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Ana Castillo's The M,xquia~zuala Letters is a Chicana novel which is read widely in 
Chicano and feminist literature classes in American universities. Nonetheless, it has 
generated little critical attention, perhaps because it is a novel that, at first glance, 
appears to be riddled with contradictions. A close reading reveals that it is, more 
accuratelY a novel that delights in transgression and in subversion. Three aspects of the 
novel that interest me are: 1) its dialogue with Julio Cortazar's Rayuela; 2) the 
subversion of genre as a strategy used to inscribe the female subject; 3) rage as a 
catalyst for the expression of love among women. A thread that links the three topics is 
Castillo's commitment to the undermining of hierarchies and the games and discourses 
that sustain them. This commitment is introduced immediately with the following 
epigram: "I quit loving my father a long time ago. What remained was a slavery to a 
pattern" (Anais Nin, Un~r the Glass Bel0. The pivotal signs in this quote, jather and 
slavery, herald the exploration of male-female relations as constituted within the 
perimeters of the "law of the father," that is, within a patriarchal paradigm. It is, 
consequently, baffling to encounter on the following page this inscription: "In memory 
of the master of the game, Julio Cortazar." The reader is perplexed, not so much 
because Castillo dedicates the novel to a male, but because she chooses the epithet 
master, a concept so central to patriarchal discourse. Add to this the fact that Castillo, in 
her structuring of The M'xquiahuala Letters, emulates the structure of this master's 
masterpiece. Is Castillo aware of the contradiction that leaps out at the reader in the 
initial pages, or is she, perhaps, setting (up) Cortazar as her model only to turn the 
game tables on him? The latter possibility warrants some consideration. 
 
In structuring Rayuela, Cortazar offers the reader the choice of (115) two approaches to 
the text. One is a traditional chronological reading of the first 56 chapters. The second 
involves the interpolation of chapters 57 through 155 amongst the first 56 chapters 
according to a plan devised by the author. This second reading results in a 
non-chronological skipping-about the text, requiring what Cortazar calls a rector 
complice. Cortazar emphasizes in a note to the reader that the important element here 
is choice, the implica tion being that he relinquishes his voice of author(ity), allowing 



the reader to determine the most appropriate way to read the novel. The problem here 
is the following: what self-respecting reader would choose the ordered, but partial, 
reading of the text? In effect, the non-traditional option stands as a blatant challenge to 
the reader. As such, the seemingly democratic author, who despite his otherwise 
transgressive ecriture in which he posits la otra villa, or the pre- oedipal mode which 
precedes that of the phallocentric symbolic, as the desired mode for inscribing the text,' 
is not able to extricate himself from the weight of the "law of the father." Cortazar, in 
fact, manipulates the reader in such a way that allows him to prove that he is not only 
spielmeister of the game of manipulation, but also master (read: voice of authority) of 
his text. Add to this the fact that the philosopher Morelli, whose ideas greatly influence 
the characters of Rayuela, refers disparagingly to a passive reader who refuses to play 
the role of rector complice as a rector hembra. If we apply this Morellian reasoning to 
Cortazar's text, we understand that the reader who fails to elect the more challenging 
reading is also a rector hembra. Cortazar's adherence to a patriarchal discourse that 
marks femaleness, or lo femer~irzo, as inferior cannot go unnoticed. 
 
Let us now examine Castillo's game. Like Cortazar, Castillo offers the reader some 
alternative reading strategies: one for the conformist, one for the cynic, and one for the 
quixotic. The readings differ in that each begins and ends in a different manner, and in 
each some letters are omitted. Castillo places her reader in the very uncomfortable 
position of having to make a choice based on an act of self-scrutiny and self-definition. 
Should the reader be loathe to engage in such an endeavor, (s)he can, of course, do a 
traditional chronological reading, which, incidentally, is the only complete reading. 
The temptation, of course, is to do the complete reading, as well as all of the optional 
readings, in order to appreciate Castillo's perception of cynic, quixotic, and conformist. 
(116) 
 Should the reader do just that, (s)he in fact creates an additional option. But regardless 
of which reading—or readings—is finally chosen, the point is that while Cortazar goads 
the reader away from the lectura hembra toward what he, as authority of the text, 
considers a superior reading (a lectura macho?). Castillo succeeds, in good 
post-modernist form, in inspiring a subversive reading of her text, thereby 
undermining her own author(ity). In this light her inscription, "in memory of the master 
of the game," bears the mark of irony, for Castillo's emulation of Magister Ludi 
Cortazar constitutes her own ludic endeavor, whereby she leads the reader to decode 



Cortazar's complicity with a code of patriarchal authority and her own subversive 
stance vis-a-vis that code. Thus Castillo takes her first step in breaking that pattern of 
slavery alluded to in the epigram. 
 
Genre and Dimensions of Self 
 
The author's choice of the epistolary as the sub-genre through which she explores facets 
of the self and the process of inscribing subjectivity is a curious one.2 In the first place, 
it is an outdated genre, in the second, it is strictly cod)fied and hardly seems 
compatible with the postmodern tendencies which obtain in Castillo's text.3 These 
tendencies occur precisely because Castillo's iconoclasm does not allow her to 
recognize, nor to acquiesce, before the authority of master codes, be they genres codes 
or modes of perceiving alterity 
 
In this letter-writing project, the letter simultaneously functions as a bridge arul as a 
boundary between subject and object. It verbally links the receiver, (Other), to the 
sender, (Self), but it also posits the other as the impenetrable mirror that reflects the 
specular image of the speaking-writing subject. The opposition between subject and 
object is reinforced by physical descriptions that form a binary paradigm that seems to 
correspond to a Spain-Mexico, Cortes-Malinche, or master-slave relationship. Castillo 
seems to be treading dangerous hierarchical waters here, but wait, there is a twist 
which points once again toward subversion: the attributes of the subject are not those 
that are normally attributed to the dominant entity in the pair, but rather to the 
subordinate one and (117)  
vice versa: 
 

subject (Teresa) morena round, fleshy contours Indian Ancestry 
 
object (Alicia) fair skinned thin, muscular contours Anglo-Spanish Ancestry 

 
Through this inversion of binary opposites, Castillo begins to deflate the paradigm of 
its traditional trappings. The transgressive nature of this act, however, is not 
immediately clear, for the sovereignty of the subject is simultaneously underscored as 
Teresa recalls the past experiences of laoth subject and object. Despite her 



knowledge-experience of these events, Alicia listens passively, thereby surrendering 
her authority of experience and situating the speaker in the privileged position of 
omniscient narrator. The use of the second person pronoun accentuates the sense of 
hypnotic control of the object by the subject: 
 

No one had come to meet you at the bus depot. You did the rare thing of 
catching a cab to the tenement, out of fear of getting mugged with such tempting 
cargo, odd objects wrapped in newsprint that protruded from brightly colored 
straw bags.... It had been a long journey home, so long that you were in no rush 
to get inside, more so because you knew you were about to enter not your 
apartment but transcend from one reality into the other. (42) 

 
Dwelling on details of opposition between self and other, the subject describes the 
other, in letter fourteen, in terms that barely conceal the dialectic desire to unite herself 
to the object, thus overcoming separation. This desire surfaces again in letter eleven, in 
which Teresa describes to Alicia having watched her engage in sex with a male lover. 
The italics used in this passage underscore the power of the voyeuristic gaze, which 
translates as pure desire: 
 

He kneaded 
the smaH hoHow of your lower back 
and you let out 
an almost inaudible moan 
the elastic waistband of your panties 
pushed down over the swoHen  
profusion 
of your buttocks 
with the help of his confident hands 
worked past thighs horizontaHy clumsily over calves and each naked foot on the 
sofa across the room i dosed my eyes went on with my nap (39) 

 
But given the dominant position from which the subject addresses the object, the reader 
wonders whether union is envisioned exclusively under the domain of the subject, 
thereby corroborating a hierarchical configuration of identity that is absolute and 



oppressive (Saldivar 1984, 155). If this is the case, Castillo appears to be working herself 
into a snare of contradictions. 
 
Not to despair postmodern readers, oh ye seekers of the demise of hierarchies, for 
gradually there begins a breakdown of this pattern: failure to date letters, a confusing 
mixture of pronouns, a missing greeting here, an absent farewell there, no signature. 
The very conventions of the genre which traditionally have marked the boundaries 
between self and other begin to disappear, and ambiguity shows her tantalizing face. 
The reader questions: Is this or isn't this a letter? Is Teresa really writing to another 
woman, or is she writing to herself—using the letter as a pretext for the "talking cure" or 
the reconciliation of a schizoid identity?s These doubts lead us to question also 
whether the illogical nature of the correspondence—that is, the subject's narrating of 
past events for the object, as if the object were not capable to recalling her past for 
herse~f—really constitutes a power-play as we had initially supposed, or if it is, rather, 
an act of subterfuge (the gradual change of pronouns from "you" to "we" supports this 
latter speculation). 
 
And what of letters that read like impressionistic rambling and that are printed on the 
page as poems: 
 
We call it by name:. . .1974, '76, a  
moment 
of Southwestern influence, our Aztlan  
period 
TIME IS FLUID 
The days are eternal dry hot a drought  
began water 
measured precious oil we call it January,  
June 
autumn leaves constant green 
Wonderland (119) lay back trip out on street mime clowns jugglers peddlers of 
invisible magic dust sometimes in a barren apartment we roH back the rug and dance 
(38) 
 



Can there be any doubt that Castillo is attempting to leave the realm of logocentric 
rationality? That she is striving to reach Anzaldua's "Coatlicue State"?6 That poetry 
should be the vehicle which carries Teresa in the direction of this pre-oedipal state 
should not surprise us, for as French critic Helene Cixous reminds us: "Poetry involves 
gaining strength through the unconscious and because the unconscious, that other 
limitless country, is the place where the repressed manage to survive" (1983, 283284). 
And it is precisely in the territory of the pre-symbolic, of la otra villa, which Cortazar's 
Oliveira so desperately sought to reach, that self and other come together, not in the 
phallogocentric tradition of absolute, fixed opposition, but rather in difference— 
plural, fluid, fragmentary. Cixous describes the process and later links it to the very 
essence of a feminine libidinal economy: 
 

To admit that writing is precisely working (in) the between inspecting the 
process of the same and of the other without which nothing can live, undoing the 
work of death....A process of different subjects knowing one another and 
beginning one another anew only from the living boundaries of the other: of 
multiple and inexhaustible courses with miHions of encounters and 
transformations of the same into the other and into the in-between, from which 
woman takes her forms. (1983,287) 

 
Castillo, in the subtle fashion in which she writes against the epistolary grain, 
obviously engages in working the "transformations of the same into the other." But she 
also explores the "living boundaries of the Other" in an explicit manner: 
 

Our first letters were addressed and signed with the greatest affirmation of 
aHegiance and in good faith 
passion bound 
by uterine comprehension. In sisterhood. In solidarity. A strong embrace. 
Always. We were not to be separated. A fine- edged blade couldn't have been 
wedged between our shared consciousness, like two huge slabs of stone placed 
adjacent with inexplicable precision by the Incas.(18) (120) 

 
And on another occasion we witness "different subjects beginning one another anew": 
 



For the first half of the decade we were an objective one, a single entity, 
nondiscriminate of the other's being. It wasn't limited to hikes through scented 
woods, listening to passionate folk music, the tranquility of reading aloud from 
passages that drew meaning into our linear lives; not solely bound by the 
synchronization of tai chi when in the midst of chaos we began cranelike 
movements in slow motion one and its mirror. (122) 

 
My detour through Cixous in order to arrive at a reading of CastiHo has helped me to 
answer the question raised earlier: Is Teresa writing to herself? The answer is yes and 
no. This ambiguity inheres in the text precisely because Castillo subverts the epistolary 
cannon to encode the subject's identity in the paradox of difference within which self is 
self arul it is other. 
 
Critics have pointed that this mode of identity, while not exclusive to, nor inherent in, 
women's writing, certainly forms a pattern. Judith Keagen Gardiner, drawing on the 
theory of Nancy Chodorow, attributes this pattern to the flexible nature of ego and 
body boundaries in the female (Gardiner 1982, 186). These permeable boundaries are 
the result of a symbiotic merger with the mother, which the daughter imitates and 
replicates when she becomes a mother. Close relationships thus form the foundation of 
feminine gender identity Masculine individuation, on the other hand, is the result of an 
abrupt and alienating separation from the mother and an abstract identification with the 
absent father. Consequently, masculine gender identity is more governed by "denial of 
relation and dependence" (Rosaldo and Lamphere 8). Thus masculine ego boundaries 
tend to be more fixed and rigid, and it is not uncommon for the crossing of boundaries 
by males to be realized as acts of aggression (Gardiner 1982, 186). CastiHo's treatment 
of male-female relations sustains this notion.7 In her writing, such relations are not 
developed through a poetics of difference. They are, instead, governed by alienation, a 
pattern inherent in a patriarchal master-slave paradigm. Castillo's female characters 
emerge from their encounters with males as victims of abandonment, abuse, and 
violence. These experiences contribute to a mounting sense of rage: (121) 
 

 Your eyes are pinned to the rumpled figure on the kitchen floor. Abdel lies 
perfectly stiH. His eyes haven't been closed and they stare at you like those glass 
ones in stuffed deer heads.... I didn't even know you had a gun' you said to no 



one in particular. I didn't know you had a gun! I DIDN'T. . . KNOW. . . ! 
MOTHER OF GOD, HELP! TERESA. . . ? ABDEL; YOU SON OF A BITCH! 

 
Motherfucker, why didn't you just leave? (132) 

 
The shouting implied through upper case print in these last lines obviously belongs to 
Alicia. The very last statement of the text, however, is set off graphically, in lower case 
print, from Alicia's angry outburst. We realize from the tone that her appropriation of 
the crass, masculine phrase that she launches as the ultimate accusation against Abdel 
is not gratuitous. It, in fact, contains a grain of truth, for, as Susan Rubin Suleiman 
observes in her illuminating article on pornography in Bataille's Story of the Eye, in that 
Eternal Oedipal drama: "the confrontation between the all powerful father and a 
traumatized son, [is] a confrontation staged across and over the body of the mother" 
(132). It is as if with this last statement Castillo attempts to do what Cixous threatened 
in "The Laugh of the Medusa": "Now, I—woman am going to blow up the Law. . tin 
language" (1983, 291). In this case Castillo's dynamite is the father-son's own language. 
 
Teresa's expression of rage, however, is not hysterical but, rather, the calm, calculated 
statement of one who has reflected and finally understood. It is so precisely because 
Teresa has exorcised her rage, and she has done so through the act of writing. In this 
manner, she has been able to engage in what Norma Alarcon, drawing on Kristeva, calls 
"An analysis 'after the fact' of the treacherous route on the way to becoming a 'woman' " 
(1987, 150). But the journey is not complete until she shares it with Alicia. In the act of 
sharing, Teresa discovers her love for Alicia. Castillo thus arrives at what Yvonne 
Yarbro-Bejarano calls the ". . . heart of Chicana writing, for without this love they could 
never make the courageous move to place Chicana subjectivity in the center of literary 
representation, or depict pivotal relationships among woman past and present, or even 
obey the first audacious impulse to put pen to paper" (1987, 144). I believe Castillo 
would agree with this statement, for she herself has stated that if there is any message 
in her poetry it is "a call for the Hispanic woman to love herself" (Binder 37). Implicit in 
The MzxquiaLualn Letters is the (122) notion that in order to love themselves, and each 
other, women must learn to undermine and subvert discourses of authority and 
domination which have taught them so much self-hate. 
 



Notes 
 
1. Distrusting the order imposed by reason, and the potential of symbolic sign)fiers for 
representing reality, MoreHi, a fictitious writer-philosopher, engages in meditations 
such as the foHowing: "Como.... Sin palabras Hegar a la palabra. . . sin consciencia 
razonante aprehender una unidad profunda" (Cortazar 1966, 99). 
 
2. Yarbro-Bejarano caHs attention to this process in the brief paragraph that she devotes 
to 7he MixquiaLuala Letters. Nonetheless, she fails to analyze the intricacies involved 
in CastiHo's manipulation of the genre in her treatment of alterity. Yarbro-Bejarano 
states: "The narrative voice not only engages in a process of self-exploration through 
writing, but the form of writing—letters—foregrounds an explicit exchange with a 
reader to whom the writing is directed. The novel defines subjectivity in relation to 
another woman, and the bond between the two woman further cemented by the 
epistolary examination of their relationship is as important as the exploration of self 
through writing" (1987, 144). 
 
3. From the point of view of feminine aesthetics the epistolary does not seem so 
incongruent for, as many critics have pointed out, much of women's writing springs 
forth from lower forms of written discourse: diaries, letters, nursery rhymes. Her use of 
the epistolary, however, does not imply that CastiHo is writing as an 18th century 
female writer, who because of social immobilization was unable to act in the world 
(Miller 1986, 278). She writes her letters as a contemporary woman bearing testimony to 
the discrepancies between women's desires to act and define themselves and the 
world's reception and suppression of those desires. 
 
4. One could make the case that Alicia is Teresa's double, the split occurring on her first 
trip to Mexico. Alicia would thus represent Teresa's "Anglo" self, a self that often 
emerges for Chicanos when we come in contact with Mexicans and realize that they 
view us as "pochos." The fact that CastiHo herself at one time studied art—Alicia is an 
artist—supports such "biographical" reading of the text. Such a reading would expand 
the dialogue with Cortazar if compared to his treatment of the doppelganger motif as it 
relates to Oliveira and Traveller (1966, 185). However, Oliveira and TraveHer remain 
separate characters, though Oliveira refers explicitly to TraveHer as his doppelganger. 



The boundaries between Alicia and Teresa are more precarious. This reading suggests 
that the doubles merge over the dead body of Abdel—the inert corpus of (123) 
patriarchal discourse—when Alicia caHs out Teresa's (her own?) name. The text would 
thus stand as a metaphor for the reconciliation of the divided female self. Elements of 
the present analysis would stiH apply. 
 
5. See note 4. 
 
6. In her text on crossing borders, Anzaldua writes: "I see oposicion e insurrecczon. I see 
the crack growing on the rock. I see the heat of anger or rebeHion or hope split open the 
rock, releasing la Coatlicue. And someone in me takes matters in our own hands, and 
eventuaHy, takes dominion over serpents—over my own body, sexual activity, my 
soul, my mind, my weaknesses and my strengths. Mine. Ours" (1987, 51). I very 
consciously use the words "strives to reach" because I believe that CastiHo does not 
totaHy succeed in making the leap to the space of ecriture. The urgent sense that 
permeates the novel, of having to "order" the "chaos" of the past through memory and 
narration, work against this end. 
 
7. One might question whether Chodorow's model is appropriate for evaluating 
questions of gender development as they relate to women of color, since the model can 
be construed to explain the conflictive mother/ daughter relationship which oRen 
obtains among white women. While the white mother may be seen as overbearing and 
threatening to the daughter's autonomy, Chicana mothers are more oRen than not 
viewed positively in their role as nurturers and protectors. When the mother indeed 
abuses the daughter's space it is not uncommon for the grandmother to step in to 
mediate. I believe that the proverbial presence of the grandmother in Chicana literature 
bears testimony to her role as mediator between Chicana mothers and daughters. (124) 
 
 



 
Story, Telling, Voice: Narrative Authority in Ana Castillo's The Mixqu~ahuala Letters 

 
Hector A. Torres (from Chicana (W)Rites on Word and Film) 

 
 

Perhaps this is the time to stress technique again? To renounce for the time being 
the sovereignty of thought in order to forge tools which wiH permit the 
exploitation of these resources, these unexplored mines. Perhaps for the time 
being the serene contemplation of empire must be abandoned in favor of taming 
those forces which, once unleashed, might explode the very concept of empire. A 
detour into strategy, tactics, and practice is caHed for, at least as long as it takes 
to gain vision, self-knowledge, self-possession, even in one's decenteredness. 
 
—Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman 

 
Although critical appraisal of Ana Castillo's The Mzxquiahuala Letters is to date slim 
and lacking, what critical response we do have consistently takes note of Castillo's 
provocative use of the epistolary genre to articulate a Chicana feminist thematics.' The 
social role from which Castillo makes the letters available to a public reader bespeaks a 
writer who is confident in her art, able to transform the epistolary genre into a powerful 
mode of storytelling. With this literary genre—the art of letter writing—Castillo 
addresses and critiques the complex ideological forces that govern both Anglo and 
Latin cultures. In making The Mzxquiabuala Letters available to a reading public, 
Castillo knows full well that she sends her reader into a narrative labyrinth. The play of 
the possible narrative orders and thematic arrangements all hint at this narrative 
labyrinth constituting The M'xquiabuala Lette.rs. If A.C. sends the reader off with a, 
"Good luck which ever journey you choose!" (9), it is with good reason. The labyrinth is 
necessary if the Lette.rs are to use the language of patriarchy at the same time that they 
(125) turn it against itself, making it address the concerns of Chicanas and other women 
of color. For Castillo, the narrative labyrinth is a way of tracing through the thin line 
that separates politics from art, of giving expression to one in the other. The narrative 
games Castillo proposes upon the opening of the Letters serve as an introductory 
address to the reader—an invitation to enter into dialogue with a writer committed 



with equal intensity to her politics and her art. This essay is a response to that 
invitation to dialogue, reading Castillo's text for its storytelling voice and the 
expression of narrative authority that it carries. 
 
Of Narrative Authority in The M7xquzahuala Letters 
 
In this study I raise the issue of narrative authority in Castillo's Letters, addressing the 
twin questions of how Castillo makes her narrative authority known and on what she 
bases it. For Chicano literary discourse, narrative authority is no trivial issue, and much 
hinges on it. How Chicano/a writers appropriate for themselves the authority to tel1 
their stories has much to say about how Chicano/a literary discourse defines itself 
relative to the received canon of American literature in all genres. What Chicano/a 
writers base their authority on has much to say to this canon—to its constitution and 
presuppositions about itself. 
 
Ramon Saldivar has well-established the historical and ideological bases for both these 
twin questions in his recent critical study Chicano Narrative: The Dialectics of 
Differer~ce (1990, 3). In the introduction to that work, Saldivar announces the arrival of 
the time to acknowledge the role that Chicano literary discourse has had visa-vis the 
Anglo-American canon of literature and its attendant critical practices. "It is time to see 
Chicano narrative," he argues "as something more than a simple mirror of the life and 
folklore of a heretofore invisible segment of American society" (1990, 6). Saldivar's 
complex thesis—that Chicano narrative sets itself in opposition to Anglo American 
society and that the comdo is a socially symbolic act representing this opposition—
implies that Chicano narrative does not expect to enter the canon of Anglo American 
literature simply to be assimilated as one more voice clamoring for attention. Chicano 
"narrativizing" has stood its historical ground even when Anglo American society has 
been disposed to deny it (126) any social status or aesthetic value. Thus, it will come as 
no surprise that, in claiming and expanding its historical space in the American literary 
landscape, Chicano literary discourse will not easily or comfortably assume the 
postmodern values informing Anglo American literature and criticism. The irony in 
this dilemma—that Chicano narrative is a literary discourse whose time has come 
precisely at the historical moment that postmodernism presides over the scene in 
Anglo-American letters—has not escaped the attention of other critics. 



 
Rosaura Sanchez has carefully analyzed this historical moment for Chicano literary 
discourse, concluding that this discourse is a long way from being swept up into the 
celebration of postmodernist literary tenets: 
 

Thus, despite parody, fragmentation of time and space, and decentering of 
subjectivity, Chicano literature continues to be characterized by counter 
practices that are contestatory and critical of dominant ideologies and practices. 
Within this literature there is stiH existential anguish, a notion of collectivity, a 
search for history, and a longing for subject status. . . as long as the literature 
continues to be marginal and deterritorialized, Chicano literature, albeit within 
the cultural dominant of postmodernism, will be only tangentially 
postmodernist. (1989, 12) 

 
Thus, for both Sanchez and Saldivar, Chicano literary discourse is a subject unwilling to 
abandon its historical grounds. 
 
Furthermore, if the search for subject status in the form of narrative authority is a 
pressing issue for Chicano literature, it is even more so for Chicana literature, which, 
from all appearances, has been marginalized within Chicano literature itself. That 
Chicanas have actively begun the process of establishing their right to be speaking 
subjects through the social act of writing has been critically surveyed by Norma 
Alarcon (1989a). Alarcon shows how the historical figure of Malintzin serves as a 
"paradigmatic figure of Chicana feminism." Surveying the work of Adelaida R. del 
Castillo, Carmen Tafolla, Cordelia Candelaria, Sylvia Gonzalez, Alma Villanueva, 
Lucha Corpi, and Cherrie Moraga, Alarcon demonstrates the various and sundry ways 
in which these writers have appropriated the figure of Malintzin in order to reinvent 
themselves as speaking subjects. Although the impact of such an appropriation is not a 
uniform one for Chicana feminism, there is (127) no denying that, as Alarcon puts it, " . . 
. since Chicanas have begun the appropriation of history, sexuality, and language for 
themselves, they find themselves at the cutting edge of a new historical moment 
involving a radical though fragile change in consciousness" (1989a, 83). As Chicanas 
find in Malintzin a paradigmatic figure for Chicana feminism, so it is that in the social 
act of writing itself they construct their own authority to be speaking subjects. 



 
In this respect, the Letters represent a sign)ficant contribution to the Chicana's 
coHective social act of writing. Castillo's Letters translate into literary form the social 
experience of a Chicana whose sensibilities are highly attuned not only to oppression 
in its many forms but also to the global scale on which it operates. CastiHo is a shrewd 
observer of the ways of patriarchy; she understands them enough to offer in the Letters 
a critique of both its Anglo and Latin versions. As Norma Alarcon has put it in a critical 
study focusing on the sexual thematics of Castillo's work from Otro Gnto ( 1977) to The 
Mixquu~huala Letters (1986), the Letters index a set of complex heterosexist ideologies 
stemming from both of these American cultures. In fact, these ideologies, Alarcon 
contends, drive a wedge between the two protagonists, Teresa and Alicia (1989b, 98). 
 
More to the point, what is at stake for a writer like CastiHo—as for other Chicana 
writers—is: (1) the authority to represent their experience, its basis in social reference 
and real oppression, and (2) the authority to decide how to teH their stories, what 
narrative strategies they want to use in telling their stories. 
 
With this in mind, no one to date has posed the question of narrative strategy in the 
Letters more cogently than Raymund Paredes in his critical review of the work: 
 

The letters that constitute the novel are written by Teresa to her friendand 
traveling companion but often rehearse the physical facts of the women~s 
experience together. What is not clear is why anyone would write such elaborate 
letters simply to reteH, without analysis, what the recipient already knows. 
(1987, 128) 

 
Hence, for Paredes, how Castillo tells her stories in the Letters constitutes an aesthetic 
fault in the text, a narrative strategy that seems to caH for some kind of explanation. In 
contrast, for critics Barbara Brinson Curiel, Erlinda Gonzales-Berry, and Norma (128) 
Alarcon, CastiHo's narrative strategy contains the potential for a radical critique of 
Anglo and Latin cultures. 
 
In her study, Curiel is concerned with Castillo's opening discourse to the novel, 
wherein Castillo proposes three thematic trajectories, one for the conformist, another for 



the cynic, and still a third for the quixotic. Curiel groups the three trajectories under her 
own proposal, which she calls the conventional, because it moves from cover to cover. 
Thereupon she privileges the quixotic trajectory, basing her reading on the Bakhtinian 
concept of heteroglossia. The appeal to heteroglossia allows Curiel to draw from the 
quixotic reading those themes carrying a critical charge so as to represent the dialogic 
structure of the Letters. In doing so, she concludes by stating that, "The success of Ana 
Castillo's The Mzxquiabuala Letters lies in that it does precisely what Bakhtin 
recognized that the novel must do: to represent the open-ended and dynamic nature of 
culture and ideology" (1991, 22). 
 
Erlinda Gonzales-Berry, in a more psychoanalytic approach, sees in the Letters, "a 
novel that delights in transgression and in subversion" (1993). Gonzales-Berry reads in 
the Letters a psychoanalytic space in which Teresa and Alicia share an identity which is 
never stable, settled, or continuous. As Gonzales-Berry points out, in the act of writing 
the Letters Castillo affirms this mode of identity, standing against the patriarchal 
modes of identity The Letters subvert the patriarchal desire to dominate identity, to 
keep it linear, uni-dimensional, bound to a logocentric address. On this view, the 
Letters become a space in which Teresa and Alicia must share an always never simple 
identity, in opposition to patriarchal discourse. As an act of writing, what the Letters 
represent, in effect, is a chaHenge to the logos of patriarchy. For GonzalesBerry, the 
Letters articulate the implicit discourse that, ". . tin order to love themselves, and each 
other, women must learn to undermine and subvert discourse of authority and 
domination which have taught them self-hate" (1993). 
 
From this sketch, it is interesting to note—and not surprising— that the available 
criticism of the Letters is very much concerned with attending to the question of 
Castillo's narrative technique. It is not surprising because Castillo is an artist who wants 
to dialogue with her readers, men and women alike, about the issues that concern 
Chicanas and other Third World women of color. The epigram, dedication, and reading 
proposals all attest to the (129) structure of this desire to dialogue, which counts as a 
complement to Castillo's storytelling voice. But at the same time, the complexity of her 
mode of narration also indicates that she would dialogue and tell her stories without 
reproducing patriarchy's discourse of domination. On the site of this relation of 
complementarily we begin to reinscribe into a critical language what is already in her 



text —the narrative authority to pen the Lett6rs such as they are.2 
 
Clauses, Time, and Chicana Feminism in the Letters 
 
Castillo's storytelling voice, that voice that recognizes a need "to narrativize" the events 
in the lives of the two principal subjects of the Letters, Teresa and Alicia, is that voice 
that first addresses the reader, and is underwritten by the initials A. C. It is also that 
voice that tells stories because it knows no other thing to do, telling stories being what 
it does best. Once the reader chooses a journey, Castillo delegates her storytelling voice 
to Teresa because she is, of the two protagonists, the one who works with words. As 
canvas and colors are Alicia's medium, so words are Teresa's. (For Alicia's version on 
canvas and paints of the stories the Letttrs tell, see letter thirty- four). Of course, the 
delegation does not sanction the reader to identify Castillo with Teresa. 
 
Instead, the delegation requires that Teresa, as teller and participant of her own stories, 
tread the imaginary line between the selection of events and their interpretation. Not 
only must she select what to write about, but she must also arrange those events into 
tellable form.3 In as much as the task of writing is Teresa's, it is up to her to make sense 
of their lives, turning the events of their lives into something worth refle(fra)cting. 
Castillo, in assigning this difficult literary and critical task to Teresa, does not leave her 
storyteller without the appropriate linguistic mat~el to take on the challenge of making 
the patriarchal modes of narration serviceable to Chicana feminism. 
 
As Castillo herself knows, because each of the letters reads as a separate entity, each 
also represents a radical discontinuity in narrative time with every other letter in the 
Let~rs. Without the ability to place the letters into minimal temporal sequences,4 it is 
impossible to determine the time and scene at which Teresa writes each of the forty 
letters. That is, while the narrations within each letter (130) contain stories that depict 
events in their temporal sequence, the letters themselves do not give the necessary 
linguistic clues that would place them in some definite time and scene of inscription. It 
is this potential for narration to suspend its own linguistic ground that Castillo exploits 
so well in order to turn the logos of patriarchy against itself. 
 
Here, one may notice the generosity Castillo displays with her text through the 



complex dialectic she weaves between the politics and the art of her text. In making the 
letters available to a reading public, Castillo clearly wants to talk about the conformists, 
the quixotics, and the cynics among us. The introductory address to the reader registers 
this contribution to the dialogue. With the same gesture, she ushers the reader into a 
narrative labyrinth that never turns into an exit, a space from which to diminish the 
number of potential and uncharted journeys promoted by the forty letters. Castillo 
sanctions 77ie M'xquuu~uala Letters as a labyrinth of infinite interpretations—no one 
reading ranking over another— when she calls to the reader in exclamatory mood 
wishing her/him good luck on the journey In effect, the reader is on her/his own to 
make of the letters what s/he will. Still, by the same token, Castillo never abandons the 
right over those narrative clauses that would ground each letter to some determinable 
time and scene of inscrlpbon. 
 
For Castillo, the right to these clauses is a stylistic choice about how to represent in 
literary form the personal and social fragmentations that occupy her two protagonists, 
and by metonymic reference, the lives of many Chicanas and women of color. Thus, the 
linguistic condition that enables Castillo to transform the lives of Teresa and Alicia into 
a literary speech, act, and event is at the same time a strategy of resistance made 
material in the social act of writing. When Castillo withholds from the reader those 
clauses that would potentially ground Teresa's narrations, she simultaneously shields 
her storytelling protagonist from the monologic forces of language, handing her a 
narrative syntax that plays off the negative capabilities of language. As the 
epigrammatic voice to this essay suggests, perhaps this notable absence in Castillo's 
narrative syntax has its estranging effect precisely because it functions as a tool that 
derives its semantic resources from unexplored mines. This narrative syntax and style 
is the topic of the rest of this essay My journey begins with letter three, which initiates 
the (131) cynic's prescribed order, and I stop not far from there. 
 
If letter three occupies first position in the cynic's prescribed order, this does not mean 
that Castillo introduces the reader into this thematic trajectory as if it were a story that 
begins with letter three and ends with letter thirty-eight. Rather, it means that, like the 
other two thematic trajectories and narrative orders, letter three asks the reader to read 
from a temporal standpoint that is neither the beginning, nor the end, nor the middle of 
the narrative. As a consequence, the prescribed readings defacto displace the model of 



the line and instaH in its place a model of reading that favors cross-reference by story 
and topical lines. To be sure, such a model of reading does not render time irrelevant. 
Quite the opposite is true. As letter three makes clear, narrative time is all-important to 
the Lette.rs precisely because its fragmentation requires the reader, as Paul Ricoeur 
puts it, to "refigure" it.5 In the process of refiguration, each letter takes on a referential 
power that transforms Castillo's narrative labyrinth into a picture of the fragmentation 
that characterizes the lives of Chicanas and other women of color. With this in mind, 
letter three is exemplary for the oblique picture it presents of Castillo's narrative 
labyrinth. 
 
In letter three Teresa tells a story of the past and present differences that have made her 
and Alicia fast friends and divided companions. At the scene of inscription, Teresa 
looks back on the events surrounding the first time they meet, their first summer 
together, and their eventual parting. As the telling proceeds, it becomes evident that 
Teresa, in casting the events of that summer into story form, is reflecting back over a 
considerable temporal distance. Not all at once does the reader get a sense of the 
temporal distance that separates the time of the story contained in letter three and 
Teresa's time and scene of inscription. Slowly we learn of the temporal distance 
separating Teresa from the events she is recalling. Further, in refiguring the distance 
between story time and inscription time the reader also comes to decode the general 
illocutionary force of letter three, a force which wavers somewhere between 
representative and directive6 (declarative and imperative in the more informal 
categories of traditional grammar). But again, as with the narrative time, only slowly 
does the reader come to register the strength and scope of this illocutionary force. With 
letter three Teresa is in effect trying to repair broken lines of communication with 
Alicia. (132) 
 
To accomplish this task, Teresa weaves letter three from the events of that summer, 
which, as we learn from letter six, is a time they have come to call their "first summer's 
odyssey" (27). In this telling, Teresa reminds Alicia of how, from the beginning of the 
friendship, they have time and again managed to work out their differences such that 
they have been brought closer together. The first hint that a grave silence has separated 
them now for a considerable gap of time comes in the opening salutations that Teresa 
sends Alicia. "Our first letters" Teresa reminds Alicia, "were addressed and signed with 



the greatest affirmation of allegiance. . . " (18). With this opening line, Teresa gives 
enough information to implicate that their first shared summer, whatever else may 
have happened thereafter, served as a ground for truly strong friendship. But already, 
even with such an optimistic opening, the reader gets a sense that aH is not well in the 
present with them. When Teresa adds, "We were not separated. A fine-edged blade 
couldn't have been wedged between our shared consciousness. . . " [italics on modal 
verb are mine] (18), she further implicates, with the use of the modal verb denoting 
inability, that what was impossible in their distant past is now more than a possibility 
in the immediate present. From the standpoint of the amount of information with which 
Teresa opens letter three, it is clear that the single consciousness they once shared has 
slowly waned away7 
 
With the narration that ensues Teresa recalls for Alicia how hard they fought to build 
that shared consciousness, and in the process silently suggests what a loss it would be 
if they were to let the relationship slip away for good. The story of their first summer's 
odyssey begins in Mexico City at a time when the two are probably no more than 
twenty and both are looking for traces of their cultural and linguistic roots. In a sense, 
what begins as something like a search for origins ends up as the find of their life. More 
than finding an authentic site and code upon and with which they can build their 
individual identities, Teresa and Alicia find in each other a friendship that is more 
instructive about their present and immediate identities than any simple return to some 
essential source might have afforded them. That Teresa travels from her native Chicago 
to Mexico in hopes of finding a new sense of herself is clear from the first clause that 
begins the narration that tells of how she got there, and of the disappointment she feels 
with the school: "i had worked at odd jobs for the tuition and (133) boarding expenses. . 
." and thus insinuates that for her the trip had been hard-earned, and further, that is was 
to be more than ". . tan existential summer of exotic experiences" (18). As she saw it, this 
was precisely why the other students were there—students who travelled with the 
sufficient class privilege of white Anglo America to confuse, or want to confuse, 
Spanish with Italian. Going to Mexico expecting to be part of the language and culture, 
Teresa recaHs once again that: "My shock bored a 3 inch hole into my native spirit, 
expecting to study with and under brothers and sisters only to find California blonds 
and eastern WASPS, instructors who didn't speak Spanish. (Is it grazi or gracia?)" (18). 
Later in narrative time, at the scene of her first encounter with Alicia, Teresa is more 



candid about her reason for going to Mexico, as we shaH see. 
 
Gloria Anzaldua, in addressing the way in which people of color often experience 
racism, talks about the notion of "blank spots" or "selective reality", defining it as the 
"narrow spectrum of reality that human beings select or choose to perceive and/or 
what their culture 'selects' for them to 'see' " (1990, xxi). In this respect, what Teresa has 
to deal with, first with the other students and instructors and second with the hostesses 
of the school, is very much like Anzaldua's concept of "blank spots." In the situations 
Teresa describes, the blank spots she must deal with have something like the force of 
indifference: "Didn't they teH anything by my Indian-marked face, fluent use of the 
language, undeniably Spanish name? Nothing blurred their vision of another gringa 
come to stay...." (19) asks Teresa of the hostesses, a question that could apply equaHy 
to her student colleagues. But this indifference to her person as a person of color from 
the United States stands in marked contrast with the intense attention that Alicia confers 
on Teresa the first time they see each other's face. 
 
In telling the story of their first encounter, Teresa foregrounds the critical role that 
Alicia played in first bringing them together. When Teresa states: "i'm not certain what 
your first thoughts were of me, studying the dark newcomer from across the dining 
table...." (18) she acknowledges that in simply being concerned with what Alicia 
thought of her implied that from the very start neither could be indifferent to the other. 
Unlike the blank spots she experiences from the others, Teresa is unable to escape 
Alicia's careful gaze. In effect, Alicia does not let Teresa play her own (134) game of 
indifference. Alicia, by breaking through Teresa's standoffish behavior, is responsible 
for initiating their first summer's odyssey. Teresa, by retelling this story of first 
encounters, implicitly acknowledges to her friend this critical role in their friendship. 
On this view, it is no accident that Teresa, at the scene of inscription, uses the 
subjunctive mood to shade this story of first encounters: 
 

You scrutinized me with artist's eyes: the curious manner in which i smothered 
avocado on the corn tortiHa as ~ it were butter, mixed the beans with the 
vermiceHi soup, spoke only when asked a direct question, looked at no one 
unless it was necessary, then, it was with an air of defiance as f my presence 
were being challenged. [italics on subjunctive markers mine] (19) 



 
With the contrary to fact subjunctive mood Teresa implicates that her stand-offish 
behavior did not fit the situation. That is, Teresa was not so much being chaHenged as 
much as she was simply being ignored. And when she was addressed, she reacted to 
reproduce the same discourse of indifference that the other promulgated on her as a 
matter of habit. Hence, for her to recount this story of their first encounter is not only to 
admit old faults but also to affirm new perspectives. Such perspectives, the telling 
suggests, were gained because Teresa learned an important lesson on that day of first 
introductions—the lesson of learning how to recognize a friend and an aHy. Through 
this telling what Teresa cedes to Alicia is the affirmation that because of Alicia they 
became fast friends. 
 
Further, when Teresa writes "You scrutinized me with artist's eyes," she implicates that 
nothing about Teresa escaped Alicia's notice, the adverb of manner giving an already 
highly evaluative predicate an even more specific sense. In attributing this mode of 
perception to Alicia, Teresa lets her know via inference how she came to realize at the 
moment of their first meeting that outrunning her troubled life back in Chicago was 
going to be difficult. Stated succinctly, Alicia reminds Teresa of why she (Teresa) is in 
Mexico. When she notices that Alicia's gaze is fixed intently on her wedding band, 
Teresa is reminded of her marriage back in the States And when Alicia asks her about 
it, at that moment Teresa relinquishes any possibility of putting aside concerns of the 
dying marriage that awaits her back in Chicago. Alicia shatters any illusions (136) signs 
that Teresa might have had about what that summer was to be for her. Instead of those 
illusions, Teresa finds a friend for life as she undergoes a summer in which she has a 
chance to look at her life and ask what it is that she really wants for herself. 
 
What Teresa really wants we read about in summary form in letter three. In letter nine 
Teresa tells the whole story of how that summer was among the first in a series of steps 
that lead her to leave a marriage that had already lost its wind, sails, and rudder. When 
Teresa's husband arrives in Mexico she has largely come to the conclusion that she 
"...was no longer prepared to face a mundane life of need and resentment, accept 
monogamous commitments and honor patriarchal traditions. . . " At the end of that 
summer, Teresa is aware that what she wants is " . . . to be rid of the husband's guiding 
hand, holidays with family and in-laws . . . ", no longer wanting to be " . . .led by a 



contradicting God, society, road and street signs. . . " And not least among the things 
that Teresa wants to throw off is, as she puts it, " . . . my poverty Its drabness" (22-23). In 
sum, it is that first summer's odyssey that leads Teresa to the multi-faceted conclusion 
that she must be the one to take her life into her hands and change it into what she 
wants it to be. In reaching these conclusions Teresa recognizes the indispensable role 
that Alicia played in her life, as she puts it so elegantly, ". . .that faraway summer of our 
fledgling womanhood ...." (19) As letter three moves to its close it is this debt that 
Teresa wants to acknowledge to her friend, and in doing so, recall for her the price they 
have paid for their friendship. At the scene of inscription, it is this relationship—
parable in the making—that is in danger of coming to an abrupt and unnecessary end. 
 
But only indirectly does Teresa make this point, which gains its full force only in the 
closing paragraph of the letter. With the narration that follows this story of first 
impressions, Teresa takes Alicia back to the place from which the Le.tters get their 
name. From this telling, it is clear that their weekend excursion to Mixquiahuala holds 
a special place for both them in their repertoire of memories focused on that summer. 
The story tells of a serene outdoor breakfast scene, the subdued but fierce texture of 
patriarchy in this remote village, and a hike in which Teresa almost falls into a river. 
These events form the basis of a private language that Teresa and Alicia construct 
around the name Mixquiahuala. For this reason, it is not surprising that, despite the fact 
that the name (136) Mixquiahuala never again appears in any of the letters, it is a name 
that encodes everything that is worth saving in their relationship. The name designates, 
on many levels and orders of signification, the core of their experiences together, what 
has allowed them to be allies, rivals, and in many ways, incomprehensible to each 
other. For example, the outdoor breakfast scene, filled with a quiet charm and grace, 
reflects a moment of shared peace, an existential commodity both women sought in 
their trip to Mexico. Later in letter three Teresa asks about the lack of this commodity in 
their lives that summer: "We were filled with vivacity for scooping up life, enjoying it 
to its fullest. Why was peace of mind so intangible?" (22) Teresa and Alicia measured 
their lack of peace relative to moments like those which the outdoor breakfast scene 
represents, aware that this existential commodity was always too fleeting and never 
enough. 
 
But while Alicia and Teresa experience stretches of peace of mind, at every turn, the 



forces of patriarchy are there to undermine their peace of mind. In parenthetical 
discourse, for instance, Teresa reminds Alicia of Nena, the servant who worked in the 
house in which they stayed. As Teresa describes her, Nena was "(. . . the thirtyish 
housekeeper indebted to the family for keeping her on after giving birth to a son out of 
wedlock)" (20). This parenthetical discourse demonstrates what a keen observer of 
patriarchy Teresa is, and how sensitive she is to the depth of oppression which it 
inflicts upon the sexuality of all women. Within patriarchal discourse a woman's 
sexuality is always not her own property but belongs to someone else, her father or her 
husband, or in the case of Nena, to her employer. 
 
It is the scene containing the hike along the river winding "through the heart of 
Mixquiahuala" (20) that tells, in subtle ways, just how close Teresa and Alicia grew to 
each other from the very beginning of the summer. From that scene, the reader begins 
to see how the two women develop a private language, a code which no one else has 
access to except themselves. Teresa uses the hike to paint a picture of intimately shared 
laughter. The story of the hike culminates in a fall that Teresa has from the river's 
muddy bank, almost landing her in the river below. From her teHing, it is clear that 
Teresa wants to emphasize not so much the cause as the effect of the fall, putting events 
not in their temporal sequence but in their reverse order. Appearing as the topic of the 
(137) narration is the state in which Teresa finds herself after the faH: "My tennis shoes 
were ruined and the edges of my yeHow slacks were caked with mud...." Next is the 
cause of the faH, " ... when i lost footing. . .," and last is a comment on the faH and its 
cause, " . . . would've ended in the river had it not been for a rotted tree trunk that 
stopped my descent" (20). By topicalizing—putting first what happened last—Teresa 
foregrounds in the scene a figure of herself displaying her ruined tennis shoes and 
muddy slacks. For a moment, Teresa is openly defenseless and vulnerable to Alicia, 
but it does not matter. This figure of Teresa is in definite contrast to the defensive 
Teresa of the previous narration. In some sense, Teresa's fall reminds them of how 
North American they are. In particular, Teresa's Indian features and brown complexion 
do not make her a native woman, nor a part of the landscape. For this reason, 
Mixquiahuala becomes for both a name and an experience they can use to play with 
people's predilections to put Teresa in the position of having to explain the color of her 
skin and ways of speaking: "Foryears afterward you enjoyed teHing people that i was 
from Mixquiahuala. It explained the exotic tinge of yeHow and red in my complexion, 



the hint of an accent in my baroque speech, and most of aH, the undiscernible origin of 
my being" [italicization of temporal adverbial and epistemic predicate added] (20) 
 
As a story—myth—of origins, Mixquiahuala is for the two women a humorous way to 
play with such predilections. When recaHing the picture of Teresa in mud-caked slacks 
holding up her ruined tennis shoes, they know that their private myth explains nothing 
about her origin. The inherent epistemic mood of the predicate explained takes its 
ironic force from their privately shared knowledge that it has nothing to say about 
Teresa. A bicultural and bilingual citizen of North America, Teresa is a Chicana who 
has withstood the effects of an Anglo American ideology that wants to maintain the 
iHusion of a homogeneous culture and society. The implication to be drawn from the 
use of this predicate is that both women know why the burden of "explanation" 
invariably falls on Teresa: she is a woman of color and she does not speak with the 
intonation of Anglo English. It is in this manner that Teresa and Alicia use the name of 
Mixquiahuala as an intersubjective myth that turns certain annoying effects of 
patriarchy— people forever asking where she is from—into a humorous way to (138)  
build cohesion into their lives. 
 
Furthermore, the adverbial phrase—foryears afterward—serves as an index of the 
temporal distance separating the time of the story from the time of its teHing. In writing 
that statement, Teresa is not only looking back from her scene of inscription, but she is 
also shooting forward in narrative time, from the time of their Mixquiahuala weekend 
into an indefinite span of time in the future. By differentiating these two "projections" of 
narrative time, it is possible to get a sense of the considerable gap of time that separates 
the time of the story—their first summer's odyssey—from the time of its telling. 
Somewhere between these two temporal points the adverbial expression joryears 
afterwards not only sustains its fuH reference but also graduaHy begins to lose it. This 
process of atrophy, while probably not coincident with the exact moment at which their 
relationship enters into its period of silence, would stiH mark the turn towards that 
silence in their correspondence. What this interpretation suggests is that letter three is 
quite possibly one of the last letters of the temporal chain represented by the corpus of 
the forty letters. This view would further suggest that this letter can provide the 
temporal vantage point from which to chart paths into CastiHo's narrative labyrinth, 
particularly as one seeks to understand the cause of the rift in the two protagonists' 



relationship. 
 
We can catch a further glimpse of the plausibility of the interpretation of the temporal 
structure being expressed in the Letters by turning to the narrations in which Teresa 
retraces for both herself and Alicia the day to day routine of summer school in Mexico. 
In this segment of the letter in particular, Teresa recaHs how she and Alicia would 
spend their evenings together in their boarding house room engaged in long 
conversations. Most salient about those conversations for Teresa, in her words, are the 
moments of shared laughter and private retreat. As she says: "This, above aH, i've 
treasured in having known you. How you made me laugh behind the closed door, 
away from critical strangers" [italics mine] (21). With this utterance, Teresa not only 
expresses the depth of intimacy into which they feH, but with the use of the present 
perfect aspect—the italicized auxiliaries—she also implicates that their summer's 
odyssey is an experience that stiH reaches into her present The maxim of relevance, 
which requires an interlocutor to say nothing that disrupts discourse coherence, here 
suggests the (139) reading that what Teresa has to say about their first summer's 
odyssey is relevant precisely because what they stored up from that experience is 
something that is at present no longer in reserve. The experience of shared laughter, of 
finding retreat in each other has been spent. 
 
How their shared intimacy grew into a vast reserve is also a topic in this segment of the 
letter, and its articulation serves, again on the maxim of relevance, as a gentle coaxing 
of Alicia by Teresa to recall how hard they fought to earn that intimacy. Alicia's 
mystical dream in particular serves as a symbol of just how soon after meeting each 
other both women began, in their unconscious and waking realities, to work on making 
the differences between them differences withirt them. To the extent that they interpret 
the dream for themselves, Teresa and Alicia can transform the patriarchal elements of 
the dream into a positive eruption of their shared unconscious into their day to day 
lives. In the dream text, Alicia plays the role of the ocean and her hair the tide reaching 
the shore upon which Teresa walks. Teresa appears in this scene as a delicate, feminine 
figure clothed in transparent, flowing garb, carrying next to her bosom some treasured 
object, all the while being pursued by a host of male predators. Whether one takes 
some Jungian or Freudian line of analysis, it seems clear from the commentary with 
which Teresa surrounds the dream that both women do indeed have occasion to delve 



into its symbolic contents and agree upon what it could mean for their lives. Their 
shared understanding of the dream becomes something that stays with them long past 
the time frame of the first summer's odyssey. In this respect, the dream also foretells the 
stresses they will have to weather if they hope to construct, stated in hyperbole, a single 
consciousness, as the opening of the letter asserts. And from what we see of the letters 
and the labyrinth they create, Teresa and Alicia do indeed weather those stresses born 
of their differences. From letter two, for instance, it is clear that their relationship 
endures a decade of duress. But this stems largely, as Teresa recounts in that letter, 
from without their relationship as an effect of patriarchy. In fact, what letter two 
recounts is how they achieved a single consciousness. 
 
More disturbing in tone and illocutionary force is letter thirtyfour. This letter marks the 
end of the conformist's trajectory and (re)presents a most unlikely end to their 
relationship. As the successor (140) of the pair (thirty-seven, thirty-four), letter 
thirty-four forms a thematic chain with letter thirty-seven by virtue of the fact that in the 
latter Teresa explicitly requests Alicia to be in touch, saying: "Maybe we can plan a 
visit, a visit to make a new plan. i don't want to ramble, i want to talk with you" (124). 
Thus, since it is letter thirty-four that foHows, it seems safe to deduce that Alicia and 
Teresa never make the visit and thus never make a new plan. Why Alicia never 
responds is impossible to know for sure, but perhaps it is not too much to say that she 
takes Teresa's decision at the end of letter thirty-four to move to Mexico and live 
happily ever after in fairy-tale-like fashion as a blow to the style of Chicana feminism 
they worked so hard to construct for themselves. 
 
Why the conformists ending might seem an unlikely end to their relationship has to do 
with the hypothesis that letter three represents a letter that is close to the end of the 
temporal chain formed by the forty letters. As such, what Teresa has to say about the 
way their summer ended indeed contains the anticipatory traces of the various paths 
their relationship will traverse—their view of each other's ethnic identity and 
socioeconomic background, their relationship to men and society in general, etc. Teresa 
puts it rather well when she writes: "Summer came down, clashed hard against us who 
had ended in resenting each other because of our desperate acts" (23). What the 
reference of these desperate acts are Teresa does not go into with any great detail, but 
probably Alicia's "idyllic affair" with the Indian caretaker could be classed among them. 



What seems inescapable about Teresa's telling is that these two neophyte Chicana 
feminists are in a certain sense doomed to repeat such desperate acts, following the 
testimony of letter two, for at least a decade. The telling Teresa offers here, on the 
maxim of quality (as best you know it, state what is the case), implicates that she and 
Alicia have not, to a sign)ficant extent, let their desperate acts keep them from 
deepening their love for each other. As Teresa tells Alicia in poetic verse: "Finally we've 
come to respect out privacy/slip into quiet moments with a cup of tea, a glass/of wine, 
reflect on the next project. Life is/balanced. Even New York makes sense" (17). By 
making their differences work for them, they have simultaneously managed to keep the 
distortions that patriarchy hoisted on each of them from wrecking not only their 
individual lives, but also their relation (141) ship. Given the general illocutionary force 
of letter two—a literary speech act representing what ground they have gained in their 
war against patriarchy—it seems unlikely that either woman, after rescuing that 
ground, would ever sink back into the suffocations of patriarchy. 
 
From the standpoint of the interpretation for letter three that I am proposing—that it is 
a request to repair broken lines of communication and that it is a letter appearing late 
in the temporal chain—letter thirty-four is conformist for the precise reason that it 
wants to interject into the thematic and temporal trajectories a premature ending to the 
life Alicia and Teresa have shared. Closer to the spectacle of life is letter thirty-eight—
the cynic's ending—in which Teresa and Alicia draw away from each other because 
neither is able to extricate herself from the command of patriarchy. When a rift comes 
between them because of their problematical relationship to one Vicente das Mortes, 
one sees the two women falling prey to the forces of patriarchY In this ending, Alicia's 
mystical dream becomes a prediction of doom for both of them, if one keeps with the 
view that dreams are egotistical.8 But in the face of these endings stands letter three, 
which, if taken as occupying a fairly late position in the temporal chain of letters, then 
predates letter one, the close of the quixotic trajectory. Because letter one speaks of 
beginnings, it holds not only the first position for the onset of a new temporal chain of 
events but also the premiere position in all temporal chains that one can chart in 
Castillo's narrative labyrinth. This is the case to the extent that no single letter in the 
labyrinth displays the deictic markers necessary to ground them in anything like linear 
time. This strategy does not make the Lett0s devoid of referential power. For the reader 
who enters the labyrinth in earnest quite the opposite is true; the letters come to have a 



disturbing and unsettling way of pointing to the specific acts of violence that 
patriarchy, with a certain interested indifference, inflicts on women. Castillo's triumph 
in the Letters consists in using all the linguistic resources of patriarchal language 
without bending the knee to them. 
 
It is in the closing narrative syntax of letter three that the reader sees that in yet one 
more way the text of The Mixquiabuala Letters is a weave of politics and art, with 
neither dimension able to assert privilege over the other: "We begged for the other's 
visit and again the battle resumed. We need ed, stabbed, manipulated, cut (142) and 
through it all we loved, driven to see the other improved in her own reflection" [italics 
mine] (23). 
 
What this closing affirms, in no uncertain terms, is the reciprocal commitment that 
Teresa and Alicia have to the survival of their relationship. What they have survived in 
a decade's time we read about in letter two; that they will continue to survive such 
oppression letter one guarantees. What licenses this guarantee is nothing less than the 
irreducible force of difference, which serves no moral code nor favors any one form of 
life over another. While Teresa and Alicia have been the objects of each other's 
needlings, stabbings, manipulations, etc. in time they have come to recognize the male 
face of patriarchy behind the two-way mirror it puts up to disguise itself. It is when 
they have been both agentive subjects and reciprocal objects of the love they possess 
that they have reflected an image that is more truly their own. The final predicate of the 
last clause—driven—encodes their roles as both subjects and objects of their will to 
create a destiny of their own. The grammar of the predicate requiring the thematic roles 
of agent and patient, the Letters reveal that Teresa and Alicia do come to assume these 
roles in time. In so doing, they reflect the differences between and within them, and 
because the reciprocal reflection is an occasion for action, change, and greater 
wholeness, they practice an espe~zstno that holds up an image closer to that of women 
than to that of a male patriarchal god. 
 
In sum, The MixqviaLvala Letters represent a Chicana writer who understands, from 
her own experience, just how women of color have withstood the oppression of 
patriarchy in its various cultural manifestations—European, Anglo, Hispanic, Latino, 
Chicano, etc. Ana Castillo, because she knows how to translate her experience into a 



complex literary landscape, has presented Anglo and Chicano/a letters with a text that, 
at once, calls for a vast redefinition of what it means to be an American and calls into 
question the narrow boundaries that confine the American literary canon. 
 
Notes 
 
1. AH single page number references in the text refer to The M':`quiabuala L~rs. I take 
the liberty of abbreviating the title to simply Letters. Thanks are due to Ana Castillo for 
granting me an interview that helped (143) me tremendously in understanding this 
labyrinthine work. 
 
2. In his text, Fowler (1986, 1-12) outlines a program for what he caHs linguistic 
criticism, the assumptions of which inform my study of the Letters throughout. In this 
way of reading literary texts, the categories of contemporary linguistics are introduced 
for the purposes of offering more empiricaHy adequate descriptions of the literary 
text's language. But not just description is at stake with the deployment of this critical 
vocabulary. Fowler also insists "that the sign)ficance of linguistic criticism in literature 
is a function of the relationship between textual construction and the social, 
institutional, and ideological conditions of its production and history" (12). See also his 
note 2 for another version of linguistic criticism. 
 
3. TeHability, as an analytical term, gets its currency from Pratt's (1977, 136-147) 
welding together of the sociolinguistic work of WiHiam Labov and aspects of literary 
theory into a linguistic model for the study of literary discourse in general. Labov's 
work on Black English vernacular focuses on the oral tradition among Blacks living in 
Harlem, and its main data is the study of narratives of personal experience, commonly 
caHed natural narratives, in the linguistic literature. Pratt supplements this 
sociolinguistic model with this term, tellability, which she ascribes to, "speech acts that 
include natural narrative, an enormous proportion of conversation, and many if not aH 
literary work." She describes further its defining characteristics thus: "Assertions whose 
relevance is tellability must represent states of affairs that are held to be unusual, 
contrary to expectations, or otherwise problematic...a speaker is not only reporting but 
also verbaHy displaying a state of affairs, inviting his addressee(s) to join him in 
contemplating it, evaluating it, and responding to it" (136). Given CastiHo's 



introductory discourse to her text and the controversy of her narrative technique, I have 
found this term useful and relevant for the study of the Letters. 
 
4. I am here adapting Pratt's exposition (1977, 44) of Labov's formulation of the notion 
of minimal narrative. Labov defines narrative as "one method of recapitulating past 
experience by matching a verbal sequence of clauses to the sequence of events which (it 
is inferred) actuaHy occurred ...." And he further defines minimal narrative as "a 
sequence of two clauses which are te~nporally ordered: that is, a change in their order 
will result in a change in the temporal sequence of the original semantic interpretation" 
[italics in Pratt] (44). The adaptation I propose amounts to a generalization of this 
notion of minimality of temporal sequence. For Castillo's text, my claim is not that the 
Letters do not form temporal chains, but that it is always possible, in principle, to 
reverse the sequence of any two letters without affecting an original semantic 
interpretation, and this because it is just the issue of an original semantic interpretation 
in the first place that is so hard to settle in CastiHo's narrative labyrinth. 
 
5. In Ricoeur's (1984, 52-87) analysis of narrative and time, it is plot that (144) mediates 
between these two terms, and yields, in a certain sense, the refiguration of the text, 
where this last process is understood in terms of the text's reception. 
 
6. I rely on Pratt's (1977, chap. 3) exposition of Searle's taxonomy of speech acts. 
 
7. As part of her model of linguistic criticism, Pratt (1977, 125-151) enriches the 
Labovian model with the philosophical work of H. P. Grice, who has had a great deal of 
influence in the study of linguistic pragmatics. Pratt gives an exposition Grice's notion 
of the Cooperative Principle (CP) of communication and its four attendant maxims. The 
import of the CP is that an interlocutor should make his/her contribution to a discourse 
"such as it is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or 
direction of the talk exchange. . . " (129). For purposes of brevity I here give short 
paraphrases of the maxims: (1) Quantity: be neither over- nor underinformative; (2) 
Quality: advance statements for which you have evidence; (3) Relation: be relevant; (4) 
Manner: be brief, clear, and orderly in the presentation of information. For purposes of 
clarity of exposition, I give other versions of these paraphrases in the main text of my 
essay. Inferences made on the basis of the CP and its maxims are caHed implicatures 



and the maxims are said to implicate the inference itself 
 
8. See Freud (1965, 301-305, 357-358). It seems clear that Alicia's dream, dreaming, the 
unconscious and parapsychological phenomena in the Letters form a subject unto itself. 
This reference is only to suggest the need for such studies. (145) 
 
 
 


