychic and social 

space, yet Kristeva (1995) contends that psychic space is diminishing, and Brown 

(1995) describes how collective identities are unraveling and reforming, while 

Zizek's (1994) ominous appraisals point to the corrosion of the state. How, then, 

are Chicano/a subjects to ensure that Chicano/a discourses communities continue 

to identify avenues for agency that move beyond dominant and “counter-

dominant”-turned-dominant discourses that incessantly vie for the subject's 

loyalty? Kristeva (1995) locates one of the last bastions of resistance-struggle—

especially in the face of totalizing forces in contemporary capitalist culture—in 

cultivating and shoring up psychic space (pp. 27-9). The discursive task from 

within Chicano/a discourse communities, it seems, is to theorize and inhabit a 

discourse, subjectivity, and social space beyond the residual Manichaean aspects 
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of some Chicano/a sociopolitical discourses that seek to silence the subjective 

particularities of Chicano/a subjects via their hegemonic interventions. The 

precarious task is to do so without reverting back to an uncritical Europeanism (or 

indigenism), while remaining vigilant of the totalizing forces that impinge on 

psyche, discourse, social space, and the polis. We will see how the empty 

signifier, La Malinche, refigured yet again, can serve as a power narrative, a 

counterweight by which to re-imagine ourselves given the geopolitical, economic, 

cultural, sexual, and spiritual traversing of borders in the transnational Chicano/a 

imaginary.  
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III.  La Malinche’s Subject Position Refigured yet Again 

 

If one finds currency in the notion that psychic life is socially, culturally, 

and historically mediated—and that systems of signification such as key 

signifiers, cultural narratives, and the enactments of national fantasies are 

sufficiently potent to retool psychic space and refigure subjectivity—then it will 

be profitable to extend discourses on Malintzin Tenepal to allow for a reading of 

the more complex subjectivity her image embodies. This refiguration of La 

Malinche seeks to be expansive in nature and irreducible to discourses of an 

edenic precoloniality and women’s sexual difference, and that imagines a space 

beyond national(istic) ties. To theorize this space, I will depart from the 

aforementioned readings of La Malinche and reinterpret her subject position, not 

only as the primordial mother of Mexican racial hybridity and Chicana/Mexican 

women’s vindication, but as the primordial cosmopolitan of “Greater Mexico.”101 

I argue that a cosmopolitan subject position suggestive of multivoicedness harbors 

an affinity with the radical self-reflexivity of the culturally-situated 

psychoanalytic discourse most closely represented by Julia Kristeva’s 

                                                 
101 The idiom “Greater Mexico” was first introduced by Américo Paredes to reinforce the sense of 
continuity and contiguity for Chicanos/as between Mexico and its ceded territory of the U.S. 
Southwest. The reference carries both a literal and figurative connotation given the concentration 
of people of Mexican descent residing the U.S. cited previously. 
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perspectives on subjectivity, discourse, and social space.102 Beginning from her 

origins and moving beyond them, the figure of Malintzin, as the symbolic mother 

of modern Mexico, inhabits a transcultural, transethnic, and trans-gendered space 

in her performative role as the polyglottal translator for Cortés that is evocative of 

cosmopolitanism.  

Kristeva (1993) argues that a cosmopolitan subject position inhabits a 

space between the binary opposites of the "glorification of origins" (p. 3) and the 

"hatred of origins" (p. 3), defensive poles she claims speaks to a wound and its 

respective orientation towards hatred (i.e, hatred of the other vs. hatred of the 

self). She claims psychoanalytic discourse can serve as the antidote to counteract 

the contemporary subject's propensity toward these hostile polarities, especially 

given the ethnic divisiveness worldwide. Kristeva (1993) states:  

The recourse to psychoanalysis entails, among other benefits, the 

production of one of the rare discourses that avoid such symmetry [i.e., 

glorification vs. hatred]; it invites us to come back constantly to our 

origins (biographies, childhood memories, family) in order better to 

transcend them. (p. 4) 

This reading of cosmopolitanism is expansive in its outlook yet allows for 

acknowledging the subject's debt to origins. It remains open to, and less guarded 

                                                 
102 As a reminder, her perspective is much indebted to the road paved for “French psychoanalysis” 
and discourse studies by the transformative oeuvre of Jacques Lacan. 
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and defended against, the inescapable expansion of subjectivity beyond family, 

ethnic, and national ties in contemporary society. 

My appropriation of the admittedly elusive term cosmopolitan involves a 

vision of Chicano/a subjectivity that occupies a space beyond the concept of 

national citizenship, while acknowledging the real and imagined ties harbored 

towards, at least, two nation-states. In Kristeva's (1993) appraisal of 

cosmopolitanism she remarks: 

Understood in such a manner, a certain [cosmopolitan] national idea…is at 

the same time affirmed in a space of freedom and dissolved in its own 

identity, eventually appearing as a texture of many similarities—

confessional, linguistic, behavioral, sexual, and so forth. That idea, 

[which]… brings together the national and the cosmopolitan without for 

that matter erasing national boundaries—which remain a historical 

necessity for the coming century at least—runs headlong into a 

[nationalistic] concept of the nation that I would describe as “mystical.” 

(p. 32) 

Kristeva’s use of the term “mystical” refers to the process of naturalizing a 

subject’s tie to a geopolitical territory, like the Chicano cultural nationalist did 

with the myth of Aztlán. As discussed previously, the very idea of the nation is a 

construction of the modern era ushered in by the era of the Enlightenment. 

Therefore, Kristeva insists that obscuring the connection between the hegemonic 
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interventions of the nation and its subsequent inscription onto the subject’s 

individual and social unconscious must be exposed of its socially-configured 

nature. Kristeva finds an emancipatory value, then, in the dissolution of national 

fantasies while realizing that the reality of the nation-state, however socially and 

geopolitically constructed, will endure for some time to come. 

Kristeva's notion of an anti-mystical, secular cosmopolitanism moves 

towards a common denominator for the subject that cannot be wholly captured by 

the subject’s membership in empire, kingdom, or nation-state, even as these 

entities inscribe themselves on subjectivity, discourse, and social space. The 

Chicano/a cosmopolitan subject position that I invoke appropriates a politics of 

subjective particularity that strives to remain mindful of the particular and the 

transnational. Cosmopolitanism envisions the rights of woman and man beyond 

the rights of the citizen and creates an interior and social space for Chicano/a 

subjective particularity in contrast to certain Chicano nationalist and Chicano/a 

identitarian discourses that hail a “uniform sociality” (Kristeva, 1993, p. 28)that 

unwittingly levels difference from within their circumscribed discourses of 

difference.  

Perhaps raising the anxieties of those harboring collectivist, nativist, or 

nationalist fantasies, Malintzin’s acculturative capacities may be held suspect by 

contemporary postcolonial discourses that disparage and resist Eurocentric 

discourses even as they are inescapably inculcated in them and, even, spoken as 
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subjects through these discourses. Interpreting Malintzin’s subject position as the 

primordial cosmopolitan for people of Mexican descent defies postcolonial 

fantasies of a paradisiacal precoloniality (which Chicana feminists and historians 

so convincingly articulate) that categorically disparage all colonialist residues all 

the while remaining inextricably tied to them. Remembering Frantz Fanon's 

(1963) compelling thesis in The Wretched of the Earth, it is understandable that 

historically subjugated people would wish to "relentlessly determine to renew 

contact once more with the oldest and most pre-colonial springs of life of their 

people" (p. 210). Quite problematically, ideologically speaking, those springs for 

people of Mexican descent (however asymmetrical in their power and ancestral 

figurations) reside in multiple geopolitical spaces—on either side of the Atlantic 

and traversing the Mexico-U.S. border. 

By appropriating a critical cosmopolitanism, I do not intend to disavow 

the problematic history of Mexico’s three-hundred-year paternalistic rule by 

colonial Spain, its long history of human rights struggles in the unfurling of the 

Mexican nation-state, and painful U.S.-Mexico relations. Nonetheless, polemics 

of specularity and suspicion of European philosophical, political, and cultural 

residues leave little room to interrogate how postcolonial subjects are always 

already actively engaged in hybridized subject positions involving a precolonial, 

colonial, and postcolonial imaginary. In Tzvetan Todorov’s (1984) Conquest of 

the Americas, he reflects on the syncretic aspects of La Malinche's subject 
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position, one reminiscent of a cosmopolitanism divested of its historically elitist 

trappings. He states: 

I myself see [Malintzin]…as the first example, and thereby the symbol, of 

the cross-breeding of cultures; she thereby heralds the modern state of 

Mexico and beyond that, the present state of us all, since if we are not 

invariably bilingual, we are inevitably bi- or tri-cultural. La Malinche 

glorifies mixture to the detriment of purity—Aztec or Spanish—and the 

role of the intermediary. She does not simply submit to the other (a case 

unfortunately much more common…); she adopts the other’s ideology and 

serves it in order to understand her own culture better.  (Todorov, 1984, p. 

101) 

In glorifying mixture to the detriment of purity, then, cosmopolitan subject 

positions labor to tolerate the real and imagined fears of intrapsychic and cultural 

dissolution in their encounters with the other, all the while resisting the social and 

intrapsychic hegemony of dominant discourses. Engagement with the foreigner 

therefore becomes a potential site for augmentation and encorporation of 

subjectivity, rather than merely the feared site of dissolution and annihilation of 

the impossible fantasy of cultural stasis.  

I interpret the paradoxical qualities of Malintzin’s expansion of her 

signifying capacities as an accumulation of cultural capital and personal agency, 

even as she was forced to venture into the delirium of unknown intrapsychic and 
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transcultural terrains. Malintzin holds a position of singularity irreducible to 

gender, culture, class, even as Chicanas rightly appropriate her as a "feminist 

icon" (Pérez, 1999, p. 103). She inhabits a subject position beyond her 

circumscription to an indigenist female voice, standing apart from other women of 

her time. It is in her subjective particularities, her genius as the polyglottal 

interlocutor of the conquest, where she stands out above the mass of women and 

men, indigenous and Spanish, master and slave. Alarcón’s (1989) reading of La 

Malinche approaches this position when she advocates for Chicanas to speak in a 

"voice of one’s own" (p. 63), however, a “voice of one’s own” inevitably 

collapses into the collective voice of women as opposed to interrogating the 

subjective particularity and heterogeneity of individual Chicana voices. 

In Kristeva’s (1991) treatise on xenophobia, she states that the fear of the 

foreigner arises within us at the moment of intrapsychic complementarity, that is, 

when, in an encounter with the other, we are unconsciously reminded of our own 

inner foreignness, our inner strangeness. Kristeva (1991) states:  

Strangely, the foreigner lives within us: he is the hidden face of our 

identity, the space that wrecks our abode, the time in which understanding 

and affinity founder. By recognizing him within ourselves, we are spared 

detesting him in himself….The foreigner comes in when the 

consciousness of my difference arises, and he disappears when we all 

acknowledge ourselves as foreigners, unamenable to bonds and 

communities. (p. 1)  
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We are reminded here of the intimate, yet refractory correspondence between the 

interiority and exteriority of subjectivity that finds it origins in the mirror stage. 

The subject’s discourse (internal dialogue and enunciations) is the place where 

inside confronts outside—the place where intrapsychic antagonisms turn into 

hegemonic interventions on the social plane, and where intrapsychic hegemonies 

constitute the disavowal of social antagonisms. For Kristeva, the key to 

engagement with the other is to entertain the sources of our own inner foreignness 

and feelings of alterity (i.e., split-subjectivity) in order to understand the 

subjective particularity of the other, and our own.  

Cultivating a compassionate, ethical Chicano/a cosmopolitan subject 

position within Chicano/a discourse communities opens up a dialogue between 

the specificities of Chicano/a psychic space and its materiality in history and 

social space. Cosmopolitan subjectivities, such as this reading of Malintzin 

Tenepal, that celebrate mixture to the detriment of an imagined purity, create an 

opening for tolerating the foreigner that lives within and in our midst by 

harmonizing, without “leveling and forgetting" (p. 3), the inevitable, irreducible 

paradoxes inherent in Chicana and Chicano subjectivity, discourse, social space, 

and cultural memory.  
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Appendix 

Intellectual Sources of the Positivist-Interpretivist Debate 

 

A.  Critiques Emerge from Multiple Sources 

The early influences that paved the way for developing alternatives to 

positivism are various and difficult to map succinctly and clearly as they surfaced 

during different times, in different countries, in different ways, and in different 

disciplines (Bernstein, 1976; Richardson, 1996; Giorgi, 1987; Potter & Wetherell, 

1987). Placing the sources of these epistemological innovations into the following 

four categories can provide a useful way to organize these disparate influences. 

The first argument against positivism comes from philosophy of science critiques 

of the natural sciences. Edmond Husserl’s philosophy of phenomenology has also 

been variously cited as a major influence in the shift away from a positivistic 

perspective in the social sciences and towards an interpretive one (Bernstein, 1976; 

Ray, 1994; Cohen & Omery, 1994; Rennie, 1999; Willig, 2001; Ashworth, 2003). 

According to Bernstein (1976), another major influence came from the Institute for 

Social Research, which came to be called the Frankfurt School of critical theory. 

The “linguistic turn” in the social sciences is cited as the fourth major influence 

leading to the decentering of positivism in the social disciplines (Bernstein, 1976; 

Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Mills, 1997). Potter and Wetherell (1987) cite four 

major sources for the linguistic turn in the human and social sciences: (1) Noam 
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Chomsky’s theory of generative grammar, (2) linguistic philosophy and speech act 

theory, (3) Harold Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology , and (4) Ferdinand de 

Saussure’s influence in the area of structural linguistics (1987, p. 26). 

 

B.  Philosophy of Science Critiques 

The first of the set of arguments against positivism comes from 

philosophy of science critiques of the natural sciences. One of the most 

frequently-cited influences leading to the interpretive turn in the social sciences is 

the work of Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Bernstein, 

1976; Ingleby, 1980; Tesch, 1990; Woolgar, 1996; Willig, 2001; Eisner, 2003). In 

his landmark text, Kuhn developed an expose of the supposed transparence of the 

scientific method. The scientific method claims to build its theories from its 

findings in a sequential, orderly fashion. Kuhn argued that this view of science 

was, in actuality, not what occurred in the real world of scientific research. He 

argued, rather, that scientific innovations “develop in leaps, through scientific 

revolutions leading to paradigm shifts” (Willig, 2001, p. 5). In addition, Kuhn 

argued that extra-scientific factors were often involved when shifts in science 

occurs. Ingleby (1980), for example, states that 

Kuhn’s close examination of the history of science showed that the 

grounds on which one paradigm is preferred to another are not exclusively 
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scientific ones: the determinants to that choice lie to a large extent outside 

science, in social and psychological factors. (p. 27) 

What Kuhn’s thesis pointed out was that even the hard sciences, long believed to 

be on stable ground, were motivated by ideology. He demonstrated that that 

research findings were often forced to fit within pre-existing paradigms to which 

scientists were strongly (i.e., emotionally) attached. 

Although Kuhn developed a critique of the natural sciences, and did not 

address the social sciences, his work is generally viewed as highly relevant to a 

critique of positivism. Since positivistic social science modeled itself after the 

natural sciences, it was a logical next step to develop a similar critique for the 

social sciences. According to Tesch (1990) Abraham Maslow was one of the first 

theorists in psychology to draw on Kuhn’s influence in his critique of the 

mechanistic elements of psychology. Using critiques of the scientific method in 

his text The Psychology of Science, Maslow (1966) built a case for a “human 

science” that was expansive rather than reductive, and “problem-centered” rather 

than “method-centered” (Tesch, 1990, p. 11). In addition, she states that Maslow 

called for innovations in methodology that would be interpretive in design, rather 

than based on the scientific method. 
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C.  Husserl’s Philosophy of Phenomenology 

Edmond Husserl’s philosophy of phenomenology has also been 

variously cited as a major influence in the shift away from a positivistic 

perspective in the social sciences and towards an interpretive one 

(Bernstein, 1976; Ray, 1994; Cohen & Omery, 1994; Rennie, 1999; 

Willig, 2001; Ashworth, 2003). Husserl’s philosophy of phenomenology 

is principally concerned with questions about the nature of being. Husserl 

argued that understanding the dual components of a metaphysics of being 

(i.e., ontology and epistemology) requires the phenomenological attitude, 

or the process of reflection. He argued that the phenomenological attitude 

is the reflective stance that is particular to human beings. He stated that the 

only doorway to knowledge of an object is through reflection on that 

object, especially within a naturalistic setting. Husserl’s phenomenology is 

in essence an early articulation of the dynamics of intersubjectivity, which 

was to have a significant influence as a foundation for developing various 

interpretive (i.e., qualitative) methodologies. 

 

D.  Frankfurt School of Critical Theory 

According to Bernstein (1976), another major influence leading to 

a post-positivist paradigm in the social sciences came from the Institute 

for Social Research, which came to be called the Frankfurt School of 
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critical theory. The first generation of thinkers from the Frankfurt School, 

such as Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, and Herbert Marcuse, sought 

to address their concern about the darker side of Enlightenment notions of 

progress. The idealized, that is, traditional notion of social progress—that 

societies would evolve through the civilization of societies and the 

advancement of technology—came into question in the midst of the large-

scale devastation during World War II. Theorists of the Frankfurt School 

interrogated the ways in which innovations in science, technology, and 

social engineering were being used by the state as instruments for social 

control and for the purposes of war and mass destruction. While in exile 

during and following WWII, the first generation of the Frankfurt School 

sought to work “out the foundations of a critical theory of society which 

they intended as an alternative to bourgeois social science [which they 

viewed as an uncritical agent of the social order] on the one hand, and to 

doctrinaire Stalinist Marxism on the other” (Bernstein, 1976, pp. xvii-

xviii). In addition, Bernstein (1980) claims that Jurgen Habermas, from 

the second generation of the Frankfurt School, has developed a “subtle and 

comprehensive grasp of recent developments in the social sciences, 

analytic philosophy of science, and the philosophy of language and 

theoretical linguistics” (p. xviii). As a result, he has been highly influential 

in providing a sustained critique of mainstream social science and its 
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covert ideologies, and has been a major advocate for the appropriation of 

an interpretive approach to the human and social sciences. 

 

E. The Linguistic Turn in the Humanities and Social Sciences 

The fourth influence leading away from a positivistic social science 

perspective is often referred to as the “linguistic turn” in the humanities and social 

sciences. Theoretical innovations in the study of speech and language practices 

have offered a deeper understanding of language and communication and of their 

complex relationship to subjectivity and social space (Bernstein, 1976; Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987; Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002; Potter, 2003). Potter and Wetherell 

(1987) cite four major sources for the linguistic turn in the human and social 

sciences. The first influence they cite is Noam Chomsky’s theory of generative 

grammar. Potter and Wetherell (1987) state that Chomsky’s theory was a major 

influence in establishing the subdiscipline of psycholinguistics. The second 

influence leading to the focus on language came from linguistic philosophy and 

speech act theory. Potter and Wetherell (1987) state that John Austin’s speech act 

theory provided a social view on language. Potter and Wetherell (1987) also claim 

that Harold Garfinkel’s ethnographic analysis of ways in which the social aspects 

of everyday life are put together influenced discourse theory. In addition, Potter 

and Wetherell (1987) state that Ferdinand de Saussure’s posthumous work, 

Course in General Linguistics, was highly influential in the area of structural 



 

292

linguistics (1987, p. 26) which came to influence areas such as history, semiology, 

political philosophy, and psychoanalysis.  
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