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Preface

Rosalie Giacchino-Baker
California State University, San Bernardino

This series of themed, occasional journals started in spring 2001 with a
collection of articles on Cuba that reflected research conducted as part of
CSUSB’s interdisciplinary program with the Caribbean nation. The second
volume, published in spring 2005, presented selected proceedings from
CSUSB’s First International Conference on Latin America that had a focus on
border culture. The growth of the Latin American Studies Program under the
capable leadership of Maria Antonieta Gallegos-Ruiz has supported the
continuation and expansion of these conferences. This third volume of the
journal demonstrates scholarship in the study of the Americas through academic
work presented from the International Conferences on Latin America held in
2005 and 2006.

The International Institute would like to congratulate the College of
Arts and Letters for its ongoing support of the interdisciplinary Latin American
Studies minor that has encouraged research in all aspects of Latin America. The
resulting scholarship has benefited students and faculty at CSUSB through the
development of new and enhanced courses, as well as through increased
visibility and collaboration with local, regional, national, and international
partners interested in the study of the Americas.

The rapid growth of the program was facilitated by a U.S. Department
of Education Title VI Grant that has enabled faculty across disciplines to
acquire and enhance proficiency in Spanish and Portuguese, while also
developing new lines of research in Mexico as well as Central and Latin
America. This expanded scholarship and expertise is then fed back into the
classroom where a range of new courses provide CSUSB students with the
opportunity to pursue an interdisciplinary Latin American Studies minor.

In support of the University’s strategic plan, CSUSB’s International
Institute leads the campus' globalization process by collaborating with
university and community partners to develop, identify funding for, and
promote activities and services that meet the international needs of our
university and region and that make contributions to our global community.
Now in its seventh year, the Institute has steadily expanded the visibility of
international programs, activities, and perspectives while increasing
international faculty development opportunities and promoting study abroad



experiences for students. Operating in conjunction with CSUSB’s International
Center, the International Institute’s Co-Directors, Dr. Rosalie Giacchino-Baker
and Elsa Ochoa-Fernandez are working to foster the future development of
additional area studies programs at the university. Those who are interested in
helping to develop or write for future issues of the journal are encouraged to
contact Rosalie Giacchino-Baker at rosalie@csusb.edu.




Introduction

Maria Antonieta Gallegos-Ruiz
California State University, San Bernardino

There already exist, in our Latin
America, cities whose material greatness
and whose sum of apparent civilization,
draws them closer with accelerated pace
to participate in the first rank of the

world.
Ariel, José Enrique Rodé

José Enrique Rodd’s vision of a fully integrated global Latin America,
as manifested in his turn-of-the-century and lengthy essay Ariel, appears to have
come of age in the last one hundred years. A retrospective look at the wide
panorama of Latin American politics, culture, and economics yields proof that
Latin America has taken significant steps in fulfilling that hope. It is sobering
to remember that most Latin American countries are free of the dictatorships of
yesteryear, and that many of these countries have been participating (albeit with
widely varying degrees of success) in the global economy. Likewise,
individuals who may have in earlier times been culturally marginalized are
today high profile factors and actors in the decision-making process of
mainstream Latin America. Among the most recent examples are Michelle
Bachelet of Chile, the first female president of a Latin American country, and
President Evo Morales of Bolivia, the first president of Aymaran indigenous
descent. Progress, although comparatively slow, is progress nevertheless with
much remaining to be done in the area of full social integration. Still, a growing
number of Latin American nations are witness to a wide range of social
movements representing a considerable spectrum of human activity which
endeavor to resolve complex issues within their borders (e.g. the plight of
indigenous peoples, narcotics, ecology, income distribution, the press,
immigration, etc.). The Latin American Studies Conference at California State
University, San Bernardino attempts to focus attention on many of these critical
issues as it also explores the identity of Latin America from within and without.

Latin American Studies Conference 2005
At the 2005 LAS Conference, Carlos |I. Giralt Cabrales, Consul General

of Mexico in San Bernardino, was our first keynote speaker. His address, a
retrospective view of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),



focused on aspects of economic integration for its three participating partners
highlighting its positive accomplishments eleven years later.

Our second keynote speaker, Dr. Enrique Diaz of the Universidad
Arturo Prat in Santiago Chile, presented “A Descriptive View of the Aymara
Language of Northern Chile”. Dr. Diaz emphasized the importance of
preserving the Aymara language and the techniques by which Aymara is being
taught to ensure its preservation. The success thus derived has contributed
significantly in its positive impact on the preservation and growth of Aymara
culture.

In addition, Dr Diaz, representing the Universidad Arturo Prat, and Dr.
Louis Fernandez, Provost and Academic Vice President of CSUSB, signed a
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), an agreement to support and foster
educational and cultural exchange between our respective universities.

At the 2005 LAS Conference, the plight and issues relating to
indigenous peoples of Latin America were topics that dominated the focus of
the presenters. Our panels covered a range of topics representing issues such as
the preservation of indigenous languages and cultures, higher education for
indigenous peoples, issues of misrepresentation of Latin American “images,”
Afro-Caribbean identity, NAFTA and its effects, characteristics and role of the
press, and Chicano art. The 2005 Conference featured a “Poet’s Roundtable”
with the following participants: Cecilia Lami, Maricarmen Martinez Villalobos,
and Juan Delgado.

Included in this volume are two representative panel presentations from
the 2005 LAS Conference. The first of these is Arturo Fernandez-Gibert’s
paper Voices from the Spanish AmericanBorderlands: The Case of New Mexico,
1890-1912. Fernandez-Gibert provides a clear outline of the transformation of
the traditional oral culture prevalent in New Mexican culture of the 1890s into a
print culture as manifested in La Voz del Pueblo newspaper, which voices the
concerns of New Mexicans of that era. Also included is M. Antonieta Gallegos-
Ruiz and Robin Larsen’s paper entitled Universidad Intercultural: Mexico’s
New Model University for Indigenous Peoples, a description of a new model of
a one-of-its kind institution of higher learning in Latin America. The paper
traces an indigenous movement which took root in the 1920s in Mexico and
gathered renewed force and vitality in 1968, and its consequences in modern
times.

Latin American Studies Conference 2006

Excellent attendance has characterized our conferences to date. The
2006 Latin American Conference was no exception. By all accounts the



The most common type of poem printed in the Spanish-language
newspapers was the political one. Often satiric, humor is the main characteristic
of these poems, although many times it becomes corrosive and even bitter.
Some of them are directed against notorious enemies of the nuevomexicano
people, like this one dedicated to Thomas Catron, the infamous lawyer and land
speculator, who took part in one of the most corrupt political circles of the time,
the Santa Fe Ring. In the following poem Catron has the nick name Borrego
(sheep), although he is labeled in the end as lobo (wolf):

Don Toméas Borrego Catron

Que nos dicen de justicia
Los Apostoles de Catron,
Toda su vida es malicia,
Sus principios corrupcion.

Llego aqui el porta maletas
Con el fusil en el hombro,
Marcado con las barretas
De la traicion y su escombro.

Pele6 contra la bandera

Que hoy trae como su insignia,
La usa como la ramera

Para su peor ignominia.

Los buenos republicanos
No aguantaran esta infamia,
Bien se lavaran las manos

De Catron y su patrafia.

[-]

De trampe cay6 a Dofia Ana
Buscando quien lo acogiera,
Lo traté con cortesia

La gran bondad mexicana.
Pagandoles la fineza

En arruinarles se esmera.

[-]

Quieres ir a Washington
A confirmar tus mercedes,
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Dejarnos con el blazon.
Robarte hasta las paredes.

Vuelvete & ir para Misuri,

Dejanos vivir en paz,

Comete tu chemisturri

y vete lobo rapaz. (La Voz del Pueblo, 1894, p. 4)

The anonymous poet compares, in dramatic contrast, the evil character
of Catron (malicia) with the goodness of the mexicano people (gran bondad
mexicana). Like in many other political poems, the enemy is portrayed as low,
dirty, and treacherous. On other occasions, the political sense of humor
becomes subtler and more indirect. The political character is not smashed with
customary insults. Instead, the name of the political enemy is linguistically
transformed into a verb that will be used to mean “to steal.” The poem that
follows refers to Holm Bursum, another corrupt republican, without ever
mentioning his real last name:

El Verbo Bursonar Aceptado
(para La Voz del Pueblo.)

En la Villa del Madrofi[o]
como llaman en Espafia

al gran centro de Madrid,
dos mil sabios en campafia

Se reunen presurosos
verbo nuevo pa’ estudiar.
Las cabezas de los sabios
se miraban relumbrar!

[...]

Esos sabios son muy duros
en asuntos del idioma:

ya se han dado bofetadas
al tratar el punto y coma.

Pero vamos al asunto:
en el centro de la sala
bajo espléndido docel
se perfila regia gala.
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Es la imagen soberana

que alli siempre se conserva,
es el busto majestuoso

de la diosa de Minerva;

Esa diosa que atropellan

los estupidos “verseros”™

los que dicen “vide” y “truje”
y se la echan de copleros.

Bajo el solio tres varones
se contemplan altaneros.
(Lo merecen, no son brutos
ni son poetas borregueros.)

Uno de ellos, el de enmedio
inaugura tal concurso,

se levanta, tose recio

y principia su discurso:

Mis consocios: El Idioma
sufre & diario variaciones,
nuevas voces, neologismos,
Se nos vienen a montones;

Por supuesto tal basura
no debemos ni tocar,

mas yo pido que se admita
nuevo verbo: BURSONAR.

[

¢Cuando usarlo? cuando se hable

de rapifia 6 de robar;

Es un verbo derivado
del insigne Don Burson.

[-]

Al oir tal dislate

la gente se agita,
levantan la grita
por tal disparate,

12



los sabios insignes
se muestran furiosos
y avientan rabiosos
a lo alto cojines,

no quedan ni sefias
del jefe ilustrado
gue sale golpeado
sin lentes ni grefas;
despues de una larga
feroz batahola

se calma la bola,
volviendo & la carga
los sabios barones
que dados al diablo
por simple vocablo
se dieron trompones!

Uno de ellos, el mas sabio,

se encarama & la tribuna:
“tal vez [jJuzguen,” principi6
““esta hazafia de importuna:
Mas me falta mi sombrero
imi sombrero de diez duros!
y no encuentro mi reloj,

lo que aumenta mis apuros.

Por respeto pa’ la audiencia

yo no digo fui robado,

sino sélo que en la rifia

fui dos veces ‘bursonado.” ”’

Tal salida al auditorio

desde luego satisfizo

y declaran “ipso facto”

al tal verbo muy Castizo. (La Voz del Pueblo, 1907, p. 2)

There is an interesting critique of the poetas borregueros (sheepherder
poets), whose poems were often printed in the same pages over the years,
notwithstanding the frequent archaisms such as vide or truje. Thanks to
documents like this one, we know there was another frontier within the
nuevomexicano culture, the frontier between the ancestral, orally transmitted
poetry—which we would today call low culture—and the written, schooled
culture of the literate and educated, or high culture.

13



A well-defined portrait of the Anglo American is less common than we
might expect, but when we find it, it is a deformed character that reminds us of
the grotesque, ridiculous, and dumb:

Amor de Gringo.
(DE SNIPS)

Si tu me quieres
Bella criatura,
Casar conmigo
Mi te asegura.

Well come, si tienes
Bastante plata,
Pues mi desayune
Con chocolata.

Y come mucho
Desde chiquillo

De preferencia

La mantequillo.

Mi no trabaja

Ni ganas tiene

Por eso busca
Qui[e]n lo mantiene.

Si asi me quieres
Vive segura

Que mi te ama
Hasta el sepultura;
Amarte mucho

Mi no se raja:

Mas no me digas
De la trabaja.

Y te repito

Por el contrata

Wellcome si tienes

Bastante plata—James. (La Voz del Pueblo, 1902, p. 2)

The anonymous author slanders the gringo with the same stereotypes

that the first Anglo- American immigrants had used to depict the
nuevomexicanos, as David Weber (1973) points out. Through the process of
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subversion of the received negative stereotypes, nuevomexicanos neutralized the
Anglo American threat to their own way of life (Meyer, 1996). This verbal
mocking, including the ethnic labeling, would counteract the effects of social
subordination and soothe the racial tensions suffered by el pueblo nativo. This
process has been called social inversion by modern anthropology (Abrahams,
1982, 1983, 1986), a function characteristic of jokes, parody, or childhood
games, and applied to carnival by Bakhtin (1981). Social inversion has been a
very productive theory applied by Babcock (1978) to art, by Américo Paredes
(1966) to the image of the Anglo American in the Mexican folklore, by José
Limén (1982, 1983) to Chicano jokes and social conflict in the U. S.-Mexico
border, and by Charles Briggs (1988) to his analysis of Mexicano jokes in New
Mexico.

Interestingly enough, it is worth noting that this same poem was
reprinted some five years later, when statehood was approaching, but this time
the title was changed to Amor de Primo (La Voz del Pueblo, August 3, 1907).
The quest for statehood in New Mexico was not the best time to print a mocking
poem headed with the confrontational label gringo.

Lastly, in the New Mexican borderlands, el pueblo nativo
nuevomexicano needed to reaffirm its own identity, not only through the
political system, but also through the profession of virtues and values of its
people, represented in the following poem A la beldad mejicana:

A la beldad mejicana.

[.]

En los Estados Unidos

De la América del Norte

Me pasié sin pasaporte
Entre tipos muy lucidos

Que arrobaban mis sentidos
Viendo & las Americanas,

Y tambien las Italianas

Viy gocé su donaire

Y no hay cosa que me cuadre
Como las bellas Mejicanas.

Contemplé & las Neoyorquinas
Que es donde el lujo prefiere,
Segun mi historia refiere

Son sefioritas muy finas,
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Tampoco no son mezquinas,
Aungue son Americanas;
Hay beldades Alemanas

Y ardorosas en amar,

Pero no podran igualar

En nada a las Mejicanas.

Estuve en San Luis un dia,
Me pasé al Utah y su lago,
Y de alli me fui & Chicago
A ver tanta fantasia;
Recorri con lozania
Sus beldades y su fama,
Asistencia y buena cama
Obtuve y vide esos cielos,
Pero todas son repelos
Al ver una Mejicana.

En fin, bellas, jperdonad!

La cancion que aqui os dedico,

En la que grato os publico,

Vuestra virtud y beldad;

No es lisonja, es realidad,

Ya vereis que no son vanas,

Aungque en estilo profanas

Las frases con que escribi,

Si en algo las ofendi,

jPerdonadme Mejicanas! (La Voz del Pueblo, 1897, p. 2)

According to Anselmo Arellano (1976), Higinio Gonzales was the
official poet of La Voz del Pueblo for many years. He indeed used vide and
truje, but in the print culture of the Spanish-language press of New Mexico, this
modest poet validated the nuevomexicano system of beliefs and self
representation, making the readership feel part of an imagined community
reinforced by the solidarity of its members. With or without name, these
authors built the heritage that nuevomexicanos should not forget.
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Universidad Intercultural: Mexico’s New Model
University for Indigenous Peoples

M. Antonieta Gallegos-Ruiz and Robin Larsen
California State University, San Bernardino

Abstract

This study of Mexico’s first Universidad Intercultural, only the third of such
kind of university in the Western Hemisphere, documents its unique
pedagogical experiment for indigenous Mexican peoples. After reviewing
earlier attempts to provide higher education for indigenous Mexicans and the
new university’s connections to global movements pushing for higher education
for indigenous peoples, this article describes the authors’ trip to the State of
Mexico early in September 2004 to investigate this campus and its contributions
to the pedagogies of indigenous language, culture, and intercultural
communication.  The authors’ aim was to document this institution’s
accomplishments in print and in film. They intend to return to the Universidad
Intercultural with a digital documentary of their research and to continue to film
the new university’s progress.

Introduction: Delayed Arrival and a Surprise

In 2003, we received a Professors Across Borders grant from California
State University, San Bernardino to investigate plans for and produce a
documentary film on a new university for indigenous peoples in the State of
Mexico by conducting interviews with indigenous leaders and education
officials. The long-awaited university was scheduled to open in the same year
we received the grant. However, Mexico State’s recent election had put the
opening of the university on hold. This event had also delayed our project until
the end of summer of 2004. What happened next was totally unexpected.

We arrived in Toluca for our first interview in the early morning of
September 6. We took a taxi to the State of Mexico Centro Cultural
Mexiquense, where we expected to see Margarita de la Vega, the cultural
center’s director of languages and culture and also an Otomi community
member. However, de la VVega or any of the staff was not in the office. Puzzled
and disappointed, we made our way back to the city center, where Gallegos-
Ruiz then contacted an old friend and former Toluca City official who knew
many officials in the education bureaucracy.
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After a few calls, we got an appointment with the State of Mexico’s
Department of Higher Education assistant director Susi Mercado. Excitedly,
Mercado told us that, at that moment, the new university was hosting its
opening ceremonies. Sixty miles away in the town of San Felipe del Progreso,
our research project had become a reality. On the day we arrived, Mexico’s
first Universidad Intercultural for indigenous students was being officially
dedicated.

We had planned to ask our interviewees several questions. Even with
classes beginning in two days, we believed the answers remained relevant.
Since the 1950s, indigenous leaders had been writing down and publicly stating
their aspirations, histories, and stories. What would these three older
generations of leaders want today’s indigenous college-age students to study at
a new university they had helped design? Who were the leaders, indigenous
and non-indigenous, who had worked to make the university come into being?
What strategies had the indigenous leaders used to persuade municipal, state
and federal governmental bodies to help them create the new university? If the
university had been an aspiration since 1948, why had it taken more than a half
century to open its doors? What predecessors were its models? What were its
goals?

Healing the Wound

As we soon learned, the opening ceremony reflected the long history
preceding the new university. Beginning with a Mazahua ritual at the Mazahua
Ceremonial Center on a mountaintop in the town of San Felipe Del Progreso,
the convocation drew an interesting mixture of state representatives and federal
officials, as well as leaders, families, and students from Mexico State’s
Mazahua, Otomi, Matlatzinca, Tlalhuica, and Nahuatl communities. These
individuals from so many locations had worked together to obtain federal and
state funding, recruit a talented faculty, renovate a temporary location in the
heart of the town, and admit 282 students—two times their original target.
Newspapers covering the ceremony also mentioned how long the new
university was in coming (de la Cruz, 2004). Among notables attending were
Mexico State Governor Arturo Montiel Rojas, Education and Culture State
Secretary Agustin Gasca Pliego, Centro Cultural Mexiquense Director Carolina
Monroy del Mazo, and the San Felipe del Progreso mayor. The Universidad
Intercultural’s new young rector, Dr. Felipe Gonzalez Ortiz, was there, along
with the university’s new dean of language and culture, de la Vega, who was the
former director of the College of Language and Culture at the Centro Cultural
Mexiquense and current activist elder in the Otomi community. Joining them
were other elders and members of Mexico State’s five indigenous communities
(S. Mercado, personal communication, September 6, 2004).
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These group representatives had not only collaborated to open the new
university. They had also created a new higher-education concept rooted in the
international field of intercultural communication. “We are convinced that
intercultural communication can be a platform for creating a necessary social
pact,” explained Gonzalez Ortiz. “We believe that even if this kind of
intercultural communication is difficult, it can be achieved.” It is essential,
though, that this necessary pact be articulated with care. Gonzalez Ortiz said:

In countries like Mexico, where the relationship between the so-called
or badly named national society and indigenous peoples has been
conflicted and painful and defined by power relations, we want to
contribute to the healing of this wound, this wound that has been there
and is part of our history. And this wound is constantly making itself
visible; and, when it seems like the indigenous voices have been
silenced for awhile, then it reappears. So this university wants to be an
important platform for the society to produce graduates who can help
form inclusive social pacts and contribute to the development of
indigenous communities. And to achieve this, we have a team that is
intercultural, that comes from urban areas and rural areas and that
comes from the different communities, that speaks different languages.
(Gonzalez Ortiz, personal communication, September 6, 2004)

Besides untangling bureaucratic red tape and tapping new sources of
funding, the founders have also developed three brand-new bachelor’s degrees
aimed at equipping young graduates with the theory, knowledge, and skills to
preserve indigenous populations and help them become more self-sustaining.
After the first year of core courses, the university’s curriculum planners
expected students to choose their major in Language and Culture, Sustainable
Environment, or Intercultural Communication.

“The goal of these degrees is to manage . . . a form of a different higher
education,” explained de la Vega. “The degrees . . . don’t exist in any other
university and within this (situation they) reaffirm and revalue the culture of
origin, and that will allow us to direct it at a level of our choosing,” she added.
In addition, founders such as de la Vega intended all graduates in all three
degrees to speak and become literate in three languages: their indigenous
language, Spanish, and English. She said, “English is a means of having
communication with other cultures, with other peoples of other countries, and
that will be enriching for their identity, their Mazahua identity, their Otomi
identity and (will) direct it to another level” (M. de la Vega, personal
communication, September 8, 2004).

In sum, the founders seek to have these graduates fulfill a unique
mission. “Their main goal is to reaffirm their culture of origin,” M. de la Vega
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(personal communication, September 8, 2004) said, “to promote it and to
diffuse it at whatever level the students want and also to strengthen those
traditions within the community.” Their curriculum is intended to be broad and
flexible and current enough to enable them to strategize in new ways, often in
innovative ways, to preserve and develop Mexico’s indigenous communities,
locally, nationally, and even beyond Mexican borders.

A Half-Century of Unfulfilled Hopes

The vision for an indigenous peoples’ university in Mexico was first
articulated when the Indigenous National Institute of Mexico was created to
solve problems in indigenous communities in 1948. Shortly afterward four
other entities with similar goals were created: the National Commission for the
Development of Indigenous Peoples, the State Council for the Integral
Development of Indigenous Peoples of the State of Mexico, the General Board
for Indigenous Education, and the General Board for Extracurricular Education
in Indigenous Environments (Gallegos-Ruiz, 2004).

During the 1950s, the State of Mexico took a further step with even
more profound consequences. It established the Centro Cultural Mexiquense
and its College of Indigenous Languages and Cultures. These two tightly
integrated entities based in Toluca create and maintain educational programs
and cultural archives. The staff and faculty at the Centro Cultural Mexiquense
work on behalf of the state’s indigenous communities with other governmental
bureaucracies as well as with elected officials. The Centro Cultural has long
been credited with successfully fulfilling its mission to revalue and dignify
indigenous customs and traditions by retrieving indigenous languages,
literature, and arts. No other state in Mexico has established a cultural center
and an educational institution for indigenous languages and cultures. For more
than 50 years, these social institutions have preserved the state’s four
indigenous pueblos and also the dispersed Nahuatl community. At the Centro’s
building in Toluca, the staff stages multiple annual cultural events, sets policies,
and collects resources. In the far-flung pueblos, indigenous faculty members
hired by the Centro Mexiquense’s College teach Mazahuan, Otomi,
Matlatzincan, Tlalhuican, and Nahuatl languages to children. As they travel to
and from the Centro Cultural, these teachers also seek further ways to meet their
communities’ pressing educational and cultural needs.

Since the 1950s, the College’s language teachers and the Centro’s
personnel have held indigenous language workshops in the communities and
developed indigenous language materials. They have also done ethnographic
research on indigenous groups and hosted festivals, forums, roundtables, and
conferences relating to all aspects of indigenous culture. In general, they have
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promoted the State of Mexico’s indigenous cultures inside and outside the
pueblos.

Despite efforts to promote the indigenous cultures, the number of
individuals in Mexico State who know their indigenous languages is dwindling
each year. In each classroom we visited at the new Universidad Intercultural,
only three or four students said they could speak their heritage languages. As
indigenous languages die, in their oral or written form, so do the rituals,
practices, and lore that sustain communal indigenous life. A major goal of the
Universidad Intercultural is to preserve Mexico’s remaining indigenous
communities. This goal sprung into life in 1968.

The Indigenous Movement

The educational needs of Mexico’s indigenous groups did not attract
worldwide attention until the “Tlateloco,” the widely televised demonstration by
politically motivated activists during the Olympic Games in Mexico City, ended
in the massacre of hundreds of activists in 1968. Some indigenous leaders went
to jail, while others returned to their communities. Young Mazahua activists in
the State of Mexico, for example, became especially motivated to enact reforms.
Among those at the demonstration was Mazahua teacher Julio Garduno
Cervantes, who later became a nationally recognized poet and painter. In 1980,
his anonymous poem called “Soy Mazahua” captured the attention of
indigenous peoples worldwide.

Figure 1. Julio Garduno Cervantes reading "'Soy Mazahua" in the Rector's
Office of Universidad Intercultural.
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.Even today, Garduno Cervantes supports a weekly newspaper about indigenous
affairs called JYASU El Nueve Amanecer de Temascalcingo, which is edited by
a colleague, Benito Hernandez Gonzalez. Garduno Cervantes’ wife, who
speaks three indigenous languages, is now a professor at the new Universidad
Intercultural (J. Garduno Cervantes, personal communication, September 11,
2004).

In our interview with J. Garduno Cervantes (personal communication,
September 11, 2004) at his home, he told us what he and other young
Mazahuans did in 1968 when they came home from Tlateloco. They asked their
elders: “Why have we been exploited and marginalized? Why has our culture
been denied? What was our culture?” He and other leaders set about
interviewing their elders, collecting artifacts, and creating archives, so that they
could write down the histories of their communities. As they did these
activities, they also began to write and speak out. They wrote petitions to local,
state, and federal governments. They wrote declarations and manifestos. They
held demonstrations to establish cultural centers within their pueblos. They
pressed officials to give their communities state-funded schooling. They also
asked for their own university.

Bit by bit, Garduno Cervantes said, the Mazahua leaders enlisted state
officials’ help. Another defining moment occurred in the early 1970s when the
Mazahuas staged an event called “Mazahua Thought, Voice Action” in their
pueblo of Temascalcingo. At that ceremony, they formed the Supreme
Mazahua Council. The new Council then asked Mexico state gubernatorial
candidate Jorge Jimenez Cantl to help the Mazahuas build their own cultural
center. After being elected governor, Jimenez Cantl asked the state to donate a
mountaintop in San Felipe del Progreso where they could build the Mazahua
Ceremonial Center. After 40,000 work shifts, they completed the Center in
1977, and 56 indigenous groups came from all over Mexico for its inauguration.
Hence, it was no accident that this town of San Felipe del Progreso, which came
to be known as the “navel” of Mexico’s national indigenous movement, was
chosen 30 years later as the site for Mexico’s first indigenous Universidad
Intercultural (J. Garduno Cervantes, personal communication, September 11,
2004).

The year 1977 was important to Mexico’s Indigenous Movement for
other reasons. The Mazahuas began calling their village schools by the names
of their community leaders. The Otomis inaugurated their own ceremonial
center and wrote their Declaration of Temoaya. All of the indigenous
communities in Mexico State began to take control of their own health services
and organized the collecting and gathering of medicinal recipes and plants.
More importantly, they formed a coalition and signed in blood their Pact of the
Valley of the Matlatzinca, which gave their movement greater voice and

23



autonomy (J. Garduno Cervantes, personal communication, September 11,
2004).

All over the Americas, indigenous peoples began organizing to extend
their rights, preserve their cultures, and improve their environments. Groups in
the State of Mexico developed solidarity with these other movements. An Open
Letter to the Indigenous Peoples of America was read at a transcontinental
conference near Macchu Picchu in Peru. A world conference occurred in the
Amazon region of Ecuador. Leaders of the Mazahuas, Navajos, and Sioux
movements signed the Manifesto of Paris at the Sorbonne. Indigenous leaders
made other human rights declarations at the UN and at UNESCO. As the
Chicano movement gathered momentum, its leaders published the Manual of
the Cultural Organizer, which remains a worldwide resource for indigenous
peoples (J. Garduno Cervantes, personal communication, September 11, 2004).

The Little Girl who Read “Soy Mazahua” to President Miguel de Madrid

In 1980, a Mazahua leader was murdered on the way home from a
cemetery on the Day of the Dead. All over Mexico, this killing outraged
indigenous pueblos.  Nevertheless, the perpetrator was released from jail and
returned to his town, where he founded a school and revived a dance. In
response, Cervantes anonymously wrote “Soy Mazahua,” which a major
magazine published. The poem evoked great curiosity as to its author’s
identity. Then, during an important moment in the 1980 presidential campaign
of Miguel de la Madrid, a little girl read “Soy Mazahua” aloud to candidate
Madrid in Mazahuan and Spanish. Her widely-televised reading was also aired
on national radio (J. Garduno Cervantes, personal communication, September
11, 2004).

| am Mazahua

You have wanted to deny my existence

But I do not deny yours.

But I exist. | am Mazahua.

I am made of this land, the air, water and sun.

I am a living survivor of my ancestors who have left me a culture, a
language, a way of respecting my brothers because | was born to be a
brother and not anyone’s slave.

Nor do | want to be a master.

You have enslaved my ancestors and stolen their lands. You have
murdered them.

And now you use them to increase your wealth while I live in poverty.
I build the house but you live in it. . . .

You are the criminal but I am in prison.

We made the revolution but you took advantage of it.
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My voice rises and joins with a thousand others

And together we repeat, We are Mazahuas

Our hands sowed for everyone

Our hands will struggle for everyone

I am Mazahua (J. Garduno Cervantes, personal communication,
September 8, 2004).

Indigenous Literary Renaissance

Perhaps the most significant catalyst to the founding of the Universidad
Intercultural occurred in 1988. For the first time in the history of Mexico, the
government instituted a change in the constitution, particularly Article 40,
which recognized the country as multilingual, multicultural, and multiracial.
Finally, the law of the land permitted indigenous peoples to write and publish in
their own languages. In 1990, the first Conference of Indigenous Writers was
held. Throughout this decade, all Mexicans grew more interested in the
indigenous literary renaissance and the problems of indigenous peoples. Their
interest was heightened by the Zapatista movement in Chiapas. The visit of
Pope Paul Il in 2003 for the canonization of Juan Diego further legitimized
indigenous written and spoken expression, as well as indigenous contributions
to medicine, health, cuisine, and other cultural practices (Gallegos-Ruiz, 2005).

After Article 40, indigenous leaders in the State of Mexico again began
asking for their own university. This time, educators in Mexico, the United
States, and elsewhere had become familiar with models that could suit their
needs. The indigenous movement to obtain education had joined forces with
various international forums seeking to develop bilingual educational programs
since the late 1960s. These international forums had focused on how to
incorporate bilingual pedagogy, such as reading strategies for bilingual
classrooms, into elementary schools. The need for higher education institutions
for indigenous students became a higher priority. However, it was not until the
1990s in the Americas that bilingual higher education models began to appear.

Forerunners in Nicaragua and Northern Mexico

The first institution of interest to planners of the Universidad
Intercultural was the University of the Autonomous Regions of the Caribbean
Coast in Nicaragua which emerged in 1995. Opened with funds from the
Nicaraguan government and international donors, the new university offered
bachelor’s degrees aimed at fostering sustainable regional development such as
Resource Management, Fishing, Mining, Anthropology, and Teacher Education.
However, according to F. Gonzalez Ortiz (personal communication, May 21,
2005), its tuition charges and admission standards were too high to attract and
hold enough indigenous students.
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Mexico attempted to provide a college-level education for indigenous
students by establishing the Autonomous Indigenous University of Mexico,
which opened in Los Mochis, Sinaloa in 1998. This educational institution
began as an extension of the University of the West but, a year later, became an
autonomous university for the indigenous peoples of Mexico. Its 300 students
were offered free tuition as well as free room and board in abandoned buildings.
The students could choose from 11 degree programs, which ranged from
computer engineering and other existing majors to innovative degree programs
that they could tailor to their own communities’ needs. However, the drawback
was that this model offered only distance learning. After students received their
syllabi at the beginning of the quarter, they were expected to conduct research
on topics of their own choosing, using the university’s library and the Internet.
Without classrooms and the physical presence of faculty, students found the
curriculum too challenging. Those surveyed said they preferred their teachers
to be physically present. Others, like Emmanuel Vasquez, said “without
teachers | don’t learn,” and “I get bored just reading all the time” (Lloyd, 2003).

In 2000, Mexico’s president Vicente Fox paved the way for a third
attempt at higher education for indigenous Mexicans. He created the federal
Coordinating Office for Intercultural and Bilingual Education to address
indigenous peoples’ demands for better access to education. This office
evaluated more than 20 experimental projects in indigenous higher education
that had been proposed since the mid-1990s. One project that this office
approved was the Universidad Intercultural in San Felipe del Progreso
(Gallegos-Ruiz, 2005).

Visiting the Universidad’s First Day of Classes, September 8, 2004

We arrived by bus at the Universidad Intercultural at about 10 a.m.
The new institution, which is a block away from the town market and the
cathedral square, was housed in a colonial-style structure located on a busy
main street in this agricultural town in the center of Mexico State.

Figure 2. Entrance to Universidad Intercultural.
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While the plan was to move the university into a new facility and double the
enrollment, the university was transferred to this former mansion with a garden
in the back because it looked to be an appealing, even intimate, site to begin an
innovative yet challenging program.

Taking into account the two previous models, the Universidad
Intercultural planners have created a unique institution. They require the
administrators and deans, who also teach in their respective areas of expertise,
to hold doctorates from prestigious universities such as the Tecnoldgico de
Monterrey and the Universidad Auténoma de Mexico. In addition, they require
faculty members to speak an indigenous language fluently and have extensive
experience in indigenous affairs.

To avoid the pitfalls of the other two models, the planners developed
programs with interdisciplinary majors, instead of over-specialized ones. They
also set up programs and living situations that prevented students from feeling
isolated. They made the tuition free and asked families in the town to house the
students for nominal fees. They offered degrees that were not available at other
Mexican universities. As de la Vega pointed out earlier, state and federal
officials had helped the university’s planners to create entirely new
baccalaureate degrees. The reason, according to F. Gonzalez Ortiz (personal
communication, September 6, 2004), was that the new Universidad Intercultural
has a twofold mission: to give indigenous graduates a competitive edge in
global and local labor markets and to equip them with the theory, methods, and
communicative strategies they will need to execute new solutions to future
needs. Indeed, the State of Mexico’s Department of Education is aiming at
having many of the graduates return to their own communities to offer
assistance and instruction. Students in all three majors are expected to learn the
language and culture of their own heritage such as Mazahuan, Matlatzincan,
Otomi, Nahuatl, or Tlahuican. They are also required to take courses in writing
and translating Spanish and nine semesters of English.

Figure 3. Students at an intercultural communication class.
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their cultures, which will contribute to a more inclusive society. This
university can help heal the wound that was created with the conquest,
by creating a national Mexican culture with room for all of the local
individual cultures, that the 20" century silenced and made invisible to
. . .other segments of Mexican society. (F. Gonzalez Ortiz, personal
communication, September 6, 2004)

Gonzalez Ortiz continued:

The other way of looking at it is reviewing the agency of individuals
and groups . . . since the 1970s in Mexican society. The demand was
for space in . . . (a pre-existing) university that valued the knowledge
and traditions of all the peoples. The outcome at that time was the
School of Anthropology at the National Autonomous University of
Mexico. . . Once that was created and the indigenous movement waned
and the impetus faded. . .. It has taken another 30 to 35 years. ... At
first there was talk of creating a Mazahua university, but they did not
want to create a cultural island. . . . So it was decided . . . (to found) an
intercultural university that was open to all forms of cultural expression
but located in a city . . . With a high percentage of indigenous people,
like here (San Felipe del Progreso), . . . in the heart of the Mazahua
area. (F. Gonzalez Ortiz , personal communication, September 6, 2004)

Visiting Four Indigenous Communities

To see for ourselves what the educational needs were in the state’s
indigenous communities, we traveled by taxi to Tlalhuica, Matlazinca,
Mazahua, and Otomi villages. We talked to many Mazahuas in San Felipe del
Progreso itself. To speak with indigenous leaders and tour the other villages, to
us as our guides. At the Tlahuican village of San Juan Atzingo, a young
mother, Maribel Ramirez, and her grandmother, Dofia Esther, both language
teachers, helped us speak with leaders about their frustration at not being able to
obtain elementary school teachers for levels higher than third grade.

At the Matlatzincan town of San Francisco Oxtotilpan, another member
of the Centro’s College faculty helped us learn from other leaders about similar
schooling problems and also about their need for training to operate a gas
station that they had recently purchased.
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Figure 5. Faculty member, College of Language and Culture, Centro Cultural
at San Juan Atzingo, a Tlalhuican pueblo.

Conclusion

We are currently editing our documentary video. The preparation of
materials for production has been a complex intercultural process, even between
us as two colleagues. The presentation and the writing of this article for
publication has also been a complex intercultural project. Translating the digital
tapes from Spanish to English, for instance, became a question of whether the
English texts could be either rough equivalents or so faithfully and artfully
executed that neither of us could find someone with the time to do them. Yet
the tapes had to be translated so that, together, we could decide what were the
most important elements to include. Meanwhile, we have had to teach
ourselves how to edit shots and compose a narrative that meets conventional
production standards of coherence, interest, and completeness.
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English as Official Language?

llan Stavans
Ambherst College

The proposal to make English our official language is nothing new.
Yet its rhetoric is acquiring dangerous tones. Since the early days of the
Republic there have been cries against the “uncivilized nature” of immigrants,
in whose mouth “Shakespeare’s tongue gets polluted.” Twenty-eight states in
America have had such laws in place for years. Why haven’t things changed?

The answer is simple: the United States speaks in one voice but lives
in a symphonic universe.

The proponents behind the measure contend that, as a result of
unmitigated immigration, the failure of the school system, and the nefarious
implications of multiculturalism, newcomers to the United States aren’t learning
English as quickly as previous groups. The result, they believe, is a fracture in
the collective identity that threatens to Balkanize the nation. They invoke the
words of Theodore Roosevelt, a kind of superhero to our current president, who
famously stated: "We have one language here, and that is the English language,
and we intend to see that the [assimilation] crucible turns our people out as
Americans.”

Yet the idea is another symptom of misguided pride. The word
“official,” in its adjectival function, is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary
as “relating to duty.” Duty to speak one language and not another? Isn’t the
approach an infraction against free speech? Again, the proponents argue,
foolishly perhaps, that “official English” doesn’t mean “English only.” If
English, when declared official, won’t de facto make other tongues in the
country illegitimate, why bother?

It is crucial to keep in mind that the Founding Fathers didn’t insert the
word “official” in the constitution, and that, for over two hundred and twenty
five years, America has managed to thrive as a united frame of mind for
millions of people with roots everywhere on the globe, all coalescing under a set
of symbols. And under one language, too. I’ve never come across an
immigrant, recently arrived or in the United States for decades, who doesn’t
perceive English as the foundation for life. But why be chauvinistic about it?
Do we need to turn our tongue into an ideology? | can’t think of anything less
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appealing than dutifulness in language. (Incidentally, chauvinism, according to
the OED, is “exaggerated patriotism of the bellicose sort,” “blind enthusiasm
for national glory or military ascendancy.”)

English was the Pilgrims’ code of communication when they docked in
Plymouth Harbor in 1620. It was, along with everything else brought on the
Mayflower, an import from the Old World. By the time the war of
independence took place and our sacred documents emerged, the tongue was an
essential component to the land. Paraphrasing Robert Frost, “the language was
ours before we were the language’s.” But what does it mean that a language is
ours? How is it that our predecessors managed without a seal of ownership?
Why do we need one today?

Somehow, the word immigrant isn’t used to describe the Pilgrims.
They were settlers, maybe even colonists, although not colonizers. A large
portion of blacks aren’t immigrants either, having come as slaves. And Indians
are... what? Original dwellers? In any case, the word immigrant applies to
those who came to our shores during the second half of the 19" century from
Europe: Poles, Germans, Norwegians, Jews... Like the Mexicans today, they
were largely poor and uneducated, from rural areas, with limited language
skills. As expected, their arrival spread fear among nativists. Historians
unearth newspaper exhortations like “Beware! The barbarians bring disease and
immorality!” And, “Ah, they will pollute our beautiful grammar!”.

These responses are xenophobic. In the 1920s, there were attempts to
minimize the impact of Yiddish on English. These and other efforts, motivated
by a false sense of superiority, were ultimately proven wrong. For what makes
American English—Whitman’s tongue—is its malleability and democratic
nature. We have been blessed with an extraordinarily elastic language, a
capacity only strengthened by time. Look at what immigrants have done with
our language, from books like Henry Roth’s Call It Sleep to Vladimir
Nabokov’s Lolita, from Felipe Alfau’s Locos to Edwidge Danticat’s Breath,
Eyes, Memory. Listen to the songs of Irving Berlin. Watch Martin Scorsese’s
films, from Taxi Driver to The Age of Innocence. In fact, often the passion non-
natives develop for it is more powerful, or at least more evident, than that of
native speakers.

By making English official, in what way will the nation benefit?
Spanish isn’t likely to disappear. In 1988, a referendum in Florida added these
lines to the state constitution: “English is the official language of Florida. The
Legislature shall have the power to enforce this section by appropriate
legislation.” Has anything changed since then, though? Cubans have learned
English, but haven’t sacrificed their native tongue. The state is richer, more
global than ever.
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Officialdom is a smokescreen for a perverse form of exclusivity around
the concept of citizenship. I’m in because | speak English, you’re out because
you don’t. In other words, the issue at hand is verbal cleansing. After the Jews
and Muslims were expelled from Spain in 1492 and 1502, respectively, for
being different, it was Spain who ended up paying the heaviest price.

America will remain a viable idea by not closing itself to others.

This essay is reprinted with the author’s permission. It was first published in the
San Francisco Chronicle in 2006.
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Onto la hispanidad

Neal Sokol

The metaphor of the hyphen came about at the height of the so-
called “culture wars”. It was used to stress the dual — e.g., ambivalent —
identity of ethnic Americans, whose self was split apart — a type
immortalized in Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr.
Hyde. African-American, Jewish-American, Latino-American, Asian-
American. . . . the hyphen doesn’t stress the conflict but the point of
encounter: the bridge.

True, commentators have placed their attention on the early
chapter of The Hispanic Condition called “Life in the Hyphen”. But
the metaphor is not empty of controversy. The American Heritage
Dictionary of the English Language, in its fourth edition, states that
hyphenated status may implicitly demean those whose identities are
hyphenated: “Naturalized immigrants to the United States and their
descendents have sometimes been termed hyphenated Americans in
reference to the tendency to hyphenate such ethnic compounds as Irish-
American or Polish-American. This term has come under strong
criticism as suggesting that those so designated are not so fully
American as ‘un-hyphenated’ citizens,” and thus, “it [the term] is best
avoided in all but historical contexts.”

E pluribus unum. The United States, a sum of units, is a
pluralistic society. Pluralism is not only a political category but a
cultural one too. It succeeds not by imposition but by consensus. A
society such as ours, made up of numerous cultures, is invariably richer
when those cultures are allowed to have their own space while, at the
same time, communicating respectfully with the others. As the Untied
States moves deeper into this millennium, the non-European
component is likely to achieve power. There is reason to worry, some
argue, because the nation might undergo a process of Balkanization. |
doubt it, though. The idea of America is too ingrained, too widespread
and deeply rooted, to divide people by ethnic turf. But it is clear that a
monolithic, homogenized culture unready to offer space for minorities
to affirm their distinctiveness is no longer feasible.

You are, according to the New York Times and other national
newspapers, “one of the foremost critics of Hispanic culture,” “the Skip
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Gates of Latino Studies,” “the Balzac of contemporary critics,” and
“the Czar of Latino Literature.” But you have also been referred to on
the street as a “white Hispanic,” “the Jew,” “el guero.” In The
Essential Ilan Stavans, you mention that once settled in the United
States, you “suddenly began to be perceived as Hispanic (i.e., Latino),
an identity totally alien to be before.”

Latino is a mercurial term — nothing more than a convention.
Nobody is really a Latino, the way nobody is European, Middle
Eastern, and Asian. People might be Chinese, Greek,
Salvadoran....Until | was twenty-five years of age, the main feature of
my identity was my Jewishness. | often come across Mexicans, of
course, but mine was an ethnic — or rather, a cultural — enclave. The
fact that | was Mexican mattered less than the fact that 1 was un judio.
Conversely, the moment | arrived in New York my Jewishness ceased
to matter and, ironic as it might be in New York, | suddenly became a
mexicano — among other Hispanics:  Colombians, Argentines,
Dominicans, and Puerto Ricans. | had inadvertently inserted myself in
the current — the pluribus — of Latino identity north of the Rio Grande,
where nobody knows what a Latino is but everyone recognizes it
instantaneously....

This reminds me of Walter Mosley. He acknowledges his
indebtedness to his Jewish and African American heritage in shaping
his daily experiences. But in USA Today Mosley stated: “A lot of
people would say to me, ‘Well you’re multiracial.” And | am. But in
this society, I’m black. That’s not my color, but that’s how I’m seen by
others.” Instead, you have a triple self: Jewish, Mexican, and
American.

No, | have a single self forked into three....No society is free
of stereotypes. They are the oil that makes the engine work....Latinos
are a diverse bunch. This diversity makes it challenging for other
Americans — also for Hispanics outside the United States — to
understand them in full. The easy solution is to simplify: Latinos,
every single one of them, are brown, Catholic immigrants with a
limited knowledge of the English language. That, at least, is the image
exposed at the level of pop culture on TV and in Hollywood. But he
educated elite isn’t better off, I’m afraid. There’s a longstanding, acute
disdain for la hispanidad north of the Rio Grande. It goes back to the
Spanish-American War of 1898 and maybe beyond to the Mexican War
of 1848. The term barbarism is often applied to Hispanics.
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On the NPR program Talk of the Nation (30 September 2002)
that profiled Hispanic identity, you said that Latino immigrants have
“become something we were not in our country of origin, and we are
called to represent that particular culture, constantly being asked, ‘Is
this typical or authentic Mexican food, or is the way all Mexicans feel
or think or dance or act or dream?” You further go on to assert: “This
is a wonderful country, the United States, a country that uses
stereotypes in order to define itself, define its individuals. We all
struggle to debunk those stereotypes.” And here | paraphrase: A
political leader who starts as a liberal and ends a conservative, a
Catholic individual who converts to Islam, an immigrant who jumps
from a remote village in Honduras to the gardens of Bel Air — each of
us is the protagonist of a journey. Everything changes and so do we,
constantly, especially in America. But are immigrants in the United
States forced to betray their roots, pushed to transform themselves into
impersonators?

Yes, of course. They become reluctant ambassadors of their
primary culture, a culture they know only partially and about which
they have ambivalent emotions. 1, for one, became Mexican the
moment | left Mexico: a representative, in people’s eyes, of the people
south of the border. So was | considered Mexican in Mexico? Not
quite, not to the same degree. . . .In The Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire, Edward Gibbons states that in the al-Qu’ran there are no
camels. The fact astonishes him. How to explain a total absence of
camels in the supreme book of the Muslim people? But think about it:
why should Arabs emphasize camels when the animals are so common
in the region? Tourists need to find camels for their Kodak moment,
but not the natives. This anecdote, about which I talk in On Borrowed
Words, is useful to ponder issues of authenticity: the immigrant is
forced to represent for others the exotic stereotype of his indigenous
culture. And so, as | arrived in Manhattan in mid-eighties, others asked
about tequila, sombreros, and pifiatas.

The tension between civilization and barbarism is at the core
of the Americas. You explore at length these themes in the
introduction to Facundo, or Civilization and Barbarism (1998).

It’s a mysterious book. Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, a
journalist, activist, diplomat, and president of Argentina from 1868-
1874, used Juan Facundo Quiroga, a nineteenth-century outlaw and
opponent of the Juan Manuel de Rosas regime, to explore the
contradiction between order and chaos, civilation and barbarism, in his
native Argentina. How is barbarism understood in particular? Toward
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the end of Vida de Quiroga, as Facundo was known when first
published in 1845, the protagonist returns in his carriage. A plot to
assassinate him is aobut to unfold. The depiction Sarmiento makes of
the murder is stunning: the reader feels the bravery, the cowardice, the
blood spilt. . . . Sarmiento, in the early passages of his volume and
elsewhere in his oeuvre, advocated the decimation of the Gaucho
population in the region. To compensate for the destruction, he
advocated immigration to Argentina from Italy and other points of
departure on the Old Continent. For Argentina to become civilized, for
the ruropean model to be fully digested, any remnant of the native
culture must be erased. The urban centers such as Buenos Aires were
for him bastions of order and education, whereas the countryside was
primitive, animalistic, and dangerous. In our modern eyes, this is an
atrocious theory. Fortunately, as president he backed away from
implementing is as policy.

Borges believed that Argentina’s fortunes would have been
better off if Facundo, and not martin Fierro, was the nation’s number
one hero.

The book Martin Fierro, by José Hernandez, also about
Gauchos, was, in Borges’s eyes, not only too romantic, but too
adulterated to pass as “authentic Argentine literature.” He used to
make a distinction between literature gaucha and literature gauchesca:
the former, though less refined, emerged form the landscape in which
these provincial types thrived; the latter, on the other hand, is a theft
performed by urban dwellers — a depiction of Gaucho life by non-
Gauchos. Still, as with all prima facie comments by the author of
“Fumes the Memorious,” this one should also be t aken with a grain of
salt. Borges also said that Facundo is “the most memorable character
of Argentine letters.”

Anyway, the equation Sarmiento used is an ancient one. It
dates back not to the Crusades, but to the expansion of Roman culture
in ist satellite colonies. It is made patent in Shakespeare’s The
Tempest, where Caliban is made to represent the instinctual forces of
nature. It is also in the essays by Michel de Montaigne, the opinions of
the French Encyclopedists, and in the historical views modeled by
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and Oswald Spengler. At the dawn of
the twenty-first century, it is ubiquitous. It is inferred from the theories
laid out by Arnold Toynbee and also in The Clash of Civilization and
The Remaking of the World Order, a study by Samuel Huntington t hat,
perilously, permeates our understanding of contemporary life. For
instance, the division between North and South in the American

38



N.S.

N.S.

N.S.

continent is sent through this prism: culture vs. savageness. Likewise,
the tension between Western civilization and the Arab world has also
been tinted this way.

Why are Huntington’s ideas “perilous”?

Huntington presents a schematic diagram of the collision of
civilizations. He suggests that Latin America, for instance, is to be
understood today as a civilization that is somewhat different from what
he names Western (that is, Europe and the United States). The point is
well taken: since 1492, as the region halfheartedly entered modern
times, the goal has been to integrate it to the European model. The
problem, though, is that around 35.3 million Latinos live north of the
Rio Grande. Where should we place them? Are they an integral part of
Western civilization? The answer, it strikes me, is that the concept of
civilization as defined by the Harvard University professor is too rigid.
Do we really exist in a world divided by such polarities as North and
South, and East and West? Isn’t the South inside the North and vice
versa?

The dichotomy, then, is an illusion.

Of course. Miscegenation has been a feature of the human
race since the Pharaohs in Egypt: black and white, North and South —
where are the boundaries? The processes of migration, assimilation,
and miscegenation result in a form of alienation from within culture —
in imposture. In fact, since 9/11, the concept of the impostor has
acquired a different implication. Muhammed Atta and his ringleaders
pretended to be part of Western civilization: they went to the gym,
used ATMs, enrolled in aviation schools. . . . For a period of time, their
identities melded into the environment. They kept their secret mission
to themselves until the moment of truth forced them to uncover their
faces.

Ever since the Inquisition was established in the Iberain
Peninsula in 1481, the Hispanic world has been used to these twists of
identity: marranos, moriscos, conversos, crypto-Jews, and crypto-
Muslims are all types forced to be something they refuse to embrace.
The Americas were colonized by them: their fingerprints are part of
our culture of deceit.

Why isn’t Sarmiento read in the United States?
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He is, to the degree that a foreign author born in 1811 and dead
by 1888, might be: among students, primarily.

My own question leads me to a book review you penned in
World Literature Today (1996), where, you state, “a writer can be born
into the wrong language and geography.”

| believe that to be the case. Felisberto Herndndez, an
Uruguayan born in 1902 and who died at the age of sixty-two, whose
stories and novellas are mesmerizing, is, in style and manner, utterly
Kafkaesque. Or better, Kafka might be described as Hernandezesqu.
But the Czech is the recipient of international fame. Why? He was a
Jew from Central Europe, a culture and an area at the core of Western
civilization. Hernandez, on the other hand, used Spanish as is tongue
and he was from a remote part of the world, from which highbrow art
isn’t supposed to emanate. The relationship between languages and
cultures is colored by the way the empire approaches is colonies. The
New York publishing industry today pays attention to artistic items
from Berlin, London, Paris, and Rome, and to a lesser extent Barcelona
and Athens. Often, a work by a Chinese, Romanian, or a Sudanese
author might even be translated into English not from the original but
from French — that is, when the work is already available in France.
Otherwise, it is likely to remain ignored. This explains why, from
World War Il onwards, the number of literati who switch languages,
from a colonial tongue to the language of empire, has increased
dramatically.

You’ve used the term “fake” to describe Sarmiento.

His books emulated European models. He perverted those
models, he revamped them. For instance, Facundo opens with a quote
in French: “On ne tue point led idées.” In Spanish: “Las ideas no
pueden ser decapitadas”; and in English translation: “ldeas cannot be
beheaded.” An exquisite statement, except that, as I’ve stated in the
introduction to the Penguin Classics edition, it’s a misquotation
attributed to Hippolyte Fortoul. It actually belongs to Diderot, who
said it somewhat differently: “On ne tue pas de coups de fusil aux
idées.”

A deliberate misquotation. . . .

Yes. In that sense Sarmiento is an impostor: he falsifies or
“fakes” culture.
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Another “explorer” of the Hispanic psyche is Alvar Nufiez
Cabeza de Vaca, one of the earliest Spanish adventurers to Florida and
the Southwest. About whom you wrote in Chronicle of the Narvéez
Expedition (2002).

Cabeza de Vaca was a charlatan, a consummate liar who, after
being shipwrecked, lost touch with most of the expedition he was part
of, led by Péanfilo de Narvdez. He wandered across the continent,
convincing the Indians he stumbled upon that he was a magical healer.
I’m deeply attracted to the explorer as liar.

Why?

Explorers have a unique turn at history. Their chronicles are
the first reports audiences get of life on the fringes. The conquest of
the Americas is filled with liars and self-aggrandizers. Cabeza de Vaca
simply happened to be a considerably talented one.

You describe Cabeza de Vaca as an “imperfect explorer.”

Perhaps | should have said “the perfect imperfect explorer,”
for he is representative of the Spanish colonial enterprise in the
Americas: a dunce in search of . . . what? As part of the doomed
expedition of Panfilo de Narvaez, he sought power and earthy
possessions but his ship capsized, he lost his sense of direction, and
ended up naked and hungry among the Indian tribes, to whom he
presented himself as a messiah of sorts. Isn’t that what the
conquistadores were about? The difference between Cabeza de Vaca
and the others is that he was a bit more honest — or more foolish. He
got fame and fortunate alright, and then he lost them. . . .

Borges, too, plays with themes of deception and illusion. . . .
Yes, Borges migh be the ultimate faker in a culture of deceit.
What was the price they paid for their deceit?

Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz, for one, paid a heavy price. She lost
her library, she lost her tongue, she lost her pen, and then she
proceeded to die. Reinaldo Arenas also paid dearly. He was
imprisoned, he was forced into a silence he refused to embrace in Cuba.
Finally, he was released by the Castro regime. But eh went tin the
opposite direction and he became promiscuous in New York in the age
of AIDS and ultimately paid for it, too. From absence to presence,
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from silence to outburst, the journey had been asymmetrical. That is
also the result of repression. Arenas is a homosexual, he doesn’t
become an imposter the way others would become, meaning hiding
who they are, being quiescent. . . .I remember in the case of Manuel
Puig that he would describe himself in his own words as un maricon
hecho y derecho — “a flaming fag.” Puig frequently trotted out the
names of Hollywood stars to describe authors, kind of to tease them:
Borges was Joan Crawford, Mario Vargas Llosa was Esther Williams,
Jose Lezama Lima was Lana Turner, Carlos Fuentes was Ava Gardner.
.. .Also, I remember when journalist Ricardo Rocha asked: “Manuel
Puig, zes Ud. Homosexual?” Are you gay? He became nervous, and
then replied: “One doesn’t ask such questions in public, Sefior Rocha.”
Likewise with the pop singer Ricky Martin. When interviewed by
Barbara Walters and she asked, “Are you gay?,” he answered: “Let us
move to the next question.”

Your essay “The Latin Phallus” (The Essential llan Stavans)
ignited some controversy when you subtly explored the possibility of
Borges’s homosexuality and Cortazar’s bisexuality and the mysterious
circumstances of his death. Could you talk about the controversy
surrounding the essay’s publication?

Homosexuality in the Hispanic world is a silenced topic.
Years ago, when | questioned Borges’s sexual preferences, | became
the target of accusations by his widow and literary agent. They
complained that such realm ought not to be discussed in public. Their
(Borges’s and Cortdzar’s) respective estates were unhappy with my
insinuation that either of them could have been homosexuals. It was as
if you were touching a sacred cow. And both estates wrote letters,
there was discussion, there was polemic. In and of itself, the
controversy is revealing, in a culture where sexualities are sharply
delineated (macho male, submissive female), the intelligentsia becomes
not the instrument to diagnose the symptom, but the symptom itself.
Someone said to me at one point, “llan, you’re married with children.
What if someone accused you being gay?” Accuse? Are gays
criminals? Are they depraved? Is there shame in it? Why use the term
“accuse™? Obviously, | speak from a north-of-the-border viewpoint.
The answer to these questions in Latin America is a rotund “yes.”

But has there been a loosening of these repressive reins on
homosexuality in Latin America?

To this day, homosexuals are still segregated. But Cuba is a
case unto itself. Elsewhere in the hemisphere, minor changes have
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taken place. Not too long ago in Mexico, a soap opera featured a gay
character as its protagonist. It was a milestone, although collectively,
deep down, machismo remains pervasive and homosexuals are seen as
satanic figures. Other minorities also suffer segregation.

The comedian John Leguizamo produced and was slated to star
in Leon Ichaso’s film on Nuyorican playwright Miguel Pifiero.
Apparently, he dropped the part because of his reservations about the
portrayal of the playwrights’ relationship with teenage boys.
Leguizamo stated once that “I didn’t want to portray him as a child
molester, because we have so few Latino heroes. Before | knew that,
he was a huge inspiration to me, but when | found out about it, his
image was tarnished.” What do you make of Leguizamos’ uneasiness?

Although | understand Leguizamo’s claim, I'm in
disagreement. The abundance of negative images in the media is
astonishing. On the other hand, we cannot flee away from the reality
that surrounds us.

In The Hispanic Condition you write that “homosexuality is
another repressed ghost in the closet (in Latin America), also to be
understood in the light of the schism dividing our collective soul.
Since ours is a galaxy of brute macho types and virginal and devoted
women, gays, although fatally crushed in the battles between the sexes,
represent another facet of what | refer to as ‘translated identities.”
You’ve explored the topic of homosexuality in your controversial essay
the “The Latin Phallus.” Can you explain the idea of homosexuality as
a translated identity? And are gay writers forced to behave as de facto
imposters in the context of Latin American politics?

The tension between the sexes in that context is intense. A
number of gay authors are quite important: Manuel Puig, Virgilio
Pifiera, Reinaldo arenas, José Lezama Lima, and scores of others. They
have paid a price as a result of their sexuality. . . .As victims of a
repressive environment, these literati, in order to communicate with
their authentic readers, encode their texts with secret messages. That,
in a nutshell, is what | mean by “translated identities.” In Respuesta a
Sor Filotea, an apology that abounds in Latinate quotations, Sor Juana
asks for forgiveness for her unpardonable sin: her womanhood. But
what is her atonement about? She uses the devices at the disposal of
the translator: she hides behind a mask, she falsifies her humbleness.

Hers is an extreme case, but the other authors I've listed
engage in a somewhat similar practice. This attitude toward codes is
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typical in the crypto-Jewish tradition: one states one viewpoint,
although in truth one embraced its polar opposite. You know, in 1982,
when President José Lopez Portillo nationalized the bank industry in
Mexico, an atmosphere of rear was felt everywhere. People were afraid
to be open about their financial transactions. The Yiddish term
“lokshm” and its Spanish equivalent “tallarines” were synonyms for
“dollars.” These synonyms were often used in telephone conversations.
As a dialogue began, these themes would be an invitation for
conversants to engage in a fiesta of possibilities: a sopa de tallarines
meant a bank account in dollars, a pasta con verduras referred to stock
options, etc. Repression is the mother of metaphor.

The art of encoded messages reminds me of an argument made
by Leo Strauss, an esteemed philosopher at the University of Chicago
and teacher of Allan Bloom (author of The Closing of the American
Mind). Strauss wrote a seminal essay on The Guide for the Perplexed
in which he argues that a reader interested at once in philosophy and in
theology might read the book by Maimonides in various directions: as
an argument in favor of creationism, but also against it, as an invective
against Aristotle but also as an attack on Platonism, as a panegyric of
the Bible but also as a dissertation on the possibility of G-d having a
limited power on earth. No matter how we approach it, there’s always
another possible reading of The Guide for the Perplexed — at least one
more, if not many. But how can it be that a book can be read in both
directions? Is Maimonides in favor of or against Aristotelianism? The
key term, of course, is “perplexed.” Who, according to Maimonides, is
a perplexed person? What might that individual be perplexed about?

The Ramban was a genius. In large part, our modern Jewish
identity, eight centuries later, is modeled on his legal, philosophical and
moral lessons. His objective was virtuous: to simplify the Talmud,
which, for the average dweller, was a Rubik’s cube of judicial opinions.
Aside from the Moreh Nevukhim, he authored the Mishmeh Torah and
the Commentary on the Mishma — a towering contribution, by all
accounts. He was equally versed in rabbinical Responsa, ethic,
philosophy, and medicine. These texts were produced strictly for
believers, though. He was equally versed in rabbinical Responsa,
ethics, philosophy, and medicine. These texts were produced strictly
for believers, though. But what about Jewish skeptics? Those, exactly,
are the targeted readers of The Guide for the Perplexed, the ones that
understand that faith is not prescription for existential doubt.

Superficially, the theory behind Maimonides is that readers
might be grouped at different levels: there is the desultory one that
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approaches a text superficially; and then there are the agile, penetrating
ones, able to decipher encoded messages behind the words and
sentences. On a deeper level, though, Maimonides suggests a more
interesting idea: he announces that a certain author might actually
deliver a book whose true significance is only available, not to
everyone, but to a small bastion of readers. An undemocratic idea?
Perhaps, but literature, at its core, is undemocratic. Furthermore,
literature — the literature that matters, at least — is always a game of
mirrors in which what you get isn’t what you see. Something exquisite
is lost in translation. Or is it not? (Laughter)

Your friend Richard Rodriguez is a controversial figure with
Latinos in the United States. The last passages of On Borrowed Words
reproduce a conversation the two of you had in a café in San Francisco.
What has he expressed to you about the reception he faced from the
Hispanic world, as an openly gay writer?

It took Richard decades to come out of the closet. One of the
reasons — the substantial reason — Hunger of memory is so tortured, so
disliked by a portion of its readership, is, | believe, because of the
unconfessed nature of the author’s sexual orientation. Overtly, the
autobiography is about being a scholarship boy, about being Mexican-
American in the age of affirmative action, about bilingual education. . .
At its core, though, it is about gender, although Rodriguez doesn’t
seem to have this aspect of the narrative conscious in his mind.

When 1 sit with Richard to converse — and I’ve indulged in
these types of conversations with him several times — the topic is
seldom his homosexual identity. Instead, we talk about politics and
memory about language and silence, about the sorrowful state of world
affairs. Often we disagree, which for me is crucial. Why have friends
with whom you regularly agree? [I’'m against scores of points in
Hunger of Memory. Likewise, I’ve expressed my opinion in public on
Days of Obligation and Brown, the two volumes that complete
Rodriguez’s trilogy about American life at the end of the twentieth
century.

Do you see the similarities between the outrage that Rodriguez
generated and the one generated by Octavio Paz in his assessment of
the Mexican-American community?

Paz’s odyssey is one that delineates a journey from the edges

of power to the center. Eventually, he himself became the status quo in
Mexico. Rodriguez too has traveled far: from a low-income household
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as the child of immigrants to a middle-class life in the Bay Area. His
regular contributions to the News Hour with Jim Lehrer, his op-ed
pages in the Los Angeles Times, place him at the core of the ethnic
debate in the United States today. He used to write in Harper’s — not
so much anymore. Nevertheless, he remains a marginal figure.
Somehow, in spite of the regularity with which his oeuvre is
anthologized, he doesn’t sit in the U.S. literary canon in a place that is
roughly the equivalent of where Octavio Paz sits in Mexican letters.
Whenever Paz would get himself involved in a controversy, its effects
would be felt widely in various levels of the cultural hierarchy.
Rodriguez’s controversies, instead, pass by unattended. Take the case
of the polemic surrounding “The Pachucos and Other Etremes,” which
is the starting chapter of The Labyrinth of Solitude. Ever since its
original release, before 1950, it ahs been the subject of a heated debate.
In Mexico the volume as a whole is a robust machine of secondhand
opinions.  Chicanos, in particular, dislike that segment thoroughly.
Hunger of Memory is also contentious, but it is the subject of debate
only among a limited number of people: those interested in ethnicity.
In fact, this number could be circumscribed even more to those
concerned with lo hispanico.

Curiously, Hunger of Memory isn’t available in Spanish for
Mexicans to read. It was published in a regrettable translation by a
university press on the lberian Peninsula, which never pushed its
circulation. It pains me because the volume is canonical in Latino
literature in this country. It tells much about being Mexican in the
United States. The fact that it isn’t available in Mexico amounts to
censorship, as far as I’m concerned — censorship and nearsightedness.

Was censorship based on his political views?

No, it was based on ignorance. Mexicans don’t want to know
what Mexican-Americans think. They don’t think that Mexican-
Americans think. They think that Mexican-Americans are migrant
workers, mindless, going from one place to another, incapable of
producing anything of value. Not that someone is sitting in a
bureaucrat’s office saying “we’re not going to translate Richard
Rodriguez.” But the thought doesn’t come to anybody, which is
distressing, don’t you think> (Laughter).

In The Riddle of Cantinflas, there is an essay entitled “How

Hispanics Became Brown.” What do you think of Richard Rodriguez’s
memoir simply called Brown?
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It is richly texture. . . .It is also evasive, unspecific, exuding
metaphors. For him “brownness” is a synonym for “miscegenation” —
that is, mestizaje. America in the dawn of the twenty-first century is
brown, he argues.

At a literary evening at the City University of New York in
early 2002, you called Rodriguez “a Jewish writer.” . . .

Because of his obsession with memory and words, | guess. He
is regretful but also tenacious, intrigued by a present that is a result of
an intricate past. In Days of Obligation he holds an allegorical
conversation with his father that, at its core, strikes me as a biblical
dialogue.

Oscar “Zeta” Acosta, a Chicano lawyer and outlaw of the Civil
Rights movement, is the subject of your book Bandido (1996).

An individual in whose honor the word “excess” appears to
have been coined. . . . He left us a couple of autobiographical volumes:
The Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo and The Revolt of the
Cockroach People. “Zeta” inhabited impossible contradictions: a self-
loathing Chicano, focused on the destruction of his own life. My
biographical rumination was disliked by the Chicano establishment,
which resented the fact that it wasn’t the byproduct of an insider.

The same criticism came as a response to my essay “Sandra
Cisneros: Form over Content” in Academic Questions (1996); also in
The Essential llan Stavans).

What made Acosta so fanatical?

“Zeta” belongs to the age of Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg,
Hunter s. Thompson, and Henry Miller, a time in which, as Truman
Capote illustriously put it, people didn’t write, they simply typed. That
is, their style was automatic, not in the Surrealist sense of the term: it
was mechanical, automatic, and spontaneous. That spontaneity, that
resistance to delineation, to the act of being circumscribed, is what
makes him so compelling.

It is a criticism that runs through our multiracial culture. . . .
When filming Malcolm X, Spike Lee put it this way: “No one who
isnt’ black should be allowed to touch the story of the leader of the
Nation of Islam.” The argument, of course, is frightening. It suggests
that only what pertains to our ethnicity should be addressed in art.
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Could you imagine how limited we would be if as a society we were to
endorse such doctrinaire approach? Art is nothing but an invitation to
break boundaries, to go beyond ourselves, to experience life through
another set of eyes. In Shakespeare’s age, the part of Othello, as a
result of the requirements of the culture, waqgs interpreted by a white
actor. Blacks didn’t have a place on the theatrical stage. Still, the fact
that a nonblack plays the role is an extraordinary proposition.
Knowledge in general pushes us out of our skin. If we only limited
ourselves to what we’ve experience, nobody would study the Middle
Ages because, obviously, nobody today went through them. The
approach can be extraordinarily confining: our own family, school,
religion. . . . Why do we read books? Why do we go to the movies?
To reach out, to escape our own condition. Should we not perform
West Side Story, a musical retelling of the tragedy of Romeo and Juliet
that to some people is offensive in its representation of Puerto Ricans in
New York? Should we not stage The Merchant of Venice because of its
anti-Semitic ingredients? Of course we should, time and again. Each
performance should be an opportunity to understand they context in
which Shakespeare composed his dramas, the ideas that inspired him,
the social, intellectual, and theological texture of his time.

The criticism label thrown at me after Bandido appears to be
ongoing. A student whose undergraduate education was done at the
University of California in Santa Barbara once told me that a teacher of
his often repeated: “Never criticize a Chicano in public. You’ll be
immediately become the enemy.” It is a troublesome state of affairs to
understand criticism as a destructive endeavor. The critic serves an
invaluable function in democracy, reflecting on who we are, where
we’ve been, and where we’re going — attempting to understand the
relationship between our daily lives and the dreams we dream. By
definition, the critic is at once an insider and an outsider: he is
simultaneously a member of society and also a visitor.

You’ve often expressed dismay with the lack of serious
criticism in Latin America. Could this be attributed to the influence of
the Catholic Church?

It is proof of the Iberian heritage. The age of Reformation
never really took hold in the Iberian Peninsula. This is because Spain
nurtured a strong Counter Reformation that cancelled any possibility of
a free-flowing, open dialogue of ideas. Just as the rest of Europe was
being swept away in the eighteenth century by a growing bourgeoisie
that fashioned itself as a conduit of a fresh, reinvigorated mentality, one
impatient with the Ancient Regime, the Spaniards allowed themselves
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to be swallowed — devorados — by dogmatism. In 1776 and 1789, as
the American Revolution and the French Revolution are unfolding,
France was already submerged in its Romantic movement. But Spain
had a second-rate romanticism in the nineteenth century. Only Mariano
José de Larra is a thinker who, although stretching it somewhat, might
be worthy of our attention. We owe to him sentences such as “aqui
yace media Espafia, murio de la otta media” (herein lies the dead half
of Spain, seceded from its other half). The entire peninsula got itself
lost in the philosophy known as Krausismo, a reaction against the
Enlightenment modeled after the mediocre German thinker Karl
Christian Friedrich Krause. Aside from Larra, one needs to search
patiently to find figures who represent the embrace of reason against
fanaticism. Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos, active in Madrid, is among
the most progressive. And who else? The Spanish and Portuguese
Americas inherited an inflexible, fastidious, orthodox approach to
ideas. This, too, is the legacy of the baroque style: dogmatism.
Whereas in the United States, revolutionary figures — those Joseph Ellis
called “the Founding Brothers” — were capable not only of subverting
British rule, but of establishing a Declaration of Independence and a
Constitution that offered a set of republican reforms affecting the
participating states of the newly formed Union, in the Spanish and
Portuguese Americas the revolucionarios didn’t quite know what to do
once the ties to the empire across the Atlantic were cut. Their solution:
to assassinate one another until a single surviving figure became the
ultimate ruler. That pattern, I’'m afraid, has been followed from one
revolutionary movement to another in our hemisphere: from Cuba to
Nicaragua, the corollary of a revolution is tyranny. And tyranny is a
form of feudalism. Alfonso Reyes and Octavio Paz often decried the
state of criticism in Mexico, ruled by compadrasgo, friendship and
nepotism. Not too different is the situation in Argentina and Cuba. To
criticize, it is understood, is to either celebrate or to attack. But the
function of criticism is quite different: to enlighten, to ponder large
political and intellectual issues, to place ourselves in history.

Could I ask you to illustrate the ideal of the baroque in the
Hispanic world?

In Mexico and Peru, the baroque, grotesque, and monstrous are
evident in colonial times. It is featured in architecture, music, religious
art, and folklore. Keep in mind that, at the time of the conquest and
colonization, Spain was amidst a period of baroque aesthetics: Diego
Velazquez, Quevedo, and Gongora are a handful of representatives.
Calderon de la Barca is responsible for the play Life Is a Dream, in
which Segismundo, the imprisoned successor to the throne, wonders:
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am | trapped in a reverie? The Iberian psyche was infused with ornate,
self-referential imagery. Cuba was equally baroque, though on the
island the style has perpetuated itself to the present in ways unseen in
the rest of the Americas. The explanation might have to do with the
density of Cuban culture: not only do Afro-Cuban and European
artifacts interact constantly, but the island, as a result of its
geographical location, has been, since the sixteenth century, a port of
entry and departure of products and people the globe over.

From 1523 to 1810, art and letters in the Americas abound in
barogue examples. Sor Juana Inés de La Cruz left us with plays and an
epistemological meditation entitled First Dream. The first lines are
superb: “Piramidal, funesta, de la tierra/nacida sombra, al Cielo
encaminab”; in English: “Pyramidal, doleful, mournful shadow/born
of the earth.... “Her superb sonnets are immortal:

Este, que ves, engafio colorido,

que del arte ostentando los primores,
con falsos silogismos de colores,

es cauteloso engario del sentido;

In Margaret Sayers Peden’s translation:

This that you gaze on, colorful deceit,
that so immodestly displays art’s favors,
with its fallacious arguments of colors
is to the sense cunning counterfeit.

Sor Juana is also a protofeminist of immense power:

Hombres necios que acusais |,
a la mujer sin razon,

sin ver que sois la occasion

de lo mismo que culpais.

Misguided men who will chastise
awoman when no blame is due,
oblivious that it is you

who prompted what you criticize.

Likewise her contemporary, Carlos de Siguenza y Gongora,
although his lyricism is of a different kind.

In Quevedo, Sor Juana, and Siguenza one has characters that
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look at themselves and reflect on the act of looking at themselves. In
many ways it’s very close to the postmodern, or what we have come to
call postmodern, in which we are all actors of a larger play. An
attribute of la mentalidad barroca, the baroque mind, is that it is
hierarchical, much like the Catholic Church and the map of the
universe it supported during the Renaissance.

Let’s move to popular culture — in particular, to comic books.
You’ve frequented comic strips since adolescence. Eventually, you
published a tribute of sorts: Latino USA [2000], an irreverent cartoon
history illustrated by Lalo Lopez Alcardz. How did the project come
about?

My passion for comic strips dates back to the seventies, when,
growing up in Mexico City, | religiously stopped at the neighborhood
kiosk to acquire the latest installments of Los Agachados, Kaliman, and
other lowlife Mexican superheroes. | learned much about the nation’s
past, about its quest for identity. My passion didn’t diminish as I
became an avid reader of nowvels. In fact, the art of juxtaposing
Madame Bovary with Cantinflas, Raskolnikov and Mafalda, was
rewarding; each spoke to another part of me, and sometimes to each
other. So the telephone call from a New York editor to invite me to
produce a cartoon history of Latinos was nothing but thrilling. It
allowed me to pay tribute to the pop culture of my youth, through
translation: in English and for a readership light-years away from my
native culture.

In shaping it, my dream was to be at once responsible and
irreverent. | wanted to prove that a scholar need not be imprisoned in
the squared formats of strict intellectual prose; that risks ought to be
taken to explore different means of communication. Fine history
should be fun too, shouldn’t it? The idea once suggested by Thomas
Agquinas that only the future is malleable is untrue. The future,
actually, is rather immovable; people are incapable of touching it, until
they become part of it. It is the past, instead, that changes constantly:
each of us, alone and as part of a generation, constantly redefine it so as
to map out our own roots, to define who we are and why. Latinos, the
nation’s fastest growing minority, are a sum of heterogeneous parts. In
this volume | attempted to reflect that multiplicity of selves and
multiplicity of pasts.

My literary influences — Cervantes and Pirandello, in particular

— are overt. A history of Latinos is also a history of their present
circumstances and a history of the historians that take upon themselves
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the task of delineating the past. My characters, at one point, enter my
own library, read my books, and criticize my own oeuvre. This is to
show that a critic’s eye — or better, a critic’s “I” — should be even-
handed. Nothing should be left untouched, not even his own status as
storyteller.

In your collection of essays The Riddle of Cantinflas you say
that political cartoons and murals in turn-of-the-century Mexico
functioned as snapshots of contemporary affairs for the popular masses.
You further claim that Jose Guadalupe Posada is “the founding father
of genre”. Do you also consider Posada
the Abraham or Patriarch of the modern comics industry in Mexico? If
S0, why?

No doubt Posada was a liberating figure. He refused to see art
as a quest of the individual. His lampoons were for the masses. He
didn’t even sign his engravings. After he died, he was buried in an
unmade grave. But Posada’s ubiquitous Calaveras belong to Mexican
folklore. The Mesoamerican imagery is alive in his oeuvre. That’s
why, | trust, Diego Rivera and the other muralists embraced him
wholeheartedly: in him, the nation’s history came alive in a nonelitist
fashion. The ideology of Muralism is a twist of Posada’s mandate: to
bring art to the people.

In the United States, the much heralded explosion of the comic
industry was built on the innovations of such legends as Will Eisner
(The Spirit), Joe Shuster and Jerry Siegel (Superman), Stan Lee
(Spiderman, Silver surfer, Fantastic Four), Jack Kirby aka Jacob
Kurtzberg (Spiderman, Captain America, Silver Surfer, The Hulk,
Fantasti Four) and Bob Kane (Batman). All were Jewish artists,
Micahel Chabon’s The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Klay is a
paean to these Jewish pioneers. Did any of these Jewish artists, staples
of the U.S. Industry, influence the comic book industry in Mexico?

I’m sure they did, but their influence was empty of any Jewish
content. Shuster and Siegel were instrumental in the shaping of heroes
like Kaliman, and so were Lee and Kane. But even in the United States
the Jewishness of these artists was a secret. How many people knew
around World War 1l that Superman was a “yeshiva bokher”? El Payo,
Chanoc, Rocambole, Memin, and Detective Fisgon are very diverse
characters. A few trace their roots to nineteenth-century feuilleton
literature, where the Mexican peasant is portrayed as ingrained with
preternatural forces. But these are also characters — I’'m thinking of Los
Agachados, by the anti-Semite Eduardo del Rio (aka Rius) who
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nurtured their talents in Soviet strips and, later, in the popular images of
the Cuban Revolution.

Do you agree with Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart’s
assessment in their book How to Read Donald Duck that the United
States’ comic industry is an agent for American imperialism?

That unfortunate book was popular at the height of the Cold
War. A foolish, nearsighted Latin American left wholeheartedly
embraced it. But the masses were far more intelligent: they ignored it
altogether. Proof of the foolishness of its authors is their refusal — in
the volume itself — to be comprehensive and evenhanded. They
neglected to reflect, for instance, on native-made comic strips. Why
didn’t Dorfman and Mattelart “scrutinize” the ideological message of a
Kaliman? The answer, | think, is a rather simple one: in their eyes an
artist’s origin is also his fate. Thus, to draw strips in Chicago is to be a
CIA agent. They also believed that the societies north and south of the
Rio Grande would always antagonize each other.

How often did clearly Jewish characters make an appearance
in Mexican comic books? Were the featured Jewish characters
complex or merely flimsy stereotypes? Take for example, the
conflicted impulses of heroism and villainy that mark Magneto in the
Marvel comic book X-Men. In a daring move of character, Magneto,
the leader of the Brotherhood of Evil Mutants, has been portrayed by
the creators of the comic book over the years as a Holocaust survivor or
either Jewish or Gypsy origins (the multimillion dollar blockbuster
movie opts to paint him as a Jewish Holocaust survivor). | must admit
that despite the character’s complexity, | have not grown comfortable
with the idea of the Holocaust survivor as a major comic book villain.
Does Magneto have a counterpart in the Mexican comic industry?

Magneto as a strip hero could only emerge in the Untied
States, where the Holocaust is a fundamental compass in the shaping of
modern Jewish identity and where Nazism and the Arabs in popular
culture are quintessential evil forces. Europe and Russia have modeled
a different type of comic-strip enemy, and so has Latin America. Thus,
an in-depth exploration of the Holocaust such as Art Spiegelman’s
Maus is American to the core: it strikes right at the heart of America in
the last third of the twentieth century: through anthropomorphic animal
strips, it reflects on the Jewish quest for survival during World War I1.

The only appearances of Jewish characters in Mexican strips
that | remember, and they are scattered, are of the anti-Semitic
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stereotype of the capitalist moneyleader. Often these appearances were
insinuated, rather than overt: an avaricious patron would have a Jewish
last name for instance. As far as | recollect, never did the local
superheroes have Semitic ancestry. The only occasion in which a more
open discussion of Jews and their origin appeared in strips was in a
nasty issue by Rius fully dedicated to the Jews. | mentioned it to you,
as | did in the foreword to Latino USA, because | was thoroughly
shocked when | came across it, to the point that my overall endearment
to the genre changed forever. In it Rius praised Hitler and supported
the thesis of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion. But Rius only
articulated what other comic strip artists also though: that Jews were
conspirators in a campaign to conquer the globe.

It is fascinating to observe the recent rediscovery of Theodore
Seuss Geisel’s political bite and savvy vintage editorial cartoons. In
the New Press’s Dr. Seus goes to war, Geisel is in top form, skewering
the isolationism and anti-Semitism that made up World War Il
America. | am curious to know if and how the Mexican comic book
industry grapples with complex political themes?

Sustained studies of Hispanic comic strips have yet to be
written, but it is clear even without them that popular culture south the
Rio Grande — and comic strips, in particular — as in other places, has
served a therapeutic function when digesting complex political themes.
In the last dictatorial years of the P.R.l., as the Institutional
Revolutionary Party — Mexico’s governing party from 1929 until the
late 1990s — was called, the satirical strip EI Chamuco ridiculed the
political establishment, thus smoothing the democratic transition.
Likewise, major characters have tackled major issues such as the sexual
revolution, the fall of Communism in Russia, the drug trade from
Colombia to the U.S.-Mexican border, etc. And national themes of
inescapable relevance are also scrutinized: corruption and the excesses
of political authority, race, gender, and geographical differences...The
moral divide that cuts across Mexican society is obvious in these strips.
For instance, semipornographic strips like La Pervertidora tend to
portray urban people as sexually insatiable whereas the rural population
is seen as purer and more controlled.

While it appears readership of comics is quite robust in
Mexico, U.S. readership has plummeted in recent years.  Comic
giant Marvel was in fact teetering on the brink of bankruptcy.
Nonetheless, Art Spiegelman’s Maus beat the system, proving that
history and comics are not unusual bedfellows and that historical
themes can be a commercial hit with the reading public. Likewise,
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Icon Books in London (publisher of Walter Benjamin for Beginners)
has undoubtedly placed a stamp on the marketplace for illustrated
works focusing on this past century’s deepest thinkers. Does the
format of the comic inherently lend itself to a more digestible reading
of the complex themes of history? Is there any danger to presenting
history through comics?

I don’t see any danger. Maus and Freud for Beginners are
baby boomer artifacts; they speak to an audience that not only grew up
with comic strips but that never outgrew them — a post-World War |1
audience that ventured into entertainment in unforeseen ways. The
marriage between history and popular culture is a fruitful one: the
same Steven Spielberg that brought E.T. to a theater near us gave us
Schindler’s List and is seen today as a cornerstone in the effort to
preserve the memory of the Holocaust for the future.

Economic hardship aside, today the comic strip is alive and
well. I’m convinced we have not yet seen even a fraction of its endless
permutations. Last year | got as a gift a wonderful French strip version
of Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu. Its existence makes me
confident that as our society gravitates more emphatically from words
to graphs, even metaphysical inquiry and nuclear physics might be
articulated, even disseminated, through comics.

Some of the press reviews for Latino USA are calling for the
text to be distributed in the classroom. What do you see as the
“pedagogic possibilities” of Latino USA?

It is a volume that hopes to instill a “critical eye” — that is, a
critical “I” — in the reader. History in it isn’t sacred: the reader is
invited to be displeased, and to suggest different alternatives. | don’t
want the study of history at the basic level to be tedious, or to shy away
from multiple interpretations, to be allergic to exploring alternative
ways of reconstructing the past.

| want to return to this idea of “fakers” we’ve talked about
before. Fakers are also Doppelgangers.

Yes.
Is the concept of hyphenated identities another manifestation

of the Doppelgédnger? Is it possible for someone to find himself or
herself inadvertently trapped on one side of the hyphen? Could one

55



N.S.

half of the hyphen be an imposter’s ruse? For example, a Cuban-
American might find one side of the identity coin outweighs the other.

At different periods of life, an individual with multiple
identities might oscillate more toward one than the others.

Your essays and stories abound with this type of personality.
Mark Twain’s literature — and his life, for that matter — was also
populated with Doppelgédngers, twins, doubles, imposters, and
impersonators. Twain used this literary device less as a gimmick, and
more as an insightful commentary on the reasons for and psychological
consequences of imposture. The Prince and the Pauper and The
Tragedy of Pudd’nhead Wilson are stories about identities that are
imposed, swapped, and orphaned. Oscar Wilde, Julio Cortazar and
Ernesto Sabato also steered this course. You’ve made a reference
earlier in this conversation to The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr.
Hyde, a novella that, judging by the disquisitions on it in your oeuvre,
appears to fascinate you. Where does your attraction to Doppelgangers
come from?

Doppelgéngers are a reminder of the myriad selves that inhabit
us.

This interview is reprinted with the author’s permission. It was first published
in llan Stavans: Eight Conversations in 2004. The book was written by Neal
Sokol and Ilan Stavans and published by the University of Wisconsin Press.
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