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Abstract 

 

Religious Hybridity in Jessica Hagedorn’s Dogeaters and Ana Castillo’s 

So Far From God 

 

Arturo Nevárez, M.A.  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Julia H. Lee 

 

This master’s report presents an examination of hybridic religious practices, ritual 

and iconography as depicted in Jessica Hagedorn’s Dogeaters and Ana Castillo’s So Far 

From God. In particular, it treats the role of religious hybridity—the imbrication of 

folkloric, indigenous and secular traditions with orthodox Catholicism—as an important 

source of cultural, political and social resistance within postcolonial Chicana/o and 

Filipino communities that are still dealing with, or attempting to escape their colonial 

pasts.  
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RELIGIOUS HYBRIDITY IN JESSICA HAGEDORN’S DOGEATERS 
AND CASTILLO’S SO FAR FROM GOD 

Introduction:  

The depictions of religion and religious practices in literary texts by marginalized 

writers quite possibly represent a new and fruitful area to which postcolonial analyses can 

be applied. Typically, religion and religious practices of subordinated groups in the post-

colonial and neo-colonial context are predominantly discussed with regards to their roles 

in the oppression and victimization of the postcolonial subject1. While state-sanctioned 

religion was and continues to be a tool of postcolonial and neo-colonial oppression, such 

an approach overlooks the centrality of religious hybridity in the lives of characters and 

its important role as a source of cultural, political and social resistance. While not 

necessarily always or even overtly resistant to the colonial project, both Jessica 

Hagedorn’s Dogeaters and Ana Castillo’s So Far From God offer examples in which 

their characters, through the hybridity of religious iconography and ritual, reckon with the 

colonial past and neo-colonial present. It is through the lens of religious hybridity that I 

want to discuss these novels. 

In this discussion I use the term “religious hybridity” to refer to the specific type 

of Catholicism that the Chicana/o and Filipino characters in these novels practice (or in 

the case of the iconography, include in their depicted daily experience). Religious 

hybridity for these characters includes traditional Catholic rituals, ceremonies and 

iconography imbricated with a complex mix of several forms of religious-based 

knowledges that are indigenous and folkloric. This depicted religious hybridity is not an 

 
1 For example refer to: Fault Lines: Christianity and Colonial Power in India (2002) and Colonialism, 
Missions and the Contest for Christianity in the Cape Colony and Britain (2002). 
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easily quantifiable mix of fifty percent Catholic and fifty percent indigenous tradition, for 

example. Rather it varies in its emphasis and inclusion of each of the religious 

knowledge’s rituals, iconography and practices. In addition, religious hybridity in these 

novels is also a juxtaposition of religious tradition or knowledges. In other words, 

religious hybdridity also takes the shape of religious ritual or iconography of one 

tradition placed alongside the other rather than mixed together. Hence, I will be 

discussing religious hybridity in these novels as form of mixture and as juxtaposition. In 

the case of Dogeaters, the religious hybridity in the novel includes Filipino folk tradition, 

popular culture and the secular combined with Catholicism. The religious hybridity in So 

Far From God, predominantly consists of indigenous and folkloric traditions 

incorporated into and practiced alongside traditional Catholicism. 

Due in part to this imbrication of divergent religious and cultural knowledges and 

traditions, religious hybridity in these novels embodies a form of resistance to the 

colonial project that takes shape in the postcolonial and neo-colonial context of the 

character’s lives. In Location of Culture Homi Bhabha notes that the images and presence 

of colonial authority are challenged by the hybridic in its rewriting of the colonial 

narrative. In the typical colonial narrative, the colonizer’s “superior” culture and 

knowledge supplants the colonized’s “inferior” one. Bhabha asserts: “Hybridity is 

problematic of colonial representation and individuation that reverse the effects of the 

colonialist disavowal, so that other ‘denied’ knowledges enter upon the dominant 

discourse and estrange the basis of its authority –its rules of recognition” (114).  In both 

So Far from God and Dogeaters, “denied knowledges” such as Filipino folk tradition in 

the former and secular community activism in the latter, their combination with or 

practiced placement alongside the orthodox Catholic practices undermine the colonial 
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authority of Catholicism that was used as a means to secure and maintain control of the 

Spanish colonial empire. 

Yet, religious hybridity as depicted in these texts is not always empowering for 

the Chicana/o and Filipino characters in these novels. The hybrid is both a position of 

power and disempowerment. In the case of Federico de La Fe and Lenore Ledesma, both 

for whom religious hybridity is a central part of their lives, Bhabha’s positive sense of the 

hybrid as being able to “reverse the formal process of disavowel so that the violent 

dislocation of the act of colonization becomes the conditionality of colonial discourse” 

(114) does not neatly apply.  

While individual resistance seems to be the best way to counter the history of 

colonialism in a country whose national cohesion is itself depicted as fictitious (such as is 

the case for Dogeaters), in So Far From God, religious hybridity is connected to a 

strongly community-based and supported resistance. Yet, while the resistance that is 

available through religious hybridity in So Far From God is predominantly connected to 

land and a sense of communal identity, reading it alongside Dogeaters highlights the way 

in which the resistance to empire is also a central concern.  In Domination and the Arts of 

Resistance, James Scott posits that marginalized and subjugated groups aim to undermine 

the conditions of oppression they face through both covert and overt acts.  Thus, these 

efforts to reverse the power dynamic that marginalize them are manifested in both the 

public and private spheres (45). In the religious practices of these subjugated populations, 

Scott asserts, lies their ability to “reverse or negate dominant ideologies” (91). This 

resistance to orthodox Catholic tradition and practices is thus brought about primarily 

within the private space in Jessica Hagedorn’s Dogeaters and manifests itself primarily in 

religious iconography and ritual.  In Ana Castillo’s So Far From God, while the 

resistances depicted at times begin in the private space of the home, the community or the 
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public sphere is the primary location where they are manifested. Furthermore, in So Far 

From God, the religious hybridic resistance is connected more to the religious rituals that 

the characters adopt and practice rather than the religious iconography.   

Though Dogeaters and So Far From God are texts that emerge from different 

cultural contexts, they are linked within a transnational context. While So Far From God 

deals with Chicanas/os who are strongly rooted to their land and community— the New 

Mexican Town of Tome—Dogeaters treats exile and deals with Filipinos who are less-

rooted to a country, the subordinated groups that are represented in these novels both 

occupied similar positions as colonized subjects first in relation to a European empire and 

then in relation to the U.S. empire.  
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Chapter One: Religious Cultural Practices and Hybridity in Jessica 
Hagedorn’s Dogeaters 

 
“…the general cultural terrain is one social site, in which “hegemony” is 
continually being both established and contested” (Lowe, Immigrant Acts) 

 In the neo-colonial Manila landscape of Jessica Hagedorn’s Dogeaters, 

Catholicism is so deeply embedded in the lives and histories of the characters that inhabit 

the novel that it even infiltrates the seemingly secular space of the radio programming 

that Lola Narcisa follows: “This is DZRK, Radiomanila, signing off for the evening. At 

the sound of the tone, it’s exactly twelve midnight, in the Blessed Year of the Family 

Rosary.  Remember: The family that prays together stays together” (Hagedorn 15). In this 

passage the juxtaposition of the sacred with the profane, (Catholicism placed alongside 

Lola Narcisa’s radio melodramas) illustrates one of the many ways in which Catholicism, 

imposed by colonialism, has been adapted and hybridized by the Filipino characters in 

the novel. Yet, while the hybridized religious rituals, iconography and narratives of the 

characters in Dogeaters can represent a form of survival and even a form of 

empowerment through their disruption of the hegemonic relationship between the 

dominant (colonizer) and minority (colonized) positions, in Hagedorn’s nuanced 

depiction, the hybridity of these cultural religious practices are also a result of the 

“uneven process” (Lowe 82) of colonial violence and subjugation one that often takes a 

toll on characters such as Leonor Ledesma.  

The colonial violence and erasure of native Filipino ritual/folk traditions and 

history, by the imposition of Catholicism and later subjugation and colonization at the 

hands of the United States(Werrlein 28) while not explicitly mentioned more than a few 
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times in the novel, hang over the lives of the characters. In the chapter that begins like a 

travel pamphlet or catalogue of the various resources and attractions of the Philippine 

landscape, Senator Avila references the Spanish legacy of imperialism and colonialism, 

which began in 1560, lasted about four centuries, and was followed by a period of U.S. 

imperialism.  
 
…we are a fragmented nation of loyal believers, divided by blood feuds and 
controlled by the Church...Senator Avila declares that our torrid green world is 
threatened by its legacy of colonialism and the desire for revenge. He foretells 
more suffering in his eloquent speeches (Hagedorn 101). 

This history of colonialism, as Senator Avila points out, continues to be a force that 

negatively shapes the lives of the characters in the novel. Yet, through the hybridizing of 

religious iconography and ritual, some of the characters in Dogeaters— while they may 

not be able to assert much agency over their colonized position—are able to resist the 

colonial project in their own private way.  In Immigrant Acts, Lowe refers to hybridity as 

a process by which the violence and erasure of colonization is negotiated by “living, 

inventing, and reproducing different cultural alternatives” (82). For characters such as 

Lola Narcisa, this hybridity of cultural religious practices ultimately does not completely 

undermine the colonial project in the Phillipines. As Lowe notes, hybridity is clearly an 

“uneven process through which immigrant communities encounter the violences of the 

U.S. state and the capital imperatives served by the United States and by the Asian states” 

(Lowe 82) 

As demonstrated in the novel, it is through hybridity that the colonized subject 

can assert a measure of resistance to colonialism.  This resistance is manifested in the 

destabilization of hegemonic religious practices forced on a people. One of the first 

examples of this destabilization of hegemonic colonial religious practices, through 

hybridity is found in the description of the cultural objects in Lola Narcisa’s room. 
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Amidst traditional Catholic iconography, such as the large crucifix hanging above her 

bed, is a framed painting of the Virgin Mary that Lola brought from a southern region of 

the Philippines. Hagedorn draws a strong connection to local Filipino culture and folk 

tradition through its acquisition from a Southern province in the Philippines and its 

appearance: “The Madonna is depicted as a native woman wearing the traditional 

patadyong; the infant Jesus has the brown skin of my Lola Narcisa and straight black 

hair” (Hagedorn10). This hybrid image of the Madonna, through its melding of 

traditional colonial religious forms with indigenous Filipino culture, serves to undermine 

the authority of colonial power over the colonized subject. As Homi Bhabha asserts, that 

which is hybridic disturbs, “...the visibility of the colonial presence and makes the 

recognition of its authority problematic” because it, reverses the rules of its recognition” 

(111). The statue, in this hybrid form is no longer a clear signifier of colonial power but 

becomes much more ambivalent. The image of the native Filipino woman, figured as the 

Virgin Mary, elevates the Filipino colonized subject to the highest levels of Catholic 

hierarchy. No longer is the Filipino subject praying to a European figure, but looking to 

her/his own likeness, her/his own people for intercession, therefore troubling the rules of 

its recognition. Rather than a symbol of the subjugation and of the forced imposition of 

religion on the Filipino people, it becomes as Lowe says, a marker of the “history of 

survival within relationships of unequal power and domination” (79). Its transformation 

from a symbol of colonial power to a symbol of transgression, essentially makes it a part 

of a culture of resistance.  While not as overtly a political act, as an armed insurrection or 

a demonstration, the ambivalence that this hybrid image creates, provides a counter-

narrative to the master narrative of colonization and total subjugation of the Filipino 

people. As Bhabha notes, “Resistance is not necessarily an oppositional act of political 

intention…It is the effect of an ambivalence produced within the rules of dominating 
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discourses as they articulate the signs of cultural difference and re-implicate them within 

the differential relations of colonial power.”(110). Lola Narcisa is not a character who 

wields much political or even personal agency, perhaps because she is the character most 

closely connected with traditional Filipino culture. Her brown-skin and her identification 

with the southern Davao province, the place of her birth, mark her as part of the segment 

of the population that has been most exploited by colonialism. Relegated to living beside 

the kitchen in the guest room behind Rio’s family’s house, she is ignored and considered 

eccentric by her own family:  “[Lola] becomes invisible, some tiny woman who happens 

to be visiting, content to be listening to her radio dramas in the back room. Lola Narcisa 

ignores the rest of the family as much at it ignores her” (9). In part, her family’s treatment 

of her is rooted in their internalization of colonialism. Rio’s father and his brother Uncle 

Cristobal feel more connected to Spain, the colonizing country rather than the Philippines 

where they were born. Lola, who is most closely associated with traditional Filipino 

culture, because of her brown-skin and her hybridic religious iconography, represents for 

them that part of their identity that they are least proud of. Furthermore, Rio, who is 

closest to Lola, describes her as being trapped: “She is eating like an agitated captive 

animal” (11). Even though Lola Narcisa is a character who might not have much agency 

and one who does not practice overt political resistance, she is able to exert her own 

private small measure of resistance to the hegemony of colonial religious practices 

through this hybridic religious iconography. In addition, Lola Narcisa strongly influences 

Rio, one of the main protagonists in the novel. Rio’s closeness to Lola is seen in her daily 

visits and her appreciation of the radio melodrama, “Love Letters”, that Lola religiously 

listens to with the servants. Lola allows Rio to join her as they listen to this radio soap 

opera and Rio observes how Lola prefers to eat salted fish and rice with the servants in 

the kamayan style (with their hands).  
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Such an influence is important in instilling in Rio a connection to the segment of 

the Philippines that her family is ashamed of--the dark-skinned “bakya crowd” as her 

father deridingly calls them. Additionally, Lola exposes Rio to traditional Filipino culture 

through her hybridic religious iconography. Lola’s influence, then, is another 

manifestation of the small measure of resistance she wields. It helps counter in Rio the 

internalized colonialism that afflicts her family—the self-hatred that serves to further 

subjugate them. Lola is also Rio’s primary link to the Philippines. When Rio moves to 

the United States with her mother, she mentions that Lola is the main reason for her 

“frequent visits” (246) to Manila. For Hagedorn, because colonialism is a totalizing 

destructive and oppressive force, the most resistance that is possible, is the resistance that 

characters assert in their own small private ways, such as Lola Narcisa does through her 

iconography and the influence of this iconography on Rio. 

Additionally, the reading of Lola Narcisa’s Madonna as resistant to the 

hegemonic authority of colonial religion, is reinforced when juxtaposed with the starkly 

different version of the Virgin Mary to which Trinidad Gamboa prays. Originally from 

Cebu, Trinidad moves to Manila with the hope of enrolling at the university and 

improving her prospects. In Manila she falls in love with Romeo Rosales, and aspiring 

actor, who she ends up supporting and who her parents do not approve of. Every Friday 

at confession, Trinidad is rebuked by her priest for the “impure relationship” he says she 

is having with her boyfriend, Romeo. Afterwards, Hagedorn describes her as dutifully 

performing her penance in front of a statue of the Virgin Mary:  
 
Trinidad Gamboa would say her rosaries and light her votive candles at the foot of 
a life-sized statue of a fair-skinned, fair-haired, Virgin Mary. The statue looked 
down at her with an impassive blue glass gaze, which Trinidad mistook for divine 
compassion (Hagedorn 54).  
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Unlike the brown-skinned Madonna, whose hybridity, disrupts the hegemonic 

relationship between the dominant (colonizer) and minority (colonized) positions, this 

image is a clear representation of traditional Catholic colonial iconography—a much less 

ambivalent symbol of the subjugation and of the forced imposition of religion on the 

Filipino people. The statue itself, in looking down on her with an “impassive blue glass 

gaze” embodies the colonizer’s dominant position and power over the colonized subject. 

Trinidad herself is not aware of the significance of the statue’s indifferent gaze, 

misreading it as a look of compassion. Her unawareness highlights her depiction as a 

victimized and subordinated subject.  

Hagedorn seems to be drawing a connection between the religious practices that 

each of these cultural objects represent and the resistance the characters in her novel are 

able to exercise within their respective social spheres. The more closely a character 

adheres to received colonial religious practices, the less resistance he or she is able to 

exercise. Trinidad, who like Lola Narcisa is said to originate from a remote Philippine 

province, is depicted as a tragic figure who is well-meaning but naïve and is ultimately 

used by her boyfriend, Romeo.  In the chapter, “Last Chance,” Romeo’s mom confronts 

her son about this: “‘So you’ve been using this poor woman all along and now you’re 

afraid to bring her home’… ‘I don’t love her,’ he finally said, ‘and that’s that. I can’t 

image life with a woman like her, who clings to me like she’s drowning, choking the 

breath out of me’” (Hagedorn 163). The complete devotion Trinidad exhibits towards 

Romeo mirrors the way that she so faithfully devotes herself to prayer and confession; 

and, Romeo’s indifference to her can be seen as echoed in the “impassive” (54) demeanor 

of the Virgin Mary of colonial Catholicism.  Hagedorn portrays Trinidad as someone who 

does not bring this exploitation on herself but is rather someone who is the unfortunate 

victim of her particular circumstances. Trini nonetheless remains a character who is 
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exploited.  Hagedorn here, draws a connection between Trinidad’s exploitation by 

Romeo and the exploitation/subjugation of the Filipino by Catholicism.   

In contrast, Lola Narcisa, who along with Joey is the character Hagedorn seems to 

most closely associate with hybridity, is depicted as being able to assert some resistance 

to the colonial project. It is through her imbrication of Filipino folk tradition with 

colonial religious practices that this resistance is made visible. Interestingly, Lola Narcisa 

is never described as attending church, going to confession, or taking part in other 

traditional colonial Catholic rituals. Rather, she strongly holds on to her own hybrid 

religious practices and beliefs. When the family priest and the doctor are called to see 

Rio’s Grandfather, Whitman, who is on his deathbed, Lola Narcisa assertively demands 

that they not wake him, because doing so, she believes, will kill him: “Everyone stops 

dead in their tracks, stunned that the shriveled brown woman has so loudly and finally 

spoken…‘Don’t wake him,’ Lola Narcisa keeps pleading in English. ‘If you wake him, 

he dies. Uh-hmmm.’ She nods her head. ‘Better to keep him dreaming’” (Hagedorn 17). 

Here Hagedorn privileges Lola Narcisa’s voice and her folk knowledge over the 

knowledge brought by either the priest or the doctor, referring to the same idea at the 

beginning of the first chapter about sleep that Jean Mallet used to infantilize Filipino 

people. Lola Narcisa at this particular moment, is in no way infant-like, but rather 

determined and forceful in her wishes.  Hagedorn thus connects resistance and survival 

with the “different cultural alternatives” (Lowe 82) that Lola Narcisa’s religious practices 

which mix folk traditions with dominant forms of religion represent.   

In addition to the Madonna, Lola Narcissa also owns a “chipped, crudely painted 

clay statue” of San Martin de Porres that she keeps next to her “philco” radio (10). San 

Martin de Porres, the patron saint of mixed race people who was the illegitimate son of a 

Spanish nobleman and a black former slave, is the embodiment of hybridity. In religious 
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iconography he is traditionally portrayed as a young mulatto friar. Oftentimes he is 

shown carrying a broom since he is said to have considered all work to be sacred no 

matter how insignificant. Thus, he has been appropriated by the lower classes, or as Rio’s 

father describes them, the “bakya crowd” with whom Lola most clearly identifies. 

Although Lola Narcisa owns a statue of a saint that is recognized by the establishment of 

the Catholic Church, it is a specific type of saint—one that is himself on the margins and 

is the patron of those on the margins. Lola Narcisa’s placement of the saint besides the 

radio instead of on an altar, is also significant to our understanding of her hybrid religious 

practices. By placing these in juxtaposition Lola Narcisa undermines the hierarchy from 

which the authority of Catholicism is derived.  To Lola, her radio soap operas, which are 

to her just as healing, cathartic and sacred as religious experience tends to be, are literally 

on the same plane or hold the same amount of significance as the type of Catholicism she 

practices. 

In sharp contrast to the way that Lola Narcisa is able to display some resistance to 

the violence of the legacy of colonialism by “living, inventing and reproducing different 

cultural alternatives” (Lowe 82) is the bleak and hopeless picture that Senator Avila 

paints of what he believes the Philippines is generally like due to its legacy of 

colonialism:  
 
…we are a fragmented nation of loyal believers, divided by blood feuds and 
controlled by the Church...Senator Avila declares that our torrid green world is 
threatened by its legacy of colonialism and the desire for revenge. He foretells 
more suffering in his eloquent speeches which fall on deaf ears…He describes us 
as a complex nation of cynics, descendants of warring tribes which were baptized 
and colonized to death by the Spaniards and Americans…( Hagedorn 100-101)  

Senator Avila is ridiculed, vilified and later assassinated because of his outspoken nature 

and because the accurate critical commentary that he provides upsets those who benefit 

from that legacy of colonialism. Yet for some characters this legacy succeeds in 
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completely paralyzing and subjugating them. One of the characters who most closely 

embodies Senator Avila’s description of a colonized Filipino is Leonor Ledesma, the 

wife of General Ledesma.  Leonor is described as having a strong devotion to “…an 

austere, forbidding God,” a clear representation of the god of colonial Catholic religious 

practices. Furthermore she, “struggles to earn sainthood through denial” so she sleeps on 

the floor and is constantly praying and denying herself any comforts (Hagedorn 67).  

Here she literally embodies the suffering that Senator Avila is referring to as a result of 

colonialism’s legacy. In fact she is so subjugated by colonial religious practices that she 

is constantly thinking about and hoping for death and, is haunted by feelings of extreme 

guilt because of the pleasure she finds in these thoughts: 
 

She lies in the suffocating dark, waiting for the ceiling to fall and seal her away 
forever. She imagines that being smothered might be a sweet death; she waits for 
this death to claim her every night. This yearning for a sudden, painless death is 
her most selfish desire, her greatest sin…” (Hagedorn 70) 

Her extreme asceticism and devotion to colonial Catholicism, as opposed to Lola 

Narcisa’s hybrid religious practices and iconography, highlights her victimization as a 

result of this legacy of colonialism in the Philippines. Through Leonor Ledesma 

Hagedorn associates hybridity with power and the ability to assert some resistance within 

a totalizing system of colonialism, by demonstrating how the non-hybrid religious 

practices she subscribes to completely subjugate her. Leonor Ledesma in her devotion to 

received religious practices, succumbs to the legacy of colonialism unlike Lola Narcisa 

who is able to survive and adapt within a world of “unequal power and domination” 

(Lowe 67). 

Furthermore, the complete violent colonial domination of the Philippines that was 

made possible in part through the imposition of colonial religious practices is 

symbolically represented in the chapter entitled “The Famine of Dreams” that includes a 
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montage2 of images, radio commercials and conversations that are juxtaposed with the 

graphic and disturbing rape of Daisy by General Ledesma’s men: “(Colonel Jesus de 

Jesus asks to be first. He assaults her for so long and with such force, Daisy prays silently 

to pass out. Her prayers go unanswered)” (216). The Colonel, whose first and last name 

are “Jesus,” is a clear reference to Catholicism and its role in the subjugation of the 

Philippines. Jesus who in Christian tradition is thought to have brought the gospel of 

love, salvation and redemption and stands in contrast to the severe god of the Old 

Testament, in this depiction is a source of violence and total exploitation. In addition, it is 

significant that Daisy’s prayers go unanswered, as this indifference to the plight and 

exploitation of the Filipino people is echoed throughout the text such as is depicted in the 

Kundiman in the final chapter of the novel.  

In the final chapter of the novel, entitled “Kundiman”, Hagedorn appropriates and 

transforms the colonial religious ritual of “The Lord’s Prayer” and the “Hail Mary” into a 

hybrid mix of exhortations and curses that interweave the sacred with the profane much 

like the statues in Lola Narcisa’s room. In this form “The Lord’s Prayer” and the “Hail 

Mary” are transformed from tools of subjugation and colonization to one made up of an 

array of emotions, including love, hatred and vengeance directed both at the legacy of 

colonialism and its subjects—the Filipino people who are made impotent by this legacy: 
 
Our Mother who art in Heaven, forgive us our sins…Our Lady of Cobras, 
Mournful Lizards, Lost Souls, and Radio Melodramas, give us this day…forgive 
us our sins but not theirs.”(Hagedorn 250-251) 
  

In traditional Filipino culture, the Kundiman is a sentimental love song that is typically 

directed at the figure of an idealized woman. In times of colonial oppression, such as 

during the Filipino struggle for independence, the Kundiman was used to embody 
 

2 Sergei Eisentein’s idea of the montage found in his Essays in Film Form, is that the collision/combination 
of juxtaposed images create a completely new idea or image than if these were presented separately. 
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collective emotion and as a way to convey a spirit of struggle against Spanish rule. In that 

context, the nation was figured as a woman to whom the singer, who represented the 

people in the struggle, dedicated his/her love. In the absence of a unified nation, the 

collective emotion that is embodied in Hagedorn’s rendition of the Kundiman, however, 

instead of love and devotion, is one predominantly of anger towards colonialism and to 

the Philippines for not being able to cast off the chains of colonialism. Coinciding with 

traditional Kundiman form, the Philippines is figured as a woman (the Virgin Mary), 

“Dammit, dear mother. There are serpents in your garden. Licking your ears with forked 

tongues, poisoning your already damaged heart”(250). In the Kundiman Hagedorn 

expresses the idea that the Philippines itself is partly complicit in its own subjugation.  

The adoption of dominant hegemonic religious ritual and iconography as is seen with 

Leonor Ledesma, and General Ledesma and his men’s exploitation of their own people, 

is an example of such complicity. Yet, in the song there is still a clearly strong 

condemnation of colonialism as the predominant source of the Philippine’s exploitation, 

“Our Mother…You who have been defiled, belittled and diminished” (250). Furthermore, 

the lines “Ave Maria, mother of revenge. The Lord was never with you” point to 

traditional colonial Catholicism as represented by “the Lord” as never on the side of the 

Filipino people to begin with. While Hagedorn does offer moments where characters in 

Dogeaters are able to assert some form of resistance through religious hybridity, the 

colonial past that shapes the Philippine’s present, is portrayed as a generally 

insurmountable force. The phrase, “never looks at you” echoes the way Daisy’s prayers 

go unanswered while she is being assaulted and Trini’s pious praying to the statue of the 

Virgin Mary is answered only by the “compassionless” gaze of the statue she prays 

before.  Thus in the Kundiman, Hagedorn paints a picture of a fragmented and divided 

Philippines, much like Senator Avila spoke of,  that is only unified in it’s shared 
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experience of suffering, exploitation and colonization brought about primarily through 

the imposition of Catholicism. 

Stylistically, the Kundiman is itself an example of hybridic religious ritual in the 

way it weaves various “denied” knowledges together with the two central prayers in 

Catholic tradition to voice the sentiments of anger, frustration intermixed with love. Its 

hybridic nature along with its voicing of such anger and frustration make it a prayer or 

ritual that is resistant to received hegemonic religious ritual. Because Catholicism in 

Dogeaters, is a tool of colonialism and oppression brought by Spain, its refiguring, like 

Lola Narcisa’ Madonna, is another example of the small measure of resistance that can be 

made. While Hagedorn questions the very nature of a united/cohesive Philippines, by 

ending the novel with the Kundiman’s expression of a collective suffering perhaps she is 

suggesting that there does remain a tentative hope that the Philippines can free itself 

eventually from the brokenness of the colonial past through an embracing of the hybridic.  
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Chapter Two:  Religious Hybridity in Ana Castillo’s So Far From God 

So Far from God tells the story of five women living in the New Mexican Town 

of Tome. The matriarch of this family is Sofi, a single mother who raises four daughters: 

Esperanza, a political activist who becomes a war-time journalist; Caridad, who is first a 

nurse's aide, then a battered woman, and, finally, a healer or curandera; Fe, whose job as 

a factory worker leads to her death by cancer; and Loca, a saint, recluse, and healer. The 

history of Spanish colonialism, subjugation and violence that manifests itself in the lives, 

religious iconography and rituals of the characters in Jessica Hagedorn’s Dogeaters, is a 

history that is somewhat similarly embedded in the lives and religious practices of these 

five characters in Ana Castillo’s novel. Besides the wooden crosses that dot the 

landscape, one of the first things that Maria notices on her return to her native New 

Mexico, is a billboard announcing the erection of a monument for the Spanish Governor 

Juan de Oñate (124). Instructed by the Spanish Crown to march under the banner of the 

Virgin Mary in 1595, Oñate’s main purpose was to “…spread His holy Catholic faith, 

and [lead in the] reduction and pacification of the natives of the said province” (Wilson 

14). It was not only through coercive force that Oñate led the brutally violent 

colonization and attempted erasure of Native American and Mexican ritual/folk traditions 

and history in New Mexico, but also through the imposition of state-sanctioned 

Catholicism. Thus, much like Jessica Hagedorn in Dogeaters, Castillo in So Far from 

God addresses the colonial oppression of the past, and how this past informs the 

politically and communally resistant subjectivities of these women in the present.      

In addition to such overt manifestations of this colonial history, Castillo portrays 

the landscape of New Mexico itself as bearing the effects of the conquest. This 

tumultuous history between Spanish colonial forces and the Pueblos is made present, for 
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example, in the name of the mountain range that looms in the background—the Sangre 

de Cristo (blood of Christ) Mountains. In So Far From God, the history of colonialism of 

the American Southwest which is a part of Sofi, her daughters and Doña Felicia’s lives, is 

a layered history. Following Francisco Vasquez de Coronado’s3 initial expedition, in 

1595 Oñate’s Spanish forces launched an offensive to subjugate the Pueblo Indians in the 

hopes of forcing them to provide the cheap labor needed to cultivate the land they had 

dispossessed them of. In response to the strong resistance to such enslavement by 

Puebloans, Oñate brutally killed thousands of Pueblo Indians, which led to the Spanish 

Crown’s decision to place control of the colony in the hands of the Franciscan 

missionaries (Wilson 194-197). The Franciscan missionaries were just as oppressive. As 

evidenced in their humiliation and punishment of Pueblo men who played a central role 

in Pueblo religious life (Wilson 190), these missionaries zealously sought to convert the 

Pueblo Indians to Catholicism and replace their spiritual and religious practices.   

The second phase of colonialism, that took part in the Southwest as James Wilson 

points out, was U.S based and was no less “violent and bloody” (213) as the Spanish one. 

During the second half of the 18th century, land hungry Anglo settlers driven by a “sense 

of racial superiority and national destiny” (211) grew in numbers, pushing native 

populations off their land. With the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, the land, 

culture and religion of both Native American and Mexican inhabitants was made open to 

invasion by Anglo-Americans. As Hebebrand notes, the removal and eradication of the 

indigenous populations was just as much a central goal as during the Spanish conquest: 

“Anglo immigrants were not interested in Indian labor, only Indian land, which made 

them view native peoples as merely another obstacle to overcome in the “civilization and 

development of the region” (17). Chicanas/os (like Sofi and her daughters), who are 

 
3 Wilson, 190 
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descendants of both the indigenous populations and the Spanish, hence have this layered 

colonial past to contend with. 

The adaptation and hybridization of Catholicism by the Chicana characters to 

firmly resist past and present colonial oppressions in So Far from God is somewhat 

similar to the resistance that Hagedorn depicts as possible through the hybridized 

iconography and religious rituals of the Filipino characters in Dogeaters. While the 

hybridized religious rituals, and iconography of the characters in So Far from God can 

represent a form of survival and even a form of empowerment through their disruption of 

the hegemonic relationship between the dominant (colonizer) and minority (colonized) 

positions, the hybridity of these cultural religious practices are also a result of the 

“uneven process” (Lowe 82) of colonial violence and subjugation that often takes a toll 

on characters such as Francisco el Penitente. Though this process is clearly an uneven 

one, the hybrid religious practices for the women in So Far From God, however, are most 

directly linked to an empowering resistance of patriarchal and political institutions 

through community activism. In Dogeaters, on the other hand, resistance to colonialism 

is not as overt and is primarily limited to the private sphere, such as was mentioned with 

regards to Lola Narcisa’s room. Furthermore, the hybridic religious practices of the 

female characters in So Far From God are employed not only to undermine the colonial 

project, but also to effect direct political and community empowerment for women and 

other marginalized folks within the community of Tome.  

Sofi, her daughters and Doña Felicia are able to counter the legacy of colonialism 

and escape its dominant hegemonic religious practices through their practice of religious 

hybridity. Castillo describes the development of Felicia’s hybridic practices as stemming 

from her distrust of traditional Catholicism. Because traditional religion did nothing to 

help the “destitute and needy despite their devotion” (60), Doña Felicia adapts the 
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orthodox rituals of Catholicism to make them meaningful and useful for the community 

of Tome. She accomplishes this by imbricating them with other non-orthodox 

knowledges to develop a faith that isn’t based on strict tradition or doctrine but on the 

“bits and pieces of the souls and knowledge of the wise teachers that she met along the 

way” (60). These bits and pieces, as the reader learns later in the novel, include folkloric, 

and indigenous elements. Similarly, La Loca, like Doña Felicia the devoted community 

servant, challenges hegemonic religious practices when she is seen walking around her 

house with a rosary in her hand, while rejecting most of the Catholic dogmas and 

doctrines that are irrelevant to her, her family and her community’s empowerment and 

healing. 

Beginning with the resurrection of La Loca, Castillo sets the stage for the type of 

transgressive hybridic religious practices that characterize So Far from God.  At her own 

funeral, La Loca, who seems to have died from a seizure-like fit, pushes back the lid of 

her coffin and flies up to the roof of the church. Skeptical of the source of the 

supernatural event he has just witnessed, Father Jerome asks La Loca if she is “the devil's 

messenger or a winged angel?” (25). Sofi however, immediately challenges Father 

Jerome’s suggestion: 
 
Don't you dare start this about my baby! If our Lord in this heaven has sent my 
child back to me, don't you start this backward thinking against her; the devil 
doesn't produce miracles! And this is a miracle, an answer to the prayers of a 
brokenhearted mother… (25) 

By challenging Father Jerome’s questioning of La Loca’s resurrection, Sofi counters the 

authority of the patriarchal institution of the Catholic Church to determine the validity of 

miracles. Instead, Sofi clearly asserts that this event is a miracle brought about through 

her own prayers. Implicit in this exchange is Sofi’s disregard of the clergy’s role in 

mediating access to God and the sacred in traditional Catholicism. The bishop like Father 
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Jerome dismisses the miracle when it is reported to him, saying that such “resurrections” 

are often “reported where proper medical attention is not given” (85). This refusal to be 

defined and controlled by the patriarchal order of the Church and its dogmas, but rather to 

use only those aspects of Catholicism that are meaningful or relevant to their own and 

their community’s empowerment is a recurring practice that Sofi, her daughters and Doña 

Felicia consistently employ.   

The portrayal of La Loca as a Christ-like figure both in the miracle of her 

resurrection and in the suffering she endures when she is later diagnosed with AIDS, is an 

example of the type of resistant hybridic religious practices that challenge the colonial 

project. Through its “inserting of the insurgent interrogation of hybridity in the 

interstices” (Bhabha 117) of colonial authority, this hybridic refiguring of traditional 

Catholic dogma/practices, subverts that authority. When she is on the roof of the church, 

La Loca announces to the crowd below her that she has returned from hell, purgatory and 

heaven to help and pray for them all, mirroring Christ’s resurrection in orthodox 

Christian tradition. Furthermore, it is after her “resurrection” that La Loca becomes a 

healer, healing her sisters from the traumas and injustices of society (27). For La Loca, 

unlike Christ, the well-being of her sisters takes precedence over the teaching or 

adherence to any dogma. For example, according to Catholic teaching, La Loca “sins” 

against God when she performs all three of Caridad’s abortions. Castillo, thus depicts La 

Loca in her embodiment of religious hybdrity and her resistanace to the authority of 

dogma as empowering to her community. As a healer, much like Doña Felicia, La Loca’s 

brand of hybridic religious practices also involves the amalgamation of indigenous and 

folkloric religious practices and Catholicism.  

Caridad’s resurrection is also another example of the refiguring of traditional 

Catholic belief/dogma into resistant religious hybridity. Caridad’s “holy restoration,” like 
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La Loca’s resurrection, challenges hegemonic religious practices. Caridad, Sofi’s third 

daughter, after going through a serious heartbreak as a result of the her husband’s 

infidelity, succumbs to a period of debauchery, at the end of which she is beaten, 

mutilated, and left to die on the side of the road. La Loca prays “real hard” (38) and 

miraculously heals Caridad who was on the brink of death. Interestingly, after she is 

healed by La Loca, Caridad develops supernatural and prophetic abilities and under the 

tutelage of Doña Felicia she too becomes a curandera. Castillo thus portrays Caridad, 

much like La Loca, as a Christ-like figure through her resurrection and in her subsequent 

development of a vocation to help heal the community of Tome.  

Along with this imagery, Castillo depicts the hybridic coexistence of indigenous 

and folkloric religious practices with Catholicism as resistant to the legacy of 

colonialism. When Caridad and Esmeralda jump off the edge of the mesa with Francisco 

el Penitente in pursuit, they are reenacting the Acoma Pueblo creation story and returning 

to the earth: “The Acoma creation is orchestrated by a female spirit and is representative 

of creation myth, a birth process that begins in the earth womb” (Leeming 3). In this 

creation story, Tsichinako teaches two sister-spirits in the underworld how to make their 

way back up to the upper world. They plant seeds and bring animals from the underworld 

along the way, which completes the creation. By heeding to the call of Tsichtinako, 

Caridad and Esmeralda show their belief in this tribal origin story and demonstrate their 

attachment to their homeland when they know where to enter the emergence place: 
 
Tsichtinako was calling…The Acoma people heard it and knew it was the voice 
of the Invisible One who had nourished the first two humans, who were also both 
female…There was nothing. Just the spirit deity calling loudly with a voice like 
wind, guiding the women back …deep within the soft, moist earth where 
Esmeralda and Caridad would be safe and live forever (Castillo 211) 

Thus, even though Caridad is influenced by Catholicism and incorporates aspects of it in 

her healing practice, Castillo emphasizes the importance of Native American religious 
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tradition in Caridad’s life. This hybridic coexistence of knowledges serves to undermine 

the colonial authority of Catholicism. The effort begun with Spanish colonialism to 

completely erase the cultural and religious practices of the Mexican and indigenous 

inhabitants of New Mexico in the Southwest, as depicted here was clearly unsuccessful. 

Another important example of this hybridic inclusion of both Catholic and native 

religious elements in Castillo’s novel is seen in the worship of Nuestro Señor de 

Esquipúlas or the Black Christ. In the early part of the novel, Doña Felicia and Caridad 

make a pilgrimage to Chimayo/Tsimayo located in the valley of the Sangre de Cristo 

Mountains, which is the place where two traditions converge. The site where the 

veneration of the Black Christ, a figure that Catholic Church adopted to convert the 

Indians of Guatemala, is the same location where the Tewa Pueblo Indians have a shrine 

to the sacred earth and its healing powers (Carillo 34). The narrator refers to this 

conjunction of these religious traditions: 
 
Nuestro Señor de Esquipúlas was the black Christ of the far-off land of the 
converted Indians of Esquipúlas, Guatemala, and how He got to the land of the 
Tewa in anybody’s guess! But he most certainly had a mission, which was to let 
people know of the healing powers of the sacred earth of Tsimayo—just like he 
had done in Esquipúlas—so shortly after his appearance, the Catholic Church 
endorsed as sacred what the Native peoples had known all since the beginning of 
time, (73) 

When Doña Felicia and Caridad arrive to this sacred site, they rub the “holy earth” that is 

well-known for it abilities to heal people’s “bodies and souls,” on their heads, arms and 

even on their tongues (75). It is through the hybridic religious ritual, as exemplified in the 

healing “holy earth” of Chimayo/Tsimayo, that the land is transformed from a place that 

carries the devastation caused by a colonial history to a locus of rejuvenation and healing. 

Thus, just as the land is a site for suffering (as seen with the violence of colonial naming 

such as with the Sangre de Cristo Mountains) the land is also a central site for healing 

and renewal. Furthermore, the adoption of Catholicism to fit with these religious 



 24

practices into hybridic forms, signified the survival of the Pueblo Indians amidst colonial 

subjugation and erasure: 
 
The Pueblos have learned to love simultaneously in two realities…both of these 
worlds are given their due: when a Pueblo person dies, for instance, a Catholic 
wake and a Requim mass are followed by a traditional ceremony conducted by 
family members and clan and community officials. (Wilson 205) 

The community activism and empowerment that is tied to the practicing of 

hybridic religious practices in So Far From God, is one deeply rooted to land. Gloria 

Anzaldúa in Borderlands/La Frontera refers to the Mexican and Native American 

presence in the Southwest: “This land was Mexican once,/was Indian always/and is./And 

will be again”(25) In So Far From God, the legacy of colonialism that dispossessed the 

native peoples of New Mexico of their land and hence their livelihood, which began with 

the Spanish and continued by Anglo Americans, is carried on in the dealings of the white 

business owners and ranchers who attempt to push Sofi and the residents of Tome off 

their land:  
 
You know that my familia once had three hundred acres to farm and now all I got 
left of my father’s hard work is casi nada, just a measly ten acres now…Here we 
have peacock breeders taking over our land, and we have to sell it to them 
because we need the money and they got the money to buy it, and we end up with 
no livelihood to depend on no more (140).  

Sofi’s decision to run for Mayor of Tome comes as a result of her interest to maintain and 

reclaim the land that is slowly being taken from them. With Sofi as leader of the Tome, 

the community is able to start a successful “sheep-grazing wool-weaving enterprise” 

(146) led by women in Tome that contributed greatly to the community’s improvement 

and to the protection of their land. 

In addition to working to preserve their land from being controlled by outside 

influences, Sofi and the women in the novel challenge the patriarchal authority of the 

Catholic Church imposed by colonialism through the hybridization of Catholic religious 
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rituals. One such ritual is depicted when Sofi founds M.O.M.A.S (mothers of martyr and 

saints). M.O.M.A.S., is a woman-centered and women-only group whose sole criteria for 

membership is that the person applying be the mother of a martyr or saint (247). 

Traditionally, achieving sainthood in the Catholic church involves a very lengthy three-

stage process. First, beatification must be determined; this is then followed by a process 

of canonization; and finally, after a lengthy review that takes several years, sainthood is 

granted, but only by the decree of the pope and the bishops of the highest order. In the 

novel, this process is challenged by M.O.M.A.S in their consideration of who is indeed a 

saint or martyr. As the narrator points out for this group, the traditional signs that 

determine the eligibility for sainthood or a candidate do not apply: “La Loca did not have 

to appear with the stigmata of thorn marks on her forehead before her final death to prove 

her sainthood to no one” (248). The community forgoes this process and ritual based on 

strict hierarchical and patriarchal regulations and as a community decides that La Loca 

will from become “La Loca Santa”. Additionally, in stark contrast to the traditional 

Catholic process that is extremely exclusionary and makes its decisions without the 

community, the organization Sofi founds has an annual conference where the entire 

community is able to attend and where many people were “physically cured, spiritually 

redeemed…”(249). This melding of community activism with religious practices is thus 

another layer of the empowering hybridity that Castillo depicts. In Domination and the 

Arts of Resistance, James Scott sees in the religious practices of subordinate groups their 

creative ability "to reverse or negate dominant ideologies" (91) as central to the 

empowerment of those in the colonized position. The creative way that Sofi incorporates 

her brand of religious practices, undercuts the authority of Catholicism that makes it a 

tool of subjugation and subordination. 
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As the above example illustrates, the hybrid ritual and iconography in Castillo’s 

So Far From God, is closely intertwined with political and communal goals. The 

appropriation of Catholic ritual to fit the community’s needs by melding it with elements 

of community activism is empowering for the women-centered community of Tome. One 

striking example of such communally empowering appropriation is the portrayal of the 

“Stations of the Cross”. Traditionally performed on Good Friday, the “Stations of the 

Cross” are a ritual reflection, procession and prayer act that outlines the fourteen key 

moments leading up to the death and resurrection of Jesus in orthodox Catholic doctrine.  

In So Far From God, however, the “Stations of the Cross” take on a whole new meaning 

for the community. Using the language and the ritual of Catholicism, the depiction of this 

ritual is punctuated by moments of suffering and pain endured by people of Tome, 

instead of each station being a strict portrayal of each of the significant moments of 

Jesus’ suffering in Catholic doctrine: 
 
When Jesus was condemned to death, the spokesperson for the committee 
working to protest dumping radioactive waste in the sewer addressed the 
crowd…Jesus bore his cross and a man declared that most of the Native and 
hispano families throughout the land were living below poverty level, one out of 
six families collected food stamps…Jesus fell, and people all over the land were 
dying from toxic exposure in factories…Jesus fell a third time. The air was 
contaminated by the pollutants coming from the factories…Jesus was helped by 
Simon and the number of those without jobs increased each day. Veronica wiped 
the blood and sweat from Jesus’ face. Livestock drank and swam in contaminated 
canals (242).  

Much like the re-writing of the Lord’s Prayer in the final chapter of Dogeaters, the hybrid 

refiguring of a text that falls within the strict doctrine of the Catholic church, challenges 

colonial authority and in the case of So Far from God, is directly linked to community 

empowerment such as the resistance to oppression. Castillo in this manner depicts the 

empowering possibility of the connection between religious practice and activism.  
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Unlike Sofi, her daughters and Dona Felicia’s hybridized religious practices, which are 

empowering to their community, Francisco el Penitente’s religious practices are depicted 

as eccentric, self-destructive, obsessive and individually-oriented to the extreme.  

Fransisco or El Franky, is the godson of Doña Felicia who follows in his uncle Pedro’s 

and his family’s tradition to become a santero, one of whose primary responsibilities is to 

carve bultos in the likeness of saints. Francisco also becomes a penitente, or one who 

seeks “absolution through penance and mortification” (96). Leading a very strict life of 

physical self-denial, he puts ashes in his food, practices long periods of self-imposed 

silence, and spends all his time working on his santos and praying: “For some time now it 

had gotten harder and harder to have even a simple conversation with el Franky. He 

didn’t bother to answer direct questions anymore. All the man did was work on his santos 

and pray” (194). Castillo’s depiction of Francisco’s obsessive concern for his individual 

salvation through asceticism contrasts sharply with Sofi and Dona Felicia’s concern with 

using religious practices primarily to help their community. Furthermore, Castillo links 

Francisco’s religious practices with a much less hybridized form of Catholicism that does 

not offer resistance to the authority of hegemonic religious practices, much like 

Hagedorn’s depiction of Lenore’s religious practices. Like Lenore, he is a character who 

illustrates the negative or “uneven” (Lowe 82) aspects of a non-hybridic attachment to 

religious practices.  Unsurprisingly, the name “Francisco” itself is a direct reference to 

the Franciscan missionaries that as Hebebrand notes, aimed to erase native worldview, 

religious practices and spirituality (17). While on their pilgrimage to Chimayo, Caridad 

and Dona Felicia observe a penitente procession:  
 
While it’s not everyday that you see a crowd following a Christ-like figure 
carrying a cross along the highway(unless your people are from Chimayo or 
Tome or similar places throughout the territory controlled by the Spanish queen 
and friars for centuries with such ferocity that neither Mexican nor U.S. 
appropriation diluted the religious practices of the descendants of the Spaniards 
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who settled there, including this procession that has been performed annually for 
two hundred years and will probably go on for two hundred more, such is their 
fervent devotion) (74) 

One of the most striking aspects of the procession, as Castillo points out, is that this 

particular religious ritual had not changed since the time of the Spanish conquest. The 

narrator later informs the reader that the person carrying the heavy wooden cross for 

miles under the heat of the beating sun was Francisco himself. While portraying 

Francisco and the penitentes as very devoted, and positively describing their acts 

“impressive spectacle” to behold, Castillo undercuts the fervent devotion of the 

penitentes and Francisco by stating that it was not surpassed by Caridad falling in love 

with Esmeralda that day. Castillo privileges the hybridic religious practices of the women 

in the novel, because of the way they make community their primary political concern. 

While he is performing the role of Christ and putting himself through Christ-like pain and 

suffering, Castillo’s description of La Loca, Caridad and Sofi’s suffering is depicted as 

much more meaningful, because of its association with an embodiment of the collective 

pain and suffering of Tome.  
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Conclusion: 

The hybridic religious practices, rituals and iconography depicted in both Jessica 

Hagedorn’s Dogeaters and Ana Castillo’s So Far From God, through their imbrication of 

folkloric, indigenous and secular traditions with orthodox Catholicism provide an 

important source of cultural, political and social resistance for the characters in these 

novels. While representative of different communities and different history’s of 

colonialism, the Chicana/o and Filipino characters in these novels both belong to 

subordinated groups that have occupied similar positions as colonized subjects. 

Furthermore, they are both concerned with the layered history of colonialism of their 

respective countries (both occupied similar positions as colonized subjects first in relation 

to a European empire and then in relation to the U.S. empire), and specifically with 

escaping these colonial pasts. 

Yet as illustrated here, there are clear differences in the way that these characters 

are able to deal with these pasts. While individual resistance seems to be the best way to 

counter the history of colonialism in a country whose national cohesion is itself depicted 

as a place of exile “displacement [and] suspension” (Campomanes 51) (such as is the 

case for Dogeaters), in So Far From God, religious hybridity is connected to a strongly 

community-based and supported resistance that is rooted in New Mexican land. These 

differences are manifested in the politically and communally resistant subjectivities of the 

women in So Far From God, while the individual-based resistance that is available to 

characters like Lola Narcisa in Dogeaters is not necessarily connected to an overtly 

political subjectivity. 
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