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ABSTRACT 

 

Chicano activist literature of the 1960s depicted images of healthy bodies in its quest to 

promote empowerment for its people, but, paradoxically, Chicano novels written from the 1960s 

to the present have been filled with images of disability and illness rather than health. This 

project uses a disability studies perspective to present reasons for this paradox and to suggest that 

images of disability serve to both create and reflect contemporary attitudes toward nationalism in 

the Chicano nation. Unlike previous disability studies readings of Chicano literature, this study 

illustrates how specific historical transformations in conceptions of disability within the Chicano 

movement have contributed to shifting conceptions of national identity.  To help illustrate these 

shifting conceptions, I offer the term dys-placement, which refers to post-colonial literature's 

convention of depicting disabled Others in effort to both register and critique a variety of social 

and political displacements. In effect, dys-placement contributes to a shifting of values within the 

post-colonized culture to aid in the culture's survival. In the process of dys -placement, disability 

tends to retain specific meanings in specific eras, and these meanings encapsulate the post-

colonized culture's contemporary consciousness.  This study will track the changing meanings of 

disability in Chicano novels published from the 1970s through the 1990s, but it will primarily 

focus on Miguel Mendez's Peregrinos de Aztlán (early to mid-1970s), Rudolfo Anaya's Tortuga: 

A Novel (mid to late 1970s), Arturo Islas' The Rain God: A Desert Tale (1980s), and Benjamin 

Saenz's Carry Me Like Water (1990s), which offer conceptions of Chicano identity that are 

exemplary of other Chicano literary works from their respective eras. These historically-specific 
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meanings of disability are typical of dys-placement because  images of disability originate from 

trends in political activism and literature, and authors often suggest particular meanings of 

disability by framing it accordingly to particular models of disability in the ascendant at the time 

of their writing. In the four eras I explore, authors use the materialist, the rehabilitation, the 

social, and the cultural models, respectively. The process of dys-placement is also examined 

through Chicano culture's historically-specific manipulation of its cultural nationalist rallying 

symbol Aztlán.  
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DISPLACEMENT AND DYS-PLACEMENT IN CHICANO LITERATURE 

 

From the outset, national/cultural identity, place, and the body have been inextricably 

bound together for the politically engaged Mexican American people who have come to be 

known as Chicanos/as. This connection can be traced back to Chicanos/as Aztec ancestors. 

According to Aztec mythology, the Aztec people wandered for centuries after being displaced 

from their homeland called Aztlán, a  lush paradise characterized by caves, flowing springs, and 

a magical mountain as well as the absence of old age and illness. Legend tells that the Aztecs, or 

Mexicas, originated in what is now the southwestern United States and they migrated to Mexico 

and populated the swamp land now known as Mexico City. Their god Mexica told them that they 

would one day journey back to the Southwest and locate Aztlán, their rightful land, to live a life 

of comfort and ease.  This comfort and ease, particularly as it affects the body,  is depicted in 

Diego Duran’s recorded stories of the  sixteenth century Aztecs’ tales of Aztlán. In these stories, 

the inhabitants of Aztlán could grow younger with each step that they climbed on the magical 

mountain; they could acquire whatever age they desired and, in doing so, rejuvenate themselves. 

In addition, their bodies never got sick in Aztlán because they did not eat foods grown outside 

their magical realm (Duran 220).  

The Aztecs never found their way back to their place of comfort, as legend goes, but their 

Chicano descendents adopted their mythological homeland as a cultural rallying symbol in the 

1960s in order to strengthen the Chicano movement which began in the 1950s and attempted to 
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become officially organized in the 1960s.
 1
 Chicano leaders incorporated Aztlán’s emphasis on 

youth and good health to suture a physical ideal onto a political one and to thereby encourage 

young people’s involvement in activism and promote Chicanos’ physical well-being. It inspired 

hopeful images for an ideal Chicano body politic that could enjoy the same cultural health- or 

rights and privileges- as Anglos, or white people of European ancestry. The symbol of Aztlán 

came to serve as an antidote to exile, alienation, and marginalization and to replace that which 

was displaced: respect, dignity, and freedom. Because of its disruptive potential, Aztlán has often 

appeared in Chicano literature. Rafael Perez-Torres explains that, within Chicano cultural 

production, Aztlán  functions as the grounds on which numerous representations are contested 

(“Refiguring Aztlán” 104). These representations may include those of economic status, gender, 

or most any concept that is central to Chicanos’ search for self at a given moment in time. 

Although Aztlán can contain different meanings, it always acts as a site of resistance and an 

affirmation of self-worth and human dignity, and it always draws a connection between 

Chicanos’ physical bodies and their political, social, and spiritual states of being.  Tey Diana 

Rebolledo explains that Aztlán attempts to articulate “the nostalgia for a world lost, a world 

characterized by spontaneity and comfort” (153). In Chicano literature, the physical body plays a 

special role in this articulation.  

In one of  Chicano literature’s preeminent literary and political works, El Plan Espiritual 

de Aztlán de Spiritual, or The Spiritual Plan of Aztlán, the suturing of the physical onto the 

political is evident. El Plan, the manifesto of the Chicano rights movement, relies heavily on a 

use of language that is rooted in the body. The manifesto asserts that the cultural values of the 

                                                 
1
 Throughout this work, I will use the term Chicano as a blanket term to indicate both Chicanos (males) and 

Chicanas (females). At times, I will distinguish between the genders by using the feminine term Chicana, at which 

time the masculine will be indicated by the term Chicano.  
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Chicano people strengthen the “moral backbone” of the movement. Similarly, it claims that a 

good economic base is needed for the culture’s “healthy growth and development” (3, 2). Most 

importantly, it suggests that Aztlán belongs to those with healthy bodies. Throughout, the 

manifesto uses images of a healthy farmer to signify valid citizenship in the Chicano cultural 

nation. It states that “Aztlán belongs to those who plant the seeds, water the fields, and gather the 

crops and not to the foreign Europeans” (El Plan 1).  Although  it has not been recognized, the 

very project of Chicano identity has been predicated, from the outset, on the notion of an abled 

body.  

Ironically, while much importance is placed on health and the abled body in Aztec 

mythology and Chicano activist literature, very little mention of good health or the abled body is 

made in Chicano novels, perhaps because it is assumed to be present and is taken for granted. In 

fact, to the contrary, much emphasis is placed on illness and disability, concepts which are 

ubiquitous in Chicano novels. The genre is rife with characters who are injured, disfigured, or 

diseased, a fact that suggests Chicano culture’s loss of  the kind of comfort that comes from 

having a stable identity, a loss which is the product of displacement. That there is so much 

emphasis on disability despite the importance placed on ability presents a paradox which has 

been underexplored even by those who have examined disability in Chicano literature. This 

paradox is worthy of exploration, for the ubiquity of disabled characters and the role these 

figures play in the ouvre of Chicano literature have much to tell us about historically shifting 

conceptions of chicanidad, or Chicano identity. This dissertation will explore Chicano novels’ 

images of disability in the context of contemporary Chicano politics to explain how the changing 

meanings of disability reflect and contribute to changing conceptions of  chicanidad. 
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To understand how the meaning of disability can change, it is important to acknowledge 

that disability, like race and gender, is socially constructed, although its connection with brute 

physicality may make this difficult to comprehend. Though they generally refer to indisputable 

physical facts, conceptions of disability are largely created out of society’s need to relieve 

anxieties and fears and to self-define. In this process, non-body issues are projected onto the 

body and body issues are projected onto non-body matters. As a result, disability is often 

associated with loss and lack. In exploring this social construction,  it is clear that disability is 

not just a physical reality but a meaning that is assigned. Like the chronic illnesses which it 

comprises, disability has taken on various meanings over the course of time, and all these 

meanings still influence our modern perception of disability and, consequently, our modern 

theoretical and literary approaches to analyzing disability.
2
 Among other meanings, disability has 

                                                 
2
 Mary Klages explains that ancient Greeks and Romans, who feared and awed pagan gods, read disability 

as a mark of transgression against the gods, but they thought the disabled person was often compensated with some 

extra skill or power. For example, Hephaestus was given the ability to forge beautiful objects after being crippled by 

Zeus. According to Klages, the graver the disability, the greater the compensation. Because blindness was 

considered the most miserable affliction, Tiresias was given the most impressive compensation - the gift of 

prophecy. Disability thus evoked pity from an able-bodied audience but it also took on a mysterious, otherworldly 

power (10). During the era in which the Old Testament was written, Jews explained many aspects of life with 

religion, so in the Old Testament, disability was a sign of uncleanliness. In this text, disenfranchisement was 

commonplace, which can be seen in the mandate forbidding disabled people to worship at the altar. During the era in 

which the New Testament was written, Christians struggled to understand the Christian faith. Klages explains that,  

in the New Testament, Christ urged his followers to show the disabled charity. He encouraged them to include these 

“unclean” individuals in their worship and he made special effort to cure their impairments. Disability served as a 

symbol for faith-related matters. For example, blindness symbolized a lack of faith. Disabled people thus provided 

an occasion to demonstrate God's power to perform miracles while retaining their status as “miserable creatures.” In 

the Middle Ages, disability retained many of its former meanings; it was still regarded as a punishment for some 

transgression and as having supernatural powers. For this reason, it was considered good luck to touch the hump of a 

hunchback. For the religious, disability was still an opportunity to practice charity, but to the aristocracy it became a 

source of amusement. Dwarves, cripples, idiots, the deaf, and the blind were a part of court life (11), revealing the 

aristocracy's  need for superiority and their feelings of entitlement. During the Enlightenment period, philosophers 

sought scientific answers to dispel the mysteries of life, and, according to Klages, they became interested in the 

connection  between sensory perception and mental functioning, so deafness had scientific value. Klages adds that 

“the combination of the Christian ethos of charity and sympathy and the Enlightenment interest in education and 

improvement resulted in yet another  new context and cultural meaning for disability, that of suffering humans 

trapped in defective bodies and needing to be rescued  by the earnest efforts of educators” (11). The disabled thus 

became objects of scientific investigation. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the disabled were put on 

display in freak shows. Rosmarie Garland-Thomson suggests that the freak show was designed to reassure able-

bodied people of their “normality” during a time when immigration and the emancipation of slaves threatened their 

Western-oriented standards of status and privilege (Extraordinary Bodies 65). At the same time, medical 
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been seen as a punishment against pagan gods, a sign of uncleanliness, a conduit for Christian 

charity, and an opportunity for scientific investigation. It has been something to be feared, pitied, 

cured, and eradicated, and society has retained attitudes toward disability that correspond with all 

of these meanings. Even now, disabled individuals may be seen as anything from villains to 

victims. No matter their meaning, one thing is certain:  they have almost always been seen as, in 

one way or another,  a problem for the dominant able-bodied culture.  

Disability presents a particular “problem” at the national level. Notions of disability and 

nationalism have long been intertwined, both conceptually and rhetorically. Indeed each term 

alone has a complicated conceptual history.  In the case of nationalism, even a cursory 

examination of this history reveals ideas of the nation based upon form and function of the 

body.
3
 The shared word “body” in the terms “physical body” and “body politic” points to this 

connection and to the mutual dependency of these two types of bodies. Lennard Davis explains 

that the emphasis on nation and national fitness plays into the metaphor of the body. If  

individual citizens are not fit, then they do not fit into the nation, and the national body, itself, 

will neither be fit nor fit into the various conceptual frameworks it is understood to occupy. This 

premise undergirds the Western concept of normativity, which dictates that average equals 

normal. The disabled are anomalous, and therefore abnormal (Davis 36). Davis adds that this 

connection is based on a “false notion of the body politic - as if a hunchbacked citizenry would 

make a hunchbacked nation” (36). According to Davis, the concept of normality dictates that the 

                                                                                                                                                             
advancement  was curing impairments  such as blindness, and educational  institutions were teaching the deaf, which 

qualified the disabled to become productive members of society, yet the disabled were first and foremost considered 

objects of investigation (Klages 14). This idea became more extreme in the twentieth century with eugenics, which 

many hoped would eradicate disability entirely. 

3
 Throughout this work, I will use the term nationalism to refer to cultural nationalism unless I express 

otherwise. 
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majority of bodies in society fall under the arch of the standard bell-shaped curve. At the 

extremities of the curve are bodies that have characteristics that deviate from the average, or the 

norm. So, with the concept of the norm comes the concept of deviations or extremes, and 

individuals who exhibit these alternate characteristics are considered deviant (Davis 29). In a 

society in which the concept of normativity operates, deviant individuals are marginalized and 

disenfranchised and can be said to be denied true national citizenship.  Disabled subjects are the 

ultimate national Other. More than any other deviants, they have come to be seen as a threat to 

the body politic, and, as Emily Russell notes, they are often pressed into service as a 

metaphorical representation of the body politic. Most often, disability represents “an indictment 

of a nation gone wrong,” and representations of it can expose gaps upon which citizenship is 

founded (Russell 6).  

Disability studies readings work to foreground these gaps by politicizing disability.  They 

deconstruct the meaning of disability in particular cultures and, in so doing, uncover the logics 

underpinning those cultures and expose how they deal with their unique anxieties. In this way, 

disability studies helps the oppressed disabled culture pursue empowerment. To this end, 

disability scholars usually distinguish between impairment and disability. For them, impairment 

refers to cognitive or physiological function that deviates from normate ideas of cognitive or 

physiological function, and disability refers to the perception or attitude that is displayed toward 

a person with an impairment, as well as the effects of this construction on the disabled person's 

identity.
4
 David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder explain that disability contaminates disabled 

                                                 
4
 This dissertation will rely on David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder’s definition of disability. According to 

Mitchell and Snyder, the term disability designates “cognitive and physical  conditions that deviate from normative  

ideas of mental ability and physiological function “(The Body and Physical Difference 2). They base their definition 

on a passage from  the  Americans with Disabilities Act that borrows from the definition of disability as it is outlined 

in section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (29 USC 794).  Mitchell and Snyder explain that the Americans 

with Disabilities Act recognizes three distinct facets of disability: “(1) the impairment of a major life function, (2) an 
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people’s identities, and this contamination infuses every aspect of a disabled person's social 

being, creating a tautological link between biology and self that cannot be unmoored (The Body 

and Physical Difference 3).  

Significantly for the present study, while disability studies readings of literature have 

proliferated, scholars have largely neglected the intersection of disability and race, despite the 

fact that both are nationally constructed and are, in many cases, inextricably linked.  Like 

disability, various aspects of race are dependent on biology, but additional meanings of race are 

attached by society in order to alleviate its fears and anxieties and help it to define itself.  Like 

disability, the meaning of race can shift historically and may even be unstable even at a given 

moment. For example, the term White may contain many different ethnic cultures under its rubric 

but its members may be classified as Black according to taxonomy, which deals with biological 

aspects such as hair color and texture. Similarly, Dominican Americans are considered Black as 

far as taxonomy, but based on their manners and customs, they are considered Latino. Just as 

disability has been defined against the norm of ability, race has been defined against another 

race. A person’s racial category may change over time. The U. S. South constructed the category 

of Blacks in the late nineteenth century to include anyone with one drop of African-American 

                                                                                                                                                             
official diagnostic record that identifies a history of an individual's impairment; and (3) a trait or characteristic that 

results in the stigmatization of the individual as limited or incapacitated” (The Body and Physical Difference 2). 

They add that “such  an expansive definition identifies the terms disability and disabled as denoting more than a 

medical condition or an essentialized ‘deformity’ or difference. Unlike the terms handicapped and crippled, which 

suggest inherent biological limitations and individual abnormalities, this collection employs a definition of disability 

that denotes the social, historical, political, and mythological  coordinates that define disabled people as excessive to 

traditional social circuits of interaction and as the objects of institutionalized discourses. The term does not seek to 

diminish or deny the variables and limitations that comprise the physical lives of disabled people, but rather to 

forward a notion of physicality that is crosssectioned with and informed by narratives of malignancy, excessive 

dependency, and the parasitism of a special needs community” (The Body and Physical Difference 2-3). For the 

purposes of this discussion, I will use the term impairment to represent biological anomalies and the term disability 

to represent the perceptions and attitudes that accompany people with impairments. I will also use these terms to 

refer to the biological and social aspects of chronic illnesses, which are classified as disabilities since they are, to an 

extent, constructed by society and pervade the ill person's identity. Occasionally, I will discuss non-chronic 

illnesses. In this work, these do not constitute disabilities but they may cause disability.  
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blood in the veins. This construction enforced segregation and the disenfranchisement of Blacks, 

increasing the dominant Whites’ power over them. Race studies attempts to uncover the 

operations of cultural  logics in order to explain certain aspects of race negotiations. It 

foregrounds race as a projection, thereby helping oppressed, racialized cultures pursue 

empowerment.  Post-colonial studies, concerned as it is with the intersections of nation and race,  

helps post-colonized cultures to de-colonize, or take back the power that they lost from 

colonization by raising questions of identity that emerge as a result of the manipulation of a 

people based on race. Examining disability in connection with the racialized body can help 

provide a vantage upon national identity that neither, studied in isolation, can furnish. This 

dissertation will explore disabled characters in Chicano literature to better deconstruct the 

disabled and Chicano identities.  

Disability studies and post-colonial studies concepts complement each other, for disabled 

bodies and Chicano bodies have had similar meanings assigned to them, from ignorant to sinful. 

Both groups have long been considered a “problem” by the dominant Anglo culture. They have 

also had similar experiences with citizenship issues including mandatory assimilation and the 

dominant controlling their bodies, including Spanish conquistadors controlling their Aztec 

ancestors and the Mexican and American governments and corporations controlling Mexican 

Americans in modern times.
 5

 This control has facilitated the exploitation of their bodies for the 

benefit of the dominant. They have always been bodies on the move,  suffering geographical 

exile and  an unstable existence.  Chicano literature depicts Chicanos'  psychological outlook as  

stemming from centuries of displacement. This displacement refers to many instances of 

separation from “home,” including  the Aztecs’ legendary separation from Aztlán, to Mexicans’ 

                                                 
5
 Throughout this dissertation, I use the term American to refer to that which characterizes the United 

States. 
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separation from their land when they lost what is now the American Southwest to the United 

States after the Mexican-American war, to indio, or Native American, heritage’s marginalization 

and attempted  suffocation in an Anglo-centric America. Images of disability can foreground 

Chicanos' anxieties associated with this displacement. Given the parallels between the disabled 

and post-colonial experiences and identities, it is not surprising that the fields of post-colonialism 

and disability studies have long been connected through a reciprocal tropology:  race scholars 

often  refer to colonialism as being “disabling” while disability studies scholars term the effects 

of disability as “colonizing.” The Chicano body is, by definition, complex.  Not only is the 

mestizo hybrid- part Anglo European, part Native American-  but it is a body that has claimed 

empowerment by referring to itself not as Mexican American (a term which designates national 

background) but as Chicano (a term which designates broader cultural-political affiliation).  This 

distinction is one of status quo versus contestatory notions of politics. The politically charged 

term Chicano was constructed during the Chicano movement of the 1960s, or El Moviemento, in 

an attempt to re-figure the mestizo body politic by infusing a sense of unity among Mexican 

Americans in order to foster political empowerment.  In effect,  Chicanos,  themselves,  were 

created as a result. The complexity of Chicanos’ physical bodies and the language that represents 

them requires a complex understanding of embodiment.  Disability studies can enable such an 

understanding, for it takes into account the biological as well as the social.  

This study focuses on how Chicano authors re-figure the mestizo body  when they write 

disability, in other words, how they disfigure the normate human body by giving it a physical 

impairment, and,  in doing so, change the meaning of the body and, thus, the culture.  My 

questions are, how are bodies in Chicano narratives re-figured, why are they re-figured, and to 

what effect? To date,  studies that explore the intersection of Chicano identity and disability have 
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been relatively rare,  particularly those that read disability from a disability studies perspective.  

Those that have been conducted use disability to point out how literary images of disability can  

act as a way of realizing the oppressive standards of the Chicano culture.
6
  My own study 

extends their suggestions in order to analyze the specific historical transformations in 

conceptions of disability within the Chicano movement and the impact of these transformations 

on shifting conceptions of national identity. I will explore what I term dys-placement, or the use 

of disability to depict disturbance to norms within a post-colonized body politic in an effort to 

both register and critique various types of social and political displacement. In effect, dys-

placement contributes to a shifting of values within the post-colonized culture.
 7

 Dys-placement 

is much like de-colonization, but it necessarily relies on the depiction of Others, particularly 

disabled Others, and it comments on not only oppression from without but oppression from 

within. In other words, it involves both oppression of the post-colonized culture by the dominant 

culture in which it is entrenched as well as oppression of others within the post-colonized 

culture.  In this phenomenon,  the tension between these oppressions  leads  to a necessary 

shifting of values in the culture's effort  to survive, or maintain  its  identity.  In the case of 

Chicano literature,  dys-placement can be gauged  by manipulation of  the cultural nationalist  

rallying symbol Aztlán. These changes contribute  to alternative conceptions of the ideal  

individual body and the ideal body politic,
 
and chicanidad, itself.

 
 In the process of dys-

placement,  disability tends to retain specific meanings in specific eras,  and these meanings 

                                                 
6
 See Julie Avril Minich 's dissertation  National Bodies/Embodied Nations: Reading Disability in 

Chicana/o, Mexican and Spanish Cultural Production, Suzanne Bost's book  Encarnacion: Illness and Body Politics 

in Chicana Feminist Literature, and Jenny Christine Bangsund's dissertation Dwelling among Mortals: Narratives 

of Disability and Revelation in Ttwentieth Century American Fiction for more disability studies readings of Chicano 

literature. 

7
 This concept was inspired by Drew Leder’s concept of dys-appearance, which offers that the body is 

absent, or forgotten, until some disturbance is presented, which then causes the body to become present, or 

remembered. 
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encapsulate the post-colonized culture's contemporary consciousness. This process of  dys-

placement can be seen in the various meanings of disability in literature  from  the 1970s  to the 

1990s.  These meanings include disability as a state of economics (early to mid-1970s), disability 

as a state of  the spirit (mid to late 1970s), disability as a state of borderlands identity (1980s),  

and disability as a state of sharing cultural and linguistic differences (1990s).  In the process of 

dys-placement,  these  historically-specific meanings of disability are typical  because  images of 

disability originate from trends in political activism and literature, and authors often suggest 

particular meanings of disability by framing it within particular models of disability. This 

process demonstrates  how  political action and academic developments are mutually 

determinant.  Authors of these four eras in Chicano literature adopted the materialist,  

rehabilitation,  social,  and cultural  models of disability in the ascendant,  respectively at the 

time of their writing. Not only do these models help deconstruct disability in literary texts,  but 

they provide a picture of paradigms at work in the disability and Chicano activist worlds in the 

particular time periods in which their respective text was written or published.
8
 This project will 

contribute to the field of post-colonial studies by pointing out how disability, both real and 

literary,  plays a part in the process of dys-placement.  It will also contribute to the  disability 

studies field, the racial studies field, and other identity studies fields by acting as a guide for how 

these four models may aid in the deconstruction of identities, whether or not they are inflected by 

disability. 

To explore the concept of dys-placement,  I will first provide a fuller explanation of  its 

connection to the ideas which undergird it, such as displacement.  Displacement is a complex 

                                                 
8
 I do  not suggest that these models are exclusive to these particular eras. Many of them draw on  mindsets 

that are centuries old,  but they still have the ability to be at work at any time, depending on society's prevailing 

attitudes about  disability. 



12 
 

and multi-layered concept,  which can be traced through the word’s etymology.  The word 

displace originates from the  Old French term displacer, meaning  the following: 1.  a. To 

remove or shift from its place;  to put out of the proper or usual place;  b. To remove, banish (as 

drinking water banishes thirst, or makes it disappear).  2. To remove from a position, dignity, or 

office;  a. To put something else in the place of;  b. To take the place of, supplant, replace 

(“displace, v.”).  In post-colonial studies, these meanings coincide. Humans are physically 

shifted  into different geographical locations,  away from their proper place;  simultaneously, 

they are also mentally removed from conceptual activity,  banished, as it were, from the order of 

things. Furthermore, they are stripped of position and dignity and made to assimilate;  in doing 

so,  they must replace or supplant their original characteristics with characteristics of the 

colonizing culture.  Thus, colonized subjects experience a complex interplay of geographical, 

cultural, and social displacement as well as literal and figurative displacement. 

Bodies of Chicanos and their ancestors have experienced several of these types of 

displacement. The Aztecs were biologically displaced from their pure Native American 

bloodlines in the sixteenth century when the Spanish conquistadors landed in what is now 

Mexico and procreated with the Aztecs in a variety of unions, including rape, producing a new 

mixed race which the Spanish called mestizos. Their racial heritage was thus partly supplanted, 

or replaced, by European heritage. Chicano writers call this biological displacement la chingada, 

or the rape. The Spanish Anglos also supplanted, or replaced, mestizos’ native Aztec religion 

when they coerced  mestizos to adopt Spaniards’ Christian beliefs. Not only were mestizos 

biologically and religiously displaced, but they were socially displaced, or stripped of position or 

dignity, when they were forced to become subordinate to Spanish rule in New Spain, which is 

now Mexico and the American Southwest.  Even though they were biologically a mixture of 



13 
 

colonizer and colonized, they retained little of the colonizers’ power and prestige.  The creation 

of their racial classification allowed the Spanish to distinguish them from both Spanish Anglos 

and Native American indios, with Anglos on the higher end of the social order and indios on the 

lower. In seventeenth and eighteenth century New Spain, it was possible for mestizos to bribe 

their way into a higher racial classification, including that of White, but this purchased power 

and prestige only extended so far, for they were still denied many privileges of their European 

kin. The racial classification system of superior/inferior allowed the Spanish to maintain a 

superior status by controlling the economic and social opportunities of indios and mestizos and 

by keeping them in a state of social displacement. To provide an excuse for mistreating indios 

and mestizos and to reinforce a notion of racial superiority, the Spanish claimed that indios were 

ignorant and barbaric, which also reflected on mestizos, and ensured that both indios and 

mestizos would stay stripped of their position and dignity.  

The United States not only continued the social displacement initiated by the Spanish, but 

it geographically displaced mestizos by drawing a new national border. This displacement 

occurred not long after Mexico won its independence from Spain in 1820. Finally, indios and 

their ancestor mestizos had reacquired not only Mexico but the land that would become the 

American Southwest- the Aztecs’ mythological home. But the possession was short-lived. From 

1845-1848, the United States fought Mexico for this land, and in 1848, the U.S. won the 

Mexican-American War. It ended with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo which ceded the 

Mexican territories (currently, the states of California, New Mexico, Arizona, Colorado, Utah, 

Nevada, and Wyoming) to the U.S. In return, the U.S. paid Mexico less than half the price they 

had offered for the lands before the war. With the creation of the American Southwest, Mexico 

lost what would have been the Mexican Northwest. Thus, mestizos living in the American 
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Southwest were geographically displaced from Mexico and placed in the United States. In fact, 

the U.S. forced Mexicans in the Southwest to choose between relocating south to what was left 

of Mexico or staying in the Southwest and becoming Americans. It was a defining moment in 

Mexican-American history because becoming a U.S. citizen meant that Mexican Americans 

must divorce themselves from their heritage. With this turn, geographical displacement led to 

cultural displacement, and cultural displacement led back to social displacement. Anglo 

Americans ensured  that indios and mestizos remained socially inferior by making miscegenation 

and racial classification upgrades illegal and enforcing de facto segregation.   

All of these types of displacement, and more, persisted into the twentieth century.  

Geographical displacement of mestizos continued on the Mexican side of the border. During the 

Mexican Revolution of 1910-1921, many Mexican refugees fled to the U.S. seeking refuge from 

the Mexican ruler Porfirio Diaz who wanted to take peasants’ and farmers’ land, adding to the 

Mexican-American sense of loss stemming from lost land. Thus, the geographical and social 

displacement that was happening in Mexico-  mestizos’ other homeland-  further caused cultural 

displacement. On the American side of the border, social displacement grew to its worst, for it 

led to the death of many mestizos. Mexican Americans were displaced in the sense that they 

were banished, or made to disappear, when Anglos terrorized them with lynching. This 

displacement was no doubt inspired by the eugenics movement which sought to systemically 

eradicate all physical “imperfections” from the human body.   

But in the 1960s, Chicanos developed a dawning sense of resistance and it became a time 

of reversal of their displacement. Since the 1960s, Mexican-American mestizos have been 

practicing de-colonization by embracing the Native American side of their heritage rather than 

spurning it in favor of the European Spanish side which has traditionally been embraced by 
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modern-day Mexican mestizos, a people who live within the current borders of Mexico and who 

possess a Mexican identity which, in many ways, stands in opposition to an American identity.  

In embracing the indigenous side of their culture, Chicanos, in effect, attempted to take back, or 

replace, the cultural agency that the Spanish displaced centuries ago.  As a defining moment in 

the Chicano movement, Mexican-American mestizos gave themselves a new name which 

reflected their new political agency: Chicanos. It derived from the ancient indios’ self-

identifying term, meshicanos, to which the colonial Spaniards attached  derogation;  in the 

pursuit of liberation,  Chicano activists reappropriated it and used Aztlán as a symbol to motivate 

and unify their people, which they called  la raza, or  the race. As a symbol, Aztlán has had 

many meanings: a geographical location, the procurement of political rights, sexual liberation, 

and spiritual fulfillment, among other things. Perez-Torres explains that its meaning varies 

depending on the purposes underlying its evocation (“Refiguring Aztlán” 104), and each of these 

positions is limited and can be contested  (“Refiguring Aztlán” 105).  It appears in Chicano 

literature wherever there is a displacement and loss to be articulated.  

So much displacement led to complex identities for Chicanos. According to Perez-Torres, 

a sense of loss has been instilled at the heart of the Chicano identity, for the Chicano people  

were never fully Mexican nor fully American (Mestizaje 206); they did not feel like true citizens 

of either country, and though both the American Southwest and Mexico can be considered their 

homelands, they have had trouble seeing them as much. They have been riddled with 

displacement, feeling as though they belonged in Mexico and America, but simultaneously, as if 

they did not belong in either because of their severed ties with Mexico and their mistreatment by 

America. Perez-Torres suggests that Chicanos have carried a sense of simultaneous belonging 

and exclusion (Mestizaje 1) and the feeling of being burdened by an “unnameable loss” 
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(Mestizaje xvii). In fact, this doubleness has been one of the main characteristics of Chicano 

identity, for it accompanies the experience of living in a hybrid body which is subjected to 

socially constructed hierarchies. Because of these hierarchies which have been embedded in their 

identities, Chicanos have tended to experience the doubleness of being Anglo/indio, 

superior/inferior, proud/shameful, and self/other. They have also struggled to find their place 

between past and present, individual and community, acceptance and rejection, and reclamation 

and loss (“Refiguring” 218).  Perez-Torres calls this experience of entertaining multiple 

subjectivities mestizaje. He explains that the loss and displacement at the heart of the Chicano, 

and the heart of mestizaje, has accompanied a profound melancholy which has caused Chicanos 

to focus on loss, but in a productive way (Mestizaje 199-202 ). Rather than causing them to 

simply linger over the past and remain in a world of stasis, it has spurred them to move forward, 

to continue the struggle to redefine themselves in a world that is always changing around them, 

to name their unnameable loss. In order to keep moving and to survive the binaries that are  

inherent in their culture, Chicanos have often migrated between poles of past and present, 

superior and inferior, acceptance and rejection, and so on, and this migration is, itself, 

characteristic of the Chicano identity. Nevertheless, this constant shifting between subjectivities 

and regenerating of identities is a difficult and painful experience, which makes disability an apt 

metaphor due to its frequent association with pain and discomfort.  

Because of the complexity of the Chicano identity, it is not surprising that literary 

depictions of Aztlán are so complex and fluid.  This dissertation will explore many definitions of 

Aztlán, but throughout, it will offer that Aztlán always functions a site of mestizaje, entertaining 

multiple subjectivities which are separated by a gap, particularly subjectivities of past and 

present, real and ideal, potential and possible. Scholars disagree on the nature of the gap. 
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Michael Pina suggests that Chicano nationalism creates a successful bridge across the chasm that 

lies between past indigenous identity and contemporary social activism (36). In contrast, Perez-

Torres argues that rather than acting as a bridge, it functions as a terrain that reveals the 

discontinuities and ruptures that have characterized the presence of Chicanos in history. It 

represents the gap between cultural and political agency, ideal state and true experience 

(“Refiguring Aztlán” 106). For him, Aztlán functions like mestizaje which, he states, does not 

bridge a gulf, but exposes a gulf, a “gulf between the potential and the possible.” In pointing out 

how the bridge has yet to be created, history within a Chicano context is foregrounded, as is the 

construction of the Chicano identity (“Refiguring Aztlán” 106). Throughout this dissertation, I 

will maintain that both perspectives are correct and that Chicano literature presents a complex 

interplay between them in order to accurately depict the process of dys-placement. Furthermore, 

the figuring of disability functions as a way of determining when and how Aztlán acts as a bridge 

and when and how it acts as a gap. 

 Dys-placement, which is based on complex negotiations between bridges and gaps, relies 

on that which Drew Leder calls dys-appearance.  In his work The Absent Body, Leder explains 

that the healthy body is self-effacing, absent from experience, even though human experience is 

rooted in the bodily. Our organic basis can easily be forgotten due to the automatic and self-

governing nature of the body. Disappearance characterizes normal and healthy functioning. The 

process of forgetting about the body has been equated with being free of the body, a state of 

being which carries a positive valuation owing to the Western Cartesian dualism which values 

the intellect over the body, with the intellect/mind being the essential self and  the body being its 

opposition. But, according  to Leder, the absence of the physical body can be infected. 

Disturbances such as pain, disease, and disability seize humans' awareness of the corporeal body 
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by exposing the limits of its function.  Its presence constitutes an absence of absence, or an 

absence of forgetting. In other words, it causes a remembering, which constitutes a presence. 

While disappearance characterizes “normal” function, dys–appearance characterizes “abnormal” 

function.  In this conception, the body appears as thematic focus, but in a “dys” state, which 

draws on the Greek prefix's meaning bad or ill, “apart, asunder, or away” from the ideal. 

Although it is a body, it may be experienced as being away from the body, “no longer alien 

forgotten, but alien remembered.” It actually makes the body, itself, appear as other, opposed to 

the self (69-84), and it exposes a gap between the ideal body and the real body. Yet this 

relationship is more complex than Leder suggests. While his theory is accurate, I also believe 

that severely injured, ill, or disabled people eventually, or simultaneously, come to see that their 

bodies are a necessary part of their survival, that intellect and physicality are inextricable. When 

this realization happens, bodies are seen in a different light. Rather than foregrounding the limits 

of their bodies, disability foregrounds  the limits of the function of their binarized system of 

thought. As a result, hierarchies of the mind and body are questioned, for the mind/body 

association, rather than just the body, becomes that which is alien and unfamiliar. The 

superiority/inferiority binary is reevaluated. People may even realize that no bodies are perfect, 

that they are all fragile and susceptible and that healthy bodies are only, as disability studies 

scholars say, “temporarily able-bodied.”  This realization even has the potential to disrupt the 

binary of self/other. 

Leder’s theory of dys-appearance, as well as my revision of it, can also be applied to the 

national body. For example, Americans who subscribe to the dominant line of thought tend to 

create a dichotomy between the intellectual philosophy of American citizenship, and the 

corporeal bodies of Americans and the cultural differences which may accompany those bodies. 
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Like  the “healthy” (normate) physical body, a “healthy” (normate) national body is self-

effacing.  In other words, if an American is white, as well as middle-class and male, his body can 

be forgotten.  He is  not a white body, he is an American, one who is assumed to share the same 

cultural, linguistic, and religious ideals as the rest of America. This philosophy requires all 

bodies of the nation to be absent, or forgotten,  in order to maintain this imaginary homogeneity, 

which is designed to strengthen the nation by creating unity.  For dominant Americans, this 

intellectual philosophy constitutes the superior, essential American self, in contrast with physical 

bodies, which are seen as the inferior Other.  Racial minorities’ bodies are doubly othered. 

Therefore, their bodies must be pushed to the margins and made invisible so that imaginary 

homogeneity can exist. Just as disability represents a lack of functioning, national Others are 

seen as non-functioning citizens, and therefore non-citizens. Based on Leder’s theory, the 

visibility of these othered bodies would enforce binaries of  superior/inferior and self/other, and 

this is possible if these racialized bodies do not cause a “contamination” to absence that is severe 

enough. In other words, if they appear yet do not command enough attention to their presence, if 

they do not remind America that they are a different yet inextricable and crucial part of the 

American body politic, their visibility can serve to further marginalize them and contribute to the 

national forgetting by consenting to remain marginalized. Like an aggressive cancer or a 

crippling case of multiple sclerosis, they must illustrate  that the  American philosophy of 

citizenship causes them to remain other, inferior. This kind of active visibility can lead to  the 

questioning of hierarchies and binaries that attend American notions of citizenship, for when 

these formerly invisible bodies become visible and contestory, the whole body politic becomes 

alien and unfamiliar instead of the racialized othered bodies only. As a consequence of this 

disruption, the limits of the dominant system's hierarchies and binaries are foregrounded rather 



20 
 

than the limits of racialized bodies’ function as citizens. As a result, binaries of superior/inferior 

become unstable, and people may even realize that all bodies,  and races, are socially 

constructed, a realization that can disrupt the binary of self/other. 

Just like a large, dominating national body politic such as America can experience this 

forgetting of its physical bodies and, by extension, its true- or heterogeneous- national body 

politic, even cultural bodies within it, such as the Chicano cultural body politic, can experience 

this forgetting of Others’ physical bodies and the cultural differences which they entail. This 

scenario illustrates how elements other than just racialization may play a part in national 

forgetting. In the 1960s and 1970s, the activists of the Chicano nation assumed their nation to be 

homogenous and enforced this homogeneity in order to promote unification and political 

strength. Despite their claims to recognize their heterogeneous constitution, the language of their 

manifestoes and speeches exposed the patriarchy and heteronormativity in their conception of 

Chicano citizenship. Chicano Others, such as women and homosexuals, were forgotten, absent, 

displaced, which allowed the activists and authors to construct an illusory concept of sameness 

among the constituents of the Chicano body politic. Because Chicano nationalism was built on 

exclusionary qualifications for Chicano citizenship based on patriarchal standards, the concept of 

Aztlán as a rallying symbol was flawed from the beginning. But like disability and illness, the 

symbol has the power to both enforce a national forgetting and the power to disrupt it. Chicano 

authors from the 1970s to the present have used it as a disruption of illusory homogeneity, a way 

of forcing Chicano readers to acknowledge the gap between the illusory body politic and the true 

body politic, the ideal and the real. In Chicano literature, Aztlán functions as an injury to absence 

in order to foreground that absence; it forces a remembering of all physical bodies and the 

cultural differences which they entail. 
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To foreground the gap, Chicano authors point out the absence on which Aztlán is 

constructed, which is not an absence of forgetting, but a different kind of absence, one of 

unfulfilled reality- the unabridged chasm between the potential and the possible. In fact, Perez-

Torres equates Aztlán with that absence. He states that “Aztlán names not that which is to be or 

that has been, but that which is ever absent: nation, unity, liberation. The various articulations of 

it has sought to make these absences present in the face of oppressive power” (“Refiguring 

Aztlán” 119 ). Furthermore, he says, “Whatever its premise, the term Aztlán consistently has 

named that which refers to an absence, an unfulfilled reality in response to various forms of 

oppression” (“Refiguring Aztlán” 18 ). This absence can be a marker for Chicanos’ oppression 

by Anglos, but it can also be a marker for Chicano Others’ oppression by dominant Chicanos. 

Either way, historical moments often force post-colonial subjects to question the boundaries of  

the contemporary body  politic and they push subjects to realize that their cultural nationalism is 

not ideal, that it is fragile, malleable, like the body itself, and it can be, and  perhaps should be,  

re-figured for the sake of progress. 

Dys-placement takes place when authors use images of disability to promote this 

realization. Images of disability are particularly apt for restructuring the Chicano culture due to 

the fact that they represent the struggle to define at its extreme. Disabled people exist inside all 

cultures, and they must struggle to find their place within that particular culture. At the same 

time, they may be part of a culture that is struggling to define itself, such as the post-colonized 

culture. This makes their struggle to find their place even more difficult and complex. They 

represent the Others in a culture that is already Other.  Dys-placement occurs when images of 

disabled bodies (representing certain subjectivities within the post-colonized culture) call 

attention to a post-colonized culture’s absent or forgotten members and then expose the absence 
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or gap left by the former system of thought, and, in the case of Chicano literature, the 

unfulfillment of that which Aztlán claims to fulfill (nation, unity, liberation). In doing so, it 

questions the dominant system of thought and offers a new one which is more inclusive. With 

this turn, it redefines what Aztlán should be and it re-figures its parameters. This re-figuring of 

Aztlán is representative of a re-definition and re-figuration of Chicano consciousness, and, as a 

result, the body politic is re-figured. In this process, Aztlán functions like a disability, exposing 

the need for change to dominant systems of thought and destabilizing the binaries between 

superior/inferior and self/other. Thus, when disability is presented in Chicano narratives, it 

signals and promotes a shift in cultural thought which is ultimately designed to change the 

landscape of the Chicano body and enable its survival. 

In Chicano literature, both the concepts of disability and Aztlán function as the literary 

tool that David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder call a narrative prosthesis, or a “crutch upon which 

literary narratives lean for their representational power, disruptive potentiality, and analytical 

insight” (Narrative Prosthesis 49). According to Mitchell and Snyder, disability has long been 

used as one of these prostheses.  In this process, the image of the aberrant corporeal body calls 

the narrative’s story into being, for the aberrant body is evidence that something has gone amiss 

in the world and is in need of explanation. The narrative seeks to explain this upset by 

enlightening the reader on the deviant body's origins and formative consequences. To accomplish 

this explanation, all narratives follow the same path: physical difference is exposed to the reader, 

the narrative calls for an explanation of deviance, deviance is brought from the periphery of 

concerns to the center of the story, and finally, the remainder of the story fixes the deviance in 

some manner. This final step may consist of a cure, the rescue of the denigrated object from 

social censure, the extermination of the deviant, or the revaluation of an alternative mode of 
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being. In the end, narratives offer readers a world that has been made right in some way, even if 

it is just righted through producing in the reader a new understanding of the world (Narrative 

Prosthesis 53). Similarly Aztlán evokes an aberrant body, with its disjointed terrain, its gulf 

between the potential and the possible. It is evidence that something has gone amiss in the world 

and it proceeds to explain this mistake and revise it, to make the world right in some way. 

Narrative prosthesis, itself, is built on a complex relationship between absence and 

presence, for it is designed to foreground the social construction of language and the concepts 

which language represents. In this process, language is exposed as a presence that is artificially 

created to fill an absence of meaning. More precisely, Mitchell and Snyder explain that narrative 

prosthesis is designed to flaunt the artificial connection between language and the corporeal body 

(Narrative Prosthesis 8). It is like pulling up a pants leg to reveal a peg leg, or an artificial 

construct. It shocks readers, drawing attention to the fact that language and the body it represents 

is more complicated and unstable than it seems. Upon realizing this social construction, readers 

are forced to re-evaluate their current knowledge base of the social and political ideals which 

accompany the body. In other words, they are de-familiarized with the social and political ideals 

to which they are accustomed and simultaneously they are re-familiarized with new ideals and 

new meanings. Perez-Torres explains that Chicano texts experience this prosthetizing as well. He 

states that they “not only identify a sense of absence and displacement, but they attempt, at the 

level of narrative, to fill that absence by creating—albeit provisionally and with a great deal of 

self-conscious artificiality—a sense of meaning and place” (Mestizaje 207). To be exact, that 

absence is filled by the depiction of Aztlán, and in this regard, the symbol creates new meanings 

and acts as a bridge across the gulf of the potential and possible, but at the same time, the 
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artificiality of it is also exposed, suggesting to readers that this new meaning can also be 

disrupted and replaced.  

Torres' theory of productive loss - as it is manifest in Chicano literature– rests on a 

narrative prosthesis. The loss in the Chicano identity stemming from the loss of land, power, 

freedom, respect, and dignity is replaced with the myth of Aztlán, which was designed to be a 

rhetorical crutch by which activists achieved disruptive power. It de-familiarizes Chicanos with 

respect to America’s social and political norms based on Anglo superiority by calling attention to 

the unfortunate reality of mistreated people, and it re-familiarizes them with a new vision, one in 

which Chicanos have equality and self pride. This re-familiarization is achieved with a reminder 

of the history and mythology of their culture, bringing them back to the indio heritage that they 

were forced to abandon. Such a re-figuring of their perspective on racial identity creates an 

opportunity for a discussion of Chicano politics of religion, family, independence and 

interdependence, pride and shame and guilt, good and evil, individual and community, 

responsibility- key concepts in Chicano culture. Yet this de-familiarization and re-familiarization 

is a cycle, for each time an absence is filled- and each time a bridge is created- yet another 

absence is created because a gap is left each time a character  transitions from one position to 

another. According to Perez-Torres, “The incorporation of mestizaje makes present a persistent 

oscillation between presence and absence, resistance and capitulation, power and fatigue” 

(Mestizaje xii). In other words, the gap can never truly be filled, for texts shift between replacing 

and reestablishing an unnameable loss (Mestizaje 207). Even though authors and activists may 

instill disability and Aztlán with positive meanings which change readers’ perspectives, making 

the wrong world right, both of these concepts will still always suggest that something is amiss 

because of the continual creation of  absence,  the gulf between the potential and possible. But 
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this cycle is that which makes dys-placement both possible and necessary. Such a cycle may be 

painful for post-colonized subjects, but it is also a means of keeping their culture alive, changing 

and evolving in changing times.  

The chapters that follow (2-5) will examine how the concept of dys-placement functions 

at discrete periods in the later half of the twentieth century, creating a more inclusive body 

politic, particularly for a post-colonial culture. Each novel that I will explore illustrates how a 

particular group of Others at a particular moment struggles to “reach” Aztlán and liberate 

themselves from oppression as they define it from their particular perspective. But even when 

they reach Aztlán, the very existence of it suggests that something is still amiss, for each time it 

is realized, each time a gap is bridged or an absence is filled, another absence somewhere has 

been created and is in need of filling. The process of dys-placement is most clear when examined 

through the framework of different models of disability which foreground the contemporary 

problematics for the disabled in particular contexts  and places in time. These models will 

include the materialist model, the rehabilitation model, the social model, and the cultural model. 

The materialist model reads disability as a product of economic oppression; the rehabilitation 

model reads it as a symptom to be cured, or an attitude to be adjusted; the social model views it 

as a part of the identity but one which is still partly lamented; and the cultural model interprets it 

as a cultural difference rather than a disability, and ultimately as a source of pride.  

This study will have four chapters, each of which will explore how images of certain 

disabilities (loss of limb, hunchback, paralysis, incontinence, deafness) may elucidate particular 

moments in Chicano literary and social history. Each text I will discuss builds on the work 

before it and also revises it. Though the project will discuss Chicano literature of various forms 

(manifestoes, speeches, interviews), I will primarily focus on novels because in narratives, the 
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unfolding, shaping, and re-shaping of the plot aids in interpreting the social, cultural, and 

political meanings of disability. My study will take narrative techniques into account to explain 

how society's evolving perspectives of disability, and evolving images of disability in literature, 

have influenced Chicano literature’s depictions of disability. It will also explore how disability 

studies has influenced the way readers see Chicano identity. Chapter 2 looks at Miguel Mendez's 

Pilgrims of Aztlán (1974), a novel that arose from and responded to the early Chicano movement 

and its emphasis on achieving equality through the acquisition of land and/or  economic 

prosperity. Pilgrims applies the materialist model and argues that disability represents economic 

oppression. Throughout the novel, Mendez’s images of poverty-stricken, overworked mestizo 

and indio bodies in both Mexico and the United States illustrate how the capitalist economic 

system disfigures bodies and robs their owners of liberation, dignity, and true citizenship. 

Chapter 3 explores Rudolfo Anaya's Tortuga (1979), a novel that was written toward the collapse 

of the Chicano movement proper, in an era which focused on the spiritual dejection that 

accompanied this collapse. As a result, the narrative uses the rehabilitation model and reads 

disability as a symptom of the spirit (or attitude)  in need of a cure. In Anaya’s narrative, the title 

character is a boy suffering from a paralysis which represents inaction and apathy toward the 

Chicano cause. To cure, or eradicate, his disability, he must also rehabilitate his attitude and join 

the Chicano fight for liberation, yet he must do so by conforming to dominant conceptions of 

Chicano cultural nationalism. Chapter 4 examines Arturo Islas's The Rain God (1984), a 

narrative that typifies a time when women were rebelling against patriarchy and struggling to 

find their place within the Chicano movement. For women and people of othered genders, the 

expression of difference became a way of strengthening Chicano nationalism instead of 

weakening it. Because of this newfound perspective, Islas uses the social model and views 
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disability as borderlands identity. Islas’ character Miguel Chico is a disabled, homosexual 

Chicano- an Other among Others- yet his physical and sexual difference is not something to be 

cured; it is an inherent part of the identity, something to be celebrated. At the same time, its 

effects are lamented by the disabled. This polarized attitude toward disability places Miguel 

Chico in a borderlands-a state of migrating between acceptance and rejection- and suggests an 

ambivalence toward patriarchy and compulsory heterosexuality and, by extension, toward 

Chicano nationalism, and even its revisionary potential. Chapter 5 looks at Benjamin Saenz' 

Carry Me Like Water (1995), a novel that emerged from an American era that passed English-

only policies in several states in order to quell the use of Spanish and enforce linguistic 

domination. As a result, Saenz uses the cultural model and argues that disability represents the 

attitude toward sharing cultural differences, particularly linguistic differences. In Saenz’s novel, 

the deaf Diego is ostracized and exiled because no one is willing to learn sign language. By the 

end of the novel, several hearing individuals learn sign language, and the deaf and the hearing 

share their languages and create a liberated space for all. In fact, both Diego and hearing 

individuals become Deaf (as opposed to deaf), which is a term of identification rather than a term 

that suggests impairment. Disability thus disappears and is re-figured as a cultural difference and 

a source of pride. With his depiction, Saenz suggests that the United States should embrace other 

languages such as Spanish in order to widen the American concept of citizenship. While not 

every image of disability in Chicano literature fits into the respective rubrics which I offer 

(disability as the state of economics in the early to mid-1970s, disability as the state of the spirit 

in the mid to late 1970s, disability as a state of borderlands identity in the 1980s, and disability as 

the state of sharing cultural and linguistic differences in the 1990s), I believe that the overall 
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trends are clear and that these trends help to illustrate the process of dys-placement in post-

colonial literature. 
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DISABILITY AND ECONOMIC OPPRESSION IN MIGUEL MENDEZ'S PILGRIMS OF 

AZTLÁN 

 

Even before the advent of the Chicano movement in the 1960s, Mexican Americans were 

asserting the connection between physical land, citizenship, and ownership of the body that 

existed within their culture.
 
In the 1950s,  Reies Lopez Tijerina struggled to restore New 

Mexican land grants to the descendants of the Spanish colonial and Mexican land owners. 

Alternatively, Cesar Chavez  protested the poor working conditions of Mexican-American 

farmers in the United States. La Causa, or the Chicano Movement's political cause, was designed 

to recover control of the land, control of the freedom of individual Mexican-American bodies, 

and control of the body politic, and, consequently, attain true citizenship. At the foundation of 

these land-related struggles was the fight for economic equality. This fight for equality is 

reflected in various sections of El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán, which outlined the purpose and the 

goals of La Causa. According to El Plan, “Aztlán belongs to those who plant the seeds, water the 

fields, and gather the crops and not to the foreign Europeans. We do not recognize capricious 

frontiers on the bronze continents” (1). With this statement, the drafters of El Plan asserted that 

Mexican Americans’ labor of the land as well as their native habitation of the land gave them the 

right of its ownership. In rejecting “capricious frontiers,” they rejected the “ownership” the 

Europeans exerted over not only the Southwest but all other boundaries that the Europeans 

invented. Chicanos' quest for independence was directly tied to Chicanos’ connection with the 

earth, and it was the earth that created a sense of community between Chicanos. In 1972,  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Mexico
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Mexico
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Land_grant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Spain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mexico
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Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales, one of the leaders of the Chicano movement, asserted the 

importance of land in movement ideology: “There is no greater issue in any social, economic or 

political struggle than land. Land is the base on which our cultural values are created. Land then 

is necessary to create a nation with a political philosophy constructed on unity” (238-239). The 

connection between economic liberation and control of the body is evident: control of economics 

and control of land equals control of the body.  Aztlán became the symbol for the acquired 

control of material existence, both in terms of physical bodies and economic realities. 

 Mexican American writer Miguel Mendez understood the connection between land, 

economics, and the body. Though he was born in the U. S., he grew up in the Mexican region of 

Sonora where he watched the rural poor lose their land to corporations, especially U.S. 

corporations, in a Mexico which participated in foreign investment. He witnessed firsthand the 

resulting economic hardship. Similarly, he witnessed many of his fellow Yaqui Indians being 

displaced to other countries so the Mexican government could take control of their lands. He 

always empathized with the economically downtrodden, especially the Yaqui (Pritchard 79-88). 

This economic hardship inspired him to write one of the most critically acclaimed novels of the 

Chicano canon, Peregrinos de Aztlán [Pilgrims of (or from) Aztlán] (1974).  Mendez does not 

portray Aztlán as a utopia, however. On the contrary, it is depicted as a barren wasteland in both 

a physical and spiritual sense. Although Mendez supported Chicano rights, he considered the 

concept of  Aztlán to be an illusion, something which can never be reached. Furthermore, he 

thought that, as a Chicano emblem, it was not, and could not, live up to its political expectations.  

Mendez’s inclinations were more geared toward political realism. In the novel, those who own 

land (either in the U. S. or in Mexico) and who are, by extension, economically prosperous, live 

in an idyllic world created by the economic oppression of others.  According to Alurista’s 
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reading of Pilgrims, Aztlán already belongs to the ancient Aztecs’ descendents who have 

returned to their homeland, but they return as undocumented workers, toiling for the wealth that 

others who own the means of production enjoy. For them,  Aztlán is a place of misery, a place 

where their dignity is stripped away on the basis of their cultural and racial differences (227). 

Tropes of disability are key to Mendez’s characterization of these economically downtrodden 

inheritors of Aztlán because their disabilities are at once socially acquired from and socially 

constructed by economically oppressive economies. 

 Disability has been used as a trope in Chicano literature since at least 1963 with Luis 

Valadez’s publication of the play The Shrunken Head of Poncho Villa. Chicano writers John 

Rechy and Tomas Rivera also portrayed disability in their works.
9
 With Pilgrims, Mendez 

created a fusion of his predecessors’ techniques, depicting disabled, grotesque characters yet 

seating disabilities in social realities. His work dealt more explicitly with politics, especially 

where Aztlán is concerned. Although Rivera had experimented with the fragmentary form, 

Mendez took experimentation to a new level by distorting realistic images with narrative 

techniques such as disruption of speech, disruption and suspension of time, and embedded 

narration to represent the fragmentation of the Chicano identity and the difficulty in achieving a 

unified Chicano nation. Since for Mendez the main impediment to achieving these goals was 

economic oppression, he depicts disabled bodies in economically deprived border towns in an 

attempt to reveal how the poverty of mestizos and indios, the corruption of the Mexican 

                                                 
9
In 1963, a memorable depiction of disability appeared in Luis Valdez’s play The Shrunken Head of 

Pancho Villa which uses the unrealistic, carnivalesque figure of a bodiless head to represent mexicanidad, or 

Mexican identity.  In the play, mexicanidad functions on the one hand as a healthy rebellion against Anglo ideals. 

On the other hand, it causes Mexican Americans to be trapped in the nostalgia of the past. John Rechy's novel This 

Day’s Death (1969) uses chronic illness in the same way, to represent mexicanidad as that which mires Mexican 

Americans in oppressive Mexican traditions leaving them stagnant, untouched by the changing world around them 

and unable to change with it. Tomas Rivera’s novel ...y no se lo tragó la tierra […and the earth did not devour him] 

(1970) uses realistic images of illness and disability, patterning them after social realities of the migrant worker, but 

the novel does not deal explicitly with politics.  
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government, the illusory concept of the American Dream, and the materialist tendencies of the 

Mexican and American citizens and governments cause literal and figurative deformity among 

mestizos and indios. Throughout the novel, the reader encounters images of illness and disability 

such as the pneumonia of mestizos who are too poverty-stricken to seek medical attention, the 

venereal diseases of prostitutes who are forced to sell their bodies to survive, the sunstrokes of 

pilgrims struggling to cross the desert in search of food and a better life, the stooped, bent backs 

of migrant workers who are slowly dying in the fields, and the disfigurements of criminals and 

freaks who, like Mexican Americans, are made marginal by their surrounding space. The violent 

history associated with Mexican-American and indio bodies, including bodies of land, are 

manifest in Pilgrims' language and imagery of the grotesque body.  

Several scholars agree that Pilgrims is presented from a Marxist perspective. According 

to Julio A. Martinez and Francisco A. Lomeli,  “Mendez presents a Marxian picture of the ruling 

system and its inexorable mechanisms of exploitation and maximization of profit at all costs.” 

They explain that Mendez illustrates how the system can be disfiguring, resulting in 

dehumanized labor (274). Disability, itself, may also be read from a Marxist perspective, a 

perspective which is designed to critique the traditional economic model of disability. First, 

Pilgrims provides a depiction of the economic model of disability at work. Julie Smart explains 

that the economic model of disability is normative, which means that the desired condition is the 

ability to work while deviance is the inability to work. Within the framework of the economic 

model, disabled individuals are accorded respect, accommodations, and civil rights based on 

others’ perception of their potential to work and to contribute economic resources to society.  

The ability to socially assimilate is based on individuals’ perceived cost-effectiveness. 

Throughout history, measuring an individual's personal, moral, and social worth by his or her 
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earning production capacity has been commonplace, especially in America where the principles 

of individualism and self-reliance are foundations of culture. Living within the framework of this 

model can have disastrous effects on a disabled individual’s self perception (38). In the 

economic model of disability, disabled individuals’ failure to work is seen as a personal, moral, 

and social failure to the American body politic. Within its logic, the problem is located with the 

individual.  Mendez puts a twist on the economic model by viewing it from a Marxist 

perspective. With this turn, he foregrounds the inherent oppression of a society that adheres to 

the economic model.  In the Marxist-inspired version of the model, the location of the problem is 

shifted to society rather than the individual; the overall economic system is questioned and 

treatment of disabled individuals is seen as unethical or abusive. Disability studies scholar 

Michael Oliver refers to this Marxist-inspired model as the materialist model. 
10

 According to 

Oliver, disability is produced by capitalist society; it is a good like any other. He  defines 

disability within this world view, stating that disability is “a set of activities specifically geared 

towards producing a good - the category disability - supported by a range of political actions 

which create the conditions to allow these productive activities to take place and underpinned by 

a discourse which gives legitimacy to the whole enterprise” (2). With the awareness that 

capitalism creates and oppresses disabled people, there is a liberating potential. Oliver asserts 

                                                 
10

 Vic Finkelstein, one of the earliest progenitors of the materialist model of disability, argues that disability 

is not a fixed, absolute category, and to understand the contemporary position in which disabled people are situated, 

disability must be analyzed from a historical perspective. He maintains that in western industrial society, disability 

can be explained with reference to the “mode of production” and the dominant ideological hegemony. After the 

advent of the industrial revolution, disabled people did not have access to factories and were consequently excluded 

socially and economically, whereas before, they had been able to work in the feudal setting. (Feudal societies 

focused more on subsistence than accumulating wealth. Peasant households could not afford to consider any bodies 

as unproductive. Therefore disabled people were regarded as unfortunate and were not segregated) (qtd. in Oliver 

27). Disability was thus “created” and the disabled have since been victims of the capitalist economic system that 

oppresses them.  
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that the materialist theory offers disabled people the opportunity to transform their own lives 

and, in so doing, to transform their society into one in which all roles are valued (14).  

Given the texts’ connections between poverty, disability, and corruption, and the 

connection between materialism and the disabled body, this chapter will read disability from a 

materialist perspective, based on the claim that all images of the disabled are tied to one 

particular aspect of the Chicano movement - the quest to regain physical land, and the wealth 

that it represents, and recover from the economic oppression enforced by both Mexico and the 

United States. Mendez  relocates cultural identity from a condition of ethnic essentialism, 

whether conceived as mystical or biological, to an economic condition. Pilgrims' materialist 

perspective is typical of Chicano works from the late 1960s to the mid-1970s, including the 

novels of Raymond Barrio, Tomas Rivera, and Richard Vasquez. 
11

 In Pilgrims, images of 

disability  illustrate this economic condition by representing disability in two ways: literally, as a 

metonym to display the result of economic privation; figuratively, as a symbol to critique the 

ethical state of those in power.  It serves simultaneously, as a marker of rebellion and a marker 

for complicity whether in the form of exploitation of others or in the form of acquiescence to the 

system.  To accomplish this multi-layered presentation of disability, Mendez thus combines the 

materialist model of disability with the moral model, which views disability as a punishment for 

immoral behavior. Both strategies produce a negative concept of disability. In the former, it is an 

                                                 

11
 See Raymond Barrio's novel The Plum Pickers (1969), Tomas Rivera's novel ...y no se lo tragó la tierra 

[…and the earth did not devour him] (1970), and Richard Vasquez 's work  Chicano: A Novel (1970) for other 

depictions of Chicano oppression caused by capitalism. 
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economic wound;  in the latter it is a moral wound.
12

 My discussion will concentrate on the 

novel's three images of disability which are the most crucial to a capitalist critique: the 

amputation and prosthesis (loss and displacement), the hunchback (the broken wills of the 

economically downtrodden), and the paralyzed sphincter (loose morals of capitalists in power). 

These three images encapsulate the relations of power in the capitalist system. Mendez’s use of  

the techniques of fragmentation—juxtaposition, formal/informal tone, dialogue/digested 

commentary, etc-  work to reinforce the concept of fragmentation.  Pilgrims' depiction of the 

economically disposable and the dys-appearance of their disabilities brought about the dys-

placement of Mexican Americans' former system of thought which dictated that Mexican 

Americans must passively accept economic mistreatment. The new system of thought created a 

Chicano body that fought for its economic rights. 

The connection between promised lands, economics, and the body reaches back to the 

ancient Aztecs, to a time when they were already displaced. The mythological land of Aztlán 

was depicted as a lush, life-giving place with many rivers that offered a life of physical comfort 

and ease. For the ancient desert inhabitants, this utopic vision was sustaining (Pina 23). In the 

sixteenth century, the Spanish conquistadors conducted searches for Aztlán throughout the 

Southwest, assuming that the “land of riches” they heard about contained wealth in the form of 

material riches such as gold. During this time, the Spanish also took control of the Aztecs' land in 

what is now known as Mexico City and dominated Aztec bodies, forcing Aztecs to mine gold 

and silver to increase Spanish wealth.  By the middle of the seventeenth century, the region was 

                                                 
12

 Though Mendez presents disability within the framework of  the moral model, this chapter will 

concentrate primarily on the materialist model which was at work during the early years of the Chicano movement. I 

will show how Mendez used the moral model to reinforce the materialist model. 
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seen as a series of frontier outposts established to defend central New Spain from northern 

intruders (Chavez 8) in effort to retain control of their land and economy.  

The concepts of land, economics, and the body remained intertwined for both Mexican 

Americans and Mexicans, which is evident in both America and Mexico's continued abuse of 

mestizos and indios for the sake of land-related, often nationally-sanctioned greed. In the United 

States, mestizos’ bodies were separated from their Mexican homeland after the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo, which was inspired by Anglo greed. Similarly, John Chavez explains that, 

during the Gold Rush of 1848, mestizo californios were more successful at mining than were 

Anglos, thanks to the rich mining traditions they inherited from Spanish America. Due to Anglo 

greed, many of these mestizos were murdered and lynched (47). Similarly, many Mexicans were 

separated from their land during the Mexican Revolution of 1910-1921 when they fled to the 

U.S. seeking refuge from their ruler Porfirio Diaz who attempted to take peasants’ and farmers’ 

land in the name of capitalist progress. But most pertinent to Pilgrims is the displacement of the 

Yaqui who were displaced from their homeland and even enslaved. Under the control of Diaz, 

the Mexican government attempted to take control of the land of the Yaqui Indians, an ancient 

tribe from northern Mexico, in part because the Yaqui demanded their independence. Diaz 

considered euthanizing the Yaqui, but instead, he issued a policy of ethnic transfer in order to 

remove the Yaqui from the fertile river lands of Sonora. Manhunts were conducted which led to 

a war against the Indians between 1904-1909. Thousands of Yaqui were displaced from Sonora 

to the Yucatan peninsula where some were sold as slaves and worked on plantations. Many died 

from inhumane working conditions. 

Mendez’s central character, Loreto Maldonado, is a Yaqui Indian who represents los 

abajos- those below, or the underclass- who suffer physically and spiritually due to others’ greed 
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for land and wealth. Loreto's amputation is symbolic of this severing of wealth- and the respect 

and citizenship that accompanies it- and its resulting national exile. At the beginning of the 

novel, readers are introduced to the marginalized amputee Loreto, the elderly Yaqui car washer 

who lives on the streets of Tijuana, Mexico. Besides suffering from cardiac problems and other 

age-related issues, his amputation makes his occupation and his daily survival even more 

difficult. His difficulty participating in the Mexican capitalist system earns him great disrespect 

from wealthy citizens. He is rendered “invisible” but his pride will not allow him to accept 

charity. As the narrative unfolds, readers learn that Loreto lost his leg in battle while fighting the 

capitalist Mexicans for control of his Yaqui homeland; not only is he symbolically exiled from 

the Mexican land in the current time of the novel but he was literally and symbolically severed 

from his Yacqui nation due to capitalism. Loreto’s display of pride, despite his poverty, 

homelessness, and disability, is a testament to his Yaqui identity, for this fierce pride is 

characteristic of the Yaqui and  is inextricably bound to the connection between bodies and their 

struggle for geopolitical/economic control. Ariel Zatarain Tumbaga explains that the Yaqui 

Indians have long been stereotyped as being fierce warriors (26). Mendez chronicles the Yaquis' 

long history of fighting for their land and identity. He explains that the Mexicans tried to claim 

the rich lands that, by natural right, belonged to the Yaquis, land which the Yaqui Nation had 

been defending with “body and soul” for over four hundred years (149). According to Pilgrims’ 

narrator, “There has never existed a race that fought with such determination and courage for its 

land as the Yaquis” (Mendez 150 ). They were ready to die for their soil and they would often 

commit suicide to escape domination. The warrior spirit that resulted from the fight for land was 

even infused into their bodies from birth, for “they bore from the womb the rage to fight and the 

rancor that fires the desire for vengeance” (Mendez 150). Rolando Romero asserts that the Yaqui 
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people were at one time seen as impediments to Mexican national identity. He adds that Mexico 

became a nation through the process of “othering” and “dispossessing” the Yaqui (qtd. in 

Villalobos 134). The image of an amputation is therefore appropriate, for Robert Murphy states 

that “an amputee is missing more than a limb: He is missing one of his conceptual links to the 

world, an anchor of his very existence” (99).  Thus, Loreto’s amputation represents not only the 

stolen Yaqui homeland but a broken conceptual link with his community and an unmooring of 

his identity. Mendez reinforces this metaphor by using language of dismemberment to illustrate 

this link between stolen homeland and amputated body parts. He states that, in the Yaqui's fight 

for land, “neither women nor old people were excluded from the struggle to death for the land 

that the white men grabbed from them like pulling their nails out” (150). Similarly, readers are 

told that the colonel fought with the “rancor and rage of his tribe, which was painfully 

dispossessed of its territory, ripped like flesh from the body” (Mendez 156). While Loreto is still 

convinced that he is Yaqui, his displacement causes him to question his current place in the 

world. His injured leg, as part of his once-warrior status, is part of this exploration. 

  The injured/amputated leg has many meanings which are all bound to economic 

oppression. It represents a lack of control, lack of of financial leverage, lack of progress, lack of 

social mobility, lack of independence, lack of complete self-image, lack of sense of culture and 

place, emotional helplessness associated with poverty, and forgotten history. It is not surprising 

that Loreto is described as being confined to oblivion like a foreigner without a country, ashamed 

of taking up someone else’s space (Mendez 22). According to Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, 

the disabled are among the “lowest sediment on the relative surplus population” dwelling in the 

“sphere of pauperism.” This sediment consists of three layers, and of those three layers, those in 

the lowest group contain “the demoralised and ragged, and those unable to work, chiefly people 
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who succumb to their incapacity for adaptation, due to the division of labour.” It also consists of 

“people who have passed the normal age of the labourer; the victims of industry, whose number 

increases with the increase of dangerous machinery, of mines, chemical works, &c., the 

mutilated, the sickly, the widows, &c.” (444). Loreto is such a pauper, one of the many included 

in the “lowest sediment,” yet he tries to struggle upward by attempting to work. Even though he 

is feeble and crippled, Loreto fights other car washers, including Chicano children, for a spot of 

land on which to wash cars because he is too old to do any other kind of work available in 

Tijuana. In effect, he is still competing for land due to capitalist bullying. The wealthy 

industrialist character Don Mario sees Loreto as worthless because he has little use-value. Marx 

and Engels explain that, in a capitalist system, “nothing can have value, without being an object 

of utility. If the thing is useless, so is the labour contained in it; the labour does not count as 

labour, and therefore creates no value” (29). Even as Loreto fights for this land, his amputation  

represents his absence, or invisibility, in the world due to this “worthlessness.” Neither is his 

prosthesis capable of helping him achieve the physical mobility or, symbolically, the social 

mobility which he seeks. The difficulty that Loreto has in navigating the world with his peg leg 

is often portrayed through images of disabled animals. For example, Mendez states that his 

handicap made him feel like a sparrow hawk whose wing had been ripped out (56), and the 

awkwardness of his gait is compared to that of an injured ant (7). According to Elaine Johnson 

Dorough, Mendez's uses these images of the impaired limbs of animals and insects to suggest the 

annihilation of spirit which is a result of living a dehumanized existence (204-205). These 

images are particularly effective because disability has long been connected with a lack of 

humanity.  
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Although Mendez makes these disillusioning portrayals in effort to create a world where, 

in the words of Mike Oliver, all roles are valued, it soon becomes clear that he does not have 

much faith that his characters’ lives will be transformed because the economic system will not 

transformed anytime soon. As a result of this disillusionment, Loreto's prosthesis ultimately 

comes to represent emptiness, death, and silent burdens. The story of origin of the peg leg 

foreshadows this outcome, for the wood with which it was created was made available due to the 

result of destructive forces of capitalism. Mendez states that Colonel Chumea, the leader of the 

Yaqui war party, carved the peg leg from Ironwood during battle (140). In doing so, he literally 

and figuratively supported his fellow Yaqui, but later in the novel, Mendez explains that the 

battle caused the Ironwood tree to fall. The discord made by trampling and warring caused the 

peaceful woodland animals to stampede, which prompted a boulder to roll and subsequently 

“amputate” the Ironwood tree and “decapitate” a cactus (155). Mendez’s depiction underscores 

Marx and Engels’s suggestion that capitalism requires violence and imperialism. Although the 

prosthesis was fashioned with pride and represented hope, the hope would be short-lived for the 

looming presence of economic greed ultimately overtook it. These images of fleeting hope 

parallel the hopelessness and ineffectuality of the Yaqui's struggle for land. Mendez explains 

that, though the Yaqui nation won the war, it still lost its land; the Yaquis' hope could not 

withstand the destructive forces of economic greed. As a result, the prosthesis is built on the 

death of harmony and peace. When the Indians’  land, rights to independence, and effectively, 

citizenship is taken away, they are left with only empty memories, like an amputee is left with 

only phantom sensation, a painful yet empty reminder of that which has been stripped away. 

Rather than a lush riverland, Loreto's home becomes a cardboard box, a nowhere place, and 

when he dies, his remains are wrapped in a rotten tarp and placed on top of the pathetic, farcical 
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“home.” The indignation of los abajos is illustrated when bichigetters, or corpse collectors, 

collect Loreto’s body, for it conveys his emasculation due to economic deprivation.  According 

to Mendez, Loreto is considered a bichi, or someone who is naked, which is a derogatory slang 

term for a man without a beard.  Upon collecting his corpse, his peg leg loosens and falls on the 

head of the bichigetter Nelson Ortiz, who “felt he had certain rights because he had discovered 

the body” (163-164). Ortiz’ claim of ownership illustrates that, even after his death, Loreto still 

does not have the right to be the owner of his own body. Ortiz asked the head bichigetter where 

Loreto would be buried. “How the hell would I know!” the head bichigetter replied (Mendez 

164), proving that the Yaqui, even in death, still retain no sense of place, no true rights of 

citizenship, and no land of their own.  

Although the peg leg represents death and castration, it also has other meanings 

throughout the text which are more positive. This ambivalence suggests Mendez’s belief  in the 

potential for economic change but it also suggests his simultaneous awareness of this change as 

an unlikely reality. When Loreto first acquires the prosthesis during battle, it represents support 

for an anti-capitalist agenda and the hopeful pursuit of Yaqui homeland. Upon making the 

wooden leg, Colonel Rosario Cuamea had told him, “You're going to turn out to be a real live 

wire, pal, because this is the wood I used to make tops and ball-and-cup toys when I was a kid” 

(Mendez 140). Consequently, the prosthesis is imbued with the spirit of nostalgia, 

lightheartedness, camaraderie, and unified political effort. But immediately afterwards, Mendez 

states that the amputated leg begins to rot from the sun right away while a cloud of flies buzzed 

around it, eating their fill (141). The images move from high-spirited potential to omens of 

exploitation, destruction, and futility. When Mendez depicts images of Loreto hovering over the 

body of the injured Chicano soldier named Frankie, he shares Loreto's progression of thoughts 
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about the prosthesis. At times Loreto regards it as evidence of strength and unity and he seems to 

hold it up mentally as a means to encourage Frankie to fight for his life; other times it seems to 

be a symbol of the bitterness and hopelessness in the lives of los abajos- evidence of capitalist 

agenda. Whereas it had once represented the fight for homeland, it becomes evidence that land 

would never be returned. The nostalgia would never fade away but it would also come to 

represent futility. Just as the prosthesis had at first been temporary, and finally, permanent, 

Loreto's nostalgia did also. It became a mental crutch on which the elderly Indian would lean in 

the daily struggle through a miserable existence. Similarly, Mendez saw Aztlán as a mental 

crutch for Chicanos, a futile attempt which would not truly change Chicanos’ economic reality. 

Loreto functions as that which Peter Hays calls a limping hero, a term that defines a 

common figure in mythology which is derived from societies' interconnectedness between the 

concepts of disability, citizenship, responsibility, and land. According to Hays, limping heroes 

are literary characters or mythological figures who are symbolically castrated - via leg wounds – 

for the benefit of their country's people and physical land.
13

 When they are castrated, the health 

of the land and people is restored (26-27). Loreto sacrifices his leg through war wounds and as a 

result, he is symbolically castrated. Yet his castration is still not redeeming for his land or 

people, for while his sacrifice represents the valiant Yaqui warrior attempting to restore his land 

                                                 
13

 Modern depictions of these figures can be traced back to the mythology associated with legs. Since 

ancient times, the knees and thighs have been regarded as a source of life. Many mythological accounts of creation 

depict children springing from these body parts. The knees have long been connected with the concepts of strength 

and spirituality, and the feet are in a direct line with the thighs and knees, yet the thighs have also been linked with 

the concept of sacrifice. When the legs, knees, or feet are injured, their strength is diminished. This explains why so 

many mythological characters receive leg wounds and die so quickly thereafter. Mythology is littered with foot 

wounds, which are the “rationalized remains of more primitive rituals” (Hays 12-16). In ancient times, if the king's 

health suffered, his people believe that the health of their land suffered as well. To restore health to the land, the 

citizens would kill the king, often by issuing a leg wound and/or castration. Superstition held that the land would 

continue to suffer if the king were to die of natural causes, but in murdering him, his vitality would be passed on to 

his successor and abundance would return to the land. Over time, literal castration became symbolic registration, 

symbolized by leg wounds, or ritual laming. According to many world mythologies, a hero whose sacrifice is 

connected with injured legs and castration is considered sacred (Hays 17-18). Their sacrifice is regenerative in that it 

restores fertility to the land and hope to the citizens. 
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and people, the sacrifice did not help him save his people; the capitalists won, thrusting Loreto 

and his fellow Yaqui into a barren wasteland. Loreto is left with only memories of masculinity 

and a thwarted victory, represented by his amputation. His castration is clear as he compares his 

present reality with his former, for he is no longer a noble, masculine warrior; instead, he is an 

elderly, frail car washer living on the dirty streets. In an attempt to reassert masculinity, he 

daydreams that he is the most sought after car washer in Tijuana (Mendez 56). Delusions of 

grandeur help him cope with not only his loss of masculinity but his guilt over failing to liberate 

los abajos. He is castrated, a bichi, or a man without a beard, somehow naked and without 

masculinity; to others, he is worthless like the garbage in which they dumped his corpse.  

Loreto’s death culminates in sterility rather than fertility. He is still a limping hero, but he 

is that which Hays terms a sterility figure, or a victim of the limiting, unproductive world in 

which he lives. Ironically, in narrative, his disability acquires a use; he is a benefit to his people 

by revealing to readers how the capitalist system turns vivacious humans into sterile 

commodities.  He is both a symbol of his society’s sterility and a participant in it, much like the 

Fisher King. His amputation represents the sterility of the Indian/Chicano culture. According to 

Hays, knees represent a religious sanctity in the usage of nations, and feet represent generative or 

phallic symbols. The foot “is a source of procreative substance” or “seat of a procreative life 

soul” (12). Loreto lacks one procreative symbol. This sterility is evident in images of desiccation 

that surround him. At the beginning of the novel, he thinks he hears rainfall on the way, but in 

reality, it was “nothing more than seas of gasoline and oil, converted into clouds of poisonous 

gases” (Mendez 7).  It was only a product of wishful thinking. Similarly, the Yaqui struggle 

against the Mexicans for control of the waterhole (Mendez 24-26), a symbol of life, itself, and 

years later in his old age, fevers left Loreto dried out, drowning out the voices in his head 
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(Mendez 40), voices from a healthier past. In fact, at the end of his life, Loreto’s whole existence 

rests on desiccated land. Upon his death, he is found living in a poverty-stricken, crime-ridden 

neighborhood situated on the bed of a dammed river (Mendez 161). This dammed river refers to 

the Rio Yaqui. In the early 1950s, the government built several large dams in Sonora for the 

benefit of the Mexicans. This rerouting altered the course of the Rio Yaqui and other rivers in the 

area, which had a devastating impact on the fertile Yaqui land and its people. As a result, the 

Indians had to purchase their water, which further eroded their self-sufficiency. Though Loreto 

has the potential to be a limping hero who brings about fertility, he fails due to the dominant 

class’ unrelenting economic greed. In one of the novel's last references to Loreto, Mendez evokes 

the Yaqui mythology of fertility but contrasts it with a stark reality of sterility:  

The Indian Loreto died at the end of June. It was at that time that they celebrated  

with great fanfare in his lands the first cresting of the Yaqui River. It was 

Midsummer's Day when all the rivers are named Jordan and carry holy water, 

when the water that baptized the just man fertilizes the fields that so generously 

yield up their fruits to all men of good will. . . . (165)  

Mendez’s ellipsis suggests a truncated or incomplete narrative. In this incompletion, readers 

translate the ellipsis as silence. During this translation, they realize that fertility no longer exists 

for the Yaqui. The ellipsis therefore represents social and spiritual castration created by years of 

economic exploitation.   

Several scholars have suggested that Loreto represents the art of oral storytelling, but 

they have neglected the connection between storytelling and Loreto’s amputation. If Loreto 

represents storytelling, his amputation represents the injury to the art of storytelling, as well as 

the necessity of disrupting standard forms of telling in order to foreground  the relation between 
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literary form and economic exploitation. The Yaqui culture is centralized on storytelling. The 

Yaqui use it to further the mythology that creates an imagined community and fosters their sense 

of identity. Their mythological stories speak of their homeland and their centuries-old fight for it. 

Chicano culture also embraces the oral tradition, which is typical of many Native American 

cultures. The fragmented leg represents the fragmented Chicano/Indian body politic, a 

community whose members are cut off from each other due to the destruction of the oral 

storytelling experience. Consequently, the prosthesis represents the written narrative, which 

attempts to replace the disconnectedness, substituting silence with words yet still lacking 

something vital. The fragmented form of the novel reinforces this acknowledged loss of 

cohesiveness of community, for piecing together a real leg and an artificial one is much like 

creating a written narrative. It brings members of a community together but it does so by creating 

an artifice. It is the reader’s job to piece together the story, to create a whole body, to imagine a 

community. The sense of community it creates is never quite as strong as that which the oral 

tradition creates. Loreto’s prosthesis is reminiscent of the Native American concept of the talking 

stick. According to the website First People, in various Native American cultures, the person 

holding the talking stick at a communal gathering acquires the right to speak at a gathering. 

Whoever is holding the stick has everyone’s attention. The stick is a device of social leveling 

because everyone gets a turn to speak (“Traditional Talking Stick”). However, Loreto does not 

truly get to speak. He only collects stories that end up being told by the narrator, for although he 

is meant to speak for los abajos, he, too, is one of their members and is voiceless as a result. The 

concepts of freedom of speech and leveling of social hierarchies fail in an atmosphere built on 

economic disparity. This failure represents the silencing of the larger Indian/Chicano culture in 

Anglo society. Since injury to the Yacqui community- including injury to storytelling- has been 
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economically driven, this image of the injured art of storytelling works to foreground the need 

for economic change. 

The narrative techniques surrounding Loreto focus on the aspect of blending fragmented 

things and, consequently, the construction/reconstruction of identity. These techniques often call 

for a reevaluation of what readers know,  just as readers watch Loreto reevaluate what he knows. 

There is constantly a blending of past and present and they often run together and become 

confusing, just like an organic leg blends with a prosthesis in a confusing manner. The ambiguity 

of Loreto as character/speaker indicates his anonymity and missing voice, just like the missing 

leg indicates missing voice, missing land, missing wealth, and so on.  Where Loreto is 

concerned, narrative techniques are always centered on reevaluation because at times, we are not 

even sure if it is Loreto speaking, the narrator, or someone else until the end of the passage. 

Mendez strives for intentional confusion. Dreams, memories, fantasies, interior monologue, and 

digested narration are fragmented but sometimes they blend together, just like Loreto’s leg. 

Whenever an audience sees a prosthesis, it automatically wonders about its origin, what 

happened in the past in order to cause the absence of the leg/presence of the prosthesis. In other 

words, the mind seeks to articulate the demarcation between past and present, but Mendez seeks 

to blur boundaries between past and present, dreams and reality, one individual and another 

individual. Readers are not informed of Loreto’s disability until late in the text after they have 

become well acquainted with the character. Then when they learn of it they must reevaluate 

everything they know about him and everything they know about the larger Indian and Chicano 

cultures. In doing so, they develop a greater understanding of and compassion for the plight of 

los abajos, for they see that the economically downtrodden carry silent burdens. For readers, the 

disability had been invisible at first, but by the end of the novel, it becomes Loreto's main 
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identifying feature, just as it does in the eyes of the Mexican citizens, for in the streets, Loreto is 

known as “the peg leg” (Mendez 162). He is reduced to the prosthesis and nothing more. After 

his passing, his body is disposed of but the peg leg comes loose and is presumably left behind. It 

is the only part of him that remains in the area where he lived and died (Mendez 164). It is all 

that remains because, in the minds of others, it is all that he was, for he had very little use-value.  

Chuco is yet another disabled character who comes to be devalued for his lack of use-

value, this time in the body of a hunchback. The character Chuco represents migrant workers 

who toil their lives away in the enslaving capitalist work system. Before his use-value 

diminished, he was harvest champion, the best worker around, achieving the admiration of his 

fellow produce pickers and the approval of the wealthy farm owners. He is called “Good 

Chuco”- a nickname which is reminiscent of the derogatory American term “Good Nigger,” or 

an African-American slave who willingly complies with his master’s requests without hesitation, 

though his compliance only serves to further oppress him and increase his master’s wealth. Like 

a willing slave, Chuco exemplifies migrant workers who submissively comply with the labor 

policies of their economic oppressors, only to further oppress the laborers and  help the dominant 

class increase its wealth. After decades of stooping over to feverishly pick produce in the 

scorching summer heat, Chuco develops a bent back that will not straighten. His bent back 

represents, among other things, his broken will, damaged dignity, damaged citizenship, and his 

burdens and the inability to handle them. When his broken-down hands and back no longer allow 

him to work, the United States symbolically exiles him for he is a broken commodity, no longer 

useful.  This exile is meted out in an excessively long and obviously discriminatory prison 

sentence which he receives after stealing four bottles of wine and showing disrespect to the racist 

Anglo judge. Chuco’s post-disability exile is not surprising, for Julie Smart explains that 
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individuals who do work, who do not require public assistance, especially without repayment, 

are valued by society, but those disabled people who do not work and produce resources, and 

especially those who require public assistance, are not valued. Those who do not work are 

considered permanently dependent on and indebted to society and are often labeled as “burdens” 

or “drains.” If they cannot produce a profit (in other words, if benefits do not exceed costs), then 

they have little or no value (38). While Chuco’s disability is a metonym for migrant workers who 

become physically broken due to abusive capitalist labor and become devalued as a result, it is 

also a metaphor for mestizos who are spiritually broken and devalued by the same system.  

Throughout the novel, evidence of the disabling capitalist system can be seen on the 

backs of the migrant workers and other mestizos. The economically oppressed are depicted with 

bent spines which seem to cause Chicanos to lose their humanity. Readers encounter images of 

farm workers stooping over in the fields, “silent, bent, wringing their straw hats in their hands,” 

“the blurred parade of bent human beings carrying hoes over their shoulders” (Mendez 172, 

143). As for the pilgrims crossing the desert, “their backs were bent and there was bitterness in 

their faces and the infinite weariness of slaves” (Mendez 83). These descriptions are metonymic, 

for  migrant workers underwent disabling physical transformations due to the abusive labor 

system. Their bodies were re-formed through long hours of monotonous labor. According to 

Daniel Bender, workers’ rhetoric was filled with images of weakness, hunger, feebleness, and 

disease. They were “physical scars of class” (7). These images vividly depict Marx and Engels’ 

description of the disfiguring capitalist labor system in its pursuit of a relative surplus value. Of 

this disfigurement, Marx and Engels state that “within the capitalist system all methods for 

raising the social productiveness of labour are brought about at the cost of the individual 

labourer; all means for the development of production transform themselves into means of 
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domination over, and exploitation of, the producers” (445). Mendez’s images of disfigurement 

critique not only laborers, but racialized laborers. In fact, according to Stephanie Fetta, racialized 

labor sectors came to be seen as a social and physical threat in the context of the twentieth 

century United States. They were associated with the dangers of miscegenation, or “mongrelism” 

(150-151). Through depictions of disability, Mendez subverts this notion of mestizo laborers as 

threats; instead, they become victims. Disability makes race and class visible: it is carved onto 

their bodies. Even the children depicted in the novel illustrate the devastating effects- literal and 

figurative- of economic oppression: “The ones who shined shoes walked up and down the street 

carrying their shoe shine boxes on their backs, and after a while their bodies were bent over 

double as though they had carried not a shoe shine box, but the coffin of someone dead” 

(Mendez 75). It is appropriate that the image of bent children is connected with death, for the 

cycle of capitalism-constructed poverty causes death of mestizos to be both a reality of poor 

working conditions and a symbol of spiritual death.  

Mendez centers his depiction of Chuco on the alteration of use-value, which is caused by 

disability. Chuco articulates how citizenship is dependent on the ability of bodies to function 

normally:  

Over in the States, if you don't work hard, they kick you out…. You've got to be 

at it ten or twelve hours to make it, and since you start out as a kid, you're washed 

up fast, and you can't work like an animal. Since you're always bending over, you 

wreck your back and the sun drills you so that the S.O.B. bosses kick you out. 

They take on new guys once they see you're washed up, get it? (Mendez 69)  

This alteration of use-value disqualifies Chuco as a citizen because disability sullies the capitalist 

work system. Chuco becomes that which Mary Douglas calls social dirt, or “matter out of place.” 
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According to Douglas, Western cultures maintain a systematic ordering and classification of 

matter in order to maintain a cultural hygiene. Negative or unwanted elements are rejected as 

inappropriate (36).
14

 Disability studies scholar Rosemarie Garland-Thomson builds on Douglas’ 

conceptions, arguing that disabled people are viewed as social dirt, for they have bodies that are 

in excess, the extra-ordinary body which is too much body and is, therefore, matter out of place. 

She suggests that this conception arises from the fact that in America, cultural hygiene and social 

order are based on capitalism which relies on abled bodies that can labor (Extraordinary Bodies 

33-47). If a body could participate in a labor force, the body qualified as a citizen. Chuco, like 

many other abajos who have been overworked, does not qualify. Chuco is doubly dirty, in fact, 

for not only is he socially dirty because he is disabled, but he is dirty because he is mestizo. As 

Fetta explains, in America, mestizos are seen as social dirt which contaminates European, or 

“pure,” systems of hygiene (47). Not until he is incarcerated and removed from society is social 

order restored. Mendez points out that much of mestizos’ disablement and exile is the result of 

their participation  in the mode of thought that produces this cultural hygiene. Chuco wants to be 

the good worker to achieve glory, even if it is within a flawed system, and even when he and 

others like him are conscious of the inherent oppression the system produces, they still choose to 

participate in the capitalist labor force. The irony is that these hunchbacks assume this 

physically, socially, and spiritually stooped position voluntarily but they eventually become 

entrapped, so whereas the amputation is a visible marker for rebellion, the hunchback is a marker 

                                                 
14

 Douglas explains that  hygiene and pathogenicity serve to legitimize the concept of dirt as a cultural 

contaminant. Dirt is an anomaly, a discordant element rejected from the schema that individuals and societies use  to 

construct a stable, recognizable, and predictable world (37). Rosemarie Garland-Thomson draws on Immanuel 

Kant’s ideas, pointing out that, in the tradition of Western philosophy, anomalies must be excluded in order for the 

world to be rational. Rationality, on some level, demands purity which must be uncorrupted, without “foreign 

sensation.” Value systems that structure elements into the pure and the corrupt, the legitimate and the illicit, are 

transformed into the ideology of human racial purity that deems some people impure, unbeautiful, or unfit 

(Extraordinary Bodies 33). 
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for compliance, acquiescence. This system creates its own Others. They are victims of both the 

Marxist and disability studies notions of “false consciousness.” 

Marx and Engels suggested that, to understand their world, members of a capitalist 

society subscribe to a certain system of ideas. In this system, the material and institutional 

processes of capitalist society mislead the proletariat and result in their ideological control. 

Scholars call this ideology “false consciousness.” James I. Charlton  draws a comparison 

between “false consciousness” and the experiences of the disabled. He maintains that the 

majority of disabled people have been  so psychologically oppressed by society that their 

oppression has become internalized. As a result, they have developed a Marxian notion of  false 

consciousness through which they come to believe that they are less capable than others. This 

false consciousness is a “lethal mixture” of self-pity, self-hate, and shame which can obscure the 

real source of disabled people’s oppression and, as a result, it can keep them from recognizing 

options that they have. It can also keep them from knowing their true selves and understanding 

their needs and capabilities. When they suffer from false consciousness, they cannot recognize 

that their “self-perceived pitiful lives are simply a mirroring of a pitiful world order.”  Inasmuch, 

disabled people have much in common with others who have internalized their own oppression 

(27). With the materialist model of disability, economic oppression becomes the disabling factor 

and once  disabled people develop this awareness and shed their false consciousness, they can 

change their economic situation and empower themselves. As with Loreto, Mendez suggests that 

Chuco has limited options but Mendez is at least marginally hopeful that an exploration of false 

consciousness will have liberatory potential. 

Chuco represents all Chicanos and other abajos suffering from false consciousness. 

Mendez points out how Chuco 's connection with the land is used to facilitate a false 
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consciousness. As a Mexican American, he is part indio and represents a healthy affiliation with 

the land. In his quest to out-pick his fellow farmers, he not only complies with capitalist policies, 

but he develops an unnatural need to conquer the land which damages the harmony between man 

and earth and, as a result, disfigures himself. Chuco thus willingly participates in and encourages 

oppressive Anglo systems of labor and citizenship, an action which ultimately leads to his 

downfall. Mendez points out that Chicanos must resist compliance with Anglo policies, 

especially where the treatment of land is concerned. He points out how capitalism causes 

competition and discord among the farm workers. Chuco’s outstanding farming abilities arouse 

suspicion, envy, and mocking looks among them (Mendez 35). Mendez uses images of war to 

depict this discord between himself, his fellow workers, and the land and they are manifest on 

the body: “On the days they competed, [Chuco] acted just like a guerrilla, coming back in the 

afternoons all full of scratches and with a long face showing utter exhaustion. The shells that 

protect the tufts of cotton are hard and sharp, and they claw at the skin” (Mendez 34). The effects 

of the hard labor even manifest themselves in illness, for late at night after working hard Chuco 

would wake up with fevers and rave like a madman, looking through glassy eyes (Mendez 35). 

His only payment was the adoration of other people and praise from the Anglo employer. This 

empty glory was his “true crown,” (Mendez 35) an image of wounding which is reminiscent of a 

beaten and mocked  Jesus, ostracized due to his race. 

 Upon becoming disabled, Chuco experiences the false consciousness of the disabled. His 

macho pride, which is characteristic of Chicano men, becomes altered and he begins to develop 

the self-pity, self-hatred, and shame mentioned by Charlton. In the Chicano culture, disabled 

men are still considered men as long as they can function as men, but when they cannot, they 

lose masculinity and then lose some degree of citizenship in a world that values work. Chuco 
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notes that when he was young and virile he was a “real dude in the fields” (Mendez 20). 

Immediately following this statement, he asserts the connection between masculinity and 

citizenship: “Now that I'm all broken down, I think about things, because, you know, when you 

can't take it anymore, well, you're like a dull knife. And if you ask for help, they just dump you 

on the garbage heap. .  . It's almost like I felt ashamed, always scrounging around like an animal. 

. . It's just like they went and cut your liver up into pieces” (Mendez 20). It is appropriate that 

Mendez uses an image of dismemberment, for disability necessitates a severing of identity and 

citizenship. At the end of Chuco's courtroom hearing, the judge asks him if he is guilty. Although 

he is ostensibly asking Chuco if he stole bottles of wine, on a deeper level within the thematic 

framework Mendez provides, the Anglo judge is asking Chuco if he feels the shame that the 

Anglo culture attempts to instill in Chicanos and the shame that surrounds disabled masculinity. 

It was this shame that led to his alcoholism. Because he was no longer able to control and 

conquer the land, Chuco attempted to control and conquer his family and he did so through his 

alcoholism. This need to exert control is directly tied to loss of masculinity. According to Robert 

Murphy, disabled men often become alcoholics, for alcoholism is an attempt to regain 

masculinity which disability takes away. It is  considered as a way out of the male dilemma and 

as an assertion of camaraderie and male solidarity.  It always ends in isolation, however, for it 

reverses the problems of the world by resigning from them (73). Indeed, in the end, Chuco 

resigns from his problems and loses his ability to provide for his family. As a macho Chicano 

and the head of a family, his hunchback is an apt metaphor for his social situation, for he carries 

the weight of his family and community on his shoulders, which is evident in his broken-down 

back. He is like many other poor unfortunates who “could barely move their bodies, cemeteries 



54 
 

of cells in themselves, bent under the weight of so many years and the assault of a force of 

gravity” (Mendez 163).   

After suffering many years of economic exploitation, Good Chuco becomes Bad Chuco, 

not only due to his physically poor condition but due to his failure to comply with Anglo 

standards of “good” behavior. Historically, in literary tradition, disabled backs have also 

signified moral corruption. In Chuco’s case, it also signifies disconnection between the head 

(rationality, intelligence) and the legs (mobility), for Chuco makes unwise decisions. This 

definition complements the symbol of his disabled hands, which, in literature, often represent a 

handicapped way of communicating with the world. He consistently chooses to voice his anger 

about the economic system in ways that will revisit upon him. Yet at the same time, his status as 

Bad Chuco is a positive figure of rebellion like that which is outlined in El Plan. It is this 

rebellion which Mendez endorses. In fact, it is not until Chuco rebels that he becomes 

figuratively erect.  

Though in his moments of rebellion Chuco is still partially blinded by false disability 

consciousness, ironically, his disability works to reveal his status as a commodity and dispel his 

false consciousness of the economic system. When he sits down in the middle of the sidewalk, 

hunched over in the fetal position, he becomes marked, visible. Immediately, Anglo passersby 

insult him, and in doing so they imply that he is a non-laborer and is therefore a bad citizen: 

“Damned lazy people. . . All they think of is booze and sleep!” His friend defends him, saying 

that he is not lazy, but that he is  “all beat and all sad. . . He's there because he's all tired out with 

no one to help him, not even anyone to respect him, just like a shovel or a worn pick that's not 

worth a damn anymore.” Although passersby think Chuco is laughing, his friend  sees tears 

rolling down his cheeks and knows he is crying out of bitterness (Mendez 28). In other words, 
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his body speaks the truth. It presents a counter-narrative. In the end, Chuco no longer plays the 

“good Chicano,” for not only does he fail to contribute labor but he openly disrespects the Anglo 

Judge Smith by pointing out the mistreatment of Chicanos. His body mirrors his speech in the 

courtroom; it becomes matter out of place, excess, and it will not be tolerated. He is arrested and 

carried to jail to restore order, just as Loreto must die to restore order. In prison he can no longer 

act as a visible reminder of how capitalist cultures use Chicanos as commodities. At the end of 

the novel, his consciousness is still partly false for he lets himself get morally corrupted; he cuts 

the connection between his head and body- rationality and intelligence- but perhaps Mendez is 

suggesting that it takes options to have a completely true consciousness. In this economic 

system, Chicanos and los abajos are not able to change their lives simply by making different 

economic choices, for they cannot change the larger economic system.  Neither is Mendez  

extremely hopeful about such an economic change occurring, but nevertheless, it is important 

that this character attempt to dispel false consciousness and share that dispelling, at least with 

readers, for the sake of all those represented by “the blurred parade of being human beings 

carrying hoes over their shoulders” (Mendez 143). 

As for narrative technique, Mendez juxtaposes images of Chuco's bent back against other 

images to illustrate the devastation of economic realities. This option occurs with a progression 

of images from paragraph to paragraph, from narrative thread to narrative thread. For instance, 

after Judge Smith's family suggests that migrant workers are forced to labor under cruel working 

conditions, Smith disagrees, claiming that migrant workers are lucky because they have work 

opportunities. Then he talks about how Americans live in a paradise. Yet in the next paragraph, 

the narrator refers to downtown Los Angeles as Aztlán, and afterwards he describes what Chuco, 

one of the inheritors of Aztlán, looked like as a result of toiling in the midst of this “paradise.” 
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Rather than living a life of ease and good health, he was “all wrinkled like a raisin, even littler 

and all bent over” (Mendez 27). With this juxtaposition, Mendez contrasts the edenic promised 

land of youth and good health with the broken body, a consequence of poverty, proving Smith's 

assertion to be ludicrous. With a similar technique of juxtaposition, Chuco is compared with 

Chalito, the child car washer who dies from pneumonia after working too hard. Narrative threads 

discussing Chuco appear before and after those depicting Chalito, suggesting to readers that 

Chalito and other children like him are the next generation of Chucos, hence their similar-

sounding names. With this fragmentation and juxtaposition, Mendez suggests that the cycle of 

poverty and struggle for citizenship will continue. 

The informal tone and story-format underscore the tragic nature of Chuco’s story.  Most 

of the narrative threads containing Chuco consist of the bartender telling a story about the legend 

of Chuco. Sometimes the narrator relays dialogue between the bartender and the customer, and 

sometimes he relays past conversations that Chuco had. This dialogue, especially that which 

Chuco engages in, creates an informal tone which works to close the distance between Chuco 

and the audience, providing insight into his character and allowing the reader to develop an 

affinity for him. Often the narrator uses omniscient, digested paragraphs, revealing Chuco’s 

innermost thoughts and feelings, helping readers to understand Chuco’s mentality. The story 

begins by presenting Chuco as a legendary figure but rather than ending on a legendary note, he 

ends up appearing foolish and pathetic. Herein is the irony which his disability reveals because it 

takes a broken-down back, contrasted with a strong back, to reveal that the strong Chicano back 

is treated as a commodity. Like Loreto, Chuco is a lost voice which is why Mendez creates 

confusion as to whether it is Chuco or someone else who is speaking. Loreto and Chuco both 

progress through their lives in a blurred, disjointed manner, either in states of drunken stupors or 
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hazy fantasies, having difficulty acknowledging their places in the world and attempting to piece 

it together. 

Don Mario’s paralyzed sphincter provides perhaps the most provocative commentary on 

how capitalism and greed disfigure los abajos. Rather than use the materialist model to portray 

the disabled person as a victim and provide liberatory potential, Mendez combines the materialist 

model with the moral model of disability, which views disability as a just reward for a moral 

indiscretion. With this turn, he punishes capitalists for their transgressions against los abajos, 

especially where those transgressions concern the stealing of land and everything it represents. 

George Henderson and Willie V. Bryan explain that the moral model is used to project our own 

emotions onto disabled people and to provide explanations for their disabilities. Even now we 

resurrect the model whenever we need to deal with these emotions and provide explanations for 

disability (7).  A greedy Mexican industrialist obsessed with power and social ladder-climbing, 

Don Mario started his career by joining the Mexican Army as an aide-de-camp to assist in their 

fight with the Yaqui Indians for control of Yaqui land. While working for the army, Don Mario 

was forced to ride a bony horse bareback. Though he complained of pain, the commanding 

officer would not grant him a saddle and, as a result, he developed a paralyzed sphincter. After 

the war, Don Mario attained high social standing and political clout but he also developed a dirty 

secret, for due to his paralyzed sphincter, he cannot control his bowels and his clothing is 

continually stained with excrement. Though he wears stain-proof pants, he must change his 

undergarments several times a day and use perfumes to cover the smell. Rather than his disability 

representing economic oppression, it represents the result of his economic oppression of others 

and his resulting punishment. Don Mario is the victimizer who, due to his own actions, becomes 

victim of his injury to others. Mendez uses the scenario of the horse as an economic metaphor, 
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for the horse represents the downtrodden indio – one of los abajos, the work horse of the 

dominant class - suffering from the hunger and poverty placed on it by its oppressors, yet its 

bony backbone signifies the tenacity, perseverance, and the pride of the Yaqui people who will 

not easily capitulate. The backbone is representative of the “Indian problem” for Mexico. Don 

Mario's resulting paralyzed sphincter signifies his lack of control over his economic greed and 

exploitation and his lack of moral control or a moral compass. Human waste comes to signify a 

spiritual and emotional wasteland. However, his disability and its resulting spillage are even 

more complicated, for it disrupts the borders of public/private, child/adult, self/other, 

order/disorder, and human/animal causing tension and the shattering of illusions based on 

binaries that are designed to enforce hegemonic definitions of insider/outsider, normal/abnormal, 

and superior/inferior. Inevitably, it reveals much about his true nature and forces him to confront 

aspects of himself which he would rather ignore, and it forces him to concentrate on systems of 

hygiene and power.   

Mendez sets up a foundation for the moral model of disability by showing the despicable 

character of Don Mario. Don Mario poses as a good citizen in public. The language of his 

obituary attests to his perceived upstanding citizenship due to his high social standing as a 

businessman. The newspaper article called him a “prominent citizen” and it reported that, at his 

death, Don Mario was surrounded by “distinguished gentlemen of politics and the commercial 

world” and his “honorable” wife. In contrast, his murderer, a working-class coyote, was called an 

“immoral man,” a “criminal” driven by “evil subhuman instincts,” one of the many who with 

“notable antipatriotic disdain abandon the tilling of the land to lend their services to the foreign 

interests of our neighboring country” (Mendez 123). His abandonment of the tilling of the land 

designates his lack of patriotism and therefore his lack of good citizenship, especially because he 
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labors for the United States. With this passage, Mendez points out how nationalism is deployed 

to elide capitalist ills. He also points out that good citizens - as they exist within the Western 

conception of citizenship - need not necessarily be good people. Throughout the novel, readers 

learn that Don Mario is despicable; he pimps his wife for political gains and he owns a brothel 

filled with slaves. However, due to his industrialist endeavors, he is viewed by the Mexican 

nation as a good citizen, for in Pilgrims, the Mexican and American governments are based on 

similar conceptions of nationhood. The industrialism in which Don Mario participates creates a 

social order worthy of Western ambition, rational and pure, rejecting all bodies that are unable to 

work, even as it produces them. But his disability blurs these boundaries in his own personal 

world because it cannot contain that which is meant to exist inside its borders. Mendez often uses 

images of excess to describe Don Mario. The descriptions begin with figurative images and they 

progressively become more literal: a look of arrogance streaming from his eyes, money spewing 

from his pockets, words flowing his mouth with “vomit and rage,” vomit and blood, and later 

worms. The images grow ever more grotesque and eventually evoke putridity, decay, and death 

and consequently force readers to become disenchanted with Mario and the illusions of social 

order that he represents. The narrator tells us that when Don Mario was called a “dirty satyr” and 

had his uncouth, vulgar, and ignorant nature pointed out to him, he “exploded in fetid terms, 

ticking off a gangrenous list of society's peccadilloes” (Mendez 36). Mendez’s use of images of 

offensive odor and foul, decaying disease works toward providing readers with disenchantment. 

These images of the foul and putrid are appropriate for the moral model of disability, for the 

roots of the moral model lie in witchcraft which is often associated with such images. 

While these grotesque images of blood, vomit, and decay are disturbing and 

disillusioning, excrement is the ultimate filth.  In fact, it is the most disturbing of all bodily fluids 
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and human waste, for shit has the ability to trouble us in problematic ways (Lacom). In Don 

Mario's system of rationality and order which values Anglo European systems, shit represents 

working-class poverty, low social status, and the reality that these concepts exist inside him. Shit 

is that which Stephanie  Fetta calls Brown, a term which she uses to denote the conception of 

pollution and contagion attached to the racially othered body as well as its accompanying status 

as a national threat (Fetta). Shit, then, at least temporarily pollutes the socially constructed world 

order, even as significations of it are part of the world order, an order on which Mario’s 

conception of economics and citizenship depend. In this scenario, pollution turns on itself.  His 

vision of a “clean,” hierarchied social order explodes with the acknowledgment that this same 

social order is based on a cultural hygiene that requires the creation and maintenance of racial 

others. With this acknowledgment, he must confront the fact that he, too, is racially othered, for 

he is part indio. He must also acknowledge that he is is therefore social dirt, or “matter out of 

place” according to his own social ordering system, and he must confront the fact that the 

capitalist system which enables the system is inherently flawed. Don Mario's excrement thus 

represents the indio side of his heritage that he does not want to accept. He treats it with 

abjection. Meanwhile he and his wife bow and curtsy to each other, pretending they are 

monarchs. He stares at himself in the mirror and compares himself to Napoleon. In some of his 

customs, he is reminiscent of a European king.  His dress is impeccable; he wears the finest of 

clothes. The soap he uses smells so good that people can distinguish his scent (Mendez 9). But 

Mendez makes readers aware that Don Mario is troubled on a deeper level, for we are told that 

his “illness” is “painful.” If dirt represents the racial Other and dirt is spewing from his body, he 

must, for a moment, confront his own racial otherness when he changes his “magnificent suits 

daily” (Mendez 10). That he forced on the Yaqui Indians in deeming them socially inferior and 
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helping steal their land, and that he continues to force on los abajos by engaging in their 

economic abuse is revisited on him. He becomes a child/outsider/abnormal/inferior/indio and he, 

like the reader, is momentary horrified.  

From the materialist perspective, it is Don Mario’s false consciousness that is truly 

disabling him, both due to shame from disability and from refusal to admit that the capitalist 

economic system which he supports is disfiguring to others. This shame over disability is 

haunting him, pushing him to realize his Marxist false consciousness. His moments of horror 

occur when he changes his underpants, or engages in labor, the defining activity of the working-

class which he loathes. Because of his disability, he must become “fastidious,” performing the 

ritual changing “four times a day” (Mendez 9). In his work The Theory of the Leisure Class, 

Thorstein Veblen explains that labor is a mark of low social class. Thus, for Don Mario, work 

acts as a destabilizing agent, especially since his is such dirty work. According to Joshua D. Etsy, 

in post-colonial literature, excrement is often used as a political weapon (55). Mendez thus uses 

the paralyzed sphincter to turn order into disorder. Dirtiness is acquired, or “caught,” like 

contagion from los abajos as a call to reality. Don Mario is consequently made to work in a filthy 

environment, mirroring the poor working conditions enforced on Chicanos and Mexican Indians 

by industrialists like him.  

History has long drawn a connection between excrement, money, and evil. Sigmund 

Freud explained that in myths, fairy tales and superstitions, unconscious thinking, in dreams, and 

in neuroses, there exists a relationship between money and dirt which has persisted from archaic 

modes of thought (The Freud Reader 296).  More specifically, he explains that  feces is symbolic 

of gold (Dreams in Folklore 65).  Mendez makes these connections explicit, which, once again, 

draws on the moral model even while it retains a materialist critique. According to the narrator, 
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wealthy people use their money to corrupt poor Mexicans, such as paying Mexico’s daughters 

for their debauchery, and it is these wealthy people's “shitty money that spoils everything. . . 

What's the color of gold? Don't tell me it's yellow. No sir, it's the same color as shit” (Mendez 

66). Mario’s recognition is triggered by the subconscious association between feces and money. 

When children hold in their excrement, theirs is an act of disobedience and an exertion of power, 

for according to Freud, it is the first thing that they can willfully control over adults (Three 

Essays on Sexuality 52). Because it is an exertion of power, it could also be said to be an act of 

greed. When he no longer has control over his stool, he symbolically loses power and social 

capital. The greed that he has been holding in becomes visible. Borders of identity are blurred 

and Mario becomes Brown. His conception of what an economy should be becomes broken. In 

the end, he does acquire a connection with the land, just not the one he anticipated, for he 

establishes a connection with the dirt of the motherland - the people. Cindy Lacom explains that 

excrement forces us to confront things in ourselves which we cannot escape. She states that “we 

can never fully escape or master our bowels and their consequences” even through the 

application of perfumes (Lacom). Don Mario’s disability forces him to confront the fact  that part 

of him is indio and abajo, but he is also human and vulnerable just like everyone else. 

Ultimately, his disability causes him to be both  demeaned and redeemed.  

Don Mario is a symbol of materialism. In seeking material wealth represented by land, he 

becomes material- excess material. Land and body are represented as synonymous on many 

levels and he struggles to control both. His disability is demonized due to his transgressions, 

much like a Native American illness that is visited upon its owner as a result of a misdeed.  And 

like the Spaniards, he searches for a utopia of material riches, but he ends up with a dystopia. 

Excrement symbolizes the guilt, shame, fear, and ambition that serve to isolate him thanks to the 



63 
 

moral model of disability and its poetic justice. After the first mention of excrement, the reader 

does not soon forget the grotesque image of the sphincter but Don Mario's “painful illness” is not 

mentioned again, for Don Mario treats it with abjection. He must pretend to be “normal” and 

healthy; he must “pass” in order to be viewed as a good citizen. His perfumes and waterproof 

pants will serve, at least temporarily, as not only physical protection but emotional protection 

from the embarrassment of being part indio.  

Mendez surrounds Don Mario with juxtaposition of contrasts/irony to underscore the 

negative effects of capitalism and greed. Don Mario's arrogance and refinement are contrasted 

with his messy, degrading, dirty disability. The contrasts from thread to thread are used to 

underscore how the narcissism, hunger for power, and greed of some people can oppress others. 

The irony surrounding his character reveals the shame, powerlessness, and emptiness that the 

dominant class' economic oppressors are associated with, whether or not they admit it to 

themselves. The paralyzed sphincter evokes the aforementioned feelings in order to reinforce this 

idea. The formal tone that the narrator uses to talk about Don Mario also sets up a contrast, for 

readers soon see that Mario is anything but a formal, cultured gentleman. The narrator usually 

uses digested, omniscient paragraphs to speak about Don Mario. No dream sequences, internal 

monologues, or reflections are told from Don Mario’s perspective because he is not capable of 

the kind of profound reflection that might lead to a greater understanding. He is indeed a spiritual 

wasteland, only concerned with acquiring wealth and power in the present, so the digested 

paragraphs are contrasted with Loreto's meaningful reminiscences or Vate's poetic ruminations. 

The narrator's digested paragraphs serve to make his opinion of Mario clear.  

Throughout Pilgrims, the materialist model, which is sometimes combined with the 

moral model, enables disabilities to be understood as economies that are broken, meaning that 
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they not only facilitate economic disparity but they destroy lives and spirits in the process. 

Though Mendez suggests that the quest for economic equality- represented by physical land- is 

the key to curing los abajos’ corporeal and emotional disfigurement, he does not harbor much 

hope for this realization. Similarly, while he attempts to dispel false consciousness and reveal the 

capitalist system to be a form of disablement for los abajos, he also suggests that Chicanos suffer 

from the false consciousness of Aztlán, that they are under its ideological control and are being 

misled by its supposed liberatory potential. In a landmark essay, Alurista succinctly sums up 

Mendez’s position on Aztlán. He calls it “the absent cause, the origin lost which history and 

concrete social conditions will not allow its protagonist to retrieve as a source of hope, or even 

traditional pride.” He adds that, for Mendez, Aztlán has not and will not become a state of mind 

or a source of consciousness. It is “at best a nationalist ideal to be sought and fought for by a new 

generation yet to come”; “at worst, Aztlán is a long lost legend that has become a nightmare 

embodied and disguised in the so-called “American Dream” (225). These images of disability 

serve to illustrate both the “absent cause” of Azlán, as it is represented by numerous suggestions 

of lack, as well as the “nightmare embodied,” or the suggestion of being trapped in both a 

physical body marked by difference and in a body politic that fails to function efficiently. The 

futility that Mendez attaches to the concept of Aztlán persists even at the end of the novel when 

he links disabled bodies and mestizo/Indian bodies with criminality (a product of poverty) and 

the fight for land. Mendez states that the dried-up river neighborhood is populated with “the 

sorriest of human beings, some with a limb missing from their bodies but with a surfeit of 

malice” (161). “Thieves” and “scum” are associated with “the almost paralytic and the blind, in 

addition to those who could barely move their bodies, cemeteries of cells in themselves, bent 

under the weight of so many years” who get into fist fights over small plots of neighborhood 
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land (Mendez 162-163). The unfair criminalization of disability and race has existed for 

centuries, largely due to economic factors, and yet the portrayal of this criminalization combined 

with a discussion of the never-ending fight for land illustrates Mendez’s sense of hopelessness in 

the quest for equality, yet all is not lost. Though Mendez’s analysis of disability, which is filtered 

through the materialist and moral models, does suggest a sense of hopelessness, it also suggests a 

flicker of hope in its potential for teaching readers how to dispel false consciousness of the 

capitalist system.  Therein lies its ability to change the economic system and improve the quality 

of life for future generations. 

  



66 
 

 

 

 

REHABILITATING THE SPIRIT IN RUDOLFO ANAYA'S TORTUGA 

 

One of the major themes in American literature of the 1970s was humans’ alienation 

from spiritual roots, an alienation which was thought to lead to spiritual emptiness and moral 

decay.  These works reflected a sense of disillusionment with America’s government and leaders 

and often issued a call for cultural healing, or a rehabilitation.
 
America’s call for healing and 

rehabilitation also extended beyond the literary realm. The field of Western medicine began to 

incorporate spiritual and cultural concepts into the arena of physical healing. It placed a 

newfound  emphasis on holistic healing, which merged the mind and body, the physical and the 

spiritual, and worked toward achieving a new kind of wholeness, one that was not determined 

only by biological normalcy. In fact, during this time, the concept of rehabilitation, itself, was 

being rehabilitated. The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 sought to redefine the concept of 

rehabilitation in order to promote integration for disabled people; it was disabled people’s 

cultural healing and it relied on a spirit of unification, or the establishing of connections between 

individuals where there had been no connections before. According to David L. Braddock and 

Susan L. Parrish,  the coalition building and advocacy put forth by disability groups that came 

into being as a result of section 504 of the Act was one of the first times in American history that 

cross-disability advocacy groups successfully worked together in a unified disability rights 

agenda (47). The disabled community was re-imagining the American culture by creating a 

group mentality of its own based on a new conception of wholeness. Other marginalized 
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subcultures, including Chicanos, were experiencing a similar rehabilitation. Chicanos sought 

empowerment and cultural healing through an embrace of spirituality which promoted both a 

sense of wholeness and a unification with fellow Chicanos. In pursuing this spirituality, they 

were concerned with more than just the material aspects of life; they focused on immaterial 

reality and transcendence, following an inner path through which they discovered life’s values 

and meanings as well as the true essence of their beings. This spirituality promoted the 

humanistic qualities of compassion, love,  forgiveness, patience, harmony, and a concern for 

others. In his discussion of Chicano spirituality, David R. Ford explains that Chicano spirituality 

was not concerned with an otherworldly life but with the sacredness of this life. Spirituality was 

both an enlightened way of living and a communal journey that sought to connect individuals to 

not only others in the human community but to nature and the cosmos. The Chicano movement’s 

assertion of spirituality was characterized by quests of self-determination and an affirmation of 

human dignity, not only for individuals, but for la raza as a unified political entity (6-11). 

Spirituality was therefore a political tool; it relied on the concept of political wholeness. Not only 

did it encompass Christian concepts but Native American religious concepts as well, and it 

required the spiritual unification of its members for political purposes. In fact, to an extent, 

individuality was dissolved for the sake of wholeness, for Chicanos were subsumed under a 

common goal. The commitment to a nationalist ideology allowed Chicano activists to supersede 

regional, linguistic, age, cultural, racial, and gender differences that threatened their unity. El 

Plan defines nationalism as the key to organization which transcends all religious, political, 

class, and economic factions or boundaries: “Nationalism is the common denominator that all 

members of La Raza can agree upon” (El Plan 2). Chicano nationalism was manifest through 

collective identity: “El Plan commits all levels of Chicano society- the barrio, the campo, the 
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ranchero, the writer, the teacher, the worker, the professional- to La Causa.” Aztlán became a 

spiritual space, or an attitude, rather than a geographical place: “We are a nation, we are a union 

of free pueblos, we are Aztlán” (El Plan 1). 

Although Chicano nationalism focused on creating identity through rehabilitation, or 

improvement through innovation, it was also influenced by older American concepts of 

nationalism based on rehabilitation. In Crip Theory, Robert McRuer builds on the work of Henri- 

Jacques Stiker to explain the connection between rehabilitation and the complexities of identity. 

After World War I, the United States enforced the belief that a person must be whole in order to 

be a true American citizen. This concept was ultimately designed to encourage maimed veterans 

to reenter the workforce. If veterans did not work, they were not considered true American 

citizens or, for that matter, true men. Citizenship necessitated those with disabilities to be re-

created in the image of the able-bodied American male. Disability was seen as a sign of 

incompleteness of the individual and evidence of an incomplete body politic. The disabled were 

seen as less than complex, reduced to only their injuries, and consequently lacking in true 

identity, demoted, degraded. 
15

 According to Stiker, the goal of rehabilitation was sameness. The 

creation of American identity rested on this conformity. Stiker explains that “rehabilitation 

marks the appearance of a culture that attempts to complete the act of identification, of making 

identical. This act will cause the disabled to disappear and with them all that is lacking in order 

to assimilate them, drown them, dissolve them in the greater and single social whole” (as qtd. in 

                                                 
15

 While physical affliction has been used as a trope for negativity for centuries, its status as a national 

shame and national responsibility emerged when World War I’s maimed war veterans, or mutilés de guerre, 

returned from war unable to participate in the labor force. Consequently, all disability came to be seen as an 

alteration of integralness and integrity. It signified a degradation by removal -or deterioration-which has the effect of 

suppression. The maimed person was someone missing something precise, an organ or function, but he also lacked a 

respectful rank or status, for his had been degraded, demoted, perverted, corrupted  (McRuer 111).  
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McRuer 128). Therefore, disability had to disappear  in order for American identity to be 

asserted. 

The rehabilitation model of disability has a long history of complexity. Under its aegis, 

the rehabilitation model has two paradigms. The older paradigm is the traditional rehabilitation 

paradigm, which stipulates that disability is something to be fixed, and consequently, the 

disabled individual is seen as flawed. Disability is considered a tragedy and disabled people are 

seen as passive recipients of care, dependent on authoritative professionals to help them decide 

their treatment. It is the patient’s responsibility to do everything possible to facilitate recovery, 

including complying with the physician’s orders, which may include therapy or other services.
 16

  

Under the traditional rehabilitation model, the desired outcome is self-care and gainful 

employment. Wholeness is dependent on physical healing, or at least vocational participation.
17 

This model is limiting for the chronically disabled, for not only are they often unable to work but 

their difference is suppressed. Within the framework of this model, even when disability cannot 

be eradicated, disabled people must  at least conform to a certain frame of mind: sameness, 

adhering to the belief that they are failures. The second paradigm is the Independent Living (IL) 

paradigm, which sought to counteract traditional rehabilitation’s dehumanizing process and 

address the need for civil rights, equal access, and equal opportunity.
 18

  Proponents of the IL 

                                                 

16
 These stipulations make up the medical model of disability, which is the foundation of the traditional 

rehabilitation model. The rehabilitation model is an offshoot of the medical model, which stipulates that therapy and 

other rehabilitation services should be part of the recovery process.  

17
 The economic model is thus a foundation of the traditional rehabilitation model.  

18
 The concept of two paradigms within the rehabilitation model is the concept of rehabilitation 

professionals (applied scientists). However, academic disability studies scholars usually consider the Independent 

Living movement to be the start of a new model-the social model. For the purposes of this essay, I will consider the 

rehabilitation model to have two paradigms. Thus, the IL movement will be an extension of the rehabilitation model. 

This will allow me to explore the concept of rehabilitation in more complexity.  
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paradigm claimed that the traditional rehabilitation model was oppressive because it contributed 

to negative attitudes towards the disabled, portraying them as defective, financially burdensome 

objects of professional intervention. Rather than promoting rehabilitation of the individual in 

order to fit society, this paradigm promoted rehabilitation of society; wholeness was no longer 

defined by biological normalcy. The IL philosophy postulates that disabled people should take 

charge of their own liberation techniques and organize themselves politically. The problem 

became dependence on others, not impairment, and the problem was located in the rehabilitation 

process rather than the individual. Disabled individuals were no longer seen as patients but 

consumers, and the goal of rehabilitation was not just economic. To avoid rehabilitation being 

considered simply an economic goal, The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 wrote into law that 

employment is not the only goal of rehabilitation (Pfeiffer 100-101). Rehabilitation thus came to 

be seen as a way of discouraging discrimination in many arenas, including attitudes of 

discrimination.
19

 

The rehabilitation model is, in many ways, based on two notions of identity. Robert 

McRuer echoes Stiker to explain these different notions. According to Stiker, two objects on a 

table could be said to “have an identity” if each has something unique about it; conversely, those 

objects could be said to “have identity” if and only if they are essentially the same. It is the latter 

meaning of identity that is most clearly operative in the cultural grammar of rehabilitation, like 

the traditional rehabilitation model; the former is operative in the cultural grammar of identity 

                                                 
19

 While most rehabilitation psychologists now encourage integration for disabled people and discourage 

discrimination against them, they still consider a return to “normalcy” (a state of being that is typical, or in this case, 

return to a previous state of functionality) ideal. However, academic disability studies scholars do not focus on 

curing; for them, difference is acceptable. They therefore consider the goal of sameness as “normativity” (relating to 

an ideal standard) to be oppressive for the chronically disabled.  
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movements (McRuer 112), like the disability rights/IL movement. Throughout the 1970s, the 

Chicano movement espoused aspects of both the rehabilitation paradigm and the IL paradigm. 

Like the IL paradigm, it presented a new brand of rehabilitation, offering to rehabilitate the 

oppressive American society; it promoted rehabilitation outside the Chicano nation. However, it 

also rested on the old brand of rehabilitation by forcing Chicanos to adopt a certain frame of 

mind as a prerequisite for being part of the Chicano movement and for developing a Chicano 

identity. If Chicanos did not conform, they were considered failures of the body politic; from this 

perspective, the movement promoted rehabilitation inside the Chicano nation. Chicano 

nationalism thus required an identical-ness from its subjects in order for Chicano identity to be 

created, even as it subverted an erasure of difference on the larger national scale. Rudolfo Anaya 

presents these competing versions of identity- one which retains difference and one which erases  

it – but these competing versions ultimately work toward the same goal: rehabilitation of the 

Chicano spirit. The inherent tension between these competing versions of identity illustrates the 

Chicano’s complex loyalties to both part and whole- individual ideology and the larger Chicano 

collective, the Chicano “nation” and the American nation.  

Rudolfo Anaya’s allegorical novel Tortuga (1979) presents disability (representing the 

Chicano body politic) through the complexities of the rehabilitation model, including Stiker’s 

opposing definitions of identity, however Anaya revises the Anglo rehabilitation model to suit 

his Chicano liberation agenda. By complicating these already-complex definitions of 

rehabilitation, Anaya is able to discuss the intricate terrain of Chicano nationalism. At the 

beginning of the story, an unnamed teenage boy is paralyzed. He is assumed to be Benjamin 

Chávez who was shot by a fellow Chicano in Heart of Aztlán, the preceding novel in the trilogy 

of which Tortuga is the third. Tortuga draws on Anaya’s experiences with paralysis after a 
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diving accident as a teenager. In the novel, the the boy, nicknamed Tortuga, is taken to a 

rehabilitation hospital in New Mexico where he recovers from his paralysis. The hospital 

functions as a microcosm of the larger Chicano culture. The setting evokes images of the 

physical landscape of the mythical land of Aztlán with its depictions of a lush mountain, running 

water, and most importantly, a preoccupation with physical wholeness. Surrounded by other 

people with physical afflictions, Tortuga finds himself in a nightmarish existence and is 

tormented by the monstrous cripples whose bodies serve as reminders of his otherness. These 

freakish characters force him to confront questions about the body and concepts and institutions 

related to the body, such as suffering and religion. On his journey to recovery, Tortuga faces 

many physical and spiritual challenges but is eventually nursed back to health through methods 

that involve holistic healing, or a merging of body and spirit. He experiences a series of 

recoveries and setbacks before being healed and becoming part of a community. In the end, he 

discovers Aztlán, his spirit is rehabilitated, and cultural healing occurs. Tortuga therefore has a 

more abstract, intangible emphasis than that of  Pilgrims which focuses on materialism. Though 

Mendez indeed dealt with spirituality, Anaya took a more transcendental approach to it, which 

makes his work  feel more overtly “spiritual;” Pilgrims evokes negativity and sterility, Tortuga 

evokes positivity and fertility.
 
In contrast to  Rodolfo Gonzales' assertion that the land is the 

important aspect of the movement, Anaya asserted that “no other event in the Chicano movement 

was as important as the naming of Aztlán” (“Homeland without Boundaries” 233). Aztlán is, of 

course, bound up with  land but for him, the naming process, itself, was more important than 

land for it evoked a spirituality which he felt was necessary for rehabilitation of the Chicano 

community.  

With this spiritual approach to literature, Anaya  became a major figure of the Chicano 
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movement. In fact, his preoccupation with the state of the spirit characterized Chicano literature 

from the mid-late 1970s. Many works from this period displayed characters who engage in a 

search for the spirit, and some these characters find Aztlán inside themselves, such as characters 

in works by Estela Portillo Trambley and  Ron Arias.
20

 This theme of finding contentment or 

answers inside oneself did not necessarily rely on the idea of unification through common 

political ideas with others, as Anaya proposed. In fact, a group of writers called the Isolated 

Generation expressed their feeling of being disconnected from the Chicano movement and their 

cultural roots, and their characters’ sense of isolation was usually not cured at the end of the 

novel, even when they managed to find contentment or answers. Yet  in dealing with matters of 

dispossession and isolation, they still dealt with matters of the spirit and the place of the self 

within the larger community.
21

  

Disability in Tortuga works as a trope on many levels but Anaya foremost uses it as a 

symbol for an impediment to a whole, unified body of people. Scholars agree that Anaya 

presents disability as a visible symbol of dis-integration (segregating borders that inhibit 

coalescence, and producing isolation)—a symptom to be cured—on a worldwide level, for 

Anaya argues that, although his writing came out of the Mexican-American culture, his use of 

universal archetypes allowed for his writing to be understood by all cultures (Reed 8). Yet while 

most critics read disability as isolation in a universal context, they neglect its political meaning in 

the context of Chicano nationalism. The negotiations and complex emotions of Tortuga’s 

                                                 
20

 For more mid-1970s novels depicting transformations of the spirit, see Estela Portillo Trambley’s short 

story “Rain of Scorpions” (1973) , Rudolfo Anaya’s novel Heart of Aztlán (1974), and Ron Arias’ novel The Road 

to Tamazunchale (1975). 

21
 For more depictions of works that deal with the the Chicano sense of dispossession, see Come Down 

from the Mound (1975) by Berta Ornelas, Nambé-Year One (1976) by Orlando Romero, Jambeaux (1979) by 

Laurence Gonzales, and Pelón Drops Out (1979) by Celso A. de Casas.  
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disabled characters parallel those of Chicano nationalists of the 1970s. Just as Heart of Aztlán 

uses myth as a mobilizing agent to aid in the organization of strikers, Tortuga also uses it to 

discuss political organization, although the discussion is less overt. In particular, it censures the 

disharmony that was present in organizational and party politics of the 1970s, highlighting the 

tension between mystical and practical, cultural nationalist and political nationalist. Chicanos are 

meant to learn to recognize the frames of mind that foster disharmony and to develop a spirit of 

coalition in response to these images. In this context, disability represents segregation- both 

positive and negative- within the complex terrain of Chicano nationalist politics, which is 

illustrated through rehabilitation-related dichotomies of tolerance and intolerance, compliance 

and noncompliance, and amputation and regeneration. Differences are erased or subsumed so 

that a collective Chicano national identity can be formed, but they are also maintained so that a 

Chicano national body can survive. Magic realism and the magically realistic qualities associated 

with hypnotism and substitution facilitate both the erasure and maintenance of borders as they 

serve to either liberate Chicanos from oppression or encourage Chicanos to become cultural 

nationalists. Moreover, in regard to post-colonial evolution, Tortuga's dys-appearance of 

disability contributes to a dys-placement of the Chicano system of thought by making cultural 

nationalists visible and giving them leverage against political nationalists who had dismissed 

them as slight in the fight for Chicano liberation. With this turn, the former materialist/political 

nationalist system of thought is dys-placed by a spiritual/cultural nationalist system. 

Since the 1950s, Mexican-American liberation organizations have experienced dissent 

about the proper ways to go about liberating their people. Marxists thought that the entire 

economic system should be overturned but certain nationalist factions wanted to work within the 

economic system already in place to bring about reform.  Dissent brewed even within those 
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factions. Political nationalists sought reform through practical political strategies; they perceived 

the nation as a body of individuals who had come together to decide on a form of government. 

Cultural nationalists thought that reform should be accomplished by changing racist attitudes; 

they saw the nation as a natural solidarity with inherit unique cultural characteristics (Leoussi 

40). Athena S. Leoussi explains the difference between political and cultural nationalists: 

“Political nationalists tend to define humans beings in terms of their rationality which gives them 

the capacity to be self-governing. The social realization of this vision is of an independent and 

representative state founded on the consent of its members which will guarantee equal 

citizenship rights to all and which will promote continuous progress” (41). According to Leoussi, 

political nationalists tend to form legal-rational institutions which develop into centralized 

parties, and these parties seek to mobilize against the existing state to promote a single objective. 

Their single objective is the achievement of a genuine nation-state.  In contrast, “for cultural 

nationalists the basis of the national solidarity is not reason but a passionate identification with 

its unique life-force.” In this conception, “the nation is not a construction of rational self-interest. 

It is rather a quasi-natural institution like family which is composed of strongly differentiated 

individuals and groups united by love of its common historical achievement and active 

participation in  its way of life” (41). Cultural nationalists rely on symbols to form a collective 

personality in an effort to preserve common cultural and historical characteristics and regenerate 

the nation as a distinctive moral community in an effort to counteract social degeneration that 

results from a disconnection from national heritage. Moreover, cultural nationalism is an 

educational movement designed to conduct  inner reform (Leoussi 41), yet, like political 

nationalism, it is also designed to promote outer reform. 
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 The most well known ideological split that affected Chicano nationalism involves the 

different factions of the Mexican-Americans’ congressional third-party called La Raza Unida 

Party (LRUP) which remained in existence from 1970-1981. Several states formed LRUP 

branches and many of them disagreed about liberation tactics. This dissent was most pronounced 

in the friction between the Colorado branch led by Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales and the Texas 

branch led by José Angel Gutiérrez. The Colorado branch was ultranationalist, a cultural 

nationalist  branch committed to nation-building that advocated separatism and refused to attach 

itself to either the Democrat or Republican parties. Its main platform involved changing racist 

attitudes, which its members felt could be accomplished within the existing structure of the U. S. 

nation. The Texas branch, headed by Gutiérrez, was political nationalist; it  promoted winning 

elections and engaging in community control (Alaniz and Cornish 96). Gutiérrez did not fully 

support a third-party and wanted to continue participating in the two-party system. He viewed 

Gonzales’ segregationist tactics as too isolating and idealistic and encouraged focusing on more 

practical political tactics like protests.  Though the differences between branches were portrayed 

as mysticism versus pragmatism, they actually boiled down to matters of strategy (Alaniz and 

Cornish 218). Mysticism was simply a facet of the cultural nationalist tactics that were based on 

the belief that brotherly love and mythological symbols can precipitate social and political 

change, tactics which rely more on spiritualism than pragmatism or materialism. According to 

Yolanda Alaniz and Megan Cornish, the Congress of Aztlán became paralyzed due to this power 

struggle and  LRUP  eventually dissolved due to its failure to determine its role. Towards the end 

of LRUP's existence, the New Mexico branch adopted ultranationalist socialism, moving past 

cultural nationalism to a multiracial, anticapitalist perspective and its leaders became openly 

socialist, though it was not aligned with any left party. Its philosophies were more akin to Native 



77 
 

American communalism (Alaniz and Cornish 220-229). It is this philosophy which Anaya 

presents in his work, although his communalism is spiritual in nature.  

While Anaya claimed that he did not write for a culture or for a particular political 

philosophy (Reed 8),  he clearly shows a preference for cultural nationalism and this type of 

spiritual communalism. Anaya describes his social and political philosophy as “the path of the 

sun.” This philosophy has its origins in ancient Aztec mythology, which was solarcentric.  Two 

of the Aztecs’ most important gods were Huitzilopochotl, the sun god of the Mexicas, and 

Quetzalcoatl, the god of light and wisdom. For Anaya, the path of the sun entails not only power 

and enlightenment but compassion and love, for these lead to enlightenment and are the results 

of enlightenment. His brand of cultural nationalism was a mixture of the traditional rehabilitation 

paradigm and the IL paradigm. From the traditional paradigm, it encouraged rehabilitation from 

within by pushing the cultural nationalist agenda on political nationalists (encouraged 

separatism, mysticism, the use of symbols, and the belief that a change of attitudes can lead to 

liberation) and other factions and by discouraging disharmony and disintegration between 

factions. From this perspective, identity is referred to with the grammar of rehabilitation. From 

the IL paradigm, it encouraged rehabilitation from without by using Chicano nationalism to 

encourage a revision of the larger American political system and society.
22

 From this 

perspective, identity is referred to with the grammar of identity movements.  

At certain points in the novel, Anaya presents disability more from the IL perspective, or 

the “new rehabilitation” perspective. At these moments, Anaya promotes a rehabilitation of 

society rather than a curing of the individual. He puts forward that which McRuer calls the 

                                                 
22

 Note that there is not a one-to-one correspondence between particular paradigms of rehabilitation and 

particular factions of nationalism. Cultural nationalism itself, is, as stated above, a mixture of different paradigms. 
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“rehabilitation of degradation and the degradation of rehab” (6). In this conception, disability, 

which represents chicanidad, is seen as not only as a corporeal fact but as part of the identity, in 

the grammar of identity movements; it is a positive attribute, an assertion of difference, 

something that is deserving of pride rather than shame. This conception fosters spirituality, for it 

asserts self-determination and affirms human dignity. This depiction of disability is apt, for 

Chicano nationalism’s goal was to create a space of acceptance for racial difference in American 

society. The portrayal of physical difference as acceptable was designed to help Chicanos 

recognize the power of maintaining difference even while they pursued integration. With this 

portrayal, Anaya revises what Robert McRuer calls the rehabilitative contract, which is an 

unspoken American contract stipulating that, in return for integration, everyone will agree on the 

requirements for integration; no complaints or suggestions will be made for how the world 

should be molded differently (113-114). Anaya dares to make complaints, for he will not 

relinquish his cultural difference in exchange for integrating to the point of assimilation. This 

portrayal of disability as identity thus subverts the older, more negative connotations associated 

with disability, such as lack of integrity, perversion, corruption, and lowering of status. From this 

revised perspective of rehabilitation, erasure of difference is not required to achieve wholeness or 

formation of identity; only unification with other disabled people (and Chicanos) is required.  

As the crippled characters struggle to assert and defend the value of their bodies and 

situate themselves within their community, Anaya reflects Chicanos’ struggle to do the same.  

The most clear assertions of disability as representative of Chicano identity involve the cripples’ 

departure into the outer world. While they are still in the rehab unit, the patients discuss how 

able-bodied people view them and how this results in  segregation: “they have their world and 

we have ours,” a cripple says, suggesting that disabled people (and Chicanos) suffer 
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infringement of “normal” activities. Another unnamed cripple adds that cripples stay home 

because they are ashamed to be seen. But the character Mike seeks to subvert that tradition, 

saying, “When I get out I’m not going to shut myself in a dark room. No sir! I’m going to walk 

the streets! I’m going to be proud and walk tall!” (Tortuga 91). On this account, disability is not 

just symbolic of an illness that needs to be cured.  It is a part of the identity and should not 

interfere with self pride. This attitude is put into action during a scene at the movie theater. For 

the first time in the novel, the cripples interact with people outside the rehab unit setting. Upon 

arrival at the movie theater, they encounter high school football players and cheerleaders wearing 

letter jackets and sweaters which signify status and social dominance. Some of the football 

players and cheerleaders are romantically involved, which signifies participation in romance, 

something which seems far removed from the cripples at this point in the novel. It is significant 

that this scene takes place at the ticket booth, a place where one purchases tickets which allow 

for participation (Tortuga 146). When the crippled character Buck realizes that the football 

players and cheerleaders are expressing confusion and disgust over the patients’ appearance, he 

acts subversively by refusing to stay in his marginalized, submissive place. “We just escaped 

from the crazy house,” Buck says, and he pastes his face against the glass pane. One of the 

cheerleaders shrieks and jumps off her seat (Tortuga 146). Buck thus turns the able-bodied 

teenagers’ fear against them and thereby defends his identity as a person with a physical 

difference, which represents racial difference. He and Mike provide examples of how Chicanos 

can integrate without subsuming their cultural differences. 

The fight to to assert an identity based on difference continues in the streets, which 

signifies the larger American society. From across the street the crippled character Sandra 

explains that, because of her disability, she was exiled from a store by its owner. Sandra states, 
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“She said we were a bunch of freaks, and we just wanted to make trouble... All I wanted was to 

buy some lipstick” (Tortuga 146). She represents the Chicana who is denied access to material 

possessions and the right to make her own choices. Here, she argues for the right to consumer 

control, which is an IL paradigm concept.  In particular, she is refused the purchase of lipstick, 

pointing out how Chicanas are also subject to discrimination in the realm of American beauty. 

Afterwards, the formation of a collective identity begins inside the theater when the cripples are 

forced to confront their status as freaks. When watching the movie Frankenstein, the cripples see 

the monster in themselves. Not only do they acknowledge that they have been physically patched 

up and have had new life breathed into them, but they realize their marginalization. Tortuga 

realizes that he is being denied the love that he needs (Tortuga 156). The cripples’ metacognitive 

look at their own creation is designed to inspire Chicanos to think about miscegenation and the 

origins of violence in their culture- the way they have been manipulated- but it is also designed 

to inspire thoughts of rebellion and the regenerative aspect of their identities. Upon exiting the 

theater, the football players call the cripples “freaks” (Tortuga 154). In defiance, a crippled girl 

gives them an obscene finger gesture and says, “Sticks and stones may hurt my bones, but names 

will never hurt me!” (Tortuga 156). With this statement she asserts her power over oppressive 

language, evoking the Chicano movement’s reappropriation of the derogatory Spanish term 

meshicano. The crippled Ronco called the jocks “apes,” turning the tables on stereotypes of 

disabled people and mestizos as being less than human (Tortuga 145).  According to Daniel J. 

Weber, Anglos in the nineteenth century viewed Mexicans as ignorant, obstinate, and 

duplicitous. Some even called them “scarce more than apes” (57). With his name-calling, Ronco 

subverts this insulting, groundless social hierarchy. Similarly, the  able-bodied  jock hurls 

offensive freak-show language at the cripples, saying “Step right this way and see the one-legged 
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woman.” But Sandra overturns the inherent hierarchy in this statement, stating, “Step this way 

and see the girl with a crutch up her ass!” (Tortuga 154). With this response, Sandra creates an 

imaginative image in which the jocks become the freaks on display. The cripples perform that 

which Rosemarie Garland-Thomson calls “staring back.” Garland-Thomson explains that the 

stare of the able-bodied excludes the disabled from the “imagined community of the fully 

human” by ascribing pathological lack. But when the disabled stare back, they challenge the 

hierarchy inherent in this social exchange, and in doing so they reinvent the disabled identity 

(“Staring Back” 335).  

A fight ensues between the crippled and the able-bodied teenagers and the cripples win, 

thanks to unification and solidarity.  Just as crip solidarity was promoted by the Rehabilitation 

Act, the Chicano solidarity and warrior spirit that are depicted in the cripples’ fight scene was 

encouraged in El Plan. It states that “Brotherhood” unites Chicanos in their struggles against the 

“gabacho.” The  provision entitled “self-defense” states that “self-defense of the community 

must rely on the combined strength of the people.... involvement as protectors of their people 

will be given respect and dignity ... Those who place themselves in the front ranks for their 

people do so out of love and carnalismo.” Although Anaya promoted harmony within the 

Chicano movement, he still valued revolutionary efforts made against the larger oppressive 

American culture. El Plan advocates these types of efforts, stating that “for the very young there 

will no longer be acts of juvenile delinquency, but revolutionary acts.” Of course Anaya, who 

promotes peace and harmony, does not encourage literal violence. For him, this violence is 

symbolic, but he did understand the root of violence within the Chicano community.  In an 

interview with Johnson and Apocado,  he stated that “when you are shut off from being who you 

can most completely be, you strike out…. When you are trapped by forces that tell you you have 
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a limited way of expressing yourself, a limited way of being, you have a limited essence. 

Everything that is natural to you as a person, as a human being, rebels against it; you strike out” 

(40). It is this entrapment and suppression that inspires the cripples to fight. After the struggle, 

Tortuga states that the cripples “settled down to lick their wounds and recount the battle” 

(Tortuga 156). The fight represents the fight for Aztlán, not for territory itself or material wealth 

symbolized by territory, but for civil rights and a change in attitudes that will allow them to fully 

exist within the existing structure. As a result of the fight, the collective identity that the cripples 

form represents that which El Plan outlines in its political liberation provision: “One party: la 

Familia de la Raza” (4). Anaya  thus  rhetorically conflates three different collective affiliations: 

family, race, and collective political/social action based on disability. They were, for a while, 

able to pull themselves out of that which Liana Vrajitoru calls their “fallen identity.” Vrajitoru 

explains that Tortuga’s disabled characters initially see themselves as “fallen,” or thrown from 

Paradise. This skewed self perception causes an impaired way of thinking that leads to these 

characters’ denigration and incompleteness of spiritual body (239-240). Liberatory moments like 

those of the fight scene and the theater experience work to disassociate oppressive mythology 

from the disabled body. They force readers to acknowledge the mythologies surrounding 

disability and encourage them  to  examine which  mythologies  should  be revised.  

Tortuga must exhibit noncompliance with the larger American/Anglo system in order to 

be physically and spiritually healed. In other words, he must be a “bad patient.” Donna Falvo 

explains that, in rehabilitation terms, the term compliance means following orders. It denotes a 

power differential between doctor and patient, and it suggests that the patient is passively 

following recommendations and yielding to authority  rather than following a treatment plan 

based on a collaborative effort between patient and health professional The term suggests an 
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authoritarian, paternalistic connotation which is not patient-centered but doctor-centered (1-2). 

Noncompliance, then, refers to a failure to follow rules of the powerful medical profession- a 

failure which is associated with negativity, for it disrupts the system that treats the doctor as 

authoritarian. But in identity movements, noncompliance is associated with the positive potential 

of subversion. The Chicano movement, like  IL movement, required rebellion and unification of  

its constituents. Anaya’s depiction of noncompliance suggests Chicanos’ fight against 

assimilation. In his landmark essay on the history of the Chicano movement, Anaya notes that 

“the time of crisis for [the Chicano] community demanded a new definition of national unity” 

(Tortuga 236).  With Tortuga’s noncompliant bodies, Anaya confers the “new rehabilitation” on 

the body politic; disability represents a disruption in the power differential between Chicanos 

and the powerful American system dominated by Anglos. Sexual subversion functions as a 

vehicle for noncompliance. Since the Victorian era, disabled people have been seen as asexual, 

have been discouraged from engaging in sexual activities, and have even been forced to undergo 

sterilization, but when Tortuga’s cripples engage in sexual intercourse at the movie theater they 

disrupt the social order and the status quo (Tortuga 149). Similarly, noncompliance is exhibited 

when the cripples question the morality of the practice of eugenics which rests on the Western 

conception that disability is an undesirable characteristic. The issue of eugenics is foregrounded 

when the patients try to decide whether or not the “vegetables” should live or die (Tortuga 135-

136). Though  Anaya’s  goal  is to give voice to this question, which is usually silenced, he 

suggests that all  life should be valued,  a philosophy that is based on love compassion; in other 

words, he promotes cultural nationalist values. This can be interpreted as an argument against 

eugenics, which exposes the brutality in the historical treatment of not only disabled people but 

mestizos, for their history includes lynching and suppression of Native American heritage.  
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Anaya uses magic realism to facilitate noncompliance. In a shifting pattern, the narrative 

technique of magic realism interweaves ordinary, logical, and otherwise realistic events with 

fantastic, dreamlike, and seemingly illogical elements as well as materials derived from myth 

and fairy tales. The result is a reality in which the miraculous can appear natural and unforced. 

To accomplish this, the  fantastic is narrated in a reliable  tone of objectivity, as though the 

fantastic were unquestionably real. Fantastic events may include levitation, flight, telepathy, and 

telekinesis, though they are always left unexplained. Magic realism originated in Latin America 

as a post-colonial discourse of liberation. With its manipulation of reality, it creates an alternate 

reality in which all-too-real, oppressive traditions are subverted by the fantastic. According to 

Stephen Slemon,  “Magic realism can be seen to provide a positive and liberating response to the 

codes of imperial history and its legacy of fragmentation and discontinuity.” He adds that magic 

realist texts implicitly suggest that enabling strategies for the future require revision of seemingly 

tyrannical codes of the past. This process “can transmute the ‘shreds and fragments’ of colonial 

violence and otherness into ‘new codes of recognition’ in which the dispossessed, the silenced, 

and the marginalized of our own dominating systems can again find voice, and enter into the 

dialectic continuity of an on-going community and place that is our ‘real’ cultural heritage” (21). 

In Tortuga, magic realism facilitates physical, emotional, and cultural healing. For example, the 

mountain (also nicknamed Tortuga)  near the hospital magically moves, and each time it moves, 

it precipitates new movement of a patient’s paralyzed body part. The fantastic, illogical 

movement of the mountain conveys and inspires social and political noncompliance, for 

according to Western systems of thought which are based in rationality, mountains  should not 

move, especially not in connection with seemingly unrelated physical and emotional healing of 

humans.With this magical subversion, Anaya provides a guide for Chicanos to rebel against 



85 
 

stifling Anglo historical traditions.Similarly, Anaya uses magically realistic depictions of 

hypnotism and substitution to facilitate noncompliance. They are manifest through dreams, 

flashbacks, and reveries and are often used with reality. When Salomόn takes control of 

Tortuga’s mind, rationality, itself, is subverted, for telepathy is impossible when viewed from a 

Western perspective, yet as narrator, Tortuga depicts these “illogical” scenes with a tone of 

objectivity, conveying to the reader that he believes that the fantastic is as real as the 

ordinary.With this conveyance, he suggests that Chicanos are not necessarily entrapped in 

oppressive Anglo traditions, for with proper communication between Chicano  minds, Chicanos 

may subvert social and political realities. This blending of the magical and the real is 

representative of the cultural nationalist blending of the mythical and historical, for  the stories 

that Salomόn hypnotically imparts to Tortuga rely on myths, such as those involving the turtle, 

and they tap into not only Salomόn’s individual history but the history that supports the 

collective tribal consciousness.  

Although Anaya asserts the validity of the physically different body, it is not an 

unconditional validity; after all, the ultimate goal for the crippled characters and the Chicano 

community is to be cured. For this reason, depictions of noncompliance do not always 

necessitate the maintenance of disability but they always necessitate a disruption of status quo. 

This disruption is presented through holistic/Native American spiritual healing which is meant to 

subvert Western medicine and its power differential. The rehab patients and the rehab staff , who 

are former patients, are all victims of status quo. They have given up on being healed and as a 

result they have become trapped in the institution, trapped in their complacency. From an IL 

perspective, this complacency  represents Chicanos’ economic dependency on the American 
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welfare system as well as their tendency to victimize themselves.  Marguerite Fernandez Olmos 

aptly states the subversive potential of  alternative healing methods:  

The mythic vision in many of Anaya’s novels serves as a contrast to mainstream 

Anglo-American culture. Within that context, when the folk and Native-American 

traditions of healing and spirituality are compared in Tortuga to conventional 

Anglo medical technology and institutionalized religions, the latter come up short. 

(78-79)  

Tortuga and the other patients are healed more by folk remedies than by the hospital’s sterile 

approach. The novel’s critique of institutional medicine and religion does not necessarily call for 

a total elimination of Western traditions. Rather, it invites the reader to “consider the power of 

alternative traditions that are compatible and valuable” (Fernandez Olmos 79-80). It is important 

that Western healing is still incorporated, for most cultural nationalists did not argue for 

secession; they just wanted Congressional representatives to work for their betterment and they 

wanted to change racist attitudes. Their goal was to establish an alternative tradition within the 

larger structure.  However, Anaya prefers non-Western healing so that physical difference can 

become less important than emotional transformation. Tortuga must overcome the Western 

instinct to heal for the sake of assimilation before he can be spiritually healed. At the beginning 

of the story, he wants to regain a normate body so he will not be freakish. Over time, he learns 

that a normate body will not truly liberate him, for that would be capitulating to status quo. He 

must discover for himself what will heal him.  

As a further reminder that the Chicano community needs to be cured, Anaya creates slips 

wherein disability as a positive part of the identity is replaced by disability as something less 

acceptable. For example, the positivity of the disabled sage figure Salomόn is short-lived. Mike 
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tells Tortuga that “Salomόn’s the only one who knows what’s going on here . . . might do your 

hand some good if you started listening to him.” The nurse then speaks highly of Salomόn, 

acknowledging his intelligence, voracious book reading, and storytelling ability, but Tortuga 

calls him a vegetable because he cannot do anything for himself. “It’s not that bad,” Ronco 

reassured him. “You just have to get used to it. “ After these positive affirmations, Ronco adds, 

“But if the Nurse tries to take you to any other ward then scream bloody murder. Don’t let her.” 

Here, Ronco is referring to the “dark ward” of the coma vegetables (Tortuga 36). With this 

addition, disability becomes negative again, something to be feared and cured. This 

unconditional acceptance is foregrounded in numerous places in the text where disability as a 

metonym, or assertion of identity which is inextricable from the corporeal body, slips back into 

disability as pure symbol.  In the swimming scene, the crippled children swim together, 

exhibiting participation in a “normal” activity. They bare their bodies and are not ashamed of 

them, but then the narrator ceases to describe their bodies in a literal way and instead describes 

them using the extended metaphor of golden carp with glorious, healthy bodies, a Native 

American myth associated with regeneration. Rather than suggesting that disabled bodies can be 

glorious and acceptable, this slippage suggests that they are not acceptable, so they need to be 

replaced with entirely positive conceptions of corporeality. Thus the cripples’ difference 

disappears and symbols of springtime abound. These slippages are designed to remind readers 

that even though there are aspects of their culture with which they can be satisfied and take pride 

in, their culture still needs to be revised.  

In fact, most of Anaya’s depictions of disability work under the traditional rehabilitation 

paradigm and suggest that disability (and the Chicano community) needs to be cured. Disability 

as lack was a common trope in Chicano politics. In his speeches, Gonzales used tropes of 
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disability and illness to reflect political corruption and ineffectuality. In 1967 he addressed the 

Democratic Party’s placement of corrupt “Uncle Toms” in office, saying that “the individual 

who makes his way through the political muck of today’s world and more so the minority 

representatives suffer from immese loss of soul and dignity.” He compares this corruption to 

cancer (Gonzales 229-230). In an address to the LRUP convention, he used images of disability 

and illness to suggest a weak political body which, because of its unhealthy negotiations, is 

subject to low class status. He refers to Chicanos who are on the wrong political path as “sick”: 

“They have cataracts in their eyes, wax in their ears, y no quieren ver [and do not want to see].” 

He also stated that LRUP needed to develop the weak and share the strength (Gonzales 71), and 

he urged the Chicano body to cleanse itself of its inferiority complex (Gonzales 65). Tortuga’s 

character Sadsack is representative of Chicanos with such an inferiority complex. Characters 

must overcome these feelings of inferiority to be cured, or to become what Gonzales called 

“complete” men and women, for according to Gonzales, only complete men and women could 

build an organization, start a movement, and create a nation (65).  The character Danny is an 

example of those who  impede the progress of the political body. He suffers from a flesh-eating 

disease but will not take action in order to be cured. He chooses to do nothing to better his 

situation, believing that divine intervention will heal him. He erroneously relies on God to better 

himself, just as “Uncle Toms” relied on the Democratic Party. To suggest his disapproval of 

Danny in failing to take responsibility for himself, Anaya imbibes his disease with an element of 

evil/darkness/loss of soul and attaches a certain shame to his affliction. Fernández Olmos 

explains that Danny represents the destructive, negative force of the archetypal Shadow which 

haunts other characters. He is incapable of absorbing positive illuminating messages and is intent 

on preventing others from doing so (80). Though Danny does subscribe to mystical philosophies, 
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he believes only in Christian mythology and dismisses others, such as Native American 

mythologies. He also fails to unite mythology with history and therefore does not initiate 

political action, which is signified by his failure to take measures to heal and be discharged from 

the hospital. Therefore, he is not cooperating in a brotherly spirit and is not complying with 

Salomόn’s “program,” or the cultural nationalist agenda. He represents an impediment to 

liberation, not just for himself but for all involved. Every crippled character is, to an extent, 

associated with this loss of soul and dignity and acts as an impediment to liberation/healing of 

the body politic, for each has his or her own hangups and, consequently, lends to an incomplete 

Chicano body. 

This depiction of incompleteness and loss of soul and dignity is not surprising, for 

disability, especially paralysis like that of Tortuga’s, is associated with division and disharmony. 

According to Robert Murphy, our selves are forged within the context of bonding with others, 

but paralytics experience a loss of self due to their social isolation. They are separated from their 

bodies by neural damage and from their former identities by society, simultaneously divided 

from others and riven within themselves. The inertia of paralysis is symbolic of death itself; 

Paralytics represent life’s negativity and an inverse definition of wholeness- a premature death in 

life- signifying people who have given up too soon (229). Tortuga’s paralysis functions as a 

metaphor not on just the individual level but on the party level. It represents both the individual’s 

unwillingness to participate in the Chicano movement as well as the paralysis and alienation 

caused by the party conflict. Even the paralysis and disembodiment of positive characters like 

Salomόn entail a negative connotation. After all, Salomόn, at one time, “gave up too soon” by 

wishing for death. In doing so, he was not supportive of his tribe. When interpreted with a 

pejorative connotation, disability is viewed as self-inflicted and shameful, following in the 
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American tradition of conferring disability as national shame. The negative connotations 

associated with paralysis can be applied to all disabilities in the text, for according to Edward 

Elias, paralysis in Tortuga represents that which keeps people from living their lives fully (86). 

From a political standpoint, one thing is clear: disability, as it represents shameful division or 

lack of participation in the imagined community, will not be tolerated.  

To achieve physical and spiritual healing, Tortuga must also be a “good patient” in that 

he must be compliant with  the cultural nationalist program. For Anaya, assimilation into the 

cultural nationalist body is the only way to achieve Chicano identity. Even though Anaya seeks 

to assert identity without devaluing others, he cannot escape the devaluation of others on some 

level. According to McRuer, there is no way of speaking about the rehabilitated self without 

hearing the degraded other:  

Identity depends on degradation... that is, resistant identities always reference the 

ugly historical and ideological realities from whence they emerged- but identity 

depends on degradation in another, redoubled sense: to the extent that identity-

movement identities are rehabilitated identities (“black is beautiful [not ugly],” 

“disabled and proud [not pitiful]”), they are also in some ways normative 

identities that inevitably incorporate generic sameness in and through their 

distinctiveness and that require and produce degraded others. (141) 

Joane Nagel asserts this degradation, stating that “the project of establishing national identity and 

cultural boundaries tends to foster nationalist ethnocentrism. As a result, nationalism and 

chauvinism seem to go hand in hand. Chauvinistic nationalism is often connected to the 

ideational realm in the form of attitudes and beliefs about national superiority” (248). This 

ethnocentrism and chauvinism was present inside the Chicano movement, which is apparent in 
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Anaya’s belief that cultural nationalism is superior to political nationalism. In Tortuga, the 

oppressive forces in the larger American culture (outside the hospital) are denigrated, and certain 

people within the program (the dissenting patients/the party factions) who will not comply with 

the program are also denigrated.  

Anaya stated that, in retrospect, the two nationalist factions should have worked together 

more closely, but he still seems to place some blame on political nationalists: “They should have 

seen its potential and used the symbol [of Aztlán] to provide access into the mainstream political 

structure” (“Homeland without Boundaries” 233). He explains that some did not believe that 

their history and community could be saved from obliteration by reincorporating old legends into 

their worldview. They believed that myth was ephemeral, that it had no substance, that it 

distorted reality, and they thought that Chicanos were most in need of direct political 

mobilization (“Homeland without Boundaries” 238). Mike represents these disbelievers, for he 

does not believe in God’s divine plan. He is the voice of reason in the group, and his goals are 

limited: he tells Tortuga that “there's only one rule: get out of here. Get out anyway you can, but 

get out!” (Tortuga 105) He concentrates on physical healing rather than spiritual healing and 

does not seek an explanation to tragic events. He has lost faith in the outside world and in 

himself due to losing faith in an overall plan. Thus he cannot transcend the world of material 

reality to take a spiritual leap. He allies himself with Salomόn only up to a point; he will not 

follow his mystical teachings because he cannot make a commitment. Juan Bruce-Novoa argues 

that Mike’s position is that of a modern rationalist or pragmatist, focusing on material reality 

(“The Author As Communal Hero” 196). Mike rejects the possibility of a signifying system 

(“The Author As Communal Hero” 189). God’s plan and Salomόn’s plan are not only vague 

allusions to all mystical systems that promote harmony, but they refer to something more 
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specific- the system of thought in El Plan wherein Chicanos become Aztlán. Therefore, in 

refusing to cooperate, Mike represents those Chicanos who were unwilling to comply with 

cultural nationalism. He is more akin to a Marxist who is overly concerned with the material or a 

political nationalist who emphasizes practical tactics rather than ideology and who mistakenly 

relies on the two-party political system for liberation. According to Alaniz and Cornish, political 

nationalists could not be expanded into a national or long-term strategy (218-219). Similarly,  

Mike’s strategies are not working because he has become complacent with the status quo system 

of rehabilitation. Mike states that the system makes it easy for the patients to remain complacent. 

He admits that the cripples are given everything they need- good medical care, food, school, 

entertainment- and that, after a while they get accustomed to being a passive recipient and do not 

care if they are liberated or not (Tortuga 114). Gonzales noted this complacency among 

Chicanos: “We have allowed ourselves, in many cases, to be passive. Government programs 

today are set up to pacify the masses while they keep them under a poverty-level income. We 

cannot allow our people to become passive or submissive” (71). Mike must learn to have faith, to 

believe that living by mythological principles can liberate him. He must learn to use Aztlȧn as a 

guide. Mike, Salomόn, Tortuga and other characters at some point fail to believe, and they 

become trapped. In contrast to characters who refuse to believe, the enlightened Salomόn 

encourages more of a cultural nationalist approach-one based on a change in attitudes. He 

exemplifies Gonzales’ wish to break with a two-party system, for he proposes a new way of 

healing. Like Mike, Danny will not break from his own status quo system of thought. His system 

relies totally on God, so although it is mystical, it is pointed in the wrong direction for it should 

be relying on the cultural nationalist principle of empowerment through an emotional bond 

between people who have a shared background. In cutting off his own arm he symbolically 
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severs his ties to the strength of a cultural nationalist body. The character Jerry is an example of 

what happens when Chicanos fail to comply with the cultural nationalist program. When he 

escapes from the hospital to head for home he ends up dying due to exposure to cold weather. 

The cold is symbolic of the neglect of the U.S. Government and the political landscape of a 

society without the brotherly love promoted by cultural nationalism. Anaya suggests that 

Chicanos will suffer extinction if they do not maintain emotional bonds and act according to “the 

program.”  

Though hypnotism and substitution may facilitate compliance with cultural nationalism, 

they also reflect domination within the Chicano culture. Jesus Benito, Ana Manzanas, and 

Begona Simal explain that post-colonial literature often uses hypnotism and substitution to 

liberate characters. In these scenarios, one mind that has direct linkage to cultural roots takes 

over another mind for the sake of identity formation. Bruce-Novoa notes this hypnotism and 

substitution, calling it “possession”: “One feels at times that this collective project of shaping 

Tortuga to his destiny is a thinly veiled, Gothic tale of possession. Whether one would call it 

demonic or angelic depends on the interpretation, although certainly Anaya intends for us to take 

it as positive” (“The Author as Communal Hero” 204).  The italics that distinguish Salomόn’s 

thoughts from Tortugas’ slowly disappear over the course of the novel and Tortuga starts 

thinking thoughts that Salomόn would have him think. Their minds merge; their voices and 

dreams become one. Hypnotism and substitution, performed on the disabled body, are narrative 

prostheses for nationalism, for they reflect the nature of nationalism- they dominate  national 

constituents in order to promote their “greater good.” While they may ultimately liberate both a 

community and, in some ways, an individual, they simultaneously depict suppression of the 

individual. Bruce-Novoa notes that, in Tortuga, there is a “conspiracy of believers,” and 
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Salomόn can be seen as a type of vampire figure (“The Author as Communal Hero” 208). 

Tortuga is shaped by others into his destiny, almost as if he had no choice. He experiences 

anxiety as borders between himself and others dissolve: “I felt it was drawing me into a complex 

web. Somehow Ismelda and Salomón and Filomón and all the others I had met were bound 

together, and the force created was sucking me into it. I had the vague, uneasy feeling that other 

things were in store for me” (Tortuga 101-102).  This forced compliance, which is ultimately 

designed to better the entire disabled/crippled community, represents the cultural nationalist 

agenda of subscribing to a particular line of thought, or “program.” Magic realism, in fact, makes 

a discussion of the program possible, for according to Jennifer Clare Rodgers, magic realism 

allows Anaya to approach world events on a microscopic scale (199). With these narrative 

features, he can encourage adoption of the mystical and symbolic and promote love and 

compassion as a part of the pursuit of political change. 

This forced compliance can be seen in Tortuga’s depiction as a limping hero. Like Loreto 

from Pilgrims, Tortuga is also a castrated limping hero but he is a fertility figure rather than a 

sterility figure. His castration and subsequent fertility facilitate the spiritual healing of both 

Tortuga and his people. One of the foundations of Anaya’s novel is a connection between 

masculinity and political strength. According to Nagel, many theorists of nationalism have noted 

the tendency of nationalists to compare the nation to a family, for a family has a male head of 

household in which both men and women have natural roles to play (254). Gonzales believed 

that machismo facilitated political liberation, and he also suggested that those who subscribe to 

the status quo political system, including political nationalists, lack masculinity. When speaking 

to the Democratic Party, Gonzales compared ineffectual political affairs with castration: “I can 

only visualize that your goal is the complete emasculation of manhood, sterilization of human 
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dignity, and that you are not only consciously but purposely creating a world of lackeys, political 

bootlickers, and prostitutes” (230). Cultural nationalism’s strategy of segregating the Chicano 

nation while uniting through brotherly love (and, consequently, disrupting  the American status 

quo) is thus associated with manhood. Castration, represented by disability, therefore, represents 

a separation from effective political strategies, but one which is only temporary and can 

eventually result in a regaining of manhood and political power. This symbolic castration is 

foregrounded when Mike discusses his dream about a beautiful woman: “I wanted to make love 

to her, I wanted to hold her in my arms forever, even if it meant staying in the dream with her—

but I couldn’t. I couldn’t make love to her because I was ashamed to show her my ugly, burned 

legs. I was afraid she would be frightened, or turn away”(Tortuga 49). He exhibits the inferiority 

complex of which Gonzales spoke, and this inferiority causes him to fail to take action in his 

dream. In another example of symbolic castration, Tortuga admits his feelings of “impotency” 

upon fighting with Salomόn about the course of his future (Tortuga 171). In this scenario, Anaya 

compares Tortuga to Chicanos who feel powerless to change the American political and social 

system.   

While Tortuga feels powerless to  help the cripples, or those who are oppressed by 

American nationalism, he also feels dominated from  inside the rehabilitation system, or the 

Chicano nationalist system, even if it is domination by an entity (Salomόn/cultural nationalism) 

that will ultimately promote the greater good. He must sacrifice, or castrate, his individuality and 

certain aspects of it in order to qualify as part of the Chicano nationalist body and develop a 

Chicano identity.  In particular, he must sacrifice his selfishness, a selflessness which places a 

greater priority on the individual than the collective body. Throughout much of the novel, we see 

Tortuga suffer from what Gonzales called the “disease of egotism.” Gonzales stated that 
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Chicanos must embrace the collective struggle of the people against individual selfishness, 

greed, and opportunism (92, 240). To regain masculinity, Tortuga must comply by becoming 

part of the community and to do that he must sacrifice individuality, or at least the egotism 

associated with it. Egotism, like that of Gonzales and Gutiérrez, is what paralyzes him, just as the 

Congress of Aztlȧn was paralyzed. His original identity must disintegrate; his real name-

Benjamin- is never mentioned in the novel, but the destruction of egotism and old identity allows 

for the creation of a rehabilitated, or new, ego and new identity. Anaya uses mystical extended 

metaphors of the Phoenix rising from the ashes and caterpillars turning into butterflies to depict 

this transformation. Tortuga must comply with “the program” for this transformation to occur. 

Examples of compliance include Tortuga following orders of the physical therapists/healers, 

listening to the mediator Salomόn, and becoming a singer - all community-based activities. As he 

participates in community activities, engages in brotherly love, and employs the use of 

mythological symbols, he regains his masculinity. After being inspired by one of Salomόn’s 

telepathic dreams, Tortuga has a nocturnal emission and, simultaneously, the mountain moves. 

The therapist KC has a magic touch and Tortuga develops more physical movement after she 

touches his penis (Tortuga 53). The therapist and mediator Ismelda touches him and movement 

in the area of his sexual organs coincides with physical movement elsewhere in his body 

(Tortuga 29). In Heart of Aztlán, Benji impregnates Christina but there is no love involved. In 

Tortuga, he must be symbolically castrated in order to learn how to merge sex and love. Not 

until he is castrated does he develop true masculinity, at which time he loses his egotistical 

ability to satisfy himself without being responsible for others. In Tortuga, Benji has sex with the 

crippled freak Cynthia. Tortuga and Cynthia have no plans of forming a relationship with each 

other but Cynthia says that she needs love. Tortuga’s decision to conjugate with her is not simply 
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a selfish, egotistical gratification of needs, for he is sharing himself with her out of love. Thus his 

conjugation with Cynthia is an act of compliance with cultural nationalist goals, which rely on 

love to achieve solidarity. The conjugation is literal unification which is symbolic of political 

and spiritual unification; it is almost as bonding as his ultimate unification with Salomόn- a 

merging of two individuals’ identities for the sake of forging a body politic. 

At various points in the novel, Anaya depicts characters looking into mirrors to comment 

on their state of identity. In his essay “Homeland without Boundaries,” he explains that the 

concept of Aztlȧn  functions as a mirror with which Chicanos develop self-awareness: “Those of 

us who saw the potential of myth as truth, or myth as self knowledge, argued that it was 

indigenous America that held the tap root of our history; its mythology was the mirror by which 

to know ourselves. Chícanos had to experience a new awareness of self.” Discovering this 

knowledge of their historical continuity was a means toward community action (“Homeland 

without Boundaries” 238). A fragmented  mirror thus represents an unenlightened Mexican 

American, one who has not yet developed a Chicano identity. Inasmuch, it is symbolic of 

incompleteness of the Chicano body politic, yet it also represents alteration of the concept of the 

individual self.
 
 The disabled patient Sadsack explains how he saw his disabled body’s reflection 

in a store window as he fell down. He screamed as the image in the glass shattered (Tortuga 52). 

Similarly, when the disabled Tortuga tries to walk, he sees his reflection in the mirror as if it was 

broken. In confronting their disabilities, they had to relinquish their egotism. This sacrifice 

qualifies Tortuga as a hero. According to Bruce-Novoa, heroes dispossess themselves of egotism 

and accept that they speak, not their own words, but those of the totality of forces that govern life 

and constitute the ultimate source of all knowledge (“The Author as Communal Hero” 185). 

Tortuga engages in a quest of finding his  self as he moves from ego-centrism to selflessness. 
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After Tortuga is healed and has become physically whole,
 
he states that he cannot wash away the 

time of sadness because it is carved into his face; he can no longer recognize the person in the 

mirror. He has finally become a true cultural nationalist and therefore qualifies as a member of 

the Chicano nation but he has not forgotten the loss of individuality and his former concept of 

self that he had to sacrifice. To illustrate this complexity, Tortuga describes his eyes as “empty 

and vacant,” yet he cannot keep from smiling (Tortuga 188-189). He has been rehabilitated from 

both the traditional rehabilitation paradigm and the identity movement paradigm.  

Though Anaya is traditionalist where gender is concerned, his depiction of the disabled 

body serves as both a testament to and a revision of the patriarchal nature of nationalism, which 

adds to the complexity the connection between gender and politics. Historically, gender and 

nationalism have been linked. Cynthia Enloe observes that “nationalism has typically sprung 

from masculinized memory, masculinized humiliation and masculinized hope” (45). According 

to Joane Nagel, modern masculinity has served as the centerpiece of nationalist movements, and 

nationalist politics is a major venue for accomplishing masculinity. Terms like honor, 

patriotism,cowardice, bravery and duty are hard to distinguish as either nationalistic or 

masculinist since they seem so thoroughly tied both to the nation and to manliness (249-252). 

The connection between masculinity and citizenship is a characteristic of disabled men’s 

narratives. According to Madonne Miner, narratives of disabled people have traditionally been 

gendered. While women’s narratives focus more on adjustment, shame, and acceptance of bodily 

image, men tend to focus on agency, guilt, and transcendence of the body. Male anxieties are 

manifest in a struggle for control over the body. In female narratives, struggles are internal, in 

the mind. In male narratives, struggles often involve an outside source (286-293). In Tortuga, 

this force is Salomόn. Miner adds that while women come to be their bodies, men dominate their 
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bodies. Traditionally, men may take a hero’s role if they die, but if they live it is more 

problematic because they are plagued by doubts and angers that follow upon their choices (289). 

In disabled male narratives, men are simultaneously victim and agent. When they find 

themselves in passive positions, their thoughts turn toward agency, so they construct narratives 

that foreground the doing instead of the loss (Miner 288). This need to take action lies at the 

heart of Tortuga. Miner explains that reiteration of choice assumes a central position. While the 

result of disabled males’ actions may be “unmanning,” they attempt to point out that they are 

unquestionably men. They encourage us to interpret them as autonomous male agents (Miner 

288). In Stiker’s terms, they do this to regain citizenship and reacquire American identities. In 

their narratives, disabled males are not at fault but they are not totally convinced of their 

innocence (Miner 288). Tortuga is plagued by such a guilt, for, whether he chooses to or not, he 

feels a sense of responsibility to others. This acceptance of responsibility is linked with his 

formation of masculinity. It is characteristic of disabled male narratives. Disabled males assume 

the position of men (i.e. leaders) and take responsibility for bad decisions as well as good ones. 

In an example of this need to take responsibility, Anaya suggests that the character Danny is 

everybody’s failure (Tortuga 56) but Tortuga, who is struggling to achieve manhood, is depicted 

as his only hope for redemption and healing. Danny is ultimately Tortuga’s responsibility.  

Arthur Frank notes that disability stories often involve repetition and recollection in order 

to put right what once went wrong or was done incompletely (288).  Disability stories are thus a 

form of rehabilitation. The point of Tortuga’s journey is to right Salomόn’s wrongs. In the past, 

Salomόn has told others  his stories in hopes that someone would take responsibility. His stories 

have been repeated before the novel begins, and we hear them yet again in the novel. Like other 

disabled male writers, Tortuga struggles with doubts about his decisions, especially where they 
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involve other people. The novel is written as a recollection of Tortuga’s memories, and in his 

recollection, Tortuga remembers the patients’ discussion of  the vegetables’ will to live and how 

the boys question their responsibility to the vegetables. This question of responsibility reflects 

Chicano nationalist leaders’ debates about the extent to which political leaders should speak for 

and make decisions for other Chicanos, both those who are within the cultural nationalist party 

and outside of it. But Salomόn places “special responsibility” on Tortuga; he must be a mediator. 

As critics have noted, Tortuga’s role is similar to that of a shaman. He has a responsibility that he 

must accept at a sacrifice to him. He brings community together and cultural healing ensues. 

While some argue that mediators are not leaders, these roles are similar because shamans and 

mediators must lead by example.  

Though Tortuga eventually acquires masculinity, which was a factor in Chicano 

nationalism, some traditions are altered along the way. This alteration of traditional ideas is 

suggested in a telepathic message from Salomόn to Tortuga:  

Menudo was the meal of the dark gods, Tortuga, and in ancient times it was made 

from the flesh of young virgins, young women who had been sacrificed to the 

sun... man ate the flesh of his own kind, made the stew from tender pieces of the 

virgin’s thighs... the priests misled them. They told the people the sun needed 

blood, and it wasn’t true. The sun only needed love to speed it on its way.” 

(Tortuga 101)  

As Peter Hays explains in The Limping Hero, thighs are symbols of virility and fertility, and 

when they are sacrificed for the greater good, the community prospers. These young virgins are 

symbolically castrated fertility figures, and according to tradition, they must die. Salomόn 

presents a new tradition, however. Literal death is no longer a requirement for regeneration of 
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the nation, for now love is the requirement. Tortuga’s death need only be symbolic. As a result, 

the body is re-mythologized. Through this symbolic death, the limping hero Tortuga makes room 

for a future leader who can continue his work of saving his people. At the end of the novel, the 

ambulance driver Samson delivers a new patient to the hospital, a boy about Tortuga’s age 

whose back is in traction. He is destined to serve as savior of the future (Tortuga 191). This 

predecessor represents a political predecessor who will continue to fight for cultural nationalist 

ideals even though LRUP was on its last legs and had almost come to a close at the time of 

Tortuga's publication.   

Scholars have compared Tortuga to a king who attempts to better his land for his people. 

Bruce-Novoa notes that “the kingly voyage of regeneration can be seen as a cleansing of the 

body through which the spirit of the divine enters into the body of the king and turns them into 

new men, marked by their experience and empowered to move back into the world to redeem it.” 

With the ritual achieved, the world will be renewed, the people will be delivered from darkness 

and fear, and communal life will be in harmony once again (“The Author as Communal Hero” 

208). But while kings in literary voyages are in need of “cleansing,” Tortuga’s body is not 

necessarily seen as completely “unclean” or in need of revision. There are some redeeming 

qualities to being unhealed. Tortuga’s damaged hand, which is still unhealed at the close of the 

novel, acts as a Dreyfuss hand,
23

 but for Chicano nationalism rather than for American 

nationalism. On one hand, it represents the sacrifice of castration; it is a reminder of compliance 

with the cultural nationalist program. It suggests a separation from one’s individuality, a concept 

                                                 
 

23
 David Serlin explains that in the 1950s, the body was literally reengineered/reinvented. For example, 

Henry Dreyfuss worked with the Veterans Affairs to construct prosthetic limbs. The Dreyfuss hand was made of 

stainless steel and ended in a functional split hook. It restored anatomical function, neutralized emasculation, and 

conferred self-esteem and cultural capital by allowing injured men to regain employment (qtd. in McRuer 55). 

However, rather than hiding amputation, it put it on display and thus revised traditional concepts of rehabilitation. 
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which is based on the traditional rehabilitation paradigm. On the other, it represents segregation, 

assertion of identity, and noncompliance with American nationalism, which is based the identity 

movement paradigm.  

 The disabled hand in Tortuga is reminiscent of broken hands in Pilgrims, which were 

metonymic for the devastating effects of capitalism. They are also reminiscent of broken hands 

in Heart of Aztlán, not only Benji’s broken hand but Sapo’s, both of which are results of the 

Chicano community’s violence which springs from a lack of harmony. Anaya seeks to cure this 

violence and disharmony even though he does not choose to cure both of Tortuga’s hands. 

Though the disabled hand serves as a positive reminder of physical difference, difference has 

mostly disappeared. The difference is now internalized. This internalization is also depicted 

through the trope of the lizard. In Tortuga, Anaya makes many references to sun-seeking lizards, 

portraying them as enlightened creatures that live in “the path of the sun.” They are a sign of 

healthiness and positivity. Throughout the novel, the hero undergoes the journey of becoming a 

lizard, and after he becomes a lizard, Ismelda states that “a lizard that can stand up becomes a 

man” (Tortuga 161). But then at the end of the novel, Ismelda says, “The lizard has put on the 

clothes of a man, strange lizard” (Tortuga 163). From one perspective, he has become a man in 

the Chicano nationalist respect. He has developed masculinity and therefore identity. From 

another perspective, he is not a man in the American regard; he is only wearing the clothes of a 

man because he did not erase physical difference simply for the sake of assimilating into the 

dominant American culture. He is more of a trickster figure, for he looks mainly “normal” on the 

outside but he has changed on the inside. As a result, his body is, for the most part, still 

acceptable in Western culture. This acceptance was important to Anaya, for in an interview with 

Bruce-Novoa, Anaya stated that he did not reject the Anglo side of his heritage: “I fit easily and 
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completely into the Chicano community... I think that in part I fit into the mainstream  society, 

what you call U.S. society. I know it’s fashionable for many Chicano writers to say that they do 

not belong to this society that has oppressed minorities. Nonetheless, the fact exists that we are a 

part of that society.” He explained that Chicanos and Anglos share a common core of views, 

goals, and ideas including political (“Rudolfo A. Anaya” 17). While the biggest part of Tortuga’s 

body can “pass” for American, his damaged hand and his emotional transformation function as a 

peaceful protest which questions American concepts of citizenship without creating a spirit of 

chaos. This balance is important to Anaya, for  he advocated being critical of institutions rather 

than rejecting them completely.  

 Because he wanted to work within the existing framework- like the cultural nationalists 

did politically- he chose to make disability disappear, for the most part. After all, when disability 

is present, it is both too much a body and too little a body; it is too physically present. He wants 

to remind readers that spirit is superior to the body. What remains is a Chicano body that is 

transformed on the inside but is not in shackles by too much physicality, by too much emphasis 

on Aztlán as a physical space. In an interview with Johnson and Apocado,  Anaya said that if a 

dichotomy is not resolved, the world will go to destruction (39) but in his depictions of disability, 

he maintains a hierarchy, for physical rehabilitation is required. As with other disabled male 

writers, physicality has been transcended, even while a small reminder of physicality remains. 

For Anaya, this tension was necessary if Chicano readers were to learn how to liberate 

themselves politically while still living in harmony in the larger American culture, or at least 

how to achieve a spiritual state that would encapsulate this harmonious balance. At the end of the 

novel, the new consciousness has been integrated into a whole body. With this turn, Anaya both 

participated in and helped to create one of the hallmark characteristics of post-colonial literature. 
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According to Sanjeev Kumor Uprety, post-colonial texts often try to reconstruct wholeness by 

creating an alternative world. It is an attempt to overcome the experience of deformity by 

seeking a “normal” body in the realm of mythology, folklore, dreams, and unconscious. They 

seek an imaginary whole to satisfy  a desire to develop a sense of wholeness that is absent  in the 

contemporary experience of “split subjectivity and splintered history” (Kumor Uprety 377). 

Anaya, indeed, achieves this imaginary wholeness as he depicts the mind and body becoming 

spiritually complete and forming a healthy body politic.  
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BORDERLANDS  DISABILITY AND NATIONAL AMBIVALENCE IN ARTURO ISLAS’ 

THE RAIN GOD 

 

In the 1980s, Chicano literature experienced a shift from masculine-oriented works that 

promoted the patriarchal agendas of El Movimiento, or the Chicano Movement, to feminist-

oriented works that sought to disrupt patriarchy and equalize social standing between Chicanos 

and Chicanas. Elizabeth Jacobs explains the impetus for this shift: “In concentrating on class and 

race as determinants of Mexican American social oppression, rather than achieving a genuine 

social equality, the movement often marginalised many who would count themselves among its 

liberation struggle” (Jacobs 152). According to Jacobs, the central and unifying concepts of 

familia and carnalismo were imbued with sexism and internal oppression, even while they 

served as the mandate for collective action. Familialism had served as a model for community, 

yet the ideological construct of the family of la raza in cultural national rhetoric oppressed 

Chicanas and gay Chicanos. Feminist and gay Chicano/a literary production began to reflect this 

oppression, exposing gendered divisions. Chicano literature’s motif of the search for an identity 

as well as the concept of chicanismo, or Chicano pride, were exposed as patriarchal due to their 

objectification of women. Mythology that valorized the pre-conquest Aztec culture was 

questioned, for it asserted an “aggressive masculinity” as the source of Chicano identity (Jacobs 

153). Feminist themes began to combine with motifs that Chicanas shared with their male 

counterparts such as cultural conflict, racial oppression, alienation, and the search for identity. 

These women “emphasised the differences between Chicanas and Chicanos and disputed the 

fiction of an exclusively male subject and the limited conceptualisation of Chicana identity 
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promoted by cultural nationalist rhetoric” (Jacobs 154). Their literary works deconstructed the 

legacy of patriarchy and homophobia. Rather than presenting women as an essentialized and 

dichotomized part of movement discourse, identity became plural, and sexuality and gender 

became factors in the construction of identity. 

During this shift, the border rather than Aztlán, became the major signifier (Jacobs 155) 

for issues dealing with identity. Jacobs explains that in Chicana writing, the border is figured as a 

“multi-level concept, representing on the one hand the transgression of cultural and political 

constraints that often impede women's self-realisation. On the other hand crossing borders and 

establishing new frontiers is a metaphor frequently evoked in order to indicate a personal and 

often radical transformation” (Jacobs 155). The deconstruction of traditional Chicano concepts 

through a figuration of the border led the way to borderlands literature. Borderlands literature 

was designed to liberate bodies by reappropriating the meaning of borders as they relate to 

traditional Mexican-American notions. Historically in traditional Mexican-American culture, 

borders functioned as guidelines for “proper” behavior in regard to sexuality and religion, and 

they have even served to silence or demonize certain Chicanos within their own culture. 

Individuals who transgress borders associated with the body are at special risk of being silenced 

or demonized. Gloria Anzaldua explains that Chicano culture “has no tolerance for deviance” 

and that those Chicanos who deviate from traditional Mexican-American bodily norms, whether 

voluntarily or involuntarily, are considered to be “other and therefore lesser . . . sub-human, in-

human, non-human” (40). These deviants include “the queer” and “the half-breed” (Anzaldua 

25). “Freaks” proliferate in borderlands literature, for they function as an opportunity to re-figure 

oppressive notions about the body. Anzaldua's New Mestiza theory imagines a liberated world 

where Others, such as homosexuals, could achieve liberation through migration between poles of 
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light/dark, Anglo/indio, and male/female instead of being confined to particular spheres. Chicana 

writer Cherrie Moraga envisioned a Queer Aztlán “where there would be no freaks;” 

homosexuals would not be outcasts but would be revered like they are in many Native American 

cultures which see homosexuals as “two-spirited” people who travel between spheres of male 

and female. These individuals would live in the in-between space called the borderlands (Moraga 

164). 

 Arturo Islas participated in reappropriating the border by creating Chicano literature's 

first disabled, queer character in his novel The Rain God (1984). For Islas, disability is more of a 

marker of difference inside the Chicano community than it is of the difference of being Chicano, 

a perspective which was influenced by his personal experiences with disability. Frederick Luis 

Aldama, Islas’ critical biographer, explains that after a childhood case of polio, Islas was left 

with a permanent limp and intestinal problems that eventually led to a colostomy. As a person 

with a chronic disability, he always struggled with his self image (110-111). Due to this struggle 

as well as Chicano literature's newfound focus on difference, it is not surprising that  the 

borderlands figure into his depiction of identity. Throughout The Rain God, Islas explores his 

feelings about being a disabled Chicano through the portrayal of his disabled Chicano character 

Miguel Chico Angel, nicknamed Mickie. Mickie lives in a borderlands space; he is a liminal 

figure trying to find his place within his family as he moves between the world of the healthy and 

the sick, the living and the dead. He is an example of the transgressor that is perhaps the most 

threatening to traditional Mexican-American bodily norms, that which Anzaldua calls “the half-

dead” (25). As he navigates between these spheres, his “half dead” status allows him to also 

navigate between the realms of the masculine and feminine, the mind and body, and the 

acceptable and unacceptable in his culture. The complexity associated with disability and illness 
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is fitting, for the term “half-dead” is overdetermined , just as the Mesoamerican rain god Tlaloc 

is overdetermined, bringing the capacity for both replenishing the earth and drowning it, life and 

death, lightness and darkness. The figure of the “half-dead” can be ostensibly defined as an 

individual who occupies a space between the world of the living and the world of the dead, but it 

can also be interpreted as synonymous with the term “chronically disabled” because the 

chronically disabled individual occupies a space between the realm of the healthy and the realm 

of the sick (between that of the functioning body and the non-functioning body), retaining the 

ability to move in and out of these two spheres of being. The “half dead” figure may thus be seen 

as an ethnic version of the contemporary disabled individual, yet, perhaps, with additional 

meaning attached. The term “half dead” as it relates to the contemporary disabled Chicano can 

be read in different ways because it is informed by two different cultural readings of disability, 

both positive and negative.
24

 Having both of these historical definitions at its root, the 

contemporary disabled Chicano, or the “half dead” figure, can be expected to receive both 

positive and negative responses from the Chicano culture, demonizing the individual's otherness 

while at the same time celebrating his putative access to a visionary sphere. Given this 

consideration, Mickie can be seen as a liminal figure who has the capacity to identify with the 

demonized portion of his identity as well as the celebrated portion.  

Chicano/a feminists and homosexuals such as Islas often displayed a simultaneous 

celebration/lamentation of  distinguishing themselves as different.  Like his incontinence, it 

                                                 
24

 Historically, the European side of Chicano culture demonized othered bodies, upholding the tradition of 

reading the physically impaired individual as marked and sinful. Outward impairment was a way of signifying inner 

depravity. For the Europeans, the sphere of the unhealthy, or the “dead,” was a sphere of shame and marginalization. 

In contrast, the Native American side of the Chicano culture celebrated physical otherness. Certain ancient 

Mesoamerican cultures revered those with deviant bodies. For them, physical impairment was a mark of uniqueness. 

Often, those who had experienced great physical suffering due to deviance of the body assumed credibility as a 

healer, or a shaman. Because of their otherness, these shamans were thought to have visionary powers; they were 

able to negotiate in both the world of living in the world of the dead. Here, “the dead” signifies a supernatural realm, 

and a positive meaning is attached to deviance.  
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seems that Islas also considered his homosexuality a disability, a source of oppression, even if he 

tried not to be ashamed of it. This mixed perspective caused Islas, and Mickie, to both embrace 

and reject the different body. To embrace the different body, Mickie attempts to de-colonize/ 

recover his body, or, accept it, as Madonne Miner explains that disabled female authors tend to 

do. But while he tries to develop a frame of mind so as to be accepting of his body, at the same 

time, he wants to extract or transcend his body as disabled male authors tend to do. For Islas, 

unlike Anaya, transcending was an impossible task because his physical differences never 

healed. Disability was not just a metaphor; it was a physical reality, both a physical borderlands 

and a metaphor for the conceptual borderlands. The novel’s contradictory attitudes about 

disability work to illustrate an anti-utopia. Joan Penzstadler explains that in the anti-utopian 

narrative, reconciliation is never achieved, for it always expresses a desire for a stable, 

nonthreatening existence even while it recognizes the liberating effects of a kinetic borderlands 

space where nothing is stable (qtd. in Spurgeon 123). The contradictory celebration/ lamentation 

of physical difference and the concept of the anti-utopia are reinforced by Islas’ use of the social 

model of disability. This celebration/lamentation of difference, particularly where gender is 

concerned, is characteristic of literature from the 1980s, as is seen in works by Cherrie Moraga, 

Sandra Cisneros, Sheila Ortiz Taylor, Ana Castillo, and Gloria Anzaldua. 
25

 

The social model is, itself, somewhat like a borderlands, somewhat ambivalent. Within 

the framework of the medical model, and by extension, the traditional rehabilitation model, 

impairment and disability are the same things. Within the social model, they are separate 

concepts that are not to be conflated; impairment is a physical condition and disability is a social 

                                                 
25

 For more examples of the celebration/limitation of difference, see  This Bridge Called My Back (1981) 

edited by Cherrie Moraga, The House on Mango Street (1984) by Sandra Cisneros, Spring Forward/Fall Back 

(1985) by Sheila Ortiz Taylor, The Mixquiahuala Letters (1986) by Ana Castillo, and Borderlands/La Frontera 

(1987) by Gloria Anzaldua.  
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condition.
26

 This is not to suggest that impairment disappears with this new definition of 

disability or that impairment and disability are unrelated, just that attitudes rather than 

impairment are the cause of oppression.
27

 Disability is not a physical difference but a part of the 

identity, something to be embraced, or “claimed,” yet it is not a completely positive concept, for 

disability within the framework of the social model is complicated. Disability studies scholar  

Michael Berube explains that Simi Linton's conception of “claiming disability” means 

understanding disability in terms of its “complex, overdetermined, and sometimes tenuous 

relations to identity” (Linton viii).  Even as disability is celebrated it is also lamented due to the 

oppression which results from it. It is further problematic in that, in the attempt to define 

disability as something that disappears when the disabling obstacle is removed, the social model 

often  ignores the body, itself. In ignoring the body, the social model entails a denial which is 

both contradictory to and, in some ways, counterproductive for its mission. Though the social 

model allows for the survival of disability (difference), it can also stifle it instead of celebrating 

it. In other words, it has a way of contributing to the social system which it seeks to overturn. 

Like feminist and gay Chicano writers’ works of the 1980s, the social model reflects a breaking 

away from tradition, including traditional ways of seeing the body; rather than a symptom to be 

cured or something to be transcended as in Tortuga, disability in The Rain God is a part of the 

identity, one which acknowledges disability as a biological fact that cannot be escaped or 

transcended, even though there is a desire to escape the oppression that it produces. Ironically, 

though it cannot be escaped or transcended, the impairment is often ignored for the sake of 

                                                 

26
 Because “impairment” is a product of language, it is also socially constructed, yet for the scope of this 

argument I will not discuss this aspect. In the 1980s, the social model was the prevailing model used in discourse 

and it relied on the separation between impairment and disability.  

27
 The neo-Marxist model of disability rested on concepts inherent in the social model but the social model, 

unlike the neo-Marxist model, may focus on other aspects of the disabled experience besides economic oppression. 
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empowerment, which leads back to degradation of the impaired body yet again. These 

complications of the social model provide a vehicle for Islas to discuss the extreme problematics 

of the othered body in the fight for the Chicano cause.  

Critics argue about Islas' political intentions for his writing. Although scholars usually 

avoid associating Islas with nationalism due to his wish not to be categorized, especially as a 

nationalist, Frederick Luis Aldama suggests that Islas struggled to guarantee rights for racial 

minorities (141). Similarly, Julie Avril Minich claims that Islas indeed engaged in a cultural 

nationalist project in that he sought to revise the Chicano family in terms that are more just and 

inclusive, privileging its queer, disabled, and female members (25). However, many scholars 

argue that Islas was not a human rights crusader and that he had no interest in revising 

nationalism. 
28

 Rather, it seems that Islas was ambivalent about nationalism, and he used 

ambivalence as both a celebrated corrective strategy- a way of lamenting the need for correction 

to the Chicano national body  and a way of lamenting otherness, itself.  

In The Rain God, disability represents a borderlands state which ultimately signifies 

Islas’ ambivalence toward the Chicano nationalist cause, including his own revisionary cause. 

His moral dilemma is an example of that which Richard Rorty calls loyalty versus justice. 

According to Rorty, moral dilemmas result from the tension between loyalty to family and 

justice for nation, and these dilemmas present a most important question: should we contract the 

circle for the sake of loyalty and protect our family, or should we expand it for the sake of justice 

and do what is right for the greater good? (“Justice as Larger Loyalty” 46). In  Mickie’s case, the 

                                                 
28

 John Alba Cutler refers to Arturo Islas’ unpublished papers (box 39, paper 51) pointing out that Islas 

stated that he was not a nationalist and that, for him, the word Chicano did not conjure images of slogan shouting 

and sentimentality about “The People.” Islas said that it was a term which identifies his people, a term that they have 

labored under, “like it or not” (qtd. in “Prosthesis” 20). According to Alba Cutler, Islas was never reconciled to 

ethnic identity, especially where his sexuality was concerned. Islas did not feel like the Chicano community was a 

source of support (“Prosthesis” 20), and he called nationalism a “sham” (Torres 349). 
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question is whether he should show loyalty to la raza or enable justice for the disabled and/or 

queer nations.  As a result, Mickie, and the narrator, struggle between contracting Aztlán for the 

sake of loyalty or expanding it for the sake of justice. 
 
Islas’ ambivalence toward these respective 

causes is illustrated through Mickie’s simultaneous need to both become and transcend the 

physical body as well as through his survival tactics- a complex set of skills comprised of 

repression/suppression and expression- which are both productive and counterproductive for the 

empowerment of Chicano Others. The revised Aztlán which Islas depicts is not the peaceful 

space for Others that Moraga envisions; rather, it is a space where Others can live, but not easily, 

for survival tactics- including the social model of disability- continually threaten the revisionary 

space by slipping into the pitfalls associated with patriarchy and/or assimilation. Islas reinforces 

his ambivalence toward nationalism through narrative techniques of fragmentation. Ultimately, 

the kind of visibility of gendered others that Islas and his 1980s contemporaries displayed in 

their works contributed to the dismantling of the idea that Chicano liberation is brought about by 

simply a change in perception. Under the new borderlands system of thought, liberation is more 

complicated and is more a matter of understanding and accepting the different facets of Chicano 

perception.  

Islas’ ambivalence toward nationalism is the central dilemma of The Rain God. The 

narrator explores this ambivalence through narrative fragmentation. While Islas suggests that the 

character Mickie and the third person omniscient (and perhaps unreliable) narrator are one and 

the same, he creates a gap between them. The narrator is aware of the gap and uses it to 

foreground  his own self-division and fragmentation, even “editing” characters to make them 

appear the way he wishes. Marta Sanchez explains that this gap highlights his socio-cultural 

marginality: he is simultaneously inside and outside both Mexican/Chicano and Anglo  cultures 
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yet not completely in one nor the other. According to Sanchez, the self-conscious feature of a 

narrator who suggests that he is both subject and object opens up new possibilities for 

questioning traditional hierarchical relationships within Mexican/Chicano cultures: “This 

splitting allows Islas a flexibility toward and an ironic distance from his own limitations and 

blindness, providing him with a method to analyze his estrangement from himself and his native 

culture.” The narrator functions as the family analyst but this role also relates to Mickie’s 

participation in and criticism of Mexican/Chicano culture (42). Mickie’s role as both character 

and narrator gives him a participant-observer status within the text, allowing him to explore 

issues that had previously been repressed by his family (Sanchez 52) and an opportunity to 

suggest his ambivalence toward them. 

This ambivalence, along with its accompanying survival skills of repression/suppression 

and expression, began its formation early in Mickie’s life. His illness/disability and sexuality, 

which are closely linked, were laden with this ambivalence even in his childhood and 

adolescence although such ambivalence was strongly discouraged. To cope, he learned to 

negotiate his world by both repressing/suppressing and expressing his illness/disability and 

femininity/homosexuality. In his early years, he relied mainly on suppression, which is not 

surprising, for Barbara Rodriguez, who has conducted extensive research on disabled Chicanos, 

reports that gender roles are clearly defined in traditional Mexican-American culture. Males are 

expected to display machismo, or virility, and are expected to ignore physical suffering (15).
 

Alfredo Mirande explains that Chicanos are expected to prove their masculinity in several ways. 

For instance, they must command respect from others for themselves and their families and must 

have numerous girlfriends or mistresses. They must command complete allegiance, respect, and 

submissiveness from their wives and children, and they must be authoritarian and create 
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dependence (qtd. in Flores Neimann 63). Chicanos who do not fit traditional definitions of 

machismo are at risk of not being perceived as masculine. Chicanos, unlike Chicanas, gradually 

lose their power and authority as they age because their physical attributes weaken. Elderly and 

“lame” males are thus considered less than “real men” (Flores Neimann 67). Consequently, 

Chicanos may have difficulty accepting disability. They may also try to deny or minimize 

disability as long as they can function within their role (Rodriguez 15).
 
In The Rain God, 

Mickie's father, Miguel Grande, is the archetype for the traditional Mexican-American male. He 

is obstinate and emotionally distant and he exhibits great physical prowess. Because he displays 

these macho qualities, he enjoys power within his culture, and he expects his son to exhibit these 

qualities so as to retain the same power. Like a typical macho Chicano, Miguel Grande 

consistently denies disability, as well as the illness that led to and was a part of Mickie’s 

disability. Grande not only ignores Mickie’s first complaints of symptoms, but actually refuses to 

let him seek medical attention, despite the fact that many children are dying of polio. With 

authority, the obstinate father warns Mickie’s mother Juanita that she should stay in her 

traditional role of the submissive wife: “I'm the head of this family, and you're not calling 

anybody” (Islas 94-95). Just as Grande feared that playing with dolls and dancing the jitterbug 

would cause his son to become a joto, or homosexual (Islas 16), the narrator suggests that 

Grande feared that illness/disability would result in the same end. Thus, Grande, in effect, 

forbids his son from not only becoming homosexual but from becoming ill/disabled. We are told 

that when Mickie developed his limp, “it pained [Miguel Grande] to see his son walk, and 

eventually he invented ways to make a man of the adolescent boy.” In an attempt to try to 

minimize his son's disability, Grande instigated fist fights for Mickie, enrolled him in swimming 

classes, and showed his love for his son through bone crushing hugs that lacked affection (Islas 
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96). To cope with his physical deviance and others’ reactions to it, Mickie develops a complex 

and varied set of survival skills in order to avoid being exiled from his traditional culture. 

According to Anzaldua, deviants within the Chicano culture sometimes develop defense 

mechanisms to help them cope with their physical otherness (60-61). One of these survival skills 

involves suppression. In order to please his father and remain in a socially acceptable gender 

sphere, Mickie tries to deny his illness by hiding his physical symptoms. As a young adult, 

Miguel Grande smokes cigarettes near his son even though he is aware that Mickie has a weak 

stomach. When Mickie becomes nauseated by the smell of the smoke, he refuses to complain to 

his father. He fought his nausea  and afterwards he went to the toilet and vomited (Islas 68). 

Mickie wishes to retain as much virility as he can, even under the circumstances of his physical 

anguish. In the same scene, Mickie hides other physical ailments from his father by neglecting to 

mention that he has blood in his stool (Islas 68-69). It is not surprising that as an adult, he hides 

his homosexuality. While he wishes to acknowledge his differences, he is also ashamed of his 

otherness. He realizes he would lose standing in his culture if he were to admit that he is not the 

typical macho male. Mickie is unable to hide some of his physical differences, however, and the 

narrator makes a point of describing how Mickie's power negotiations are affected.When the 

narrator says Mickie “had always felt that his father disliked him for being too delicate, too 

effeminate,” readers associate the traditional Mexican American male's machismo with his 

intolerance of disability (Islas 94). Islas thus suggests that the traditional Mexican-American 

culture instills a superadded pressure beyond that which disabled Anglo males encounter. He 

presents his suggestion by contrasting Mickie’s othered body with his father's traditional 

Mexican-American gender role. Islas’ connection of illness with a disruption in traditional 

Mexican-American culture illustrates that the Chicano culture is even less accepting of disability 
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than is the Anglo culture. In describing Mickie’s poor relationship with his father, the narrator 

says, “Mickie's illness caused a breach between him and his father that neither of them ever 

knew how to mend” (Islas 95). With this passage, Islas leaves readers with various impressions: 

he suggests that the unforgiving Mexican-American culture sees a polarity in power between the 

disabled male Chicano and the able-bodied Chicano and that the Mexican-American culture sees 

the disabled Chicano as inferior to the able-bodied male Chicano. As an adult, Mickie would 

both rebel against and reinforce the notion that disabled and un-macho males, especially jotos, 

are inferior, simultaneously embracing and rejecting his disabled, queer identity.  

While “survival” for Mickie meant maintaining his Chicano citizenship, it also meant 

asserting and maintaining his disabled identity, which required a different perception of 

illness/disability and femininity/homosexuality. To facilitate this latter survival, the narrator, 

who is more revealing than the character Mickie, points out the main tenet of the social model, 

which asserts that deviation, and even disability, are not derived directly from physical 

impairment but rather from a culture's response to it and a disabled person’s own perception of it. 

Rosemarie Garland-Thomson explains that disability is “not so much a property of bodies as a 

product of cultural rules about what bodies should be or do” (Extraordinary Bodies 6). Within 

the framework of the social model of disability, disability ceases to be something that a person 

has, and becomes instead something that is done to the person. To be disabled is to have 

experiences of being excluded and of being confronted on a daily basis by physical, 

environmental, legal, cultural, and attitudinal barriers which limit opportunities for human 

experience (Swain, French, and Cameron 24). These definitions help to illuminate the real 

sources of Mickie’s limitations. His intestinal problems do not appear to cause severe limitations 

on his tasks of daily living or his career, and though the limp that he develops during his 



117 
 

adolescence is certainly noticeable, the narrator suggests that it is more of an impediment for 

Grande than it is for Mickie. Mickie might have been able to continue with swimming classes 

and engage in fights if he so had chosen, but he is protected by his mother and chooses to avoid 

those situations (Islas 96). His failure to conform to the traditional definition of “male” seems to 

derive in part from his psychological encumbrances which surface as a result of his physical 

otherness. When he allows his perception of his body to be corrupted by his father's perception 

of it, he internalizes the fear and shame that his father attaches to disability and he intentionally 

begins to suppress his masculinity. By underscoring the distinction between impairment and 

disability as Garland-Thomson defines it, Islas brings to the forefront the issue of how disability 

is created by sociocultural contexts rather than physical affliction, itself. Throughout the novel, 

he points out how even his own negative reactions to his own othered body are mainly results of 

others' reactions to his body, which perpetuates a vicious cycle of oppression. In placing the 

blame on his traditional culture rather than his impairment, the narrator attempts to offer a 

revised Aztlán and a Chicano body where all bodies would be deserving of  citizenship if only 

traditional attitudes were revised. 

While suppression facilitates survival in Mickie’s traditional Chicano nation, expression 

facilitates his survival in the queer nation; he embraces femininity as a defense mechanism, for it 

is a way of combating that which Mirande calls “pathological machismo.” According to 

Mirande, feminists interpret machismo as “pathological.” From this perspective, machismo 

becomes characterized by irresponsibility, inferiority, ineptitude, aggression, violence and 

criminality, including rape. Today's cult of machismo, or the overbearing male, is seen as 

“compensation for powerlessness and weakness which become manifest as the impotent, 

powerless, colonized man turns his frustration and aggression inward toward his wife and 
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family.” Ultimately, Mirande says, “machismo is but a futile attempt to prove one's masculinity” 

(qtd. in Flores Neimann 63).  By portraying his own feminine sensitivity in a positive light, 

Mickie begins to make his father appear powerless and weak instead of himself. Though Mickie 

already embodied typically feminine traits as a child and may have possessed a natural tendency 

to navigate inside the female sphere, which is evident in his playing with dolls and his symbolic 

hiding in the closet, his perception of his “delicate” body seems to have reinforced this natural 

tendency. Mickie grows to identify with the women of his family. The narrator states that Mickie 

was “a child of these women, an extension of them” (Islas 25).  He adopts his sentimental, 

emotionally expressive mother's “feminine” methods of communicating and showing affection. 

The narrator implicitly argues that this makes Mickie more emotionally healthy, more able on 

some levels than his homophobic father. Islas illustrates Roger  Horrocks’ assertion that 

patriarchal masculinity “cripples” men. Inasmuch, Islas implies a retention of the concept cripple 

but a reworking of its content. According to Horrocks, manhood as we know it in our society 

requires self-denial, a turning away from whole areas of life. The man who obeys the demands of 

masculinity has become only half-human. Men are encouraged to destroy their vulnerability, 

sensitivity, femininity, and creativity (25). Islas thus turns the tables, instilling heterosexist males 

with the negative definition of half-dead, for they destroy these important parts of themselves. 

David N. Ybarra points out that Miguel Grande sees “the stigma of jotos” as a contagious illness. 

However, Ybarra extracts the derogatory nature of homosexuality in traditional Mexican-

American culture with his statement that the only true stigma is Grande’s homophobia (106).   

Yet the narrator does not turn the tables without reservation. Mickie’s deformed leg 

functions as a symbol for his ambivalence. Though he does not refer to The Rain God 

specifically, Edward H. Knight explains that the deformed leg is present in many Chicano 
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narratives and that it is an age-old Mesoamerican depiction that is meant to designate symbolic 

castration,  a designation which entails contradictory feelings about the expression of femininity 

and the display of disability. According to Knight, the trope was created at the moment when 

Aztecs began to identify with the Earth mother instead of the Sun father because they wished to 

develop an agrarian way of life and settle down instead of migrating as the Sun father would 

have them to do. The deformed leg represents castration from the Sun father as well as a sacrifice 

to him, and it served as a way to appease their guilt over conquering their superior. As a symbol 

of castration, it was at once a way of conquering the father and acknowledging his power, a way 

of separating themselves from him and a way of preserving their connection to him (479-480);
 
 it 

was their survival tactic, a tool that allowed for the continuation of their identity by both 

expressing and celebrating femininity and also lamenting that expression.  

With this trope, Islas combines Western Freudian father/son theory and Aztec mythology 

relating to the father/son. In some ways, the trope falls under the traditional category of the 

Oedipal narrative, for like Loreto and Tortuga, Mickie is a limping hero. He figures as an 

Oedipus figure, claiming that he knows Grande is no rival for him when it comes to his mother. 

He states that his father lost the battle with him because he would not take him to the doctor 

(Islas 94-95), directly linking the Oedipus complex with the damaged leg, a connection which 

Peter L. Hayes and Edward H. Knight both assert in their respective theories. This conquering 

causes a breach between them. Mickie as limping hero is more complex than either Loreto or 

Tortuga, however, for his damaged leg is both a symbol of both sterility and fertility. In cutting 

himself off from his father, he is fertile in that he produces a new, more liberated space for 

Chicano Others by identifying with the mother, which is unlike traditional Oedipal narratives, 

yet he creates an irreparable breach between himself and his father. Thus, his relationship with 
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traditional patriarchy remains uneasy. Something is always lacking, sterile, castrated. The 

conflict is presented as somewhat of a religion because he can never reconcile his feelings about 

many aspects of Chicano culture, including nationalism. He longs to annihilate the father/ 

patriarchy which excluded Others but he preserves patriarchy by retaining feelings of guilt over 

conquering it, thereby paying reverence to it and attesting to its power.  

While Mickie often expresses and embraces femininity to rebel against traditional 

notions and to fight for the survival of his disabled, queer identity, his relationship with his 

mother often facilitates his submission to traditional notions, including patriarchy, and his 

suppression of disability and homosexuality. It is important that the mother in this scenario is not 

the Mesoamerican Earth Mother which Chicano writers generally associate with indio heritage. 

While Juanita gives Mickie an escape from oppressive masculinity by providing an example of 

femininity, she is also the quintessential submissive wife who supports patriarchy by staying in 

her gender role. Islas' revisionary project is thus threatened at its very foundation. Barbara 

Rodriguez notes that whereas traditional Mexican-American males try to deny or minimize 

disability due to embarrassment and shame, traditional Mexican-American females consider it 

important to endure physical hardship for the sake of their families. In essence, they sacrifice 

their bodies to their families in order to please their culture (15). Juanita is a prime example of 

the submissive Mexican-American female who strives to please her husband and community 

through patriarchal submission. She quietly tolerates her husband's abuse, and Mickie adopts her 

willingness to endure hardship and partially subscribes to traditional Mexican-American notions 

of bodily norms in order to please his community. But while gender asymmetries make sacrifice 

of the body for women routine, for a man, it requires being represented as disabled. The narrator 

states that “Miguel Chico knew that Mama Chona's family held contradictory feelings for him. 
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Because he was still not married and seldom visited the desert, they suspected that he, too, 

belonged on the list of sinners” (Islas 4). In mentioning this concern, the narrator reveals that 

Mickie feels some guilt over his failure to please his family and culture by sacrificing his body to 

them, or by failing to live a traditional life of marriage and procreation. Disability becomes a 

marker for this guilt, for whenever anyone asks him why he does not have children, he says, 

“Well, I had this operation,” and he lets them “guess the rest” (Islas 4). While he is vague about 

the type of the operation or the result, he implies that it involves some sort of disability and 

suggests an inability to procreate, even if sterility is not the case.  

The narrator’s migration between masculinity and femininity, and by extension, his 

representation of his divided  political loyalties, are also apparent in his simultaneous need to 

both transcend the body and “become” the body, both of which are survival tactics. In in trying 

to transcend the body, disabled male writers seek to maintain a gap between body and self, 

ascribing a superiority to the self. Alternatively, disabled women writers try to close the gap 

between body and self. This closure involves “claiming” disability, or accepting it 

unconditionally, which requires its expression.  Though Mickie’s grandmother Mama Chona is 

female, she takes up a male role in that she propagates patriarchy by encouraging her family to 

transcend, or repress/suppress, their bodies. Her actions are typical of those found in traditional 

Mexican-American culture, for Catholics believe that the body is innately impure. According to 

Anzaldua, “The Catholic and Protestant religions encourage a split between the mind and 

body…. They encourage us to kill off parts of ourselves. We are taught that the body is an 

ignorant animal; intelligence dwells only in the head” (59). Mama Chona embodies the 

mind/body split more than any other Angel. John Honerkamp states that “while Mamá Chona 

claims disembodiment, she is in actuality emulating the Virgin Mary’s embodiment, an 



122 
 

embodiment capable of procreation yet purged of sexuality” (81). In effect, she represents the 

Virgin Guadalupe, pure/good, asexual, who was purified by Spaniards from a more complex 

Aztec goddess representing both light/dark, good/evil, pure/sexual. The narrator tells us that 

Mama Chona used her body only as tool for bearing children, that she cut herself off from 

pleasure, and that she denied the existence of all parts of her body below the neck, with the 

exception of her hands. She encouraged her grandchildren to ignore their bodies and to cultivate 

their minds, which were, in her opinion, “infinitely more precious and closer to God” (Islas 164). 

Mickie internalized this traditional view of the body, complete with shame, guilt, and a 

preoccupation with purity and impurity. James Porter describes the impossible dilemma of the 

disabled body, stating that it “seems somehow too much a body, too real, too corporeal: it is a 

body that, so to speak, stands in its own way” (xiii). “From another angle, which is no less 

reductive,” he states, “a disabled body appears to lack something essential, something that would 

make it identifiable and something to identify with; it seems too little a body: a body that is 

deficiently itself, not quite a body in the full sense of the word, not real enough” (xiii). When 

Mickie's body was “not real enough,” he was a saint, both familially and metaphorically an 

“angel;” he felt pure, uncontaminated by his body. But when his body felt “too real,” he felt like 

a sinner, a filthy monster. Mama Chona’s ignoring of the corporeal body is representative of her 

ignoring of the Chicano body politic, for she taught her family to recognize only their Spanish 

heritage, not their indio heritage. Mickie must struggle with whether or not to embrace this ideal. 

 While Mickie partially tolerates his grandmother’s patriarchal ideals and arrogance, he 

cannot ignore the Chicano cause. Mickie’s instinct to “become” the body and take up the 

Chicano national cause, particularly a revisionary cause, can be seen in an exploration of 

Catholicism’s reward/punishment dichotomy. According to Rodriguez, the Catholic religion may 
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view disability as a trial that an individual must endure in order to demonstrate that he or she is 

worthy of spiritual reward, but it may also be considered divine punishment dispensed due to the 

disabled individual's wrongdoing (16). For Mama Chona “there were no accidents. Every event 

was divine retribution or blessing” (Islas 164). Hence, disabled individuals can view themselves 

as inherently good or inherently bad. Mickie explores his thoughts about his body with the 

objective of determining whether he is saint or sinner, angel or monster. Though Mickie knows 

that saints and angels are admired and respected in his culture, and though he is ashamed of his 

“too real” body, he is not willing to resign his connection with his body, or transcend his body, 

simply to please his community. He considers himself one of Anzaldua's New Mestizas- a 

modern Mexican American with modern views, influenced more by Aztec religion than Catholic. 

To bring this New Mestiza to life, the narrator de-colonizes the Western myth of Guadalupe by 

making references to the Aztec goddess Coatlicue who is the more complex goddess from which 

the myth of Guadalupe was extracted.
29

 Whereas Guadalupe represents only 

light/goodness/birth/virgin/intellect, Coatlicue represents light/dark, good/evil, birth/death, 

heaven/underworld, mobility/immobility, beauty/horror, virgin/whore, intellect/body. According 

to Anzaldua, Coatlicue is a symbol of the underground aspects of the psyche, representing a 

synthesis of the duality in life (68). She is an expression of that which Spaniards wanted to hide. 

Mickie comes to represent Coatlicue; Anzaldua explains that the Aztec goddess Coatlicue 

represented the duality of light and darkness, and in this conception, darkness is no longer 

identified with evil but it is seen as part of the life process (68-69), just as the body does not 

signify evil in relation to intellect but is simply a flipside of the same coin. The narrator suggests 

Mickie's desire to achieve what Anzaldua calls a Coatlicue state, a fusion between mind and 

                                                 
29

 For an extensive history on this split of the goddesses, see Anzaldua 50-51. 
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body, dark and light, in a metaphorical description of the drug-induced state Mickie experiences 

before his colostomy surgery: “He longed to escape from the drugged and disembodied state of 

twilight in which he had lived for weeks” (Islas 6). The “disembodied state of twilight” suggests 

not only a literal drug-induced feeling of physical disembodiment, but also the figurative 

disembodied state that Catholicism promotes.   

The Coatlicue state, or a state of knowing-ness, always precedes a migration and is 

associated with a survival tactic which Anzaldua calls la facultad, or the faculty. She explains 

that people who are caught between two worlds unknowingly cultivate a faculty that helps them 

“see in surface phenomena the meaning of deeper realities” and know when danger is 

approaching: “Those who are pushed out of the tribe for being different are likely to become 

more sensitized... Those who do not feel psychologically or physically safe in the world are more 

apt to develop this sense. Those who are pounced on the most have it the strongest — the 

females, the foreign.”  She suggests that it is an instinct of self-preservation (Anzaldua 60-61). 

With this faculty, Chicano Others know when to suppress and when to express their differences. 

Although some critics describe Mickie’s disability as perfectly mundane and suggest that it 

entails nothing extraordinary, the narrator refers to Mickie as having “intuitive knowledge” and 

“psychic” powers (Islas 94, 92). It is this faculty that helps him survive one of his greatest 

hardships associated with his deviance - his father. The first time he saw his father cry, he 

reached out to comfort him; his father admonished him for his sensitivity, insulted his manhood, 

and sent him away (Islas 92-93). If Mickie had been able-bodied, his father's “rebuff” surely 

would have caused him emotional pain, but it might not have made a lasting impression. 

Because he had been so severely ridiculed for his lack of virility for so long, however, he would 

remember “the lesson” of avoiding intimacy with his father (Islas 93). Years later he was able to 
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avoid further pain by instinctively circumventing it (Islas 93-94). His disability taught him him 

how to suppress emotions at the right times and how to express them at the right times. 

Surviving his physical otherness, therefore, helped him develop a “survival of the fittest” 

mentality that undermined the traditional hierarchy of power. Again, from this perspective, 

Mickie is more “fit” and more powerful than his able-bodied father. This mentality helps him 

combat the traumatic feelings of inferiority his father induced in him. This reaction is 

understandable, for Erving Goffman explains that disabled people often develop a sense of 

superiority as a defense mechanism to combat stigmatic reactions from “normal” people. 

Readers see this superiority at work in the scene in which Grande appeals to his son for advice 

about revealing his infidelity. As Mickie and his father discuss Grande's infidelity, Grande 

becomes paranoid, afraid that the women are overhearing their conversation. Mickie is quite 

secure, however, and with authority, he “angrily” responds to his father: “Don't worry. They 

can't hear anything” (Islas 93-94). The disabled child is now in control, a control which is 

enabled by a heightened faculty. In an effort to remain in control, Mickie refuses to offer his 

father any advice. He refuses to interpret the situation for him or help him in any way and so he 

remains in control. When Mickie speaks to his father afterwards, he uses a “vindictive” tone 

(Islas 93), and he feels “the exhilaration of cruelty, of being able to injure as one has felt injured” 

(Islas 94). But in attempting to fight oppression, Mickie employs many of the same pathological 

characteristics of machismo- insensitivity, combativeness, a concentration on fitness, controlling 

behavior, and cruelty- and with this turn, he falls into the pitfalls of patriarchy and assimilation. 

 Mickie’s education is partly responsible for his superiority, but it, too leads him to fall 

into patriarchy and assimilation even as it provides an opportunity for liberation. Although 

Mickie enjoyed school even before the advent of his childhood polio, the narrator suggests that 
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his appetite for education grew after his physical ailments began. Immediately after readers learn 

about Juanita's vigilant protectiveness of her son, we are informed of Mickie's willingness to 

ignore his body and become a good student (Islas 96). Mickie spent many hours of his childhood 

and adolescence studying in order to escape his father's wrath and suppress his own corporeality. 

The narrator states that “in his arrogance, Miguel believed he was finding ways out [of the 

Catholic guilt that had plagued his parents’ generation] through his university education. He had 

not yet had time to combine learning with experience, however, and he still felt himself superior 

to those who had brought him up and loved him” (Islas 91). But in doing so, he divorces himself 

from his body and capitulates to the Catholic doctrine which he is attempting to escape. 

Superiority through education is an assimilationist goal, for it is the American Dream. In fact, it 

was Mama Chona's dream for Mickie. While cultivation and expression of formal learning help 

Mickie liberate himself and his body from oppressive standards in some regards, he ultimately 

accomplishes this expression by suppressing his body, which perpetuates a vicious cycle of 

liberation and oppression, much like that of the social model.  In such a scenario, readers must 

wonder about the degree of liberation in the Aztlán which the narrator creates and the degree of 

altruism he feels for his fellow Chicanos.  

The same faculty that leads Mickie to defend himself through an assumed superiority and 

a cultivation of formal learning also leads him to instinctively minimize, or suppress, certain 

differences in his body, namely his sexual orientation and the colostomy he acquires as an adult. 

Anzaldua explains that deviants minimize their differences out of fear of abandonment:  

We're afraid of being abandoned by the mother, the culture, La Raza, for being 

unacceptable, faulty, damaged. Most of us unconsciously believe that if we reveal 

this unacceptable aspect of the self our mother/culture/race will totally reject us. 
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To avoid rejection, some of us conform to the values of the culture, push the 

unacceptable parts into the shadows. (42)  

To avoid being abandoned, Mickie pushes his homosexuality “into the shadows” because he 

wishes to survive in a culture that has no tolerance for homosexuality. He is aware of the 

“breach” between Miguel Grande and Felix (Islas 87). Mickie does not want to widen the 

existing breach between him and his father by giving his father yet another reason to be ashamed 

of him, so he keeps his homosexuality a secret. Mickie is content to “pass” for a heterosexual 

because he wishes to avoid the pain of abandonment. In doing so, he silences his own voice as a 

homosexual Chicano and takes an assimilationist stance, for it is European culture that 

demonizes homosexuality, not indio. 

By the time he reaches adulthood, Mickie has been hiding his intestinal problems for 

quite a while. In other words, he has been “passing” for able-bodied during his adulthood. Before 

his colostomy operation, he is literally and metaphorically anesthetized: he has “lost control over 

his body” and he “float[s] in perpetual dusk” (Islas 6). Due to his despair over his forthcoming 

surgery, he becomes ambivalent about his own survival. In a halfhearted manner, he tells his 

nurses to let him die (Islas 7). In this scenario, ambivalence is not the optimistic corrective 

strategy the narrator uses throughout the text, but the type which can lead to a cycle of indecision 

and stagnation.  But Mickie’s “faculty” soon intercedes. Anzaldua claims that the faculty has a 

dual nature. It is not only a latent survival tool, but it can be a conscious reminder - or a “wake-

up call”- that can shock a person out of a state of ambivalence. There are many violations that 

can trigger this “break” in the anesthetized consciousness (Anzaldua 61). Mickie's violation is 

his postoperative pain. When Mickie wakes in the recovery room after his operation, he both 

literally and metaphorically wakes: “Lying on a gurney in the recovery room, Miguel Chico 
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came to life for the second time” (Islas 7). In effect, Mickie is preparing to give himself another 

chance at life, another chance to present his true self, complete with disability and 

homosexuality. He is also ready to recognize his family’s influence over his perception of his 

own body and his loss of voice in the Chicano culture. Mickie is awakened to his own pain by a 

vision of a woman who is screaming in pain. The narrator continues by informing us that “only 

later did it occur to [Mickie] that he might have imagined her” (Islas 8). By depicting this 

realization as a vision, the narrator suggests that Mickie’s break in consciousness, or his “wake-

up call,” is a product of his supernatural faculty. At that moment, the only thing keeping him 

“awake” to the realities of life is this woman's pain. Shortly afterwards, he would realize his own 

pain, and only that pain would connect him to his flesh. The narrator states that, without this 

pain, he would have been pure, bodiless intellect (Islas 8). It was his faculty telling him, “You 

cannot escape from your body” (Islas 7). The pain helps in his process of “becoming” the body, 

and when he engages in “becoming” rather than transcending, he reestablishes his ability to 

connect with the body politic. The narrator is able to make this assertion by critiquing and 

revising the social model of disability; he points out the problem of “forgetting” about the body 

and links this forgetting with patriarchy, which also conveniently forgets part of its national 

body- Chicano Others.  

The narrator suggests that emotional anguish can also serve as a wake-up call, such as the 

anguish that results from his colostomy. After his colostomy, Mickie’s daily obligations are 

never again “normal.” In actuality, he is neither sick nor well. He is, in effect, in remission. 

Arthur W. Frank defines “the remission society” as a group of people who are effectively well 

but can never be cured (8). Though these people may be all around us, their disabilities are 

invisible until they are revealed to us. In other words, they may either be suppressed or 
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expressed. According to Frank, members of the remission society include people with 

pacemakers and prosthetic devices (8), and Mickie’s colostomy bag qualifies him for 

membership in this society. Until Mickie reveals his colostomy bag to the public, it is not an 

issue for him; he is in remission, but the moment that it is revealed, he is considered to be “sick” 

from an Anglo perspective. This is the perspective to which he subscribes. However the narrator, 

who has some distance from the character Mickie, sees the productive disruptive potential in the 

colostomy, and in the process of crafting the novel, he illustrates that Mickie has the power to 

change his status as a disabled/chronically ill person simply by thinking about his physical 

difference from a new perspective and expressing that perspective. With this turn, Islas 

illustrates how the Chicano body can create a space for otherness within the Chicano 

community. To accomplish this illustration, the narrator links the colostomy with a process 

called limpia, the cleansing ritual of the native peoples of central and northern Mexico. Though 

Mickie loathes his colostomy bag, he knows that his life depends on it, and the changing the bag 

becomes a “ritual” (Islas 25). James Dow states that Native American cleansing rituals such as 

limpia are a physical and psychological endeavor to extract “evils” from the body and mind in 

effort to restore the the soul (71-88). With the “ritual” of the changing of the colostomy bag, 

Islas ascribes a shamanic role to Mickie, giving him powers of healing. Each time he extracts the 

physical waste from his bag, which is an extension of his body, he also attempts to remove the 

“evils” from his mind. Lupe Cardenas explains that feces represents the “cultural baggage” that 

needs to be cleaned out of Mickie’s life. According to Cardenas, when Mickie empties his 

colostomy bag, he evaluates familial superstitions and customs  (136). Among these evaluated 

customs is the Anglo/Catholic shame associated with physical deviance and the traditional 

Mexican shame associated with illness as magical punishment. The narrator suggests that Mickie 
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should  put stock in only those aspects of traditional Mexican-American culture which view his 

disability as positive, that it should be only these aspects of his culture which should influence 

the way he sees his body. From this perspective, “evils”  encompass Anglo conceptions of 

physical deviance which view the disabled body as inferior and inadequate as well as Mexican-

American superstitious beliefs that view illness of the body as a punishment or a curse.  In this 

scenario, “illness” becomes a manifestation of wayward thinking rather than a state of the body, 

and this wayward thinking is constituted by the belief that the disabled body should be 

suppressed and lamented. In other words, it offers up the main tenet of the social model of 

disability.  

Yet the narrator also points out the dark side of the colostomy. Like Tlaloc and Coatlicue, 

it suggests a lightness/darkness, birth/death.  When it brings Mickie back to his roots and forces 

him to confront the “evils” inside him, it runs the risk of destroying his queer identity, for it 

presents him with the Mexican-American shame of being  queer. Though Islas’ critics have 

stated that Islas intentionally refrained from making references to Aztlán  or relying on its tropes 

in effort to avoid being cast as a nationalist, the narrator compares the colostomy to the life-

giving springs of Aztlán, yet instead of a mild-mannered, always beneficent spring, he revises 

the old myth by turning the spring of feces into a river. John Honerkamp explains that in The 

Rain God, rivers and other moving bodily fluids represent the power to liberate and transgress 

oneself (84).  Like the rain god, the colostomy’s river of feces has the power to either nurture or 

flood and destroy, the power to either help Mickie to embrace his othered body or to reject it. 

With this turn, it combines Anglo, which demonizes otherness, with indio, which celebrates it, 

and creates a bridge between the polarities of queer non-Chicano and straight Chicano. Scholars 

have noted that Chicano culture forces its citizens to either be one or the other, but at those 
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moments when he confronts his illness/disability and his traditional culture at once, he is both 

queer and Chicano.   

But this Coatlicue  state does not last,  for after the ritual has ended, he can forget about 

his illness, or suppress it, at least momentarily. He makes it his custom to retire to bed and go to 

sleep after his nightly bag-changing. The psychological evils that haunt him disappear for a short 

while, yet he still has trouble embracing his differently abled body and consciously hides his 

colostomy bag from the public in order to “pass” for able-bodied. Like Don Mario in Pilgrims, 

the sight of his own feces forces Mickie to confront his illness and form a temporary connection 

with his Native American heritage and provides him with temporary physical relief, but  he 

quickly suppresses it again, never making it a public ritual like those rituals which traditional 

shamanic healing utilizes. In traditional shamanic healing processes, the community supports 

shamans as they conduct their rituals, and this support lends to the healing, itself. When Mickie 

does not make his healing process public, he foregoes the opportunity to  receive support from 

others and to represent himself as a person with a chronic illness, which is, from a Native 

American perspective, part of his identity. Though the narrator may not actually expect Mickie to 

make this ritual public, he does suggest disappointment over Mickie feeling ashamed of his 

colostomy when he is with his lovers and his feeling that he is unable to share himself with them 

completely as a result of the colostomy. Due to these psychological encumbrances, once again, 

he has traveled down the path of assimilation. Thus, while the colostomy serves as a means of 

protest of suppression of Others, it also presents an opportunity for acquiescing to a suppressive 

body politic. As a result, it becomes a catalyst for  a cycle of confronting, challenging, and then 

acquiescing, reflecting a sense of nationalism which is not fully committed.  
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Though he is not comfortable with physically revealing his colostomy, he discovers that 

he can express his disabled, queer identity to his community by “writing the body,” yet another 

survival technique. He is no longer forced to “pass” for a healthy, able-bodied heterosexual; he is 

free to explore his fears and insecurities about his body. Unlike the narrator of Tortuga who tries 

to transcend his disabled body as men typically do, Mickie is oriented toward both male and 

female disabled writers, for he deals with both shame and guilt, internal psychology and outward 

forces, writing to both “become” the body and transcend it. When he admits his otherness in his 

writing, it is up to him whether or not he views himself as “sick.” Not only is writing a way for 

Mickie to amplify his voice, but it is his way of healing. Mickie, like Islas, uses writing as a way 

to fight the “monsters” of insecurity. In one of the most memorable scenes of the novel, he 

dreams during his sleep that he and his “monster” fall into an abyss together. When he wakes 

from his sleep, he does not go back to bed as he usually does after changing his bag, but he 

instead sits at his desk and records the details of the dream. This recording is Mickie’s way of 

making peace with “the dead” (Islas 160). In this description, “the dead” includes those members 

of his family who have literally died, but it also encompasses all those feelings of insecurity 

about his body which Mickie wishes to lay to rest. Underlying the scene is an undeniable 

struggle for optimism and sinverguenza, or shamelessness. His writing is thus a performance of 

his faculty, an expression. It functions as a survival tool that helps this physical deviant remain 

powerful in a culture that so discourages physical otherness.  

While writing helps Mickie cope with his differences, it also magnifies them and reveals 

them to him in all of their complexity. It is both his cure and his sickness, yet it is a sickness that 

is productive. Anzaldua ties Chicano/a writing to indio heritage by describing the cathartic 

writing process as taking place in a trance-like, or “shamanic state” (91- 92). She says that 
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writing is like “living in a state of psychic unrest, in a Borderland” in which she keeps 

aggravating her flesh by continually poking it with a cactus needle. When the poking stops, there 

is “no more discomfort, no more ambivalence. Until another needle pierces the skin. That's what 

writing is for me, an endless cycle of making it worse, making it better, but always making 

meaning out of the experience, whatever it may be” (Islas 95). Aldama describes how Islas was 

also healed by writing. He states that it helped him explore his insecurities which stemmed from 

social pressures to be physically perfect, for he struggled to come to terms with an image of 

himself which was ugly, diseased, and deformed. It allowed him to work out tensions and 

contradictions within (110). The same could be said of Islas' narrator. While writing is 

therapeutic and productive for him, it also surfaces all of those oppressive/oppressing feelings 

and attitudes (including those inspired by patriarchy) to the forefront each time he writes, making 

Aztlán a liberated yet highly volatile space that is not the peaceful or harmonious utopia that 

Chicano nationalists had envisioned. The narrator accepts that the borderland space that he and 

his body occupy is fraught with these contradictions, for he is not willing to commit to one 

viewpoint or the other, whether it be Anglo/indio, gay/straight, superior/inferior, or light/dark. 

These contradictory characteristics make up his existence and it is fitting that his methods of 

recovery be built on inherent contradictions.  

While part of Islas seeks to revise patriarchy and traditional nationalism, part of him also 

rejects la familia and the whole revisionary project. Mickie dis-members Aztlán in that he 

removes himself from it by becoming apathetic to La Causa. He dis-members and un-

remembers, or represses it, in that he chooses to forget his historical connections. According to 

John Alba Cutler, the story ends with Mickie returning symbolically to the liminal borderspace 

of the desert and the family. That return is figured through the motif of touching, transforming 
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filial relation through acts of physical relation. Touching represents a mode of genuine relation 

(Pochos 240-244). Disability becomes the very grounds of relation. However, disability often 

functions as a separator which denotes a rejection of La Causa. Michael Hardin suggests that 

Islas depicts the Texas/Mexico border as oppressive and offers California as a liberating location 

(220). By relocating the border, Mickie separates himself from la familia. According to the 

narrator, Mickie takes walks on the beach or in the fog to rid himself of the desert (Islas 120). In 

other words, he wishes to rid himself of his connection to the Chicano body. Even when he 

wishes to go back to the desert, the narrator makes it clear that he wishes to return to the place 

but not the family  (Islas 5). In fact, the purpose of the pilgrimage is simply to confront and then 

re-cover his feelings about his family/the Chicano body, for the narrator suggests that his 

feelings about his family are like petunias. His choice of flower is significant, for these flowers 

of South American origin are thought to represent healing as well as resentment and anger, 

soothing presence as well as demonic power (“Petunia Flower Meaning”).When Mickie states 

that he will enjoy the petunias and then throw them away (Islas 40) he suggests that the writing 

process will exorcise his demons and revise patriarchy and nationalism and then he will reject la 

familia and the nationalist project for a time. It will touch/connect with the body politic and then 

separate from it: it will express then repress. When the narrator writes about the process of 

emptying his colostomy bag and suggests that it connects him back to thoughts of his family, he 

states afterwards that he has been “pruned” and wonders if plants can water themselves (Islas 

25). He thus admits the wish to live without la familia. He wants to “shape himself free of their 

influence” (Islas 28). Islas suggests that part of the reason that Mickie avoids la familia is his 

horror at traditional notions. The narrator states that Mickie thought about the gods who had been 

willing to tear out the hearts of others in order to maintain their beliefs and he was horrified 
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(Islas 28). It is not surprising that traditional Mexican-American notions, which can be similarly 

rigid, cruel, and misguided, make Mickie question a connection with the body politic and have 

mixed feelings about an impulse to engage in a nationalist project. 

 The episodic, nonlinear form of the novel also denotes a rejection of nationalism. While 

this fragmentation represents the positivity associated with the liberation of migration in the 

borderlands, it also contains an element of negativity or darkness, which is an inherent concept in 

borderlands identity. The fractured timeline helps to illustrate how Mickie, even at the end of the 

novel, still resents his family and the body politic and how the connection with them will be 

short-lived. He does not arrange the book into a linear progression where he exorcises his 

demons and achieves reconciliation by the end of the story as traditional bildungsromane do; he 

suppresses such an easy reconciliation. He does not end the novel with a simple, clean-cut 

liberated Aztlán where all the members of the family (the Chicano body politic) are connected. 

Instead, throughout the novel he reminds readers of the separation between himself and the body 

politic, even after he forms connections with them. In one of the last references made to Mickie 

in the novel, JoEl confronts Mickie, stating that Mickie hates the family, and Mickie does not 

argue with his assertion (Islas 157).  

Erlinda Gonzalez-Berry poses an apt question: what form will the author/protagonist's 

life take in the aftermath of his exorcism? (20) Or, as Richard Rorty might ask, will Mickie 

contract his circle for the sake of loyalty or will he expand it for the sake of justice? Gonzales-

Berry argues that although a strong emotional link is established between Mickie and his family, 

the author/narrator remains “emotionally detached, intellectually aloof, and disturbingly reticent” 

about his life: “As such, one is left with the feeling that the text somehow closes in on itself, 

burying Miguel Chico alongside Mama Chona and all the other dead Angels” (261). It is 
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probable that Mickie will develop some pride in himself but that he will never completely accept 

his flaws, assuming that he keeps employing the same defense mechanisms and viewing his 

disability from the social model. His survival practices as a disabled, queer Chicano may heal his 

psychological wounds, but these practices also have the ability to reopen wounds, making 

celebration of his disabled body difficult for Mickie to sustain. As a result, he may always have 

the desire to reject his disability and may struggle with feelings of inferiority, powerlessness, and 

shame; he may always lament his oppression; and he may always harbor ambivalence toward 

liberating his fellow Chicanos.  
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DEAFNESS AND  SHARING  DIFFERENCE  IN  BENJAMIN  SAENZ'S  CARRY ME LIKE 

WATER 

 

In the mid-1990s, the U.S. began to strengthen its borders in an effort to prohibit 

Mexicans’ illegal entry into the country and to disenfranchise Mexicans who were already living 

within its borders.  California Proposition 187, also known as the Save Our State initiative, was a 

1994 initiative designed to create a state-run citizenship screening system in order to prohibit 

“illegal immigrants” from using health care, public education, and other social services in the 

U.S. state of California.  Separation barriers were built on the California, Texas, and Arizona 

borders as a provision of Operation Gatekeeper, Operation Hold the Line, and Operation 

Safeguard. Along with this militarization, an English-only movement picked up momentum at 

the state and federal levels in the mid-1990s. In 1995 alone, more than five bills seeking to 

establish English as the official language of the United States were introduced in the U.S. 

Congress. With this militarization and attempt at enforcing English, the U.S. continued its long 

tradition of silencing foreigners and the subaltern, a silencing which is a central theme in post-

colonial literature.  

Since the 1960s, silence has functioned in different ways in Chicano literature. Chicano 

authors such as Mendez, Anaya, and Islas used it as a metaphor for loss of voice, or a loss of 

political and social agency. Chicana authors like Laura Esquivel used it as a symbol for female 

defiance of patriarchal culture. These depictions of silence, particularly where they involve voice 

and assertion of identity, are easy to understand in light of Chicano culture’s long history with  



138 
 

linguistic oppression.
 
According to Jennifer Hurstfield, Spanish was the dominant language 

spoken in the Southwest from the mid-seventeenth through the mid-nineteenth centuries, but 

when the United States acquired the Southwest from Mexico in 1848, Anglos required that all 

public affairs, including public school education, had to be conducted in English, even when 

native Spanish-speakers did not understand the language. Until 1968, it was illegal to teach in 

California in any language other than English (140-144).   

This enforcement is not surprising, for as Benedict Anderson explains, nations are groups 

of people that form their collective identity based on languages, particularly print languages. He 

suggests that the gradual creation of a group that can read a shared language creates the idea of a 

homogenous people (Imagined Communities 47). Protecting the nation and protecting its 

language are therefore closely linked. In fact, language expresses the consciousness of the nation 

and its distinctive ethos. The primary duty of nationalists has been  “to defend the national 

language against foreign adulteration, otherwise moral degeneration would follow” (Leoussi 40). 

Unfortunately, this enforcement rendered the Hispanic language illegal and criminalized 

Hispanics. Gloria Anzaldua’s experiences of being punished for speaking Spanish on the school 

playground are not uncommon. In her essay “How to Tame a Wild Tongue,” she remembers her 

teachers’ censuring her language. They said, “If you want to be American, speak American. If 

you don't like it, go back to Mexico where you are belong” (77). This kind of linguistic 

oppression placed limitations on the expression and development of Spanish-speaking Chicanos 

and denied them their linguistic heritage.
 
 

Benjamin Saenz continued his predecessors' tradition of depicting silence but rather than 

using it an abstraction that is not necessarily seated in the body, he depicts the silent world of a 

deaf individual, which enabled the concepts of language and silence to be explored in even more 
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political ways, for the deaf in America also have a history of linguistic oppression.
 
According to 

Braddock and Parrish, at the end of the nineteenth century, people debated about whether or not 

the deaf should be allowed to receive education in sign language. Many claimed that people who 

use sign language were less evolved than those who spoke and that they were like apes. Hearing 

teachers used physical abuse to suppress deaf  students' use of sign language (39). Like 

Hispanics, the deaf , too, have been denied the right to an education in the language that is more 

natural for them, their language has been criminalized, and they have been forced to participate 

in oral/print English culture. And like Hispanics, limitations have been placed on their 

expression and development, and they have been denied their linguistic heritage. Saenz’ novel 

Carry Me Like Water (1995)  deals with this suppression of  linguistic heritage. This suppression 

of language was historically relevant to the mid-1990s not only because of the English-only 

policies that were proposed but because of the biomedical model of disability which was in force 

at the time. Under the aegis of the biomedical model, the dominant hearing culture strongly 

encouraged deaf individuals to receive cochlear implants, become hearing individuals, and learn 

to use oral English. They were expected to deny their language of signs and, ultimately, change 

their identities. Those who failed to comply received much disapproval from society and were 

considered ill-adjusted citizens. Though Saenz does not mention cochlear implants, he does deal 

with issues of language suppression and cultural pride and he promotes a more inclusive world 

where non-English languages are not suppressed but embraced.  

Carry Me Like Water centers around a young congenitally deaf man named Diego who is 

not mute but chooses not to speak because speech is unnatural for him. His past, like his 

deafness, continually haunt him, for his mother died in a tragic accident. When he was a boy, he 

was crossing the street with his mother as he daydreamed about the local legend of Empress 
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Carlota’s jewels. In his reverie, he neglected to watch the traffic. Because of his deafness, he did 

not hear the car approaching so his mother jumped in front of him and took the blow.  After he 

and his sister Maria Elena were orphaned, his sister abandoned him and she changed her name to 

Helen, suppressed her native Spanish tongue, and passed for Italian in order to escape her ethnic 

heritage. When the novel begins, Diego is a young man but still very innocent and afraid. He is 

socially isolated aside from working a menial job in a restaurant which keeps him poverty-

stricken. Because he cannot hear his own voice, he hates himself and resents the hearing world. 

His obsession with his disability is the main facet of his characterization, for silence and stillness 

trap him inside the borders of his deaf body. Diego’s ongoing project- the only thing that gives 

his life meaning- is his suicide letter which he keeps revising. At the end of the novel, Maria 

Elena, along with many other characters, makes a pilgrimage which involves returning to her 

brother. Alberto Lopez Pulido explains that the return to origin depicted in the novel entails the 

deaf Diego learning to navigate the hearing world and Maria Elena learning to accept the deaf 

world (312), but the exploration of deafness can be made more specific and more overtly 

political by considering the politics of not only deafness (with a lowercase d) but Deafness (with 

a capital D).  

While the word deafness is used to refer to biological hearing impairment, Deafness 

refers to a cultural identity. One does not have to be hearing-impaired in order to be Deaf, for the 

Deaf community does not exclude its members based on their biological makeup or function. 

Anna Mindess explains that “it is not the extent of hearing loss that defines a member of the Deaf 

community but the individual's own sense of identity and resultant actions” (78). To be Deaf, an 

individual must harbor a positive attitude toward being deaf;  it is not something that should be 

repaired through technology or medical means for it is a lifestyle and an identity. The Deaf 
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culture promotes the use of sign language, especially in the arena of education, and they oppose 

discrimination against deaf people. The paradigm of Deafness is collectivist rather than 

individualist and value is placed  on the group (Ladd 166-167). Moreover, Deafness is seen as a 

community asset. According to Paddy Ladd, the Deaf minority can be seen as a colony in terms 

of its economic, political, and social relations to hearing society (133). Paul Allatson also 

suggests this connection with his use of post-colonial language to discuss Diego's language-

related disability. He states that “the intractable silencing of Diego's body translates as a 

subaltern disenfranchisement and a physical exile in his own home” (212). In fact, Harlan Lane 

claims that Deaf  individuals have more in common with Hispanic Americans than with disabled 

Americans (20). Saenz explores these parallels to draw connections between minority languages 

and identities. Specifically, he uses deafness to project Hispanic culture’s anxieties about 

language onto the body, using disability in an even more subversive manner than Islas. 

Ultimately, he takes an internationalist stance toward language as well as the Chicano identity. 

He depicts the borders of the Chicano identity as becoming more open than even Islas' 

conceptions of the borderlands. Saenz suggests that all Americans should adopt this attitude 

toward minority languages, including Spanish.  

In Carry Me Like Water, several characters including the deaf Diego become Deaf and 

subvert oppressive standards of language. Because of his deafness, the character Diego is treated 

as a foreigner/exile, yet he is also considered a model citizen because of his participation in print 

culture, which enforces the use of the national language of English. Both of these perspectives 

entail audist/racist/nationalist sensibilities. As Saenz foregrounds these sensibilities, disability 

disappears in that deafness becomes pure difference, without handicap. With this turn, Spanish-

which is explored through the lens of sign language-loses its pejorative meaning. Linguistic 
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difference becomes a badge for ethnic pride. To develop ethnic pride, both Diego and Maria 

Elena must become Deaf. They become part of a Deaf culture by espousing the basic tenets of 

Deaf culture and forming and perpetuating a community united by common ideas about 

language, namely the idea that foreign languages are not contagion or threats to the national 

body. In creating a culture where minority languages are freely expressed and the practice of 

them foster a sense of pride, the characters in Carry Me Like Water create their own version of 

Aztlán, one which is realistically achievable and is made possible by the sharing of languages 

and the development of the kind of open-mindedness that entails the sharing of languages. 

Allatson notes that Saenz attempts to create a more inclusive Aztlán and argues that, throughout 

the novel, “Border-door logics are bolstered by broadly applicable closet logics”(210).  More 

specifically, I believe that language as contagion is articulated through the depiction of AIDS as 

contagion. This depiction of illness underscores the connection between physical difference and 

language. As for narrative technique, Diego’s entrapment inside borders provides a counterpoint 

for the character Lizzie who uncontrollably drifts in and out of her body, a drifting which is 

portrayed through magic realism. When linked with silence and stillness, Diego's body takes on a 

decided absence of magic realism, a negative space, which is manifest through the use of 

juxtaposition. Moreover, it becomes clear that, in regard to post-colonial evolution, the dys-

appearance of the linguistically different in the mid-1990s led to a dys-placement of the thought 

that the Chicano identity had to be isolated in order to be protected, and that Chicano identity 

was to be partly lamented. Under the new system of thought, it was to be shared across cultures 

and celebrated. This increasing openness of borders was typical in Chicano literature of the 

1990s, for literature from this era often depicted characters from several races, genders, and 

backgrounds crossing borders into each other’s lives. Interracial relationships are found 
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throughout fictional portrayals, as are depictions of whites, Chicanos, and other minorities who 

are close friends or who live together and care for each other. These depictions suggest that 

people of different cultures are very much alike, only separated by language. The works of of Gil 

Cuadros, Alma Luz Villanueva, Sheila Ortiz Taylor, and Ana Castillo share this internationalist 

perspective.
30

 

In the first half of the novel, Diego is surrounded by silence. Saenz attempts to create 

palpable, oppressive depictions of silence at every turn. It surrounds Diego as if he cannot escape 

it. According to Lennard Davis, hearing authors typically portray deafness through the depiction 

of silence because they cannot imagine deafness in any other way. Deafness is the nightmare of 

the writer because it signifies words being stripped from the body. Silence has long been 

perceived as absence, particularly the absence of language (106). Western culture is organized to 

discourage silence (Jaworski 7). Davis calls silence “the repressed other of speech.” He explains 

that, metaphorically, silence represents death, night, or incomprehensible nature and he states 

that “silence in its global form is seen as unmediated absence, and in its particular form it is a 

break in narrative, a rupture of words, a pause or hesitation” (Davis 108, 109). It is typically a 

marker for aloneness, confusion, or ignorance, for it is perceived as existing on the border of 

language. From a post-colonial perspective, silence is the location of the mysterious colonized 

Other, divested of language and therefore humanity; it is a sign of political repression (Davis 

109). The “word of God” is seen as divine, so silence is seen as a disconnection from God and a 

sign of being spiritually lost. It is not surprising, then, that silence is often seen as punitive. The 

silences that surround Diego are laden with all of these various meanings. Numerous images of 
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 For more examples of cultural sharing in the mid-1990s literature, see “A Silent Love” (1992) by 

Benjamin Saenz, City of God (1994) by Gil Cuadros, Naked Ladies (1994) by Alma Luz Vilinueva, Coachella 

(1998) by Sheilah Ortiz Taylor, and Peel My Love like an Onion (1999) by Ana Castillo. 
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death and literal and figurative darkness are connected to Diego, for he feels as if he is not living 

but simply existing. He feels alone and punished, as though God has abandoned him. Yet 

although Diego represents an isolated individual, he also represents the EveryChicano who is 

politically repressed through suppression of his minority language heritage, or at least 

suppression of his freedoms of expression and development. Even the hearing characters are 

often surrounded by silence but Diego functions as central figure upon whom others’ anxieties 

are projected.  

The stillness associated with Diego’s silence signifies negative space. In literature, 

negative spaces are usually thought of as what is not said, actual absences or pauses much like 

the negative space of the ma in Japanese poetry which signifies stillness before and after 

performance. In dancing, negative space functions in the same way, removing most or all of the 

movement for a longer-than-normal amount of time. Rather than creating negative spaces 

through pauses in narration/dialogue, or blank space on the page, Saenz constructs them with 

words that signify stillness and emptiness. These spaces are created in the mind of the reader, 

and the ones that appear early in the texts are given a negative connotation. Diego’s silence and 

entrapment constitute a heaviness, an excessive materiality that represents immobility. Through 

Saenz’s use of juxtaposition, Diego’s stillness provides a contrast for Lizzie when she floats 

outside her material body, an escape that is depicted as positive. While he is the stillness and 

immobility, she is the performance after stillness, or mobility personified.  

However, Saenz points out that silence, like race, is not inherently negative and is 

socially constructed. As Davis explains, silence has to be created by rules, by force, or by 

agreement (110). Linguists have pointed out that “it only takes one person to produce speech, but 

it requires the cooperation of all to produce silence” (Pittengeret, Hockett, and Danehy 88). 
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Silence often calls forth examples of ruling males who silence subordinates. For example, the 

response to God is reverential silence (Davis 110). The law produces and enforces this silence.  It 

was this sort of manipulation of the rules that changed America’s attitudes toward the deaf, 

creating a national body that enforced the wishes of the dominant ruling male and forcing people 

to adopt rules surrounding speech and silence in exchange for de facto citizenship. The social 

construction created by the dominant ruling male is evident in the way that attitudes toward 

deafness and the silent language of sign language has shifted throughout the centuries.
31

 Despite 

the different meanings of deafness and sign language, denigration has been a common 

occurrence, even in the eighteenth century when deaf individuals became elevated as icons of 

print culture/literacy. Although Saenz draws on many era’s meanings of deafness and sign 

language, Saenz mainly draws on the nineteenth-century attitudes toward sign language which 

view it as foreignness, a threat to the national body. 

Saenz attempts to illustrate how silence and deafness are empty signifiers and how sign 

language is based on an arbitrary system, as are all languages. To do this, he explores the 

relationship between the concepts of the terms emptiness, silence, and nothingness, all of which 
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 For the ancient Greeks, as for all people of pre-Enlightenment cultures, speech, language, and reason were 

intertwined. Language was the hallmark of human achievement . As a result, muteness was highly denigrated. To be 

mute meant the inability to use language, not the inability to make sounds. Deafness was automatically associated 

with muteness, and deaf people were assumed to be voiceless by nature. Deafness was not a physical handicap but 

an intellectual one, at least in the minds of the literary elite.  People who used sign language were not thought highly 

of (M. Lynn Rose 21-22). During the Enlightenment, deafness became a disability in that people began to 

understand it as a problem with sensory perception. The Deaf came to be thought of as a community and they soon 

retained a group identity. Sign language education was instituted (Davis 51-53). The deaf person was seen as 

reader/writer par excellence because people were becoming literate thanks to printing capabilities, and printed 

language, itself, was thought of as a language of signs. But while Deaf people were idealized in theory, they were 

denigrated in reality (Davis 63). According to Douglas C. Baynton, sign language was seen as positive but only 

because deaf people were thought to be separated from God and sign language was a way of communicating  the 

word of God and consequently civilizing deaf people (222). In the nineteenth century, people developed a fear of the 

deaf  because of the great influx of immigrants at the time. Immigrants and their foreign languages were seen as 

threats to the national body, particularly after the Civil War when the U.S. encouraged  national  homogenization to 

bolster a unified national identity. Sign language became seen as a foreign language and was no longer allowed in 

the educational setting. Deaf students were forced to learn to lip read and were forced to communicate through 

writing English, just as Hispanics had to learn English and were forbidden to speak Spanish. Enforcement of the 

national language was seen as civilizing barbarians, and sign language, like Spanish, was criminalized (Baynton 

229-233).These are but a few ways that silence and sign language have been defined throughout history.  
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are in danger of being conflated; such a conflation could result in false conceptions of deafness. 

Diego mistakenly associates silence with  emptiness because he espouses the idea that he should 

“feel the notes touch the insides of his throat like fingers,” (Carry Me 116) and because he 

cannot, he feels that his life is empty.  This emptiness signifies negativity, a lack. It intensifies 

the emptiness that is all around him including his lack of friends and family. His throat is 

compared to the dry desert, empty of life-giving rain. According to Davis, in literary and 

mythological depictions, silence is seen as disconnecting the deaf from their own bodies, 

resulting in an empty connection between the mind and body which renders the body a hollow 

shell (110-112). He states that “empty space tends toward being an absolute negativity.” 

However, he points out that such emptiness is impossible, for the spatial concept of emptiness 

bans the body and the body bans emptiness: “By definition, there cannot be an empty space if a 

body is present, even a dead one.... It is not possible to have a little emptiness. In contrast, 

silence is local; it is particular, not systematic or totalizing” (Davis 112).  

Saenz points out that emptiness, silence, and nothingness can retain positive connotations 

as well as negative. Emptiness is seen as liberating when characters empty themselves of ideas 

and words that are weighing them down emotionally, but since Diego sees himself as silent, he 

cannot empty himself except through his suicide note which is never cathartic for him. His 

inability to use speech leads to heaviness of his mind and body; words are trapped and become a 

burden. This “heaviness” is mentioned throughout the text, especially in relation to Diego. Thus, 

when emptiness is a positive sign, muteness is still seen as negative, even when it is a voluntary 

muteness like Diego’s. Diego’s body often shakes from the oppressive weight on him which he 

cannot express through speech. Instead of the body being a hollow shell, it is too much 

materiality. Like emptiness, silence can also be depicted as liberating, for giving voice to certain 
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words can lead to heaviness. So in addition to signifying being trapped, it can signify escape.  

Similarly, Saenz often uses the words nothing and nothingness to designate the pejorative but 

when Lizzie drifts out of her body into a silent world to experience “nothingness,” she is 

liberated because she is able to leave the constraints of the material body behind. By making all 

of these distinctions, these terms are proven arbitrary, underscoring the simultaneous 

meaningfulness and meaninglessness of language. Saenz testified to the complexity of language 

in this regard in his essay  “Meditations on Writing.”  He writes, “Language is a weapon that can 

be used for ill or for good...I have learned that the wrong word in a fragile moment can break a 

human heart. I have also learned that the right word at the right time can usher in an irrepeatable 

moment of joy” (“Meditations on Writing”). Throughout the novel, Saenz shows how words can 

provide certainty, comfort, citizenship, and  identity, yet at the same time, he reminds us that 

they are meaningless. He articulates this meaninglessness in the novel’s prologue which speaks 

to how humans create divisions with language: “We divide time into years. We divide years into 

seasons. We have different names for every river, a different name for every ocean on the earth. 

But the river does not know that we have named it ‘river’—it does not know that it is separate 

from the waters that call ‘Come’ ” (Carry Me). Just as the river is still part of the same body of 

water, we are all same part of the universal body of people. Saenz is even more overt about the 

simultaneous meaningfulness and meaninglessness of language in a passage that explores the 

memories, thoughts, and feelings of the homosexual character Joaquin- another metaphorical 

border crosser like Diego:  

He remembered the day he crossed the Rio Bravo with his mother. He 

remembered his mother had felt something—but he had not felt it. To him, it had 

just been a river. Later, he had understood what the river meant. He remembered 
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learning English, how it had been a game—how he had learned to recognize 

sounds and how the new arrangements that came from his mouth had become 

something meaningful. And yet in the deepest part of himself, he felt the sounds 

he was making to be meaningless. Languages meant so much to the people around 

him, but he had always been a little indifferent about the sounds of people's 

words. But his dreams were still in Spanish. (Carry Me 145) 

Here, Saenz foregrounds the connection between Mexicans, language, foreignness, and 

citizenship. He suggests that citizenship and inclusiveness are concepts that are constructed by 

the “game” Anglos and others play with language, a game which results in domination and 

subordination.  

An exploration of the politics of Deafness makes these “games” clear. Davis notes that 

“to be deaf is not to not hear for most profoundly deaf people, but a social relation. . . . What the 

deaf person sees in these other [hearing and deaf] people is not the presence or absence of 

hearing, not their soundfulness or their silence, but their mode of communication- they sign, or 

they move their lips.” Silence is a meaningless concept to anyone who is born deaf. It is a 

relational concept, not an absolute category (119). Consequently, muteness reveals the 

arbitrariness of voice communication. Due to this arbitrary quality, Saenz takes the opportunity 

to reinscribe silence with a positivity, playing on yet another stereotype that silence is golden, 

but instead of attaching the clichéd idea that ignorance is bliss (and therefore silence is blissful 

because it enables ignorance), he instills positivity because of its transgressive nature. Saenz 

attempts to explore the Deaf person’s perspective to aid in this re-figuration. To do so, he 

examines how paternalism creates and perpetuates stereotypes.  
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Harlan Lane explains that there are numerous stereotypes associated with the Deaf, many 

of which characterize their temperament and psychological outlook. These stereotypes are 

usually not accurate and they are always very contradictory. Still, sociologists have regarded the  

deaf as sharing the inner makeup that they call the “psychology of the deaf”- a supposed result of 

isolation which is thought to be universal and somehow inherent. Some of these supposed traits 

depict the deaf as aggressive, clannish, immature, emotionally disturbed, explosive, rigid, 

disobedient, and morally undeveloped. Lane points out that similar traits are often unfairly 

attributed to racial minorities.
32

 If there is any “psychology of deaf,” it exists because it is 

socially constructed, a product of paternalism (37-39). Diego is characterized as innocent, 

introverted, angry, and fearful. He does not have a television, he has never made love to a 

woman, he is afraid of walking through the city by himself, and he only has one friend at the 

beginning of the novel. Though these characteristics are stereotypical, it is also true that he truly 

is isolated due to abandonment. In addition, part of his “psychology” is a result of economic 

oppression. Paternalism places its beneficiaries in a dependent position to perpetuate its own 

psychological and economic interests (Lane 39).  In fact, most people live in poverty because 

they must work menial jobs due to their communicative limits and lack of education. They tend 

to incorporate this “low class” image into their self perception just as Hispanics do.  

According to Lane, paternalism is always related to economics (38). Dominant culture 

“rehabilitates” those who do not belong to the dominant class in order to “rescue” them; in other 

words, they force subordinates to comply to dominant culture’s standards  in order to help 

subordinates retain citizenship. But Lane explains that, in reality, the dominant are engaging in 

paternalism to maintain their monopoly (38).  Diego’s boss takes advantage of Diego’s deafness 
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 For a more extensive list, see Harlan Lane's The Mask of Benevolence 36. 
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by treating him in demeaning ways and paying him less than minimum wage, and when Diego 

complains, his boss suggests that he is disobedient and disrespectful. The boss calls him an 

“ungrateful pig” and says, “I give you a job and this is what you do to me?”(Carry Me 402). 

Clearly, this paternalism is designed to economically benefit the party who retains economic 

power. Similarly, after  la migra, or the Border Patrol, accidentally seizes Diego and transports 

him to Mexico assuming that he is an illegal alien, they tell him to “stay off the streets,” (Carry 

Me 73) presumably for his own good. Their true reason for this paternalism is to assert and 

maintain their ownership of the streets.  Inadvertently, Diego’s friend Luz, who claims to have 

no respect for borders, plays into American paternalism when she declines to use Spanish to 

communicate with Diego. When Diego requests that she communicate with him in Spanish so he 

can use the knowledge of Spanish that he worked so hard to gain, she refuses, telling him that 

she is an U.S. citizen (Carry Me 46). It is true that Spanish is her favorite language and she 

understands its transgressive capabilities but she feels that she must take care of Diego. The 

narrator states that she “found it disturbing that he was such an innocent. He was too old to be an 

innocent—he had no right to be one..... She wanted—needed—to protect him” and she would be 

back to take care of him (Carry Me 104). While she wants Diego to share her disrespect for 

borders, she also wants him to prosper and to bypass suffering. To do that, he must participate in 

the dominant language by continuing to lip read and print English. Diego is subjected to insulting 

paternalism to such an extent that he sometimes misreads others’ intentions, assuming them to be 

engaging in paternalism. For example, when he is climbing the mountain in the scorching heat 

and he begins to hallucinate, Mundo and his new gang of friends suggest that he sit down and 

rest. In a note, he writes his response:  
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Look, I'm not a little kid. I don't need to be taken care of, got that? Mundo, when 

you go out and do whatever the hell you want out on the streets, does anybody 

stop you? If you want to get laid, you get laid; if you want to fight, you fight—

and nobody tells you anything. You do whatever you want. And you, Luz, you've 

had husbands and children and lovers and you've flown on a plane and done just 

about everything. And nobody tells you anything either. (Carry Me 445-446) 

Clearly, they truly have his best interests in mind for he is not used to the heat but the many 

years of paternalism he has experienced clouds his perspective. 

Despite his obsessive need to hear, Diego does exhibit some pride in being Deaf. It is 

suggested that he is aware of DeafPride when he tells Luz that American sign language, not 

Spanish, is the superior language (Carry Me 47). Likewise, he struggles to see himself as a 

worthy individual whose disability does not diminish his quality of life. He does not fully 

subscribe to this ideology, however. Diego is obsessed with hearing because he is superimposing 

an image of the hearing world onto the deaf world. He views himself as infirm or defective, 

retaining what sociologist Erving Goffman calls stigma, or an “attribute that is deeply 

discrediting” and that reduces the bearer “from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted 

one” (3). As a result, Diego develops a stigmatized perception of himself that inhibits him from 

achieving full social acceptance, and he utilizes avoidance techniques to cope. He claims to 

assert the same kind of superiority possessed by Mickie in The Rain God by claiming that we are 

all equal when we use print language instead of oral language (Carry Me 29), but he knows this 

claim is invalid because he must still struggle. For example, sometimes his hand gets tired. He 

gets frustrated with the cumbersome aspect of constantly writing, and furthermore, not everyone 

is literate.  
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To become Deaf, Diego must undertake a pilgrimage and arrive at Deafhood. Paddy 

Ladd coined the term Deafhood to refer to the process of developing an acceptance of being 

Deaf. The term is used to explain a Deaf person's personal journey to discover and understand 

themselves as a Deaf person and understand their existence in the world. In sharing their lives 

with each other as a community and enacting those explanations, Deaf people are engaged in a 

daily internal and external dialogue (3). Saenz’s depiction of his characters' journeys suggest 

that, to become Deaf, individuals must go through a process that is similar to the stages of grief 

(denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance). Donald Grushkin argues that deaf people 

often experience a stage of denial followed by anger/turning against hearing culture, followed by 

a stage of realizing that hearing people are all around them, at which time they bargain, 

questioning which aspects of the hearing culture are acceptable. Afterwards, they go through a 

stage of withdrawal at which time they reflect, and then they achieve acceptance (Dr. Don G's 

Deafhood Discourses). Based on Diego’s journey, there can be some overlap of stages, as with 

all people who grieve. This is similar to the cycles of recoveries and setbacks seen in Tortuga 

and The Rain God. 

Diego’s process of Deafhood is spurred by what Davis calls deafened moments. A 

deafened moment occurs when a lack of hearing bars individuals from their bodies, but as a 

result, insight is gained and subsequently the individuals are reconnected to their bodies. Davis 

explains that the deafened moment is defined by the acknowledgement on the part of the 

reader/writer/critic that he or she is part of a process that does not involve speaking or hearing. 

He states that “in this sense, silence is of the body. It is an immanent state of the body in which 

the body can be present, but verbal communication is absent” (111). Ideally, these moments 

would occur when reading a text, but I believe that deafened moments do not necessarily have to 
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occur when reading. They can happen whenever an individual realizes that language is arbitrary 

and that it has the ability to oppress. Because Diego was deaf from birth, he never denies being 

deaf and he is already aware that language is arbitrary, yet not until the end of the novel does he 

use that awareness to foster self-acceptance. This delay in self-acceptance, or Deafess, is due to 

denial. Diego suggests that he believes that he is still a virgin because of his deafness (Carry Me 

468); in other words, he cuts himself off from the carnal part of his body. The gap between 

himself and his body is symbolized by the gap between himself and his family, or the body 

politic. Over the years, he has forced himself to forget his family; they have become a distant 

haze. This gap between himself and the body politic is also symbolized by his disjointed suicide 

note. The narrative of the note never really goes anywhere. It is filled with stories of strangers 

who intervene between himself and the world, signifying the disconnection between his psyche 

and his body, himself and the body politic. 

After denial, Diego moves to the anger stage when his friend Crazy Mary, who believes 

she is the Virgin Mary, is murdered. Not only was Mary different in that she had a mental illness, 

but she was one of the few people who accepted Diego’s difference. The anger he experiences 

after her death represents a rebellion against the hearing world. He cannot understand how the 

oppressive, cruel world could murder his mentally different friend, just as he cannot understand 

why deaf people are so mistreated. His feelings about these two injustices are intertwined. When 

Diego paints over his suicide note he does it out of a sense of desperation, feeling that his life has 

been erased, but at the same time he is refusing to keep participating in a culture that forces him 

into the shadows. These shadows  are manifest in the form of a suicide note which reinforces 

dominant ideology in two ways: 1) it signifies the acquiescence of the physically different, and 

2) it is never truly designed to be read by others. In this moment of enlightenment, he moves 
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from the suicide note- a signification of isolation, shame, acquiescence, and failure- to the more 

public, subversive form of expression which occupies an important place in the Chicano 

Movement: graffiti. With his spray paint, Diego writes “THE VIRGIN IS DEAD” on the barrio 

wall (Carry Me 367), acknowledging not only his disillusionment with the dominant world that 

does not allow for difference but his disillusionment in the Chicano ideals that are impossible to 

live up to, such as Catholic ideals which encourage women to be perfect, untouched, and 

eternally innocent. In rebelling against Catholic ideals, he rebels against a society that equates a 

“perfect” body with a healthy spirit and a closeness to God. The words of the graffiti echo 

Nietzsche’s assertion that “God is dead,” the existentialist statement that asserts the belief that 

the Christian God is no longer a viable source of moral principles. In exposing the social 

construction of religion, the “moral” principles that depict deafness as demonic and foreign are 

also exposed and deemed antiquated. In another moment of enlightenment which precipitated 

from Mary’s death, Diego decides to resign from his job.  In writing the resignation letter, he 

continues to participate in print culture but he uses it to turn dominant culture against itself by 

using writing to inform his boss that he will be reporting him to the IRS for exploiting the 

disability of an employee (Carry Me 307). Thus, Diego teaches his boss how it feels to be 

oppressed. He not only accomplishes this subversion by having his boss to read his subversive 

letter, but he and Mundo force the boss to read it aloud, echoing America’s tradition of forcing 

sign language users and Spanish speakers to participate in oral English culture. 

Upon climbing the sacred mountain, Diego’s bargaining phase begins. The pilgrimage 

begins as Luz’s but it soon becomes Diego’s. As he climbs, he sees other people begging the 

Saints for what they want, things he thought they would never get. The narrator states that Diego 

thinks about asking for a voice, but instead, he dreams of finding Empress Carlota’s hidden 
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jewels. After a moment of what is most likely a hallucination from heat exhaustion, Diego thinks 

he regains his hearing when he hears the Saints telling him the location of the jewels. In 

searching for the jewels, he is subliminally searching for understanding of his place as a Deaf 

person in the hearing world but he does not yet see the connection between the jewels and his 

deafness because he has intentionally erased the connection from his mind. Unfortunately, after 

digging for jewels he finds only a skeleton. After he recovers from heat exhaustion, he realizes 

that he is once again deaf (Carry Me 454). He must admit to himself how happy he was when he 

thought he had become a hearing person and he must consider this in light of all the anger and 

resentment he has ever had against the hearing culture. In this bargaining phase, Diego is trying 

to figure out what is good and what is bad about hearing culture. During this phase, his moment 

of enlightenment occurs and he remembers how the jewels are related to his deafness, how his 

deafness led to his mother’s death while he was thinking about the legend of Carlota. He is 

devastated and confused but upon remembering, he takes another step closer to rejoining the 

body politic.  

After the bargaining phase is over, the depression and withdrawal stage begins. At this 

point in the text,  Diego isolates himself and becomes withdrawn. He becomes more 

introspective and shares more of his thoughts about living with a disability than he ever has. The 

narrator enlightens readers about Diego’s state of mind: “He began to despair, to hate himself, 

and he no longer felt anything except the full force of the dullness of his life. Diego was caught 

in a body that could neither speak nor hear, and he hated it, hated his life as he had never hated it 

before” (Carry Me 465). He decided that if he did not get the job with the flower shop it would 

be because the employer pitied him and he was sick of people feeling sorry for him (Carry Me 

466). In a moment of self-pity and self-exploration, he told Mundo and Luz that he had never 
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made love to a woman and he suggests that his inexperience is due to his disability. He compares 

himself with Mundo, saying that Mundo could at least speak, even if he was pitied for his accent. 

He is creating some distance from others so he can try to figure out where his place is in the 

hearing world. It is in this stage that Diego works up the courage to tell Luz that she should learn 

sign language because his hand gets tired from writing (Carry Me 468). With this request, his 

journey toward self acceptance becomes clear. He is no longer afraid to voice his friend’s 

discrimination against him. Toward the end of his withdrawal period, his prejudice against 

hearing people begins to melt:  

They were good people, he thought, and they had a kind of fight he envied. They 

knew how to survive. He wanted to have what they had. If only he could get and 

hold the part of them that was tough enough to fight back. Maybe Mundo was 

right- maybe you needed some kind of fist to get you through life. He had always 

felt too fragile, as though he were about to come apart like a very thin piece of 

paper in a relentless wind. (Carry Me 470) 

Though these personality aspects are not derived from the ability to hear, they happen to belong 

to hearing people. Diego’s softening toward the hearing culture helps him to let go of his self-

resentment. Afterwards, he loses his feelings of hopelessness. The narrator shares Diego’s 

thoughts, saying “Maybe he would put off starting his suicide note. Maybe he would get the job 

at the flower shop. The man had been nice. Maybe, if he looked hard enough, he would find his 

sister and maybe she would look into his eyes and say, 'I forgive you.' Maybe was his new word 

for hope” (Carry Me 470).  

In the acceptance stage, he finally realizes that the skeleton’s bones were a memento mori 

urging him to live life, which requires accepting his physical difference. He now understands 
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why he was so obsessed with Carlota’s jewels- he was looking for meaning in his mother’s death 

and meaning for his deafness. With this insight, Deafness becomes about life rather than death. 

Diego longer needs to write a suicide letter because he is no longer seeking approval for 

validation through dominant print culture. He no longer plays the victim. Yet acceptance of 

disability does not equate to the celebration of disability. Not until he joins others who share his 

philosophies on language does he really become Deaf. Throughout the process of Deafhood, 

Saenz exposes the paternalism that creates stereotypes which, in turn, create oppression. While 

Diego may have been “saved” by Crazy Mary and the rebellious character Mundo, these 

transgressive characters are not attempting to save him by helping him become “civilized.” On 

the contrary, they are helping him to subvert a system that relies on the erasure of foreignness to 

secure citizenship. They accomplish this subversion by interacting with Diego so that he is no 

longer subject to isolation and exile. 

  Throughout Diego’s process of Deafhood, Saenz encourages readers to juxtapose the 

novel’s early depictions of deafness with the later depictions. This juxtaposition forces readers to 

realize that the negative space depicted earlier in the novel was based on a social construction. 

After all, when Lizzie floats outside her body, she floats in silence just as Diego lives in silence. 

Yet at the end of the novel, deafness no longer retains heaviness and is no longer surrounded by 

darkness for it is no longer seen as emptiness. In the world of dance, negative space is not empty 

space unless you ignore all the other aspects of the dance like posture, mood and connection. 

Similarly, Deafness has so many more aspects than what hearing people understand. Thanks to 

juxtaposition, negative space drops its negative connotation. On the contrary, it retains a positive 

quality by creating a dynamics of difference. Negative space can add things to a dance that you 

cannot get otherwise. Likewise, negative space in Japanese poetry lends to the effectiveness of 
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the poem. In the arena of psychology, the negative spaces of Rorschach tests are all about 

perception; blackness does not necessarily mean emptiness. In fact, blackness could actually be 

where the matter is. Though Diego is still deaf, living in a world that the hearing would call 

silent and still, he has regained mobility. 

Helen goes through a similar process of Deafhood and her husband Eddie even 

participates by joining in with his own search for Deafhood during the later part of her quest. To 

become Deaf, she, too, must develop pride in her heritage, including her Spanish heritage, yet 

she also has to develop the awareness that language is arbitrary. Early in the first stage, her 

denial of her ethnic heritage is intertwined with her denial of linguistic heritage. Anzaldua 

articulates the link between Chicanos’ ethnic and linguistic heritages: “Ethnic identity is twin 

skin to linguistic identity-  I am my language. Until I can take pride in my language, I cannot 

take pride in myself” (81). Helen must develop this linguistic pride. While in a grocery store, she 

hears a sacker speaking Spanish and she becomes filled with an overpowering shame which she 

successfully hides most of the time. Anzaldua explains that shame from linguistic oppression can 

indeed affect self-perception, stating, “Repeated attacks on our native tongue diminish our sense 

of self” (80).  Helen pretends not to hear the Spanish. Suddenly, she sees the “ugliness” of her 

life (Carry Me 17), meaning  the “foreign” parts of her heritage, including Diego. She denies to 

the sacker that she speaks Spanish and she passes herself off as Italian (Carry Me 18). Later, the 

narrator states that when Helen remembers Diego- her family member who represents her ethnic 

heritage- she fights the memory:  “She wanted him to be dead – that would be easier… she didn’t 

want him in her head.”  She played a word game to forget him, choosing only the words that she 

wanted in her head-  English words: “C is for coffee, D is for deliberate, E is for Eddie” (Carry 

Me 89). Eddie eventually forces her to tell the truth about her past, however. She explains the 
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poverty and tragedy of her past and even discusses the place of Spanish in it, telling him that she 

will show him how to love in Spanish (Carry Me 133).  

Though she seems to conquer her prejudice when she admits her history and starts 

speaking Spanish again, she has yet to realize that words are arbitrary. Her audism/racism 

surfaces again when she discovers that her son, Jacob Diego, is deaf, for Deafness and sign 

language represent the ultimate foreignness to her, as it does to other Americans who subscribe 

to dominant ideology.  To cope, she takes up denial again, attempting to ignore the fact that the 

baby does not respond to noises. When Eddie voices that Jacob Diego is deaf,  Helen’s anger 

phase begins:  “What do you mean he's deaf?” She points her chin at him “as if it were a knife, 

as if she might stab him with it” (Carry Me 270). While she is angry that her baby will be 

physically different, she is also angry at herself for abandoning her brother because of his 

difference, so while she is lamenting that Juan Diego will not be  a part of the hearing 

community, she is also rebelling against the oppression that the dominant hearing community 

enforces.  Afterwards in her bargaining phase, she debates about which aspects of the Deaf 

culture might be positive. She remembers that her mother used to sing to Diego and remembers 

her mother saying that he could feel her voice running through his body and that it was different 

than hearing, maybe better. Then Helen asks,”Jacob Diego, is it true? Can you feel my voice?” 

(Carry Me 271).  

Afterwards, her depression and withdrawal phase begins.  She he is alone with the baby 

because her husband has left her to think, and she remembers how her mother explained to her 

that some people use their hands to talk. Then she starts to wonder why she is so attached to “this 

thing called normalcy” and she realizes that the word perfect has no meaning (Carry Me 272). 

After her moment of enlightenment, the memory of her mother’s face and voice slowly return, 



160 
 

indicating her return to the body politic.  She and Eddie experience their phase of acceptance 

together: “And he crying, tears coming out of him like a spring in the desert, and she not 

recognizing the tears as tears, but as water, a water that was putting an end to the drought that 

had been her life” (Carry Me 279). This spring is indicative of the coming of Aztlán. They can 

feel a change in themselves. Helen considers that “most things she’d learned were nothing but 

lies to keep her from looking directly at the world, but just then all those lies seemed 

insignificant—but so did the necessity for speech.” Eddie considers how distance was nothing 

more than a mask for inadequate men who do not believe that intimacy is possible (Carry Me 

279). This “distance” includes the distance that people create between themselves with language.  

In that moment, they both achieved Deafhood. The narrator states that “suddenly they, he and 

she, gasped, together gasped. And there was a moment of nothingness and they wrote the book 

of hope on that blank page in that instant…They laughed and did not care where the laughter 

came from. But still they did not speak” (Carry Me 279). Oral English simply will not suffice in 

this moment. Their happiness is beyond words.  

Silence takes on a positive connotation because they give it a positive slant. We are 

reminded that silence, like nothingness, is arbitrary- a blank page. Though the reference to print 

culture is made, its oppressiveness is subverted because their attitude toward sign language- and 

all other minority languages- has changed. They no longer enforce nationalistic discourse which 

views silence as positive only insofar as it represents suppression of minority languages and 

minority cultures. It is this definition of silence that is infused into the narrator’s assertion that 

Eddie and Helen, or now, Maria Elena, were “not in love with their silence anymore” or in love 

with their isolation and despair (Carry Me 279-280).  Deafness is once again connected to death 

but only to articulate their deafening moment leading to enlightenment: “They were both sure 
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they had died a kind of death, and knew that when they woke, they would not be able to return to 

the old dispensation” (Carry Me 280). Thus, death takes on liberating quality, typical of that 

found in Chicano literature. What has died is the illegitimacy of minority languages. Anzaldua 

speaks of this disenfranchisement: “As long as I have to accommodate the English speakers 

rather than having them accommodate me, my tongue will be illegitimate” (81). Maria and Eddie 

want to ensure that their child will not suffer as Anzaldua suffered. 

Although Eddie belongs to the Anglo culture and Deafhood is not symbolic of ethnic 

pride for him, it is symbolic of overcoming oppression in an economically wealthy,  patriarchal 

nation, represented by his sexually abusive father and his mother who allowed the abuse to 

continue. His brother Jake undergoes a similar process. Similarly, Lizzie must go through a 

process of coming to terms with the newfound language of telepathy, a language which she 

resents being forced on her at first but eventually learns to embrace. In the end, Maria, Eddie, 

Jake, Diego, Juan Diego, Lizzie, other relatives, friends, and even strangers form their own 

community in the borderlands of El Paso. This living situation transgresses familial bonds. The 

characters argue about how natural it is to “live in a pack” (Carry Me 378).  The “living in a 

pack” lifestyle signifies not only the Deaf culture which often takes advantage of forming its 

own physical community, but also the Mexican lifestyle of large, extended families living 

together. Some Americans claim it is “unnatural” to live in packs, just as many Americans 

believe that sign language and Spanish are unnatural, but these assumptions privilege the 

individual over the community. The most important part of this new community is that everyone 

in the house learns sign language. Diego is no longer an exile and Juan Diego will not become an 

exile. In fact, Maria promises that Juan Diego and his little sister Elizabeth will learn sign 

language, English, and Spanish, and they will “have no respect for borders” (Carry Me 497). As 
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a result, everyone in the house becomes Deaf and it is suggested that the children will teach 

future generations to have the kind of generosity with languages that Saenz promotes. Aztlán has 

not been discovered; it has been created through the process of social interaction and the effort of 

learning and sharing languages.  

To underscore America’s xenophobia surrounding sign language and Spanish, Saenz uses 

AIDS as contagion to represent the fear of foreign language as contagion. In her work entitled 

AIDS and its Metaphors, Susan Sontag explains that the disease AIDS occupies a special place in 

American thought which rests on the fear of foreignness. The age-old concept of the plague is 

the principal metaphor by which AIDS is understood. It is seen as both an invasion and pollution 

and those who are inflicted with the disease are seen as invaders and polluters- contagion to the 

national body. As with other plagues, particularly those associated with sexual promiscuity,  

AIDS is viewed metaphorically as the highest standard of collective calamity and evil. It is seen 

as a scourge because of its imputation of guilt, flushing out members of certain risk groups 

whose identities might otherwise remain hidden. Those who are discovered to have the virus are 

labeled as delinquents, deviants, pariahs. AIDS sufferers are demonized, dehumanized, 

disgraced, and disempowered. They become illegal aliens in their own country, ineligible to 

immigrate everywhere. Diseases usually elicit a call to ban the entry of foreigners. Both sign 

language and Spanish have been treated much like a plague in that they are languages that are 

feared; they are seen as invading and polluting the national body. One of the reasons they are so 

feared is that, like AIDS, they are invisible until they become manifest, or until they are in use. 

Therefore, sign language users and Spanish users need to be exposed, and like disease, Spanish-

speaking elicits a call to ban the entry of foreigners. The AIDS epidemic serves as projection for 
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political paranoia, for it is a sign of political decline and conspiracy. It is the quintessential 

invader (Sontag 104-159). 

Saenz plays on this metaphor by presenting AIDS as contagion but also subverting the 

concept so that AIDS serves as a way to break down borders instead of enforce them. With this 

turn, the foreignness associated with minority languages disappears. Several times throughout 

the text, Jake and Joaquin refer to the HIV virus in language that depicts it as a foreign invader of 

the body. Jake calls it a “blight,” utilizing language associated with plagues. He goes on to call it 

“a fire that spreads and refuses to go out” (Carry Me 290). In fact, he suggests a polluting quality 

with the word AIDS, itself. After Joaquin uses the word, Jake reminds him that he does not want 

Joaquin to use that “goddamned word” (Carry Me 53). Even the word is suppressed and imbibed 

with a pejorative meaning, just as Maria suppresses her use of Spanish and Diego’s sign 

language is suppressed. The dominant culture’s xenophobic reactions to minorities and their 

languages are suggested when Maria tells of a woman who expressed her fears that the people of 

East Palo Alto would invade her part of town (Carry Me 330). This kind of fear often entails a 

fear of a foreign language. Similarly, the language of contagion and illness are attached to 

deafness. Diego states that Mary was one of the few people who did not act like his deafness 

would “rub off” on her (Carry Me 120). Rather than subscribing to these discriminatory 

attitudes, Saenz chooses to foreground all language as a virus rather than minority languages 

only. To do this, he purports an idea similar to that presented by William S. Burroughs in Word 

Virus- that language influences the way humans think to such an extent that they are only able to 

view the world in a limited number of ways. Joaquin, the quintessential Chicano who has no 

respect for borders, is a major proponent in precipitating this deconstruction. When Jake orders 

him to no longer speak the word AIDS, Joaquin points out that he also hates the word but that it 
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is not the word that is killing them (Carry Me 106). In doing so, he exposes how language can be 

used to brainwash, to perpetuate discriminatory attitudes about and through language because 

language is arbitrary and the concepts they represent are socially constructed.  

Saenz’s subversion of plague/language as contagion becomes a weapon to combat 

dominant culture’s discriminatory attitudes. Joaquin notes that both the United States and 

Mexico are both barbaric, a term that often implies an inability to use the national language. 

With this statement, he subverts the idea that only “foreigners” such as AIDS patients, Spanish 

speakers, and sign language users are uncivilized foreigners. Everyone becomes contagion in this 

scenario. Whereas the dominant world sees Diego as pollution and contagion, Luz subverts this 

idea by suggesting that Diego’s boss is an actual carrier of contagion: “That rat you work for will 

kill you with that disease he carries. I mean it Dieguito, he doesn’t deserve your loyalty” (Carry 

Me 392). In this scenario, disease represents many pollutants- greed, paternalism, arrogance, 

hatred, disloyalty- all of which are the true contaminants of the national body. Saenz even 

ascribes a positive quality to subversive contagion, which I will call counter-contagion. Luz  

uses the trope of rabies to undermine her Anglo, English-speaking employers who assume that 

she speaks only Spanish because she “works with her hands” and thus try to take advantage of 

her. In English, she lets them know that she understands their attempt to take advantage of her: 

“I'm a citizen. And I have rabies so you better get a shot” (Carry Me 103). Here, it is not Spanish 

that is seen as dangerous, but English in the hands of the Mexican-American working class 

which is meant to remain suppressed. Anglo culture’s attempt to enforce a national language is 

thus turned on itself. English becomes contagion, a contagion which actually entails citizenship. 

It presupposes the thought, “What if all Mexicans learn English?” As Sontag notes, the trope of 

rabies is particularly effective because it has a history of being feared not so much for its fatalism 
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but for its contamination by animals which turns the victim into a beast (126-127), just as AIDS 

patients, Spanish speakers, and sign language users are feared for being less than human.  

As counter-contagion, AIDS breaks down barriers rather than creating and enforcing 

them. Jake, bearer of AIDS, suggests this subversion in a conversation with Eddie about 

pollution. He notes that the smells of El Paso are different than those of La Jolla: “You ever 

notice that we erase smells in the United States?” “We like things nice and sanitized.” “It's what 

I'm beginning to like about this place, Eddie, it's got rough edges. It's gritty. In La Jolla we used 

to ship out all our trash— we made it invisible. El Paso feels like a more honest place” (Carry 

Me 413). Stench is an indication of pollution. With this depiction of counter-contagion, Saenz 

removes the pejorative constructions from the HIV-infected body. Though Jake concedes that he 

has been sexually promiscuous and suggests that he is paying for it now with this disease (Carry 

Me 180), Saenz ensures that readers feel empathy for him and refrain from judging him. Joaquin 

is even referred to as an exceedingly good and decent person, overturning discriminatory 

attitudes towards these “evil foreigners.” In fact, Lizzie’s healthy body which cannot seem to 

hold her spirit is actually depicted as more “strange” than the unhealthy bodies of the AIDS 

patients or the deaf  Diego. At the end of the novel, the junkie street beggar’s sign attempts to 

extract AIDS from the pariah culture by claiming that he might have AIDS but he “ain’t no 

queer” (Carry Me 500). He thinks that if he can dispel the exoticism, primitiveness, and 

promiscuity from a the plague, he can dispel his pariah status for he would be more mundane, 

more “normal,” more worthy of citizenship. Instead, Saenz dispels the exoticism, the 

foreignness, and the pariah status from all AIDS patients. Throughout the course of the text, 

readers come to see AIDS- as well as sign language and Spanish- as a way of bringing 

individuals together. Lizzie quits her job in order to devote her life to physically and emotionally 
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caring for AIDS patients. She is not afraid of contamination. Similarly, Jake says that AIDS 

made him become faithful to Joaquin when love could not (Carry Me 180), so even while it is 

seen as a contagion, it does produce something positive which “healthy” Americans like Diego’s 

boss  often lack: loyalty. As Sontag notes, AIDS has the capacity to subvert our understanding of 

the difference between “us” and “them” (153) because, after all, anyone can contract HIV.  

In conclusion, the cultural model of disability, as it is depicted by Saenz, provides a 

roadmap for Chicanos and others to achieve DeafPride, symbolic of BrownPride, by advocating 

the sharing of languages and the creation of the kind of internationalist, trans-nationalist, and in 

some respects, even post-nationalist attitudes that entail the sharing of languages.  In this 

scenario, Deafhood is the transnational commonality that would open up the borders of national 

identity. The name Diego means “supplanter” and the choice of names is apt, for Diego presents 

an opportunity for a new third space. He acts as the catalyst for the creation of this community as 

he becomes the educator of sign language, subverting the nineteenth-century model of education 

that suppressed sign language. In the framework of this model, sign language functions as a way 

of achieving national solidarity rather than threatening it. At the same time, it allows for 

difference. It suggests a world where Spanish speakers can retain their own ethnic/linguistic 

history and pride but not be limited by those expressions.  

Anzaldua suggests that living a language may be the closest thing to living in Aztlán. She 

states, “For some of us, language is a homeland closer than the Southwest—for many Chícanos 

today live in the Midwest and the East” (77). In fact, Allatson suggests that Saenz questions the 

validity of the traditional concept of Aztlán. He suggests that Saenz’s depiction of Aztlán is 

precarious because Jake, the bearer of whiteness, is the focus of the text's allusions to Aztlán 

(242). He goes on to say that Saenz intentionally undermines the utopian aspect: “The narrative 
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self-consciously restrains those drives by passing its actors back into the material histories and 

conditions at work in the transcultural zone of El Paso/Juarez” (Allatson 248). While Saenz is 

indeed questioning the validity of a traditional land of perfection, he is depicting an alternative 

space which does not depend on traditional mythologies, a real-life version, not something just 

found “in the heart” like Anaya envisions and not something that is chaotic and painful like that 

which Islas suggests. At the same time, Saenz’s utopia is not romantic or perfect, which is 

evidenced by the fact that illness still exists. The novel shows readers how to dispel the fear from 

minority languages  and eliminate “foreignness.” Saenz stated that he disagrees with authors and 

critics like Mendez who consider Spanish to be a private discourse and therefore a political 

weapon. For him, language belongs to everyone. It is a public discourse simply because it is 

meant to be shared (“Between Belonging and Exile” 49-59). Likewise, he does not privilege the 

oral culture over the printed culture as many Chicano authors have. After all, he wishes to point 

out that all language is based on an arbitrary system. In his essay “Homeland without 

Boundaries,” Anaya poses a question: “Do we dare to reach out and encompass the true spiritual 

relationship inherent in homeland with every other group who dreams of homeland?” (238). 

Indeed, Saenz takes this dare, and in the end, he creates the world that Anaya envisioned, an 

Earth which “truly becomes the homeland of everyone... the next step in evolution” (“Homeland 

without Boundaries” 239). 
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AFTERWORD 

 

This study explores the place of literary images of disability in the conceptions of 

postcolonial national identity. Specifically, it uses a disability studies perspective to analyze the 

specific historical transformations in conceptions of disability within the Chicano movement and 

the impact of these transformations on shifting conceptions of Chicano national identity. In effort 

to illustrate the place of disability in these shifting conceptions, I offer the term dys-placement, 

which I define as the  process of using literary images of disability to depict disturbance to norms 

within a post-colonized body politic in an effort to both register and critique various types of 

social and political displacement, and, in effect,  to contribute to a shifting of values within the 

post-colonized culture. Dys-placement is much like de-colonization, but it necessarily relies on 

the depiction of Others, particularly disabled Others, and it comments on not only oppression 

from without but oppression from within. In other words, it involves both oppression of the post-

colonized culture by the dominant culture in which it is entrenched as well as oppression of 

Others within the post-colonized culture.  In this phenomenon, the tension between these 

oppressions leads  to a necessary shifting of values in the culture's effort  to survive, or maintain  

its  identity.  In the case of Chicano literature, dys-placement can also be gauged  by tracking 

Chicano authors’ manipulation of  the cultural nationalist  rallying symbol Aztlán. These 

revisions to both the body and Aztlán contribute  to alternative conceptions of the ideal  

individual body and the ideal body politic,
 
and chicanidad, itself.

 
 In the process of dys-
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placement, disability tends to retain specific meanings in specific eras, and these meanings 

encapsulate the post-colonized culture's contemporary consciousness. This process of dys-

placement can be seen in the various meanings of disability in Chicano literature from the 1970s  

to the 1990s.  These meanings include disability as a state of economics (early to mid-1970s), 

disability as a state of the spirit (mid to late 1970s), disability as a state of borderlands identity 

(1980s), and disability as a state of sharing cultural and linguistic differences (1990s).  In 

cultures that undergo dys-placement, these historically-specific meanings of disability are typical 

because images of disability originate from trends in political activism and literature, and authors 

often suggest particular meanings of disability by framing it within particular models of 

disability. Authors of these four eras in Chicano literature adopted the materialist, rehabilitation, 

social, and cultural models of disability in the ascendant,  respectively, at the time of their 

writing. Not only does discussion of these models help deconstruct disability in literary texts, but 

it provides a picture of paradigms at work in the disability and Chicano activist worlds in the 

particular time periods in which their respective text was written or published, illustrating how 

political action and academic developments are mutually determinant.  Ultimately, this study 

illustrates how a discussion of the different models of disability may act as a guide on how to use 

images of otherness to deconstruct national identities, whether or not those images are inflected 

with disability. It also illustrates how depictions of disability, both real and literary, may help to 

re-figure national identity. 

This study does not suggest that the process of dys-placement would always promote 

inclusion, only that images of the disabled, if presented with enough visibility, have the capacity 

to change the entire identity of a culture. As the meaning of disability shifts, both in a culture and 

in its contemporaneous literature, the meaning of the post-colonized culture's identity shifts. 
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With the help of dys-placement, the Chicano culture can continue shifting, adapting, surviving; 

in other words, it can retain the traditions and values that make it decidedly Chicano even while 

remaining a part of the larger American culture. 

Though my study ends with the 1990s, there will be much opportunity to analyze dys-

placement in Chicano literature of the twenty-first century, for images of disability have 

continued to be ubiquitous in Chicano literature. Though Chicano/a authors employ various 

perspectives on disability in their work, many of them continue Benjamin Saenz's tradition of 

using disability to promote an internationalist attitude toward Chicano identity. In fact, the term 

Chicano is rarely heard outside of the literary arena. The emphasis now seems to be on Latinos, 

suggesting that Puerto Ricans, Cubanos, and other American mestizos have banded together in 

their fight for empowerment. In Decolonial Voices: Chicano and Chicano Cultural Studies in the 

21st Century, Arturo J. Aldama and Naomi Quinones suggest that this century's literature 

exhibits a post-national trend. They argue that it offers interethnic, comparative, and 

transnational dialogue between Chicano and Chicano, African American, Mexican feminist, and 

U.S.  Native American cultural vocabularies. Anglos, too, should be included in this list, for they 

are part of the transnational dialogue. Though it is true that the current American landscape is 

filled with attempts to continue the displacement of U.S.-dwelling Latinos through anti-

immigration policies, and many of these measures are made by Anglos, many Anglos have 

joined in the fight for Latinos' rights.
33

 

                                                 
33

 These anti-immigration laws are currently resulting in devastating consequences for many U. S.-

dwelling Latinos, especially undocumented workers and their families. These consequences include the denial of 

employment, the denial of state or federal public assistance, the denial of college admission, and the forced 

abandonment of Chicano children by their deported Mexican parents. Under the new laws in several states, Latinos 

must carry proof of citizenship with them when in public, and if it is not presented, even Latino citizens are harassed 

and subject to punishment. Yet many Anglos are among the most vocal critics of these laws and are calling for their 

repeal.  
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Ana Castillo's novel Peel My Love like an Onion (1999) takes a strong post-national 

perspective. The character Carmen, a polio-stricken flamenco dancer, is the ultimate border-

crosser. Not only does her body provide manifestation of this border-crossing with its one lame 

leg and one healthy (one disabled and one normate), but Carmen, in effect, takes on the identity 

of other races, like Gypsy, simply by surrounding herself with the  Gypsy culture or living life 

from a Gypsy perspective. Castillo suggests that a Chicana need not confine herself to her own 

race but that she should experience life in all its variety. For Castillo, national boundaries are 

somewhat erased. Yet, while she and other authors of the late 1990s and twenty- first century 

may suggest the advantages of post-nationalism, I believe that they still offer an internationalist 

model, for a while erasure of national boundaries can allow for common ground to be 

discovered, writers of Chicano/a literature always maintain boundaries enough to promote the 

survival of their culture and heritage, if only through literary traditions. Because of this need for 

survival, Chicano/a authors will continue their use of dys-placement, and the Chicano/a culture 

will continue to adapt. 
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