
[image: Constructed Latinx(s) Identities: Racialized Bodies in Visual and Textual Culture by José I. Lara]



Constructed Latinx(s) Identities







Constructed Latinx(s) Identities

Racialized Bodies in Visual and Textual Culture

Edited by
José I. Lara

[image: Logo: Amherst College Press]





Page iv →Copyright © 2025 by José I. Lara

Some rights reserved

[image: Logo: Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License]

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creative commons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ or send a letter to Creative Commons, PO Box 1866, Mountain View, California, 94042, USA. Note to users: A Creative Commons license is valid only when it is applied to the person or entity that holds rights to the licensed work. This work contains components (e.g. poetry quotations, song lyrics, and/or images) that have been published with permission from their respective rightsholders and to which the rightsholders of this work cannot apply the license. It is ultimately your responsibility to independently evaluate the copyright status of any work or component part of a work you use, and if necessary, seek permission from the appropriate rights holders, in light of your intended use.

The complete manuscript of this work was subjected to a partly closed (“single-anonymous”) review process. For more information, visit https://acpress.amherst.edu/peerreview/.

Published in the United States of America by 
Amherst College Press

Manufactured in the United States of America

Library of Congress Control Number: 2024944258

DOI: https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.14526607

ISBN 979-8-89506-003-2 (paper)

ISBN 979-8-89506-004-9 (open access)

ISBN 979-8-89506-005-6 (hardcover)






Contents


	Acknowledgments

	Introduction: Alternative Approaches and Representations of Latinx(s) Subjectivities in Cultural Production

José I. Lara

	 Part 1: Cinema About and By Latinx Communities

	 1. How We Became Latinx: The Role of Data on Identity in the Twenty-first Century

Jennifer Vilchez

	 2. Latinx Cyborgs: Analyzing Cyborg Identities Through a Cultural Lens 

Reyes Caballo-Márquez

	 3. Resistance, Subversion, and the Racialization of Food in The Blue Diner 

Mónica Rodríguez

	 4. Screening Diasporic Memories and Race in Diana Peralta’s De lo mío

Manuel Medina

	 5. Underscoring Indigenous Latinx Identities Through Cinema 

Argelia González Hurtado




	 Part 2: Latinx Peoples in Visual and Textual Cultural Expressions 

	 6. “Darker Shade of White”: Intersections of Black, Latinx, and Salvadoran in an Everyday Poetics of the Washington, D.C. Metropolitan Area 

Ana Patricia RodríguezPage vi →

	 7. Closing the Media Gap? Latinx Languaging at Race and Queer Intersections 

Julio Torres

	 8. Casting Spells with Melody: The Ascension of Yma Sumac to the Throne of Exotica in the 1950s 

Luis F. Paredes

	 9. Constructing U.S. Central American Identities in The Wandering Song: Central American Writing in the United States 

Adrian Kane

	 10. Intersectional Identities and Care Work as Agency in Recent Latina Fiction 

Belkis González

	 Afterword: On the Future of Representation and Scholarship 

Irene Mata




	About the Contributors







Acknowledgments

I want to thank all of the contributors of this volume for their compelling research and writing. I am also extremely grateful to Mr. Trevor Perri, Acquisitions Editor, and Ms. Beth Bouloukos, Director of Amherst College Press, for their unwavering support and invaluable insights. Mr. Perri has especially encouraged me at every step, from the proposal stage to the final revision phase. I am very thankful to the peer reviewers for their thorough reading of the material, enthusiasm, and constructive suggestions that have strengthened the manuscript’s overarching arguments and themes. I also want to thank Katie Rokakis, Senior Digital Publishing Coordinator, and the incredible team at Michigan Publishing Services for their assistance throughout the production process of this work. Lastly, I am grateful to the Center for Advancement of Research and Scholarship at Bridgewater State University for providing me with a course reassignment grant (a one-course release in the Fall 2023 semester), which allowed me enough time to complete this edited volume.Page viii →






Introduction: Alternative Approaches and Representations of Latinx(s) Subjectivities in Cultural Production

José I. Lara

Bridgewater State University


On June 29, 2023, Supreme Court Justice Judge Sonia Sotomayor wrote in her dissent on the ruling of cases Nos. 20–119 and 21–707, which overturned affirmative action in college admissions, that the court’s decrees ignored the historical and enduring presence of racism and inequality in the United States. She also reminded us that in an “endemically segregated society” such as ours, people have never been “colorblind” and that “race has always mattered and continues to matter” (cited in Acevedo 2023).1 Although it is well-established that race is a social construct, Justice Sotomayor was accurate in stating that the concept and practice of race (and, by extension, racialization) continue to shape our society and are exercised to justify the exclusion and unequal treatment of certain peoples, especially those defined or perceived as “non-White.” One of those groups is the Latinx people, the largest minoritized group in the United States.

“Latinx” is a complex, debatable, and elastic term. It is a twenty-first-century neologism that was “born out of the LGBTQIA[+]‌ community in the U.S. as a way to resist the gender binary” and is utilized to describe people of Latin American descent in a more inclusive or gender-neutral manner than the heteronormative pan-ethnic “Latino” classification (Salinas Jr. and Lozano 2017, 304). Nevertheless, over the last fifteen years, some have begun to resist the adoption of this term, including members Page 2 →of the Latinx community. Critics have argued that “Latinx” is an Anglo-American identitary label and another example of linguistic imperialism that does not take into consideration Spanish-dominant speaking immigrants. They have indicated that “Latinx” does not conform to the phonological and syntactical norms of the Spanish language. Others who reject “Latinx” suggest that Latin Americans and their diasporas do not use the term (De Onís 2017, 81–89; Vidal-Ortiz and Martínez 2018, 388–393). Lastly, there are some, especially from the Black Latinx community, who have rightly pointed out that “Latinx” has not always addressed the exclusion of Black and Indigenous groups from the discussion of Latinidad or the coloniality of the terminology used to describe people of Latin American descent. They have asserted that “Latinx” is another “neologism built on [the] neologism[s]” of Latino, Latinidad, and even Hispanic, all of which are rooted in colonialism and nineteenth-century nation-building projects that celebrated mestizaje (an ideology that justified discrimination while appearing inclusive), promoted anti-Black and anti-Indigenous discourses, and upheld Eurocentric notions of White superiority (Flores 2021, 66–71).2

While “Latinx” is indeed difficult to pronounce by non-English speakers, many of the critics fail to acknowledge that Spanish is also the language of the colonizer, Spain, and was forced on people who spoke numerous Amerindian and African languages. The arguments by some opponents also seem to presuppose that all Latinx people are Spanish-speaking or Spanish-dominant, but that is not the case, especially if we consider the Indigenous dialects or the fact that a large percentage of second, third, or higher-generation descendants of people of Latin America indicate that they do not speak Spanish or cannot speak it “well-enough” to carry on a conversation in Spanish (Mora and López 2023). The assertion that “Latinx” has not been used in Latin America is also false, given that non-English speaking activists have employed this term for some time to expand the gender binary. As part of these efforts, some people have advocated for adopting “Latine,” another gender-neutral term that became more mainstream in the late 2010s and includes the “e” already present in Spanish pronunciation and that can exist in its singular and plural forms (Vidal-Ortiz and Martínez 2018, 391). I am cognizant that Latinx is an imperfect term and that, like those umbrella terms that came before it, it has been consciously and unconsciously employed to exclude and deny the importance of the histories of Black and Indigenous peoples in Latin Page 3 →America and the United States. Still, my informed adoption of Latinx is based on the notion that it “describes the in-between space[s]‌” (Morales 2018, 4) or lived experiences of individuals from various cultural, ethnic, linguistic, and racial backgrounds and recognizes the diverse “genders, sexual preferences, and transnationality” of those most marginalized (De Onís 2017, 85). In other words, I do not approach “Latinx” as a homogenizing pan-ethnic identitary term but instead as an unstable geography or “point of entry” (García Peña 2022, 1) and speculative hermeneutic that allows me (and the collaborators of this volume) to examine and validate the intersectionality of Latin American diasporas’ identities.3

Because individuals who are identified or self-identify as Latinx (or Latino/a, Latine, or Hispanic) are part of diverse, heterogeneous, and even, at times, contradictory communities, they are a challenge to the way race and ethnicity have been conceptualized and deployed in the United States. Latinx people do not “neatly” fit into a classificatory category but rather occupy an ambiguous and “unique position in the racial and ethnic hierarchy of the United States” (Almaguer 2016, 211). Nevertheless, like other minoritized groups, Latinx people have been subject to racialization or the “process through which groups (frequently the dominant ones) use cultural and/or biological features/criteria to construct a hierarchy of superiority and inferiority among collective social actors” (Grosfoguel 2004, 326–27).4 In other words, in the United States, Anglo-Americans have systemically highlighted specific physical attributes—skin color, hair, facial features—as well as cultural traits such as diet, language, and religious and secular customs of Latinx individuals to create difference and legitimate hierarchical and discriminatory practices that uphold Western/White supremacy (Murji and Solomos 2005, 3–9).

The impact of the racialization of the Latinx communities is apparent in every sector of society and aspect of daily life. It is seen in the prejudice that Latinx people face on a regular basis, reflected in the prevalent racist attitudes, ideologies, and policies that continue to fail to grant them equal opportunities and protection, and observable in cultural phenomena that have historically reduced this population to stereotypes or caricatures. Nonetheless, since at least the mid-1990s, there has been an increase in scholarship on artistic expressions and products (films, literature, music, TV series, etc.) that challenge these entrenched and erroneous representations and demonstrate the heterogeneity and multidimensionality of Latinx subjectivities and their everchanging lived experiences. Some of those seminal Page 4 →works include Chon Noriega and Ana López’s The Ethnic Eye: Latino Media Arts (1997), Alberto Sandoval-Sánchez’s José Can You See?: Latinos on and Off Broadway (1999), Mary Beltrán’s Latino/a Stars in US Eyes: The Making and Meanings of Film and TV Stardom (2009), and Frederick Luis Aldama and Christopher González’s Reel Latinx: Representation in US Film and TV (2019). The present volume builds on these works, critically engages in the intersectionality of identities, and, keeping in mind the recent criticisms of “Latinx” described above, aims to underline the significance of the geologies of Black, Indigenous, and gender and sexually minoritized groups. It also utilizes the idea of the “racialization of bodies”—a concept that José Cobas et al. discuss at length in How the US Racializes Latinos (2009) to explain the history and detrimental consequences of the racialization of Latinx peoples— as a connecting thread for the entire tome.

Constructed Latinx(s) Identities is unique in its focus on examples of textual and visual culture created by and from the perspective of Latinx peoples. It consists of ten interdisciplinary essays that discuss recent representations of the histories and traditions of Latinx communities in film, literature, and television—works that have not received much scholarly attention or are studied in this volume for the first time. Using specific case studies, the authors of this collection delve into the intersections of identity in Latinx production and self/representation and challenge the colonial and modern power structures that have continuously racialized and gendered Latinx bodies (e.g., defined them as other, different, inferior, or feminine). In addition to deconstructing the mechanisms mentioned above, many of the chapters attempt to recover knowledge buried or shunned by colonialism and modernity, utilize and advocate for a more inclusive lexicon for Latinidad, and offer alternative and nonhierarchical forms of defining Latinx and forming pluri-identitary and multivoiced communities.

This edited volume is divided into two main parts. The first section includes studies carried out by Jennifer Vilchez, Reyes Caballo-Márquez, Mónica Rodríguez, Manuel Medina, and Argelia González Hurtado on cinema about and created by members of the Latinx communities. In chapter 1, Jennifer Vilchez explains how technology and data have produced and disseminated contemporary identitary categories, including Latinx—which she describes as one of “the latest nominalizations” for people of Latin American descent. By expanding on Foucauldian theories of power and the concept of “tethering,” Vilchez demonstrates how the Page 5 →racialization of Latinx people and their association with labor and borders is directly tied to global scientific advancements and the distribution of information. To illustrate her arguments, she examines the 2008 dystopian film Sleep Dealer, a movie in which migrant laborers are dehumanized and whose life force is extracted through the use of nodes and other forms of technological equipment. Vilchez’s analysis of Sleep Dealer also adds to the discussion on the politics of immigration and borders, the intersectionality of immigration, and new approaches to thinking about current and future lived experiences.

Similarly, in chapter 2, Reyes Caballo-Márquez focuses on the articulation between technology and identity formation. In her analyses of Sleep Dealer and Maquilapolis: City of Factories (2006), a documentary that represents the exploitation of workers in maquiladora factories in Tijuana, México, Caballo-Márquez describes the effects of globalization on the exploitation of developing nations and their environments. She also uses the cyborg figure—as defined in Donna Haraway’s “A Cyborg Manifesto”—and its representation in these two films to demonstrate the plasticity of Latinx identities and how the cyborg can be a revolutionary figure in that “it challenges patriarchal and heteronormative values” (Brown 2010, 2). This point is especially explored in her analyses of the two protagonists (Lourdes Luján and Carmen Durán) in Maquilapolis, the two ex-workers who work to denounce the multinational companies’ exploitation of female employees and destruction of their communities, who educate as well as empower maquiladora operatives, and who play an active role in creating and filming the documentary. In her essay, Caballo-Márquez argues for the methodological use of the cyborg in order to understand “the various context-specific cultural realities” of (transnational) Latinx communities (Brown 2010, 3).

The enactment of the Jones Act in 1917 provided Puerto Ricans with statutory citizenship. Nevertheless, as explained by Mónica Rodríguez in chapter 3, Puerto Ricans have generally not been treated justly or afforded the same rights as other US American citizens. In US society, Puerto Ricans have been perceived as other and even “foreign” despite being citizens, which has resulted in them being reduced to the stereotypical Latinx characters of criminals, prostitutes, mentally ill individuals, or dangerous villains in the majority of Hollywood pictures. In her study of the indie film Blue Diner (2001), Rodríguez shows how the main character, Elena, suffers from aphasia and loses her ability to speak Spanish as a result of Page 6 →the pressures that she faces daily as a Latinx person and her inability to reconcile her bicultural (Puerto Rican and US American) and bilingual (Spanish and English) identities. The film is about Puerto Rican representation and diaspora, but as Rodríguez argues, it is also about the experiences of numerous Latinx groups that immigrate to the United States. The characters who frequent the diner regularly and consider it a “safe” space share many of the same struggles and cultural aspects, such as food, language, and attachment to family, which have been used to racialize them, but they refuse to give up. Lastly, Rodríguez explains how the characters in the film use their own culture to subvert dominant paradigms.

The complexities surrounding cultural assimilation, identity, and the migration experience of Caribbean Latinx peoples are also discussed by Manuel Medina in his analysis of the movie De lo mío (2019) by the Dominican-American director Diana Peralta. In chapter 4, Medina indicates that, unlike many films about the Dominican diaspora experience, De lo mío is unique in that the setting is not a US city but rather Santo Domingo with New York as a continuous reference. In choosing this location, Medina posits that Peralta allows for a distinctive conversation about identity and how it is formed and debated in liminal spaces. Medina also argues that to understand more nuancedly the different identities of the three main characters or siblings who were separated from a young age—Rita and Carolina grew up in New York while Dante remained in the Dominican Republic—it is essential to consider intersectionality. To begin to comprehend the Latinx experience, one must consider the interplay “of different elements of identity such as race, class, gender, sexuality, religion, disability, and locality” and how they interact to create patterns of oppression or advantage (Narayan 2019, 1227).

Despite their growing number, Latinx indigenous societies have largely remained unrecognized in the United States. Nevertheless, as Argelia González-Hurtado explains in chapter 5, a new generation of motion picture and media makers is contesting such “imposed invisibility” by creating visual content that underscores their indigeneity and shows a multitude of lived experiences. In analyzing the cinematic works of Roberto Fatal (a Queer Chicanx of mixed Indigenous and Spanish background) and Sebastián Rea (a Queer Ecuadorian American), González Hurtado demonstrates how these filmmakers challenge the traditional Western reductionist representation of indigenous communities and explore the interaction of different aspects of their cultural, gendered, and social Page 7 →identities in their visual cultural production. Rea and Fatal’s works show the significance of storytelling in retrieving and reclaiming indigenous knowledge and practices and bringing narratives about Queer Indigenous Latinx people to the forefront.

Essays by scholars who examine both visual and textual cultural expressions comprise the second unit of this anthology. The collaborators include Ana Patricia Rodríguez, Julio Torres, Luis F. Paredes, Adrian Kane, and Belkis González. In the opening chapter of this section (chapter 6), Rodríguez discusses the importance of language, locality, and relationality in constructing Salvadoran identity in Washington, D.C. She analyses the poetry of Quique Avilés and Sami Miranda and Ellie Walton’s 2021 documentary film La Manplesa: An Uprising Remembered—which details the relatively unknown uprising in the Mount Pleasant area in May of 1991 and represents the many injustices and struggles that Salvadorans, Blacks, and other marginalized communities in the nation’s capital suffered and continue to face today—to explain how “Salvadoranness” took shape out of lived histories and shared experiences. In doing so, Rodríguez proposes that we think of Latinidad or Latinx identity as a continuous process of “aligning,” “acting,” “place-making,” and “relating,” including its relation to Blackness.

Although Spanish is often considered a point of commonality among Latinx communities, the reality is that with every new generation of people in the United States, their linguistic diversity continues to grow, become more fluid, and is dependent on numerous factors such as race, gender, and sexuality (Aparicio 2016, 56–7). In chapter 7, Julio Torres takes on a linguistic approach in his analysis of three popular visual works: the 2021 musical film In the Heights, the Netflix TV comedy-drama series Gentefied (2020–2021), and the Starz television drama series Vida (2018–2020). Torres explains how many main characters in all three works use various “languaging” practices to understand and overcome prejudices and difficulties, form their cultural and social identities, and establish a sense of belonging and togetherness in their imagined and physical communities. Using linguistic resources and phenomena (code-switching, translanguage, etc.) is particularly crucial for queer characters who are often excluded from “White” and their own communities. Overall, Torres evaluates the extent to which In the Heights, Gentefied, and Vida represent diverse and pluri-identitary Latinx communities, delegitimate heteronormativity, and defy gender and racial boundaries.Page 8 →

Very few women of Latin American descent had successful careers in Hollywood or the music industry during the early and mid-twentieth century. The few exceptions include women like Dolores del Río, Lupe Vélez, and Yma Sumac. In chapter 8, Luis F. Paredes examines the artistic career of the great Peruvian-American vocalist and actress Yma Sumac (born Zoila Emperatriz Chávarri Castillo) during the early mid-twentieth century. Paredes shows how Yma Sumac was able to strategically navigate the era’s prevalent exoticization of “non-White” women in Hollywood and the overt orientalist nature and primitivism of the Exotica musical genre to gain international fame and promote Andean culture at a time when the film and music industry lacked Latinx representation and cultural diversity in general.5 As Paredes argues, one must remember that Yma Sumac was not a passive bystander of the industry’s racialized and gendered expectations but an active agent in her performative persona as a royal descendant of the last Inca kings and the icon we have come to know.

In chapter 9, Adrian Kane discusses some of the writings in The Wandering Song (2017), the first multigenre anthology that depicts Central Americans’ varied experiences in the diaspora. Kane focuses on the works of writers like María Isabel Álvarez, Maya Chinchilla, William Flores, William González, and Suyapa Portillo, among others, to demonstrate how the discursive construction of Central-American American identity is connected to US intervention in Central America, postwar and immigration physical and psychological trauma, space, and particular cultural products. In his essay, Kane not only argues for an intersectional and multifaceted US Central-American identity but for greater visibility and recognition of a population that, despite comprising over 7 million residents of the entire United States, has unfortunately remained “invisible” to the majority of the country.6

The final essay of this volume by Belkis González touches on another topic that has not received much academic attention: the trope of “care work as agency” in Latinx narratives. As an answer to this dearth, González analyses Naima Coster’s Halsey Street (2018) and Angie Cruz’s Dominicana (2019) to articulate the representation of the relationship between discourses of care, gender, and identity with a focus on Dominican Americans. She explains that while the female protagonists of both novels—Penelope Grand in Halsey Street and Ana Canción in Dominicana—struggle with gendered and racial-ethnic expectations of caregiving for others, they find a way to come into their own without altogether rejecting their families’ Page 9 →needs. The women in these novels are neither the stereotypical self-sacrificing daughters/mothers of color nor the “individualistic” women prevalent in Anglo-US society; Penelope and Ana are complex, and as González argues, they are part of the discourse about women of color who use care work to empower themselves and exercise agency.

This volume seeks to nuance the meanings of “Latinx” and add to the scholarship that complicates the concepts of race and identity within a Latinx framework. Latinx people have been racialized by both Spanish colonial forces and the US structures of classification and domination (Almaguer 2016, 212; Aparicio 2016, 60), but, as the contributors of this volume argue, Latinx artists, filmmakers, and writers have not only countered such discursive processes and structures but also provided alternative definitions for understanding the complexity and intersectionality of Latinx subjectivities. Through nuanced analyses of recent cultural production, the authors of the following chapters demonstrate how “Latinx” continues to evolve, be renegotiated, and be laden with new meanings and subjectivities in an effort to become more inclusive and create social change. Overall, the aim of this book is to contribute to the field of Latinx Studies by bringing to the forefront largely unknown and understudied Latinx works and popular culture, encouraging further debate among educators, students, and education leaders about racialization and the interaction of the various historical, political, and social contexts in identity formation and propelling its readers to question their positionality when approaching “Latinx.”



Notes


	1.See Nicole Acevedo (2023). Also, for a complete copy of Sotomayor’s dissent, see Supreme Court (2023).

	2.Some of the scholars who advocate for challenging the colonial structures and, at times, covert racism behind these umbrella terms and Latinidad in general include Yomaira Figueroa-Vásquez in Decolonizing Diasporas (2020), Lorgia García Peña in Translating Blackness (2022), and Claudia Milian in Latining America (2013). Among activists, it is important to recognize the queer Afro-Indigenous poet and artist Alan Pelaez Lopez, whose written and visual works not only question Latinidad but call for its cancellation if it is void of any action to undo anti-Blackness and anti-Indigeneity, does not recognize all diasporas, or fails to oppose all forms of violence against LGBTQIA+ peoples. See Pelaez Lopez’s “The X in Latinx Is a Wound, Not a Trend” (2018). See also Walter Mignolo’s The Page 10 →Idea of Latin America (2005) and Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo’s Latin America: The Allure and Power of an Idea (2017) for an explication of the history and lasting consequences of the Eurocentric and racist nineteenth-century nation-building ideologies that shaped Latin America.

	3.It is important to note that while I have adopted “Latinx” in this volume, I firmly believe that the term one embraces to identify oneself is an individual choice. Latinx is not meant to serve as a substitute for how Latinx people identify themselves. My use of Latinx as a “speculative” tool is influenced by the ideas proposed by Claudia Milian in her 2019 work LatinX (Forerunners: Ideas First). My approach is also informed by Ronald Mize, who, in his Latina/o Studies (2019), reminds scholars of the need to consider intersectionality and apply decolonial practices to begin to understand the experiences of Latin American immigrants and their descendants.

	4.See also Adam Hochman’s “Racialization: A Defense of the Concept” (2019) for a detailed explanation of the meaning of racialization.

	5.Exotica is a musical genre named after the 1957 Martin Denny Album. It is a type of “easy listening” music specifically for a Western audience. See Shuhei Hosakawa’s “Martin Denny and the Development of Musical Exotica.”

	6.See Arturo Arias’s “Central American-Americans: Invisibility, Power, and Representation in the US Latino World” (2003) for a critical examination of Central American invisibility in the US. See Ward and Batalova (2023) for a detailed breakdown of Central Americans in the United States.
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Chapter 1

How We Became Latinx: The Role of Data on Identity in the Twenty-first Century

Jennifer Vilchez

Rutgers University


This chapter is meant to be a provocation to goad its readers into paying closer attention to the increasingly prominent role of data in today’s world. By situating infopower and the history of data and technology within Latinx identity, this chapter aims to demonstrate the importance of a newfangled dimension of analysis crucial to the work of Latinx Studies and Ethnic Studies at large.1 Due to its history and subjects of study, by the 2020s, criticism of Ethnic Studies, including Latinx and African American Studies, as well as gender and queer studies, became fodder for conservative debates and actions starting in social media and sometimes ending in government. At the same time, the media was highlighting growing concerns over how new technologies like generative artificial intelligence, or AI that depend on vast amounts of data to train its algorithms, could disrupt higher education and the labor force. While attention to Ethnic Studies and data are independently significant, a critical piece of the conversation must be at the nexus of both, at the juncture of thinking critically of the relation between people and technology. Latinx Studies should be actively curious about data and its different functions, such as how it affects definitions of race and ethnicity and inspires the formation of new kinds of persons that compel the creation of new theories and methods.Page 16 →

While Latinx Studies have shown that Eurocentric logics are central to Western epistemology and traditional academic scholarship, all data-based tools and applications, their mathematics and algorithms, are also built on embedded racial logics that stem from colonialism and the Enlightenment. For any of these new technologies to function, they need vast amounts of data, and the results will only be as “good” as the quality of training data. Several questions arise: Who judges if the data is “good”? Can this audit be done at scale? For whom are these “good” results? The notion of “good” data is a farce; this becomes evident by looking at the history of Latinx as an identity category for data-gathering purposes. In responding to the question of how we became Latinx and the role of data in this process, this chapter proposes a new way to examine personhood and power structures in today’s highly datafied world. To talk about how we became Latinx is to talk about how a new kind of person emerges from the connections between an individual and a surplus of information available through the internet and digital technologies. These technological advancements have also made possible new forms of surveillance but, most importantly, new ways of being a person under this reality. As such, creative tools and ideas are required to understand and discuss these new forms of power that apply data to subject individuals and make them into subjects. I offer “tethering” as an approach for examining these connections.

By introducing the theoretical framework of tethering, some tools and ideas are offered to explain how and what has enabled data and digital technologies to compel the state and individuals to produce identity through closely knit ties and connections. Tethering expands on ideas about contemporary identity-making by centering data and, in the following, I will describe its formulation by interpreting the 2008 film Sleep Dealer by Peruvian American filmmaker Alex Rivera. In this film, Rivera visualizes a dystopian future where advanced technologies streamline the extraction of racialized labor not to reveal possibilities of a time ahead but to comment on the politics of bodies and borders of the present time. Rivera’s film instigates various questions surrounding the techno-future, particularly the normalization of dehumanization behind technologies. Turning migrant laborers, military officers, and independent creatives into cyborgs to have their life force and labor extracted as data streams is a horrific representation of the ethos around migrants and people from south of the border at the turn of the millennium. The history of Latinx as a demographic population category and identity is a departure point for understanding how something like this can happen.Page 17 →


A Brief History of Latinx Demographics and Infopower

Beginning in the eighteenth century, the desire to know how many babies are born at a given time, the number of crimes in a region, the number of psychiatric patients in a hospital, and whether to buy or sell stock led to statistical ways of relaying this information (Hacking 2015). At the time, statistics was defined as a state’s systematic economic and demographic data collection. Demography as a statistical strategy underwrites the biopower of the population; as such, demographic data enabled the discipline of the body that defines biopower. Following Foucault, biopower emerged with the transformation of power formations in Western societies starting in the seventeenth century; however, the most drastic transformation occurred during the nineteenth century. Biopower refers to the control of human bodies—through an anatomo-politics of the human body—which happens through the biopolitics of the population of disciplinary institutions (Foucault 1990, 139). Biopolitics is about making live, the allowing of life. The notion of “make live” refers to what brought life into the political realm as an object of intentional calculation. A constantly evolving signification of identity emerged as new categories became available by nominalizing population segments starting in the eighteenth century when the United States claimed independence. The United States exemplified the biopolitical shift as a nation built on the intersection and mutual incorporation of life and politics when it declared its independence.

Alongside biopower, biopolitics can be understood as a political rationality that takes the administration of life and populations as its subject as a way “to put this life in order” (Foucault 1990, 138). The rationality of biopolitics was how the state would exert biopower for the state’s benefit. What was at stake was not the life of the individual but large units of the population, such as nations, races, and species. The collection and tabulation of demographic data were done so that human and material resources could be appropriately represented for purposes of taxation and representation. As this statistical collection increased, statistics became a discipline concerned with data collection, summary, and analysis. By the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, data is collected, computed, then widely capitalized upon, and distributed by the government, business, sciences, sports, and health. While data may come to represent a person or people with a certain level of authority, it does not contain the level of authority habitually imagined. Thus, data presents an existential concern. For a person to be reduced, to become inexorably tethered to data is to become Page 18 →infallibly predictable, to lose autonomy, and only compound issues at the collection level and influence biases about categories like race or gender. An overview of the categories that precede Latinx shows how Latinx provides a unique case study for demonstrating how to approach data as a dimension of analysis for investigation.

By the twentieth century, racially nominalized people in the United States, once known as “Spanish” and as having “Spanish surnames,” became “Hispanic.” Because the category Hispanic came out on the 1970 U.S. Census amidst the information age that emerged in the same decade, a study of its construction exposes the power and politics of data related to this category and its transformations over time.2 By the twenty-first century, this group is also known as “Latinx” and—although not covered by this chapter—as the growingly recognizable “Latine.” The transformation of this category as a named identity demonstrates resistance to the ways of being accounted for by the state and colonial logic. This group was initially called to function primarily as a data category; prior to the formation of the pan-ethnicity “Hispanic,” members of this new American group were known locally or regionally as Chicano, Tejano, Cuban American, and Puerto Rican (Mora 2014, 6–10). When the pan-ethnic identity category emerged, Hispanic became a way of being and a form of identification. Decades later, some members of the group known as Hispanics became known as Latinx. This transformation of a name resists the ways of being accounted for under specific regimes of power. While the category Latinx still has not reached widespread use among its referent population, the name continues to be adopted by a select percentage (Noe-Bustamante et al. 2020). Digital excavations of social media, journalism, and academic publications suggest that the Latinx name emerged in online exchanges among those who felt invisible and disempowered by available gendered categories at the intersection of their ethnic and racial identities.3 Latinx as a category provides a case study of how data enables and enhances identity by considering the closely knit ties that connect to race, ethnicity, and technology.

The making of Hispanic into an official category and modern computerization are events of the same era that paved the way for Latinx. Even in brief, the histories of data and modern digital technology provide a foundation and legacy for situating the construction of the Latinx category and the corresponding context of each previous categorization. The rise of Latinx depended on data as much as Hispanic did. The U.S. Census Page 19 →added Hispanic to its survey in 1969 due to the push from advocates and interests by political lobbyists. Around the same time, back in what would later be known as Silicon Valley, computers and chips were being developed, and early computer networks like Community Memory were connecting Spanish speakers and Latin American activists in Berkeley, CA, in 1973. As the group gained recognition, it was embraced by media conglomerates as a way of advertising and marketing this group to itself (Dávila 2012; Mora 2014). As the Hispanic identity rose, it prompted the turn to Latino, Latina/o, Latin@, Latinx, and Latine. When Latinx was added to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary in 2018, making headlines, it brought the word to the national spotlight, where more discussions were held in the media and online. In the following years, institutions picked up the category, renaming academic departments from Latino Studies to Latinx Studies and choosing Latinx in journalism versus other names. At the same time, Latinx is still not recognized as an official category by federal law; nevertheless, in 2023, there have been efforts to make it illegal in two states, Arkansas and Connecticut (De Millo and Savage 2023; Eaton-Robb 2023; Sanders 2023). These responses and dissonances around this group and an individual’s identification with it only demonstrate the kind of biopolitical authority the state (and those who do so in its name) exerts on its populations. It also shows that current practices adapt to maintain the same breadth of power, much in the same way it is necessary to revisit and adjust how personhood theories respond to contemporary technological relations.

With the advent of data-based personal technologies, becoming a kind of person is increasingly accelerated and diversified. While Latinx emerges as a subject and identity, there are also still Hispanics and Latinos. The ways this population is accounted for do not consider the individual and, as such, can disregard the political work the category represents. Through the various modes of data collection, Latinx individuals are subject to “formatting” operations by tethering that function together with other modes of biopower and discipline. Tethering theory, thus, is ultimately about infopower, a mode of power that uses the technology of formatting to produce and refine informational persons who are then subject to its operations (Koopman 2019a, 12).4 As an adaption from the Foucauldian term biopower, infopower shows how the very nature of power is shifting in our current technological moment. Infopower refers to “political assembly of information […] which is political because it disposes us as subjects of data prior to Page 20 →any communicative exchange” (Koopman 2019b, 1334). Simply put, “To be able to function in modern society is to submit to demands for ID numbers, for financial information, for filling out digital fields and drop-down boxes with our demographic details” (Marchese 2023). Koopman’s “claim is that your data has become something that is increasingly inescapable and certainly inescapable in the sense of being obligatory for your average person living out their life” (Marchese 2023). The genealogy of infopower shows how the phenomena discussed today, such as “surveillance capitalism” or “algorithmic bias,” are not new and have had their foundations laid out over a century ago. The crisis of representation caused by infopower is accelerated by data’s aim and insidious claims of absolute objectivity and neutrality. In other words, under data-driven infopower, data produces truths, norms, and subjectivity. Nevertheless, this data is also a place of resistance from which individuals and populations can claim their ways of naming and being. Latinx is ultimately this, a recognition of an official group and category that is insufficient and prompts new imaginings.



Data and Datafication

Datafication is more than a double-edged sword; the dangers of what data allows and omits have become part of public discourse as much as the promises and celebrations of collaboration and exchange made possible through data algorithms. While data collection can be problematic, the constant practice of “datafication” is increasingly concerning, turning experiences, feelings, tastes, care, and human relations into data points (Mejias and Couldry 2019). Ultimately, if the function of the category has been distilled into data, a signal cleansed of any unique inherent meaning, as statistics did for the population, this shift produces a crisis of representation in the semiotic sense (Rouvroy and Berns 2013). Tracking human behavior into data fractures human experience into measurable units. Datafication has made possible a new mode of colonialism known as “data colonialism,” which, like surveillance capitalism, is an extension, evolution, mutation, and reproduction of older systems (Couldry and Mejias 2018, 337). If datafication is understood as a colonial process, not just in the metaphorical sense, such as when saying things like “data is the new oil,” then it puts forth data colonialism which appropriates human life so that data can be continuously extracted from it for the benefit of particular Page 21 →capitalist interests (Couldry and Mejias 2019, 18, 89). Data colonialism normalized the exploitation of human beings through data, just as historic colonialism appropriated territory and resources and ruled subjects for profit. However, unlike a resource like oil, data is not a substance found in nature and must be appropriated. Data colonialism appropriates the social resource of personal data. While the modes, intensities, scales, and contexts of data colonialism differ from those of historical colonialism, the function remains the same: to contain and dispossess. The containment and dispossession of personal data at the heart of data colonialism depends on the capturing and processing of social data. Data colonialism presents a particular process of data relations to ensure the “natural” conversion of daily life into a data stream. The result is nothing less than a new kind of social order based on continuous tracking and offering unprecedented new opportunities for social discrimination and behavioral influence (O’Neil 2016, 12–13). These opportunities rely upon the vast stores of gathered and mined data that are already inherently biased due to the human-involved decisions that shaped the data collection from the beginning, such as the choice of racial and ethnic categories (Benjamin 2019; Coded Bias 2020; Noble 2018).

“Algorithmic governmentality” aptly describes this turn to infopower with its reliance on and upholding data (Rouvroy and Berns 2013; Rouvroy and Stiegler 2016). With the increasing introduction of data-based systems becoming normalized, there is also a progressively growing reliance upon algorithms to mine from an ever-growing volume of indirect data sources for whatever use that data is being gathered, such as making estimations or predictions. With algorithms, there is always a set of inputs producing a desired output. This kind of algorithmic turn marks a significant shift underlying knowledge production. Philosopher of technology Antoinette Rouvroy’s terminology of algorithmic governmentality captures the emergence of this new governmental rationality made possible by the growing complexity of information technology—one that “utilizes algorithmic processes of data-aggregation, translation and prediction” and that is “chiefly oriented towards the neutralization of potentiality” (Roberts and Elbe 2017, 59). If algorithmic governmentality is meant to neutralize, this is what is at stake for Latinx identity; for an identity that embraces homogeneity and diversity, to become neutral is a threat. To make sense of its radical position, examining Latinx shows it is critical to consider the historical discourses of personhood, categories, and data together.Page 22 →



Tethering

Tethering reveals how the production of categories like Latinx and the kind of authority of such categorization generates novel forms of sociopolitical and economic orders with old roots. Rouvroy defines authority as the “capacity to decide, which is to say the capacity precisely to attempt something which can fail” (Rouvroy and Stiegler 2016, 22). If authority has to do with what it means to have and make a choice, Latinx as an identity category shows that authority is at stake, as it demonstrates the limits of what an individual experiences in front of society and the state as well as guiding actions of naming and controlling populations. Following Foucault, Rouvroy remarks how the substitution of the government by governance ensued in the “absolute dilution, a kind of horizontalisation, of all that has to do with authority, namely the disappearance of authority itself” (Rouvroy and Stiegler 2016, 22). The loss of authority is both a cause and effect of modern data ecosystems. It stems from its supposed universality and transformability produced over time by data’s dominant role in governance. This shift from government to governance, or governmentality, describes a change in public decision-making processes governing the economy and society. While the government is generally understood as being subsumed by governance, governance indicates the practices of a multiplicity of public and private actors in the economic, political, social, and individual dimensions. Data has taken a leading role in the plurality of actors and dimensions, specifically in racialized people’s individual and collective experiences. While Latinx harks back to an ethnic label, it has to do with the relation of American identity to race. Latinx may not be a race, but it is treated as such, as a form of difference that can be pointed at as not belonging to the dominant group. I suggest tethering as an approach to understand better how Latinx subjects have been inscribed, processed, and reproduced by data processes that define them as historically racialized.

To understand what it means to be a contemporary individual, the history of Latinx reveals that new methods like tethering are needed to holistically approach the intertwined and enmeshed histories of Latinx identity in state governance, political mobilizations, social uprisings, cultural movements, and state governance alongside computerization, digital technologies, and the increasingly data-centric and automated world. Data has become the most valuable component of human life, becoming a Page 23 →powerful commodity once unknown to be possible (Couldry and Mejias 2018). This commodity is extracted from the use of technology by individuals, often given willingly for access to online or product services for entertainment (e.g., Facebook, Ancestry.com, and PlayStation Network) or within a state, political, medical, or social informational ecosystem (e.g., the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, Social Security, and Medicare are all testing online-only applications following a 2021 White House Executive Order).5

In conversations about data privacy and justice, it has been repeated by computer scientists and digital activists Joy Boulamwini, Inioluwa Deborah Raji, and Timnit Gebru that algorithmic bias is prevalent in the modern technocentric world. Boulamwini, Raji, and Gebru have revealed how gender and racial discrimination in facial recognition technology disproportionately affects people of color and women due to algorithmic bias. Algorithmic bias describes systematic and repeatable errors in a computer system that create unfair outcomes, such as privileging one arbitrary group of users (usually White and male) over others (non-White and female). This bias may also occur when an algorithm produces systemically prejudiced results due to erroneous assumptions in the machine learning process.6 As noted by the above figures and advocates like mathematician Cathy O’Neil and Internet Studies scholar Safiya Noble, there is an overwhelming presence of young White (sometimes Asian), usually affluent males at the head of technological development. Noble describes how search engines like Google increasingly exacerbate racist stereotypes and victimize marginalized groups by promoting search results that engage those discourses due to their prevalence or repeated discussions. In Weapons of Math Destruction, O’Neil (2016) examines predictive policing and recidivism risk scoring as two different kinds of algorithms used to decide who the police targets, what kind of neighborhoods to target, and whether criminal defendants are high-risk and should go to jail for longer. She reveals there is no kind of audit of the actual entire process overall. There is no one to review the types of attributes being measured and how the data is being used. While humanists and social scientists may not be the ones who will audit these systems, investigators must attempt to understand them better. Hence, I propose applying tethering to ensure that data as an analytical dimension is not overlooked or oversimplified because it plays an increasingly significant role in our daily lives.Page 24 →

To better understand tethering, a review of the etymology of tether and the word’s real-world uses is necessary to illustrate how I am articulating this concept. The noun tether derives from a late fourteenth-century word for “rope for fastening an animal.” This term most likely originates from a Scandinavian source like the Old Norse word tjoðr meaning “tether,” the Proto-Germanic word *teudran meaning “line or rope,” and a Proto-Indo-European root word *deu- meaning “to fasten.” Around the 1570s, the figurative sense of tether as a “measure of one’s limitations” began to circulate.7 To tether, as implied in tethering and tethered, is “to confine by a tether” and was initially used to describe grazing animals.8 The horse is tethered in place for its own protection as much as that of its handler; the tether restrains but also provides a system of mutual care and the possibility of a sustainable life. A tether is the representation of one’s limitation, a fastening to something that keeps one in place, but also the place from which one is being in the world. In that case, tethering is the historical, ideological, and discursive limits that hold subjects and populations in place. While this sounds constraining, it also contains endless possibilities because once limitations are recognized, they can also be resisted and disrupted; the meaning of connection itself could transform. Tethering can be limited or limitless as it has to do with relationality.

Put simply, tethering describes the kinds of relations people now have with their technological devices and their online and offline selves. It also concerns the data gathering by states and other institutions and how this form of identification has become entwined with other noninstitutional forms of identification. For Latinx people, the initial names for the category (Hispanic and Latino) were insufficient because of their roots in misogyny and heteronormativity. As society becomes progressively more connected to the internet and devices, naming oneself or finding affinity with a group has, to a greater extent, become influenced by online interaction with blogs, press releases, diversity statements, news stories, scientific research, government documents, and census reports. This interaction is part of an ongoing discourse about categories and identities, and while this discourse is primarily targeted to the public using data analyses, it provides a means to engage with that discourse directly. What is possible now but impossible yesterday is the potential to disrupt the universality of data like demographics, consumer research, or crime statistics because of its relation to identity.Page 25 →

Data has prompted changes in grasping notions of power, yielding, and, as discussed previously, a turn toward infopower. Such an acceleration of technologies reveals data’s broader implications on identity, subjecthood, and social relations when considering how data and technology are tethered to identity categories like Latinx.

In the twenty-first century and beyond, diverse modes of biopower and infopower tether people to digital data technologies. Rather than looking directly at discourses about Latinx identity, I demonstrate how infopower produces a crisis of representation of the subjects of ethnic and racial identity categories by setting the critical analysis of a film as theory through interpretation. The construction and institutionalization of Latinx coincide with the development and acceleration of digital information technologies, revealing the broader implications of data that tethering attempts to illuminate, which are at the heart of cinematic science fiction projecting the dangers of techno-futures.



Sleep Dealer as a Critique of Structures of Power

Tethering as a theoretical framework builds from an interpretation of the dystopian vision of Latinx laborers plugging into cybernetworks in Alex Rivera’s Sleep Dealer. His film straddles the science fiction and horror genres, often visualizing the dystopic and sometimes utopic imaginations of the future. The dystopian vision of implanted nodes in laboring bodies in Sleep Dealer provides an entryway into thinking about how data and technology are tethered to people through national, economic, and personal relationships. It is never the individual represented as horrific but the individual’s relationship to the technological environment that is understood as threatening. Technology enables the characters at the center of the story to take on a variety of modes of relation. In Sleep Dealer, day laborers no longer need to move where they physically are as long as they can plug in so that their “work” is sent through networks and simulated by robots elsewhere. The traffic of laboring bodies is still from south to north. However, the technologies now openly depend on the abstraction of borders—all closed but still permeable digitally—and the distillation of human bodies into commodified, digitized energy, signals, and data. This film shows us how individuals, politics, and society are tethered Page 26 →together through technological innovation—politically, economically, and socially—through the relationships at the border.

Sleep Dealer tells the story of three “node workers” (Memo, Luz, and Rudy) who had implanted into their bodies the plug-in technology that allows for the extraction of human life force for use in labor, creativity, and surveillance. Ultimately, these three characters form an intimate and transnational relationship of solidarity in response to the disenfranchisement they individually and collectively experience. The film follows the migration story of an aspiring hacker, Memo Cruz, a young man from the small town of Santa Ana del Río in rural Oaxaca, Mexico, who intercepts a classified transmission from American military forces with shocking consequences. His hometown is next to a dam controlled by the U.S. military that constrains access to water for the locals. Under suspicion of being a “water terrorist,” Memo is targeted for a drone attack that ultimately ends up killing his father instead of him, leaving his home destroyed. The event is broadcast live on an American reality television series called Drones! It shows unmanned drones controlled remotely by American soldiers attacking Mexicans they deem terrorists, like those in Santa Ana, whom they see as threatening to “their” water. Disillusioned by his hacking, Memo decides to travel to the city of Tijuana near the closed border with the United States to become a node worker to support his family. Also known as “sleep dealers,” these people with nodes can have their labor extracted and used to power machines in the United States that simulate their movements. Nodes are the implanted ports that allow cables to be plugged directly into the body. This technology also allows for state surveillance and military warfare by utilizing soldiers with nodes to handle artillery, as well as provides a means for intaking substances and experiencing pleasure and intimacy.

On the bus to Tijuana, Memo meets an inspiring writer named Luz. As a character, she feels like a foil to Memo: Luz is a foreign woman, more White, confident, and experienced than Memo, who even sees him as one of many comparable migrants she finds on the buses traveling to the city. Nevertheless, they share a similar desire to do something different with their lives and implant nodes to do so. Luz does not see herself as a migrant, and it is unclear if she is Mexican (notably, the character is played by Chilean actor Leonor Varela). However, she similarly finds Tijuana a place for opportunity. Luz ends up being a “coyotek”—black market node installer—who implants Memo so he can become a sleep dealer. Although Page 27 →Luz does this underground work, she genuinely desires to become a writer. In this universe, writers share their work by uploading their memories onto a blogging platform. Without Memo’s knowledge, Luz—who uses her nodes for writing—uploads her memories of Memo and sells them on TruNode, an online market for personal memories. When a TruNode follower of Luz’s stories asks for more information about the man she met on the bus, she obliges. She seeks out Memo to learn more about him and continues selling her memories of him. This connection leads to romance; Memo and Luz are shown sharing physical intimacy, romantic and sexual, by connecting to each other’s nodes. As the couple learns more about one another, Memo also faces the realities of being a sleep dealer. All the while, the “reader” asking for more memories of Memo turns out to be the American Rudy Ramírez, the drone pilot who killed Memo’s father and feels terrible remorse. Rudy’s guilt is emphasized by the dismissal of his regret by his parents, who do not consider the victim when Rudy wants to discuss the drone attack with them.

Using Luz’s memories, Rudy tracks down Memo to atone for the murder of his father. When Rudy comes to Mexico, the three characters organize against the privatized and militarized water corporation that controls the dam in Santa Ana. Using the nodes and hacking into the computer networks, they perform “an act of insurgent transnational solidarity” when they hijack a drone and destroy the water corporation’s dam that controlled the water of Memo’s home community (Medel 2018, 115). Using the same node technologies enabling the networked labor, militarization, and closed borders, they repurpose their memory, labor power, and the privatized networks and markets through which they circulate in an “act of collective futurity, thus ensuring the survival and autonomy of the community of Santa Ana del Río” and forge a future in solidarity (115).

Released in 2008, Rivera’s film portrays a bleak future where borders are entirely closed, and technology has allowed the virtual exploitation of migrant labor, military force, and personal relationships. Despite the gloom portrayed, the film ends outside in Santa Ana during daylight, signaling future possibilities. This film is not separate from the discourses of our time regarding border politics and emerging technologies; as such, this film projects a present reality into the future. When the sleep dealers connect their bodies to networks by plugging cables into their bodies, these tethers allow the mirroring of their physical body movements by mechanical robots working in a city over the border, taking the notion Page 28 →of the avatar to another level. It is no longer about hiding behind online handles and screen names but obscuring those who handle labor (see Figures 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3). The nodes make this exploitation possible, but they also enable intoxication, intimacy, and communication of all kinds. These visionary representations reimagine technology and the individual, showing us different ways to experience and be oneself. In fact, some of these are actualizing in today’s technocratic world, as witnessed by remote robotic surgeries and the thousands of invisible online content reviewers.


[image: Still from the movie Sleep Dealer showing Memo Cruz working as a sleep dealer]

Figure 1.1. Memo Cruz Working as a Sleep Dealer (Rivera).




[image: Still from the movie Sleep Dealer showing Memo controlling a mechanical robot in the United States]

Figure 1.2. Memo Controlling a Mechanical Robot in the United States (Rivera).
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Figure 1.3. Sample Room of Sleep Dealer Workers in Tijuana (Rivera).



For the laborer in Sleep Dealer, it is not only about providing or being exploited for one’s body. Being a laborer means paving the way to becoming just labor; the act is distilled into computerized data and code to make function a robot that is physically doing the labor. The data people provide or have scraped from databases are our mirrors, doing work and extracting profit from our information; this film takes this reality to another degree. Today, people are not paid for their data, so Rivera’s omniscience is noteworthy. While all technology users have their information extracted in some way, this story is told specifically through the Latinx body; I read the three characters as Latinx because they represent different genders, classes, nations, and kinds of labor but come forth together in resistance. In Rivera’s film, he shows how, even in the future, it is those who are racialized and disenfranchised that are more nefariously impacted by the reality of datafication (Coded Bias 2020; O’Neil 2016). The datafication of Page 29 →differentiation, discrimination, and dehumanization quantifies reality in a way that effaces these histories.

Rivera’s film also shows borders as porous, abstract, and digitized, a place of division and reunion mirrored by what the nodes represent. In this film and his other works, “Rivera demonstrates a concern with the Page 30 →biopolitical potential of multiple forms of memory technologies and democratically constructed image environments” (Medel 2018, 116). His portrayal of the border signals another way of thinking about it at the time it was made, not just in the media but in scholarship and government. Rivera’s film challenges “preconceptions of the border in predominantly US-based scholarship and public policy that locate it simply as the division between the United States and Mexico” (Carroll 2013, 286). His films present what performance artist Guillermo Gómez-Peña (1996) dubs the “New World Border,” “a continent that has become a huge border zone” where everyone is linked by “imaginary networks” that are “no longer defined by ethnicity, ideology, nationality, or language, but by time,” like the future (24–25). Radical ruptures like the fall of the Berlin Wall and the Baghdad Genocide demonstrate the gradations of two extremes that define the New World Border (NWB). Rivera plays between the extremes by thinking broadly about borders as abstractions with real effects, such as the NWB. The NWB aptly describes what tethering theory is trying to do, as the NWB can only be imagined when preconceptions and old ways of doing things are questioned. It suggests a new way of approaching borders between persons, fields of study, and history, and tethering is a method for understanding the imaginary networks that are part of us today and will be in the future.

Tethering reveals a kind of pharmakon in contemporary personhood, symbolized through the relationship between the nodes and the three characters of Sleep Dealer. Philosopher Bernard Stiegler’s theoretical invocation of the “pharmakon” draws on Ancient Greek etymology to characterize technology as simultaneously a poison affecting contemporary society, a cure through which it can be saved, and a scapegoat that we blame for all our problems. For Stiegler, critical thinking in the early twenty-first century implies a “pharmacological” evaluation of technological possibilities by institutions. These adoptions come alongside the destabilization of social and cultural institutions by capitalist globalization, determining the course of the digital transformation of life. For Stiegler, then, technology is our pharmakon, an inescapable poison with curative potential. Part of tethering theory is that its approach also denotes a three-part identification process that entails 1) defying authority, 2) negotiating acceptance, and 3) criticizing representation. Ultimately, Latinx goes through this process and is itself a pharmakon as most identities are in today’s technological environment. When one Page 31 →identifies with a specific category or name and then wants to modify it, the paradox of identity politics becomes observable. A person may invoke social stratification and demographic categorization to change who they are, and this invocation provides the foundation for initiating transformations. Nevertheless, the categorization and the process of transformation are ongoing. As a case study, I see Latinx as inspirational for conversations around new understandings of identity in and beyond the twenty-first century. The characters of Sleep Dealer provide metaphorical readings meant to convey how to think about identities. Memo, Luz, and Ricky are separate individuals but also form an alliance, which is what Latinx also does. Going further, each character has different relationships to their node, although the node itself is the same technology.


Memo Cruz, Defying Authority

Memo is a young Oaxacan man who dreams of a life beyond his family’s farm and rural town. From the beginning, Memo is shown to be interested and knowledgeable about technology and aspires to be a hacker. Transmission signals entice him to places outside his small town. He ends up hearing a confidential transmission related to military-government operations. This leads to a drone attack on his home, the death of his father, and his migration to Tijuana to work to support his family. Memo represents the day laborer, the Mexican man who leaves his rural home in the south to pursue work up north. Because the border is now closed and heavily militarized, Tijuana becomes the transactional ground through which the life force of the laborer is extracted to be used abroad. The character of Memo is particularly illustrative of “long-standing codependent bipolarities of U.S. immigration policy and Mexico’s modernizing agenda, a topic of interest for the filmmaker foreshadowed in and by his website Cybracero (1997)” (Carroll 2013, 492).

In the still-live website of cybracero.com, there is the specter of the now-defunct promotional mockumentary video Why Cybraceros? due to the discontinuation of Flash.9 While the film is no longer available on this site, Rivera begins the story of what leads to Memo’s node in this small commercial by showing the capitalist and technological applications of the future. On the website of the Cybracero Systems company, Rivera has a press release posted on the front page.


Page 32 →Welcome to Cybracero Systems.

These days, it’s hard to avoid the news: America is facing a crisis unlike before. A combination of economic catastrophes and international security challenges threatens the very fabric of our nation.

Central to these challenges is one issue: immigration.

Immigration is an economic issue – in many sectors our economy relies on immigrant labor. It is also a security issue – our borders must be sealed.

However, if America solves the immigration crisis through true border security, it could further weaken the economy, by removing a source of low-cost labor.

CYBRACERO SYSTEMS believes “We can have it all!”

Our business model is the first to use network technology, and cutting-edge robotics, to create a final solution to the immigration crisis – and keep America competitive along the way.

On this site, we’ll elaborate on exactly how the multiple challenges facing America can be turned into opportunities. This is a time of great change, and for CYBRACERO SYSTEMS, great hope.

Roger Buck, CEO



The CEO’s letter sounds in some way timeless; it is a discourse found in the media at this moment. Cybracero Systems is the company where Memo finds a job, and he is told by the man at the networked factories training him, “This is the American Dream. We give the United States what they’ve always wanted…all the work – without the workers” (Sleep Dealer, 36:20–36:31). Ultimately, this is the ecosystem that Memo wants to hook into at this moment in the story. He sees it as a possibility, which it is, but the prospect has a cost. It guarantees employment, but the cost of that labor is much greater than in the past because there is no direct human-to-human interaction. When the borders close, so does the exchange of what people bring, not just the people themselves. When Memo, Luz, and Rudy join forces, they show they can overcome the border representing only separation. Memo stands for defying the authority controlling the border, physically and metaphysically.

Memo realizes that what happened to the river near his home is happening to him. He tells Luz,


Page 33 →I don’t know what I’m doing.

I work in a place I’ll never see.

I can see my family,

but I can’t touch them.

And, well, the only place I feel…

connected…

is here…

with you. (Sleep Dealer 2008, 53:15–53:45)



Connection, for Memo, is to be with Luz, whom he can see and touch. The arch of Memo’s node moves from a desire to survive and lands on authenticity by defying authority. As a hacker, Memo believed in the promise of technology. When his hacking leads to his father’s death, he decides the nodes would bring much-needed support to his family, and with this hope and his guilt goes to Tijuana. There, he learns what it means to be a node worker, from squatting in the outskirts, the nightlife in bars, falling in love while having nodes, and using nodes to liberate his town’s water. The transnational solidarity happens through the node technology, and the triad of the three characters in the film’s conclusion demonstrates that these two-way relationships between humans and machines are not only for extraction but also resistance.



Luz Martinez, Negotiating Acceptance

Luz does not see herself as a migrant, although we see her enter Tijuana. She has an anthropological approach; she sees herself as an observer, a writer of the human condition. She does not recognize her position within the role she takes up. This disregard for her social status is also represented in the character of Rudy. After she meets Memo, Luz goes to her apartment, and we learn from her computer assistant that she has severely defaulted on her student loans. Luz, like Memo, is also in need of money and has come to Tijuana to work. The pretenses may be different, but this detail stands in for the hallmark story of Latinx people: migration. Even in the future, the border calls people to it for economic hope and better possibilities.Page 34 →

Upon hearing about her financial woes, she goes online to upload her new memory to TruNode. Luz’s blog is called “The Other Side of the Wall;” she titles her new entry “A migrant from Santa Ana del Río.” She narrates,


Tijuana, Mexico.

The biggest border town in the world.

It pulls people in like a magnet.

Even today, long after the border

has been closed.

Wandering souls keep coming…

carrying nothing but their dreams.

Today I met one.

I didn’t think much of him… (Sleep Dealer 2008, 23:02–23:36)



The program does not believe her and urges her to tell the truth, as it detects she is not sincere. The program will question how she speaks about her feelings again, and Luz claims later that her memories seem more about her feelings than Memo.

In search of black market nodes, Memo runs into Luz again. She tells Memo before implanting his nodes that once the body hooks into a machine, “It’s a two-way connection. Sometimes you control the machine. And sometimes the machine controls you” (Sleep Dealer, 34:35–34:45). Luz becomes a local and spiritual guide for Memo in Tijuana; unbeknownst to him, she has also recorded memories to sell to a mysterious patron of her work. In this sense, Luz is not making an “honest” living; she is doing what she can to make do at the cost of Memo’s privacy.

Luz is often the one who reflects the possibilities of the nodes. When Luz admits to Memo what she has been up to, he finds it weird and seems disappointed. Nevertheless, they have sex but do not do it in the normative biological sense. As they begin to get closer to one another, Luz tells Memo:


The only thing nodes are good for…

is to destroy that distance…

to connect us…

to let us see. (Sleep Dealer 2008, 55:55–56:09)



The two start to have cyborg sex using their nodes and cables. In an ethereal montage of color bursts and memories, their bodies and breath come Page 35 →together, as images from their past and psyche pass by the screen. The ominous music with bursts of digital sounds crosses over shots of the two lovers and ghostly images of them. On-screen, the two are connected and interlocked in passion. The audience cannot understand what exactly happens, but they are tethered to one another, and the possibilities of what is exchanged are endlessly imaginable (see Figure 1.4).


[image: Still from the movie Sleep Dealer showing a close-up of Memo and Luz connected by a neon cable]

Figure 1.4. Close-up of Memo and Luz Connected by a Neon Cable (Rivera).



The sex scene is preceded by Luz’s admission of recording memories as if this intimate human connection initiates a more collective one. By admitting to Memo her secret and ultimately bringing together Memo and Rudy, Luz negotiates acceptance of herself, her social position, and the extraction she commits. She aligns herself with them to commit an act of liberation. In doing so, she accepts and acts upon her fault in this exploitation.

What is understood through the narrative of all characters, mainly their names and representations of loved ones, is that they are all Latinx and represent the diversity of that experience. Latinx harks to the representation of multiple genders and nationalities; these three characters unite in solidarity when tethered together and to the networks they hack. An installer of nodes, Luz is more than just the node but the facilitator of connection; she gives people a new position of authority by installing the Page 36 →technology to allow for a new place, condition, and role. While at first, she does this to connect people to an economic system of exploitation, it then moves to one of resistance.



Rodolfo Ramírez, Jr. (Rudy), Criticizing Representation

Unlike Luz and Memo, Rudy is an American soldier on the north side of the border. He works as a soldier for the Del Rio Water Company in the near-border city of San Diego, California. Again, unlike Luz and Memo, there is not much story behind Rudy, although his guilt will motivate the concluding actions of the film.

In the film, Rudy becomes the vehicle of critique. As the embodiment of nationalistic enforcement, he ultimately changes his perspective. He is the arch of guilt and shame, which he repents through knowledge and humanizing of his victims, like those left grieving, like Memo and his family. This experience is contrasted with Rudy’s. In one scene at the dinner table somewhere in a home near San Diego, Rudy and his parents are having beers. This scene is one of the few English-language ones in the film. Rudy breaks the silence: “Hey, Pops, do you ever have doubts? About what you did? In the war?” His father shrugs, and Rudy continues, “I wouldn’t think I would. Most of the time, I don’t feel anything… I killed a man.” His mother grins, “And we are so proud of you!” His father adds, “You don’t know what the man was going to do, and you don’t know how many people you saved. Now, eat” (Sleep Dealer, 1:00:31–1:01:16) The camera focuses on Rudy, and he is sad and disappointed. His doubts are not met on the north side of the border. His attempt to open this conversation was shut down by his father, a former soldier himself. As Rudy begins to resist what he should believe, he breaks his duty to his country and shifts it to his fellow human, a father like his own and a son like him.

Like Luz, Rudy will be another migrant across the border not for economic gain but for a human relationship. When he meets Rudy, he tells him about his childhood and coming over to Mexico to visit his grandmother before the wall went up. He shares he always wanted to become a soldier like his father and grandfather. He begins to talk about his first mission in Mexico, which causes Memo to run away. Rudy chases after him. Rudy has resisted his position as an American soldier and criticizes how he has had people like Memo represented to him, which allows him to see the people Page 37 →behind the target he destroyed. Rudy goes on this transnational journey across the border to apologize to Memo. After chasing Memo onto a bus, he tells him to hear him out,


Just listen to what I have to say…

and I’ll leave, OK?

I was following orders.

And I’m sorry.

I wish I could change it but…

life’s not like that.

And I don’t know. I thought…

maybe I could help. (Sleep Dealer 2008, 1:12:38–1:13:09)



While Rudy is a kind of antagonist, he is on the other side of the Latinx identity. The part that does not feel implicated or responsible to the group. Nevertheless, even without belonging, there is something that connects Rudy. He revisits the shot of Memo’s father as the drone hones in. His guilt drives him to know more, which leads him to Luz’s TruNode account. This aspirational shift that Rudy embodies is optimistic and becomes solidified through his being tethered with Del Rio Water, TruNode, Luz, and Memo.

All three characters experience their energy digitized, made into data to travel through the network cables to simulate it elsewhere. With so much human experience intersecting with technology, new kinds of people and relationships emerge. Some may call them cyborgs à la feminist science historian Donna Haraway, but they also represent the tethering we already experience and need to think more concretely about.




On Nominalization: A Feminist Perspective for Latinx Studies

Sleep Dealer is rich in what it offers regarding thinking about the future. If tethering as a theoretical framework provides a new mode of analysis, it also suggests a new kind of nominalization. I argue Latinx is a form of nominalization; Latinx reflects this grammatical process and connects to infopower. This claim is based on a feminist perspective of “de-vilifying” nominalization, to consider “it as a resource for construing ideological positions, some of which we might well celebrate and others not” (Martin 2008, 801–802). In most feminist approaches to language, nominalization Page 38 →plays a crucial role in upholding binary divisions, thus othering or removing the presence of certain actors.


Nominalizing plays a crucial role in the patriarchal mode of identity construction in terms of the production structure. The similar structure of binary division operates here also – ‘man/woman,’ ‘angel/witch’, ‘homosexual/heterosexual,’ ‘gay/lesbian’ and so on. However, the constructed character of all these categories emerges out clearly when one examines the etymological, social, cultural shifts that these terms have underwent with the changing times. (Saha 2015)



In English grammar, nominalization is a type of word formation containing a verb, adjective, or another part of speech that is transformed into a noun; to nominalize is also known as “nouning.” “Like agent deletion, nominalization can obscure responsibility for events, cf. ‘The management locked out strikers’/‘The lock-out began at 8 pm’” (Gibbon 2018, 176). Other examples of this include “interference,” which is a nominalization from the verb “interfere,” “output” from the verbal phrase “put out,” and “the poor” from the adjective “poor.” While nominalization has been understood as obscuring agents, transactions, and responsibility, naming and renaming also make them visible.

A feminist perspective of nominalization also considers philosopher Ian Hacking’s “dynamic nominalism.”10 How we got to Latinx is not a “natural” occurrence; instead, it arises from shared social, technological, and political ecologies that emerged in the mid-twentieth century. Hacking, who reflects on personhood and contemporary technologies, articulates the practice of dynamic nominalism to describe what it means to be a new kind of person. He argues that the “idea that peoples just separate naturally into overarching racial, ethnic, or linguistic groups is largely a product of a recent invention, the nation-state” (Hacking 2006, 288). The state, which created Hispanic for the U.S. Census and election polling, played a crucial role in “making up” this group and what does not make up this group. Hacking’s theory of “making people up,” or dynamic nominalism,


claims not that there was a kind of person who came increasingly to be recognised by bureaucrats or by students of human nature, but rather that a kind of person came into being at the same time as the kind itself was Page 39 →being invented. In some cases, that is, our classifications and our classes conspire to emerge hand in hand, each egging the other on (Hacking 1986, 228).



While Hacking concentrated on medical classifications, like autism and multiple-personality disorder (MPD), his theory explains the qualities of the emergence of the Latinx subject. It is not as if autistic people and those with MPD did not exist in the past, but that the ways these persons are approached become defined by the stakeholders naming those people. Latinx comes about in much of the same way. When looking at Latinx as a new American identity in the twenty-first century, it is possible to see how it emerges and functions within a specific historical context at the nexus of the modern state and technological innovation. This nexus must be further studied while intentionally considering tech advancements; tethering is one way to do so.

Much like Rivera’s vision of people who must physically connect by nodes to function in the world, tethering is also about connection for functioning in society. It is neither entirely pessimistic nor optimistic, neither utopic nor dystopic, but it is a new way of being in the world. We are not free from our connections to data and its related technologies. Their histories are reflected in records of race and social welfare. Tethering allows us to conceptualize this: much like the invisible Wi-Fi connection shared by hot-spotting (or tethering as it was once called) one’s mobile phone data, the connection is critical to receiving and sending information for the joined device. The joined device using the hotspot could not function without the tethered connection; both must work together to be practical for use individually in this constellation. Beyond the mobile phone on a service plan, there is an invisible connection to network towers and satellites. These technologies emerged from military use and developments in intelligence gathering. Knowing this, the argument that populations are being surveilled by their devices becomes historical, not just in studies of social histories but also in technological ones.

Tethering elucidates how Latinx functions as a nominalization since it considers a holistic view of the networks between people, data, and digital technology as assemblages. Like its function as a word-formation process, nominalization as a process of category formation is always tethered to identification. Latinx functions as a nominalization because it represents the ongoing process of identity-making intrinsic to its historical Page 40 →emergence. Just as nominalization has been taken up by feminists studying issues of gender and power, this approach is also significant for Latinx Studies. The tools and work of Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies have shown a commitment to and engagement with feminist philosophy of language, deconstruction, post-culturalism, and postcolonial and decolonial studies, and so has the work of Latina and Chicana feminists on these topics at the intersection with Latinx Studies. Building from these interdisciplinarities, feminist anti-colonial queer theories by Latina and Chicana feminists and others are one way to approach the various texts that discuss different relations between gender and biopolitics.

While it could be argued that Foucault had a strong influence on this discussion, as he provides a perspective that tethers the productive effects of power in the emergence and regulation of the category of sex and sexual identity and the production and regulation of populations, race, and the state, feminist thinkers have taken up his approach or taken off from different sources and positions. Chicana feminist poet and philosopher Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands, published in 1987, is not only a grounding text for Ethnic and Chicanx Studies but also queer theory as it engages the relationship between sex and biopower. Anzaldúa situates sex and sexuality firmly within the biopolitical generation of racialized, ethnicized, and nationalized populations, and the dangerous discursive and geopolitical territories she discusses were always in-between. She is between genders and sexualities, countries, languages, and always “Indian,” Mexican, and U.S. American simultaneously. Later in the history of queer studies, Ann Stoler’s Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Sexuality and the Colonial Order of Things, released in 1995, shifted the field’s consideration of Foucault to recognize better that discussions of disciplinary production of sex, subjects, and populations necessitate dialogue about the production of racialized sex, subjects, and people. With such an approach, how power works through the deployment of sexuality to produce racially and nationally demarcated subjects and populations became paramount. These subjects and populations, whose lives will be fostered or disallowed to the point of death, highlight the stakes of categories of sex and sexual identity and race and nationality. Latinx is uniquely at the crux of all these domains. Thinking through and beyond Foucault and Feminist Queer Studies, the complexity of Latinx and the necessity of tethering becomes more evident, as it is ultimately a study of infopower that takes up the histories of racialization in the Americas and modern computerized technologies that rely on data to function.Page 41 →



Conclusion

As discussed, tethering explains the relational role of technology in identity formation. As a personhood theory, tethering describes identification with a focus on data and technology. As a concept, it aims to support explanations of how and what has enabled the ways contemporary technologies compel the individual and state to produce and reproduce identities. In this chapter, the lofty project of outlining an innovative theoretical approach was roughly accomplished to open conversations about the need for novel ways of doing Ethnic and Race Studies. Inventive ways must tether previous histories with emergent ones that question data, infopower, and personhood. When studying the Latinx category, it is necessary to consider various angles to understand its function and effect on those claiming this identity. While there has been a focus on what Latinx is, primarily who uses it or not, there must be a consideration of why it came about, what it signifies, and how it is historically dynamic. A new approach or theory had to be developed because of its unique history in statistics and its emergence alongside computerization and the digitization of databases for governmental and political means by advocates and state officials. This new approach is about centering the notion that the future has many pasts.

My framework of tethering is a provocation, a reflection on how a person is now tethered to a reality that includes the material world and cyberspace and gives us new conceptions of time. It is increasingly easier to access content from the past and look back into our own robust archives. Lives are connected to technologies literally, figuratively, and historically. Sleep Dealer imagines what would happen if closed borders became determinate. Near the last few scenes of Sleep Dealer, before Memo, Luz, and Rudy join together, we see Memo sitting on the beach near the towering border fence that butts into the Pacific Ocean. He opens a letter from Luz in which she returns Memo’s stories because, as she says, they are his. She shares that she had come to this side of the border to tell stories but has lost her path and laments it. Meanwhile, Rudy is making it over the border with the information he receives from Luz because of his remorse. When the three join forces, they successfully plot to free the water near Memo’s hometown. They perform a collective action of radical solidarity to condemn injustice after they unite and share their past and present. They do so to move toward the future. All three use their pieces of knowledge and nodes to execute their plan, applying the technology that once caused their very disconnection from one another (see Figure 1.5). To destroy the dam Page 42 →near Santa Ana, Luz, Rudy, and Memo use the node technologies for other means and not for capitalist profit, militarization, or entertainment. It all started through the exchange of stories, a word that refers to memories and histories in this future. By relating to one another, all three are able to work together by having empathy and organizing against power at individual and social levels.


[image: Still from the movie Sleep Dealer showing Rudy, Memo, and Luz working together]

Figure 1.5. Rudy, Memo, and Luz Working Together (Rivera).



After their plot’s success, Memo and Rudy are shown walking to a bus stop. They bid farewell, and Rudy gets on the bus heading south. In a voiceover, Memo says, “He could never go home. Neither could I” (Sleep Dealer, 1:23:11–1:23:19). The scene cuts to Memo watering and tending to land under the sun on the outskirts of Tijuana. During these final shots, Memo speaks in a voiceover,


But maybe there is a future for me here.

At the edge of everything.

A future with a past.

If I connect.

And fight. (Sleep Dealer 2008, 1:23:20–1:24:01)



Throughout his voiceover, there is a close-up shot of sprouts coming out of the soil in a timelapse revealed on a computer screen, the same kind Page 43 →Luz uses for her stories. This shot cuts to Luz and Memo in black silhouettes, walking against a blue-saturated river backdrop. The film’s final images are of Tijuana under rainfall as the shot tilts toward the clouds in the sky, where a drone quickly flies across in the distance. The last shots show that the future is uncertain, and perhaps larger systems of power are still dominant. What matters, however, is that there is hope. While Luz and Rudy regret what they did to Memo, Memo deals with his own regrets. He so badly wanted to leave his home, dreaming of being elsewhere, that he did not appreciate what he had close to him. He was not grasping what his father told him about his land, crops, and water. Unlike Luz and Rudy, Memo cannot go to his father with remorse. What he can do is connect and fight, tell his own stories, and share the memories of his father, family, and Santa Ana. Memo now looks to the past to live for the future and does so through these new technologies.

Today, as we know, our online experiences are personalized by using online technologies and our relation to the content and other users. People may begin to group themselves due to how their devices and applications present information. Algorithms are used to try to predict a person’s behavior and desire, and realities are formed to persuade one to think a certain way through the content shown.

While many now know that tech firms use their resources to extract from and target users to maximize their wealth by getting to “learn” about us as much as possible, less is known about how these technologies are shaping us, making us the people we are today. Nevertheless, ways to know can also be invented alongside these tech innovations. While datafication may be of grave concern to some, those who are in tune with these new processes and advocate in favor of them also participate in discussions on how to move into the future. Hence, how do we address this changing understanding of humans? If the concern about data and tech is the replacement of the person, what does this say about what a person is? Tethering offers one way to think about our current and future realities as people who are categorized and identified by race, ethnicity, gender, and nationality in the ecologies of the techno-present and techno-future. No longer are humans using technologies; technologies have become part of being a person in other ways besides bionic legs and biohacking. It is not just about becoming a cyborg or Latinx, but understanding what has led to that.





Notes


	1.Ethnic Studies examine the construction of race and ethnicity to observe how they intersect with power, capital, and the state. In the wake of the civil rights movement and Vietnam War demonstrations of the 1960s, students of color mobilized under the call for the creation of Ethnic Studies, which they sought as education that decentered Anglo and European colonialist ideology that dominated academia, particularly the Humanities and Social Sciences.

	2.Also, as a side note, early-twentieth century activists and organizers like Luisa Moreno and Emma Tenayuca have written about how it was not until the 1930s that Mexican and Mexican American communities were counted as data for the census when the U.S. state needed to address “the Mexican question.”

	3.To review the general history of Latinx, see Brammer (2019), Merodeadora (2017), and Merriam-Webster (2018).

	4.To format is to establish a structure for the processing, storage, or display of data.

	5.To read President Biden’s executive order “Executive Order on Transforming Federal Customer Experience and Service Delivery to Rebuild Trust in Government,” released December 13, 2021, visit: https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/ presidential-actions/2021/12/13/executive-order-on-transforming-federal-customer-experience-and-service-delivery-to-rebuild-trust-in-government/

	6.Generally, machine learning refers to a branch of artificial intelligence (AI) and computer science which focuses on the use of data and algorithms to imitate the way that humans “learn,” gradually improving its accuracy. It is typically fed a lot of data to begin noticing patterns, from which it “learns” and makes calculated assumptions.

	7.Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “tether (n.), Etymology,” https://www.oed.com/dictionary/tether_n?tab=etymology

	8.The relation to animals is significant, particularly around the ideologies of race implanted in the Americas. As the etymology of the word race reveals, the term may come from the Italian razza meaning lineage or descent, to describe horses and vegetables in the 1300s, and then used after the 1400s in other forms in various languages to refer to people of different races and ethnic groups. See: Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “Race, n.6, Etymology,” https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/157031?rskey= MzkCKK&amp;result=6; Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “tether (v.), Etymology,” https://www.oed.com/dictionary/tether_v?tab=etymology#18716735

	9.Flash was a platform that many websites used to use to play video content. Adobe officially stopped supporting Flash in 2021 and blocked Flash content from running in Flash Player. Web browsers like Chrome and Safari have removed all Flash-related software; by the time of this publication, the video was no longer available.

	10.In philosophy, specifically metaphysics, nominalism is the view that universals and abstract objects do not actually exist other than being merely names or labels.
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Donna Haraway asserted our cyborg identities in her breakthrough and canonical work “A Cyborg Manifesto” (1985) when she said: “By the end of the twentieth century, our time, a mythic time, we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism. The cyborg is our ontology; it gives us our politics” (292). Since then, we have only exacerbated our cyborg and cyber existences in the digital era. Although we are far from the dream of becoming cyborgs in the feminist sense, we are still becoming more cyborg-like. Of course, there is a critical class divide since, in the twenty-first century, not everyone has access to technology in the same way, not even in the wealthiest countries. But in our time, we are most likely closer to cyborg beings and cyber existence than ever in history. First of all, the consumption of cell phones has skyrocketed in recent years. Whereas the world population exceeded 8 billion in 2023, the number of cell phone users worldwide has surpassed 7 billion, according to data sources online (Jay 2023). In addition, there are over 5 billion internet users worldwide (Taylor 2023). Some of us in privileged positions interact with screens more often than we would like. We are even becoming cyborgs in the medical sense, as more people are getting devices implanted to cure their hearts or to be able to walk. In Sweden, people are inserting Page 48 →chips under their skin to make life routines easier, such as accessing student residences or grocery shopping (Savage 2018). The most extreme case of cyborgization that I have heard of is that of Neil Harbisson, a color-blind man who implanted an antenna in his head to be able to detect color frequencies, as Catalan director Rafel Duran Torrent shows in his documentary Cyborgs Among Us (2017).

Cyborgization is the fusion of technologies and human bodies that is escalating worldwide at an incontrollable pace. This ongoing global cyborgization process is also documented in cinema. Hollywood is the world’s biggest producer of sci-fi movies and, hence, the most prolific maker of depictions of cyborgs. Nevertheless, there are cyborgs in the cinema coming from the Spanish-speaking world that, unfortunately, do not get as much spectatorial attention as their US counterparts. Some early cinematic representations of cyborgs include, for example, the Spanish film Largo retorno (1975) by Pedro Lazaga, the Mexican Cronos (1992) by Guillermo del Toro, Abre los ojos (1997) by Spanish director Alejandro Amenábar and La sonámbula (1998) by Argentine director Fernando Spiner. In order to democratize our understanding of technologies, it is of utmost importance to analyze the representation of cyborgs and cinematic cyborg identities coming from outside the mainstream. This is particularly the case for Latinx cultural productions, where cyborgs are extremely important, as they allow us to think of the complexity inherent to identities and identity formation, as the debate around Latinx clearly shows. In her Cyborg Manifesto, Haraway stated that “identities seem contradictory, partial, and strategic” (1985, 295). Similarly, Latinx identities connote “mixedness” and “malleability” (Brammer 2019) and share with Haraway’s conception of cyborg identities the same need to resist past notions of identity.

Latinx cinema offers us an enticing debate around technological subjectivities and the symbolic value of the cyborg. In this chapter, I analyze two Latinx cyborg representations: Maquilapolis (2006), by Vicky Funari and Sergio de la Torre, and Sleep Dealer (2008), by Álex Rivera. I focus on these movies because twenty-first-century movies are better tools for understanding the technological dialogue as a more recent global phenomenon, aided by the advent of digital video streaming platforms (Netflix, Amazon Prime, Hulu, HBO Max, YouTube, etc.), which make the distribution of many of these technological narratives more widespread globally.1 I argue that in Maquilapolis and Sleep Dealer, there is a counterhegemonic discourse surrounding the role of technology in globalization, which plays Page 49 →a vital role in resisting mainstream or (US) Anglo narratives. In both movies, one can see that while tropes and ideas surrounding technology are present—such as the vision of a dystopian future where technology will destroy us all or the warning of the dangers that technologies pose to our societies—there is also an invitation to listen to the roles of technologies in underprivileged communities, and a technological message coming from marginalized cultures whose voice is less heard internationally. Overall, I shed light on the subtleties, nuances, and cultural specificities embedded in Latinx films with cyborgs in order to help the global community better understand the various meanings that cyborg identity takes and what cyborg means in a broader context.

In Maquilapolis (2006), the lives of a group of women working in the maquiladora factories are documented to show the injustices, environmental damage, and overall impact of globalization on the US-Mexico border. This collective documentary describes and denounces the labor and living conditions in Tijuana, Mexico, a city undergoing environmental strain due to the number of maquiladora factories that have converged there since the 1960s. Some of the women portrayed in the film are promotoras, workers, or ex-workers in the maquiladora factories, who represent their communities and give voice to them by filming and collaborating in the making of the project.2 The promotoras portrayed in the film attend Grupo Factor X, where they participate in workshops in order to learn more about their rights as women and laborers. Two of those promotoras, Lourdes Luján and Carmen Durán, become protagonists as the film documents their parallel battles to achieve social and environmental justice. Carmen Durán is a single mother of three kids who has worked in nine different maquilas. In the film, she fights to achieve a severance package for the work she performed at Sanyo before the company left Tijuana without paying her a cent. Carmen says she worked with Sanyo for six and a half years and stopped working there when the company left. The flyback, the product she was assembling, was taken to Indonesia since it was cheaper to manufacture it there. The documentary denounces how many of these maquiladora factories have left for Asia to find a cheaper labor force, leaving behind women who are unemployed or who did not have it easy to find stable jobs afterward. During the production of this documentary, Carmen and some of her co-workers put together a lawsuit to get back what Sanyo owed them. Unfortunately, their only legal recourse is that of a local man, Jaime Cota, who counsels these women. There is also a lack Page 50 →of union representation in the maquiladoras, which makes it very hard for these women to fight for their rights as laborers. One of the women says that when workers have tried to unionize, they have been fired or not allowed to do so (Maquilapolis 2006, 34:50). While Carmen was dealing with the lawsuit against Sanyo, she worked at Panasonic and complained about how lead poisoning was an issue in this other company. She is at risk of developing leukemia because of her contact with toxic chemicals at work. Moreover, her health deteriorated to the point that she had to miss work often and eventually had to leave her job at Panasonic to take care of her health. After Panasonic, she worked at Hansanmex, but the company also moved away, this time to Otay, another area in Tijuana, where Hansanmex changed its name and became Mabuchi. In the documentary, we learn that Hansanmex closed because of bankruptcy.

Lourdes Luján is a 29-year-old woman who lives with her family in colonia Chilpancingo. From the first time she appears in the documentary, she emphasizes the environmental destruction of her neighborhood. Because of the health issues that Lourdes and other family members have, she is motivated to find solutions to the problems in her community. At the time of production, she was fighting to rectify the environmental disaster left behind by the company “Metales y Derivados,” a metal recycling company owned by a US American man named Jose Kahn, which was abandoned when it closed, leaving behind over 6,000 tons of debris, including lead and other poisonous chemicals such as cadmium and sulfuric acid. The government is responsible for cleaning up that disaster, but the government claims they do not have money to undertake such an endeavor. Throughout the documentary, both women successfully search for justice, but it was pure coincidence; the directors did not know this would be the outcome when they started this project.

In the film, Carmen Durán, Lourdes Luján, and many other women who work at the maquiladoras use performative cyborgization, which in this context is the act of performing cyborg or robot movements with their bodies or emphasizing technological products or brands via their bodies, to denounce their working and living conditions. Through these women’s performances, the cyborg image becomes a political instrument to denounce the injustices and abuse of the maquiladora factories on the US-Mexico border during the era of globalization. Like Funari says in an interview: “We wanted to look […] at the impact of the maquiladora system on the women’s daily lives and their interior lives, so we kept trying Page 51 →to come up with imagery that would be about them and not about the machines, not about the consumer product” (Fregoso 2010). Long Thanh Bui (2015) describes these promotoras and other women who work in the maquiladora factories as cyborgs when he says: “I take to task the perception of Mexican and Latina women not only as efficient proletarian workers but as posthuman cyborgs because of their association with Asian techno-modernity.” (130) Even though Thanh Bui makes it clear in his study that he is interested in analyzing and challenging that perception, given that this movie documents the life of real people, it is essential to emphasize that the image of the cyborg is employed here to denounce their dehumanization precisely by humanizing these women. These are not cyborgs in the most literal sense, but real people whose monotonous work, constant contact with the machines, poor living conditions, and long hours working in the maquilas is what, as they themselves denounce firsthand, makes them robotic or cyborg-like.

As part of the project, the directors gave the women video cameras to film their surroundings through video diaries that portray their life experiences, and that helped them capture whatever they wanted to share with their audience. Cyborgization is implicit in the act of placing cameras in their bodies like promotora Carmen Durán does at the beginning of the documentary to show the audience some covert images of the factory where she works. Lourdes Luján uses the video camera given to her to film the border through one of the metal planks. She had never seen this, so the camera allowed her to build a new perspective of her surroundings.

The documentary denounces the dehumanization process due to the mechanical work at the maquiladora factories, sometimes even showing these women as objects of production. Close-ups showing these women’s faces while they utter without much emotion the names of the companies for which they work or have previously worked, or shots that show them exhibiting the products they make or help make abound in the documentary. The film shows in an artistic way repetitive images that convey to the viewer the monotony of the work that these women do for minimal pay and poor living conditions, as the artistic long shot in Figure 2.1 shows.


[image: Still from the documentary Maquilapolis showing women performing monotonous work tasks.]

Figure 2.1. Women performing monotonous work tasks.



Through this form of performative cyborgization, where the women perform the repetitive tasks that they do in their jobs in the maquiladoras, the film denounces the lack of care of these multinational companies (e.g., Sanyo, Panasonic, Hansanmex), who come to Mexico from the 1960s Page 52 →onward due to the cheap labor that is available in Mexico (and looking for some other financial incentives). In 1994, Mexico and the United States signed NAFTA, the North American Free Trade Agreement, and since then, Mexico has become an ideal place to bring maquiladora factories, hence the boom in this market. According to one of the maquiladoras in the documentary, by the end of the 1990s, there were more than 4,000 maquiladora factories built on the border and more than a million workers. The number of maquiladora factories brought to this area has had a detrimental impact on the surroundings since the factories contaminate and leave the surrounding area full of waste and pollution. The exposure to chemicals has been making the locals sick and has had a detrimental impact on the water and air they breathe, yet the companies do not bear the consequences of their actions. The lack of governmental and corporative ethics is also present in the behavior of the local authority figures, who sign agreements with these technological companies and allow them to operate in their territory, even if the harmful effects of their agreements damage the workers’ bodies and their environment.

As these women show through their hand movements and overall performance, they are wanted in these assembly jobs due to their “nimble fingers” and small hands (Elson and Pearson 1981, 93). One of the Page 53 →maquiladoras says: “Las mujeres representábamos el 80 por ciento total de la mano de obra de las fábricas. Decían que hacíamos mejor el trabajo por nuestras manos chiquitas y ágiles, y por ser una fuerza laboral supuestamente dócil y barata.” [“Women represented 80 percent of the workforce in the factories. They said that we did the work better due to our small and agile hands and because we were a labor force supposedly docile and cheap.”] (Maquilapolis 2006, 16:10–16:24). Hence, there is an ongoing comment about the role of women in globalization, as they contribute to the global economic system via the strain of their bodies, subscribing thus to a gendered and racialized global economy (Bonacich et al. 2008). In terms of the portrayal of gender in the movie, it is important to notice that most women self-identify as single or separated mothers. One of the women says: “La mayoría somos dejadas, madres solteras.” [“Most of us are separated, single mothers.”] (Maquilapolis 2006, 16:54). Many of these are likely women who remain in Mexico while their husbands go to the United States for a better future, even though this is not emphasized in the documentary. At times, they are the only breadwinners in their families, having to endure the strain of childcare and factory work alone, with the occasional help of other women in their community. By focusing only on portraying women laborers, the documentary shows the strain of globalization in communities and that globalization is gendered and racialized (Bonacich et al. 2008).

Another way the movie invokes cyborgization is through the separation of body and voice during these women’s testimony. Rather than just showing them giving their testimonies, there are moments in the documentary where the voiceover capturing the testimonies of these women accompanies shots of some physical spaces of the maquiladoras or shots that show the clothes that they use for work, which contribute to the hierarchical distribution of professions in the factories. Voices and bodies are separated as a violent disruption of bodies that are hurt by the actions of these companies and the dehumanizing treatment they have been given. Thus, their labor objectification is emphasized, something explicitly denounced in the movie. In one of the scenes, these women pose while their bodies are rotated as if they were busts on display in a museum or vitrine, which places the spectator in the position of observers who look at them as if they were the objects they make. Without much expression on their faces, the close-ups of these women are overtaken by the names of the companies that they worked for until the company names Page 54 →completely overwhelm the screen (Maquilapolis 2006, 17:37–18:33). This performative scene has a powerful denouncing effect, and it is highly artistic thanks to the emphatic and solemn tone that the instrumental music adds to the scene.

Maquilapolis also denounces a form of invasive cyborgization, where technology invades the human body and can even destroy it. Carmen Durán says that her skin developed hives due to her work in the maquiladora factories in Sanyo, Panasonic, and Hansanmex. She also has kidney problems because they did not let her go to the bathroom during her work shifts. She is even at risk of leukemia due to her contact with lead and other chemical products she has been exposed to over the years in her different jobs in the maquilas. Lourdes Luján also has hives on her skin and has trouble breathing due to exposure to these toxic chemicals. In addition, she says that the river in her neighborhood was clean when she was little, but it is now completely polluted. Her children cannot enjoy it like she did when she was young. The film alerts us to the dangers of technology and machines when they permeate our bodies by causing us to breathe polluted air or chemical products generated in factories.

The geography of the place plays a vital role in this form of invasive cyborgization the documentary denounces. The neighborhoods in which these women live are right below the maquiladora factories, as Lourdes and a friend describe, “como una mesita” [“like a small table”]; therefore, their communities experience direct exposure to the environmental contamination coming from the maquiladoras. The film denounces what we can understand as a literal, cruel, and invasive form of cyborgization, which occurs when the technological waste from the maquiladora factories saturates the workers’ bodies and negatively affects their lungs, skin, and overall health. Lourdes Luján talks about how she has seen cases of hydrocephalus and anencephaly among the inhabitants of the colonia Chilpancingo in Tijuana due to lead pollution from the maquilas. The water surrounding them in their communities is polluted as the companies let out dirty water when it rains, covering up their discharge of toxic water. The air is also contaminated by the poisonous gases coming from the maquiladoras. Since they do not have direct access to electricity, they need to connect illegally to nearby power grids, and the cables are exposed on the streets where the children of the community play. A resident of colonia Lagunitas recounts how his daughter was electrocuted by the wires that run above the ground in their community. He also says that he saw Page 55 →previously a man, a donkey, and a dog get electrocuted in the same spot. The company Metales y Derivados, abandoned in 1994, is one of the culprits of the ecological disaster and the harmful effect of pollution on the inhabitants of colonia Chilpancingo. While filming this documentary, Lourdes Luján fights a somewhat successful but inconclusive legal battle to get the authorities to clean up lead and other debris left on the factory premises when it shut down. Metales y Derivados is finally cleaned, as the film documents, but her colonia still suffers the ongoing adverse effects of being too close to these polluting factories.

Sleep Dealer, by Latinx film director Álex Rivera, a director from New Jersey of Peruvian descent, is a movie that depicts a dystopian future where physical immigration to the United States from Mexico is no longer possible. Cyborgization takes the form of nodes that are inserted into the body of infomaquila workers, who are used to working remotely in the United States without having to cross the border. Thus, these workers gain access to the US American job market in a disembodied way. By using the name “cybraceros” to talk about the workers in these futuristic technological maquiladora factories, the infomaquilas, Rivera is invoking the Bracero Programs from the 1940s, which brought Mexicans to the United States to work in agriculture (hence the name “braceros,” meaning those who worked with their arms). Even though they are working with a technology that allows them to work remotely from Mexico by controlling a robot virtually, they are still doing manual work. Hence, the future portrayed is not so futuristic; it is a reenactment of the past US-Mexico agreement to bring people to work in the fields, or the work done in the maquiladoras factories, as described in Maquilapolis, but this time in a technological context. This is one of the ways in which the cyborg is anchored in the past in the movie.

Some studies that consider the image of the cyborg in Sleep Dealer include those of Altha Cravey et al. (2015), David Dalton (2016), Lysa Rivera (2012), and Carolina Rueda (2017). While Cravey et al.’s article focuses on the spatial and temporal dimensions of the film, the cyborg is framed above all as a “minority being” who reclaims their own humanity (2015, 870). Dalton describes the cyborg (or “robo sacer”) as a figure that opposes resistance to the oppressive forces of capitalism and the global economy (2016, 26). Rueda considers its sci-fi genre traits, and Rivera analyzes cyborg labor in Sleep Dealer while considering other sci-fi narratives in literature and film.Page 56 →

Sleep Dealer adds complexity and diversification to the portrayal of the cyborgs since cyborgs in this film are featured doing specialized jobs. Cravey et al. call them “minority cyborgs” (2015, 873). Memo, a character who is learning to be a hacker in Santa Ana del Río and eager to leave his village, moves to Tijuana to work as a node worker once his father is killed and his family needs financial support to survive. In Tijuana, Memo works remotely in San Diego, California, in a construction job. Luz, the only female cyborg protagonist in the movie, works as a form of “writer” or digital journalist, recording the memories of other people she meets and selling them on the internet. She connects at a global scale with readers who buy the memories she uploads to the digital platform TruNode. The movie explores the selling of information and data as a trait of globalization through Luz and her use of TruNode.3 Luz has an active role in the movie; she inserts the nodes on Memo’s body after he arrives in Tijuana when another “coyotek” tricks him, yet she is also an ambivalent and ambiguous character. In addition, Luz uploads to TruNode the memories or experiences that other people share with her. Thanks to this, Rudy and Memo meet, and together, they destroy the dam (the privatized and militarized dam in Santa Ana del Río that had limited the locals’ access to water) in the end. In doing so, they have restored the people’s free access to water. Nevertheless, there is a vision of technology and her actions as parasitical and opportunistic since she is stealing memories from others for profit. As noted by J.J. Ramírez, Luz is a character that brings a gender dimension to technology and the cyborg narrative of the movie since she is the only female cyborg character in a world dominated by male cyborgs (2018, 221). Although traditional gender roles are subverted at different moments in the narrative—for instance, in the feminization of the node worker via the symbolic penetration that the nodes represent (Wells 2014) or the active role that Luz takes as a coyotek who enables Memo’s access to the global market—stereotypes of what constitutes as masculine and feminine pervade in the movie. A traditionalist view of gender is given, for example, in the scene where Luz and Memo are at the “nodo bar” for the first time together. In this scene, Luz asks Memo if he left many women behind in Santa Ana del Río and whether he learned how to act with women from his dad. She also talks about herself as a woman who should not be alone in Tijuana. The portrayal of gender is caught between the future and the past, active and passive femininity, positive agency, and toxicity.Page 57 →

Rudy is a Latinx soldier who manages the drones he pilots through the nodes inserted in his skin. Rudy’s first mission was to kill anyone perceived as an “aqua-terrorist” at a time when the United States had privatized the water; therefore, access to this resource is scarce and limited in Mexico. Rudy mistakenly killed Memo’s father in his first mission as a drone pilot when Memo intercepted a US American radio frequency, and the authorities found out about it. Regretful after killing Memo’s father, Rudy finds Memo thanks to the memories that Luz uploaded to TruNode. His participation in the movie has agency in the end, although his future is uncertain since he cannot return to the United States after he helps Memo destroy the dam.

The lives of these different cyborgs are interconnected via the social and economic networks of globalization, and their bodies are subjected to the laws of the market. Dalton (2016) rightly argues that in the film, there is a social hierarchy where the Mexican cyborg’s existence is subservient to the United States and that the film presents us with: “beings who are intimately connected to and influenced by foreign technologies of power” (16).

Cravey et al. (2015) interestingly note that the presence of other cyborg beings in Sleep Dealer is heard and felt in many other contexts beyond the main protagonists. For example, when Rudy is traveling to Mexico and at the immigration control point at the border, a voice with a non-US-American accent is heard accompanying the surveillance equipment (the voice speaks English with a possibly Indian accent). It could be the voice of someone working overseas, which could be interpreted as a comment about outsourcing during globalization. In that case, that person is also tied to technology to do their job. Something similar happens when Memo sends money to his family; the voice coming from the remittance machine reminds Memo of the cost of the monetary transaction (Cravey et al. 2015, 875). These are other humans whose positions in society are intrinsically linked to technology. Furthermore, the human voice attached to the surveillance equipment appears in the movie in other contexts, for example, when Memo and his father go to the river in Santa Ana del Río to buy water at the beginning of the film. All these voices accompanying technology convey that technology polices society and is constantly present like a Big Brother. It is clear to the spectator that Rivera’s image of the cyborg thrives in this imagined future.

Besides making the cyborg’s existence omnipresent in society, the movie also comments on both the advantages and disadvantages of a Page 58 →future dominated by technology. The Mexican cyborg is an essential tool for the US economy, but its body is tied to its locality and the dangers and risks of its fusion with technology. While the insertion of nodes allows Memo to work remotely, Memo’s work with the nodes in the infomaquilas directly risks his health. Many former workers who live around the place where Memo finds shelter in Tijuana have lost their vision due to their use of this technology while working in the infomaquilas. In one of their conversations, Memo tells Luz that the more he works in the infomaquilas, the more difficult it is for him to see: “Parece que entre más tiempo paso conectado, es más difícil ver” (Sleep Dealer 2008, 49:08). Like the river’s water near where they sit when having this conversation, his energy is also getting drained. In addition to the risk of becoming blind and the danger of exhaustion, working as a cyborg to feed the US economy, one can be electrocuted, as it occurred to one of Memo’s co-workers in the infomaquilas. On the other hand, the nodes have multipurpose qualities; they can be used for pleasurable experiences as well as for work. For instance, they can be used for enhancing sex. During intercourse, Memo has access to Luz’s memories and subjectivity and vice versa. Memo frequents the “nodo bar,” where we can see that the nodes are used to play music or to consume alcohol intravenously. Concerning this, William Anthony Nericcio describes the concept of “mextasy” as central to the movie in the context of node usage, which he describes as “an altered state of being that conjoins the existential and the electric, the transnational and the narcotic” (2015, 54). Rivera manages to give complexity to the functionality of the nodes in a world where people are hyperconnected to technology at a physical and mental level. The nodes imply the idea of the cyborg as a puppet, who even though it gains control of the nodes at times to its own advantage, is mainly under the control of the US government, global companies, etc., via the nodes, hence being conditioned to accept the power dynamics within technology. Globalization is felt under the skin, and it gives pleasure at the same time that it (mainly) constrains.

Everett Hamner (2015) argues that the collaboration between Rudy, Luz, and Memo at the end of the film to destroy the dam in Santa Ana del Río has a great deal of agency since the message that the movie launches with this final action is that together Latinxs and Mexicans symbolically resist the oppression to Mexico by the United States and the global economic system in general (163–167). However, we can argue that the global economy is presented primarily as a subjugating and monopolizing force Page 59 →for the Mexican people, as Dalton (2016) and Hamner (2015) also affirm. Another example of this is that Memo’s mere cyborg existence is due to the fact that he needs work in the infomaquilas for his survival and that of his family after his father’s death. Moreover, in Sleep Dealer, there is a hierarchy when it comes to the use of technology in Mexico vs. the United States, which translates into a more material cyborg existence (that of the workers in the infomaquilas) that contrasts strikingly with another more ethereal form of technology: virtual reality, or something resembling what we call today “the metaverse.” It is interesting to note that the workers’ boss at the San Diego construction site presents himself as an avatar (see Figure 2.2)


[image: Still from the movie Sleep Dealer showing the San Diego employer as an avatar.]

Figure 2.2. The San Diego employer as an avatar.



However, Memo’s work in Tijuana is tied to a robot in San Diego. Therefore, a class difference seems to be linked to cyborgization, as represented in this movie. The higher the social ladder, the more ethereal the individual’s cyborg form. The ethereal nature of the technology accessible to the bosses in the United States makes the technology more dangerous for individuals in the lower social strata. Maybe this hierarchy is created in the movie simply by the technologies available to Álex Rivera at the time of production. Still, interestingly enough, the boss is presented in what appears to the viewer to be a form of virtual reality, which projects the idea that the construction site in San Diego is empty of the presence of humans or cyborgs in situ, and while the (Mexican) workers in the infomaquilas risk going blind or being electrocuted and exhaust themselves working remotely, their (US American) bosses sit comfortably at home, monitoring Page 60 →their work. Here, Rivera seems to be criticizing the hierarchization of races as well in this world order that the movie portrays.

Álex Rivera himself has described his film Sleep Dealer as an attempt to create “Zapatista Science Fiction” (Hamner 2015, 169) and as a futuristic film whose main strength is perhaps and precisely to imagine a future where the main cyborg protagonists are Mexicans and Latinxs (Ramírez 2016). Even though these cyborgs are presented as subjugated to the world’s leading power, there is a great deal of agency in the idea of imagining a future where Latinxs are not the antagonistic characters or the minorities, as is often the case in the film representations that come from Hollywood, but the main protagonists. Ramírez says about this: “In place of [science fiction] white heroes, the sealed border enables new Latinx subject positions” (2018, 217). In Sleep Dealer, Mexicans and Latinx are the protagonists and the ones responsible for ensuring an environmentally cleaner and better future with free access to water. At the very end of the movie, Memo starts cultivating a milpa (a parcel of land for growing crops) in Tijuana, thus continuing the work done by his father when he was alive and creating the “future with a past” that his father sought, a wish cut short by the privatization of the water and the construction of the dam in Santa Ana del Río, and his subsequent death at the hands of the US military.


Conclusions

In his book Cyborgs in Latin America, J. Andrew Brown (2010) considers other representations of cyborgs in Latin American literature and cinema and argues that the prefiguration of the cyborg in Tiempo de revancha (1981) and Pubis angelical (1982) speaks of the political consequences of the Argentinian dictatorship. In this study, he reaches the following conclusion: “What strikes me as we work our way through these various Latin American articulations of the posthuman is that the ‘real person behind’ never goes completely. […] What we do see are the strategies that art employs as it attempts to think through realities and identities, both collective and individual, in a world that is increasingly mediated by the technologies of culture” (175). Brown quite rightly argues that the representations of cyborgs in Latin America that he analyzes show more than anything else “the ways in which cultural production uses the posthuman to make sense of social and political realities as they constitute themselves” (2010, 4). My analysis of these Latinx movies representing cyborgs reaches Page 61 →a conclusion similar to Brown’s findings. Yet, as we can see from my study of Maquilapolis and Sleep Dealer, Haraway’s utopian vision of the cyborg as a political myth capable of generating a new, hybrid, feminist genealogy is practically collapsed in these representations. As a matter of fact, in both movies, the gender dynamics that are represented can only be understood from the heteronormative perspective. The humanity of the cyborg and the realities of the societies where they come from come forth in these representations. It is necessary to continue the reflection on the images of the cyborg that are coming from different parts of the Hispanic world, as well as to pay attention to their ontology, the cultural specificities that make them stand out, the trends in their representations, and the anxieties or blind spots that are perceived in them. This analysis will help us better understand the social and political realities for which these representations are clear referents.



Notes


	1.It is interesting to note that at the time of this publication, Sleep Dealer is widely available through YouTube, Apple TV, and Google Play, and Maquilapolis is available via Kanopy at my institution.

	2.These two directors combine very different expertise in their documentaries. Funari comes from the cinema world, and de la Torre comes from the art and photography world (Fregoso 2010).

	3.Like Walter Mignolo states: “Globalization isn’t just trade, fast cybernetic interconnections, the sale of information, and all manner of things material and ethereal you could add to the list. Or better yet, globalization IS thought to be all that, packaged in the language of progress and civilization” (2021, 727). The movie interacts with this definition of globalization and portrays some of the intricacies of the global market dynamics.
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Chapter 3

Resistance, Subversion, and the Racialization of Food in The Blue Diner

Mónica Rodríguez

Lyon College


The Blue Diner tells the story of a Puerto Rican mother and daughter who settled in Boston and the challenges they face when Elena, the daughter, suffers from aphasia and loses her ability to speak Spanish, her native language. Elena’s malady can only be healed when she reconciles her Anglo and Latinx worlds with the assistance of her family and friends. Produced by Natatcha Estébanez and directed by Jan Egleson, La Fonda Azul or The Blue Diner (2001) is an independent film that exemplifies life in the diaspora. The Blue Diner becomes a safe space where Latinx immigrants from different generations and nationalities can enjoy their native food, speak Spanish, support each other, and manage life in the United States together. Like many other immigrant communities, the characters of the film are racialized on the basis of language, labor, physical countenance, and diet. They also navigate a series of discriminatory and unfair economic, social, and political systems to get a residence visa, a suitable job, and a credit line and to maintain their native diet and language in the United States. As a result of the racialization process, they experience physical trauma and disengage from their families and communal support system. Nevertheless, the community of immigrants at the Blue Diner devise modes of resistance to subvert the system by inverting the existing power dynamics.Page 65 →

Critics have overlooked The Blue Diner, failing to understand its significant contributions to Latinx representation in cinema: to document the effects of U.S. policies and social norms on immigrant communities and to counteract negative Latinx stereotypes. Director Jan Egleson and Natatcha Estébanez wrote this film’s screenplay. Estébanez (1961–2007), born in San Juan, Puerto Rico, also produced this film, winner of the 2002 ALMA (American Latino Media Arts Awards) in the category of Independent Motion Pictures and a nominee for the 2002 Best Film at the Miami Film Festival. Estébanez’s expertise in documentaries and Egleson’s in drama merged to produce this film, which was developed by a grant from GBH (Great Blue Hill) Educational Foundation (“Natatcha Estébanez”). Unfortunately, this was Estébanez’s first and last feature film before she died from cancer in 2007. In an interview with Robert Birnbaum, Estébanez declared that her film sought to defy stereotypes and tell a real story:


It’s about the Latin community without any boxers in it. We’re so used to seeing Latino stories that have the usual suspects of guns and drugs. Also, we have been put in this little box of what our stories are. What is special about the film is the story, precisely. It’s an attempt to say, ‘Hey, we are just like you guys.’ (Birnbaum 2001)



Natatcha Estébanez’s experience making documentaries enabled her to effectively create a film that is hybrid in form, alternating storylines with monologues from the characters, and performed in both English and Spanish to mimic life between the Latinx and Anglo worlds. In early Hollywood films, Latinxs were minor characters portrayed as criminals or flawed individuals, unfit to join mainstream society with no development. Unfortunately, these negative images have continued in subsequent films. In sharp contrast, Latinxs are major and complex characters in The Blue Diner. Estébanez utilizes the decolonial practice of storytelling to allow characters to tell their own testimonies through monologues, thus giving this marginalized group a voice. Storytelling is currently used in psychology as a decolonizing method to understand racialized groups’ lived experiences (Samuel and Ortiz 2021, 2). In addition, by making it bilingual, it excludes Anglo viewers on the basis of language, as Latinxs are excluded in the Anglo-dominant society. However, Anglo viewers can watch the movie with subtitles in the DVD edition. The film’s unique format thus Page 66 →highlights the importance of maintaining the Spanish language and culture in the United States, as opposed to the wholesale adoption of English as their primary public and private speech. In order to understand the significant contributions of this film, it is necessary to look at earlier cinematic images of Latinxs and the causes of their negative characterization and stereotypes, which started when different migrant groups arrived in the United States.


Incorporation of Migrant Groups into the United States

Sociologist Ramón Grosfoguel (1999) contends that the political relationship between the migrants’ country of origin and the United States, as well as their race and ethnicity, determine the context of reception and modes of incorporation in the labor market (505–506). For example, the United States invaded Puerto Rico and Cuba in 1898, Haiti in 1915, and the Dominic Republic in 1916 for their strategic commercial location with South America and military advantage against European domination (507). Workers from these countries were recruited immediately to work for U.S. sugar corporations and estates, later for agricultural and other unskilled jobs, and transitioned eventually to manufacturing, considered an “undesirable economic sector” (508) for its low-pay wages. Even when Puerto Rico became a commonwealth in 1917, Puerto Ricans—U.S. citizens— were racialized alongside African Americans, getting paid less than other ethnic white workers through the twenties and thirties. This situation continued after the Second World War, throughout the forties and fifties, when Puerto Ricans were recruited for low-paying work in a more competitive and capitalist industry sector after the end of the war (508–9).

On the other hand, the first wave of Cuban migrants to arrive in the United States benefited from the federal government’s support, receiving loans for startup businesses and to continue their education. For political and ideological reasons, Cubans in Miami needed to prosper during the Cold War (512). The public opinion of this migrant group escaping communism was favorable. However, this was not the case for Puerto Ricans. They provided manpower where needed but lacked the same economic and educational opportunities given to other groups.

Puerto Rico’s “industrialization by invitation” model promoted migration of the lower levels of society to improve conditions on the island. When Page 67 →many Puerto Rican migrants arrived during the fifties and seventies, they received minimal federal assistance and, consequently, lived in ghettos and indigence (512–13). Furthermore, the public perception of Puerto Ricans was very negative, which worsened their living, medical, and educational conditions (515). Eventually, new Latinx immigrants without citizen rights replaced Puerto Ricans in the manufacturing industry. Not finding jobs in manufacturing and without access to good public education led to the Puerto Rican underclass or what Grosfoguel calls a “racialized displaced population” (1999, 515). Consequently, a high percentage of Puerto Ricans were unemployed and had low participation in the labor force, working in retail trade and services with low wages (515–6).

A change in migration pattern took place in the 1970s, when succeeding Puerto Rican generations who moved to non-traditional destinations within the state of Florida and less segregated neighborhoods, reached some upward socioeconomic mobility. Yet William Vélez (2017) predicts, based on the Racialized Place Inequality Framework, that Puerto Ricans will eventually experience residential segregation with the arrival of more islanders and Latinx to these areas. He points out that “segregation is important, because, for example, it restricts access to quality health care, and forces Puerto Ricans to live in toxic environments and extremely poor neighborhoods” (146–148).

Juan González blames Puerto Ricans’ higher rates of mental and personality disorders than the U.S. average (schizophrenia being the most common diagnosis) on the long colonial status of the island. According to González (2011), “the theory that Puerto Ricans have allowed a culture of poverty to take root, that whole sectors are eagerly dependent on government handouts, has made amazing inroads among many white Americans” (288). These inaccurate images of Puerto Ricans’ flaws and inadequacy have paved the way for the formation of stereotypes, and entertainment media plays a vital role in their dissemination.



Puerto Rican Stereotypes in Cinema

Latinx have not fared well in Hollywood cinema, particularly Puerto Ricans. The colonial relationship between Puerto Rico and the United States gave birth to distorted images of Puerto Ricans in the media. The media stereotypes of Puerto Ricans “developed as justifications for the Page 68 →American seizure of the island and for continued colonization” even before arriving in the United States (Pérez 1997, 145). According to Linda Holtzman (2000), “a stereotype is a preconceived and oversimplified generalization about a particular social group” (39), and media stereotypes are effective for three reasons: “limited exposure,” reduced “range of characters,” and the use of “simple characters,” who are “one-dimensional and unrealistic.” Complex characters, conversely, are “multilayered” and seem like “real people” (41–42). Furthermore, Ramírez Berg notes that minor characters typically lack all the good qualities and virtues exhibited by the major characters and “are also marked emotionally and/or morally as unfit for leading roles—they are weak, dumb, overly excitable, and impulsive, or they operate out of a skewed value system” (Ramírez Berg 2002, 55–6). Anglo characters are saviors and peacekeepers, while the Others are potential menaces to an otherwise harmonious world:


If the typical Hollywood film story follows the pattern of equilibrium-disequilibrium-equilibrium, then from our perspective it is often the tale of a valiant Anglo male overcoming the threat posed by some Other. Eliminating the Other eliminates the threat, restores equilibrium, and leads to closure. Minor characters of color and villains are typically Others. (Ramírez Berg 2002, 55)



Latinx stereotypes have been classified in gendered pairs: el bandido, the “half-breed” harlot, the male buffoon, the female clown, the Latin lover, and the dark lady (Ramírez Berg 1997, 113–5). A contemporary version of el bandido is the Latin American gangster/drug runner whose nationality is Puerto Rican when the story occurs in New York. el bandido is “dirty and unkempt, usually displaying an unshaven face, missing teeth, and disheveled, oily hair. Behaviorally, he is vicious, cruel, treacherous, shifty and dishonest; psychologically, he is irrational, overly emotional, and quick to resort to violence” (Ramírez Berg 2002, 68). The female equivalent of el bandido is the harlot. She is described as “a sex machine innately lusting for a white male” (Ramírez Berg 2002, 71) without any justification for her behavior. To sum up, Latinx characters in Hollywood cinema are portrayed as goofy, evil, slovenly, mentally unstable, demented, or show uncontrolled criminal or sexual patterns.

To illustrate stereotyped images of Latinx in cinema, I will discuss two films that caused the Puerto Rican community to rise against their Page 69 →producers. These films were criticized as racist, anti-black, and anti-Puerto Rican by the Puerto Rican Action Coalition and the Coalition Against Fort Apache. However, that did not stop their production and future DVD distribution. Badge 373, directed by Howard W. Koch and produced by Paramount Pictures, was only released for two weeks in the United States, internationally, and in Puerto Rico, although years later, it was released in 2012. Fort Apache, the Bronx, directed by Daniel Petrie and produced by Time Life Film, was released in 1981 and later in DVD format in 2001 and 2009.

Badge 373 and Fort Apache, the Bronx match the descriptors of the Anglo savior and the flawed Other. Both films have major characters who are white police officers played by prominent Hollywood actors: Robert Duvall (The Godfather) and Paul Newman (The Hustler), respectively. The police officers are the “saviors” of a borough where its Latinx and Black residents are a threat and the “Other.” In these films, officers reluctantly go to work in a location filled with poverty, corruption, drugs, crime, and danger, which allows police abuse and brutality, given the dire circumstances. Told from the police’s perspective, Badge 373 (1973) focuses on the viewpoint of “the best ex-cop in the business’” and Fort Apache, the Bronx (1981), of the whole police force. Richie Pérez (1997, 156) writes that “beginning in 1970, police were more openly being portrayed by Hollywood as the ‘thin blue line,’ standing between society and the savages that would destroy it.” Though eight years apart, Badge 373 can be seen as a precursor to Fort Apache, the Bronx.

In Badge 373, Officer Eddie is the main leading character. His partner Gigi Copola gets shot, and he sets out to find his killer. Gigi’s replacement, Frankie, is Puerto Rican but will turn out to be a corrupt officer who works for the villain, Sweet Williams. Eddie will fight Ruben, a Young Lord activist, his gang, and Sweet Williams, all of whom are a “threat” to the borough. Rita, Ruben’s sister, an attractive Puerto Rican hooker/junkie, will also be eliminated. All the minor characters are Puerto Ricans, and they end up dead or incarcerated.

Following the equilibrium-disequilibrium-equilibrium pattern, Officer Eddie will restore the lost equilibrium in New York. He is aggressive, impulsive, and abusive but still considered “the best” policeman by his captain. Eddie discriminates against Puerto Ricans, demonstrated by his use of the word “spic.” He is convinced that the United States has treated Puerto Ricans fairly and that they should be law-abiding citizens.Page 70 →

Although Eddie is suspended for a previous incident during the arrest of a Puerto Rican, he learns about Rita through Gigi’s widow and sets out to find her. As he enters the building, he gets hold of an address; viewers can hear a dog barking, loud Hispanic women’s voices, and babies crying. Goldberg (2016) indicates that this is one of the “flaws” of the Puerto Rican community, being unable to provide for their family and/or having dysfunctional families (27). Eddie has the landlord get him into her apartment so that he can search the room and finds some documents he takes with him. He finally finds Rita, who is the stereotyped harlot bombshell, looking sexy and provocative, lying in her bed and wearing only bikini underwear. When Eddie finds her, he tries to interrogate her, but she is under the influence of drugs, speaking mainly Spanish with some English. She sings The Young Lords’ anthem: “Qué bonita bandera.” Because Eddie is being followed, Rita gets killed by Ruben’s Nationalists or Independistas.

Two other major Puerto Rican characters are Ruben and Sweet Williams. Rita’s brother, Ruben, is a Young Lord activist. The Young Lords were an activist group who advocated for Puerto Rico’s independence and fought against police brutality and racism in the sixties. Ruben aims to purchase guns and take them to Puerto Rico to start a revolution. When Eddie talks to Ruben about his sister’s murder, he seems detached and refuses to cooperate with him. Ruben does not say much as a minor character and seems concerned only with his political agenda. It is suggested that Ruben prostitutes his own sister and justifies her death on behalf of the revolution he is organizing on the island. He sends his people to attack Eddie and later on to kill him. Being a Young Lord activist, Ruben is portrayed as a selfish criminal who does not hesitate to kill people to achieve his goals, even his own kin. Richie Pérez (1997) notes that “Badge 373 criminalizes the Puerto Rican independence movement” at a time when Puerto Rico’s independence was getting worldwide sympathy (157). Ultimately, Sweet Williams shoots Ruben when Eddie and other police officers intercept the delivery of the gun purchase.

Sweet Williams is the Puerto Rican villain who is a significant threat. He is a contemporary version of the “El bandido” stereotype. He tells Ruben that his father was a poor farmer in Puerto Rico who enjoyed reading and owned a small library, but when a hurricane hit his crops, he went bankrupt. He could not afford to pay for his wife’s medical treatment, so he sold his books, took off for New York, and later died. He describes his father as a failure because he lacked the financial means to provide for his Page 71 →family. This is another instance in the film where Puerto Ricans are associated with poverty and the inability to support their own families.

Unsurprisingly, Badge 373 had a limited release due to opposition from the Puerto Rican community. However, the film is still available on Amazon and YouTube nowadays. Ruben, Frankie, and Sweet Williams are different versions of the contemporary bandido. Ruben may advocate for Puerto Rican independence but is reckless and immoral. Frankie is a corrupt police officer, Sweet Williams is a cold blooded murderer, and Rita is a modern version of the harlot and drug addict.

Fort Apache, the Bronx (1981) tells the daily occurrences in the lives of Murphy, a police veteran, and his younger partner Corelli in the 41st. Precinct. The name Fort Apache references the 41st Precinct as the only haven in a hostile territory, a dangerous place inhabited by Blacks and Puerto Ricans where cops risk their lives every day. It shows a city in decay, with dirty streets, abandoned lots filled with trash, and rundown buildings. Puerto Rican residents must all be “rescued” or “saved” by police officers. One of them is Carl, a transvestite roof jumper, who is safely taken to the hospital, where since there are no psychiatric services offered, they will be released soon. He is a case of a repetitive jumper whom the officers treat as friendly. He does not say much except for liking the attention of the street witnesses. This scene is followed by the restraining of a madman threatening people with a knife on the street. He is an older man with an unkempt appearance who does not say a word, just like the jumper. Murphy pretends to be a madman like him to get closer and restrain him. Witnesses cheer when he is arrested. Viewers can assume that they both are insane or have severe mental issues.

Later, the same day, a fourteen-year-old girl delivers a baby without her or her family knowing she is pregnant. Murphy comments that he has delivered seventeen babies at the precinct. This news is alarming and raises concerns about a high rate of teenage pregnancy and the lack of sex education in schools. When the officers arrive, they find a large Puerto Rican family packed in a small apartment where the parents do not speak any English. This implies that the parents are not qualified to raise a family under those conditions, and the father fails to provide for this family as head of the household. The teenager answers the police’s questions but is ignorant that she is pregnant. This is a repeated image of Puerto Ricans having dysfunctional families. Yet, the most dangerous resident is Charlotte, a Black female, drug addict, prostitute, and most likely demented. Charlotte Page 72 →is a mix of el bandido and the harlot, seductive, insane, and dangerous. Her motives for killing are never explained. In Fort Apache, the Bronx, the policemen are thus “complex characters” with “different layers and contradictions.” Conversely, residents fall into “simple characters,” which convey one or two strong elements of their personality or behavior and have little “texture, complexity or depth” (Holtzman 2000, 41–2).



The Blue Diner

In contrast to the aforementioned examples of Puerto Rican representations, The Blue Diner breaks many familiar tropes, beginning with place. It takes its name from the physical location where the most important actions occur, the Blue Diner in Boston. The immigrants who dine at this eatery can enjoy their native dishes not served at other establishments in the United States and socially engage with other immigrants. Hence, this place facilitates the development of relationships and camaraderie among them and a unified political stance against the discriminatory and exclusionary policies they face. They conceive modes of resistance when the existing policies restrict their social and economic opportunities compared to white Anglo-Americans. Native food eaten at the diner nourishes both the body and soul and reinforces their identities. The same food that saves them is used to protest racial inequity. Accordingly, this establishment plays a political role in immigrant communities.

The characters of The Blue Diner are Elena and her mother, Meche, both from Puerto Rico; Papo, a Cuban cook who makes savory dishes with sesos (offal); Vika, aka la Rusa, a factory co-worker from Argentina; Patricio, a diner waiter from Spain; and Tito, an aspiring artist, and Elena’s ex-lover, from Mexico. The story moves around Meche and Elena. Meche is unable to find a supportive and satisfying job and, like many other first-generation immigrants, has to endure unfair working conditions and suffers discrimination at work. She holds a housekeeping job at a museum, cleaning floors and toilets at night. She finds her Spanish useless to get a better job but claims she has no regrets as her job pays for her daughter’s education. Clara Rodríguez writes that Puerto Ricans could not transfer the skills they brought and thus settled for any job they could find in factories, restaurants, etc. Rodríguez (1991) remarks that the reason for this situation was that immigrants’ skills do not fit in the American job system:


Page 73 →Lost in most analyses of immigrants is a real qualitative sense of the diversity and richness of the migrant population. Often the data used in academic studies identify certain patterns of class and skill background, but because they are based on standardized classifications of jobs developed for use in the United States, they misclassify or fail to identify the varied skills and talents of those who migrate from different cultures (Rodríguez 1991, 2).



However, the failure to transfer skills was not the only obstacle to providing immigrants with a fulfilling job and opportunities for advancement. They were also discriminated against because of their race and lack of English to communicate. They were taken advantage of at work without laws to protect them. In her article, “Afro-Boricua: Nuyorican de Pura Cepa,” Marta Moreno Vega (2012) reveals that her father was intimidated and harassed at work because of his “color and language;” and his boss shortchanged his salary (89). He was a carpenter apprentice in Puerto Rico but was not allowed to use the carpentry machines in the United States, so he took a janitor job after hours (89). In the film, Elena’s boss and boyfriend, Brian, and his father, do not pay overtime to their Latinx employees who work at the casket factory. While they refuse to stay late to finish jobs, they cannot negotiate better working conditions due to language barriers. Only Tito, who speaks some English, stands up to his boss yet fears getting fired. First-generation Puerto Ricans like Meche came to America seeking a better standard of living as American citizens but had to settle for menial jobs.

Similarly, Tito desires to obtain an artist visa to stay in the United States, but he sees no legal path to accomplish it. While he works in the casket factory, his passion is his art. He is talented, yet his visa chances are close to none. He has sought the help of an immigration lawyer whose best advice is that he marries Elena. His advice proves there are no easy paths to obtaining a legal temporary residency. In fact, the lawyer admits that the system is corrupt and that it is possible to find “special people” to get things done for a price (The Blue Diner 17:38–17:50). Papo, the Cuban cook, seems equally frustrated to obtain a line of credit using a legal path. Papo works as a cook, but he dreams of owning the business and needs a commercial loan to purchase it. He is aware that his chances of getting a bank loan are slim. Both Tito and Papo are thus forced to devise alternative subversive ways to pursue their dreams.Page 74 →

On the personal side, life in the diaspora presents many challenges for immigrant families to stay together and maintain their native food, language, and culture. Elena’s mother wants to leave her Puerto Rican past behind and start fresh in the United States. Elena, on the contrary, tries hard not to forget her homeland. A friend of the family, Vika, says that “Elena is trying to remember” while her mother “is trying to forget” (The Blue Diner 1:32–1:33). Elena has brief memories of Puerto Rico; she only remembers “Te añoro,” a popular song played by her dad, a singer, who presumably abandoned them and died many years ago. Her mother has never been honest with her regarding what happened to her father, so Elena is eager to fill the gaps in her life before coming to Boston. What she añora (yearns for) symbolizes what migrants leave behind: cultural memories, languages, and family. When her boss/boyfriend, Brian, asks Elena what “añoro” means, she tells him that it is a difficult word to translate and does not have an equivalent in English. This exchange exemplifies the inability to express the diaspora experience with words. It also indicates that Anglo-Americans like Brian do not understand that immigrants like Elena hold tight to their home memories and refuse to give up their identities.

Nevertheless, keeping one’s identity (and native language) is difficult in an English-dominant society. Language significantly impacts an immigrant’s household where typically, the first-generation does not know English or knows only a little to communicate with others outside their home. For example, in the film, Elena, who lives with her mom, Meche, wants independence. Meche makes homemade Puerto Rican dishes and cleans the house while Elena drives her to work and back home. Perhaps Meche is afraid of driving because she does not know English (it is not explained). As a result, Meche depends on Elena to carry on her daily activities (although it is mentioned that there is a bus alternative) and to translate for her when needed at work. But Meche is also very vocal regarding her daughter’s boyfriend’s choices and openly disapproves of Elena’s choice. Meche, being aware of racial discrimination, wants her daughter to date/marry a white man. As Elena has two suitors, Brian and Tito, Meche leans toward Brian, Elena’s Irish-American boss. Tito, her other suitor, is Mexican and seeking a visa. Meche mistrusts his intentions and accuses him of courting Elena just to get his U.S. residency. To complicate matters more, Meche’s boss has accused her of helping Tito to hang one of his paintings in the museum illegally. Her lack of English makes her unable to speak up for herself before her boss, and consequently, she is suspended Page 75 →from work. Elena feels her mom is interfering with her private life and thus wishes to live apart. While it is not unusual for single adult children to live with their parents in Latinx culture, it is uncommon in the United States.

Tensions escalate between Meche and Elena when Meche gets rid of the birds given to Elena as a birthday present by Tito. The birds bring back memories from her life on the island and represent the Puerto Rican heritage she wants to preserve and now sees as lost. This confrontation causes Elena to suffer a silent stroke, which in turn causes her to lose her ability to speak Spanish. When they are fighting, Meche calls her ingrata and desagradecida (ungrateful) for not appreciating all the sacrifices she has made for her. Elena responds by saying that she is also making sacrifices for having to take care of her. Although they love each other, Elena’s aphasia is a physical manifestation of her fear of losing her treasured memories (identity) and inability to reconcile her past with her new life in the United States.

Experiencing physical trauma and/or developing a mental disorder seems to be a logical response to family obligations and assimilation pressures. Losing a language is clinically possible with a stroke on the left side of the brain. People after a stroke may speak with a foreign accent, a foreign language, or bilingual individuals who lose their mother tongue maintain their second language or vice versa. This phenomenon, known as aphasia, is typically temporary (Miebach 2019). Elena’s inability to speak Spanish makes her and her mother unable to communicate, and they separate. Elena then seeks refuge at the Blue Diner. The only thing that Elena remembers is the “Te añoro” song lyrics. She can sing the song, although she does not understand what the lyrics mean. This signifies that, despite pressures, Elena is still holding on to her past. At the diner, the community quickly realizes the gravity of the problem and the need for Elena to recover her native tongue, her memories and restore her relationship with her mother and the community.

On the other hand, Anglo-Americans do not perceive the maintenance of the primary language as necessary. Pressure to learn English is seen in the film when a pickup truck drives around the Latinx neighborhood advertising English classes. When Elena loses her Spanish skills but still speaks English, the diner owner says, “What is the problem?” (The Blue Diner 59:19). The loss of her mother tongue is not seen as a problem as long as she speaks the dominant language, English. The loss of her Spanish causes Elena trouble at the casket factory, where Brian depends on her as Page 76 →a translator and mediator between him and his employees. He relies upon Elena’s language skills to address all complaints concerning overtime compensation. It is Elena who is able to encourage the workers to return to their jobs. She also uses her Spanish-speaking skills to reach out to Latinx customers who do not speak English. Once she loses her capacity to speak Spanish, she is useless to Brian at the factory. Brian does not understand or care much about what she is going through and is more concerned about not having Elena as a translator/influencer to keep his business productive. Toward the end, the film shows that another bilingual female employee replaces her.

In response to the pressures of adopting English as the primary language in the private and public realms, the Blue Diner has a sign that reads “Se habla inglés” (English is spoken). Instead of the familiar “Se habla español” (Spanish is spoken) sign found at selected establishments that accommodate non-English speakers, this place has a policy outside the norm subversive to Anglo-American mainstream culture. This is one reason why the diner becomes a haven for immigrants who only speak Spanish, since the lines between private and public are erased, and the community’s immigrant members can connect without barriers. For example, Tito and Elena met at the diner and began a romantic relationship. He says that he “fell in love with Elena when she ordered carne mechada con arroz blanco y amarillo por el lado (shredded beef with white rice and fried plantains on the side),” a typical Caribbean dish. The diner itself takes a stance against a system that does not allow immigrants to keep their language and identity.

Puerto Ricans on the island and diaspora have always resisted linguistic assimilation. When Puerto Rico became a colony of the United States in 1898, English became the language of school instruction. After years of struggle, Puerto Rico has two official languages, Spanish and English, with the former as the dominant language. Clara E. Rodríguez (1991) wrote, “In Puerto Rico, despite over 88 years of American rule and clear, ongoing Americanization of the culture, Puerto Ricans continue to speak Spanish and use Spanish as the language of instruction” (17). Language maintenance becomes relevant when looking at the current shift to English among Puerto Ricans in the United States. Torres (2010) claims that “a number of studies have indicated that Puerto Rican second-generation students are shifting to English faster than other Latino groups” (51). According to data from the Pew Hispanic Center, 7% of first-generation Latinos are English dominant; however, the percentage is significantly Page 77 →higher for second-generation (44%) and third-generation (88%) (Torres 2010, 49). The Blue Diner uses Elena’s aphasia to illustrate the devastating impact of losing one’s native language in an immigrant’s private life and her community.



The Role of Food at the Blue Diner

Latinx food served at the diner unifies immigrants socially and politically. Moreover, it assists with their transition to their new home. Lidia Marte (2008), who studied the role of food in Dominican communities in New York City, points out that “food helps to create internal and external landmarks of belonging in the present and it is a reminder of past relations” (28). Food is an essential element when immigrants establish themselves in their host society (9), and Marte calls “seasoning” the process of adjusting and recreating their lives in a new location with a different language and culture, as their previous African ancestors did in the past:


The word ‘seasoning’ refers to the forced enculturation and training of the first enslaved Africans in the Caribbean. It refers metaphorically not only to such violent practices but also to the creative contestation and agency of these Afro-Caribbean populations as they seasoned their foods, lives, and homes in relation to colonial and post-colonial situations (Marte 2008, 2).



It seems logical that when Elena loses her Spanish, she seeks refuge at the Blue Diner. This diner has “seasoned” her life with food, love, and friendships, thus reinforcing her Latinx identity. Papo, Sergio, and Vika try to console her and have a theory about why she has lost her Spanish. Papo, the cook, says that “it is food deficiency,” while Tito believes it is due to her conflict with her mother. Meche comes to the diner looking for Elena and finds comfort and safety with friends as well.

Alternatively, food may also be used as a mode of resistance toward the “forced” seasoning of their new lives in the United States. sesos, a type of food for the subordinate and unprivileged, can be seen as a resistance weapon when eaten unwillingly by Anglo-Americans. Papo, the diner cook, explains that sesos are popular in Cuban cuisine, but this also applies to other Caribbean and South American countries. He says that sesos can be cooked in many different ways: rebozados (breaded), in a stew, in omelets Page 78 →with rice. Puerto Ricans enjoy sesos empanados (breaded calf) among other offal dishes such as riñones guisados (calf’s kidney) and lengua rellena (stuffed beef tongue) (Rivera 2021). Papo proudly claims that “he has his ways” and “it is an art” (The Blue Diner 20:34–20:38) to disguise sesos in his dishes and have unwary customers try them. He thus serves “sesos with fried plantains” to the diner’s owner, “sesos a la Papo with Bechamel sauce” to Tito’s lawyer, and finally, more “sesos with fried plantains” to his bank loaner. They all enjoy the food not knowing or understanding what it is; they are being force-fed Latinx culture. Carla Guerrón-Montero (2004) says, “around the world, foods are both eaten and avoided in the name of racial and ethnic identity. Food is also intimately linked to political and economic power” (30). Similarly, other scholars agree that “food discourses and practices have subversive potential to counter hegemonic structures and neo/colonial discourses” (Beushausen et al. 2014, 19).

sesos, as an offal meat, has negative connotations in Anglo-American society. Robert Sietsema (2015) states that “there has always been something a little raffish about eating them [organ meats] in the States….” The Offal Truth, published by the Documentary & Oral History Studio at Loyola University New Orleans (MCDAVIS4242 2019), lists two reasons Anglo-Americans do not consume organ meat or offal. The first reason has to do with “the growing American economy and standards for what meat should be, which ties into the mass production of food in America,” while the second one refers to “the association of offal with being poor, as well as the accompanying racial bias associated with offal” (MCDAVIS4242 2019). The article explains that supermarkets offer few offal choices as a result of the demand. Historically, consumers preferred animal parts that were “easier to cook in a delicious manner: the muscles,” which made organ meats drop in price as the demand for them decreased to the degree that “it became equated with poverty.” There were also negative social repercussions when including offal on the menu to entertain dinner guests. Such an act would suggest that “the host could not afford even the simplest luxuries in life” (MCDAVIS4242 2019).

Besides indicating a poverty status, offal has racial connotations as well. Historically, offal is associated with Black cuisine. African Americans who got freedom from slavery and could not find proper jobs had to resort to offal as their meal protein (MCDAVIS4242 2019). As former Spanish colonies imported enslaved Africans to work in agriculture and mining, Africans had a common influence on their gastronomies. Offal thus has Page 79 →been a part of numerous Caribbean nations when the enslaved people were forced to make do with the remnants left behind by the enslavers (Philip 2008). This is also the case in other Latinx countries like Peru, where enslaved Africans were given organ meats for their consumption and invented anticuchos, grilled skewers made from a cow’s heart. It is believed that the revenue raised from selling them on the streets allowed enslaved people to pay for their freedom (Gómez-Bravo 2017, 146).

In the film, Papo, afraid that he will not get a loan to purchase the diner, uses sesos to take control of the financial system that hinders Latinx from obtaining a line of credit. Papo strategically prepares sesos with fried plantains for the bank representative visiting the diner. When the current diner’s owner hears it, he warns him not to do that: “This is America; you won’t get the loan serving him sesos” (The Blue Diner 7:37–7:46). No matter what, when the banker comes, Papo serves him a sesos dish. Unaware of what it is, he calls it “cutlet” and puts some ketchup and pepper for added flavor. The banker likes the dish so much and announces that he will give Papo a loan. Consequently, Papo has successfully manipulated an Anglo-American financial system representative. Not only that, but he also served sesos to Tito’s immigration lawyer. Indeed, Papo’s furtive behavior constitutes a way to resist and fight discriminatory policies in Anglo-American institutions.

Like Papo, Tito, frustrated by crooked immigration policies, feels he must devise a plan to get into the museum to hang his painting. Using his dog to distract Meche from her work, he manages to put up his piece with the hopes that visitors and critics will appreciate his art. His idea pays off as his painting attracts an audience, and museum officials have to allow it. His art receives positive reviews, and his sought “fifteen minutes of fame” will enable him to land an artist visa. Like Papo, Tito fools Anglo-American authorities that rule their lives, denying opportunities, and successfully infiltrates his work in a famous museum to obtain his desired visa.

The film ends with an apparently “disgusting” revelation: the pepper shakers contain the remains of “El Canario,” Elena’s father and Papo’s close friend. Through flashbacks, viewers learn that Papo had stored his friend’s ashes in a container next to other spices. Sergio, his kitchen aide, used the ashes container to refill the pepper shakers. Although this act appears to be accidental, it is not because when Papo sees the banker adding pepper to his dish, he admits that he “is eating Canario’s human remains” (The Page 80 →Blue Diner 1:35:00). Papo may have predicted that his helper would at some point mix the ashes with the pepper, therefore continuing to force-feed Latinx culture to Anglo-American customers.

This scene also questions established stereotypes of cannibalism in the Caribbean culture. Rebecca Earle (2013) says that drunkenness and cannibalism are “a recurrent feature of Spanish colonial discourse in the early modern era” (81) and “were both part of a spectrum of distinctive behaviors associated with Amerindians that showed them to be quite different from and almost certainly inferior to their colonizers” (82). Moore (1973) adds that the cannibalism of the Carib people “has been widely accepted and handed on as historical fact” for nearly five hundred years (117). This stereotype, among others, has historically allowed for white domination and kept them in a subordinate position. Ironically, by eating human remains, the unaware Anglo-American customers have become cannibals themselves.

Another common stereotype is exoticism in the Latinx culture, as seen in the film’s reference to the legend of the chupacabras. When Elena kindly reads a letter with news of a chupacabras attack on the island to her blind neighbor, he reacts by saying, “It is better than a soap opera” (The Blue Diner 22:21–22:22). His comment indicates that Anglo-Americans are used to hearing odd, fabricated occurrences of Puerto Rican culture while never questioning them as accurate or realistic.

However, there is a happy ending for the immigrant community at the Blue Diner. A cure for Elena’s aphasia is found using folk medicine. The film starts with Elena undergoing a CAT scan to determine what is wrong with her. Doctors send her home without a solution. When Western medicine fails, Meche then asks Tito to prepare a susto (a scare) for Elena by having someone impersonate her father. They don’t know that Elena already knows that her dad is dead. While that susto does not work, Elena has another susto when her mother collapses on the street because of an unintentional overdose (her doctor had changed her prescription from three pills to one single dose per day). This crisis makes Elena recover her Spanish, but she loses it again quickly, showing that it is worth the struggle to regain it. The end reveals that Elena is slowly recovering her Spanish as she makes peace with her loved ones. She reunites with her mother, leaves Brian, and rekindles her relationship with Tito. Most importantly, Elena was able to retain her cultural memories and redefine her identity.Page 81 →

Grosfoguel (1999) says that Puerto Ricans in the United States have resisted assimilation by refusing to adopt a hyphenated identity like other racialized groups and maintaining “a feeling of belonging to the Puerto Rican imagined community” between generations, “fed through family and social networks between the island and the metropolitan communities” (516–7). This is precisely what we observe in this film: a reluctance from these immigrants to give up their native culture, language, and family while living in the diaspora. The Spanish song Elena can sing without understanding the lyrics during her aphasia becomes the only memory left from her homeland, which she succeeds in preserving along with other memories and her mother tongue, thanks to her family’s intervention and communal support system.

The Blue Diner (2001) is a film about the diaspora experience of Latinx groups in the United States. It differentiates itself from classic Hollywood movies that stereotype Latinxs negatively and unfairly. Latinx characters in Hollywood films, particularly Puerto Ricans, have personality flaws, are criminals, are mentally ill, or are deemed inadequate to join Western society. These distorted images have persisted through time in films without being questioned and have been perpetuated through modern digital technology. To that, The Blue Diner, an independent movie with a limited budget, presents a real story where Latinx people are the main characters experiencing discrimination and racism when relocating to the United States. The film also seeks to demystify false assumptions regarding Latinx culture.

This bilingual film underlines the importance of preserving your original language and cultural identity, which allows for different generations of immigrants to communicate with each other and pass on historical and cultural memories. Remaining bicultural and bilingual is critical for immigrants to reconcile with (or season) their new reality without giving up their native heritage. Elena’s aphasia is a response to the pressures to assimilate and leave behind her Puerto Rican heritage. Like other immigrant community members who face unjust policies when pursuing the American Dream, they must figure out ways to subvert the system to achieve their goals.

Offal food served at the Blue Diner becomes a way to resist and subvert the system. Papo disguises sesos in dishes and serves them to Anglo customers who are unaware of what they eat. As their native food is racialized, considered inferior, and unsuitable for the United States, force-feeding it Page 82 →to representatives of the American system is a way to exercise control over the dominance of the American culture in their lives. Getting Anglo-American customers to eat something they find repulsive and with negative/racial connotations represents a way to revert the power dynamics and subvert the system. Concealing sesos in dishes, human ashes in pepper shakers, and Tito’s scheme to hang his painting in a prestigious museum are all ways to sabotage the American system.

This film highlights the importance of building communities for emotional support and the need for resistance to cultural and political domination and eventual assimilation. The Blue Diner demonstrates how, through unity, immigrant communities in the United States will preserve their native cultural heritage and identities and, in turn, strengthen their own self-identity.



Works Cited


	Badge 373. Directed by Howard W. Koch. Performances by Robert Duvall, Verna Bloom. Paramount Pictures, 1973.

	Beushausen, Wiebke, Anne Brüske, Ana-Sofia Commichau, Patrick Helber, and Sinah Kloß. Introduction. “The Caribbean (on the) Dining Table: Contextualizing Culinary Cultures.” Caribbean Food Cultures: Culinary Practices and Consumption in the Caribbean and its Diasporas, edited by Wieke Beushausen, Anne Brüske, Ana-Sofia Commichau, Patrick Helber, and Sinah Kloß., Bielefeld, Transcript Publishing, 2014.

	Birnbaum, Robert. “Natatcha Estébanez.” Identity Theory. April 11, 2001. www.identitytheory.com/natatcha-estebanez. Accessed May 5, 2021.

	Earle, Rebecca. “Spaniards, Cannibals, and the Eucharist in the New World.” Food and Identity in the Caribbean, edited by Hanna Garth. Bloomsbury, 2013.

	Fort Apache the Bronx. Directed by Daniel Petrie. Performances by Paul Newman, Edward Asner, Ken Wahl. Time Life Films, 1981.

	Goldberg, Max. “The Shame of Cities”: American Racism and the Destruction of the South Bronx. 2016. Northwestern U, Senior Thesis. Academia. www.academia.edu/24780393/_The_Shame_of_Cities_American_Racism_and_the_Destruction_of_the_South_Bronx. Accessed Feb. 10, 2021.

	Gómez-Bravo, Ana M. Comida y Cultura en el Mundo Hispánico. Equinox Publishing, 2017.

	González, Juan. Harvest of Empire: A History of Latinos in America. 2nd Edition. Penguin Books, 2011.

	Grosfoguel, Ramón. “Puerto Rican Labor Migration to the United States: Modes of Incorporation, Coloniality, and Identities.” Review, vol. 22, no. 4, 1999, pp. 503–521.Page 83 →

	Guerrón-Montero, Carla. “Afro-Antillean Cuisine and Global Tourism.” Food Culture and Society: An International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research, vol. 7, no. 2, 2004, pp. 29–47. doi.org/10.2752/155280104786577950.

	Holtzman, Linda. “The Connections: Life, Knowledge, and Media.” Media Messages. M.E. Sharpe, 2000. 7–50.

	Marte, Lidia. Migrant Seasonings: Food Practices, Cultural Memory, and Narratives of ‘home’ among Dominican Communities in New York City. 2008. The University of Texas at Austin, Ph.D. dissertation.

	MCDAVIS4242. “The Offal Truth.” Documentary and Oral History Studio, Loyola University, New Orleans. December 11, 2019. https://docstudio.org/2019/12/11/the-offal-truth/ Accessed April 20, 2021.

	Miebach, Elisa. “Stroke: When You Lose Your Mother Tongue.” DW Made for Minds. 29 Aug. 2019. https://www.dw.com/en/stroke-when-you-lose-your-mother-tongue/a-50042091. Accessed March 15, 2021.

	Moore, Richard. “Carib ‘Cannibalism’: A Study in Anthropological Stereotyping.” Caribbean Studies, vol. 13, no. 3, 1973, pp. 117–35. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25612556. Accessed June 30, 2021.

	Moreno Vega, Marta. “Afro-Boricua: Nuyorican de Pura Cepa.” Warriors of the Afro-Latina Diaspora, edited by Marta Moreno Vega, Marinieves Alba, and Yvetter Modestin. Arte Público Press, 2012, 77–95.

	Pérez, Richie. “From Assimilation to Annihilation: Puerto Rican Images in U.S. Films.” Latin Looks: Images of Latinas and Latinos in the U.S. Media, edited by Clara E. Rodríguez, Westview Press, 1997, pp. 142–163.

	Philip, Franka. “The Heart of the Matter.” Caribbean Beat. MEP Publishers. Issue 90 March/April 2008. www.caribbean-beat.com/issue-90/heart- matter#ixzz6tdQKGoE9. Accessed 30 April 2021.

	Ramírez Berg, Charles. Latino Images in Film: Stereotypes, Subversion, and Resistance. University of Texas Press, 2002.

	Ramírez Berg, Charles. “Stereotyping in Films in General and of the Hispanic in Particular.” Latin Looks: Images of Latinas and Latinos in the U.S. Media, edited by Clara E. Rodríguez, Westview Press, 1997, pp. 104–120.

	Rivera, Magaly. “Puerto Rican Cuisine.” Welcome to Puerto Rico! 2021. https://welcome.topuertorico.org/culture/foodrink.shtml. Accessed 30 April 2021.

	Rodríguez, Clara E. Puerto Ricans: Born in the U.S.A. Westview Press, 1991.

	Samuel, Cara A., and Drexler L. Ortiz. “’Method and Meaning’: Storytelling as Decolonial Praxis in the Psychology of Racialized Peoples.” New Ideas in Psychology, vol. 62, August 2021, pp. 1–11. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.newideapsych. 2021.100868

	Sietsema, Robert. The Offal-Eater’s Handbook: Untangling the Myths of Organ Meats. 16 June 2015. www.eater.com/2015/6/16/8786663/offal-organ-meat-handbook-cuts-sweetbreads-tripe-gizzard. Accessed 19 April 2021.

	The Blue Diner. Produced by Natatcha Estébanez, directed by Jan Egleson, performances by Miriam Colon, Lisa Vidal, Jose Yenque. Corporation for Public Broadcasting, 2001.Page 84 →

	Torres, Lourdes. “Puerto Ricans in the United States and Language Shift to English.” English Today, vol. 26, no. 3, 2010, pp. 49–53. ProQuest. doi: 10.1017/S02660784100001-43.

	Vélez, William. “A New Framework for Understanding Puerto Ricans’ Migration Patterns and Incorporation.” Centro Journal, vol. XXIX, no. III, 2017, pp. 126–152.









Chapter 4

Screening Diasporic Memories and Race in Diana Peralta’s De lo mío

Manuel Medina

University of Louisville


Dominican and Dominican-American film productions have often dealt with the social implications of immigration and the connection between the United States and the Dominican Republic.1 This trend in cultural production reflects the tendency perceived in the island’s emigration:


For the past three decades, emigration from the Dominican Republic, especially to the United States, has grown steadily. At the dawn of the 1990s, international migration has become an intrinsic feature of Dominican society and the Dominican economy. To date, however, there is not a single region or segment of Dominican society that has not felt, directly or indirectly, the effects of international migration (Guarnizo 1997, 166).



One of the Dominican Republic’s more acclaimed films, Un pasaje de ida, directed by Gilberto Meléndez (1988), addresses the topic. It bases its storyline on the tragic death of stowaways who lost their lives attempting to make it to the United States. More recent films have focused on migration between the Dominican Republic (DR) and the United States and the territorial encounters between Dominicans and Americans. In Nueba Yol: por fin llegó Balbuena [A Funny Way to Say New York] (1995), directed by Ángel Muñiz, Balbuena, the main character, offers a comic but Page 86 →poignant view of New York City. Disappointed after a brief stay, he abandons his pursuit of the American Dream and returns to the Dominican Republic. This film appears as a direct contrast to Sanky Panky (2007) by director José Enrique Pintor, as Rita De Maeseneer (2018) explains, which resurrects a character from the 1970s or 1980s: “He is usually an attractive and polyglot mulatto who earns his living through attempting to charm a foreign man or woman in order to obtain benefits and/or emigrate” (De Maeseneer 2018, 127). The film relates the story of a Dominican who attempts to woo a Dominican-American tourist hoping to get legal residence status to move to the United States. Other movies produced by Dominican-American directors concentrate on the life of immigrants from the DR experience from different perspectives. In Vampires vs. The Bronx (2020), Dominican-American director Osmany Rodríguez (aka Os Rodríguez) uses a comedy-horror plot to call attention to the neighborhood’s gentrification process. This chapter centers on De lo mío (2019) by director Diana Peralta, a film taking a different approach to the cinematic production of Dominicans or Dominican Americans working in the United States. The study posits that the film moves the cultural conversation about cultural assimilation, transnationalism, the diaspora, and to a lesser extent, race, to Santo Domingo by using the film’s cinematic spaces to explore the ramifications of families who grow up divided by the distance separating New York from the Dominican Republic.

Before filming De lo mío, Diana Peralta had been a creative advertising producer for over eight years. She attended Johns Hopkins University and graduated with a Bachelor of Arts in Film & Media Studies in 2011. Filmmaker’s Magazine featured her as one of the 25 New Faces of Independent Film 2019 (Keaga 2022). HBO acquired her opera Prima De lo mío’s exclusive broadcast and streaming rights to distribute the film across all platforms. The film earned two awards: Best Narrative Feature at Indie Memphis Film Festival in 2019 and Best Film at the RiverRun International Film Festival in 2020. Peralta is currently working on her next project, a film tentatively titled, “No Love Lost.” She teaches directing at Columbia University’s Film MFA program. Diana Peralta explains how she adapted the plot for De lo mío from her Dominican family stories and the place she visited during her summers, the Santiago region in the northern Dominican Republic. However, the film is a fictional story that took her years to finish.Page 87 →

De lo mío depicts the story of two Dominican-American sisters, Rita and Carolina, born in the Dominican Republic but raised in New York City. They travel to the island to help their estranged brother Dante deal with their grandmother’s house, their father’s childhood home, and their inheritance after their father dies. From the onset, Rita’s reluctance to be there becomes apparent, and when the sisters eventually find Dante, the emotional tension between them stands out. The morning after their arrival, the siblings start packing up the house as they negotiate with their memories of their grandparents, parents, and themselves growing up. Eventually, the friction between Dante and Rita causes them to scream their resentment toward each other. Rita begrudges Dante’s absence at his father’s deathbed, and Dante feels aggrieved by his father leaving him behind in his grandparents’ care when he departed with his sisters to New York. The confrontation eases the way into the story’s resolution: Dante introduces the sisters to Félix, his son, and Félix’s mother. Together they take a day trip to nearby waterfalls, where the three siblings reunite emotionally. The film ends when the house has been completely emptied, and from a passenger car’s viewpoint, the camera focuses on the buildings left behind as it leaves the area.

The film takes its title, “De lo mío,” from a term of endearment commonly used by Dominicans. The Urban Dictionary defines it as “Another word for a close friend; my bro; my dog” (Fanauran 2016). It would be hard to find the appropriate English language moniker covering everything the De lo mío cultural meaning carries.2 Somewhat literally, it could mean “From what belongs to me”; however, this does not cover it. The film has no official translated title in English because the term is in a Dominican-American (or domincanyork, even) English language variety and therefore requires no translation. Peralta has found a title that fits perfectly with her film using this culturally loaded term. “De lo mío” extends its traditional usage of referring to a close friend and applies it to these three siblings. It makes perfect sense to call a film with a storyline about two Dominican-American sisters who travel to deal with matters related to their inheritance, De lo mío. However, the title extends beyond this collective meaning and could refer to something different for each sibling. It could allude to the emotional burden Rita and Dante carry, resenting each other for not being there when the person who raised them lay dying.

Additionally, it could symbolize Dante’s grudge for having been abandoned by his father and how he now relates to his son. Rita deals Page 88 →with having moved away from the liminal space immigrants usually inhabit. She has completely assimilated into American society and no longer fits in the Dominican Republic. Carolina wants to connect to her Dominican roots and feels at home and comfortable returning. She also wants to spend time with and get to know her brother, her nephew, and the place where her father spent his childhood. Each one of them has a different score to settle.

The opening scene entices curiosity about the character’s identity and reasons for letting sunlight shine into this dark and dusty place. The director uses a mise-en-scène and a play with light and shadow to enhance Dante’s pivotal moment of discovery and cleaning up. His actions raise questions about his relationship with the abandoned space. The second scene transports the movie to a bus stop, where we meet De lo mío’s other leading players, Carolina and Rita, who communicate in English in a Spanish-speaking country. Carolina convinces Rita to ride in a motoconcho, a small motorcycle used for cheap taxi service in the Dominican Republic. Carolina enjoys the experience to its fullest, while Rita only endures the trip to get to their destination. This sequence sets the film’s tone by helping establish characterizations and localization.

Rita and Dante’s disconnect immediately surfaces when the three characters meet. In contrast, Carolina greets him effusively and expresses great affection toward Dante. The brother’s initial comment about their physical appearance suggests that they are not siblings: “Mira tanta mujer buena en Nueva York y mira los grillos que me mandan (Damn! All the beautiful women in New York, and I get stuck with these two uglies)” (De lo mío 00:05:19).3 Their following exchange helps to clarify the narrative situation, the three are siblings, and they had to ride motoconchos because Dante had not picked them up from the bus stop. For all practical purposes, the film starts here. Dante discusses the plan for the following five days and the reasons behind his sisters’ visit: get their grandparents’ house ready to be sold to a prospective buyer who wants to tear down the house. The sisters show reluctance toward the property’s sale for emotional reasons, but Dante brings reality into the discussion by quantifying nostalgia to the value of four hundred thousand dollars. Dante replies to Rita’s argument: “Do you have any emotions” with a comment summarizing the reasons behind his position: “Claro que tengo emociones, pero tengo deudas también (Of course, I have emotions, but I also have debts)” (De lo mío 00:12:40). Dante also reminds them that they will make a hefty profit from the sale.Page 89 →

By basing the storyline on the estranged relationship between siblings who grew up apart, the sisters in New York and the brother in the Dominican Republic, Peralta places the film within the conversation about migration to and from the United States and its many ramifications. In his essay, written before the Dominican Republic legislature approved dual citizenship in 1994, “Los Dominicanyorks: The Making of a Binational Society,” Luis E. Guarnizo (1997) maintains that Dominicans make up a different kind of immigrant when compared to other immigrants from the Caribbean because they have successfully developed a binational society: “In addition to the migration process, the migrants themselves should be investigated—as a heterogeneous group embedded in a binational social milieu where they are affected and dominated by, but also affect and resist, the structural forces around them” (172). The forces mentioned by Guarnizo refer to the DR’s efforts to control and tax the Dominican’s funds transferred to the island and the US efforts to curtail unauthorized entrance to the United States:


In effect, Dominican policies have been directed at securing official access to remittances and other money transfers by migrants. Lately, however, U.S. authorities have pressured Santo Domingo to improve its border controls to prevent illegal departures to Puerto Rico, one of the most common surreptitious pathways to the United States (Guarnizo 1997, 171).



The article labels the process as a “transnationalization of migrants,” and Guarnizo (1997) sustains that Dominicans have successfully developed a system based on creating a binational society (172).

In a more recent study, Blurred Borders: Transnational Migration between the Hispanic Caribbean and the United States, Jorge Duany (2011) explores the basic arguments between critics who define Dominican migration as transnationalism and those who label it a diaspora. However, Duany defends his use of both terms in his study:


Instead of transnationalism, Torres-Saillant interprets the contemporary experiences of Dominicans in the United States as diasporic. He feels that this term—with its dual implication of uprooting and taking root in a new land—better describes transplanted Dominicans in New York City and elsewhere. In my mind, diasporic and transnational identities Page 90 →are not mutually exclusive. Throughout this book, I have used the two terms interchangeably to refer to scattered peoples who remain connected to their countries of origin despite long distances and periods of residence abroad (Guarnizo 1997, 172).



The critic concludes his study of Dominican migration by supporting his argument that, regardless of whether it is labeled “transnational” or “diasporic,” close ties exist between both countries: “Regardless of where they were born or what passport they hold, Dominican migrants and their descendants are officially deemed part of the Dominican nation. Like other transnational nation-states, the Dominican Republic has reclaimed its emigrants even if they become citizens of other countries” (Duany 2011, 186). Duany explains that various scholars present contrasting views on transnationalism in examining the perspective of contemporary Dominican immigrants. Silvio Torres-Saillant (1998) challenges the notion of Dominicans as quintessential transnationals, favoring a diasporic interpretation instead. He criticizes the depiction of ordinary migrants as borderless individuals without roots in the United States. Milagros Ricourt (2002) argues that the Dominican community in New York City is fractured by gender, generation, and place of residence, leading to differing interpretations of transnationalism. Ana Aparicio (2006) suggests a shift in focus from transnational to local concerns among second-generation community leaders in New York City. Despite criticisms, transnationalism remains a resilient paradigm in understanding Dominican migration, with scholars highlighting its impact on various aspects of Dominican life across different geographic locations. However, they acknowledge the diversity within Dominican communities and the importance of considering local allegiances alongside transnational connections (Duany 2011, 170 – 172).

In Undocumented: A Dominican Boy’s Odyssey from a Homeless Shelter to the Ivy League, Dan-el Padilla Peralta (2016) addresses another issue, the plight of undocumented Dominican immigrants, by focusing his story on his own story of resilience and determination that eventually paved the way for him to get an Ivy League and Oxford education. Padilla Peralta’s book focuses on Dominicans’ challenges living undocumented in the United States. He closes his biographical account by stating that the makeup of the immigrants entering the country undocumented are people from all walks of life. They are not just laborers and contribute Page 91 →to America’s greatness and the American Dream’s perpetuation. He proposes his story as an example:


My hope for this book is that it will communicate a sense of the power of their potential contribution. Along the path I took, many more are coming, not just to be migrant laborers or housecleaners or cabdrivers but to be students, academics, writers, artists, politicians. Our lives are a living testament to the exceptional potency of the American Dream that inspired our parents to surmount every obstacle in their quest to raise us here. (Padilla Peralta 2016, 297)



Padilla Peralta similarly denounces the inefficiency of the immigration system: “The fate of millions of undocumented immigrants remains in the hands of an improperly conceived, poorly structured, and misincentivized system” (2016, 297). His story adds to the cultural conversation between the two sides, discussing migration’s transnationalistic and diasporic nature as a unique aspect of Dominicans living in the two nations.

The conversations about Dominican identity and migration have been complicated by another aspect of the situation regarding statelessness in the Dominican Republic, particularly affecting Dominicans of Haitian descent. The approach to race and the blaming of Haitians (who are often perceived as Black) for the problems in the country has been exacerbated by a 2013 court decision that revoked birthright citizenship and led to subsequent deportations. This issue looms larger when there seems to be very little visible difference in the physical appearance of Dominicans and Haitians.

Despite legislative efforts, bureaucratic hurdles and political opposition have hindered the resolution of this issue, leaving many stateless individuals needing access to citizenship. President Abinader’s attempts to address migration issues have been met with resistance, leading to increased enforcement measures against Haitian migrants and Dominicans of Haitian descent. Overall, the combination of bureaucratic obstacles, political resistance, and aggressive deportation policies has left thousands of people, including vulnerable children, in a state of legal limbo, unable to access the citizenship rights they are entitled to. Resolving this complex issue remains a significant challenge for the Dominican Government (Appleby 2023). The dialogue about nationalism, referred to as “denationalization” by the opposition, has reached yet another level with the development of these more recent circumstances (“A Timeline of Denationalization” n.d.).4Page 92 →

The cultural conversation about territorial identity and the negotiation of spaces aligns itself with the concept of the diaspora—which traditionally refers to Jews living outside Palestine and Israel—but which is more currently defined as the movement, migration, or dispersion of a group of people from their established ancestral territory.

In Global Diasporas, Robin Cohen (1997) examines how postmodern theorists have challenged traditional migration scholars by reconstituting the concept of diaspora. Cohen explains how postmodernists view national/cultural identity as constantly evolving through fluid, hybrid interactions rather than fixed notions of “home” and “host.” Cohen proposes the term “cultural diaspora” to capture these new realities and move beyond monolithic historical understandings. While diasporas are not new, contemporary diasporas differ from ancient ones. Cohen cautions against suggesting diasporas cause globalization but argues that diasporas are uniquely positioned to benefit from and exploit globalization’s changes, such as the global economy and transnational flows. Deterritorialized and multilingual diasporas can exploit opportunities.

Cohen contextualizes the Dominican case and engages with the debate on binationalism and diasporas. Ultimately, she concludes that Dominicans qualify as “borderland cultures” rather than diasporas.


Dominicans coming (principally) to New York have variously been described as (a) austentes, the “absent ones,” who are nevertheless regarded as an organic part of Dominican society, (b) residentes, who may retain some aspects of Hispanic or Latino identity, but are increasingly integrating into US society in terms of citizenship and participation in local politics, and (c) bi-nationals, with a foot in each camp—more Dominican when in New York and perhaps more American when in Santo Domingo.

Are Mexicans or Dominicans diasporas? And how about Cubans or Puerto Ricans in the USA, Poles in contemporary Germany, Albanians in Greece, or Mozambicans in South Africa? In my judgement, these migrations are examples of borderland cultures rather than diasporas. Societies bleeding into one another create new complex and other intermediate identities, not diasporas. (Cohen 1997, 190)



In this sense, extending Duany’s position, diasporas describe individuals or transnational communities living in spaces where they are interspersed with or settle in the periphery of diverse communities, especially Page 93 →those made up of people who have also left their birth space. Those in a diaspora culminate in restricting, expanding (and mixing and matching) their new residences with new and old identities and lifestyles. Being part of the diaspora represents belonging to a larger group in transition, an alternate community living within an entire national community, and an individual who must feel the challenges of feeling part of various nations and cultures (Cohen 1997, 190).

The film De lo mío fits within a critical interchange about the issue of diasporas and transnationalism by placing two Dominican-Americans raised in New York in a Dominican space, not even necessarily Santo Domingo, but a smaller location in the northern area of Santiago. Although they were born there, Rita and Carolina behave like strangers in unfamiliar places from the start. Their actions conform to the island perception of Dominicans living in the United States, in certain circles referred to as dominicanyorks:


In stark contrast to their sociocultural reaffirmation while overseas, migrants in the Dominican Republic are perceived as Americanized Dominicans, whose behavior mostly is seen by non-migrants as an affront to authentic Dominican culture.

…

The epithets minted to refer to migrants, such as dominicanyork (seen as the opposite of an authentic Dominican), are some of the sociolinguistic expressions of such sentiments. (Guarnizo 1997, 167)



While New York remains the second-largest concentration of Dominicans globally, the term identifies the Dominican diaspora even as it has expanded to other states’ metropolitan areas. As Duany indicates, “Nowadays, the sobriquet Dominican-York alludes to Dominicans residing anywhere in the United States” (2011, 174).

They speak Spanish and English, but they are not balanced bilinguals. Dante is a native Spanish speaker and speaks English at the word or phrase level and not in extended discourse, and his sisters are English-dominant Heritage speakers. Accordingly, Carolina and Rita lack the same linguistic skills when navigating the language of the place (the DR) where they have spent considerably less time. Rita and Carolina ordinarily communicate among themselves in English and address Dante mainly in English with occasional phrases in Spanish. When they first meet, Rita politely Page 94 →demands, “Vamos a hablar inglés (Let’s speak English),” while Dante stays in his native Dominican Spanish language when he addresses them. Their linguistic utterances reveal their proficiency levels. For instance, Carolina starts a sentence with “Lo que está importante aquí …” pointing to her incorrect use of ser and estar, a phrase Dante would construct correctly. This incorrect use of estar exemplifies negative transference from English, as English speakers only have one verb, “to be.”

The sisters perform the usual rituals expected from a dominicanyork. Rita grows impatient when Dante arrives late to pick them up from the bus depot. They soak themselves in mosquito repellent before venturing into the areas outside the house. Rita covers her head with the sweatshirt hood to avoid cockroaches crawling into her ears. She ties it up securely before climbing into the mosquito-net-covered bed. Carolina screams when a large cockroach jumps out of a bowl as she is packing up the kitchen. When Dante fears someone has sneaked into the house after Carolina forgot to lock the door, Rita expects Dante to call the police and questions Dante’s decision to walk in, gun blazing, to catch the intruder. After learning that no one had stolen their passports, she shows her immense relief by expressing her state of being with an insult. Rita’s allusion to the place as a “shithole,” whereas she means the house, the town, or the country, as undesirable, summarizes her attitude toward her stay in the land of her ancestors, a land she does not consider her own: “Good because I don’t want to stay another day in this shithole” (00:45:57).

Rita’s words refer to the DR position in the Dominican diaspora debate within Ana Aparicio’s argument regarding the transnational perspectives of Dominican-American immigrants’ community-building efforts in the United States. Because of its “transnationalization of migrants,” the label of a binational society has been applied to the Dominican Republic; As Guarnizo (1997) affirms, “Dominicans have successfully developed a system based on creating a binational society.” In addition, Duany (2011) emphasizes how New York City, notably Washington Heights, has become where the Dominican diaspora has settled its transnational roots: “It is there that the transnational identity of U.S. Dominicans has taken shape most completely” (67). However, Ana Aparicio, Milagros Ricourt, and Silvio Torres-Saillant have questioned the notion of this binational and transnational society. Aparicio (2006) points out another trend in Dominican-Americans and the Politics of Empowerment. Aparicio Page 95 →explains that some Dominican-Americans belonging to the second generation have organized themselves to protect their rights in the United States (2006, 174). This group, to which the sisters belong, feels more connected with the United States than their homeland or ancestors’ homeland. Aparicio concludes that her study findings show the limitations of the segmented assimilation theory and the nuanced understanding of identity politics.

Another topic, assimilation, is commonly mentioned alongside migration, diasporas, and transnationalism, especially among cultural critics. The film engages in the conversation by portraying a character like Dante, who has lived in Santiago all his life. For him, claiming his grandparents’ inheritance represents a practical natural step after the last living relative owning the family wealth dies. The sisters, although only Rita vocalizes it, construe his attitude as coldhearted because they have spent, we assume, most of their lives in New York, their diasporic territory, fueled by nostalgia as they become assimilated into the urban center. Rita’s memory-imbued attitude from day one has transformed into a “Let’s get out of here as soon as we can” approach after staying on the island for a few days. However, Carolina’s state of mind and temper never waver, although Rita would describe it as her sister’s irresponsible demeanor.

In his study of Nuyorican Poetry, Ángel Flores (1997) presents a theory to help him classify the poetry written by Puerto Rican authors and their perception of the island as they negotiated life in New York under certain political and economic realities, including “migration, patriarchy, and racial inequality” (178). Flores classifies the assimilation process of Puerto Ricans in New York into four moments or stages, as perceived as themes in their cultural productions. The first stage, here and now, refers to “the conditions of hostility, disadvantage, and exclusion that confront the Puerto Rican in day-to-day reality” (Flores 1997, 178). The second stage is the state of enchantment: “an almost dream-like trance at the striking contrast between the clutter barrenness of New York and the imagined luxuriance of the island culture” (Flores 1997, 178). In the third stage, the return and the reentry, The Nuyorican now sees Puerto Rico when looking at New York: “While previously, during the first moment, life was sheer hostility and exclusion, the New York scene now includes the Puerto Ricans” (Flores 1997, 181). The fourth and final stage, labeled by Flores as “branching out,” refers to “the selective connection to and interaction with the surrounding North American society” (182).Page 96 →

Applying Flores’s theory to the De lo mío, Carolina and Rita seem to have “branched out” from their Dominican roots and assimilated into American society. They have stopped visiting the island, and during their first visit back in a while, it can be deduced that they are entirely disconnected from their family, including their brother. Carolina, however, perceives the Dominican Republic as a “state of enchantment.” In her diasporic memories, Carolina has imagined the island as a utopian place where her fragmented family reunites. She smiles and radiates happiness during her motoconcho ride from the bus depot to their grandparents’ house. In contrast, Rita expresses the opposite and shows how uncomfortable she feels about the whole ordeal: having to ride a motorcycle to their destination, Dante being late to pick them up, and so forth. Carolina adapts better to the environment, being around her brother, the town, and the house, sorting through her grandmother’s clothes and old pictures.

Dante expresses an uneasiness akin to Rita’s, but his emotional discomfort relates to his sisters being there. He uses their assimilation into US society to shame them by calling them “gringas.” In a scene where they all dance merengue, Dante comments on Carolina’s skill as a dancer by identifying her as a “gringuita,” an outsider:


Dante

—Vaya. la gringuita esta.

[—This little gringa can dance!]

Carolina

—Claro yo no me quedo atrás. —Lo que sea

[— You know it, I never sit one out!]

Dante

—Lo que sí es que le tienes que bajar más a la cintura porque la estas levantando demasiado.

[—You’ve gotta get down lower, however.

You are standing too straight.]

Carolina

—Es que yo soy alta

—Allí viene el tieso.

—Vaya tú aprendiste

Carolina

—Because I am tall.

Here comes the stiff onePage 97 →

I see you have learned.

Dante

—Qué crees que estoy haciendo aquí.

[—Of course I have, girl. I am not kidding around!]

Carolina

—Tú eras tieso

—You used to be a stiff dancer

Dante

—Era tieso.

[—Yeah. I used to be] (De lo mío 2019, 00:22:41–00:22: 50).



The exchange between brother and sister fits within the concept of race as perceived in the Dominican Republic and summarized by Silvio Torres-Saillant. Talking about the late 19th century in “The Tribulations of Blackness: Stages in Dominican Racial Identity,” he explains that: “[the mulatto thinker Jose Ramon López] spoke of a concept of race, then, that dwelt on social, temporary, and contingent variables rather than on genetic, permanent, and immanent ones. In short, he was referring to the Dominican people” (Torres-Saillant 1998, 136). In Race Migrations: Latinos and the Cultural Transformation of Race, Wendy Roth (2012) explains how views among Dominicans have not changed, and they have been transported into the United States as they have migrated: “Social considerations also influence racial classifications in the continuum model. Greater socioeconomic status, prestige, or social networks can lead to a lighter classification, giving rise to the common expression that ‘money whitens.’” (20). Her study incorporates into her analysis the debate about viewing race as a social construct: “As scholars have moved toward viewing race as socially constructed, there has been increased recognition of the cognitive processes—including perception, memory, and judgment—that go into determining a person’s race or ethnicity (Roth 2012, 12). She concludes that race and ethnicity are aspects of culture, and this cognitive process mentioned by scholars should include culture as a key component of “a shared culture in a society” (Roth 2012, 12).

Dante utilizes a racial classification to capture the difference between himself and his sisters based on elements other than skin color, putting them on the defensive and asserting a kind of power over them through authenticity. He roots it within a model, like Roth’s, including race, Page 98 →ethnicity, and culture. Dante calls Carolina “gringuita” to question her “Dominicaness,” which she has lost living in the United States. The brother cites a cultural trait to classify her in a race category reserved for those who have become so assimilated into the American culture that they have lost their right to be Dominican with all the implications associated with the label. Out of spite, the brother denies them the right to be Dominican to emphasize their differences: they were raised by their father in the United States, while his grandparents raised him in the Dominican Republic.

Although the process could be interpreted as racialization, within the context of Dominican, Dominican-American, and domincanyork cultures, it fits better within the construct of intersectionality presented by Kimberle Crenshaw (1991) in “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of Color.” The intersectional theory postulates that many sources of oppression, such as race, class, gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, and many others, disadvantage people. These identities overlap or intersect to empower or oppress the same entity. By asserting the dominance of race as an axis, as against gender and linguistic axes, he makes the sisters out to be haughty outsiders and claims the side of the people for himself. However, even if/to the extent that this racialization project is plausible, it denies his gender-based power. Dante is also not strictly a proletarian, having been raised by physicians who own property, wealth, and social status. Dante attempts to affirm his “Dominicanness” by criticizing how Carolina dances merengue, a component of Dominican music, culture, and identity par excellence. Carolina counterattacks by reminding him that he did not qualify as the most gifted of merengue dancers. Dante assures her that he has learned the proper way to dance. He credits it to his untainted Dominicanness: “¿Qué crees que estoy haciendo aquí (What do you think I am doing here?).” He associates dancing merengue, the proper way, with living on the island.

The director uses cinematographic spaces and mise-en-scène to masterfully stage the evolution of each character as they negotiate their own and collective conflicts. As they enter the house, the photographs emerge as the dominant foci and immediately transport the characters to times when the uncomfortable reality of immigration had not yet fragmented the family. The camera mimics the sisters’ focalization as they enter the house for the first time after their arrival. The shots cycle through family pictures of the three siblings as children, including one of Dante in his father’s arms. The following location, an office with walls lined with books and a cluttered Page 99 →desk, catches Rita’s attention. She views it with the reverence granted to a grandparent’s archival space. Then, she briefly stands and contemplates a wall with more family pictures arranged to cover the whole area. Another wall displays college diplomas from med schools and numerous awards earned by the grandmother, who appears in a picture as the only female physician in a group of nine other doctors. This initial walk-through of the house sets the tone for the rest of the film. The characters enter a place full of memories waiting to be cataloged, boxed, and discarded. Like a museum, the house contains the grandparents’ chronicles and the family history they will have to store, literally and figuratively.

The next day, they begin the archival retrieval and processing task. Working separately, they start taking down, wrapping, and boxing the pictures hanging from the walls, emptying cupboards, bookshelves, closets, and other places in the house. Filming the scene when the three siblings work in the immediate area shot, Peralta systematically sets up the mise-en-scène using the following elements: dominant, shot and camera proxemics, composition, form framing, depth, character placement, staging positions, and character proxemics, to convey meaning.


[image: Still from the movie De lo mío showing Rita and Carolina sorting through their grandparents’ property while Dante dances in the background.]

Figure 4.1. Rita and Carolina sort their grandparents’ property. Dante dances and sweeps the floor in the background. (Peralta)



The director sets the camera firmly in one position offering a shot of a room overlooking a backyard. The stage’s depth uses three planes to divide the spaces into a foreground, a mid-ground (an ornamental partition), and a background (a fencing wall somewhat hidden by small trees and planters). The dominant shot shows Carolina occupying the stage’s center (in the foreground), scanning a book, surrounded by more books and folders full of documents. Carolina shares the space with Rita sitting in the frame’s right side, loading a vinyl disc onto an older record player. As the music starts playing, Dante fills the background dancing his way onto the stage as he rakes leaves with a broom. He occupies the shot position directly behind Carolina, leaving Rita alone on the frame’s right side (see Figure 4.1). This setting emphasizes the separation between the two sisters and Dante, who appears on the other side of the stage’s mid-ground. Their proximity stands out because they are together yet are simultaneously separate.

The ornamental partition metaphorically serves as cell bars that trap them and suggest their condition of being emotionally enmeshed by their circumstances. Dante breaks the mid-ground by walking in the foreground, where Carolina dances merengue. He dances with Carolina, and the distance separating them from Rita increases as they occupy the Page 100 →frame’s left side, and Rita dances alone on the right side. Eventually, the two become the dominant shot, filling the foreground and relegating Rita to the background as the scene evolves, where she dances with a broom. Rita then takes over the shot’s center, synchronizing her movements to the song’s rhythm. The director carefully orchestrates the mise-en-scène by having the characters move across the scene’s depth to help emphasize the barrier separating Rita and Dante. He enters the room (foreground space) to dance with Carolina, who treats him without Rita’s animosity.

The music complements the mise-en-scène as a significant unifying factor that brings the siblings closer to each other. Carlos Aguilar (2019), in his film review, comments on the relevance of the song’s selection:


The song itself also rings with significance: “Compadre Pedro Juan” was popularized by Angel Viloria y su Conjunto Típico Cibaeño, fittingly a merengue band of Dominicans in New York that bridged that gap between the homeland and the diaspora in the 1950s. It is a track that inadvertently speaks to them about a shared identity and links them to their grandparents through the music of their youth.



The tension between Dante and Rita escalates to an end in another key scene when both scream harshly at each other after the sister expresses her dissatisfaction with being there. Their exchange finally openly reveals the reason behind their antagonism: resentment from both sides. Page 101 →The reason leads back to one of immigration’s less-spoken consequences, the effects of separating family units. Dante resents his father for leaving for New York and leaving him behind in his grandparents’ care, sentencing him to grow up separated from his sisters, who visited the country occasionally. Dante has erased his father from his universe. He emphatically asks his sisters not to say his name around him: “A mí, no me mencionen a ese señor (Do not even mention that man to me)” (De lo mío 00:26:45). Notice how he refuses to acknowledge him as his father and chooses to call him “señor,” or “that man,” instead. When his sisters attempt to advise him on how to be a father: “We do not need to have kids to know that it is important for a kid to have his dad around” (00:26:24), he justifies his behavior by responding that he didn’t have a father to emulate: “Well, I would not know…” (De lo mío 00:26:29). Rita retorts with, “Papi loved you” (00:26:34).

Dante and Rita bear grudges against each other for their mutual absences during crucial moments at the end of their grandmother and father’s lives. Dante accuses Rita and Carolina of showing up now, motivated by financial gain. He had to take care of their grandmother right before she died:


¿Por qué no vinieron antes?

Metidas allá para su país ¿verdad?

¿Dónde estaban ustedes cuando esa vieja estaba allí muriéndose?

Su abuelita que tanto quieren ustedes.

[Why didn’t you come over before?

Back home in your little country, right?

Where were you guys when your grandmother was right there dying?

Your grandma, the one that you supposedly love so much.] (De lo mío 2019, 00:46:52–00:46:56)



Rita defends herself by bringing up Dante’s absence from their father’s deathbed when he asked for her brother, and vents her bottled-up frustration on her brother:


You are not gonna do that to me, okay?

’Cause where were you when Papi was dying?

Where were you when Papi was asking for you?Page 102 →

Where were you?

I had to deal with that shit.

You were too proud.

You were too proud of being pathetic (De lo mío 2019, 00:47:03–00:47:16)



Rita repeatedly emphasizes her disgust for having been forced to return to the island, deal with her brother, and get the house ready to be sold in the aftermath of her father’s departure.


Do you think I wanted Papi to die?

Is that what you think?

Are you crazy?

You think I want to be here?

You think I want to deal with this shit?

And have a fuck-up like you as a sibling? (De lo mío 2019, 00:47:25–00: 47:34)



Her speech drives the conversation back to the repercussions of immigration in families who ended up being divided into two locations. The debate usually centers on remittances and other money transfers by migrants, the transnationalization of migrants, and border control (Guarnizo 1997, 172). The film sheds light on this critical topic meriting the attention of mental health specialists.5 Since their initial meeting with Dante, the sisters expressed their interest in preserving the place rather than claiming their inheritance, as Dante accuses them.


—They are gonna bulldoze the house?

—Yeah, but what about the trees?

—Those trees have been there for, like, over a hundred years.

—And that’s our grandmother’s house. That’s her home.

—Can we find a family that’s gonna want to live there? (De lo mío 2019, 12:05–00:12:15,16)



The sisters show equal concern over losing their grandmother’s house as much as the trees. Carolina and Rita link the trees with deep roots connecting them to the Dominican Republic and their ancestors. The house and its place as a warehouse of memories cannot rival the longevity of the Page 103 →trees that have stood the test of time. Rita and Carolina perceive their loss as no longer having a deep connection to the Dominican Republic. Even after the siblings decide to sell the house, Peralta continues to include shots of the trees, taking her time to photograph them, as Carlos Aguilar (2019) comments:


The camera meditatively looks up at the trees planted on their land for a century, maybe even before their ancestors purchased it. Those trees are witnesses and accomplices to whatever happiness and sorrows unfolded, and Peralta makes their importance known by observing their grandeur unhurriedly.



The director uses a purifying fire as the instrument to solve the sibling’s rift. Rita, frustrated, after exploding and arguing with Dante, indiscriminately grabs stuff from the house and throws it into a makeshift fire pit. Carolina objects, but Dante joins Rita. Eventually, the three siblings join in and feed the fire with objects from the house. Burning memories works as a purifying fire that liberates and unites them. It becomes a cathartic act where they can look forward to their legacy rather than concentrate on the uncomfortable past that keeps them chained to tradition. Peralta arranges the shot’s mise-en-scène to deliver this message visually. The three siblings appear together but separate equidistantly around the circle of fire to imprint the relevance of this act meant to represent the breaking of specific barriers (see Figure 4.2).


[image: Still from the movie De lo mío showing the three siblings standing around a fire watching their grandparents’ documents burn.]

Figure 4.2. The three siblings watch as their grandparents’ documents burn (Peralta).



Page 104 →Following the cathartic fire scene, Dante decides to liberate his family and unveil them to his sisters. Once again, the director carefully chooses the mise-en-scène to ensure a close connection between form and content. The scene’s initial shot, taken from inside his house, presents him standing outside but as if inside a jail cell and, therefore, as a metaphorical prisoner of his emotions and resentments. In the continuing shot, he appears inside the front yard, suggesting that he has managed to take steps forward needed to start leaving his constraining feelings toward his father and sisters behind. Dante unlocks the fence outside the house where he has kept his family trapped or protected, depending on our interpretation of his actions. He mends his situation with his son’s (Félix) mother and coordinates a meeting for all to get acquainted.

After the burning and from the ashes comes the cleansing by water to solidify the process of forgetting, forgiving, and renewal. The film migrates spaces and trades the family house for soothing waterfalls and calming rivers. There, Rita and Dante come to terms with each other, and to emphasize its relevance in the development of the storyline, the director sets the scene against waterfalls and shoots the subjects (Rita and Dante) facing the falls with their backs to the camera. The opening shot displays Dante on the screen’s left side, gazing at the falls and listening to the sound of the water running down the river. Eventually, Rita fills in the other side of the frame and sits to Dante’s right. Together they look at the water rolling down the hill and enjoy the beautiful scenery. There, without uttering a single word, or none which can be heard because the waterfalls provide the only sound source, they embrace, erase the distance separating them and make peace. The music changes from the water sounds to playing “Under Spells” by Paul Spring, with its relaxing, repetitive sounds suggesting tranquility, continuity, and dependability.

The healing continues with visits to the cemetery, where the three siblings and Félix visit relatives’ graves. Dante takes them to see a hotel their grandparents used to own. As a sign of Dante’s emotional progress, he initiates conversations in English with Rita. He had previously refused to address her in their “little country’s” language. Rita and Carolina had no idea the hotel existed, which confirms their disconnect with the immediate family left behind on the island. However, they show great interest in learning about their grandparents and successors, Félix and his mother, who join them. Looking at the place again, Peralta relies on the mise-en-scène to deliver another critical moment. She frames the siblings within a Page 105 →large window looking at Santiago, their birthplace, from their grandparents’ former building. This time, she arranges them differently: Carolina on the left, Dante in the middle, and Rita to the right. The shot’s character placement seems balanced; they have erased what has separated them for so long. They look ahead together, settling the grudges that have kept them apart.

It is the final shot framing them together. Rita appears on screen later as she closes the door, and they leave the house for the last time in a symbolic act of leaving the past behind. The film’s final scene, shot from a car passenger’s point of view (Rita’s maybe), shows the ancient trees, the buildings, the town, its people, and street noise, while the calming constant sounds of “Under Spells” play again as it fades to black.

The film relies heavily on the negotiation of memories as the siblings approach the grandparents’ large house as a palimpsest containing traces of different versions of previous contents. The house is a space safeguarding stories they do not want to process but do not want to destroy. The impending sale forces them to confront their past. Rita and Dante contemplate the large bookshelves lining the walls containing books, folders, photograph albums, and music records with awe and despair because of the family trauma surrounding them. The photographs place the conversation within the framework initiated by Margaret Hirsch (2014) in Family Frames: Photography, Narrative, and Postmemory, based on the postulates of Roland Barthes, Marguerite Duras, and Susan Sontag about the relationship between photographs and memory. She states that photography is a place that links the memory of the person portrayed and the confirmation that the past cannot be recovered (Hirsch 2014, 20). Debarati Sanyal (2015) connects post-memory with palimpsest: “Her [Hirsch] readings of the overlay of memory traces in photographic montages of the Holocaust suggest that the palimpsest is a central figure for considering the complex layering of transcultural memory” (6–7). To the sisters, the house represents the last connection with their ancestors, their homeland. It lies intermixed across years, represented by the trees the camera constantly displays, the books they have not read, and the pictures whose subjects are portrayed as encapsulated and framed in time. Everybody evolved, older people died, and now their locale of memories will disappear, unceremoniously bulldozed. As Hirsch explained, post-memory is connected to trauma, and the pictures help join the past and present. Their story, looming from behind the pictures hanging from the house’s walls, hangs Page 106 →from the trauma left by being unable to say goodbye to their dying relatives. Those moments cannot be recovered; they must survive them. Rita’s decision to set fire to the grandparents’ belongings is the perfect way to deal with the traumatic experiences hovering over them. The three siblings wake up renewed the day after burning the physical memories. They emerge from the ashes with a clearer vision, ready to start anew as a family. Dante’s introduction of Félix and his mother to his sisters suggests that the memories will be preserved through the next generation. Félix will have to fill in the past he did not experience with stories learned from his father and his aunts.

The film uses the scene when Rita and Carolina dress in their grandmother’s clothes to evince that the two sisters will keep her memory alive. In one of the scene’s early shots, the screen shows Carolina wearing grandmother’s clothes and wigs. Looking profoundly into the mirror, she sees her image with strong traces of her grandma’s resemblance. She is her grandmother, the way she remembers her. Rita joins her and joins into Carolina’s game and puts on her grandmother’s fur coat. Rita stands behind Carolina, and they look at the mirror together to see their grandmother’s likeness in themselves. When looking into the mirror, they cannot but realize their grandmother’s legacy, which now must pass on to the next generations.

In closing, the film De lo mío invites a conversation about the effects of immigration on the life of families who have been separated and grown up apart from each other since childhood. The director’s craft stands out for her skillful blend of form and content carefully designed to appeal to all senses. Her masterful setting of mise-en-scène in key scenes helps deliver the storyline so that all film components complement each other to make scenes unforgettable. The way Peralta arranges the elements in the scene when the three siblings dance merengue helps her touch subtle details needed to pull together what the plot had been developing until then: Rita does not feel close to Dante; Dante looks at them condescendingly because they are dominicanyorks; Rita works to get emotionally closer to her brother. The film succeeds when it quietly calls attention to events or objects, ensuring that they do not go unnoticed for their relevance in the delivery of the story. The constant shots of the trees invite us to ponder the message expressed once at the film’s beginning: “Yeah, but what about the trees? Those trees have been there for, like, over a hundred years” (De Page 107 →lo mío 00:12:11–00:12:12). The recurring shots showing the trees prevent us from ignoring their impending destruction. The drama between siblings holding on to grudges from their father’s decision to separate the families takes unavoidable center stage. Without overstating it, it humanizes the discussions sustained among experts about transnationalism, emigration, remittances, cultural identities, race, and Dominicanness. The abstract conversation becomes personal by focusing on three siblings, their parents, grandparents, and the next generation. Statistics take a back seat to the characters parading on the screens and those who have passed away, and their existence remains in the pictures framed on the walls and the memories that outlived them. Félix must keep the tradition going; he becomes the legacy’s keeper.


Notes


	1.I thank Avery Kolers and Lisa Wagner, my dear colleagues at the University of Louisville, for helping me clarify my ideas about the topics discussed in this paper. I also thank Emma Sterrett-Hong for helping me navigate the extensive literature on the effects of family separation on migrant families.

	2.A non-profit organization, De Lo Mío, sponsors “The Mochila Initiative” program, which delivers backpacks to “children and parents from impoverished areas of the Dominican Republic” when a new school year starts. Nike launched a shoe line called De Lo Mío to honor Dominican and/or Dominican-American culture: “Nike honors the contributions of New York’s Dominican community with the Air Force 1 De Lo Mio, a shoe created in collaboration with designer César Pérez, a Dominican American who grew up in the Uptown Manhattan neighborhood famed for its Dominican-rooted population.”

	3.The translations into English from Spanish come from the film’s subtitles.

	4.I cite the study “I Felt Like My Heart Was Staying Behind: Psychological Implications of Family Separations & Reunifications for Immigrant Youth” by Carola Suárez-Orozco, Hee Jin Bang, and Ha Yeon Kim (2011) as a sample of a long list of research on the implications of the effects of family separations on youth.

	5.For further insight into this topic, I recommend watching the documentary film Elena, directed by Michèle Stephenson. The film follows Elena and her family as they navigate the challenges and moments of resilience while fighting to stay in the country they have long considered home. Elena’s loss of citizenship due to a court ruling puts her family’s legal residency in the Dominican Republic at risk if they fail to obtain their documents in time.
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Chapter 5

Underscoring Indigenous Latinx Identities Through Cinema

Argelia González Hurtado

St. Mary’s College of Maryland


Latinx filmmakers and media-makers have undeniably shaped the film and media landscape in the United States for the past two centuries. Their contributions have paved the way for new political and cultural spaces, resulting in a more accurate and authentic representation of their communities. Consequently, we are witnessing a gradual shift away from the longstanding history of misrepresentation in the US mainstream media. This positive change is welcomed as the Latinx population continues to grow. Although there is progress in increasing the number of Latinx individuals in front of and behind the camera in television and film and growth in Latino-owned production and distribution companies, there is still a need for equitable and diverse representation. As Frederick Luis Aldama has noted, 21st-century cinema made by and featuring Latinx individuals continues to experience many of the same issues seen in earlier periods, particularly regarding the quality and quantity of mainstream representation on the big screen (2019, 3).

In addition, it is important to acknowledge that certain cultures and subgroups within the Latinx community, such as males, Mexicans, Cubans, and Puerto Ricans, receive more attention and representation than others. This can be seen with Indigenous Latinx and LGBTQ+ communities, who receive less attention in mainstream and Latinx media. Of Page 111 →course, notable works tackle gender and queer issues, such as the narrative film Mosquita y Mari (2012) by Aurora Guerrero and the documentary Memories of a Penitent Heart (2016) by Cecilia Aldarondo. In Guerrero’s film, two teenage Chicana female friends navigate their traditional family backgrounds while coming of age and discovering their mutual attraction. Aldarondo’s documentary delves into the life and death of the director’s gay uncle. However, it is rare to find movies that address the intersectionality between the Indigenous and LGBTQ+ communities.

This article focuses on the work of Sebastián Rea and Roberto Fatal, two queer Latinx filmmakers who tackle stories related to their indigeneity: Fatal as a descendant and Rea as an Indigenous person.1 Rea and Fatal are part of a group of emerging Latinx creators who, through their storytelling, are broadening storytelling definitions of Latinidad and indigeneity. They are incorporating queer subjects through an Indigenous perspective to challenge colonialist ideas that have long suppressed more inclusive views of gender. Through their work, Rea and Fatal are shedding light on the racism and patriarchal structures that have marginalized and oppressed queer Indigenous Latinx individuals in contemporary times. I analyze Rea’s Heritage (2023) and Fatal’s Do Digital Curanderas Use Eggs In Their Limpias? (2023) narrative short films in this chapter. The films depict a significant moment of upheaval in the main characters’ lives to highlight the various layers of oppression they face. I argue that by remembering, integrating, and performing Indigenous practices and knowledge, the characters contest the patriarchal and heteronormative structures that have subjugated them. At the same time, through these ancestral practices and knowledge, the characters reconceptualize their present and build a more promising future. I analyze how Rea and Fatal utilize storytelling techniques and popular film genres, such as coming-of-age and sci-fi, to convey narratives about Indigenous Queer Latinx communities through remembering, integrating, and performing.


The Filmmakers and the Films

Sebastián Rea is a queer filmmaker from New York City with Ecuadorian-American roots. His short films Ruta Viva (2018) and Skin (2016) were acquired by HBO and HereTV, respectively. Rea founded the 30 UNDER 30 Film Festival and is involved with mentoring through the Smithsonian Page 112 →Institute’s Latino Center’s Young Ambassador Program. In 2021, he received the Inclusion Fellowship Grant, sponsored by LALIFF and Netflix.2 Furthermore, he initiated the Diversity In Film Festival in 2022, held at Lincoln Center in NYC, and showcased diverse talent in front of and behind the camera. Thanks to the Inclusion Fellowship from LALIFF and a Netflix grant, he was able to produce his short film Heritage. The film debuted at LALIFF on June 4, 2022.

Rea’s film Heritage centers on Rumiñahui, or Rumi, a young adult about to start his college education. He hails from an Ecuadorian family with Indigenous roots and resides in Queens, New York. Rumi lives with his mother, as his father has another family. However, his father often asks him to help care for his half-brother, who is around six years old. Rumi is portrayed as an exemplary son and brother who takes his responsibilities seriously. An essential aspect of Rumi’s character is his exploration of his Indigenous heritage through dance and the history of the Incas. In an early scene, we see Rumi babysitting his brother. In a playful interaction, he recounts the heroic struggle of the Incas against the Spanish. This scene showcases Rumi’s expertise in his Inca roots and his devotion to his family. It is revealed later that Rumi has a boyfriend, Tupac, who also has Ecuadorian and Indigenous roots and that his family is unaware of his sexual orientation.

Roberto Fatal is a Chicanx filmmaker and storyteller with a mixed heritage from Rarámuri, Tewa Pueblo, Ute, and Spanish ancestry. Fatal identifies as mixed ancestry, but in their works, they focus on the multi-Indigenous aspect of their identity. By doing so, they challenge the dominant mestizo discourses, which often overlook the Indigenous part of their identity and highlight the non-Indigenous part. Therefore, I consider Fatal an Indigenous Latinx filmmaker. In terms of gender identity, they identify as queer and gender fluid, which informs their sci-fi films.3 Fatal is a Sundance Film Institute Native Film Lab Fellow Alum and an imagineNATIVE Director’s Lab feature film fellow alum. Fatal’s works include experimental and erotica cinema and video art. Their debut feature script, Electronic Homies, was recognized by GLAAD and The Black List as one of the best unproduced screenplays of 2022. Do Digital Curanderas Use Eggs In Their Limpias? is Fatal’s first narrative film and premiered at the British Film Institute’s Flare Festival in 2023.

Do Digital Curanderas Use Eggs In Their Limpias? is a science fiction story about Ria, a troubled Latinx Indigenous curandera (healer woman) Page 113 →who wants to join thousands of others in their barrio (neighborhood) in a digital utopia called Digisphere, by uploading their consciousness and abandoning their bodies. To do so, Ria needs a next of kin to sign off on their upload, leading them to contact their estranged best friend and anti-Digisphere activist, Taa. Reticent to sign, Taa questions Ria’s decision, trying to change their opinion. Finally, Taa agrees to sign only if Ria gives them a photo album from their youth and performs an energetic cleansing. Although Taa’s task seems uncomplicated, the photo album is at Ria’s mother’s (Meche) house. Their relationship is strained because of Ria’s gender identity. Thus, Ria must return home to retrieve the album and face their mom. When Ria visits the house, they realize it belongs now to another person because their mom uploaded herself to the Digisphere.



Indigenous Latinx and Queer Dimensions

I use Indigenous Latinx and queer as umbrella terms in this work to categorize Rea and Fatal’s work. However, it is important to acknowledge that these terms cannot fully capture the uniqueness of each individual’s experiences and identities, like Rea and Fatal’s. To understand the complexity involved in these terms, I utilize Blackwell, Boj Lopez, and Urrieta’s (2017) Critical Latinx Indigeneities framework to approach the identities and experiences of Indigenous and Latina/o/e. These authors introduce the concept of Critical Latinx Indigeneities as an interdisciplinary approach to examine how indigeneity is defined and constructed across different countries and overlapping colonial contexts (127–128). Critical Latinx Indigeneities recognize the interconnected relationship between various contexts of power and colonial histories that shape or reshape indigeneity, where indigeneity converges with gender, sexuality, ethnicity, race, class, and other intersecting oppressions that are produced across multiple contexts (130). Moreover, this approach includes the conversation about the role of Indigenous people who are settlers in the homelands and nations of other Indigenous people. This is especially relevant in a country like the United States, which experiences the migration of Indigenous and Latin American populations.

Within this context, I use the term Indigenous peoples to refer to diverse communities in Latin America, the Caribbean, and the United States with unique historical roots connected to pre-Columbian cultures that have (re)created and shaped cultural, political, and symbolic aspects Page 114 →of their culture in the current times. These communities comprise multiple indigeneities and specific cultural elements that shape their identity. Moreover, these communities have experienced various forms of oppression and racism rooted in colonial ideology, including ideas of blanqueamiento or whitening and biological or cultural assimilation (mestizaje) that have been present in Latin American and the Caribbean thought and idiosyncrasy since colonization. Furthermore, when Indigenous peoples of Latin American origin migrate to the United States, they face racial and economic hierarchies imposed by settler colonialism, similar to US Native Nations and those of African descent.

The diaspora of Indigenous peoples from Latin America is increasing within the Latinx community in the United States due to different factors, such as economic crises and political violence in places of origin. Nevertheless, Indigenous and African heritages are often overlooked by the racial categories utilized in the United States and categorized as Mexican, Guatemalan, Dominican, Hispanic, or Latino, ignoring their complex cultural, historical, and linguistic backgrounds. Many of these terms highlight specific heritage or hegemonic national projects: Spanish heritage in the case of Hispanic; geographical origin in the case of Latino; or ideological nationalism in the case of Mexican (González Hurtado 2015, 67). Thus, I use the terms Indigenous and Latinx together, Indigenous Latinx, to describe the migratory experience of people of Latin America and the Caribbean and their descendants of the Indigenous communities. Moreover, using the letter “x” at the end of the word Latino means recognizing and respecting the gender spectrum. In this sense, I follow Critical Latinx Indigeneities scholars who argue that the term Latinx reflects the diversity of identifying with Latinidad without erasing difference and specificity (Blackwell et al., 2017, 129).

As mentioned, the filmmakers examined in this work can be considered queer filmmakers; thus, it is crucial to consider how this intersects with the Indigenous and Latinx communities. The term “queer” is an all-encompassing term used to describe sexual and gender identities that move away from societal norms of being heterosexual. It is often used in place of the terms “lesbian” and “gay,” but it includes a broad range of variations in sexual practices and identities (Somerville 2020, 3). According to Juana María Rodríguez, the term “queer” is not just a label that comprises lesbians, bisexuals, gay men, two-spirited people, and transsexuals, but Page 115 →rather a way to challenge heteronormative constructs and question systems of categorization in defining sexuality by emphasizing its flexibility and mobility (2003, 24). However, despite its flexibility, the queer concept has been contested within the intersecting Indigenous/Native and Latinx Studies.

As Susy J. Zepeda (2022) explains, some Chicana feminists have embraced the field of queer studies by using the term “queer Xicana Indígena” to disrupt colonial legacies that impose gender, race, sexuality, ceremony, and spirituality norms, thus creating space for decolonized alterities that challenge the Western hegemonic term “queer” (121).4 In this way, queer Xicana Indígena focuses on developing an Indigenous approach and methodology in its academic, activist, and artistic production to inform their works. This includes recovering stories, histories, knowledge, and practices and sharing them with various communities. The queer Xicana Indígena approach helps us understand how Rea and Fatal construct their narrative and why they emphasize exploring Indigenous heritage and practices to resist various forms of oppression, including gender identity.

Like queer Xicana Indígena scholars and activists, Indigenous filmmakers immersed in self-determination movements are recovering and remembering—through audiovisual storytelling—their stories, histories, knowledge, and practices. At the same time, they are showcasing their communities’ contemporary realities. As I discuss elsewhere, Indigenous Latinx filmmakers produce diverse works with varying themes, styles, formats, and intentions. However, filmmakers highlighting the Indigenous aspects of their identity tend to include common elements such as references to place of origin, incorporating Indigenous languages, and depiction of customs, worldviews, and Amerindian knowledge. For instance, in Heritage, Rumi takes pride in his heritage and ties to the northern Incas that inhabited Ecuador. In addition, he is named after a prominent Inca leader, Rumiñahui, who fought against the Spanish during the Inca resistance. He is also part of a group of dancers that perform an Andean Indigenous dance, which links him to the contemporary communities re-creating and shaping their culture in a diaspora context. Similarly, Do Digital Curanderas references the Indigenous ancestry of what is today known as Mexico and the practices of the art of healing inherited from Indigenous ancestors. And as the film shows, healing practices have been adapted to contemporary (or futuristic, in this case) circumstances.Page 116 →



Heritage: Coming of Age and Coming Out

Heritage tells the story of Rumi, who must come out as part of the LGBTQ+ community to his traditional Ecuadorian family. Like many coming-of-age films, the short film focuses on the protagonist’s emotional, moral, and psychological changes as they transition from childhood to adulthood. It also follows the narrative structure of a coming-out film. The term “coming out” is primarily used in Western countries, particularly the United States. It originates from the “closet” metaphor and refers to LGBTQ+ individuals revealing their true identity. According to Kyle Frackman (2022), Word Is Out (1977) and Gay USA (1978) were the first films to use the term and explore the decision of the characters to come out to face individual circumstances and societal expectations (15). Heritage also depicts how Rumi is forced to reveal his sexual preference.

Rumi’s path toward adulthood begins with a violent incident that propels him on a journey of self-discovery. The short film opens with a panoramic view of the tranquil Andes mountains and soothing Andean folk music. A voice in Quechua and English says, “You can’t change” (Heritage 00:12–00:14) interspersed with phrases in Quechua. Next, there is a medium close-up cut of the battered face of a young man (Rumi) who is lost in thought. Rumi is brought out of his meditative state when a male voice asks, “Can I help you?” Rumi immediately turns around, says yes, and addresses the person. In the next scene, we see a policeman sitting at his desk. Upon arrival, Rumi indicated he wanted to know how to get a restraining order. The cop asks if the restraining order is for the person who did that to his face. Rumi nods and says that this person also threatened and verbally abused him. The policeman then asks him who is the restraining order for. In a medium close-up, Rumi hesitates, and before giving the name of the person who attacked him, the scene is cut to show the film’s title. This opening sequence sets the foundation for Rumi’s story. The spectator will learn about the aggressor and the circumstances through a flashback structure.

After the film title, the flashback starts with a night view of New York City as Rumi narrates the story of the Inca battle against the Spaniards. The sequence ends in a room where Rumi’s father and half-brother sit on the bed, listening to his narration. During the scene, we learn that Rumi’s father was an absent parent. His father tells Rumi that, despite his absence, Rumi has grown up well, and he considers him a role model for his brother. Page 117 →Rumi’s father tells him that he will soon have a half-sister—news that surprises Rumi—and that he expects him to help raise the child as he is his right-hand man. Later, the relationship with his mom is shown when Rumi asks her permission to go fishing with a female friend over the weekend. His mother allows him to go on the trip but asks him to pack extra underwear and use protection. She jests that she is not old enough to be a grandmother. The interactions between Rumi and his parents establish that he comes from a conservative family where he is expected to conform to heteronormative values. Additionally, the father is depicted as a typical “macho man” who does not want to care for his children, leaving the responsibility to the eldest child and the mother. In this context, Rumi hides his sexual identity to avoid disappointing his parents.

Despite his efforts to hide his sexuality, Rumi is forced to “come out” when his mother discovers he did not go on a trip with a female friend as he told her. Rumi confides in her that he has a boyfriend and that he is gay. His mother asks him if he is using drugs, and he tells her, “This is me coming out to you” (Heritage 10:08–10:10). After this, his mother leaves the house. The next day, his father confronts him, asking for an explanation of why his mother has closed a college trust fund. Rumi confesses to him that he has a boyfriend. Faced with this confession, his father reacts violently by beating him. Rumi’s traditional family is juxtaposed with Tupac’s accepting family, highlighting Latino communities’ openness to LGBTQ+ identities.

As I mentioned, the film shows how Rumi tries to embrace his Indigenous Andean roots. He is part of a group of traditional dancers, wears a traditional Ecuadorian poncho, and studies the history of the Incas. Rumi attempts to recover aspects of his heritage that help him navigate life as an Indigenous LGBTQ+ Latinx immigrant. For Rumi, recovering Indigenous roots involves more than historical knowledge and dance performance. It also includes understanding Indigenous concepts of identity, sexuality, and gender fluidity. The exploration of Rumi’s gender identity through his cultural heritage is shown in a TV documentary. The scene opens with a shot of John Everett Millais’s 1846 painting “Pizarro Executes The Last Inca Emperor Atahualpa.” The clip resembles an informative documentary, with neutral background music and superimposed text that reads: “Before the arrival of the European colonizers, our ancestors already lived in a world of sexual diversity and gender fluidity” (Viteri et al. 2021, 190). Rea uses this image and text to expose how Western thought has Page 118 →erased knowledge about gender conceptions in the Amerindian world, addressing the colonial epistemic violence inherent in this knowledge suppression. This informative clip continues with a voiceover of an expert talking about the topic of queer identity:


Even though they did not have categories of homosexuality and heterosexuality back then, many scholars are exploring how queer identity was inherent to many Indigenous cultures. Evidence has shown that Indigenous societies honor their queer members as shamans, chiefs, intellectuals, warriors even, meaning that ‘queerness’ is part of our heritage, not some Western influence… (Heritage 05:41–06:05)



The sequence supports the statement by displaying pictures from Ancient Egypt, Greece, China, and the Indigenous cultures of South America. These include a Peruvian Moche erotic pottery depicting a scene of homosexuality, lesbian iconography from Tolita and Bahia people in 600 BCE, and Los enchaquirados from Ecuador. After a minute, this informative fragment is introduced as part of a documentary that Rumi and Tupac watch on TV while stoned. Rumi gets excited after hearing this information and tells Tupac, “You know what this means? We are like our ancestors’ wildest dreams. I am like the reincarnation of a gay Inca warrior, and you’re… Oh my God! You are named after Tupac Amaru too. The last Inca emperor? It’s a sign!” (Heritage 06:06–06:24). Tupac laughs and replies, amused, “Did we smoke the same weed? Because I’m not that high. You are my Inca warrior” (Heritage 06:25–06:24). After the brief dialogue, they share a tender kiss, which indicates their mutual comfort with each other’s emotions and cultural beliefs. This dialogue also highlights Rumi’s motivation and enjoyment to expand his knowledge about his heritage and its history of sexual identity and gender fluidity. It is worth mentioning that the video was specially created for this film and is not a part of any existing documentaries. In this sense, Sebastián Rea introduces this fragment with a pedagogical function beyond the story to inform the audience how Indigenous cultures, before colonization, understood sexuality and gender.

The final sequence is an epilogue, revealing Rumi’s emotional state about his new reality and how he will face it. As Rumi exits the police station after obtaining the restraining order against his father, he walks down the street. The camera captures shots of Rumiñahui, still feeling Page 119 →unsettled due to his personal and family crises. Brief flashbacks of his parents’ rejection and violence resurface, but Rumi remains composed and confident in his decision to seek legal protection. Then, folkloric Andean music intensifies the moment with nostalgia and joy. Rumiñahui peacefully closes his eyes, immersing himself in the moment. He taps his hand on his chest as if listening to non-diegetic folk music. A shot presents a stage where he wears a traditional dress and dances proudly—reminding him of his heritage (see Figure 5.1). The sequence finishes on a high emotional note with Rumiñahui dancing to the music on the bustling streets of New York, reclaiming his heritage through the remembrance and reenactment of cultural practices (see Figure 5.2). This reflects how recovering the dance of his ancestral Andean heritage becomes a way to confront the social structures of his context that are trying to suppress his identity. Scholars such as Diana Taylor, Elizabeth Hill Boone, and Walter Mignolo note that Western thinking has historically disregarded the knowledge of embodied practices (such as dancing and energetic cleansing) since early colonial encounters and alphanumeric writing has been favored. Despite the enduring systematic oppression and marginalization of colonialization, these forms of knowledge and practices have persevered for centuries through acts of resistance and renewal. For Indigenous peoples, as well as migrant subjects, remembering stories, histories, and knowledge and performing embodied practices becomes a way to better understand their subjectivity. It also empowers them to stand up against a society that has rejected and oppressed them violently.


[image: Still from the movie Heritage showing Rumi dancing on stage.]

Figure 5.1. Rumi dancing on stage.




[image: Still from the movie Heritage showing Rumi dancing in the New York streets.]

Figure 5.2. Rumi dancing in the New York streets.







Do Digital Curanderas Use Eggs In Their Limpias?: Coming to Terms

Faye Ginsburg (2003), reversing the original meaning of Freud’s concept of “screen memories,” argues that contemporary Indigenous filmmakers use film not to mask memories but to recover and project their stories, some of which are traumatic (82). They are recovering old, forgotten, and hidden histories and creating and documenting stories about their current lives (82). Rea and Fatal recover specific narratives and historical facts to help spectators better comprehend their unique Indigenous and gender identities within their Latinidad. In Rea’s film, the main character digs into the Indigenous roots to understand his gender and sexual identity in a conservative Latino family. In Fatal’s film, the main character, Ria, also digs into their culture and family history to find a place as an Indigenous Latinx in contemporary US society. Fatal examines these themes using the science fiction film genre from a Chicanafuturism perspective.5

The sci-fi movie genre explores humanity’s relationship with science and technology through visionary and quasi-scientific stories set in imaginative times and places. In Do Digital Curanderas Use Eggs In Their Limpias?, Fatal presents a bleak future for marginalized groups, particularly Latinx and gender non-conforming people, suggesting that their only escape from societal problems such as inequality is to transcend the physical world and enter a virtual one. The film opens with a female voice on a black screen, saying, “Welcome to Digisphere. The next step in human evolution” (Do Digital Curanderas 00:00–00:05). A digital animation Page 121 →shows a person ascending from a city to the sky and turning into binary code, representing the idea of a digital cloud (see Figure 5.3). The female voice, similar to that of Siri or Alexa, continues, “Do you wonder what is next? Do you dream of a life bigger than your own? Are you in poverty? Are you chronically ill? Do you dream of being more than what this world has given you? Then leave your body behind and upload your consciousness to the Digisphere, where you can spend eternity as an all-knowing conscience unburdened by the pain of carbon-based life” (Do Digital Curanderas 00:06–00:32). This animation is presented as a quasi-celestial rapture where an ordinary person ascends in a ray of light. The animation appears on a TV screen, revealing that it is an advertisement. As the camera slowly pulls back, we see a small, simple room where Ria is packing their belongings to move out. The room is filled with boxes containing Ria’s possessions, including Catholic candles, Day of the Dead crafts, magical remedies, family photos, pictures of admired figures such as Frida and Brown Berets militants, and a photo of Ria as a child with their father. This last photo shows that a person was cut out of it. Interestingly, the photos show emblematic resistance figures in Mexico and the United States, such as a soldadera (a female soldier of the Mexican Revolution) and the Brown Berets. This suggests that the protagonist sympathizes with individuals with a fighting spirit and a tendency to question the status quo. As Ria looks at the photo, they put it inside a box. Then we see Ria filling out an application for Digisphere.


[image: Digisphere advertisement from the movie Do Digital Curanderas Use Eggs In Their Limpias? showing a person ascending to the clouds and turning into binary code.]

Figure 5.3. Digisphere advertisement.



The film premise echoes the work of Chicanafuturism authors, who explore how technologies and their waste impact Mexican-American Page 122 →culture and life. These works challenge the potential of science and humanism for people of color, acknowledging colonial and postcolonial histories of indigenismo, mestizaje, hegemony, and survival (Ramírez 2008, 187). During the camera’s movement through Ria’s belongings in the opening scene, it becomes clear that they embrace their Mexican and Latinx heritage and have a spiritual worldview with magical beliefs. This initial scene also depicts Ria’s dissatisfaction with life due to Digisphere’s targeting of individuals overwhelmed, dissatisfied, or disillusioned by factors such as poverty, illness, or unfulfilled dreams. It is likely that those who fill out the form are experiencing difficulties and have decided to give up on the physical plane, which ironically opposes their admiration of the iconic figures. The director uses the decision to upload one’s conscience to a digital cloud as a metaphor for surrendering to the system and assimilation, excluding any attempts at resistance or change. This metaphor also works as Fatal’s commentary on the erasure or assimilation of people of color, including Native Americans and Mexicans, in US society. As Ria completes the form, they stop in the question about next of kin. Then, the next scene shows the title of the film.

In the following scene, the spectator learns that most people who have uploaded are underrepresented groups, including people of color and LGBTQ+. In the scene, Ria asks Taa to sign a form as she is the only one not uploaded. Ria begs their friend, “Please, Taa! Everyone I could ask already uploaded. (Do Digital Curanderas 02:42–02:46). Ria cannot ask their mother for this favor due to their strained relationship, as evidenced by the cropped picture in the initial sequence. Taa attempts to dissuade their friend from their plans. Taa is part of an LGBTQ+ movement against Digisphere, as evidenced by a T-shirt that reads “Jotos contra the Digisphere.” In an exchange of reflections in which each one tries to convince the other, Ria asks Taa: “Do you ever just wish you didn’t have a body? Ever think about how many of our problems would be solved if we didn’t have to live this thing? No more tripping about rent, food, money, STIs …” (Do Digital Curanderas 03:59–04:17). Ria continues reflecting on what it would feel like to have no one referring to them with insults about their gender identity or sexual preference. Taa counterargues by asking, “Do you ever wonder why it’s always our people that are uploading and not those rich fuckers downtown? It’s cuz we got the most dumb shit to lose. Fool” (Do Digital Curanderas 04:29–04:40). Ria has lost her fighting spirit due to the flawed system (see Figure 5.4). Fatal is, therefore, Page 123 →establishing that the current political and economic problems of people of color and LGBTQ+ will continue to affect these communities no matter how advanced (technologically) the times. In this way, it is established that the digital cloud mainly comprises people of color and the LGBTQ+ community, and it serves as digital seclusion for populations not fitting into the dominant system.


[image: Still from the movie Do Digital Curanderas Use Eggs In Their Limpias? showing Taa and Ria discussing the Digisphere.]

Figure 5.4. Taa and Ria discussing the Digisphere.



Ria only realizes the implications of uploading their consciousness by digging into their family history, which shows their people’s historical trauma and the possibility of healing through recovering history and spiritual practices. This is shown in a critical sequence where Ria is determined to upload their consciousness to the cloud despite Taa’s objections. Taa agrees to help only if Ria performs a limpia (energy cleanse) and gives them a photo album from their youth. Ria has to go to their mom’s house to recover the album and face their fears. The scene begins with Ria reluctantly entering their mother’s backyard. They move slowly, apprehensive about being there. The camera shows the surroundings, a low-income neighborhood, and a small house. The electronic sound adds to the ominous atmosphere, making the viewer uneasy. As Ria searches for the photo album in the backyard, a white male tenant startles them, yelling at them to leave his property as they are trespassing. Ria asks about their mother, Meche, who has lived there for 30 years. The tenant claims he got the house from Digisphere after the previous owner uploaded herself. This angers Ria as they realize their family is being displaced again, adding another chapter of displacement to their story. They close their eyes and chant as if casting a spell, “This is my mother’s house; you do not belong here!” (Do Page 124 →Digital Curanderas 08:34–08:52). They repeat this with increasing intensity. The non-diegetic sound introduces vibrations and echoes that create a mystical vibe. The scene cuts to old pictures of Ria, including the ones with their father where Ria removed their mother, and family pictures that show a Pachuca (term used to describe a Mexican-American woman who wore a zoot suit and was part of a counter-culture movement in the 1940s), Brown Berets militant ancestors, an image of the Virgen de Guadalupe, a soldadera, and images of Indigenous curanderas. This scares the man, who quickly runs away to his home. This scene represents the displacement of Mexican and Indigenous people from their ancestral lands, as many Chicanas/os recognize the US occupation of these lands, particularly in the southwest (Rodríguez 2003, 11).

The scene continues, and the sound transitions into conventional music from science fiction movies, adding to the eerie atmosphere that Ria’s words have created. In a close-up, Ria’s expression remains still, as if they are in a trance. The camera pans out, revealing someone standing behind them. However, the persons are out of focus and difficult to recognize. Close-ups and close shots show details of the people in the background, including a Villista soldier with a gun and a charro hat, a Brown Beret militant, a Pachuca, and an Indigenous curandera. At this moment, Ria starts looking at their family history, comprising characters with a symbolic meaning in Xicana and Xicano history. The filmmaker incorporates these figures to recover not only Ria’s lineage but also the lineage of the community, acknowledging the multiplicity of this genealogy. At the same time, the director gives each character a place in their history, holding symbolic weight. For example, the Pachuca ancestor opened a space for women who were also part of the Chicano contracultural movement of the 1930s. In Chicano narratives, figures like the Pachuca, the Brown Beret, and the curandera represent crucial figures. However, these figures also exemplify a long history of women’s exclusion from history and collective memory.

Still in a trance, Ria turns their head and seems aware of the presence behind them. Ria’s mother, Meche, suddenly enters the scene and points to something in the backyard. Ria goes to the spot and begins digging, eventually finding an album filled with family photos. Ria and Meche share a serene moment, indicating a sense of forgiveness and understanding. Meche walks away toward the blurry figures in the background, becoming a part of her ancestors and a source of strength for Ria (see Figure 5.5). Page 125 →Wind chimes sound in the background, creating a positive and peaceful atmosphere. The scene is narrated functionally and conventionally, emphasizing audio and visual elements that hold significant meaning for Ria’s heritage. As Zepeda (2022) states, it is important to understand the complex histories of colonization, forced migration, and removal from land, as well as the hierarchies of race, gender, class, and sexuality. At the same time, it is crucial to use tools to heal from ancestral wounds and historical traumas that have been passed down, especially when considering future generations (2). According to Michah Donohue (2020), Latinx futurism blends the supernatural and scientific into a dynamic circuit, where science fiction and fantasy continuously recombine and recreate each other (8). Fatal intentionally shows a technological environment and a supernatural dimension rooted in Indigenous healing art. Despite living in a technologically advanced future, Ria and Taa rely on spiritual and supernatural practices for their well-being. As such, Taa requests “una limpia” from Ria before leaving. In their worldview, the scientific and the supernatural have logic and a sense of being.


[image: Still from the movie Do Digital Curanderas Use Eggs In Their Limpias? showing Ria’s mother walking back to her ancestors.]

Figure 5.5. Ria’s mother and ancestors.



Despite attempts by the hegemonic policies of the United States to erase the histories and stories of Latinx people and other underrepresented communities, Fatal’s exploration into spirituality and magic highlights the persistence of these communities. The spirits of Ria’s ancestors provide them with structures of resistance to confront their reality rather than being a symbol of the implausible. This spiritual world helps Ria realize that their ancestors’ past histories and stories are still present, even if they are invisible to the hegemonic gaze. In this sense, the spirits of Page 126 →their ancestors become an embodiment of the past of these communities. Through spirituality and magic practices, Latinx communities can create a unique culture that goes beyond and challenges mainstream ideology while helping process traumatic events such as gender oppression, loss of land, genocide, poverty, and racism.

One way to understand the complex history of the Xicana and Xicano communities is through recovery and remembering. In this case, Ria is recovering and remembering through digging. Zepeda (2022) argues that excavar or digging helps uncover historical and ancestral truths, especially since many pre-Cuauhtemoc stories and practices were violently destroyed, nearly eliminated, or hidden due to colonization and the imposition of dominant faith structures (10). For the scholar, excavar reflects the literal digging into the earth to find fragments of ancestral stories and remember Mesoamerica’s narratives before colonization. In Ria’s case, they search for a reason to keep fighting in their world. For the filmmaker, digging becomes a way for the Xicana, Xicano, and LGBTQ+ communities to find the ancestral and spiritual knowledge that helps guide their future and come to terms with their present.



Conclusion

In Heritage and Do Digital Curanderas Use Eggs In Their Limpias? the directors create a space for the tensions, conflicted feelings, and disillusionment the Indigenous Queer Latinx characters face while simultaneously making way for healing through rescue and embodied and spiritual practices. Despite their differences, both films incorporate Indigenous traditions and knowledge into their narratives as a way of resistance and to validate the character’s ancestry and practices. These films demonstrate how Indigenous Queer Latinx filmmakers incorporate popular film genres like coming-of-age and sci-fi to convey their realities. In this sense, Rea and Fatal reveal the significant role that storytelling can play in recovering and reinstating Indigenous stories and knowledge. Moreover, both films show different experiences faced by queer characters, broaden storytelling definitions of Latinidad, queerness, and indigeneity, and contribute to the discussions on intersectionality from Brown and Indigenous perspectives, which have been historically overlooked.





Notes


	1.I want to express my gratitude to Sebastián Rea and Roberto Fatal for sharing their short films with me. While writing this essay, the films were unavailable to the general public because they were going through the film festival circuit.

	2.The Los Angeles Latino International Film Festival (LALIFF) announced in 2021 the creation of the Inclusion Fellowship, sponsored by Netflix—this fellowship aims to empower underrepresented groups in the Latino community. The Fellowship is divided into two categories: Afro/Black Latino and Indigenous Latino, and each recipient will receive a grant of $20,000 to create a short film. Along with the funding, personalized mentorship and networking opportunities are provided to ensure the recipients’ success. The finished films premiere as part of the LALIFF, marking a significant milestone in promoting diversity and representation in the film industry. There have been three editions of this fellowship in 2021, 2022, and 2023.

	3.This article uses the gender-inclusive pronouns they/them to refer to Roberto Fatal.

	4.Zepeda (2022) also highlights the significance of the “x” in Chicana, which represents the revival of Indigenous practices and knowledge among Chicana/o/x people, where the “x” symbolizes uncovering the past, present, and future rooted in Indigenous traditions before colonization (8).

	5.Chicanafuturism is a term coined by Catherine S. Ramírez in 2004 in her article “Deus ex Machina: Tradition, Technology, and the Chicanafuturist Art of Marion C. Martinez.” It encompasses literature, visual art, sound/music, and performance that explore the nexus of race, gender, science, technology, the environment, and the future from a Chicanx and decolonial perspective.
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Chapter 6

“Darker Shade of White”: Intersections of Black, Latinx, and Salvadoran in an Everyday Poetics of the Washington, D.C. Metropolitan Area

Ana Patricia Rodríguez

University of Maryland, College Park


In his poem “Latinhood,” the Washington, D.C.-based, Salvadoran poet Quique Avilés ponders many questions about the discursive construction and intricacies of Latinidad in a culturally, ethnically, and racially hyper-diverse metropolitan site such as Washington, D.C. Almost echoing political theorist Cristina Beltrán’s line of questioning in The Trouble with Unity: Latino Politics and the Creation of Identity (2010), Avilés asks the most pressing questions about Latinidad in his poem. “How does it do what it does? / What is it that makes it happen / in the way that it happens? … Who are you in this crazy web of Latins? … Are we related?” (Avilés, Paper, Fabric, String, and Poetry 1992). Likewise, Beltrán, in her book, interrogates the specter of Latinidad, the proverbial Latino “sleeping giant” (2010, 34), forever hovering over the U.S. political and sociocultural imaginary, signifying, as she says, “some larger whole, a political community with shared interests and a common policy agenda” (4). Throughout her book, much like the poet Avilés, Beltrán asks, “how should we understand this incoherent political characterization of Latinos as fundamentally passive, Page 132 →forever new and perpetually emergent?” (4), and potentially united and cohesive? Rejecting essentializing and normalizing notions of Latinidad, she instead troubles constructions of Latinidad premised on mythologies of “community, unity, identity, and experience” (13, 56), which, in turn, are often embedded in exclusive ideologies of nationalism, whiteness, anti-blackness, mestizaje, and heteronormativity. She urges readers, moreover, to challenge the homogenous “giant [that] functions as a symbol of presence” (5) for Latinos and pushes us to think of Latinx specificities, differences, and relationalities in situ.1

With Beltrán, D.C. spoken word artists Quique Avilés and Sami Miranda, and other creatives, in this essay, I explore a Latinx poetics that questions and disrupts the construction of Latinidad in the specific context of the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area. First, I use Beltrán’s work to posit Washington, D.C. as a site of “incomplete,” in process, and assemblaged (rhizomatic) Latinx identity formations, and sociolinguist Amelia Tseng’s (2019) study of the cultural, ethnic, and linguistic hyper-diversity of Washington, D.C. to situate and unpack the complex sociolinguistic and cultural dynamics developing in that context. Then, I examine the everyday poetics of D.C. Latino writers such as Quique Avilés and Sami Miranda, who also serve as narrators of what I call we-is-place-making in Ellie Walton’s documentary film La Manplesa: An Uprising Remembered (2021). Although rarely recognized as the public and discursive faces of the District of Columbia, artists like Avilés and Miranda and creatives like Walton imagine the “we” of affinities, voices, and enactments (not necessarily preordained collective identities), which make up La Manplesa, or Latino/x Washington, D.C. (Cadaval and Avilés 2018). I argue that it is in the everyday, mundane, and disregarded reimaginings of spoken word artists and others that we may see the ever-evolving, transitive “we-is” place and home-making of Washington, D.C. that Miranda identifies as the “unfamiliar space, one where I am the unfamiliar…where I am from” (Miranda, We Is 2019, 76–77). Following Beltrán’s deconstruction of Latinx unity, community, and familia as foundational discourses and borrowing from Miranda’s and Avilés’s we-is-place-making and claiming, this essay ponders how Latinidades, particularly that of Salvadorans, take shape in and make up hyper-diverse urban spaces such as Washington, D.C.Page 133 →


Latinidades in the Hyper-diverse Washington, D.C. Metropolitan Area

In her article “Advancing A Sociolinguistics of Complexity: Spanish-speaking identities in Washington, D.C.,” Amelia Tseng (2019) describes the city and region as a “global metropolitan area and immigrant gateway” (330). Known as the Nation’s Capital, with its “international flows of people, commerce, and communication” (331) and ties to the global economy and politics, Washington, D.C. is a hyper-diverse urban site, home to historic African American residents, transplants from across the United States, and immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers from around the world. It is both a global and immigrant gateway city, representing the larger demographic and cultural transformations of the United States. Once a majority African American “Chocolate City” (Myers Asch and Musgrove 2017), D.C. is now a hyper-diverse city, where “(1) at least 9.5% of the total population is foreign-born, (2) no one country of origin accounts for 25% or more of the immigrant stock and (3) immigrants come from all regions of the world” (Price and Benton-Short 2007, 112; cited in Tseng 2019, 331). However, the most significant number of immigrants in D.C. are of Latin American and Caribbean descent (332). According to Audrey Singer of the Brookings Institute, the Latino/x population grew approximately 600% between 1980 and 2006 (Tseng 2019, 348, note 3). In 2023, Latinos comprised 11.5% of the city’s population (not counting the large number of undocumented residents), representing all the countries of Latin America, the Caribbean, Spain, and beyond. Within the Latinx demographic, Salvadorans are the largest group (2.8%), followed by Dominicans (1.3%), Mexicans (1.3%), and Puerto Ricans (1.2%), making the D.C. area distinct for its Salvadoran presence and concentration, or rather its notable invisibilization, to use Arturo Arias’s trope for Central Americans in the United States (2007). Despite the historic and ever-increasing presence of Salvadorans in the region, their political power, educational attainment, and wealth distribution remain quite limited and undervalued.

As Olivia Cadaval, long-time collaborator, mentor, and promotor of Avilés’s work explains, “at the heart of Quique’s [critical inquiry] is the emergence of a new American identity that he describes as ‘rooted in an East Coast experience and by a “lower,” “new” breed of Mesoamericans, los salvatrucos, Mexican tortilla cousins (not Mexicans, not Puerto Page 134 →Ricans, not Cubans),’” but Salvadorans in Washington, D.C. (Cadaval and Avilés, “My Tongue is Divided into Two” 2018, 113). For the most part, as Cadaval recalls, Avilés has served as chronicler and autoethnographer of the Salvadoran diaspora ever since he migrated to Washington, D.C. as a teenager fleeing the civil war in El Salvador in 1980. He writes from the positionality of “his experience as a Latino [Salvadoran] immigrant in a Black city” (Cadaval and Avilés 2018, 111). In his early work, he documents how for himself and other Salvadorans arriving in the 1980s, Washington, D.C. was:


a new and unknown territory. His experience of African Americans in El Salvador was limited to the music celebrities of the 1960s–70s that he encountered in mainstream television programs broadcast in El Salvador—Stevie Wonder and Aretha Franklin; Black boxers—Muhammad Ali, Fraser, Foreman—and the famous fights. But now living in a Black neighborhood, he discovers that Blacks are mothers, children, and families like other ordinary people. He attends their schools, they become his friends and his assailants, and they model what ‘American’ is. He learns their language. He describes his earliest experiences: ‘Nobody told us there were Black folks in the U.S. and a lot of Blacks did not know who or what Salvadoran was.’ (Cadaval and Avilés, “My Tongue Is Divided into Two” 2018, 118)



In other words, as Avilés would have it, he learned to be “American” in relation to Black people in Washington, D.C., by living in the Mount Pleasant barrio that bordered Black neighborhoods, attending Black and immigrant schools, hanging out with his Black neighbors and friends, and co-creating artistically with Black and other peers (Smithsonian Folklife 2020). Throughout his years of producing poetry, spoken word, and artivism, Avilés has attempted “to understand what it means to be a rural Salvadoran immigrant in urban Washington, D.C.” and, as an artist himself, he has participated in the creation of “new multiethnic generations,” shaped in relation to Black American identities and histories and the wider racial and ethnic diversity of the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area (Cadaval and Avilés 2018, 113). In his work, Avilés recognizes that the Washington, D.C. area, perhaps like no other immigrant reception site in the United States, has provided Salvadorans and others with the opportunity to be “informed and strengthened by the spaces created by the original Page 135 →civil rights movement, the Black Struggle” (Cadaval and Avilés 2018, 113). While Salvadorans and others migrating to Washington, D.C. arrived and continue to arrive in territory taken from the Original First Peoples, occupied by Europeans and colonists, and worked by enslaved Black peoples, newcomers today often reside in neighborhoods where descendants of those same Black Washingtonians are being pushed out by development, gentrification, and new waves of migration, embedded in systemic racist structures as old as the founding of the nation.

According to Avilés, in the 1970s and 1980s, Salvadorans arrived in a “city, divided by DuBois’s ‘color line’” (Cadaval and Avilés 2018, 118), whose racial dynamic and complexity they may not have fully understood, often resulting in anti-Black identificatory and racist perceptions and practices that prevail to this day and contribute to what Avilés calls the Salvadoran racial identification with a “darker shade of white,” as analyzed later in this essay. Avilés explains that upon arriving in the Chocolate City in the 1980s up through the present, “[Salvadorans] are the outsiders squeezing themselves in the already established White vs. Black dynamic” (Cadaval and Avilés 2018, 118). This permits Avilés to talk about racialization in, of, and across Washington, D.C., beyond the racial binary or “duality.” He explains, “This makes me think not of a duality but of triplicity” (Cadaval and Avilés 2018, 118), into which migrants, asylum seekers, refugees, and others insert themselves, often reproducing anti-blackness in situ. In this context, Latinx and other identities produced in place are shaped in relation to Blackness as well as ideologies of mestizaje, whiteness, and nationalisms that may exacerbate anti-Blackness embedded in preconceived notions of unity, community, familia, and other essentialist markers of Latinidad, as discussed by Beltrán in her work. Thus, Beltrán and Avilés argue that constructions and discussions of Latinidad must remain in question, in situ (in place), and in relation to other groups: “How does it do what it does? / What is it that makes it happen / in the way that it happens? … Who are you in this crazy web of Latins? … Are we related?” (Avilés, Paper, Fabric, String, and Poetry 1992).

As explained previously, given that Salvadorans comprise the largest Latinx group in the region, Salvadoran Latinidades are prevalent, pronounced, and perhaps “pass” as Latinidad in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area—from Salvadoran-dominated labor markets, pupusas eateries, and regional idioms and vernaculars heard in the streets, to the cultural production of Salvadoran-inflected poetry, art, and music, which Page 136 →are increasingly incorporating Black cultural and linguistic elements and “code-meshings,” as will be discussed later in this essay (Young et al. 2018). According to Tseng (2019), “due to their strong local presence, Salvadorans have a special referential role in local Latino identity” (334). It is not surprising, then, that Avilés, who immigrated to the region at age 15, in 1980, at the start of the Salvadoran civil war, would write about Salvatrucans in relation to Black, Latinx, and other racial, ethnic, and diasporic groups in the area. From his collaborative work in LatiNegro, Sol y Soul, Spoken Word Resistance, Para Eso de la Palabra, Paso Nuevo at the GALA Bilingual Theatre, and the community documentary La Manplesa; to his solo performances of his own pieces, Latinhood, Chaos Standing, Caminata: A Walk Through Immigrant America, Rehab, and The Children of Latinia; his published collection of poetry, The Immigrant Museum; and his forthcoming documentary, Las muertes más bellas del mundo: A Film About Salvadorean Artists in Washington, D.C., Avilés’s corpus has tried to represent Salvadoran community and identity formations in process, in relation to other groups, and in the context of Washington, D.C., albeit in connection to transnational and global migration (Rodríguez 2005, 2016).

Indeed, in his poem titled “El Salvador at a Glance,” Avilés describes Washington, D.C. as another translocation of Salvadoran migration, “San Wachinton, D.C.” as another city of El Salvador, Salvadoran immigrant laborers (e.g., “city builders, busboys, waiters, poets”) as yet another export commodity of the country, and D.C. Salvadorans as new “Wachintonians” (Avilés, The Immigrant Museum 2003; Rodríguez 2016). In “Barrio,” his ode to the Mount Pleasant-Columbia Heights-Adams Morgan neighborhoods known as the historic epicenter of Salvadoran migration, Avilés alludes to Salvadorans as “last call ripe avocados,” part of D.C.’s hyper-diverse and often disenfranchised communities, “in this arrogant time / in this arrogant place / this place of slanted eyes / corn rows / this place of last call ripe avocados” (Avilés Paper, Fabric, String, and Poetry 1992). In the poem, the metaphor of “last call ripe avocados” serves as a satiric commentary on the experiences of neglect and marginalization experienced by certain communities in the District of Columbia. As a poet of the everyday, mundane, and unseen of D.C., Avilés tries “to write things about this place / to say it right / to put it down,” as does Sami Miranda, who has collaborated with Avilés on numerous D.C. poetic enactments, slams, and performances, including the documentary, La Manplesa.Page 137 →

Like Avilés, Miranda, a Nuyorican transplant and public high school educator in D.C., writes about his everyday encounters with people in the streets and neighborhoods of D.C. In “The Waffle Shop,” Miranda recalls that “on the corner of 14th and park / by the payless / thick fingered / salvadoran women / ball up masa / … to fill an order / of pupusas revueltas for the intipuqueño / whose hands are scarred / and calloused / from building homes / for people who pay him poorly / and support the laws / that would send him home / where he belongs” (Miranda, Protection from Erasure 2023, 74). His latest collection of poetry, Protection from Erasure like his earlier collection titled We Is, focuses on people fleeing violence, unaccompanied minors seeking refuge, and families and individuals displaced by gentrification, as historic Black residents are pushed out of Washington, D.C. Forming an affinity with the displaced, Miranda asks: “What does it mean to be told / you are, or are not / of a place / you have always been from, / not from a dirt that knows your blood / not from a place whose soil is fertilized / with your ancestors, / that you must flee the home / that once held you to its chest” (Miranda, “ILL Legal,” Protection from Erasure 2023, 3–4). Like Avilés, Miranda offers new ways to construct identities out of shared situations and in situ lived experiences rather than worn notions of unity, community, and identity markers, fraught with contradictions and exclusions. Instead, both Miranda and Avilés suggest that immigrants and residents, like Salvadorans and historic Black residents in Washington, D.C., living side-by-side, share situations of displacement, whether global or local, which have become part of their everyday, mundane, and unseen humanity. Along these lines, in “Home,” Miranda writes of home as a series of arrivals and departures:


When it’s time to leave it all behind: / discard, button, bead, or bauble / leave all things unfamiliar / be sure not to miss the boat. / People are moving, quietly / migratory water birds in flight. / Many immigrants land / in a city of so many places, everyone / sooner or later finds one special / they name, home. (Miranda, “Home,” Protection from Erasure 2023, 5)



In the poem, home is composed of places left behind and perhaps remade in Washington, D.C. People seem to share a common “boat” in movement or diaspora, “moving quietly” like “migratory water birds in flight” looking for a home. Indeed, like a running thread in another poem, Miranda asks: “What does it mean to be home - / less?” (“ILL Legal,” Protection from Page 138 →Erasure, 2023, 3), for those arriving and those departing? Both Miranda’s and Avilés’s works suggest that in mundane, everyday situations, people come together for affinity, protection, and resistance.



“Darker Shade of White” Salvadorans in La Manplesa

Based on interviews with Avilés, Miranda, and other D.C. artists and community members, as well as news footage and artwork, local D.C. filmmaker Ellie Walton produced La Manplesa: An Uprising Remembered (2021), which tells the story of the Mount Pleasant Uprising on May 5–7, 1991. Screened across the United States, especially in locations where Salvadorans reside, the film has served not only to inform the world about the little-known historic 1991 Mount Pleasant Uprising but also to generate conversations about current racial issues and struggles. Both Miranda and Avilés serve as narrators in the film, and their poetry is used to frame episodes reconstructing events leading up to and after the uprising. Piecing together scenes from multiple perspectives, the film uses testimonials to describe how, on the evening of Cinco de mayo, after a day of festivities in the barrio, the Washington, D.C. Metropolitan Police was called to the intersection of Mount Pleasant and Lamont Streets NW to respond to reports of a man acting disorderly under the influence of alcohol. Subsequently, the man—a Salvadoran immigrant by the name of Daniel Gómez—was shot by a Black woman police officer for resisting arrest (Scallen 2020, 35–37). As depicted in the film, the shooting set off days of violence, looting, and confrontations between the authorities and people in the streets. Fueled by years of neglect, abuse, and wide economic disparities, Latinos, African Americans, and others joined in the uprising extending into the surrounding neighborhoods of Columbia Heights and Adams Morgan (Escobar 1993). For many Salvadoran immigrants, La Manplesa uprising triggered memories of the systemic oppression, economic exploitation, and military violence, which they had fled from in their country only to be recreated in the streets of Washington, D.C.

More than representing the uprising and its aftermath, La Manplesa seeks to tell the covert story of long disenfranchised neighborhoods of Washington, D.C., in which Black Americans, Salvadorans, and other disenfranchised communities share everyday conditions of economic neglect, police violence, and systemic racism. Long-time residents, Page 139 →neighbors, and protagonists of Mount Pleasant like Quique Avilés, Sami Miranda, Pepe González, Lilo González, Ronald Chacón, Rick Reinhard, Pedro Avilés, Lori Kaplan, Lupi Quinteros-Grady, Arturo Griffiths, Roland Roebuck, Jackie Reyes-Yanes, Butch Chappell, Felix Dilone, Haydee Vanegas, and others featured in the film, give voice to past and present struggles of Latinx and Black communities in La Manplesa. Filmed in the streets, homes, porches, and door stoops of the neighborhood, these memory-keepers recreate scenes of the uprising and its aftermath for new spectators living in the moment of #BlackLivesMatter activism and the inequities heightened by the COVID-19 pandemic, as seen in background scenes of mask-wearing protestors. The documentary is infused with images of the unending struggle for racial and social justice in Washington, D.C., as residents and neighbors connect the dots between old and new struggles against policing, gentrification, and displacement.

Connecting present and past memories of La Manplesa, spoken and visual testimonios of the narrators and memory-keepers are stitched together with stop-motion imaginary scenes of the shooting of Gómez and captioned stanzas from Avilés’s poem “Barrio” (Paper, Fabric, String, and Poetry, 1992). Lines from Avilés’s poem serve as transitions between film segments, connecting the images, words, and struggles of the narrators in 1991 and 2020. Photos and footage of narrators participating in the uprising and reflecting on it during the COVID-19 and Black Lives Matter Movement create particularly poignant reflective memorial spaces in which poets, artists, artivists, and spectators are called to take stock of the slow arc of social justice and the role of the artist. As Avilés reminds us in a key monologue, “things get lost. Memory is erased. The role of the artist is to create a file of memory,” recalling another of Avilés’s poems titled “Let the Poems Run the Country,” in which he declares: “I say let the poets run the country / we’ll be better off with books and pens / instead of the misery of weapons … they’ll give out poetic justice / they will listen to us who want to speak…” (Avilés, Paper, Fabric, String, and Poetry 1992). Lines from Avilés’s poem “Barrio,” quoted throughout the documentary La Manplesa, remind spectators that words can fail or elude us and that just “trying to write things about this place … is difficult, very difficult,” but can be an act of resistance.

In another key scene in the documentary, Avilés recites aloud a poem, provisionally titled here “Darker Shade of White,”2 announcing that a day Page 140 →of reckoning has come, perhaps for Salvadorans and others in District of Columbia:


“The skies are cloudy. / The storm is near.”

Today is not a good day to be a darker shade of white.

The skies are cloudy.

The storm is near.

The most unwanted have understood that they are not wanted.

“I’m sorry, sir, but today is not a good day to be a darker shade of white.

You will go to jail.

You will be deported.

Just thank God that you’re alive today because honestly, sir,

Today you chose the wrong day to be a slightly darker shade of white.” (La Manplesa 2020)



To be “a darker shade of white” marks the referential subject (Salvadoran?) as non-white and “unwanted,” subject to incarceration and deportation. A warning call, the poetic voice seems to allude to impending violence against all those who are identified as “a darker shade of white,” for according to the racial binary, to be non-white is to be associated with Blackness. White is white and “a darker shade of white” is not white, be it called non-white, Brown, or Other. In the poem, passing as “a darker shade of white” does not make the person white nor gives advantages or privileges to the subject in question. As part of the “unwanted,” their day has come to be incarcerated, deported, and ultimately eliminated from the body politic. The voice of authority in the poem declares: “I’m sorry, sir, but today is not a good day to be a darker shade of white.” Near whiteness offers no protection to the unwanted in the poem. Reading between the lines, however, Avilés’s poem offers the subject in question another option—the possibility of identifying with, aligning, and joining forces with all those “a darker shade of white” in the “triplicity” or “multiplicity” challenging racial binaries, discussed earlier in this essay. In the end, Avilés’s poem seems to suggest that we can position, align, and choose to stand with those on the “darker shade of white.” In other words, we can build (upon) commonalities, aligning in anti-racist solidarity and rejecting white racial identifications and converged interests. It is telling that this poem, centered in the documentary, calls Salvadorans and others to anti-racist identification and action.Page 141 →

In La Manplesa, Avilés, Miranda, and the other memory-keepers tell their personal stories of having been “there” in the uprising as tear gas rained on them and the police turned their weapons and batons on the people, as they do so again in the final scenes of the documentary, but this time against demonstrators of the Black Lives Matter Movement. Connecting past and present struggles for racial justice, the narrators of La Manplesa make a call for us to connect the dots between past and present uprisings for social and racial justice and to witness the #BlackLivesMatter demonstrations that erupted in the nation’s capital in 2020, following the killing of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and other Black and Brown Americans. What is made clear in the film is that policing forces can, have, and may turn their fire power on protestors, for as memory-keeper Roland Roebuck says: Some are “more loyal to the concept of Blue” than to “the red of our common humanity” (La Manplesa). In this moment, La Manplesa echoes Salvadoran revolutionary poet Roque Dalton’s call to action and resistance in his poem titled “The Cops and the Guards” (Poemas Clandestinos/Clandestine Poems 1986, 22–27). Dalton writes: “They always saw the people / as a mass of backs running away / as a field on which their clubs fell with hatred / … (They too were once people / but with the excuse of hunger and unemployment / they accepted a weapon a club a monthly salary / to defend the makers of hunger and unemployment)” (Dalton, 1986, 23). In a simple summation of Dalton’s poem and the Salvadoran civil war, the people, tired of authorities firing on them, finally turned the tables and fired on the police. In the end, Dalton’s poem and Walton’s La Manplesa documentary simply ask spectators to “think about that a while … decide whether it’s too late / to seek the people’s side” (Dalton, “The Cops and the Guards” 1986, 27). Finally, in La Manplesa, the poets, artists, and community members are called to stand with the “darker shade of white” and to align themselves with the resistance of communities, barrios, and Blackness across the Americas.



We-Is-Place-Making

In her concluding chapter to The Trouble with Unity, titled “Latino Is a Verb: Democracy, Latinidad, and the Creation of the Political,” Cristina Beltrán (2010) reminds us that “Latinidad must always remain a question” Page 142 →(162), in much the same way that Quique Avilés cast Latino/x identities in Washington, D.C. as a series of questions in his poem “Latinhood.” Cuing us to the Latinx diversity of the D.C. region (the result of the dispersion and intersection of countless global diasporas), Avilés marks the specificities (e.g., Salvadoranness) and indeterminacies of Latinidad (“How do you know that you are a latin? / that you are not / a Russian imposter with a Peruvian accent?”) (Avilés, “Latinhood,” Paper, Fabric, String, and Poetry 1992). He signals Latinidad as an entangled “web” of differences of languages, phenotypes, races, ethnicities, and last names, or what Beltrán calls Latinidad’s rhizomatic, “unexpected assemblages that are created from its connections” (Beltrán 2010, 167). Avilés shows D.C. Latinidades, hence, to be such an assemblage of differences, always in question, in process, and in relation to other groups (i.e., long-standing Black American residents, immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers from every part of the world, and particularly, Central Americans and Salvadorans, who bring their own specificities to the demographic mix of the region). Avilés ponders:


What language does it like to speak? Cachitquel / Spanish / Nahuatl / Creole / or English?” … What color is this latinhood of mine?/ is it black Latin / brown Latin / indio Latin / white Latin / Latin Latin / Italian Latin via Buenos Aires / Latin with a tinge of whiteness / … mestizo Latin with Korean roots? … Is it Mexican Latin / Salvatrucan Latin, Patagonian Latin / Latin with an American passport? (Avilés 1992)



In the end, Avilés asks, “Who are you in this crazy web of Latins? / are you a Jimenez, an Escobar / a Maravilla, a Scapini, a Molina / a well of broken wishes / Who are you? / Did I meet your moustache somewhere / else? / Are we related?” (Avilés, “Latinhood,” Paper, Fabric, String, and Poetry 1992).

Dovetailing with Avilés, Miranda, and Walton’s work, Beltrán reminds us that “Latino political [and cultural] identity can also be understood in terms of collective creation and fugitive enactments” (2010, 161). Poetry, as “fugitive” or ephemeral enactments of identity, positionality, and alignment like those examined here, can express the many ways that Latinos/xs connect, relate, and engage beyond essentialist narratives of nationalism, community, unity, and common interests, which have historically informed and coalesced identity narratives for Chicanos and Puerto Rican, the two case studies examined by Beltrán in her book. Instead, Beltrán Page 143 →suggests that ephemeral affinities, sensibilities, and what she calls “shared practice[s]‌ of acting and speaking together” (170) can also activate seemingly collective identities. So, when Sami Miranda, in his poem “We Is” (We Is 2019, 76–77), begins every line of his stanzas with the first-person plural pronoun, we, he assembles a collective identity in a specific site such as Washington, D.C., where hyper-diverse communities have formed of “darker shades of white.”

Perhaps validating, elevating, and deploying African American English across communities that inhabit common spaces such as the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area and claiming Black code-meshing (blending and mixing) as a collective speech act (Young et al. 2018, 1–11), Miranda repeats the phrase “we is” throughout his poem: “We is the crowd…We is the dance…We is the traffic…We is the song of migration ….” Miranda closes the poem by saying, “We is home / carried into conversation, / about a crowing rooster, / a ritual, dancing and medicine / to cure what ails us” (We Is 2019, 76–77). As a first-person plural pronoun collective action, “we is” marks an assemblage of shared situations and lived experiences of people hearing a city rooster crow, “shimming” to salsa in the local market, rushing in traffic, and searching for medicine that “can heal the wounds of our entrances or exits.” Finally, with the phrase “we is home,” Miranda lays claim to the possibility of forging collective identities and place and home-making, “in a city of so many places, [where] everyone / sooner or later finds one special / they name, home” (Miranda, “Home,” Protection from Erasure 2023, 5). Miranda seems to say that it is this assemblage of “fugitive,” everyday, mundane situations and lived experiences that makes possible collective identities and place and home-making for different groups in Washington, D.C.



Conclusion

Indeed, Beltrán suggests that we look at “Latinidad as a moment when diverse and even disparate subjects claim identification [and place] with one another. Such affiliations do not necessarily imply deep structure—they can be drawn from coordinates that are sometimes more cultural [and situational] than ideological, more regional than partisan. Such connections might involve an emphasis on physiognomy and language rather than policy preferences” (Beltrán 2010, 168). As I hope to have shown Page 144 →through my reading of the work of Quique Avilés, Sami Miranda, and Ellie Walton, it is precisely this in-flux assemblage of everyday, mundane, and often ephemeral situations, affiliations, affects, sensibilities, and positionalities that shapes Latinidades and identifications with other groups (i.e., Black American) in urban spaces like Washington, D.C. It is here that “we is home” amid hyper-diversity, and we make home in positioning ourselves with a “darker shade of white” and adopting cultural code-meshings produced on-site and for the moment (Young et al. 2018). In this instance, the “we is” of Latinidad is an active process of relating, aligning, place-making, and acting rather than an entity fixed and fixated in unity.



Notes


	1.The terms Latino / Latina / Latinx are used interchangeably throughout this essay. When referring to or citing the work of scholars, I use their terms. I do not use the term Hispanic.

	2.The poem cited here is an excerpt of an earlier piece that appeared in Quique Avilés’s (2019) monologue, “The Return of Loco Culebra / Crazy Snake.”
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Introduction

In their 2014 report on the state of affairs of Latinos in U.S. media, Negrón-Muntaner et al. (2014) coined the term Latino media gap to refer to the observation that “as Latino consumer power grows, relative Latino media presence shrinks” (1). More critically, according to their data, racialized Latinx actors—e.g., Afro-Latinos and Latinx indigenous actors—were not cast in any leading role and only represented a small percentage of supporting roles (Negrón-Muntaner et al. 2014, 11–12). As such, the lack of visibility of racialized Latinx bodies in mainstream media adds to the inaccurate cultural depictions of U.S. Latinx communities. This, in turn, reduces Latinx identities, experiences, and stories to stereotypes that are typical in U.S. media representations of Latinxs (Negrón-Muntaner et al. 2014, 3). However, representations of racialized Latinx individuals can be further problematized through a theoretical perspective of thick intersectionalities in communication research, as posited by Yep (“Toward the De-Subjugation”, 2010), given that “Cultural constructions of race always already implicate social class, gender, sexuality, and nationality” (172). Page 147 →That is, to gain a better understanding of race dynamics in Latinx media, the relationship between race and other intersectional identities cannot be ignored. Negrón-Muntaner et al. (2014), for instance, do not address the representation of possible intersectionalities, such as those of racialized and queer Latinx bodies in mainstream media. Certainly, the lack of LGBTQIA+ Latinx individuals in mainstream media contributes to this Latino media gap. Importantly, though, according to Yep (“Toward the De-Subjugation,” 2010), an analysis of intersectionalities needs to move beyond a simple list of associated identities to include a more nuanced analysis of personhood and history, as it relates to specific time and space without adjudicating an individual’s lived experiences to preconceived assumptions of their identity categories (173).

Therefore, to examine the possible representation of thick intersectionalities along race and queer identities in Latinx media more specifically, this essay adopts a linguistic approach that focuses on analyzing the languaging practices of racialized and queer Latinx characters in three recent artistic productions: In the Heights, Gentefied, and Vida. Languaging refers to how individuals make meaning and shape their lived experiences through language. As such, it is often the case that an indexing between language and social identities emerges based on individuals’ personal histories. Examining languaging practices can serve as an additional theoretical lens to elucidate whether and how alternative Latinx pluri-identitary representations along the lines of thick intersectionalities are depicted in Latinx media. As we witness efforts to increase Latinx artistic productions in mainstream media to close the Latino media gap, an important goal ought to be to challenge ongoing superficial and stereotypical visual and linguistic representations associated with the identities and lived experiences of Latinx individuals and communities.



Languaging and Identity

Languaging, which is based on Vygtosky’s conceptualization of how language is a mediating tool for thinking processes, has been defined as a “process of making meaning and shaping knowledge and experience through language” (Swain 2006, 98). As such, individuals make sense of and shape their social experiences and interactions through the use of language by storing and retrieving these experiences as needed (Becker 2000, 8). These socially Page 148 →constructed processes and experiences through language extend to the formation of social and cultural identities within certain physical or imagined communities. In other words, through languaging, individuals consistently navigate these processes to assert their identities, as illustrated when Gloria Anzaldúa (2012) expresses, “I can identify with being ‘una de las otras’ or a ‘marimacha,’ or even a jota or a loca porque—these are the terms my home community uses. I identify most closely with the Náhuatl term patlache” (163). Anzaldúa navigates the use of different terms to describe her sexual identity as a result of the languaging practices of her home community and, ultimately, prefers a Náhuatl term, which refers to a connection to a past and imagined community. Often, these socially constructed processes through languaging can promote the indexing of certain linguistic varieties to social groups or communities, which, in turn, can lead to the formation of ideologies around purported understandings of such groups to the point of even advancing stereotypes (Gal and Irvine 1995, 973).

An example of such language and social group indexing or iconicity is found in the 2021 Mexican documentary directed by José María Espinosa de los Monteros, Te nombré en el silencio (2021) “I named you in silence,” based on a group of mothers who refer to themselves as las rastreadoras, “the trackers.” This self-identifying label characterizes their search for the remains of their disappeared children in northern Mexico. In the documentary, the mothers use the verb desaparecer “to disappear” as a transitive verb, such as in the case of A mi hija la desaparecieron, “They disappeared my daughter” rather than Mi hija desapareció, “My daughter disappeared,” or Hicieron desaparecer a mi hija, “They made my daughter disappear.” This particular transitive use of desaparecer can be considered ungrammatical for certain native speakers, as it is not in a category of verbs that can alternate between transitive or intransitive status (Montrul 1999, 194) such as romper “to break” in the following examples: (1) El niño rompió el vaso, “The child broke the cup”; (2) El vaso se rompió, “The cup broke.” However, the use of desaparecer as a transitive verb highlights more vividly that an agent—i.e., someone or someones—is responsible for the disappearance of their children. Therefore, the transitive use of desaparecer among las rastreadoras signals an indexing between language and social group that is representative of their painful lived experience as a community.

Scholars have addressed how languaging practices can be linked to the experiences of Latinx racialized and queer individuals. This scholarship Page 149 →explores whether languaging practices emerge from these communities based on their lived social realities or how racialized and queer bodies are “othered” through languaging by members of the same local Latinx community. Regarding in particular race and languaging, when studying discourses of Blackness in Puerto Rican culture, Ramos Pellicia and Elise (2022) expressed that “When we ‘read’ language and representation, we can discern how people encode their beliefs about race into language and further, even how they create race as they speak” (112). For example, Ramos Pellicia and Elise demonstrated in their data how Puerto Rican Spanish illustrates a discourse of colorblind racism (i.e., denying the existence of racism) among many Puerto Ricans through the use of the word trigueñe/a/o, which refers to a hybrid identity of Spanish, indigenous, and African identities. This use of language signals a preference for an identity that erases Blackness as well as a false sense of racial harmony in Puerto Rican communities. However, Puerto Ricans who self-identify as afropuertorriqueñe/a/o (Afro-Puerto Rican) challenge this discourse which, in turn, makes visible and amplifies their Black identities and social justice struggles (Ramos Pellicia and Elise 2022, 118). Cashman’s ethnographic study on queer bilingual Mexicans/Latinxs in Arizona showed that many factors contributed to participants’ languaging practices, including sexual identity. In particular, for some of her bilingual participants, coming out led to separation from their families, prompting a shift to English due to a significant decrease in their use of Spanish (Cashman 2017, 61). For other participants, however, the use of Spanish was instrumental in asserting their Mexican/Latinx identities by challenging both the questioning of their ethnic authenticity and the othering of their queer identity by local Latinx community members (Cashman 2017, 155–184). Overall, the findings pointed out the critical complexities of identity formation that differed vastly among participants concerning identity intersectionalities, resulting in varying languaging and identity practices among Mexican/Latinx non-heteronormative individuals.

The studies by Ramos Pellicia and Elise and Cashman are two brief examples that illustrate the importance of understanding the links between intersectionalities of Latinx experiences along race and queer identities and languaging practices. In the case of Ramos and Elise, they framed their findings under a rubric of raciolinguistics. Raciolinguistics is a linguistic framework developed by scholars Jonathan Rosa and Nelson Flores with the aim to advance “a careful Page 150 →theorization of relationships between race and linguistic structures” (Rosa and Flores 2017, 623). Cashman framed her study within what she called “jotería sociolinguistics” that focuses on the linguistic and identity practices of non-heteronormative Mexican/Latinx people at the forefront (13). Critically, in the conceptualization of both frameworks, raciolinguistics and jotería sociolinguistics endorse political commitments that acknowledge and integrate the sociopolitical struggles of subjects and communities, whether it is in data analysis and/or theorizing to advance social justice issues more broadly.

This work on intersectional scholarship aligns with Crenshaw’s (1991) early proposal on the importance of examining multidimensional intersectionalities among marginalized groups to uncover the political consequences of simultaneously belonging to different subordinated social categories (1297). In a similar vein, more recently, Yep (“Toward the De-Subjugation,” 2010) and Yep (“Toward thick(er) Intersectionalities,” 2016) advanced the notion of “thick intersectionalities” underscoring that such intersectionalities between race and other social categories ought to be examined in complex ways considering “individual subjectivity, personal agency, systemic arrangements, and structural forces” (Yep, “Toward the De-Subjugation” 2010, 173). As such, particular attention must be devoted to an individual’s multifaceted experiences that should be approached without any preconceived assumptions of their belief and value systems as well as lived experiences. An example of thick intersectionality in Cashman’s study is Michael, a cisgender gay man, who, while identifying as gay, questioned whether he belonged to the Latinx gay community in Phoenix considering his statements in an interview: “I don’t know if I consider myself part of the community” and “I don’t like going to Pride” (Cashman 2017, 169). This example illustrates the pitfall of subscribing to the homogenization of individuals’ intersectional identities by making assumptions based on the social categories to which they belong, such as all gay individuals attending Pride events.

The paragraphs above have addressed how the nexus between identity and languaging practices is based on individuals’ multifaceted sociopolitical realities, far from being static and uniform. Therefore, varied forms of languaging practices can emerge and represent how people navigate identity intersectionalities to assert, negotiate, and defy inter and intra-group political dynamics. In light of these issues, in what follows, this essay Page 151 →explores whether and how recent Latinx artistic productions, including In the Heights, Gentefied, and Vida, address these dynamics in an effort to increase Latinx representation in mainstream media.



In the Heights

In the Heights is a 2021 musical drama film directed by Jon M. Chu, which was an adaptation of the Tony-winning Broadway musical with the same title written by Quiara Alegría Hudes with musical and conceptual adaptations by Lin Manuel Miranda. While the film was considered a bomb at the box office (Faughnder 2021), given that it only grossed $44 million vis-à-vis its $55 million production budget, it was a substantive budget for an all and relatively unknown Latinx cast. The film portrayed the experiences of Latinx individuals in the neighborhood of Washington Heights, located in the northern part of Manhattan in New York City, by featuring Usnavi, interpreted by actor Anthony Ramos, a Dominican-American owner of a local bodega. At the beginning of the film, Usnavi expresses having a sueñito or little dream that serves as “a spoiler and the key to the themes” (Scott 2021, 1) as the viewer learns about the sueñitos of the other characters in the community. In addition to the characters’ aspirations, lively Caribbean-inspired musical numbers, and love interests in the film, it also amalgamates current political issues that affect the Latinx community, such as gentrification, undocumented immigration, and racism, among others, albeit in a superficial manner. In a sense, In the Heights represents a figurative space offering a vision of a U.S. pan-ethnic Latinx identity that promotes “a fantasy of a harmonious unity and a commonly held cultura” (Negrón-Muntaner 2021, 3) even though data indicate that a majority of Latinx individuals prefer to identify with their country of origin (Taylor et al. 2012, 2). Such a unifying vision of Latinidad and common struggles are indicative of how the characters are narrowly developed throughout the film, thereby minimizing critical intersectionalities and sociopolitical differences among intra-group Latinx experiences.

For example, the film included a cisgender lesbian couple—Daniela (Daphne Rubin-Vega) and Carla (Stephanie Beatriz)—who were the owners of a beauty salon on the verge of moving to the Bronx due to rapid increases in rent (i.e., gentrification). This was a change from the Broadway musical, where Carla was only Daniela’s business (and not romantic) partner. The goal of this inclusion was to represent the diversity within Page 152 →the Latinx community as actress Rubin-Vega expressed in an interview, “What the story is really about is that feeling of home and how we make a community. We just happened to be Black and Brown and gay or not” (Gilchrist 2021, 4). Being part of this community, as the viewer observes in the film, is that Daniela and Carla are victims of gentrification, which forces them to move their salon business out of the community due to high rent prices, a similar struggle experienced by other heteronormative members of the community. In fact, this is exemplified in Daniela’s languaging practices when she code-switches between English and Spanish to express, “I was priced out y yo no soy la única, ‘and I’m not the only one’” (In the Heights 31:00–31:57). This intrasentential code-switch illustrates belonging to the sociopolitical struggles of the local community. Furthermore, not only did Daniela express this belonging to a community in the present (i.e., Washington Heights), she also referred to belonging to a historically imagined community as a Puerto Rican woman, “Our people survived slave ships. Taino genocide. We survived conquistadores and dictators” (In the Heights 32:20–32:29). Through these examples and their participation in the major musical numbers with other (heteronormative) characters in the movie expressing their sueñitos and struggles, Daniela and Carla assert their belonging to this imagined Latinx community. Thus, their non-heteronormative romantic relationship is viewed as “ordinary, and not extraordinary” (Gilchrist 2021, 6), as described by Rubin-Vega in an interview. Also of relevance is that Daniela and Carla set in motion the major musical number, Carnaval del barrio, toward the end of the film, with Daniela initiating the number by encouraging other community members to fight by uttering, “We are not powerless, we are powerful” (In the Heights 1:44:44–1:44:45). In the film, Daniela reminds the other characters a couple of times of the fighting and hard-working spirit of the Latinx community that can overcome hurdles such as gentrification and heat due to a blackout.

While the change to the relationship between Daniela and Carla in the film may represent a noble effort to integrate an array of Latinx experiences, from a thick intersectionality perspective, it is also problematic. Specifically, given the number of sociopolitical issues the movie tackles, we do not observe the particular struggles that Daniela and Carla most likely confront for being queer Latinx women and whether these struggles would also concern the broader In the Heights community. In contrast, for instance, Nina (Leslie Grace), who is of Puerto Rican descent, expressed Page 153 →her solidarity with the struggle of Dreamers, who, as undocumented immigrants, do not benefit from the same resources and opportunities to attend college. This cause prompted Nina’s return to Stanford University with a clearer vision of her future career plans. This is noteworthy because while Nina could not relate to the experience of undocumented immigration as a Puerto Rican woman, she became a significant ally for their cause. However, whether or not the sociopolitical struggles of queer Latinx folk, in particular, also become part of a broader vision of Latinidad that the film promotes remains to be seen.

Additionally, the treatment of the intersections with race was rather superficial, especially regarding colorism, a wide criticism that the movie received and for which Lin Manuel Miranda apologized (Tsioulcas 2021, 2). For instance, as previously mentioned, Daniela referred to the Black heritage of the Latinx experience in her comment about surviving slave ships, although she also mentioned Tainos and conquistadores as part of that racial fabric. Yet, there is no mention of her possible struggles as a queer woman, thereby simplifying critical intersectionality. Another mention of race was in a dialogue between Nina and her dad, Kevin (Jimmy Smits), in which Nina shared an incident of racial profiling at a college event. Nina expressed how other Latinx individuals were observing the incident and looking at her, thinking, “What is this trigueña gonna do?” (In the Heights 24:46–24:47). Given that both characters were Puerto Ricans, we can observe the enactment of a hegemonic discourse of a hybrid Puerto Rican racial identity (Ramos Pellicia and Elise 2022, 116). That is, Daniela hinted at “our people” as being Black, Taino, and Spanish, while Nina used trigueña, which indicates light skin invoking a narrative of a mixed race.

Given these dynamics, it is not surprising that the linguistic characterizations of the characters in the film are also mostly generic, representing Caribbean Latinx variations. A couple of basic distinctions are made between Dominican and Puerto Rican Spanish, such as the use of “Que lo que” in Dominican Spanish to greet someone—i.e., “What’s going on?” Furthermore, phonetic features of Puerto Rican Spanish that entail pronouncing the “r” as an “l” in syllable-final position, which is referred to as the neutralization of /r/ (Figueroa and Hislope 1999, 563–569), is part of Kevin’s use of Spanish like in “de ve[l]‌da’ ‘for real.’” Other common Caribbean Spanish features that include the elimination of the /s/ in syllable-final position can be observed in the musical number in the salon “No me diga´” (Don’t tell me) rather than “No me digas.” Languaging practices Page 154 →such as code-switching are also observed throughout the film, including, for example, “Tú eres un workaholic” by Abuela Claudia (Olga Merediz). Yet, Sonny (Gregory Díaz IV) never engages in code-switching in the film, which can be typical of younger Latinx individuals raised in the United States, most likely due to a significant decline in Spanish use in later generations (Potowski and Carreira 2010, 66–80). As such, both linguistic practices and the degree of bilingualism will depend on the experiences of individuals and how they make meaning of these experiences through language.



Gentefied

Gentefied is a 2020–2021 comedy-drama Latinx series streamed on Netflix that takes place in the neighborhood of Boyle Heights in Los Angeles. The series, which Marvin Lemus and Linda Yvette Chávez created, centered on the experience of three Mexican American cousins—Erik Morales (J. J. Soria), Ana Morales (Karrie Martin Lachney), and Chris Morales (Carlos Santos)—who grappled with personal life decisions while also attending to the needs of their undocumented grandfather Casimiro “Pop” Morales (Joaquin Cosio), a widower and owner of a family taco shop. More specifically, during the series’ two seasons, the cousins struggled to balance chasing their personal dreams while also attempting to save their family taco shop against the current gentrification. In the series, there are two cisgender lesbian characters, Ana, one of the cousins, and Yessica (Julissa Calderón), her partner of Dominican descent. The series explored their romantic relationship and their relationship to the Boyle Heights Latinx community as Latina queer women. Both characters were community activists, with Ana being an artist who paints murals in the community and Yessica helping community members with housing cost issues. Throughout the series, the viewers can observe their personal struggles in navigating their queer and racialized identities. In season 2, the series introduced a trans-Latina character, Diane (Ava Grey), who works as an assistant for Erik’s wife at Stanford University.

Four observations can be made in examining the development of these characters throughout the series. First, the series portrays the sociopolitical struggles of these characters in relation to the intersections of their racialized and queer identities. This is particularly represented in how Ana Page 155 →navigates her identities and career choices as an artist in the community. In season 1, episode 7, which is entitled “Brown Love,” the series explores more extensively the lesbian relationship between Ana and Yessica. Ana uttered the following statement in response to her sister’s desire to make a video of her relationship and experiences for a school project: “So, you chose the two of us. Two Brown queer mujeres ‘women’” (Gentefied 1:55–1:56). Ana establishes this intersectionality again in season 2, episode 7, when she says, “I’m a Brown lesbian woman” (Gentefied 6:58–7:00). Ana recognized the importance of her racialized and queer identities in the activist work she does with her art. This intersectionality also materializes in her interactions with heteronormative Latinx folks in the Boyle Heights community and queer non-Latinx individuals in the art world. Ana constantly confronts situations that challenge one of these identities from both groups. Whether it is that she is not accepted due to her queerness or that her racialized/ethnic identity is reduced to stereotypes or unacknowledged in White queer spaces, the viewer can observe Ana’s angst as to when to challenge these spaces to establish her authentic voice as a queer Brown Latina artist.

Second, tension exists with these characters belonging to the broader Latinx community, given that they navigate in the same Boyle Heights space, feeling both like insiders and outsiders primarily due to their marginalized queer identities. On the one hand, in season 1, episode 1, Yessica expressed, “Honey, they may love all of our shit, but they don’t love us” (Gentefied 13:45–13:47) when referring to White gentrifiers entering the community to buy local food and products. Her use of “us” implies a single Latinx community, to which Yessica also belongs as a queer woman who suffers the consequences of gentrification and against which the community must fight. On the other hand, in season 1, episode 5, Yessica and the cousins engaged in a dialogue about a queer mural that Ana painted, which was rejected by a group of local community members, to which Yessica said, “I’m all for fighting comadre homophobia with queer love bombs” (Gentefied 21:02–21:05). The use of the cultural word “comadre,” which generally can refer to the relationship one has with the godmother of one’s child or, in more colloquial terms, to a close female friendship, with no word equivalent in English, demonstrates Yessica’s languaging practices as a community insider while at the same time challenging homophobia which excludes many Latinx queer individuals. With regards to the mural, too, Ofelia (Renee Victor), the owner of the store where the mural was Page 156 →painted, told Ana, “Ya ves tú sólo me traes problemas, ‘See you only bring me problems’” (Gentefied 27:55–27:58). After this scene, we observe Ana sobbing, which suggests that queer Latinx bodies bring problems to the broader Latinx community and thereby face rejection (Gentefied 28:19). Another example of this tension is through Diane’s dialogue about her experience as a Latina trans woman at Stanford, “Institutions like Stanford weren’t built for us. Hell, not even my family was built for me” (Gentefied 12:30–12:33). In this statement about her family, Diane also hints at her feeling as an outsider in her own family. In other scenes throughout the series, however, the viewer can also appreciate an acceptance of these characters from different families and community members in which their queerness is normalized, such as Yessica’s parents’ positive and welcoming attitude toward her relationship with Ana. Therefore, the series does not represent these queer Latinx experiences as one-dimensional but rather as a set of dynamic and layered realities.

Third, with regard to a racialized identity, a distinction emerges in the use of labels that refer to the characters’ Brownness and/or Blackness. This observation, in particular, occurs with Yessica’s racialized identity as a Dominican woman. In one of the beginning scenes of the series, Ana’s mom says to her, “Ana, dile a tu negra chismosa que hay pan dulce y café, ‘Ana, tell your bigmouth Black [girlfriend] that there is sweet bread and coffee’” (Gentefied 2:02–2:04). Her highlighting of Yessica’s Blackness gives an ambiguous disdainful tone, which leaves the viewer questioning whether she accepts their relationship, and, if she does not, is it due to her Blackness? This is confirmed, however, in season 1, episode 9, when Yessica tells Ana, “Y’all treated me like I’m some angry Black girl. Let’s be real. Your family has never accepted me” (Gentefied 25:50–25:59). In this utterance, there is an association of not being accepted in the family with being a Black girl. By contrast, there are other moments in the series when Yessica is referred to as Brown. An example of this is when Ana says “two brown queer mujeres” when referring to her and Yessica in her sister’s video project. As such, Yessica’s racialized identity moves along a continuum of Blackness wherein Blackness is rejected, but Brownness is more accepted. In fact, when Ana talked about painting her mural to Ofelia, she said “el mural que voy a pintar va a estar pero chidísimo. Un imagen bella con pura gente morena para la comunidad, ‘the mural I’m going to paint is going to be but very cool. A beautiful image with purely Brown people for the community’” (Gentefied 3:06–3:14). In this quote, brown is associated with beauty.Page 157 →

Fourth, the viewer observes moments where these characters use different linguistic resources to establish solidarity and authenticity of belonging in the community. DuBord (2022) highlighted that in Gentefied, the “use of accent and bilingual language practices paints a complex speech community where bilingualism exists across a continuum, and contrasts are made between language varieties in both English and Spanish” (113). Within these varied languaging practices, these racialized and queer characters also utilize Spanish and engage in code-switching practices to establish their kinship in the community, a similar observation made in Cashman’s (2017) study. For example, Ana, as a third-generation Latina, is English-dominant and does not use Spanish as extensively in the series, but she does use Spanish to establish kinship, such as in “Ya sabes Mateo. Familia. Ayúdame, no. Queer solidarity,” ‘You already know Mateo. Family. Help me, ok?’” (Gentefied 18:39–18:43) during season 1, episode 2, in attempting to get support from a banker. Through language, she invokes both her bilingual Latinx and queer identities to connect with the banker. In season 2, episode 3, Diane uses an English variety associated with African American English in the line, “Your presentation materials are done and they banging girl” (Gentefied 10:41–10:43). In this line, we can observe the omission of the copula “are” as an auxiliary verb in this context, which is a feature of African American English (Rickford et al. 1991, 103–132). This feature can also be used among young Latinx individuals in close contact with Black communities (Carter 2013, 66–92). As such, the portrayal of the linguistically rich interaction practices throughout Gentefied are used among the characters “to build solidarity and rapport, but also to emphasize power and separation” (DuBord 2022, 126). Despite these linguistically rich interactions, however, a critical observation is that the series does not showcase languaging practices associated with queer Latinx experiences.



Vida

Vida is a 2018–2021 Latinx drama series that also takes place in Boyle Heights, Los Angeles, and aired on the Starz network. The series was created by Tanya Saracho, a Mexican American playwright and screenwriter who portrayed the lives of two sisters, Emma (Mishel Prada) and Lyn (Melissa Barrera), who return to their neighborhood after the death Page 158 →of their mother, Vidalia. Unbeknownst to the sisters, they meet Eddy (Ser Anzoategui), their mom’s wife, with whom they need to share their inheritance, which consists of a building with tenants and a bar. The series centers on how Emma and Lyn build and navigate new personal relationships with family and community members after being away from Boyle Heights for years. This occurs while they also uncover family secrets and decide what to do with the building and bar against a background of gentrification, anti-immigrant policies, and community activism. In the series, both main and secondary characters explore sexual and gender identities. At the same time, race, specifically Whiteness, is mainly invoked to chastise behavior deemed as betraying the interests of the local Latinx community. Furthermore, there is a dissection of queer identities that sheds light on intra-group differences along with sexual fluidity, gender expression, and generation divide.

In the series, Emma is portrayed as a queer person who exhibits sexual fluidity, as she has sexual relationships with women and men though she is more inclined toward women. This is exemplified in season 2, episode 3, when Emma is at a social event interacting with other queer women who identify as lesbian. There is a scene in which the other women question Emma’s lesbianism because of how she looks, to which she replies, “I’m sorry I don’t abide by your data categories of queerness. I’m sorry that you think I’m confused or indecisive because I have a wide range of what I can get off to” (Vida 21:32–21:35). Within this queer space, we observe how Emma is an outsider for not subscribing to certain expectations or looks associated with identifying as a lesbian. Yet, in the same episode, in another scene, Emma expresses, “It’s the only place in the neighborhood for girls like us,” referring to their mom’s bar, which was a safe space for lesbian women in the neighborhood (Vida 26:36–26:39). The viewer observes this constant fluctuation of Emma’s sexual identity that does not conform to any specific category, as she expresses in season 1, episode 3, “I don’t identify as anything. I’m just me” when responding to Lyn’s support of her sexual identity (Vida 7:24–7:26).

We observe how Emma positions herself as an outsider throughout the series, which most likely began when she was sent away to Texas to live with her grandmother after being caught naked with a neighborhood girl. Another example of this outsider status is her use of a more standardized variety of Spanish (season 1, episode 1), which is indicative of her level of education, in her interactions in the community, to which she says, Page 159 →“What? That I actually went out and learned Spanish. And that I didn’t speak pocho Spanish like you [Lyn] and Vidalia” (Vida 21:04–21:07) and “For Vidalia wachala and parquear were actual words” (Vida 21:10–21:13). As such, Emma subscribes to a standardized ideology of language use, which is evident in the way she asserts her identity as an educated Spanish speaker. This positioning of her linguistic identity contributes to her outsider status in the community given her rejection of the use of “pocho” Spanish. Pocho is a pejorative term used to describe Mexican Americans’ lack of Spanish fluency and languaging practices that includes Spanish-English code-switching and the borrowing of English words. This is a critical distinction, as on the one hand, while we observe how Emma’s sexuality does not conform to a single category, on the other hand, her stance against language mixing practices promotes a rather superficial hierarchical category of language use. This contradiction between her sexual and linguistic identities is an example of the development of a complex Latinx character portrayed along dimensions of thick intersectionalities.

In addition to the portrayal of Emma’s character, the series also deals with other queer intersections, including gender expression and the generation divide in the character of Eddy. For example, in season 3, episode 5, Eddy expresses: “They called me a genderqueer and an elder” when talking about how young drag queer performers used the pronoun “they” to refer to Eddy (Vida 14:44–14:47). This is in light of how Eddy presents in a non-feminine way, but to the use of “they,” Eddy replied, “I am a she. Like a regular she” (Vida 11:30–11:33). Based on this comment, the young performers commented on how Eddy is either old-school and/or a repressed masculine presenting queer. Despite these comments, one of the young performers acknowledged the importance of respecting elders. The viewer observes a generational tension between Eddy and the young performers with regard to the innovative use of the pronoun they for non-binary gender expression. Arguably, this is mainly due to Eddy’s queer experience from a different generation, as reflected in her comment, “…they [the young drag performers] throw around the word queer as nothing. When did that become ok?” (Vida 14:50–14:53). This difference in generational experience is probably reflected in the messages that Eddy has most likely received about gender in her life. For instance, in season 1, episode 1, Eddy’s friend made a comment that she ought to behave like a woman when sobbing over Vidalia’s death, “mija ‘my dear,’ I’m supposed to tell you to stop crying and to be una mujercita, ‘a woman’” (Vida 8:53–8:59). Page 160 →In season 1, episode 5, we observe neighborhood ladies praying the rosary so that Vidalia’s soul may be at rest, to which Lyn remarked: “You have to say though it’s kind of woke for old school señoras [ladies] to be supportive of the gay wife” (Vida 3:07–3:10). In this remark, Eddy is considered a wife and not a partner, which signals a comment about Eddy’s female gender identity. In another instance, however, in the series, a secondary female character, who displays a romantic interest toward Eddy, describes Eddy as handsome. The use of handsome highlights the character’s attraction to Eddy’s performative masculinity. Given Eddy’s non-binary gender expression, these examples—they, mujercita, handsome—are indicative of how the characters constantly position Eddy’s gender identity, most likely based on their own preconceived notions and experiences with gender.

With regards to intersectionalities with race, the series addresses this issue through Marcos (Toniatuh Elizarraraz), a secondary non-gender conforming gay character.

Marcos became one of Lyn’s best friends when he moved into the building she and Emma own. Marcos is aware of how he can make people in the community uncomfortable with his non-conforming gender expression when he says, “presenting my best heteronorm (of) course to not frighten out la gente [the people]” in season 1, episode 5 (Vida 6:47–6:52). In season 1, episode 4, Marcos tells Emma, “What about if he doesn’t text me back?” which is an indication of his sexual preference for men (Vida 20:43–20:44). In addition to these identities, the viewer learns how he navigates race within his family. In season 2, episode 7, Marcos and Lyn had a conversation about race, with Marcos saying, “For us, skin shade was a big thing. We had this racist tía ‘aunt’ who was always hating on me for being morenito ‘dark skin’, but God punished her cuz my cousin was born a lovely shade of canela ‘cinnamon.’ Pero yet she always so mean she still calls her prieta ‘Black girl’” (Vida 11:41–11:58). And, when Marcos and Lyn were conversing about Latino men dating White women, he uttered, “It’s like my racist tía says hay que mejorar la raza ‘one must improve the race.’ Race-shaming” (Vida 18:37–18:41). Therefore, the viewer witnesses how in the same queer and racialized body, Marcos must contend with the repudiation of both identities by members of his community, especially regarding issues of colorism in the family.

The issue of race also emerges throughout the series when certain characters’ Latinx authenticity is questioned, or actions are viewed as Page 161 →betraying the broader community. In these cases, such actions are associated with being White Latinxs or Whitetinxs. Along these lines, then, invoking Whiteness is a way to point out seemingly egregious behavior that can jeopardize local community members’ sociopolitical interests, thereby deeming Whitetinxs as sellouts. This is especially depicted in season 1, episode 1, when Mari (Chelsea Rendon), a young activist, said the following statements to both Emma and Lyn, “What is it to you pinche ‘fucking’ gringas” and (Vida 24:35–24:36) “Both of you Whitetina bitches” (Vida 25:46–25:47). Mari’s use of these epithets toward the two sisters happened when she perceived their disapproval of removing a White film crew from recording a video about a neighborhood restaurant. When Emma challenged Mari’s action in removing the White film crew, Mari expressed, “Who you calling a bully? I’m out here defending my neighborhood alright?” (Vida 24:48–24:51) and “no you fuckin’ didn’t with that vendida ‘sell out’ logic” (Vida 24:59–25:00). In season 2, episode 9, there is a dialogue between Mari and Lyn about a mural that promotes a beer featuring White-looking Latinxs drinking the beer and having fun, to which Mari opined, “Whitetinos living their best life looking down on the rest of us is not what people around here want to see.” Mari utilized again the label Whitetinos to signal those Latinxs who are outsiders given that they do not have the same sociopolitical struggles as the local community of Brown people. Therefore, in the specific case of Emma, we observe intersectionality wherein not only is she defending her queer identity, but she also needs to assert her racial identity, which, in turn, establishes a kinship with the struggles of the local community. This is exemplified as she vehemently rejects the label of White girl or Whitetina when she responds to Mari, “I’m not a fucking gringa” (Vida 24:39–24:41). Moreover, in season 1, episode 6, Emma challenged a local Latino businessman who implied how he and Emma had to reject their Mexican roots to succeed but to which Emma replied, “What type of race shaming shit are you talking about?” (Vida 14:03–14:06).

Lastly, in Vida, the viewer can observe multifaceted languaging practices that portray the varied linguistic reality in Latinx communities, ranging from Emma’s aforementioned use of a standardized variety of Spanish to Lyn’s difficulties engaging in Spanish in certain contexts primarily due to her linguistic insecurity and being shamed for supposedly not speaking Spanish well. Moreover, in the last paragraph, there were examples of language associated with race categories, such as “Whitetina” Page 162 →and “prieta.” Also relevant is that the series includes languaging practices of queer Latinx people, especially with certain lexical items. Below are three examples.

First, in season 1, episode 1, Emma is angry when she finds out about Vidalia’s partner, Eddy, with whom they may need to share the profits from selling the building. The following exchange took place between Emma and Lyn:


Emma: “Over my dead body. I’ll take that carpetmuncher to all the courts before letting that happen.”

Lyn: “You’re sounding very homophobic right now.”

Emma: “Please understand that I give zero fucks that Vidalia was batting for the tortilleras ‘lesbians’” (Vida 2018–20, 20:26–20:39).



Furthermore, in season 3, episode 6, when Emma confronts her father at the church he ministers, she yells at the congregation that she is his daughter and “soy marimacha ‘lesbian’” (Vida 15:59). In the character of Emma, we observe a display of dynamic and complex languaging practices in which she can utilize several linguistic resources at her disposal that include switching between languages and registers as well as the use of colloquial derogatory language as in the examples of “carpetmuncher” and “marimacha.” Given the complexity of Emma’s character, who does not fit neatly into one identity category, it is quite suitable for her languaging practices to be represented as multilayered as well. This representation of Emma’s languaging is in stark contrast to other characters in the series.

Second, another word that emerges in a few instances in the series is Marcos’ use of jotería, a Mexican Spanish term that refers to behaviors perceived as gay and/or gender non-conforming, mostly applied to effeminate actions. For example, in season 1, episode 5, Marcos said, “…to not frighten la gente ‘people’ with my usual jotería ‘queerness’” (Vida 6:49–6:52). In this case, his jotería would have involved dressing in more feminine clothes as well as putting on makeup and earrings as he does in other scenes in the series. Marcos also used it to refer to a gay wedding in season 2, episode 3, by commenting, “Sit here in front of Amanda. She’s already crying y ni ha comenzado la jotería ‘and the (gay) wedding has not begun’” (Vida 13:19–13:22). In this scene, Marcos’ innovative use of jotería to describe the wedding is interesting, as it can be indicative of a reclaiming of the word to describe a joyous occasion.Page 163 →

Third, in season 2, episode 9, the viewer observes the use of the non-binary morpheme -x, which is in contrast to Spanish canonical gender forms that designate nouns ending in -o for masculine and -a for feminine, when Eddy said goodbye to a friend, “Ok, amigx ‘friend.’ Te wacho ‘I will see you later’” while wearing a tee-shirt with the word “Pochx” (Vida 9:20–9:21). The use of -x or -e (e.g., Latinx, Latine), which refers to inclusive language, or el lenguaje inclusivo in Spanish, has gained some relative use among certain Latinx demographics with the goal of being gender and LGBTQ-inclusive (Noe-Bustamente et al. 2020, 6). The use of “Pochx” on the tee-shirt is a good example of how language captures intersectionality, as it refers to a reclamation of the pejorative term for Mexican American, as illustrated with Eddy’s Spanish-English code-meshing in “te wacho” and their non-binary gender expression throughout the series. Of relevance as well is that the use of lenguaje inclusivo in the United States has been controversial within Latinx communities, as people in the media have argued that, in particular, the use of -x does not align with Spanish phonotactic rules, thereby making it challenging to pronounce (Lopez Torregosa 2021, 2). Others have argued that the use of lenguaje inclusivo has derived from academia and activist groups and has become politicized to the point that the governor of Arkansas issued an executive order to ban its use in government documents (Villegas 2023, 1). Therefore, Eddy’s use of lenguaje inclusivo is highly relevant, as it can contribute to Eddy’s sociopolitical marginalization within the same community through the manifestation of innovative languaging practices that seek to validate queer bodies and identities.



Conclusion

This essay examined how three recent Latinx artistic productions represented diverse Latinx experiences of racialized and queer intersections with a particular focus on the languaging practices of its characters. The three case studies in this essay—In the Heights, Gentefied, and Vida—included racialized and queer Latinx characters, which is a testament to an effort to portray the lived experiences of different Latinx people. However, the complexity and deconstruction of such racialized and queer bodies fall within a continuum ranging from superficial to multifaceted representations. For example, in In the Heights, racialized identities are not challenged. Instead, Page 164 →there is an acceptance of a purported harmonious racially hybrid identity in order to support a generic sociopolitical project of Latinidad. By contrast, Whiteness is challenged in Vida in its association with colonizing tendencies manifested through the gentrification of the local Latinx community. This challenge of Whiteness is also extended to Latinx individuals in the same community who were perceived as endorsing gentrification efforts by even labeling them as Whitetinos. The use of Whitetinos in the series represents innovative languaging practices that depict multifaceted intra-group sociopolitical struggles in contemporary Latinx communities. Along these lines, while In the Heights minimizes the representation of intra-group sociopolitical struggles and differences, both Gentefied and Vida, to different extents, and in part due to being series with more space to explore these issues, made more progress in delving into how racialized and queer Latinx characters navigated these thick intersectionalities. These productions underscored the tension these characters confront of feeling both a sense of belonging and exclusion from these different physical and imagined communities. As such, visually and linguistically capturing this tension can delegitimize hierarchical and discriminatory practices that uphold Whiteness and heteronormativity as unmarked categories within Latinx communities. Therefore, in moving forward to increase diverse Latinx voices in mainstream media, the funding of future artistic productions is needed to allow creatives to continue developing pluri-identitary Latinx representations that, instead of conforming to a single brand of Latinidad, offer more complex narratives consisting of thick intersectionalities that lead to a framework of Latinidades.
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Chapter 8

Casting Spells with Melody: The Ascension of Yma Sumac to the Throne of Exotica in the 1950s

Luis F. Paredes

Wheaton College


Yma Sumac was an incredibly talented performer who rose to fame in the mid-20th century. Her unique vocal abilities, combined with an aura of enchantment and mystery, contributed to her global recognition after an extraordinary performance at the Hollywood Bowl in August 1950 (Gajanan 2016). Sumac’s prowess was not solely the result of practice; her persona was carefully crafted through intricate legends and allegories. It was claimed that she was descended from Atahualpa, the last king of the Inca Empire, which portrayed her talent as divine and innate. These narratives added to the mystique surrounding her, which only grew as her fame escalated throughout the 1950s. Audiences across the globe also suggested that Sumac’s performances channeled divine and extraterrestrial melodies, making her more than just a performer but an ineffable vessel. The captivating stories surrounding Sumac intertwined tradition, sacrifice, and culture, creating a mesmerizing tale that captured the global imagination. This chapter critically examines Yma Sumac’s life and career in the 1950s, which began over 80 years ago and left a lasting impression on the music industry. Her enduring allure and timeless vocal qualities continue to attract those who appreciate the talents of the chosen few. It also explores Page 168 →the complex and fascinating interplay between Sumac’s prodigious talent, the colonized narratives surrounding her, the power dynamics navigating borderlands, and the global fame she achieved by singing a detailed portrait of her artistic fantasy.

The rise of Yma Sumac to the throne of Exotica in the 1950s is not just a story of musical forte but a significant narrative of cultural intersection and identity fluidity. This chapter argues that Yma Sumac’s artistry embodies the concept of “third space” hybridity (Bhabha 1994). This framework suggests that cultural production can emerge from various influences, identities, and experiences, creating new transcultural forms. Sumac’s unmatched vocal range, her Andean heritage, and the “exotic” persona created by the U.S. entertainment industry provide a rich tapestry for exploring this amalgamation. Her career is a case study of how art can cross cultural boundaries, challenge binary perceptions of identity, and foster a complex, multilayered understanding of cultural belonging. By delving into Sumac’s musical innovations, public persona, and the narratives constructed by and about her, this chapter aims to unravel the intricacies of her “borderlands” contribution to global music culture and her embodiment of a “third space” identity.


From Singing in the Andes to Concert Halls

Yma Sumac’s journey from the Andean mountains to the global stage, her adoption of an exotic persona, and the fusion of Andean musical traditions with Western orchestral arrangements in her music represent a strategic essentialist negotiation of culture and resistance against Western cultural hegemony (Spivak 1988). Sumac’s career exemplifies a deliberate act of cultural fusion, leveraging the global music industry’s exoticism fetish to introduce Andean musical traditions within a predominantly Western musical discourse. Her use of “strategic essentialism” can be interpreted as a deliberate choice to emphasize certain aspects of her heritage as a way to push back against cultural domination, thereby ensuring her perspective contributes to a more varied global narrative. By engaging in strategic essentialism, as defined by Gayatri Spivak (1988), Sumac established a unique artistic identity and challenged the industry’s tendency toward cultural uniformity. Her tactical engagement with exoticism subverted the music industry’s otherizing gaze by embracing and amplifying the “exotic” Page 169 →within her stage persona and music, negotiating her way into the global cultural arena, and ensuring her artistic voice and cultural heritage’s visibility amidst a landscape inclined toward homogenization and stereotype. Yma Sumac created spaces where Andean music is heard and celebrated as essential to the world’s musical diversity. This helped to counteract the adverse effects of Western cultural domination and promoted a more diverse and inclusive musical global culture.

Yma Sumac’s originality embodies Homi K. Bhabha’s (1994) concept of cultural negotiation as a “third space” where new meanings emerge and cultural identities are negotiated. This mixture challenges reductive binaries of authentic versus inauthentic and traditional versus modern, presenting Sumac’s work as a pioneering artistic expression that transcends beyond cultural boundaries and enriches both spheres. For Bhabha (1994), “being in the ‘beyond,’ then, is to inhabit an intervening space […] But to dwell ‘in the beyond’ is also to be part of a revisionary time, a return to the present to redescribe our cultural contemporaneity, to reinscribe our human, historic commonality; to touch the future on its hither side” (7). Yma Sumac gained global popularity through this particular process…of becoming. She cultivated and curated memory and ancestral “otherness” to then amplify and popularize them.

Her journey from the Andean highlands to concert halls worldwide represents a dynamic cultural negotiation and co-productive process. Her early exposure to traditional Andean music and folklore laid the groundwork for her later innovations in the Exotica genre. Sumac’s transition to the global stage was marked by the deliberate cultivation of an “exotic” image intertwined with claims of Incan royalty crafted to captivate Western audiences. This section examines the layers of Sumac’s musical and personal identity and how her art reflected and reshaped cultural perceptions. Her debut album, Voice of the Xtabay (1950), symbolizes the fusion of rhythms and histories, forging a new musical expression that defied traditional categorization. The album’s success underlined Sumac’s role as a mediator between different musical traditions, embodying “third space” hybridity through her innovative synthesis of genres.

Yma Sumac was a Peruvian singer born Zoila Emperatriz Chávarri Castillo on September 13, 1922. She became globally renowned in the 1950s for her unique singing style and exceptional vocal range. Her voice could traverse across various octaves and quickly produce out-of-this-world sounds. “Yma Sumac used her voice like an odd, hybrid orchestral Page 170 →instrument or like a painter’s palette, creating utterly unparalleled works of aural art. An improvisationalist, she was able to ornament her music with subtle grace and elegance” (Limansky 2008, 1). Sumac and her voice belong to the world of legends and magic. She possessed a distinct vocal quality characterized by a deep, rich tone that exuded a sense of calm and power. Her high notes were also crisp and sharp, reminiscent of the sound produced by a coloratura soprano, resulting in a nearly otherworldly auditory experience. With her unmatched vocal range and captivating performances and Lex Baster as the producer of her first album, she became the queen of the Exotica genre in the 1950s. In his book, El pájaro que se transformó en mujer: Yma Súmac, la hija del sol (2022), Elton Honores traces the beginning of the diva’s artistic trailblazing in Peru and Latin America before her global career took off in the United States. He states: “Yma Sumac’s musical career began in the 1940s. Her ascent in Peru was swift, and her musical resonance reached other latitudes of the continent, mainly Argentina and Brazil, before making the trip to the United States, where she needed to adapt the musical project to achieve global success” (translation by author 61). Sumac’s music often featured traditional Andean and South American music elements. She became a “world music” trendsetter at the peak of her Hollywood career, ubiquitously embracing the fusion of divergent genres and sounds, magnifying a distinctive and enthralling style. “She was purposefully shrouded in mystery, and in that veil of ambiguity, she was boldly presented to a hungry world […] For millions of people in the 1950s, her name was synonymous with ‘magic.’ Yma Sumac was the dream incarnate— exotic and beautiful, mystifying and sexy” (Limansky 2008, 6). Even after passing on November 1, 2008, Yma Sumac’s influence as an extraordinary vocalist, musician, and fashion icon inspires musicians worldwide. Her precedence awakens the curiosity of these millennial youngsters to become immediate starstruck fans.

The traditional music of the Andes Mountain region in South America is known as Andina music. This music is deeply rooted in the indigenous cultures of the Andean peoples, and it spans several countries, including Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, Colombia, and parts of Chile and Argentina. Between 1900 and 1920, Western colonial musical borrowings influenced what is currently known as Andean music (Petrozzi 2009, 80). The music of the Andes is known for its matchless sound created by exceptional instruments like the quena, charango, and zampoñas. This music is characterized by its rich melodies, rhythmic patterns, and use of pentatonic Page 171 →scales, making it easily recognizable (Turino 2004, 141). Andean music is traditionally played during festive celebrations, religious ceremonies, and agricultural rituals. It reflects the close relationship between the Andean people and their natural environment, expressing themes related to nature, spirituality, and cultural traditions. The lyrics frequently cover love, nature, social issues, and historical events.

Moreover, Andean music is part of the nationalist fabric known as Peruvian folklore, structured and symbolically attached to the national identity through the elitist indigenismo movement. “Indigenismo was a series of intellectual movements on the part of non- ‘Indians,’ dating from the 1850s in Lima and the provinces, that from different social and political perspectives sought to place the ‘Indian’ as a central focus of study, identity construction, and, sometimes political action” (Mendoza 2000, 49). Andean music plays a significant role in preserving and promoting Andean folklore’s cultural identity and the Incan tradition’s reverberation. It helps maintain indigenous communities’ traditional music and heritage (Mendoza 2000, 53). Present artists like Inti-Illimani (Chile), Los Kjarkas (Bolivia), and, in particular, Yma Sumac have played significant roles in continuing the modern popularity of Andean music worldwide. She “…compos[ed] melodies reminiscent of a primitive or pre-modern world (animal, guttural, deep or very high-pitched voices), but which also embodi[ed] that latent Andean force” (Translation by author, Honores 2022, 57).

Yma Sumac’s paradox resulted from a well-crafted Incan royal lineage and Peruvian mystique, perfectly matching her incredible vocal abilities—a gift and a curse. Her first Capitol Records album, Voice of the Xtabay (Sumac 1950), described her as an ancestral and unnatural goddess:


Small wonder that in the mysterious land of the Incas, Yma Sumac assumed an almost deified position as ‘the bird who became a woman’ and the ‘voice of the earthquake.’ No one in her native village of Ichoacán, 16,000 feet high in the Andes of Peru, had ever heard such a voice in human form when this ‘chosen maiden’ sang at their annual festivals of the sun.



Even her birthplace is a mystery. Her birth certificate states that she was born in Callao, the constitutional province of Peru, adjacent to Lima. However, her mythical story begins high in the Andes mountains, in the village of Ichoacán in Cajamarca. Her voice and impressive range of four octaves and a half allowed her to quickly move between deep, low tones Page 172 →and high, piercing notes. Her performances had an unearthly quality that captivated audiences wherever she performed. A 1941 note from the leading Peruvian newspaper, El Comercio, cited in Honores’ book, affirmed the following about the diva:


Graceful and likable young Indian artist whom Nature has extraordinarily endowed with a rich, broad, and sonorous soprano voice with a very high pitch that allows her to emit high-pitched notes of very clear timbre. Imma Sumack [her artistic name before changing it to Yma Sumac in 1950] sings like little birds without having had any training or school of any kind. She sings in the most natural […] [simple and spontaneous] artistic way—entirely self-taught—free of all academic influence and from all the ways and resources of ‘Bel canto’ operatic […] (Translation by the author, Honores 2022, 80).



During Yma Sumac’s foray into the U.S. entertainment industry, she experienced a significant shift in her artistry. However, her transformation was marred by the industry’s pervasive tendency to sensationalize and exploit nonwhiteness or otherness. While Sumac may have initiated this trend, it was amplified and popularized by the authority of Hollywood. As she navigated her diva status, she was aware of herself becoming the spectacle to entire White audiences across the global north. To achieve a high level of recognition, she had to navigate the intricate and challenging expectations of the industry, as well as counter the Orientalist caprices perpetuated by the dominant white gaze. Yma Sumac’s transformation and adaptation to the demands of the U.S. entertainment industry demonstrates how Orientalist tropes, as discussed by Edward W. Said, played out in real life. The use of her stage name, derived from the Quechua language and meaning “the most beautiful,” is an example of the exoticism of other cultures, a key feature of Orientalist ideology. This deliberate change aimed to create a glamorous image that would appeal to Western audiences fascinated by the mystique of cultures perceived as vastly different from their own.

Despite being an agent in her transformation, Yma Sumac faced immense pressure and the rapid “evolution” of her image in the entertainment industry and a broader cultural authority. Hollywood, which benefited from crafting narratives of otherness, dominated these forces. Said’s observation highlights the fact that women, especially those from Page 173 →non-Western backgrounds, were often cast in roles and personas that served the fantasies of a predominantly White male audience (Said 1979, 207–208). This was not just about observing other cultures but also about possessing, controlling, and presenting them in ways that catered to Western expectations and desires.

Yma Sumac’s vocal skill was showcased in her U.S. album, Voice of the Xtabay, boosting her to international success. The album featured her powerful and expressive voice, marrying autochthonous Andean sounds with instrumental arrangements. Through her vocal stylings, Sumac evoked a sense of mystery, passion, and a deep connection to nature in songs like “Ataypura” (High Andes) and “Tumpa” (Earthquake). While Sumac was introduced as the Incan Princess, the name of this album belongs to the Mayan tradition. The Xtabay is linked to Mayan folklore and mythology, particularly in Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula. According to the Mayan tradition and romanticized even more by the album’s back cover, the Xtabay is a mythical female entity or supernatural being renowned for her captivating allure. She is believed to take on the guise of a stunningly beautiful woman and is known to entice men toward the wilderness or near water bodies with her glamorous presence and mesmeric beauty. In the case of Sumac, it was her fascinating vocal range: “[…] her voice calls to you in every whisper of the wind. The lure of her unknown love becomes ever stronger, and a virgin who might have consumed your nights with tender caresses now seems less than the dry leaves of winter” (Sumac, Voice of the Xtabay, 1950). This was the beginning of her freak artistry and “exotic” embodiment. “The Voice of the Xtabay is so clearly odd, a kitsch eccentricity that nevertheless endures through its originality, that the question of authenticity refuses to be heard. The music depicts a mystery that archeology and other sciences of disinterment can only spoil” (Toop 1999, 73). From this point on, Yma Sumac’s artistic trajectory was significantly impacted by the fantasies of the White gaze, which presented her as an “exotic other” and played a significant role in her rise to fame. She possessed a bold beauty, an overwhelming air of confidence, and an impressive vocal register. It was impossible not to admire her. This gaze was a combination of imperialist fascination, misconceptions, and oversimplified stereotypes about indigenous cultures and their people. Nevertheless, it allowed her to showcase her unique blend of traditional Peruvian, Afro-Caribbean, and Western styles to a global audience.Page 174 →

Yma Sumac was keenly aware of her era’s prevalent stereotyping, exoticization, and assimilation expectations. However, she did not passively accept these dynamics and instead demonstrated a deep understanding of the industry’s expectancies and the audience’s reverie. Her approach toward “mimicry reveals something in so far as it is distinct from what might be called an itself that is behind. The effect of mimicry is camouflage…It is not a question of harmonizing with the background, but against a mottled background, of becoming mottled—exactly like the technique of camouflage practiced in human warfare” (Lacan 1977, 99). Sumac’s tactical navigation of this landscape resulted in her embracing the constructed “exotic” image and creating a niche for herself in an industry that lacked Latinx artists. In her crafted story, her voice—her most precious instrument—played a dual role as both the protagonist and antagonist, creating a paradoxical effect on her already fabled upbringing.

Yma Sumac boasted of having a vocal range of “five octaves” during her lifetime. However, experts measured her range to be four-and-a-half octaves in her Capitol Records albums, which is still extraordinarily impressive (Martin 2008; McLellan 2008; Limansky 2008, 75); but, interestingly, according to John Haley (2012), in her live recordings, she reached the bewitching five octaves. Her vocal technique and style go beyond the conventional limits of any particular vocal category. She is both unique and inimitable. Regardless of her concocted or exact five-octave range, her “natural” prowess produced a vast range of notes across a broad spectrum. More remarkable, she self-taught exceptional vocal control, flexibility, and technique, including her musical expression, tone, and interpretation, which also played a significant role in her overall performance and artistry. This versatility enabled her to perform robust, dramatic pieces and intricate, agile passages associated with coloratura singing. In the 1953 recording of “Chuncho” (Forest Creatures), Sumac offered:


[…] a display of wide vocal range as well as unusual vocal effects that imitate jungle sounds, on commercial records, ‘Chuncho’ contains Sumac’s highest recorded note, a briefly held C# above Double High C, following on an impossibly high trill. This high note is up in the top octave of the piano keyboard, where even operatic coloratura sopranos do not venture in performance. However, most of the piece lies in what is obviously a comfort zone for Sumac, the octave below Middle C, from which she can surprise us with excursions up to her extraordinary high range (Haley 2012).



Page 175 →She showcased her skill as a “triple coloratura” by executing rapid vocal runs, ornamentation, and leaps between notes with precision and control, demonstrating her mastery of the intricate vocal techniques characteristic of the coloratura style, embracing her own developed singing technique. She created this style; to this day, she has been the only one to make the sound of birds chirping. In 1956, she achieved the Guinness World Record for having the greatest vocal range value. Yma Sumac’s voice range became the extraordinary ingredient to her mythical emergence, heritage, and fabricated deity dexterity. There is a certain intangible quality to her vocal delivery that may elicit profound and inexplicable sensations of a gentle dread and mysterious beauty. Her vocal projection is commanding and seemingly ageless.

Yma Sumac gained widespread recognition for her exceptional vocal range and unique fashion sense, which propelled her to international fame following her debut with Capitol Records. Her captivating and extravagant performances added to her mystique and intrigue, with some speculating about her potential Incan royal lineage based on her impressive talents:


Capitol decided that since Yma was such an obviously enigmatic and exotic singer, both in manner and in her repertoire, they would build on this to create an equally unusual and exotic product for the American people. The recording firm was taking a chance with the strange, unknown singer but decided to use all their imagination and creativity in solving the problem of making her accessible to the American public. New clothes, make-up techniques, and jewelry were deliberated on and then carefully selected for Yma, and her diet was intensified. Yma soon carried only 110 pounds on her 5-foot, 1-inch frame (Limansky 2008, 36).



Sumac’s career was a product of colonial proclivities, often celebrated as benevolent and democratic. However, her approach to meeting the entertainment industry’s norms and expectations was greatly influenced by the desire for Exotica. This highlights the impact of societal norms and expectations on Sumac’s artistry and creative output.

She was made “exotic,” wearing colorful and decorated costumes inspired by various cultures and historical periods. Her stage outfits included detailed headpieces, sequined gowns, and intricate jewelry, all carefully designed to match her larger-than-life persona. Sumac’s fashion style reflected her Peruvian heritage by blending traditional Andean patterns and fabrics into her outfits and album covers. She took pride in Page 176 →displaying her cultural roots through her clothing, honoring indigenous craftsmanship, and celebrating the rich heritage of her homeland. Yma Sumac’s exceptional fashion sense complemented her singing talent and became essential to her artistic identity. Sumac’s influence went beyond the realms of stage and fashion. Her remarkable talent and unique fashion sense enabled her to go beyond boundaries and mesmerize people worldwide. She emerged as a cultural ambassador for Peru, introducing global audiences to a mysterious musical heritage and beauty, and as noted by Carmen Salazar-Soler (2014), “[…] the constructed image and propagation was a mixture of exoticism, Incaism, and primitivism” (12). Sumac’s music and persona perpetuate stereotypes about indigenous cultures. This is evident in her album covers and performances, where she is often depicted in lavish Incan-inspired outfits, which is symptomatic of the colonial gaze. This theatricalization of indigenous culture can be seen as cultural appropriation, where complex and diverse cultural elements are reduced to palatable, simplified forms for a Western audience. Regardless, Yma Sumac became a sort of cultural ambassador, bringing her version of the sounds Page 177 →and styles of her Peruvian heritage into the global spotlight, but often within the constraints of Western anticipations and stereotypes. Despite these inconveniences, she persevered as an emblem of artistic excellence, cultural pride, and the power of self-expression.


[image: Photograph showing the Voice of the Xtabay album cover shot, 1950.]

Figure 8.1. Voice of the Xtabay album cover shot, 1950. Tom Kelley, photographer.
Photo Official Yma Sumac Archives / Damon Devine.





Singing In-between Borderlands

Yma Sumac’s life and music resonate with Anzaldúa’s “borderlands”—a metaphorical space of existence between cultures, languages, and histories. Sumac lived and thrived in these spaces, her art reflecting the complexities and possibilities of life across and beyond rigid cultural demarcations. This borderland existence allowed Sumac to forge a unique path that celebrated cultural diversity, challenged essentialist notions of identity, and advocated for a more inclusive understanding of cultural heritage and artistic expression. Her career’s impact and legacy extend beyond her time, paving the way for future artists to explore and express intermixing identities. Her innovative melding of genres and styles expanded the global music industry’s horizons and offered a template for cultural pride and resistance against dominant cultural narratives.

The narratives surrounding Yma Sumac’s identity, from her mythicized Incan ancestry to her portrayal as a global music icon, demonstrate the fluidity of cultural identities in the postcolonial world. By navigating the expectations of her diverse audiences, Sumac achieved international acclaim and challenged the essentialist notions of cultural purity and authenticity. Her performances and public persona illustrated the possibilities of cultural intersectionality, where traditional and modern, indigenous and global, could coexist and enrich one another. This section delves into the complexities of Sumac’s career, exploring how her music and image were shaped by and, in turn, shaped the cultural currents of her time. Through her, we see the embodiment of in-betweenness, where art becomes a conduit for transcultural dialogue and innovation. Sumac’s legacy lies in her extraordinary vocal talent and ability to inhabit and express the interstitial spaces between cultures, challenging us to rethink transnational and cultural identity boundaries.

While highlighting her talent, the success of Yma Sumac’s music also exemplifies imperialistic and patriarchal power dynamics, especially those relating to the socialization of becoming, belonging, and the creation of Page 178 →boundaries. Having the dominant cultural influence, U.S. imperialism determined what façades of non-Western cultures were deemed “attractive” or “valuable.” Thus, Sumac’s music was essentially shaped and defined by the tastes and interests of Western audiences rather than being a genuine representation of her more “authentic” embodiment of Peruvian indigenous music. Yma Sumac’s cultural background and artistic expression reflect the diversity of her identity existing in-between borderlands. Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) reminds us that “living on borders and in margins, keeping intact one’s shifting and multiple identity and integrity, is like trying to swim in a new element, and ‘alien’ element” (preface). Upon her arrival in the United States, her self-created exoticism mixed and merged various cultures, giving rise to her unique persona. Borderlands are regions or spaces where diverse cultures, languages, and histories converge. Sumac’s cultural background in Peru, influenced by its indigenous heritage, Spanish colonialism, and varied regional traditions, gave her a strong cultural basis. Andean folk traditions, Peruvian criollo music, and other global influences inspired her music. She created a distinct musical fusion that blurred the lines between various genres and cultural identities. However, as noted by Peruvian anthropologist Zoila Mendoza:


Yma Sumac’s career embodied many of the contradictions that emerge when the international desire to consume exoticism clashes with the realities of traditional or indigenous cultures. Yma was not allowed by her manager-husband [Moisés Vivanco] and the recording and movie industries to develop the art that led her to popularity at home and in Latin America in the first place. It is hard to know how much she was complicit in the transformation of her art into the oddity that it became… (Mendoza 2013).



Her voice traced these borderlands as an “exploitative emphasis… […] originally put to the service of Peruvian folk melodies, […] now promoted as a gimmick in itself” (Limansky 2008, 35). Her extravaganza reflected the borderlands since “humans fear the supernatural, both the undivine (the animal impulses such as sexuality, the unconscious, the unknown, the alien) and the divine (the superhuman, the god in us)” (Anzaldúa 1987, 17). Sumac was a diverse cultural expression that intersected and created innovative and dynamic artistry phenomena unmatched today. Her music transcended audiences through its originality, expressiveness, Page 179 →and blending of different musical traditions. Yma Sumac showcased her imposing vocal range and distributed pieces of “culture” with the world while simultaneously making it exciting. This led to a universal appeal that crossed national and cultural borders; nevertheless, this transcultural appeal was enhanced by the “exotic” persona that Hollywood partly fashioned.

The borderlands influenced Yma Sumac’s sense of style. Her stage costumes blended indigenous Andean motifs, royalty-inspired styles, and Hollywood glamour, creating a unique visual identity. In 2010, high fashion V Magazine “declared Yma Sumac one of the top 10 most important international fashion icons of all time” (yma-sumac.com/trivia). Her extravagant attire embodied a fusion of cultural aesthetics, making her stand out. The idea of borderlands in Sumac’s cultural expression shows how cultural identities and artistic forms can change and evolve. However, this evolution can be seen as a cultural commodity, often essentialized to nurture exoticism and specialized branding. “The ‘commodification of culture’ is often a positive mechanism in the pursuit of authenticity—a means in the quest for the ‘the true self,’ individual and collective, through the appropriation of pastness” (Xie, cited in Comaroff and Comaroff 2009, 9). It acknowledges that cultural representation is a mix of different traditions that create something unique, perhaps original, however ever-changing (Hall 1990). Sumac’s music and fashion showcase the borderlands as a place where various cultures meet and transform each other through a look at tradition and mysticism, as was the case for her claimed Incan status. In 1955, she became a naturalized U.S. citizen (yma-sumac.com/timeline). As she continued to navigate the standards of her new home, her artistic expression reminded us of the importance of embracing cultural diversity, celebrating mixed identities, and breaking free from traditional labels to create something new and innovative.

To understand Zoila Emperatriz Chávarri Castillo’s hybridity and the complexity of Yma Sumac, her alter ego, I am analyzing her colonized subject representation and reading her artistry through a postcolonial lens to identify her time and space’s cultural and political clashes. For Sumac’s artistry, “hybridity…is a problematic of colonial representation and individuation that reverses the effects of the colonialist disavowal, so that other ‘denied’ knowledges enter upon the dominant discourse and estrange the basis of its authority…” (Bhabha 1994, 114). Her multilayered identity and how indigeneity is represented in relation to colonialism within the Page 180 →context of Yma Sumac is complex and requires careful examination. By simply being Peruvian, Sumac positioned herself as having aristocratic descent and was a one-of-a-kind eccentric figure during the rise of Exotica music. Her link to a fantastic ancestry is often connected with the stories surrounding her persona and the enigma she created. Although there is limited historical documentation about her youth and family background, Sumac embraced having an extraordinary lineage that traced back to the Inca royalty, which was even backed up by the Peruvian consulate of New York in 1946 (cited in Limansky 2008, 73). “Taking Yma’s Peruvian heritage in hand, press agents built upon the Incan theme with a vengeance […] bejeweled, mysterious, deified, she was recreated into a Peruvian relic” (Limansky 2008, 37). As per popular narratives and Sumac’s claims, she depicted herself as an Inca princess or a descendant of Inca nobility. She often shared stories about her ancestral connections to the ancient Inca civilization (as in all her Capitol Records albums), adding mystique and allure to her persona. For example, on the back covers of her first three albums, the following is said about her mysticism, respectively:


Born high in the Peruvian Andes, a descendant of the last Incan kings, Yma Sumac spent her childhood literally ‘talking’ with the birds, the beasts, the winds, the sound of life and nature surrounding the little village of Ichoacán. While still a small girl she began taking part in the religious services of the sun-worshipping Indians and became almost deified by them (Sumac, Voice of the Xtabay, 1950, LP re-release, 1956).

A native Peruvian and direct descendant of the Inca kings, Miss Sumac draws the inspiration for this new album from her colorful background and heritage. The ancient Incas worshipped the Sun God and the Moon Goddess Quilla. Every year the most beautiful maidens were selected to become virgins of the sun, serving in the convent which rivaled in the splendor of the Inca’s palace (Sumac, Legend of the Sun Virgin, 1952).

For three thousand years, music has played a vital role in every activity of Incan life, and musicians have been the most honored members of the Inca community. Yma Sumac brings to the outside world the fullness and beauty of her people’s spirits, singing traditional chants in a voice of magnificent range and emotional power (Sumac, Inca Taqui, 1953).



These claims contributed to the saga encompassing her career and increased the fascination surrounding her artistry. However, it is essential to note that the accuracy of these claims is uncertain and subject to Page 181 →speculation. Historical evidence regarding Sumac’s ancestry is limited, and it is challenging to establish concrete genealogical connections to Inca royalty—it was a Hollywood fabrication mustered with the remote and mysterious. The narratives proximate to her mythological ancestry should be viewed within the context of her persona as an artist and performer. Despite the uncertainty of her claims, Sumac’s acceptance of a mythical ancestral lineage added an element of mystique and exoticism to her image. It served as a storytelling technique that captivated audiences and contributed to the attraction of her performances, primarily through the Western gaze. The mythical ancestry associated with Sumac demonstrates the power of invented storytelling as a tradition (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983) and mythmaking in shaping her artist’s persona. Carolina Miranda from the Los Angeles Times asserted that: “Sumac could have gone down in the history books as a musical footnote, but the combination of her beauty, her unusual music, and the colorful stories that surrounded her transformed her into a legend with a devoted cult following. Sumac’s mythical ancestry, regardless of its historical accuracy, remains a captivating aspect of her persona and artistry” (Miranda 2017). The enigmatic quality of her vocal performance added a compelling dimension to her artistic expression and contributed significantly to the enduring impact of her work.

To better understand Yma Sumac’s artistry and cultural impact, I am analyzing four key aspects: identity, representation, power dynamics, and commodification, as these were the mechanisms Sumac had to understand to navigate the societal pressure to exist as a cultural fantasy. While her voice, fashion, and make-up were notable features of her artistry, it is essential also to consider how Western perspectives viewed her as an enigmatic colonial object. We can better understand Yma Sumac’s work and significance by examining these dimensions. I am associating the above vital aspects as musical notes to emphasize how Yma Sumac negotiated to live in the “borderlands” and the “third space” as an immigrant, artist, and Latina.


[image: Color photograph of Yma Sumac at the Cotillion Room, New York City, 1952.]

Figure 8.2. Yma Sumac color shot, Cotillion Room, New York City, 1952.
Photo Official Yma Sumac Archives / Damon Devine.




The Note of Indigeneity

Yma Sumac, in her journey from the Andean highlands to the global stage, represented a state of “nepantilism,” a term coined by Gloria Anzaldúa (1987), “[an Aztec word] meaning torn between ways, la mestiza is a product of the transfer of the cultural and spiritual values of one Page 182 →group to another. Being tricultural, monolingual, bilingual, or multilingual, speaking a patois, and in a state of perpetual transition, the mestiza faces the dilemma of the mixed breed […]” (78). Sumac’s music, which blended traditional Andean and modern Western sounds, exemplified Page 183 →the “nepantilism” experience and reflected the complex process of cultural negotiation and identity formation in a globalized world. This land in the middle encapsulated Sumac’s artistic fusion and her journey of cultural and self-exploration amidst the expectations and imaginations of her diverse audiences. Sumac’s music celebrated the diversity of indigenous cultural expressions and increased global awareness and appreciation for indigenous music. The artist program from Inca Concerts, Inc. in the mid-1950s offers a concise yet comprehensive summary of Sumac’s career. Although it is a romanticized portrayal of her life, the program also explains and validates Yma Sumac’s “exotic” reputation: “Yma Sumac, possessor of the world’s most thrilling voice, is the fulfillment of a prophecy made over one-thousand years ago. The chosen maiden of the Sun God is a 20th-century legend. Yma Sumac, direct descendant of Atahualpa, last of the Inca Kings, is today’s most talked of personality” (“Yma Sumac with Moisés Vivanco,” Inca Concerts, Inc, unknown year).

It is not uncommon for individuals to gravitate toward a particular culture’s more sensational or unusual qualities rather than acknowledging its intricacies and diversity. Yma Sumac, hailing from a Peruvian background, incorporated traditional Andean elements into her music and fashion, significantly shaping her unique image; later, her diva persona combined couture and glamour fashion into her repertoire. However, this appropriation associates her career and identity with the other, the “exotic.” While Yma Sumac celebrated the beauty of Peruvian culture and paid homage to her heritage, her portrayal sometimes perpetuated stereotypical and Westernized views of “exotic” cultures. As noted, Sumac’s representation of Peruvian folklore was, in many ways, packaged for global north consumption. Her fusion of genres of music invoked an idealized, often simplified, and stereotyped version of a static and mythical Peruvian past, which was also criticized in Peru, primarily by White-mestizo local Peruvian intellectuals of the time, including the novelist and indigenismo literary leader, José María Arguedas, her most intense anti-critic, who accused her of commodifying and distorting Peruvian folklore, without really knowing it (Arguedas, cited in Honores 2022, 136–137). Adding to this more extensive criticism was her U.S. naturalization on July 22, 1955. “The naturalization was taken negatively not only by the intellectuals of Lima but also by agents of the musical milieu” (translation by the author, Honores 2022, 155). About the resentments from the literary sector of Lima about her art, Yma Sumac stated:


Page 184 →The music that I sing […] has its Peruvian base and its Peruvian motives. Moisés Vivanco has had to stylize it, adapt it to modern taste, and give it unique accents. Thinking about what was autochthonous was going to fail, and we had to clean up the monotony of our vernacular music. And so, it was done. Peruvian music with modern harmonies […] (Translation by the author, El Comercio, April 4, 1953, cited in Honores 2022, 112).



During this societal and cultural transformation period in Peru, Yma Sumac gained recognition and acclaim. Nevertheless, her distinctive fusion of indigenous sounds with contemporary musical styles challenged traditionalists who adhered to established norms within Peruvian music. Nonetheless, Sumac’s music is a testament to the beauty of cultural combination and innovation. Her larger-than-life persona and theatrical performances raised questions about authenticity and cultural representation. Some traditionalists felt that her blending of indigenous influences with modern elements was not a true reflection of traditional Peruvian music. This debate over authenticity sparked criticism and skepticism among those who held more purist views of indigenous cultural expressions. The entertainment industry crafted Yma Sumac’s image to cater to Western desires and commercial demands. Specific individuals in Peru viewed her opulent stage outfits, intricate headdresses, and dramatic flair as excessively sensationalized and lacking genuine representation of Peruvian culture. This portrayal was incongruous with the conservative and traditional values some members of Peruvian society upheld. Despite gaining worldwide acclaim for her music, some criticized her for neglecting Peruvian cultural heritage in favor of catering to Western audiences. Traditionalists accused her of prioritizing international fame over championing traditional Peruvian music. Her music became a mixture of plentiful genres, which she catapulted to planetary fame.

Cultures should not be exoticized, as it can perpetuate stereotypes, create an unbalanced power dynamic, and restrict our comprehension of the culture. To truly appreciate a culture, we must acknowledge its intricacies, diversity, and agency. Yma Sumac, an artist, challenged conventional ideas of exoticism through her music and performances, utilizing her platform to promote her Latina identity and Peruvian culture globally while showcasing her vocal abilities. Sumac’s autobiography to the world relied on semi-historical and semi-mythical context, which led to the invention of her unique traditions (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983), and, along with the Page 185 →social expectations of the time, allowed her to amplify and create a puzzling story attached as a justification to her glorious ability—her voice, her most prized instrument. “Through a narrative where fiction and reality are intertwined masterfully, Yma Sumac (“the most beautiful” in Quechua) and Vivanco constitute that they were the vanguard of an entrepreneurial “choledad” who, without support from the state, represented Peru around the world” (McEvoy 2021, 2).1 Considering that she was the product of Moisés Vivanco, her husband, manager, and composer, and the enthusiasts of Capitol Records begs the continuous debates regarding authenticity and agency in artistic expression. Sumac understood how the portrayal of culture influenced her artistic exchange and perception.

Yma Sumac’s use of “exotic” imagery in her performances for Western audiences is equivalent to what she was relegated to as “choledad” in her native Peru. This reflects the same power dynamics at play in both countries, where a preference for the dominant culture, often characterized by Whiteness, is prevalent. Choledad is a phenomenon that highlights the complexities of the national identity in Peru. It is a convergence of power dynamics, social class, ethnicity, and culture. Choledad signifies a reduction state and a space for cultural affirmation and resistance against cultural homogenization and oppression. In cultural expressions like music, art, and fashion, choledad represents pride in indigenous heritage and celebrates Peru’s diverse culture, which is often criticized and retained at the margin of the margin by White Peruvians. As such, Sumac’s repertoire is enthralled in a quadrangular dimension of power imbalances and negotiations: colonialism, cultural appropriation, decolonizing representation, and essentialism, all birthed from within the imperial legacy and the construction of the other, or alien, as stated by Anzaldúa—an essential essence of her cultish fandom.



The Note of Colonialism

The portrayal of indigenous people, especially in the entertainment industry, has been shaped by colonial perspectives and power imbalances. Even in the 1950s, when Yma Sumac gained fame, indigenous cultures were depicted through oversimplified and romanticized lenses that catered to Western ideals and prejudices, similar to how Sumac was portrayed Page 186 →in the Broadway musical, Flahooley (1951), which was not a commercial success; however, it magnified the erotica elements attached to Sumac’s body and talent as racialized and gendered expectations. The play was a satirical take on U.S. capitalism and the Cold War politics of the time. Yma Sumac played an Arabian princess who comes to life from a doll, leveraging her “exotic” persona and astounding vocal abilities. Her artistry involved curating a mysterious and otherworldly experience for her audience, which Western viewers found intriguing. However, how she was presented and perceived as a racialized and gendered identity had Orientalist undertones. Despite this, her talent was not limited by these dynamics. As a newcomer, her immigrant and later naturalized status perpetuated a forever “exotic” objectification.

Similarly, the Hollywood film Secret of the Incas (1954) is notable for being Yma Sumac’s debut, but it also raises questions about its representation of indigenous culture. The movie tells a fictional adventure story set in Peru, featuring Sumac as Kori-Tika, an Incan high priestess. Her casting made sense. After all, she had boasted about her direct connection to Inca royalty. The film showcases Peruvian landscapes and Inca culture as a relic, exemplifying inclinations of the Hollywood era’s representation of non-Western cultures as sensational and “exotic,” whitewashing the so-called mysterious and alluring traits of indigenous culture and its commodification. The film commodifies Inca culture by centering on the search for a precious artifact, treating it as a treasure to be acquired (similar to how Sumac’s career was generated) based on the demands of Charlton Heston’s character, Harry Steele, the typical U.S. “adventurer” searching for the Sunburst, an Inca treasure.

His character’s view of indigenous artifacts and treasures as desirable objects perpetuates power dynamics and colonial attitudes, represented in the appropriation of culture. “The use of color and realistic pretension failed to overcome stereotypes (the natives barely have a voice and most only serve as a decorative element) […] the construction of the character of Yma Sumac within the story is broadly positive and respects native elements, though inevitably distorted by the Hollywood eye” (Translation by the author, Honores 2022, 148–149). This aligns with the broader colonization patterns, where indigenous cultures and artifacts have been exploited for profit. Cultural commodities like Sumac’s character refer to cultural products made, packaged, and sold. Her commodity in this film is similar to how her persona was designed to cater to consumers’ preferences in the Page 187 →United States, which was a predominantly White audience. This “exotic” embodiment possesses both symbolic and aesthetic worth, mirrored by the folklore of Yma Sumac, a Latina artist triumphing in the United States by articulating and negotiating the expectations of a highly racialized and gendered society.

It is essential to acknowledge that the characters she portrayed in Flahooley and Secret of the Incas were consistent with her stage persona and the perception of her as “exotic.” In the 1957 historical film Omar Kayyam, about the 11th-century Persian poet, mathematician, and astronomer, she expanded her musical persona to visual storytelling, further reinforcing stereotypes of exoticism and “otherness” commonly associated with her performances. Sumac’s racial and gender identities wrapped her with complex power, privilege, and identity dynamics. As a foreigner, she was quickly embedded with societal roles, expectations, and values assigned and expected for her to deliver. Within the U.S. imperialist context, her racialization as a Latina immigrant involved Whiteness, the dominant culture, imposing its standards on a subordinate or “exotic” culture. Her gender and the primitive conception of a woman’s role in society allowed for the rapid exoticization, sexualization, and commodification of her persona for the consumption of the White gaze.

Nevertheless, commercializing these items can spark concerns about cultural appropriation, authenticity, and its possible impact on traditional practices. Acknowledging the dual significance of cultural commodities is crucial. They hold commercial value and facilitate the exchange of ideas, promote cultural heritage, and enhance cultural understanding. Nevertheless, striking a balance between commercial interests and the respectful representation and preservation of diverse cultures was not a concern for the producers of Sumac’s repertoire as cultural appropriators and capitalists of cultural commodities.


[image: Promotional photograph of Yma Sumac for the Omar Khayyam movie, 1957.]

Figure 8.3. Promo Yma Face Shot for Omar Khayyam Movie, 1957.
Photo Official Yma Sumac Archives / Damon Devine.


In Mary Beltrán’s (2005) essay on Mexican icon Dolores del Río, Hollywood’s beliefs and racialized expectations about foreign and “exotic” individuals were formed in the industry in the early 1920s. Del Río had to navigate these expectations to fit into the White gaze of the audience, setting a precedence for the world Yma Sumac also encountered. Del Río’s “exotic” appeal resonated with Hollywood’s infatuation with foreign stars. Simply by navigating and fitting the standards of patriarchal fantasies, her race and sex were highlighted elements, such as her striking looks and elegant demeanor vis-à-vis her potential “exotic” savagery and Mexican Page 188 →heritage; she represented an allure that was markedly different from the typical White U.S. starlet. She frequently portrayed otherized characters, often being cast in roles that capitalized on her foreign allure, such as the title role in Ramona (1928) or as Charmaine de la Cognac in What Price Glory (1926). Decades after Dolores del Río’s stardom, Sumac encountered a comparable experience in which her producers pressured her but also found it necessary to adjust her appearance to align with the U.S. audience’s expectations. Both artists made significant alterations to their fashion to meet the fiction of the industry’s standards and appeal to their predominantly White audience.

Their adaptability was not just a matter of personal survival but also became a mode of subtle resistance. Del Río and Sumac could carve out space for their authentic selves within their public personas by transforming their cultural identities into a form palatable to Western audiences. In doing so, they laid the groundwork for future generations of artists from diverse backgrounds to navigate and potentially disrupt the established norms of the entertainment industry. While the industry’s demand for the “exotic” often led to simplified representations of diverse cultures, Del Río Page 189 →and Sumac leveraged their positions to showcase the richness and complexity of their cultural heritages. This delicate interplay between meeting commercial expectations and presenting cultural authenticity set the stage for a more nuanced understanding of cross-cultural exchange in the arts.

The legacies of Dolores del Río and Yma Sumac extend beyond their contributions to their specific art forms. They became inspirations for cultural dialogue, exemplifying how non-Western artists have navigated the White-dominated spaces of Hollywood and the global music industry. Their journeys reflect a history of cultural exchange tinged with the shadows of appropriation. Nevertheless, they also represent triumphant affirmations of identity that reverberate in contemporary artists who continue to blend cultural elements in their quest for artistic expression and recognition.



The Note of Cultural Appropriation

Yma Sumac had a successful music career in the 1950s, but her popularity was based on cultural appropriation, as she blended Andean sounds with Western music in a trend entitled Exotica, led by Les Baxter and the Yma Sumac project, whose powerful vocals and Andean influences contributed to the genre. Despite having indigenous heritage, her use of these cultural elements raised concerns. Exotica music is a musical genre that originated in the 1950s and gained widespread popularity during the 1960s. This genre served as an auditory escape from the mundane and the usual. Reflecting on the 1950 post-war era United States social fascination with the non-Western world, Exotica was a kind of aural travelogue, transporting listeners to distant, imagined landscapes (Anderson 1983); however, the overt obsession with primitivism and sexuality rendered the expectations of the genre. It is known for its rich and tropical soundscapes that take listeners to distant and imaginary locations and exciting escapades. Exotica music frequently merges various musical styles, such as jazz, lounge, world music, and traditional music from diverse cultures (Toop 1999). Exotica was a Western fantasy of other cultures, a sonic pastiche that sought to transport listeners to a fabricated “paradise.” “The extraordinary recordings of Les Baxter and Yma Sumac are among the earliest and most successful examples of the genre. These albums were crucial for establishing the essential characteristics of the widely-imitated exotica style” (Leydon Page 190 →1999, 45). The Exotica moniker ascribed to Sumac drove her prideful and superb performativity.

Yma Sumac’s legacy offers a nuanced perspective on the delicate balance between cultural appropriation and cultural exchange. While critiques of appropriation focus on the Western audiences’ exoticization of her Andean heritage, her collaborative work with arrangers like Les Baxter and her efforts to educate her audience about Andean culture suggest a more dynamic exchange. Sumac’s agency in these processes is noteworthy, as she chose to perform traditional songs, shared the cultural significance of her music, and collaborated across cultural lines. These facts underscore the complexity of her role in the global music landscape. This artistic dimension invites more profound reflection on the nuances of cultural representation in the arts and highlights Sumac’s contribution to fostering cross-cultural appreciation and understanding.

Yma Sumac’s performing identity involves conveying one’s sense of self to others through various means, including physical appearance, behavior, language, and cultural practices, similar to what Judith Butler (1990) contends as gender performativity: “ […] instituted through acts which are internally discontinuous, then the appearance of substance is precisely that, a constructed identity, a performative accomplishment which the mundane social audience, including the actors themselves, come to believe and to perform in the mode of belief” (141). Various cultural, social, and individual experiences shape this multifaceted way of taking space. Sumac often emphasized specific characteristics of her identity while downplaying others, which was rarely done. Her identity performance encompassed various characteristics, such as her gender and sex and its perplexing mystique as a critical element of her artistic brand, her ethnicity attached to deity and royalty-blood-line-rights, and her ancestral religious access and understanding, all influenced by the societal expectations, cultural norms, and imperialist preferences of the 1950s.



The Note of Decolonizing Representation

While the essence of the global Yma Sumac moniker was a fabrication of the Western gaze, it can be assumed that she also used her representation as a means of resistance and decolonization by promoting and elevating indigenous music and aesthetics, reaching and performing at prestigious Page 191 →world metropolis stages. She challenged the dominant narratives that marginalized indigenous cultures and presented a counter-narrative. Her success paved the way for the Exotica and world music genres. Her deliberate essentialism involved selectively emphasizing certain “innate” features of the Inca or Andean culture or identity for intentional and quick commercialization. Her story involved consciously highlighting particular cultural traits, symbols, or narratives to assert power, magnify stereotypes, and perhaps advocate for social and political activism. Sumac was calculatingly clever in her artistic choices and self-presentation. She incorporated traditional Andean motifs, costumes, and musical styles into her performances to showcase her Peruvian heritage. By doing so, she aimed to redirect stereotypes, promote cultural pride, and assert her identity as a representative of Peruvian culture on the global stage. This recognition came late into her life in 2006, when the Peruvian Government bestowed on her the highest national honor, the Orden El Sol, Grado Comendador. The recognition of her country of birth was the one she was missing and most desired. Yma Sumac’s receipt of this prestigious medal in 2006 further solidified her status as an influential figure in Peruvian culture. For Carolina Benavente Morales (2020), “In this official consecration, the aesthetic criterion is mixed with the identity criterion and a prosperous and commercial criterion, as the artist reach[ed] a prominent place in the global spectacle” (translation by the author 17).



The Note of Essentialism

Yma Sumac used strategic essentialism to reclaim and assert agency over a gazed cultural identity, which had been marginalized or exoticized from a Western point of view. Her embodiment and performativity could also be regarded as cultural activism. Sumac personifies “strategic essentialism” in her art (Spivak 1988). She channels a distilled version of her Inca ancestry, intensifying certain cultural symbols while streamlining the complexity of her identity. This conscious curation is akin to wearing a mask that reveals as much as it conceals. Through this selective amplification of her cultural narrative, Sumac cultivates a stage persona that resonates with the global audience yet retains a core intimately tied to her personal history and identity. This balancing act enables her to honor her roots and engage with the dominant cultural discourse in a manner that maintains her authenticity and artistic sovereignty. In essence, Yma Sumac showcased an Page 192 →essential cultural identity without exhausting her multifaceted persona. By highlighting and promoting overlooked or undervalued properties of Peruvian culture, she sought to challenge cultural hierarchies, broaden cultural horizons, and encourage appreciation for diverse artistic expressions. However, the selective emphasis on essential characteristics may lead to oversimplification or perpetuation of stereotypes, and as such, her voice became an aural typecast for the “exotic.”

Yma Sumac’s image and persona were deliberately crafted and marketed as a distinctive and unconventional figure within the Hollywood Exotica genre. Her Peruvian heritage was emphasized, and simplistic and cliched portrayals often presented her as a mystical and unfathomable being. This oversimplified depiction reduced the richness and complexity of her cultural identity and resulted in commercializing her heritage as spellbinding. Consequently, her artistic endeavors were confined, hindering her ability to explore diverse musical genres or pursue fresh creative ventures in the future. It is crucial to acknowledge that Yma Sumac was a gifted artist who skillfully worked around the limitations and preconceptions imposed on her. Despite operating in a Hollywood setting that often reinforced narrow-mindedness, she demonstrated her independence and creativity by infusing pieces of her Peruvian background into her shows. The image of Yma Sumac was shaped by a multifaceted combination of influences, including her identity, Hollywood, Exotica, and essentialism. To understand the cultural significance of her musical contributions comprehensively, it is imperative to scrutinize the essentialist narratives surrounding her and consider the broader sociocultural implications and power dynamics at play, for example, how members of the LGBTQ+ community command the revival of her music.




Conclusions

It is crucial to consider the historical context and power dynamics at play to engage in discussions about Yma Sumac and colonialist expectations. This approach allows for constructive conversations surrounding cultural appropriation, the significance of representation, and the ongoing endeavors toward indigenous self-determination and acknowledgment. As such, Yma Sumac continues to be a musical artist who exemplified the concept of “third space” since her talent emerges when various cultural influences, Page 193 →identities, and experiences intersect, resulting in unique and transcultural forms. Sumac’s talent for maneuvering different musical genres and vocal styles demonstrated her embracing hybridity as a true fusion-wiz. She combined indigenous Andean vocal techniques with operatic phrasing, resulting in a one-of-a-kind and diverse vocal expression. Her music incorporated various cultural elements such as instrumentation, rhythms, and melodies from multiple traditions. Sumac’s expert blending of musical instruments created a synthesis that reflected an active engagement with cultural mixtures. The impact of Yma Sumac on contemporary artists and music genres is immeasurable. Her adventurous vocal style has inspired many artists. Sumac’s legacy is not limited to her records but includes the ongoing conversation between cultures and musical traditions that inspired her. Her music is universal and continues to enrich the global music landscape through her presence in film and television soundtracks. Sumac’s spirit of musical exploration and cultural blending remains a beacon for artists who navigate the intersection of tradition and innovation. Her distinctive approach illustrated how merging diverse cultural influences could give rise to groundbreaking and innovative outputs.

Yma Sumac’s music and image promoted cultural pride and challenged prevailing stereotypes. She provided a voice for marginalized cultures and identities, showcasing their richness and complexity on the global stage. Her success as an international artist from a non-Western background also challenged the dominance of Western cultural norms in the music industry. Yma Sumac’s iconography and artistic expression embodied a sense of liberation. Her fashion choices and music pushed boundaries, celebrated cultural diversity, and empowered her audience. Her legacy serves as a reminder of the transformative power of art and its ability to liberate both the artist and its audiences. Even after many decades, Yma Sumac’s music still captivates and energizes audiences across the globe. Her artistic journey represents a deliberate and strategic engagement with the concepts of “borderlands” and “hybridity,” a powerful example of how cultural fusion and negotiation can emerge as forms of resistance within the global music industry.

There was not, there is not, and there will not be another Yma Sumac; she continues to be incomparable. Her voice is that of a goddess—simultaneously ancient and contemporary, utterly timeless. Yma Sumac’s legacy is a testament to the enduring power of art to challenge, transform, and transcend cultural boundaries.





Note


	1.The term “choledad” is a concept used in the sociocultural context of Peru. It describes the collective experience of indigenous Andean populations, particularly cholos, who migrate to urban and coastal settings, facing discrimination, racism, and exclusion. The term also refers to how these communities maintain, negotiate, and reclaim their cultural identity, traditions, and practices in their new environments. In essence, “choledad” addresses the social and political identity, marginality, and cultural resistance of the cholos or indigenous Andean population, in modern contexts (Nugent 2021).
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Chapter 9

Constructing U.S. Central American Identities in The Wandering Song: Central American Writing in the United States

Adrian Kane

Boise State University


The present essay offers an analysis of the ways in which several texts from the 2017 multi-genre anthology The Wandering Song: Central American Writing in the United States, edited by Leticia Hernández Linares, Rubén Martínez, and Héctor Tobar, move toward the construction of U.S. Central American identities. Specifically, I argue that by portraying the trauma that many Central American migrant families experience, linking their migration with the history of U.S. military intervention and economic colonization in the isthmus, and celebrating distinct aspects of cultural identity within the broader construct of Latinidad, The Wandering Song constitutes an important step toward facilitating a deeper understanding of U.S. Central Americans among the general U.S. public. I situate my reading of The Wandering Song in the context of recent scholarship on U.S. Central American cultural production, particularly by dialoguing with Arturo Arias’s (2007) framework of “narrative textuality” and the trope of visibility, Maritza Cárdenas’s (2018) notion of the Latino/a “grid of intelligibility,” Yajaira Padilla’s (2022) concept of “non-belonging,” and Ana Patricia Rodríguez’s (2017) notion of the “transisthmus.”Page 198 →

As Arturo Arias (2007) has argued, U.S. Central Americans “remain ‘invisible’ to the great majority of U.S. citizens despite their overwhelming presence in the country, particularly since the wars fought in the 1980s when 3 to 4 million Central Americans fled from the nightmare of violence” to seek refuge in the United States (202). For Arias, U.S. Central Americans have failed to establish a distinct identity in the multicultural landscape of the United States, often accepting invisibility as a survival strategy or preferring to pass as Mexican, which for political reasons was seen as less threatening in the context of the Civil Wars (184). He cites several factors that contribute to the invisibility of U.S. Central Americans. First, he states that even within university Spanish departments, Central America has been largely excluded from courses on Latin American literature, noting that a well-known colleague from the Southern Cone once asked him, “Is there really a Central American literature?” (186). Next, he points to Cold War politics and the drastic differences in immigration policy that applied to migrants from Cuba and Nicaragua in comparison to those from El Salvador and Guatemala, who were often automatically assumed to be communists (187). Finally, he argues that race is also a factor by calling attention to the large percentage of indigenous and mestizo people among Central American migrants and evoking the long history of discrimination against “Indians” in the United States (188).

Given such invisibility, Arias argues, “It is increasingly clear that if Central Americans are to operate as knowledgeable subjects within the United States, they must remap their subjectivities on both sides of the ‘Great Divide,’ that muddy suture named the Río Grande” (200). Arias proposes the concept of “narrative textuality,” which allows critics to “focus on the varied textual discursive production of the region, the tapestry of languages, characters, conflicts, and cultural locations of Central America” (xiv). Considering the relative lack of visibility that Arias asserts, I contend that The Wandering Song is a significant literary contribution that increases the visibility of U.S. Central Americans through its narrative textuality and offers insight into the embodied experiences of Central American migrants and their descendants. Their stories, in turn, allow for a remapping of U.S. Central American subjectivity by shedding light on the relation between the deeply intertwined histories of the United States and Central America and the waves of migration to the United States that have ensued over the last forty years.Page 199 →

Like Arias, who notes that U.S. Central Americans have been “doubly marginalized and thereby invisibilized” (2007, 186), Maritza E. Cárdenas has convincingly argued that U.S. Central American subjectivity “emerges from being rendered invisible by two U.S. peripheral locations: the Latina/o world and the Latin American discursive community” (2018, 9). She maintains that “There has been an unspoken Latina/o normativity or Latina/o ‘grid of intelligibility’ that has fused this category with some national, cultural, and racial signifiers at the expense of others,” thereby rendering Central American-American subjectivity invisible (Cárdenas 2018, 9). Karina O. Alvarado, Alicia Ivonne Estrada, and Ester E. Hernández (2017) similarly argue that “The project of Latinidad embraces Central Americans yet also creates the conditions for invisibility” (224). This concept has been textually inscribed in U.S. Central American works such as Roberto Quesada’s (2015) Big Banana, where one of the characters searches for Honduras on maps of Asia and Africa (278). Moreover, in The Wandering Song, when the poetic voice in the poem “Where is Guatemala?” by Patrick Mullen-Coyoy (2017) is asked, “Where in Mexico is Guatemala?” the lack of U.S. Central American intelligibility is also evident (180). Ultimately, Cárdenas argues that “U.S. Central American identity is produced via the articulations of three textual spaces: the Central American national imaginary, the translocal landscape of the U.S. diaspora (particularly Los Angeles), and the, at times, ‘nonspace’ that Central Americans occupy within Latinidad” (2018, 6). The Wandering Song emerges from the landscape of the U.S. diaspora to contest the “nonspace” to which Cárdenas alludes.

More recently, Yajaira M. Padilla has attempted to reframe critical analysis of U.S. Central American cultural production by shifting the focus from the trope of invisibility to the concept of non-belonging. In From Threatening Guerrillas to Forever Illegals: US Central Americans and the Cultural Politics of Non-Belonging, Padilla (2022) points to the paradoxes of visibility, arguing that, on the one hand, U.S. Central Americans have become visible in hegemonic depictions as “undesirable Others” who are unworthy and incapable of belonging in U.S. society, while on the other hand remaining invisible and expendable laborers as designed by the regimes of government, law, and corporate industry (14, 130). Padilla offers the term non-belonging “to register both the ways in which US Central Americans (immigrants and subsequent generations alike) have been constituted as Others who don’t belong on a Page 200 →symbolic and material level, and the related means by which US Central Americans and others affirm, unsettle, and counteract this exclusionary condition” (5).

The Wandering Song can also be read through Ana Patricia Rodríguez’s framework of the “transisthmus,” which demands an understanding of “Central American cultural production as shaped by constant discursive shifts, reconfigurations, and reassemblages in historical context and extending beyond the geographical region into the Central American diasporas dispersed across the world” (Rodríguez 2017, 104). Indeed, the interconnected histories of the United States and Central America that are evident throughout The Wandering Song are fine examples of the need to analyze Central American cultural production from a transnational perspective. As Rodríguez (2009) insists, “The challenge here is to read Central American texts in relation to globalizing tendencies and local specificities” (3).

The Wandering Song, a multi-genre anthology consisting of more than one hundred works by U.S. Central American authors, is a significant contribution to Central American and U.S. Latinx or Latine literature that contests the invisibility and the lack of intelligibility of U.S. Central American subjectivities that Arias and Cárdenas have observed. In the following readings of several texts from the anthology, I highlight five ways in which these works construct U.S. Central American cultural identities. First, the construction of historical memory related to the Central American conflicts of the late twentieth century is central to nearly all of the works studied. Second, many of the texts analyzed establish a clear anti-imperialist posture toward the United States. Third, these works resist the homogenization of Latine, U.S. Central American, and national identities by insisting on complex, multifaceted, and intersectional identities. Fourth, many authors use Central American foods as an important component of their cultural identity. And finally, the depiction of places, both in the United States and Central America, becomes central to the construction of U.S. Central American identities in the anthology.

Regarding the history of U.S. Central Americans, Ester E. Hernández contends that “the process of transmitting cultural memory brings to light the history of diaspora” (2017, 145). In her analysis of multiple forms of cultural production, Hernández employs cultural theorist Ann Rigney’s concept of “working memory” to understand how Central Americans Page 201 →reconstruct their past “through various forms of memorial activity” (quoted in Hernández 2017, 145). As Hernández documents, such activity ranges from documentary films to performances to murals. In The Wandering Song, one of the primary ways in which several literary texts construct historical memory is by evoking the traumas experienced by many U.S. Central Americans. As Cathy Caruth (1996) explains, the original Greek meaning of trauma was a wound “originally referring to an injury inflicted on a body” but is used in modern psychology “as a wound inflicted not upon the body but upon the mind” (3). Trauma is characterized by the inability to assimilate tragic events, which manifests itself in “the literal return of the event against the will of the one it inhabits” (Caruth 1995, 5). As Alvarado, Estrada, and Hernández (2017) maintain, understanding U.S. Central Americans “means looking at experiences of violence and traumas without essentializing U.S. Central Americans as traumatized people” (5).

The centrality of trauma in much U.S. Central American writing is on full display in “War” by María Isabel Álvarez, the opening work of the anthology. Constructed as a testimonial micro-story or vignette, the narrator is a refugee of the Guatemalan civil war who travels throughout the United States from one temporary residence to another, ultimately landing in a foster home in Minnesota. A sense of displacement is evident from the beginning, but it is not until the end of the story, through her memories and dreams, that the narrator reveals the traumatic events that forced her to flee Guatemala. She recalls how, as a child during the war, she and her siblings could no longer bathe in rivers because they “had become bloodied with bodiless limbs” (Álvarez 2017, 19). She continues:


After the war, after the Ixil and the K’iche and the Q’anjob’al had been wiped from their communities, after their homes had been set ablaze and their children trampled like stalks of weeds and their wives and daughters raped as repeatedly as shells are shot from a submachine gun, we found that the rivers could no longer sustain the sins of our country, could no longer dilute the transgressions of war, so we stopped bathing altogether.

My brothers were the first to succumb to the bloodshed, one after the other they were slaughtered like pigs with corroded machetes, dropping to their knees into the wet earth, their carcasses devoured by ravenous white maggots (Álvarez 2017, 19).



Page 202 →This passage evokes the history of genocide in Guatemala by referencing the government’s targeted violence against Mayan communities. Insisting on remembering this history can be understood as an act of resistance given that, as Hernández points out, “Historically, military states in Central America chose to omit their involvement in the mass murder of their people. This institutional strategy to forget or rewrite memory makes the survival of working cultural memory especially pertinent” (2017, 158). Moreover, the river’s symbolism, which often functions in Latin American literature as a place of rebirth and renewal, has shifted to reveal the national trauma inflicted by the civil war. As Mark D. Anderson (2013) observes, “drinking and immersion in a river’s waters have a long genealogy as symbols of communion and baptism […]. In overwhelmingly Catholic, postcolonial Latin America, national waters took on pseudo-religious connotations of purity, communal integration, rebirth, and emergence” (118). The above passage’s image of the bloodied river suggests the opposite: corruption, communal disintegration, and death, evoking the image of a collective wound. The description of her brothers’ violent deaths, however, leaves no doubt as to the source of the narrator’s individual trauma.

In the work’s final passage, the narrator reveals, “I dream these things each night. Each night the dead haunt me for having survived; each night their cries strangle me in my sleep” (Álvarez 2017, 19). This concluding sentence captures the essence of trauma as the uncontrollable return of the event against the survivor’s will and establishes the centrality of the Guatemalan civil war to the narrator’s identity as a U.S. Central American.

“Back and Forward” by Rosanna Pérez also appears in The Wandering Song’s first section, entitled “El camino largo.” It is structured as an epistolary short story in which the narrator flees El Salvador in 1983 after being abducted, interrogated, and beaten. The narrator captures the trauma of the Salvadoran civil war by recounting the disappearance and murder of loved ones, the separation from her child, and state violence against protestors.

The story appears to be largely biographical. Rosanna Pérez, a university philosophy student during the war, was abducted, tortured, and found by the International Red Cross in the secret cells of the National Police (Pérez 2016). She was transferred to a women’s prison for 10 months and was released during an amnesty campaign for political prisoners (Pérez 2016). She subsequently fled El Salvador in 1983 with her two-year-old daughter. Her husband was a philosophy professor who was disappeared Page 203 →and never found. In her article “What Happens After You’re Disappeared,” she recalls, “I was traumatized by the war, the torture and by abruptly fleeing El Salvador.” As in Pérez’s biography, in “Back and Forward,” the narrator’s life in the United States is inextricably linked to the history of the Salvadoran Civil War and, thus, to U.S. intervention in Central America.

“Back and Forward” constructs historical memory in three ways. First, it recounts the traumatic experiences of the narrator and links them with a broader cultural trauma. Pérez writes, for example, “Seems like we are suffering a collective shock, confused, lost in our thoughts and worries” (2017, 55). Second, it establishes the body as an instrument of memory that bears witness to the lived history of Central America. The narrator muses, “After all, what lasts is the body and the memories that remain with it…besides the language that helps to deconstruct history in order to pick up the pieces to continue walking” (58). The second half of this sentence recalls Dori Laub’s explanation of the relationship between trauma and testimony, in which he asserts that “the survivors did not only need to survive so that they could tell their stories; they also needed to tell their stories in order to survive” (Laub 1995, 63). Third, the story references El Salvador’s economic structural problems, such as land access: “A country where the coffee plantations stand at the core of our economy, and ironically enough the land belongs to fourteen families, not even primeval to the country” (Pérez 2017, 56). In doing so, the story not only establishes a direct link between the war and migration to the United States, it lays bare the roots of injustice that led to the conflict. As the narrator describes, the story’s construction of historical memory can be read as an attempt to resist becoming “invisible like the shadows on the streets” (59). The narrator also acknowledges the importance of Central American history to the identity of U.S. Central Americans in her insistence that “All of us carry with us a family story, a country history, all that baggage that makes us who we are” (54). She laments, “My body is tattooed with a history unknown for many and painful for the ones who know about it” (54). In this sense, “Back and Forward” is a step toward revealing El Salvador’s oft-forgotten history to readers who may be unacquainted with it (54).

Mario Escobar’s (2017) poem “An Apology to My Children” is another of several works in the anthology in which the representation of trauma is central. Escobar, a U.S.-Salvadoran writer and poet, migrated to the United States at the age of twelve. Now a Spanish professor, he has lectured on the trauma of child soldiers at several universities. In “An Apology to Page 204 →My Children,” the poetic voice is unable to remain conscious of the present moment as a result of his war-inflicted trauma. The opening verses establish the source of his trauma, referring to loved ones lost “in the foolishness of a decade” (Escobar 2017, 158). The image of the poetic voice forcing an “encrypted smile” for “the perfect snapshot” while “hiding tears / my children know nothing of” alludes to the depths of his trauma that lurk beneath the surface, unknown to others (158). The impact of his trauma is most evident, however, in the following verses:


Another flashback

Pervades

I am not present

lost in the depth

Of death (Escobar 2017, 158)



In these verses, the poetic voice’s trauma manifests itself in the return of the event against his will. It is only when his wife asks him to “snap out of it” that he is able to return to the present and listen to his daughter, who has drawn a smile in the sand for him. “An Apology to My Children” is thus an example of how “stories of trauma attest to its ongoing impact on a life” (Caruth 1996, 7). Like “War” and “Back and Forward,” “An Apology to My Children” reveals the impact of traumatic experiences on U.S. Central Americans whose stories of migration are bound to the history of the Central American civil wars. Moreover, these works support Ariana E. Vigil’s (2014) argument for the value of studying “institutionalized violence and militarism not just on the battlefield but also within the family, the nation, and the community. This questioning of the spatial and temporal parameters of war acknowledges how individuals and communities far removed from the front lines are nonetheless impacted by armed conflict” (3). In all three texts, telling the story of trauma helps to construct historical memory that is specific to the cultural identity of many U.S. Central Americans.

Vigil (2014) has also documented connections between anti-imperialism and the notion of Latinidad, suggesting that cultural works from the Central American solidarity movement “allow us to analyze how texts set against the history of U.S. intervention in Nicaragua explore the relationship between neo-imperialism and expressions of U.S. Latina/o and Pan-Latina/o identity” (18, 33). Many works in The Wandering Song establish a Page 205 →clear anti-imperialist posture that serves two functions: First, it continues the work of constructing historical memory by connecting the histories of the United States and Central America. And, second, it reveals a political stance regarding U.S.–Central American relations that is specifically linked to the authors’ identities as U.S. Central Americans.

The poem “San Nicolás, Patron Saint of Children” by Lorena Duarte is an example of a text that displays a clear denunciation of U.S. imperialism in Central America while simultaneously connecting the history of U.S. interventions in the isthmus with Central American migration to the United States. Throughout the poem, the poetic voice reflects on an encounter she had with a mother who fled from El Salvador during the war and had left her daughter behind. One day the young daughter is with her in the United States, but she is subsequently deported.

The title alludes to one of several saints that the poetic voice imagines the mother praying to for her daughter’s safe return. The following stanza captures the complicated relationship between U.S. imperialism and Central American migration:


Not seen for more than half her life.

A little thing with her mother’s eyes.

Left in the midst of a war

Left in the midst of a war

Left

Brought now, here, smuggled in

Because we choose to pontificate about borders

Pontificate when we, with our dollars and our guns

Leave countries ravaged. (Duarte 2017, 105)



The images of dollars and guns at the end of the stanza are clear symbols of the United States’ economic and military might that have allowed it to be a neocolonial power. The final verse makes clear the devastation wrought by U.S. support for Central American dictatorships during the civil war era. Moreover, the reference to pontificating about borders lays bare the hypocrisy of the political discourse about defending U.S. sovereignty while simultaneously supporting a foreign policy that undermines Central American social and political movements that sought to address the structural inequities brought about by five centuries of colonization and neocolonialism. The tragic irony of the poem is that the mother and Page 206 →daughter are forced to flee a situation of instability and state violence that was protracted by U.S. support for the regimes in power, yet, like thousands of Salvadorans who were denied refugee status during and after the war, the daughter is unable to legally start a new life in the country that helped destroy her own.

Karina Alma’s poem (formerly Karina Oliva Alvarado) “I’ve Been Told That Without You, I’d be Nothing” contains similar imagery of U.S. neocolonialism. The “you” in the poem’s title begins the apostrophe to the United States, in which the poetic voice excoriates the exploitation of Central American and Latin American workers at home and abroad. This critique is particularly evident in the second stanza:


But it is you who keeps us under threat and the stomp

of corporate invasions, whether here or there you demand

our happy silence, an oxymoron

quiet in our sweatshops, underpaid and overworked

domesticity to garden

your fountain of dollar bills that sustain our diabetes,

cancer, alcoholism, and rotting teeth, unable to pay for health

no matter how hard we work, our chests cave to keep us

one by one a nuisance, interchangeable

for the sacrifice of other replaceable bodies. (Alma [Alvarado 2017], 150)



Similar to “San Nicolás, Patron Saint of Children,” in this stanza the image of dollar bills symbolizes the economic might of the United States and its ability to exploit Central American workers. This economic aspect of U.S. neocolonialism is reinforced in the poem by images of “corporate invasions,” “sweatshops,” and “fists greedily wrapped around dollars” (Alma [Alvarado 2017]). The image of the fist in the poem symbolizes not only the greed of American corporations but also the military force that the United States is willing to provide for the protection of its economic elites’ foreign assets. Similar to Ana Patricia Rodríguez’s analysis of the representation of Central Americans in U.S. Latino imaginary, “the refugee appears as a palimpsest—a trace of the violence of the New World Order, challenging the public relations narratives of the global economy and revealing the United States not as the home of equal protection but the guarantor of unequal distribution in all its entailments” (Rodríguez 2001, 390). In the third stanza, for example, Alma writes, “Truth is, your Page 207 →fist extends beyond your guarded borders / and what you do to a single immigrant, a single undervalued / brown body, bodies of women, you do to the world” ([Alvarado 2017] 150). Once again, this verse underscores the interconnected nature of U.S. and Central American histories and the impact of U.S. imperialism on the lives of Central American citizens.

The poem ends with the poetic voice insisting that she owes her life and those of her children not to any government but to the hard work of her mother, who sacrificed everything for her survival and well-being. In doing so, Alma makes visible the work of many U.S. Central Americans who have been marginalized despite their contributions to society. Alma writes, “She’s been the live-in, the seamstress, maquiladora / paid by dissected pennies, the desperate woman screaming / and pulling at her hair with nowhere to turn / to pay the rent” ([Alvarado 2017] 151). The corporeal imagery of her mother’s hair in this stanza as well as the references to “brown bodies,” caved “chests,” and “diabetes, cancer, alcoholism, and rotting teeth” throughout the poem, emphasize the embodied experiences of marginalization and exploitation that many U.S. Central Americans have faced as the result of the interconnected histories of Central America and the United States.

The third and final example of a work from The Wandering Song that displays a clear anti-imperialist posture is Sara Campos’s poem “Guatemala.” Similar to “I’ve Been Told That Without You I’d be Nothing,” the poem is structured as an apostrophe, but in this case, the poetic voice directly addresses Guatemala rather than the United States. Playfully altering Guatemala’s name to “Guatemamá,” “Guatebonita,” and “Guate-tontita” in various stanzas, the poetic voice expresses a variety of emotions ranging from adoration to anger, apparently grappling with her relationship with the country as a “bourgeois diaspora daughter” (Campos 2017, 73). In the penultimate stanza, the tone becomes quite severe as she expresses her anger over the violence of the Guatemalan civil war and the United States’ role in it. Campos writes:


Guate-puta

You sold your very flesh

peeled baby fingernails

daggered wombs

because Gringos opened fat purses

because of some cold, hot, tepid war

or the shame of your color wash? (Campos 2017, 73).



Page 208 →The opening verse of this stanza suggests that Guatemala sold itself during the civil war in exchange for the economic aid of the United States. The graphic images of corporeal violence in the next three verses allude to the extreme lengths that the Guatemalan Government went to suppress any form of dissent during the war, and the following verse explicitly connects state violence with the geopolitical and economic agendas of U.S. actors connected to U.S. corporations. The “fat purses” opened by “Gringos” are a metaphor for the economic power of the United States and the greed of Guatemala’s ruling class, who, as suggested in the final verse, fought to maintain the racially constructed social structure of Guatemalan society. The ultimate effect of this stanza is to denounce the atrocities committed by the Guatemalan Government during the civil war as well as the United States’ support for the war under the guise of anti-communism. As in “San Nicolás, Patron Saint of Children” and “I’ve Been Told That Without You, I’d be Nothing,” “Guatemala” explicitly connects the histories of the United States and Central America by denouncing the effects of U.S. imperialism on the isthmus. In doing so, it helps to create a unique identity through the construction of historical memories that differentiate U.S. Central Americans from other groups of U.S. Latines.

As Esther E. Hernández notes, several scholars have insisted on the importance of considering the complexity and heterogeneity of U.S. Central American subjectivities (Hernández 2017, 159). Karina O. Alvarado, Alicia Ivonne Estrada, and Ester E. Hernández maintain that the use of the construct U.S. Central Americans as a regional identity rather than hyphenated national identities such as Guatemalan-American emphasizes “the shared histories, cultures, and struggles of Central American diasporic communities in the United States” and foregrounds “the diverse ethnic identities (Maya, Garífuna, Xinca Lenca, Pipil, ladino/mestizo) within the Central American diasporas” (Alvarado et al. 2017, 24). Observing an added layer of complexity, Cárdenas points out that Central America as a regional imagination has its roots in the Federal Republic of Central America (1823–1841), which consisted of the modern territories of Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and the present-day Mexican state of Chiapas. As a result of this history, many Central Americans identify themselves as belonging to a regional patria grande and a national patria chica. As Cárdenas explains, “There is a symbiotic relationship between the patria grande and the patria chica, as one does not negate the other; via its histories, mythos, and political rhetoric, the Page 209 →patria grande is always spectrally present in the patria chica” (Cárdenas 2018, 26). Moreover, she argues, the identity of the patria grande was based in part on “the disavowal of blackness, indigeneity, and other proximal burgeoning nation-spaces such as Mexico,” thus reproducing “a notion of Central America that renders it synonymous with Spanish colonial culture and history” (Cárdenas 2018, 27).

Several works in The Wandering Song foreground the multifaceted and intersectional nature of U.S. Central American identities, which often reflect Central America’s complex colonial history. In “Back and Forward” by Rosanna Pérez, for example, she writes: “I feel my body is a pastiche of cultures: Nahua-Pipil, North African, and Spanish” (2017, 57). The first sentence alludes to Central America’s pre-Columbian history as well as the history of slavery and colonization in the isthmus. The narrator thus inscribes this history into the Central American portion of her identity, which is further complicated by her relocation to the United States where she is viewed as “exotic,” perhaps due to her skin color, Salvadoran nationality, or use of Spanish (58). She further identifies herself as a political refugee, musing, “It is ironic that to continue living one has to leave one’s country or confront the consequences of staying where one is not wanted” (54). As suggested above in the analysis of trauma in “Back and Forward,” the narrator also identifies as a survivor, referencing the state violence against protestors that she witnessed, alluding to the “shame and guilt” that she feels for having survived when others did not (54). She also acknowledges that, as a woman, she is fortunate to have attained a high level of education, particularly given that “There are countries where they think that education is not necessary for women” (58). Finally, she appears to identify above all as a human rather than as a national subject, asserting: “I don’t understand borders. What is a border anyway? The delineation of an imaginary line, that we are not supposed to cross. I wonder is this border outside or inside of us?” (57). This reflection reminds the reader that borders are human constructs, recalling Benedict Anderson’s (2016) contention that a nation is “an imagined political community” (6). It further allows for the possibility of human migration as natural and instinctive, potentially undermining anti-immigrant nationalist discourse. In sum, the narrator of “Back and Forward” constructs her identity as multifaceted and thus complex. She is simultaneously a Central American, a refugee, a survivor, a Salvadoran, an anti-fascist, a woman, highly educated, and a U.S. resident. The complexity of Page 210 →her individual identity resists attempts at homogenization of U.S. Central American identities and concomitantly links it to the unique history of Central America.

In Suyapa Portillo’s (2017) poem “Biography of a Hard Love,” a similar complexity is evident. The poem begins with an interlocutor telling the poetic voice that she is “hard to love,” which sends her into a lengthy reflection on her identity and the life experiences that have shaped it. Portillo writes:


these words fall like concrete on me…

  your face asks: “what is wrong with you people?”

as in Honduran immigrant chics in the US?

  or do you mean Central American women…?

           could it be queer women of color in general? (Portillo 2017, 221)



In these opening verses, the reader is introduced to multiple facets of the poetic voice’s identity. She presents herself as Honduran, immigrant, Central American, woman, lesbian, and colored, all in the span of three verses. The question “what is wrong with you people” implies that from the interlocutor’s perspective, the poetic voice is seen as other and thus inferior.

What ensues throughout the remainder of the poem is a series of memories that have molded the poetic voice into her current self. These memories include her father beating her mother in drunken rages, her grandmother telling stories from her deathbed of “rape, political violence, failed marriages, injustice, loss” (Portillo 2017, 222), her father being taken by the military in 1979, and her mother being abducted at gunpoint in Los Angeles in the 1980s. She also recounts the fear and suffering of the long journey from Central America to the United States, as well as being apprehended by a patrol officer after crossing the border. In response to the opening verse, “you are hard to love,” many verses begin with “it was hard…” before revealing yet another of the poetic voice’s traumatic experiences. She also recalls time with family amidst the difficult economic circumstances of her youth as “hard Cold War days that are etched in my memory as times of laughter, discovery and love…” (Portillo 2017, 222). The poem concludes with the following verses:Page 211 →


      I can’t even tell you anymore

        I am hard

          … and will require hard love (Portillo 2017, 224).



Despite the evident pain of recalling some of her memories, by reclaiming the adjective “hard” for herself, she exhibits in the final two verses a sense of pride in her identity and a resistance to the notion that she is somehow inferior due to any of the various aspects of her identity or the challenges that she has had to overcome. Similar to “Back and Forward,” the identity constructed in “Biography of a Hard Love” resists through its complexity any attempt to essentialize U.S. Central Americans. Rather, the identity of the poetic voice is multifaceted and composed of many aspects that intersect in ways that lead to the potential for multiple forms of marginalization. As in all of the works from The Wandering Song studied thus far, Portillo’s identity is inextricably linked to the intertwined histories of the United States and Central America.

Another way in which many works in The Wandering Song construct U.S. Central American identities is the incorporation of food as a central component. In “Pupusas or Lucha” by Willy Palomo, for example, he uses the pupusa as a way of culturally differentiating Salvadorans from other Latine groups. In the first two stanzas, for example, the poetic voice captures the lack of visibility of Central American culture in what Cárdenas refers to as the Latino/a grid of intelligibility: “They look like tortillas / & yanquis can’t tell the difference / entre mexicano y guanaco” (Palomo 2017, 182). Indeed, Palomo satirizes the lack of intelligibility of the pupusa in U.S. culture by referencing a line from a New York Times article that describes the pupusa as “a humble child of a quesadilla and a calzone” (Lam 2015). By way of the pupusa, the poem traces the history and culture of El Salvador back through the colonial period to the pre-Columbian era, noting that pupusa is a Hispanicized version of the náhuatl word popotlax, “what we called pupusas before we forgot the taste of nawat y libertad” (Palomo 2017, 182). Pupusas become part of the poetic voice’s identity as he associates them with childhood memories such as Sunday dinners with the family and recalls how his mother stayed up until midnight making pupusas to sell to pay off debts.

The pupusa is also a central component of Cynthia Guardado’s (2017) poem “Eight Women in the Kitchen y una poeta.” In contrast to “Pupusas Page 212 →or Lucha,” where his father chastises the poetic voice for playing with corn flour because making pupusas is “women’s work,” in Guardado’s poem making pupusas is portrayed as an opportunity to bond with family and friends. Indeed, making pupusas is presented as such a central element of the poetic voice’s cultural heritage as a Salvadoran that the women in the kitchen question if she is really “a Chalateca like them” since she hasn’t made them since her childhood (Guardado 2017, 297). The poetic voice, apparently visiting El Salvador from the United States, describes making pupusas as an artistic process to be admired: “I listen to the music / of their fingers flatten queso into masa, / make perfect circles” (Guardado 2017, 297). In “Eight Women in the Kitchen y una poeta” as well as “Pupusas or Lucha,” food imagery evokes a sense of nostalgia and creates a material connection between life in the United States and Central America.

The final way in which several works from The Wandering Song construct U.S. Central American identities is through connections to specific places. In “My Neighborhood’s Approval” by William G. Flores, the poetic voice expresses a strong sense of rootedness and belonging in the United States, and his neighborhood, in particular. At the beginning of the single-stanza poem, the poetic voice acknowledges the imperfections and difficulties of his neighborhood but expresses pride in its inhabitants’ will to survive and help one another. A sense of rootedness is evident when the poetic voice proclaims, “my hood has been my home” (Flores 2017, 168). By claiming his neighborhood as home, he positions himself as a local and an insider rather than a guest or a foreigner—as a U.S. Central American rather than a Central American living in the United States. In the final verses, the poetic voice demands to be included in civic dialogue about the future of his neighborhood: “our voices more than matter when you’re building where we live / And you’ll need my hood’s approval cause if not we wont [sic] forgive” (Flores 2017, 168). These verses take a step forward from mere belonging to a sense of ownership, thus emphasizing the right of U.S. Central Americans to have a voice in civic matters. In doing so, the poetic voice refuses to be marginalized or invisibilized as a U.S. Central American and resists the negative tropes of non-belonging that Padilla (2022) observes in hegemonic depictions of U.S. Central Americans (18).

In contrast to Flores, who graduated from Jordan High School in Watts but does not mention his specific neighborhood in “My Neighborhood’s Approval,” William A. González, in “Poor Westlake,” names the specific area of Los Angeles that is the subject of his poem. Written as an apostrophe to Westlake, a place that is central to Héctor Tobar’s The Tattooed Page 213 →Soldier and is also described in Rosanna Pérez’s “Back and Forward,” the poetic voice laments the gentrification of the neighborhood where many U.S. Central Americans have lived for several decades. He expresses anguish that capitalism “Is swallowing you alive” and that the neighborhood is “Disappearing right before / My eyes” (González 2017, 171–172). Similar to Flores, González does not gloss over the negative aspects of Westlake, such as gangs, drugs, violence, and police brutality. Indeed, a sense of marginalization is present in the following verses: “Poor Westlake / You’re that pueblo / That has been screaming / Forever but nobody / Has ever taken the time / To listen to your cries” (González 2017, 172). Despite the challenges that the neighborhood has faced, a strong nostalgia pervades the poem. The poetic voice recalls playing with marbles and tops on sidewalks and playing soccer and boxing in specific alleys. He also names specific restaurants and stores with a sense of pride and fondness. Such memories establish a direct link between Westlake and the poetic voice’s identity, as he proclaims, “You are the Pueblo / That made us” (González 2017, 171). By mapping specific locations and landmarks within Westlake and connecting the neighborhood to U.S. Central Americans, the poem reads as an attempt to resist the erasure of U.S. Central Americans from Westlake’s history in the face of imminent gentrification. In a literal sense, the poem also answers Arias’ call to remap Central American subjectivities by insisting on the importance of U.S. Central Americans to this specific neighborhood of Los Angeles (2007, 200).

As Cárdenas has argued, “articulations of Latinidad have often excluded the experiences of U.S. Central Americans” (2018, 9). For this reason, The Wandering Song, as a transisthmian narrative textuality, constitutes an important step toward increasing the visibility and “remapping the subjectivities” of U.S. Central Americans within the broader construct of Latinidad (Rodríguez 2009; Arias 2007, xiv, 200). These texts emerge from “the translocal landscape of the U.S. diaspora” and in resistance to both the “nonspace” that Central Americans have traditionally occupied within Latinidad as well as the “non-belonging” that has been ascribed to them in hegemonic portrayals (Cárdenas 2018, 6; Padilla 2022, 5). In my reading of various texts from The Wandering Song, I have attempted to present an overview of five ways in which these works construct U.S. Central American cultural identities: 1. construction of historical memory related to the Central American conflicts of the late twentieth century, particularly through narrating trauma; 2. establishment of an anti-imperialist posture toward the United States; 3. portrayal of complex, multifaceted, Page 214 →and intersectional identities that resist homogenization of Latine, U.S. Central American, ethnic, or national identities; 4. incorporation of food as an important component of cultural identities; 5. connecting specific places to U.S. Central American subjectivities. Each of these tendencies might be worthy of full essays in their own right, and due to the scope of this essay, the texts chosen for analysis are but a few among several from the anthology that exemplify each tendency. Nevertheless, these works are fine examples of the ways in which the volume reflects the construction of U.S. Central American identities. Indeed, the following verses from Maya Chinchilla’s “Solidarity Baby” in many ways capture the overarching spirit of The Wandering Song.


I’m just looking for my place

am I a CENTRAL American?

Sí, pues, soy del epicentro.

[…]

Unless we document ourselves we are invisible! (Chinchilla 2017, 161)



The emphasis on CENTRAL suggests a refusal to be relegated to the margins, like the volume as a whole. Moreover, the metaphor of the epicenter (a trope also present in Alvarado and Chinchilla’s (2007) Desde el Epicentro: An Anthology of U.S. Central American Poetry) claims a space at the center and evokes the poetic voice’s power as a U.S. Central American. The final verse emphasizes the need for action/activism and radical change, and through the very act of publishing The Wandering Song, the authors insist on documenting themselves in resistance to attempts to invisibilize them. In this sense, the poem’s sentiment echoes Arias’ message of the need to remap Central American subjectivities. Chinchilla’s poem and the anthology itself respond to his call by asserting U.S. Central American identities that resist essentialization, are politically potent, and refuse to be relegated to the margins of society.
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Intersectional Identities and Care Work as Agency in Recent Latina Fiction
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In literary studies, examining social power through the lens of care is an emergent field. There has been a surge of recent scholarship addressing representations of care and how they shape our notions of self, kinship, and community. Scholars have examined discourses of care in the literature of the Early Modern and Victorian periods, in contemporary Canadian literature, and in Asian American fiction. Notably absent from this research, however, has been any treatment of caregiving in Latinx literature. This chapter seeks to remedy this absence by investigating discourses of care—caring for and nourishing those we regard as kin—as a form of agency and power in recent Latinx fiction.

In addition, this chapter aims to contribute to the momentum of this emerging field of care work studies in literature. This surge of interest is a recent outgrowth of the earlier “affective turn” in literary studies, which has focused on literature’s role in shaping public emotions. It also reflects the burgeoning interest in the topic of care work more generally. Recent scholarship has examined discourses of care in a number of other fields: gender and sexuality studies (Trans Care in Malatino 2020, The Problems with Care, Klostermann et al. 2022), disability studies (Carework: Dreaming Disability Justice, Piepzna-Samarasinha 2018), social change (The Care Manifesto, The Care Collective 2020, Mutual Aid, Spade 2020, “Radical Page 219 →Care” special issue of Social Text journal, Hobart and Kneese 2020), and pedagogy (from bell hooks’ Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope in 2003 to the recent national focus on trauma-informed pedagogy). However, scant publications on discourses of care have addressed Latinx literature. When Latinx communities are mentioned in the context of discourses of care, it’s often a reference to Latinas as domestic workers or nannies. To date, there has been no published examination of care as agency in Latinx communities nor acknowledgment of Latinx narratives that depict caring for one’s own as an empowering act.

Yet recent fiction by Latinx authors presents an array of opportunities for delving into this topic. In particular, there has been an explosion of critically acclaimed works by Latina authors. These include Julia Alvarez’s Afterlife (2020), Elizabeth Acevedo’s The Poet X (2018), Quiara Alegría Hudes’ My Broken Language (2021), Cristina Henriquez’s The Book of Unknown Americans (2021), Xochitl Gonzalez’s Olga Dies Dreaming (2022), and Gabriela García’s Of Women and Salt (2021). This essay situates two recent novels by Latina authors, Dominicana (2019) by Angie Cruz and Halsey Street (2017) by Naima Coster, within the framework of this expansion of Latina-authored works in the literary marketplace. Through the lens of their depictions of care and caregiving, I will explore notions of self, kinship, and community in these texts. Centered on protagonists poised at the intersection of racial, ethnic, gender, and diasporic identities, these narratives highlight care as power and agency. The work of care here represents a shift from cultural notions of women’s domestic labor. These novels’ protagonists defy expectations of women’s self-sacrifice and the insular focus on the domestic sphere. Rejecting the individualist opposition between caring for self and caring for others, these narratives dramatize forms of female political agency that are driven by the knowledge that collective interdependence is the basis of collective survival.

In U.S. minority narratives of women coming into their own, it is commonplace to encounter an opposition between the rise of personal agency and the dragging pull of obligations to family. This is unsurprising in light of the reality that, as reported by a recent study of racial and ethnic differences in caregiving, the “prevalence of unpaid or informal elder care is especially high among racial/ethnic minority households” (Rote and Moon 2016, 1088). For immigrant and racial/ethnic minorities, care work is typically more time-intensive than for those born in the United States and non-Latinx whites (1086), and “minority caregivers have more physical Page 220 →health problems and lower levels of support” than non-Latinx white caregivers (1089). Black women, in particular, often face familial expectations that they will perform unpaid care work (1096). Consequently, particularly for racial and ethnic minority women, unpaid care work often stands in opposition to personal agency.

An example that has perhaps become emblematic of this opposition can be found in Jamaica Kincaid’s 1990 novel Lucy. In this text, the eponymous protagonist arrives in New York City from the West Indies and pursues heady adventures. Exploring her identity and her own sexual pleasure with a new degree of freedom, Lucy explains that “she had not known that such pleasure could exist and, what was more, be available to [her]” (113). For her, this newfound gratification and meaning was contingent upon keeping familial (and particularly maternal) demands at bay. The fact of having been birthed by her mother was for Lucy “a sentence for life in prison whose bars are stronger than any iron imaginable” (90–1). This imprisonment is explicitly gendered; when she hears her mother’s voice in her mind, that voice speaks to her “not in English or in the French patois that she sometimes spoke, or in any language that needed help from the tongue” but “in language anyone female could understand” (90).

Lucy’s mother sends her letter after letter from the West Indies, but Lucy leaves them all unopened. Even when her mother sends word that Lucy’s father has died and that she is impoverished and in need of her daughter’s help, Lucy refuses to provide caring support. The implication is that for Lucy, there is an absolute opposition between her nascent agency and her mother’s emotional needs. Caring for herself precludes caring for others.

A similar opposition appears at the outset of the 2017 novel Halsey Street by Naima Coster. Coster, a Dominican-American writer who grew up in Brooklyn, NY, is also the author of the 2021 novel What’s Mine and Yours. The protagonist of Halsey Street, Penelope, has worked hard to put distance between herself and her parents, who are separated. Perhaps in a nod to Kincaid’s Lucy, Coster’s Penelope leaves unread the postcards she receives from her mother, Mirella, in the Dominican Republic. Meanwhile, her father, Ralph, is frail and in need of care, but rather than caring for him, Penelope not only moves out of Ralph’s house in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn, where she grew up, but moves away from New York City altogether.Page 221 →

In the case of Penelope, it’s not so much that she refuses to care for Ralph but that she doesn’t know how to undertake such work without losing herself. Research on caregiving has noted its potential to “influence life course trajectories” (Rote and Moon 2016, 1089). Penelope avoids the potential for such interference in the trajectory of her life by putting geographical and emotional distance between herself and her family. Initially, she moved away to attend the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD). But even after she drops out of that school, Penelope remains on the move, relocating to Pittsburgh and building a life that revolves around casual sex, drinking, and painting. No longer beholden to the expectations of her family or of RISD, Penelope’s body, home, and time are her own. At the outset of the novel, in introducing herself to someone she has just brought home for sex, she describes herself as a Pittsburgh native, noting internally that the characterization is accurate because “[h]‌er life hadn’t started, really, until she was on her own here” (3).

When she receives a call late one night notifying her that her father has been found collapsed and bleeding on the street, Penelope springs into action to help him—but from a distance. With her new lover still lying on the bed beside her, she calls her father’s neighbor and asks her to tend to her father’s needs. When the neighbor, Miss Beckett, asks Penelope why she doesn’t come to her father’s side to care for him herself, Penelope protests “I have my life here” (12). Caring for her father would have made her “feeble, plastic.” In Pittsburgh, living her life on her own terms, Penelope feels “she had her bones” (6). Resisting expectations of familial caregiving is, for her, a matter of feeling solid, of surviving.

Coster’s narrative situates Penelope’s initial resistance to caregiving within a generational framework. Penelope’s mother, Mirella, likewise needed to escape familial roles in order to gain agency over her life. Mirella had dreamed of attending college and of traveling. When she left the Dominican Republic and immigrated to Brooklyn, she thought she might find there the kind of cosmopolitan life for which she yearned. But after marrying Ralph and giving birth to Penelope, she found her life diminished. Ralph owned a popular record shop and was a well-respected entrepreneur in their Bed-Stuy community. Mirella, the delicately boned “exotic” foreigner who mispronounced English in ways his friends found charming, came to play a decorative, ancillary role. She was expected to impress his friends with her beauty, flatter them with her attention, and Page 222 →delight them with the Dominican delicacies she prepared for the parties Raph hosted in the parlor of their Bed-Stuy brownstone. Once Penelope was born, Mirella’s duties to others only multiplied. She resented her child’s needs, responding with impatience and irritation to Penelope’s affections. Mirella’s desire for agency over her own life was irreconcilable with the hegemonic familial roles available to women. By representing her struggles, Coster’s narrative challenges notions of traditional Latinx families and gendered expectations of care work.

Only by fleeing her family could Mirella live a life that was indeed her own. The dichotomy between choosing her own life and submitting to gendered caregiving expectations became even more stark after Ralph suffered a fall inside his home and sustained injuries that limited his mobility. Faced with his increased physical and emotional needs, in addition to the demands of her child, Mirella turned her back on her family and returned to the Dominican Republic, using her savings to purchase for herself a fine home in an exclusive community. Unlike Ralph, Mirella does not lament that Penelope chose to move away from Bed-Stuy. She knows firsthand that women often need to move away from their families in order to thrive. Remarking on an intergenerational cavalcade of women rejecting the subjugation of their familial roles, Mirella tells Penelope, “I have learned that to be a mother is to be left behind” (293).

And so, it has been for Penelope. That is, until her father’s latest fall. The mental image of her father’s bloodied body intrudes on her life in Pittsburgh, ultimately driving her to return to Bed-Stuy. She makes that concession to familial duty, but she nevertheless sustains the distance between herself and her needy father by declining his invitation to return to her old room in her childhood home, which he has prepared for her. Instead, Penelope insists on renting a room nearby.

When she goes to see Ralph and enters the home in which she grew up, she describes the house in terms that convey encumbrance and decay. She feels “her former life heaped upon her.” She sees “dirt coagulated on the mantels and the mirror, the fireplace clogged with bricks,” and an empty parlor that smells of mildew (19–20). Around this deteriorating house, Bed-Stuy is experiencing the convulsions of runaway gentrification. The streets are now littered with coffee shops with “plush furniture and abstract art on the walls, stainless-steel espresso pumps,” filled with “young people in jeans and plaid, typing away on their laptops,” interspersed with bars featuring local craft beers (70). Friends and neighbors Page 223 →had been pushed out, unable to afford the skyrocketing rents. It is this gentrification that has led to the closing of Ralph’s record store, Grand Records.

For almost two decades, Grand Records had been a neighborhood institution, with Ralph in the role of community statesman. He had founded the store in the early 1970s, giving it the name he, an orphan, had chosen as his own surname: Grand. Ralph Grand had funded his new business with savings from working in construction. His friend Lionel, who had worked alongside him in construction, also saved his money and opened a bar, Sheckley’s. Ralph and Lionel were two of the first black entrepreneurs in the neighborhood. Sheckley’s became the most popular bar in the neighborhood, and Grand Records became a Bed-Stuy landmark. The men were proud of the thriving businesses they had nurtured. Their devotion was driven by a mission to uplift their community. Lionel describes what Grand Records means to the neighborhood:


I’ve seen people walk in that shop and leave different, even if they only had enough for one record, even if they didn’t even have enough to buy any records. It’s enough to just walk through the aisles. To see what’s there, to see what our people created. I’ve seen young people go into that store and they can’t even believe how much good music was made here in Brooklyn, here, by their own people. They walk into Ralph’s store and they see that black people can do things. They can create. (Coster 2017, 98)



Grand Records was more than just a business. It was a means of inspiring pride of race and pride of place. In this New York neighborhood, through the city’s economic crisis of the 1970s, the crack epidemic of the 1980s, and the incursions of real estate investors in the 1990s, Grand Records served the people of its community by providing them with an ecstatic education about the history of black creative genius.

This is why Ralph struggled to keep the store open even as its rent skyrocketed and other neighborhood businesses closed and reopened, in another incarnation, for a white clientele. “The neighborhood needs its music,” he would insist (267). But a couple from Seattle plied him with offers to buy him out of his lease, and under the burden of relentless financial strain, he finally accepted their offer—the “blood money,” as he had called it (269). Grand Records fell prey to the same gentrifying forces that had erased so much of the community’s identity. In its place, the new Page 224 →owners erected an upscale supermarket, the aisles crowded with purple kale, rhubarb, and bulk food bins full of grains and nuts.

The gentrification of Bed-Stuy permeates every aspect of Penelope’s return home to care for her father. Ralph had been deeply depressed ever since he had had to close Grand Records. His friend Lionel had also had to sell his bar, Sheckley’s. The bar still stands but now sells craft beers and is filled with young, white faces. The former regulars—those who hadn’t already been pushed out by rising rents—“didn’t like being the only patrons who were old and local and black” (267). The neighborhood gazette features headlines such as “Emerging Brooklyn Photographers” and “Eco-Handbags from Local Designer” (227). Ralph’s home is now the subject of interest by investors, who disturb and offend him with their unsolicited offers to “pay cash on the spot” for his house.

Even the room that Penelope is renting reflects the forces of gentrification. She lives in the attic of a house that had been purchased by a young white couple, a lawyer and a writer. They had fully renovated the historic brownstone, celebrating it as a “magical place,” and moved in with their young daughter. Their friend Marty vocally admires their incursion into Bed-Stuy, commending the couple for getting the house “for dirt cheap,” and figures that although “it’s a hassle being out here,” his friends are “making a fortune on this place just by living in it” (172). He sympathizes with his friends over “all the things they hate about this neighborhood” but assures them that they “just have to wait it out, and in a few years, it’ll be better. Totally different. Worth the wait.” Marty and his friends know of Grand Records and are impressed with Penelope’s personal connection to this erstwhile Bed-Stuy institution. But for them, the legendary store is part of the local cultural authenticity that they hope will increase the value of their investment. It’s part of an ossified and monetized past. The future remains for them, the young white professionals, to determine. “There’s no telling what this neighborhood could become,” Marty proclaims. “Right now, anything is possible. This neighborhood is a blank canvas” (173).

Penelope knows that, by virtue of her education, she shares some of the privileges of her new white neighbors. At one point in the narrative, she seems to make a bid for entry into their world. She finds herself drawn to Marcus, her landlord. As her gaze lingers over his ginger hair and green eyes, she admires him for being a good father and notes that it is “beautiful the way his daughter [runs] into his arms” (36). Marcus cares for his daughter in the way that Penelope had wished to be cared for as a child. Page 225 →But Ralph had been too consumed with his record shop, and Mirella had needed to abandon the oppressive roles of mother and wife in order to thrive. Marcus and his daughter represent a normative domesticity from which Penelope had always been excluded. She loves how Marcus is as a father and comes to consider him and his daughter “the best things about being back in Brooklyn” (119). Seduced by the normative domesticity that Marcus represents, Penelope initiates a sexual relationship with him. This affair transforms her status in the household, in the house, and in the gentrified neighborhood of which it is a part. No longer a tenant renting an attic room, when Penelope is with Marcus she feels “as if the whole house was theirs” (119). His body, his family, and his house are hers.

It is precisely the gratification Penelope finds in possessing this life that causes her to feel so painfully dispossessed when Marcus eventually ends their affair. When he tells her it’s over, all she hears is the “we, we, we” of his references to his wife and child. In turning away from her, he turns back “to his real family” (133). In the new Brooklyn, she has become an interloper. This new reality is made all the more evident after she takes Marcus’ daughter on a spontaneous walk around the neighborhood while the girl’s parents are away and returns to find them clutching each other at their doorstep, terrified that their daughter had been kidnapped. This moment in the narrative illustrates how Penelope is not only excluded from their domesticity; she, in fact, threatens it. The “blank canvas” of the new Bed-Stuy is in violent, hostile relation to the Brooklyn that Penelope represents.

Penelope nonetheless finds a way to reclaim her neighborhood, transforming it into a canvas of her own. She develops a friendship with Jon, a bartender at Sheckley’s, and he invites her to go tagging in the neighborhood. Joining them are Jon’s friends Tomás, Darnell, Vincent, and Javier—Latinx and black; they have day jobs as baristas or security guards but live for the nights when they roam and tag their streets. Penelope and her new group of friends inhabit a liminal space. They are trained in the arts, but like the RISD dropout Penelope, they stand outside the art world’s borders. Jon, with his tattoos and gauge earrings, conforms to some of the trappings of Brooklyn hipsters even as he, a black local, also rejects their incursions into his community. Under cover of night, the friends come together and drift apart, each going their own way, making their mark on their city. One paints combinations of quotations from his favorite philosophers. One paints doorways, some open and some closed, on the sides of buildings. Page 226 →Jon draws large geometric designs, “bright and emphatic” multicolored circles across the buildings of his streets (230).

This moment—Penelope’s experience of tagging Bed-Stuy at night with her friends—has emblematic significance in Halsey Street. It represents a shift in Penelope’s relationship not only to her community but to her own sense of agency. For much of the narrative, she has been grasping at forms of social power that proved to be illusory. As a girl, she yearned for her mother’s affection but ultimately found family life just as suffocatingly restrictive as it had been for her mother and grandmother. As a student, she had sought recognition and praise in art school, only to become disillusioned with the values of that world. As a young woman returning to Bed-Stuy, she had attempted to inhabit the normative domesticity of the young white professionals who now owned houses on its streets. However, she found herself cast off by her lover and treated as a threatening interloper. Now, tagging the streets of Bed-Stuy with her friends, she is empowered by a new form of relationality that is communal and unbounded. It is not the filiation of domesticity but the affiliation of the streets—unsanctioned, surreptitious, with “an eye out for cops and the security cameras in front of the lit-up condos” (230). For Penelope, it is a new way of being that is collaborative and marked by the call-and-response dynamic of kin: “his green on her blue, her orange enclosing his green.” It is transformative, and she feels “exhilarated and calm, cold, and deep inside herself.” From this communal relationality, she derives a sense of agency that empowers her to care for her frail father in a way that exceeds and supplants filial duty.

At the apex of Ralph’s vulnerability, as he stands aged and weak before his daughter, Penelope’s guilty distance from him is abruptly superseded by a newfound pride in taking responsibility for his well-being. This caregiving role is far from being one of self-sacrifice. On the contrary, she derives from it a new form of agency. Newly empowered, she no longer evades her mother but instead flies to the Dominican Republic to confront her. In her hand, Penelope brings the title to Ralph’s house, which she now demands Mirella sign over to her. She tells her mother, “Pop agreed it’s best if the house is in my name, and my name only,” and “all you have to do is sign” (262). Her interest in the house is not financial, but emotional; possessing it represents a reclaiming of her identity as an Afro-Latina from Bed-Stuy, a resident whose family legacy was rooted in the neighborhood long before gentrification began to erase the history of its communities. Ralph, at this point, needs to enter a nursing home, but Penelope is stepping into his Page 227 →former role as steward of the community, just as she is proudly assuming stewardship of his safety by overseeing the care he receives at the nursing home and visiting him there frequently. These visits permit her to sustain Ralph’s connections to the community that has been at the center of his identity, mitigating the loss of racial and ethnic identity often observed in those who receive care in institutional settings (Rote and Moon 2016, 1096). She undertakes this care work not in isolation but with the social and affective support of her neighborhood friends—as is often the case among caregivers of older racial minorities, who are thereby shielded from the emotional strain of their labor (Dilworth-Anderson et al. 2002, 266). Moving back into her childhood home, Penelope repaints its walls and furnishes it with her own sensibility. There is symbolic significance in her choice to make her bedroom in the parlor, the public space of the house where Ralph used to host Lionel and other neighborhood leaders.

By deriving agency from her new role as a caregiver for her father and community, Penelope subverts notions of identity rooted in capital and labor, as well as in filiation and domesticity. Coster’s narrative explicitly refuses to define its protagonist in terms of her employment or profession. When Penelope returns to Bed-Stuy after attending art school, she begins working as a substitute art teacher at P.S. 23, the same elementary school she attended as a child. The narrative thus presents a story that, on its surface, appears to be a tale of a protagonist coming full circle to “give back” to her community. But this surface interpretation requires associating identity with labor and employment, and the novel emphatically disavows this association. Penelope does not find her work satisfying and aligns herself more closely with the disaffected students than the mission-driven school administrators. Analogously, the novel also disavows expectations of reciprocity of care within a nuclear family—expectations prevalent among racial and ethnic minorities (Dilworth-Anderson et al. 2002, 264). Penelope’s identity is not rooted in institutions, professions, or notions of familial reciprocity; it is rooted in emergent communal, affiliative care networks.

It is thus particularly fitting that the novel begins and ends with Penelope and Ralph listening to the music of John Coltrane. The album A Love Supreme, widely considered Coltrane’s masterpiece, celebrates a spiritual, collective love, a commitment beyond conjugal love, beyond clan. When he owned Grand Records, Ralph passionately sought to inspire his Bed-Stuy neighbors with the creative genius of black musicians. “The Page 228 →neighborhood needs its music,” he had said (267). Penelope, in her transformed relationality, is an agent of care as its own form of artistry. It has always been the case for her that “painting is an act of sovereignty” (Mills 2021, 77). By the end of the novel, the collective work of caring for the community has joined the private work of painting as expressions of her sovereignty. Empowered to advocate for her father and her community without being subsumed by either, caregiving is a creative force and an exercise of power for her. Bed-Stuy is indeed a “blank canvas” for Penelope. What she sees is not the investment opportunity enticing young white professionals. Instead, Penelope sees an arena in which to exercise her power and create change in the lives of those for whom she cares.

The 2019 novel Dominicana also thematizes care in relation to female agency. Its author, Dominican-American writer Angie Cruz, was raised in the Dominican neighborhood of Washington Heights in upper Manhattan and has published three other novels: Soledad (2001), Let It Rain Coffee (2005), and How Not to Drown in a Glass of Water (2022). Dominicana is perhaps Cruz’s most acclaimed work to date. Loosely based on the author’s mother’s life, the novel traces the protagonist’s efforts to make her way as an undocumented immigrant in 1960s New York City after being married off at age fifteen to a man in his thirties. Ana, the protagonist, must negotiate the restrictions imposed on her life choices by a range of social forces: the economic needs of her family in the Dominican Republic, the betrayals and brutality of her husband, and the racial and ethnic bias she faces in the United States.

Ana’s marriage and emigration from her Dominican village to New York City bear the weight of familial duty. Her family has pinned their hopes for a better life on her shoulders. While her family struggles to obtain basic necessities, her parents observe with envy how Juan Ruiz and his brothers arrive at the village “with pockets full of dollars” after traveling between Santo Domingo and New York City (Cruz 2019, 4). With her unusual green eyes—a “winning lottery ticket”—Ana is a rare commodity on the marriage market, and her family is determined to get the highest possible price for her (11). She is gussied up by her family and pushed toward Juan, and by the time she is eleven years old, he has proposed. There is no marriage celebration, no party, or church service. When she reaches the age of fifteen, Juan purchases a marriage certificate, plane tickets, and a falsified passport for her in the capital. In an instant, a new identity is imposed on her: Ana’s passport bears someone else’s photograph and someone else’s Page 229 →birthdate, making her nineteen years old. Ana, four years of her life erased, is bound for New York City as a married woman. Thinking of the family she is leaving behind, she knows she “will be given lists upon lists, with orders to be filled” (21). Her marriage is purely transactional; her role is to ensure her family’s economic survival and, as soon as possible, to serve as a ticket for their own emigration to the United States.

The role Ana is expected to play is unambiguous, and upon arriving in New York, she gives no thought to exploring the city. Instead, she immerses herself in the gendered labor that will establish her right to make economic demands of her husband on her family’s behalf. Juan’s apartment in Washington Heights is dingy and cluttered, and the furniture “is so filthy [she] fears something will crawl out of its cracks.” Mindful of the expectations she must fulfill, Ana polices herself, saying to herself: “Get to work, Ana! You’re now a wife. You have duties.” She mixes vinegar and water and scrubs the walls, the countertops, the refrigerator, and the bathroom. Juan and his brother César, who also lives with them, spend most of their days and many of their nights outside of the apartment. On the streets, he endures racial and ethnic discrimination as he struggles for economic survival. At home, he discharges his pain and humiliation upon the body of his wife. At the intersection of both ethnic and gender inequities, Ana “suffers a double oppression as an immigrant woman” in a “patriarchal home” (Arce Álvarez 2023, 174). Juan often arrives home inebriated, and when he is in a foul mood or if Ana rebuffs his sexual advances, he assaults and rapes her. Ana, who is undocumented, exiled from her family, and knows no English, is essentially imprisoned in his home as a domestic and sexual slave. She is trapped in the apartment as in a cage; this symbolism is underscored by Juan’s penchant for calling her pajarita, or little bird (Arce Álvarez 2023, 168). Her captivity is punctuated by letters from her mother reminding her of what is at stake in her subjugation: “Are you keeping Juan happy? Can you send money to fix A, to fix B, to fix C…? … Send money. Send money. Send money” (Cruz 2019, 75).

Despite the multiple ways in which her life is circumscribed, Ana cultivates an affective life beyond the boundaries of her ties to her husband and her family back home. Her mother has assured her that women cannot be friends. But Ana develops a tender friendship with Marisela, a woman who occasionally stops by the apartment to make payments on a loan Juan has made to her. Ana discovers that she, “a city girl now,” has gained access to knowledge that had been unavailable to her mother in their village, Page 230 →including her understanding of the new form of relationality she develops with Marisela (120). Her mother was wrong; women can indeed be friends. Marisela becomes the emotional center of Ana’s life in New York. She cultivates other affective bonds, as well. Her husband has warned her that the pigeons that frequent their fire escape are “rats of the sky” that feed on garbage and spread diseases (74). But Ana befriends the pigeons, secretly placing plates of rice for them on the fire escape outside her kitchen window. Observing them carefully, she discerns their distinct personalities and assigns them names: Yohnny and Lenny, after her brothers; Juanita and Betty, after her cousins; Teresa, after her sister. They become a substitute family for her, and she relies on them for emotional comfort and daily companionship. Ana derives a sense of her nascent power from these caring relationships with Marisela and with her “pet” pigeons—relationships that remain illegible to others.

After a particularly brutal attack by Juan, Ana utilizes the pigeons as a secret weapon against her husband’s tyranny. She captures one of the pigeons, and after offering it a heartfelt apology, she butchers it and marinates its meat. Her subservient role as a cook is one she here subverts into a commanding role, rendering her unfettered in her capacity to mete out punishment. When her husband sits down to dinner that night, Ana watches with satisfaction as he eats a stew made from the meat of a New York City pigeon. As he serves himself again and again, she calmly wonders what diseases the pigeon carried.

Juan is unaware that his wife has just punished him, yet Ana’s private revenge leads him to see her in a different light: “I serve him some water, and he looks at me. Really looks at me. My belly bulges through my clothes. My breasts are bigger. ‘I’ll make you an appointment for a doctor,’ he says. … That’s when I know he understands” (131, emphasis added). This moment of understanding is, in the narrative, richly multivalent. Ana has been aware that she is pregnant for some time but has withheld this information from Juan. Rather than remaining a commodity traded for the use of others, Ana now possesses a rich interior life from which she derives intention and agency, strategically negotiating what she chooses to reveal or withhold. Her revenge, though secret, causes her husband to see her anew. Now, he notes the changes in her belly and breasts and understands that she is pregnant. Moreover, this newfound understanding occupies a space beyond the literal: within Ana, new life, awareness, and agency are developing. Looking at her, “really look[ing]” at her, Juan now Page 231 →understands what Ana has become capable of. She has become a woman skilled at defending her interests and exacting revenge.

Ana’s pregnancy and capacity for revenge are thus linked and are representative of a burgeoning, new sense of agency. No longer alone, she is now connected to other women through their shared experiences of pregnancy and childbirth. Upon learning that Ana is expecting, Marisela tenderly proclaims, “Welcome, Anita, to the club of mothers…. It’s extraordinary to stand on the edge of life and death” (123). This connection is embodied and collective, exceeding the bounds of sanctioned female existence. Ana imagines her belly joining together with the belly of her pregnant cousin to create a monstrous “two-headed pregnant beast” (291). Finding no human model for this shared intimate power, Ana takes recourse to another species to describe her yearnings: “If we were horses, Marisela would stay close to me for eleven months until the baby was born. All the horses on our farm have female companions” (124). These monstrous, beastly creatures are united by the vulnerability of their bodies and by their capacity to receive and provide care. Aligned with a monstrous, collective body, Ana’s pregnant body represents a new “female intersectional consciousness” that, in birthing a new generation in a new land, “rewrites and recreates from the female body the diasporic experience of Dominican women immigrants in New York from an intersectional perspective” (Arce Álvarez 2023, 175, 163).

Ana’s forays into a life unencumbered by others’ expectations culminate with Juan’s departure from New York. He announces that he must return to the Dominican Republic to address a financial matter. Though she feigns sadness that he is leaving and nervousness about being on her own in New York, she is, in fact, elated. With Juan gone, she enrolls in the free English as a Second Language (ESL) classes offered at a Washington Heights church. In transgressing the borders of her domestic environment, she also crosses boundaries of language and nationality; her fellow students are from Europe, Asia, and South America. Alongside them, Ana tries out the new language on her tongue. “My name is Ana,” she says. “I bon in Dominican Republic” (186).

This newfound agency in naming herself and addressing the public sphere is intensified at a moment of crisis. Ana learns that her beloved brother Yohnny, age sixteen, has been killed in the Dominican Republic. He has been shot while participating in a protest against the U.S. Army on the island. In New York, Ana scours the newspapers for Page 232 →some acknowledgment of the violent repression of the protest but finds nothing. Lyndon B. Johnson had sent American troops to support the cronies of dictator Rafael Trujillo following his assassination, and as far as the U.S. press was concerned, all was now well in the Dominican Republic. It is then that Ana takes up pen and paper. Evoking the iconic poem “Puerto Rican Obituary” by Pedro Pietri, Ana herself composes the obituary for Yohnny that is absent from the newspapers. With daring embellishments, she lauds her murdered brother: “Thousands attended his funeral. His casket is covered in white roses…Just hours before his death, the president himself was about to grant him a visa and ten thousand dollars to start a new life in the United States” (236–7). In penning this obituary, Ana asserts her own reckoning of a loss that remains unrecognized in official records, both on the island and in the United States. By disrupting official accounts to interject her own voice, Ana discovers that writing, too, is a form of care. Through her writing, she is able to defend Yohnny in death in a way that her gender, economic position, and migration status prevented her from doing in life. Embracing this new power, Ana composes further obituaries, celebrating not only the accomplishments of others but her own as well. She writes of “the great Ana Canción,” who spearheaded campaigns to “start schools and hospitals for the elderly” (238). Buying a notebook, Ana continues to write, her words filling its pages while her child grows inside her womb.

At the center of Ana’s affective life are collective rather than conjugal commitments. Early in the narrative, she becomes infatuated with César, her playful and kind brother-in-law. But just as César finally truly commits to her, Ana categorically rejects conjugal life with him. She has come to emphasize the primacy of care work, and César’s deficiencies in this regard are quite plain to her. How could he ever care for her and her family, she wonders, if he has proven himself to be incapable of caring even for himself? As if to prove her right, César responds to her rejection with an expression of helplessness, asking: “What am I supposed to do … by myself?” (293). Rather than playing an insular domestic role as a conjugal partner, Ana chooses to care for her mother and her brother Lenny, who have managed to obtain visas and are on their way to New York. This choice strengthens her sense of her own power, and their arrival in no way threatens her autonomy. The work of care is now something she proudly Page 233 →chooses; it is an expression of her own agency. Taking in the domestic scene around her, Ana thinks to herself: “Everything has an order, everything has a place. I have already made room for the baby, for Mamá, for Lenny” (293). Ana has gone from being placed where others want her—in an abusive marriage, exiled in another nation—to being the one that assigns places to others.

The authority she possesses as the caregiver in her own household ultimately renders Ana’s power visible to her mother. When her mother discovers Juan’s abusive nature and witnesses how her daughter has learned to defend herself against it, she finally truly sees her daughter. Like Juan after his pigeon stew punishment, Ana’s mother “understands everything,” at last perceiving her daughter’s agency (317, emphasis added). She is able to perceive “everything [Ana] has survived for her and for the family.” As with Juan, this new understanding of Ana is pivotal. Overcome by the immensity of this belated recognition of her daughter’s power, her mother begins to sob in a “tropical storm without warning, her wail with no top or bottom.” Unafraid of her mother’s vulnerability, Ana cares for her, too. “My feet are rooted,” she says to herself (294). “My fists, tight against my sides. My eyes wide open. … I have chosen my family” (294).

The relationality of this “chosen family” does not, as it has historically in queer communities, stand in opposition to her biological family. Instead, it is a marker of transformed relations of care. As in queer communities, this work of care sustains survival that is collective as well as individual. Ana’s pregnancy did not lead her to turn inward to her own domestic private sphere. Instead, she imagined her body connected to other pregnant bodies, “beasts” with multiple heads. She is part of a collective being, a formidable, monstrous form of life for which no name yet exists. Near the end of the novel, Ana joins an antiwar protest, marching with a sea of others against traffic on Broadway:


A woman links her arm to mine and I link my arm to a man next to me. … We’re like a school of fish, not losing our place, swimming against the current. Alive. I can barely see anything, the mass of bodies pushing back the traffic … Chants rip through my body. Together we’re strong. So strong. … This is why we say no. This is why we link arms. (Cruz 2019, 295, emphasis in the original)



Page 234 →As Ana raises her voice to shout the chants that “rip through [her] body,” and as her body is linked to the bodies of countless others, she feels “alive.” Ana knows that her power is contingent upon the power of others. Hers is an agency of interdependency, of shared vulnerability, of care.

Ana’s care-based agency addresses material needs in the private sphere but is driven by political commitments in the public sphere. The narrative suggests the beginnings of a romance between Ana and César, only to end with her rejection of a conjugal life with him, instead dedicating her future to advocacy for her new baby and her mother, her brother, and the people of her neighborhood. It is the same trajectory traced in Halsey Street. Coster’s novel suggests the beginnings of a romance between Penelope and the bartender Jon, only to subvert this romance narrative and instead end on her commitment to her father and the broader community.

In addition to exploding notions of female fulfillment in the private sphere of conjugal bonds, these novels contest the masculinist emphasis on the Trujillo era that is salient in Dominican-American literature, such as the works of Junot Díaz and Julia Alvarez. Rather than “continuing to turn to Trujillo and Dominican men to represent and shape Dominican identity,” the narratives by Cruz and Coster “characterize the richness and agency of Dominican and Dominican American women’s lives” (Mills 2021, 88). By foregrounding care work as a mode of social power for immigrant women, their novels illuminate a vital aspect of the intersectional identities of Afro-Dominican women.

In both novels, the young Latina protagonists exercise care from a subject position fundamentally distinct from both cultural and gendered expectations. Their subjectivity stands in opposition to the self-sacrifice of gendered expectations, and it stands in opposition to the individualism prevalent in U.S. culture. Instead, they occupy a subject position that is both defiant and wounded, troubling the opposition between caregiver and cared for, sovereign and subject. This subjectivity represents a fundamental rupture from narratives about women of color coming into their own in which choosing the self means rejecting care work. Returning to the emblematic example of Jamaica Kincaid’s foundational novel Lucy, that work is characterized by an absolute opposition between the protagonist’s nascent agency and her mother’s emotional needs. For Lucy, caring for herself is contingent upon refusing to care for others. In the novels by Coster and Cruz, this opening of the self to the other is instead an emblem of the agency their protagonists come to exercise. This shift in subjectivity Page 235 →is reflected in the very titles of the novels: Lucy is named for its protagonist, Halsey Street evokes a threatened community, and Dominicana evokes the experience of generations of women. These recent novels point the way to notions of political agency rooted in a recognition of vulnerability and interdependence. For Penelope and Ana, commitment to self is inextricable from commitment to community, and this commitment is grounded in the work of care.
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Afterword

On the Future of Representation and Scholarship

Irene Mata

Wellesley College


On a warm September Sunday evening, I sat in a dark theater, surrounded by a group of first-generation college students waiting for the screening of The Blue Beetle, the newest live-action superhero film. The students attended the film screening as part of a field trip organized in collaboration with my friend and colleague, Soo Hong, as part of our curriculum for our first-gen first-year seminars. We felt the film’s focus on family, resistance, and community would resonate with the lessons we taught our students in the classroom. The film, helmed by Puerto Rican director Ángel Manuel Soto, is based on the DC Comics series character Blue Beetle/Jaime Reyes and follows the adventures of a young Latino protagonist, Jaime Reyes. The plot of the film is formulaic, as are most superhero films. We have the handsome, though slightly awkward, hero who must find the strength and courage to save his family/community/world. While the story might not necessarily be unique, the focus on the protagonist and his familial culture stands out. Jaime is a first-generation college graduate who is finally home and determined to help his family keep their home. As the plot unfolds, we get heartwarming scenes that represent a multi-generational family that loves and supports each other, alongside commentary on larger structures of oppression that impact the lives of Jaime’s family.

Having previously watched the film, I was aware of the plot line and how the action unfolded, allowing me to focus on the students and observe Page 237 →their reactions as they lost themselves in the world created in the film. I watched them laugh and cry as the story progressed. There was a palpable sense of joy in the group—a joy that comes with seeing parts of one’s own life represented on a screen. The ability to identify with several aspects of The Blue Beetle offered students an empowering experience. When we discussed the film, many described recognizing themselves and their families in the characters. They felt seen.1 The film might not have been a box-office success, but it was incredibly meaningful for the young people watching it. Their experience watching the film illustrates the importance of representation and the need to have our stories told. While the emotional impact of The Blue Beetle on the students was significant, what made the field trip worth organizing was the discussion that the film helped inspire, a discussion rooted in a Latinx Cultural Studies methodology. As the authors of this volume demonstrate, the work of Latinx Cultural Studies scholars is to help us go beyond an appreciation for our presence on the screen.

Part of our class discussion centered on the studio and filmmakers’ decision to hold the film’s premiere in my hometown, El Paso, TX. The importance of The Blue Beetle’s premiere in El Paso cannot be overstated. As a vibrant border city, El Paso is often at the center of discussions around immigration reform and enforcement. The decision to premiere a major studio film that centers on a Latinx family in such a contested border space sends a powerful message about the immigration politics of the film and the audience it is targeting. It aligns with the larger politics of immigration represented in the story—one that does not vilify immigrants but instead features a mixed-status family that continues to struggle despite all their hard work and perseverance. By placing the analysis of the film within a historical and spatial context, students can read the film as part of a larger public debate on immigration, race, and national belonging. The interdisciplinary methodology of analyzing the film’s representation within a larger film history also helps identify the changes taking place in the arena of mainstream representation.2 While the film does invoke several outdated stereotypes, these do not negate the positivity with which The Blue Beetle portrays the loving Latinx family and community that has shaped the character of the young superhero.3

As the presence of Latinx characters on the screen continues to grow, so do the possibilities of diverse representations of Latinidad. The Latinx community is heterogeneous, consisting of differing histories, languages, cultural practices, and racial identities. As the visibility of Latinx people in media grows, so does the challenge to change previous monolithic Page 238 →representations of our community. The case of the film In the Heights is the perfect example of what can happen when important histories within the Latinx community are rendered invisible. Released in 2021, the film was based on the highly successful, award-winning musical by Lin-Manuel Miranda. While well-received by critics, the movie was strongly criticized for its erasure of the Afro-Latinx community that makes up Washington Heights and accused of colorism for casting only light-skinned Latinx actors in the leading roles.4 The public outcry around the film’s problematic representation brought into the spotlight the conversation around anti-Blackness within the Latinx community that has been the subject of the work of Afro-Latinx scholars. These scholars have been advocating for more inclusive understandings of Latinidad—challenging others in the field to question the gaps in our own research.5 The fact that Lin-Manuel Miranda issued a public apology that acknowledged the colorism of the film is a testament to the impact that a growing awareness of anti-Blackness within the Latinx community is having in the mainstream media. The scholarship of Afro-Latinx scholars has educated our community about the erases within our histories and the legacy of anti-Blackness that continues to haunt the constructions of Latinidad. With the inclusion of Afro-Latinx characters, films like Encanto and Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse visually represent the increased understanding of racial diversity within the Latinx community.

While it is heartening that major studies are increasing Latinx representation on the screen, Latinx directors have been creating projects that have helped influence this growth. As part of a larger resistance to invisibility and erroneous representation, filmmakers like Álex Rivera, Aurora Guerrero, Cristina Ibarra, and Adelina Anthony have successfully created films centered on complex narratives and characters. Their accomplishments are evidence of their influence on the film industry. Both Rivera and Ibarra were awarded the prestigious MacArthur Fellowships in 2021 (Stevens and Schuessler 2021). Guerrero’s 2012 Mosquita y Mari was critically acclaimed and financed entirely by crowdsourcing, illustrating the desire for the community to see inclusive stories on the screen.6 Going beyond a simple representation of Latinidad subjectivity, Guerrero’s film beautifully captures the burgeoning queer love between her Latina protagonists, offering a complex and intersectional portrayal of Latinx youth.

Similarly, 2020’s independently produced short film, La Serenata, shows the impact that small, community-based, and produced cultural Page 239 →productions can have on the fields of Film Studies and Latinx Studies. The film, directed by Adelina Anthony, was produced by AdeRisa Productions, an independent film company devoted to producing films focusing on LGBTQ+ POC stories. Based on the 2018 bilingual children’s book, When We Love Someone We Sing to Them/Cuando Amamos Cantamos, by Ernesto Javier Martínez, the short film is a heartwarming narrative of Luis, a young Chicano boy who wants to find a serenata for the best friend who has captured his affection.7 The story is an example of queer filmmaking that centers on positive representation and love for the community. La Serenata has been featured at various film festivals and won multiple awards, including HBO’s Latinx Short Film Competition. The success of the short film has led to a crowdsourcing campaign to finance a feature-length version of the short.8 Films like La Serenata and Mosquita y Mari feature the stories of queer Latinx characters—a marginalized group within the Latinx community that is often rendered invisible on the screen. The films are making a powerful intervention in the homophobic representation and historical erasure of queer and trans members of the Latinx community. They are examples of the kind of cultural productions that inspire new narratives of belonging and future directions in Latinx scholarship. The independent films created by directors like Guerrero and Anthony offer a rich new source of cultural texts waiting to be analyzed and studied.

As the essays in this volume illustrate, the impact of visual culture in shaping perceptions of our community—both from within and outside—is not waning. With newer technology making media more accessible to consume and produce, the opportunity to craft our own narratives has increased. As educators and scholars, we can use these visual texts to teach media literacy and make our students more critical consumers of cultural productions. By incorporating films and serial shows into our curriculum, we can also introduce students to different versions of our communities—versions that challenge the long history of damaging stereotypes that continue to haunt our screens. We expand their understanding of Latinidad and the diversity of groups that make up the community. In his influential 1992 study of the representation of Chicanos in film, historian Carlos E. Cortés argues that visual media not only circulates and creates images but also transmits and organizes information, forms expectations, and offers models for action. Cortés’s research is foundational in our understanding that “movies teach…they form, in short, a powerful public Page 240 →textbook…long after school education has ended, we continue learning through the media” (Cortés 1992, 91). Latinx Cultural Studies scholarship is helping shape how we learn this curriculum and resist damaging lessons.

When I think about the future directions of Latinx Studies, it is impossible to imagine a future that does not involve the growing influence of our community. In their 2006 essay, “Theses on the Latino Bloc: A Critical Perspective,” Rosaura Sánchez and Beatrice Pita argue for the creation of a political network based on the similarities and differences within groups that fall under the umbrella of Latinidad, what they call the “Latino Bloc.” While written almost twenty years ago in response to the xenophobic backlash to the immigrant rights demonstration, the essay remains relevant as it reminds us of the possibilities of working together across differences to ensure our communities’ well-being. They assert that:


We are here to stay, as are all U.S. minority and majority populations. The numbers, cultures, views, tastes, and languages of the Latino Bloc will undoubtedly profoundly affect the United States…Our numbers suggest that we will eventually tilt the scales in the direction of a Latina/o ascendancy, but not completely. This will never be a homogeneous land; it never has been, and it never will be. Heterogeneity (cultural, racial, ethnic, linguistic) will continue to define it (Sánchez and Pita 2006, 50–51).



It is this heterogeneity that remains a strength within our Latinx community. The visual texts that represent the complexities found within our communities challenge the previous monolithic versions of Latinidad, versions that no longer hold absolute power over representation. Instead, we have rich new cultural productions that celebrate our differences and gesture toward a more inclusive and responsible representation. As Latinx scholars, we have the opportunity to support these efforts not only through our teaching but also through our research and writing. Our scholarship can document the changes being made in the field of Visual Studies and the impact that Latinx creators are making in changing how the world views our Latinx community. Our work can also continue to hold accountable the creators of lazy and unimaginative images of Latinx people. We aren’t going anywhere, and mainstream cultural industries seem to be getting the message. Our stories are worth telling and worth studying.



Notes


	1.For young people who have grown up inundated with images of loving white nuclear families, the dearth of representation of strong Latinx families that love and support each other is angering. Even when films present more positive images of Latinx families, they replicate negative stereotypes of familial bonds. While lovely, films like Coco and Encanto portray overbearing matriarchs who traumatize their families into compliance. Other films represent Latina mothers as passive, always-suffering victims of patriarchy, while Latino fathers are reduced to violent caricatures of machismo. The Blue Beetle offers viewers a family that loves each other but, more importantly, respects each other. There are no overbearing fathers who rule their families with an iron fist or mothers who passive-aggressively manipulate their children. What the film gives us is a family that struggles to make ends meet, sacrifices for each other, and unconditionally supports and loves one another. This is the representation of family that connected with my students—a family that much more closely resembles the ones that raised them.

	2.While Hollywood has traditionally represented members of the Latinx community as immigrants—and therefore foreign—this is an inaccurate representation of the heterogeneity of the community. It would be easy to see the representation of yet another immigrant family on the screen as a tired trope of the hard-working immigrant Latinx family. What makes the representation in The Blue Beetle somewhat different is that it complicates the representation of immigration, rejecting the myth of the American Dream and meritocracy. The film is positive in its portrayal of the undocumented father’s decision to immigrate for his family’s well-being but, at the same time, is critical of an immigration system that exploits the work of immigrants while positioning them in constant financial and legal insecurity. Given the vitriol surrounding immigration in our current politics, we need positive representation to counter the vitriol.

	3.While the representation of family and immigration in The Blue Beetle is positive in the context of a long history of negative stereotypes of the Latinx community, it is a major studio film that is formulaic and aimed at garnering the largest audience possible. Such pursuit limits the possibilities in the movie’s representation of difference. What we are left with is an entertaining superhero film that promotes a positive image of Jaime’s family and community within the boundaries that remain comfortable for a mainstream audience.

	4.For a brilliant critique of the film, see Felice León’s (2021) video interviews with the director, Jon M. Chu, and various actors on The Root.

	5.See the work of scholars like Lorgia García Peña, Solsiree del Moral, Isabel Molina-Guzmán, Miriam Jiménez Román, Juan Flores, and Vanessa K. Valdés.

	6.The film was also the first narrative film by a Chicana director to be screened at the Sundance Film Festival (Kurwa 2012).

	7.Martínez is himself a Chicano/Puerto Rican academic, illustrating the possibilities of combining research and creativity to produce art that challenges outdated traditions and harmful stereotypes.

	8.Website: https://seedandspark.com/fund/la-serenata#story
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