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Re-Inventing Themselves: Forging a Latina I dentity

Latina Literature reflects the Latind s process of forming an interculturd identity within the United
States. Thisis a process of struggle, self-discovery and sdlf-affirmation. The Latinanot only hasto fight
againg stereotypes and againgt discrimination based on race, gender and class; she dso hasto revise her
own latino culture by confronting patriarchd norms and imposed roles. Latina narrative o revedsthe
emerging Latina feminist consciousness among women of color and it further gives voice to the Latina
lesbian discourse. Itisthrough their textsthat these women re-invent themselves, their “stories’, cregting a
new sdf/text uniquein its own right.

1. FIGHTING PATRIARCHY

Latinas aswives and mothers

In afirg sage in their writing, Latina writers tend to pose thiskind of questions. whét isit to be
Latina? What am | supposed to be like? Which are the roles avalaible to me to become a Latina? Are
these roles gppropriate for me? IN which ways do this role congtraint me?

To find ther identity as Latinas, these writers need to revise their own culture and the
gender-resctrictive traditions that prevent from becomng red subjects with their own voice.

In the Latino culture women have dways been portrayed according to some fixed roles: the
mother, the wife and the “bad” woman, that is any woman who goes againgt these roles and by doing so
becomes either a bad mother, a bad wive or a“freg” woman, that is, awhore.

Theimages by which women are defined are usudly found in the dichotomy of two oppositeroles
as Ana Cadtillo points ouit:

In modern man’s schema woman must choose between one of the two polarized roles, that of

mother as portrayed by the Virgin Mary vs. That of whoreftraitor Eve. These two roles were
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revigted upon Mexicansin thefigures of laVirgen de Guaddupe and Mdintzin. Man' sfear of his

own deeth, which invariably will be linked to woman caused the perpetugtion of contemptible

femaefigures such as Lilith, Eve, “LaMdinche” (Massacre 116).

We could ask ourselves what dvantage men can get from creating a positive female modd asthe onef the
Virgin. Of course, ths modd hasitsfunction within the patriarcha system. Infact, themodd of the*Virgin
Mother” is one of the most condraining for women. This rdigious figure is seen as the ultimate symbol

which women should live up to. She embodies motherhood, purity and endurance. Inthisway thismodel
comes to renforce patriarcha norms which require from awoman to follow the ided of a self-sacrificing
existence , women should always be thereto serve others, themen. However, thismode goesagainst any
attempt of salf-fulfiment. A personwho iscoerced into defining herself by other people, men and childrenis
not likely to lead an exciting or full life for hersdf. This dso promotes a dependency on teh family and
husband, which once again promotes the patriarchal order.

The Virgin aso embracestheided of feminity which isdefined as purity and lovefor others. Thus,
feminity is not likely to be found in awoman who rejest the roles of mother and wife.

A femae figure opposite to thet of the Virgin Mary is that of the whore. In chicano culture the
whoreisrepresented by two figures, one historical and teh other taken from an old legend: laMadinchey la
Llorona. In generd, the “bad woman” is seen as the opposite pole in the dichotomy virginf'whore. ** The
whoré, is an epithet reserved for women who refuse to limit themsalves to teh sanctioned virgin/mother
role. It isnot so much because of their proclivities toward sins of teh flesh that women become evil, but
rather, because of their refusa to abide by patriarchd dictates of ownership. In refusng to accept theided
pattern of female behaviour; women shun the machinery, the main cog of which is respect, designed to
protect and cnsequently domnate them, thereby creating chaos and threatening to destabilize the system by
usurping male privilege. In order to discourage such behavior, noncooperative (evil) women are
margindized, stigmatized, and censured: tehy are condemned to be La Puta .(Gonzades-Berry34). This
negative pole of the dichotomy isanecessary one so that al women who do not apply to thevirgin features
can be automatcally applied thewhoreimage. Thereisnot amiddie ground or any other possible category
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for women within this patriarcha system. Thereisonly one possibility for the Latinawho does not want to
follow the patrairchd rules; to re-invent anew way of living as awoman but thisis extremdy difficult ina
patrarchd world where definitions of what is masculine and femenine and gender roles are seen as
pre-established socid or religious dogmas. The main problem with patrriarchy isthat women'sroles are
congtructed as dichotomieswhere aterm directly depends on the meaning of the other and thereisno other
possibility left.

A woman can be called a whore even when she does not go with men but her sexudity and
pleasureisdisplayed without acknowledging man’ spower. Ortiz Cofer wrote avery interesting short story
inwhich awoman suffersfrom “fits’ inwhcih sheis sexudly possessed by something in her dreams. Sheis
humiliated, insulted and accused by her husband (whose name is Casto, chaste!). Sheis aways pasive
when he has sex with her (and that iswhat he expectsfrom her) so he can’t sand watching her wife having
pleasure in her dreams without acknowledging him as husband:

“her actionswerelewd and vulgar...What was even harder for him to bear was her enjoyment. Yes,

this was difficult, watching her total enjoyment of tha whole disgusting business... Hewas il a

man after al, amacho, master of hishome, someoneto be reckoned with, not be pushed out!...he,

asaman, had his needsm, and thiswould surely make himiill” (latin 11-12).

Of course his reaction is not to try to understand what is wrong (or right!) with his wife but
automaticdly cdl her awhore asareaction of hismanhood being threatened: “ Stop it.,.. stop, you bitcht...
Putal Whore!” (13)

In*“Free Women” by Alma Villanueva, a grouyp of proffessona Latinas who come together to
attend a convention of thergpists and psychicatrists go to the beach in Mexico and inevitably confront the
Mexican men’s labdlling of these “free women”: “‘Take thisto La Doctora Puta. She wants more,” the
bartender told the boy... He liked being included in the men’s conversation and their secret ridicule of the
pochas’ (71).

“See, shelowers her eyes as she gpproachesthe cameralike she' ssupposed to. Decent girlsnever

look you directly in the face. Humilde, humble, agirl shold expresshumility indl her actions. She
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will make agood wife for your cousin...If he marries her quickly, shewill make himagood Puerto
Rican-gtyle wife; but if he waits too long, she will be corrupted by the city, just like your cousing
there (Silent 95)

“I am a bit gppaled a what | have begun to think of as “the martyr complex” in Puerto Rican
women: agood woman is defined by how much suffering and mothering she can do in onelifetime,
Abulaisthe adl-time champion in my eyes. her life has been devoted to others’ (Latrin deli 43)

Most of thetimes, thesewomen accused of being whoresare only transgresoras of patraircha laws
and have nothing to do with promiscuity or ninphomany. Latinawriters present the cases of these women
victimsof their “pure’ fedingstoward men asinthg example: “Thisisinbearable, mi amor. How could you
abandon me when | needed you the most? Do you know that after my mother caught us on the beach that
night shelocked mein my room and caled the priest in to confessme?| fdt likeamurderer on death row. i
told him | was amost eighteen, a woman now, older than my mother when she had me. Herefused me
absolution and waked out of our house. Mama came in yelling, mala, perdida, and said | wasno longer
her daughter” (Latin 85)

Another recurrent image applied to women isthat of teh witch, the woman who empowers herself
away from patriarchy and gainsknowledgeto overcomeall teh restrictionsimposed on her by men. A nice
example of he positive and empowering features of teh image of teh witch isfound in ashort story by Ortiz
Cofer, origindly one of teh “cuentos’ told by her grandmother where a man follows her wife in her
roundabouts at night and discoversthat she isawitch which gatherswith other witches. It isinteresting to
see that the magica words she usesto fly to the place where they come together are” | don’t believein
the church, or in God, or in the Virgin Mary.” (Latin 45). Later on he redlizes that “the witches, ofr
that’ swhat they were....

In chicano cultureis Lallorona. This legend had been kept dive by ord tradition so there are severd
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versonsavdable. After coming accrossdifferent versonswe can say that the common themeto dl of them
isthat she killed/drowned her own children. Apart from subtle differencesthere are two main versons. in
one LaLloronawas a young woman who fell inlove with aman of upper socid status with whom she hed
three children. After sometime heleft her to marry another. Enraged, she stood veiled in her black shawl

at the back of the church, then she went home, killed her children and threw them into a nearby body of

water and then drowned hersdlf. When she gpplied admission to heaven, the Lord said that she had to go
and look fro her children and that she couldn’t come back without them. And ever since, she wonders
aongside rivers and oceans, weeping and crying for her children. The other main version goesback to the
Aztecs. LalLloronawould have dorwned her children to spare them the miseries that awaited them under
the violence of the oppressors (who may be other native tribes, the Spaniards, etc.). Other post-conquest
versons present her as a crud, sdfish mother who was relieving hersdf of a burden , dlowing for a
continuing single lifestyle. The verson most extended isthat of teh bad mother, opposed to the Virgin and
also connected to the* amas en pend’ from the Spanish Catholic tradition; souls of tormented people who
gill wander and haunt living people. Lalloronaisrdated towater (symbol of death in many cultures) so she
awaysappearsinrivers, closeto theoceans. Sheisknown to appear to gppear asayoung girl or beautiful

young woman but when people gpproach her, she shows hersdf as aterrible image of death personified.

[EvelLilith. A the Virgin represents the spiritua, nourishing and postive aspects of women,
EvelLilith isteh seductress, temptress of man’sflesh and sexudity, and incorporates dl the power that lies
nehind passion, energy, and desire (and certainly even the more threatening power of knowledge( Stevens
gted in Rebolledo 1995)].

On teh other sde, we find the negative images of women who fail to live up to the standars set by
the Virgin. These images are models not to be followed. In chicano culture, la Mainche embodies the
image of thetraitor of the race, the bad mother, the impure and sdlfishwoman. LaMdinchewasan Aztec
princess sold to Hernan Cortes by her own parents who wanted their son to inherit their empire. She
became the interpreter and mistress of Cortes. She is known as “la Chingada” which means screwed,

therefore, la Mdinche is synonymous with being conquered and submitted. She gave hirth to the first
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mestizo, 0 she gave away her race to the conquerors. Sheis seen as a selfish woman led by her passion
who betrayed her people.

Latina writers revise the myths and archetypes about women in an attempt to deconstruct the
patraircha ideology inherent inthem that enableswomen to find positive features and sources of strength for
women. Inthe case of chicanas, laMdinche is seen as a powerful and sdlf- sufficient woman. Sheisseen
first asavictim of patriarchy in her own Aztec culture and in the conquerors culture (she was raped by
Cortes and deprived of her son who stayed with Cortes) but she finds strength in the power of words (she
was Cortes' interpreter) through her role of trandator. Though she had to help the Spaniards in the
conquest of the Aztecs she made her best to make her peopl€e’ ssubmission to the Spaniardslesspainfull. It
isespecidly in poetry where we find these new interpretations of laMainche. In“Marina’ by LuchaCorpi
laMaincheis seen asawoman betrayed by her own family (her parents sold her so that her brother could
inherit thethrone). In“LaMalinche’” by Carmen Tafolla, sheisportrayed asapersonwhowasnot atraitor
to hersdlf; shedoes not see hersdlf abeing used but she sees hersdlf asbeing intelligent enough to reach her
dream. Her dream was to create another world, teh world of the mestizo/a, laraza

The legen of La Llorona is aso revised by Sandra Cisneros and Alma Villanueva. In “La
LloronalWeeping Woman”, a grandmother tells her grandaughter the story of la Llorona and givesit a
nationa meaning of resistance againgt conquer: “When the greet flood came, and the terrible men fromteh
great ocean came, she turned her childreninto fish... It wasthe only way to savethem... therewerefour of
them and al of them daughters. Y ou see, Luna, she saved her daughtersfrom theterriblemen” (2). When
asked why laLlornacried she answers.

“When la Llorona cried like that, soloudly-" theold owman, ISdra, saw theriver again: shelonged

to step init, to touch it, to bathe-’they would cometo her if her sorrow was so greet. Then, she'd

takethe black shawl from her head, making sure no human being was nearby to witnessher magic,

and scooping it into the river like anet, her children would appear one by one” (2).

Villanuevarevisesthelegend and makesit useful for the new Stuation of Latinasinthe States. Luna

and her garndmother ISdraare united by theimage of LaLlorona Isdraisboth afraid of laLloronaand
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identifies with her, missesher. Sheisafraid of her because she is abad omen, related to oppression and
abuse: “Let’sjust hope you never hear her. But if you do, prepare yoursdlf... Prepareto live or die. Yes,
that’ sher message’ (4). Atthesametimelsdrafedslikelalloronawhen she seesthat she hasaready lost
her daughter (who has dot of boyfriends and does not care for Luna) and isafraid of losing Lunabecause
of the violence of the new world. Her fearsarejustified when Lunaisassaulted by amanwho triesto rape
her and when she sees her own daughter hit her. In this passage we can see how Isidraamaost embodies
theimage of laLloronas as she saysto hersdf: “May she not belike her mother, the old woman prayed for
the child sllently. | have no daughter, she added with her familiar sense of perpetud grief. Just thelittle fish
the river took away, and | have no magic. No, not anymore’ (3). Isidra mourns the inability to protect
thsoe dear to her in this hosgtile country. She can be seen asthe new LIoronawho criesfor her daughters
exposed to the dangers of lifein America: “Too many gringos here, mi Luna, and no room for LaLlorona.
No, no, she'll have nothing to with them. Nor 1” (4).

Y et, Isdra takes her grandaughter with her to the ocean in arainy evening. For her, laLlorona
embodies the re-union of mother and daughters and their tears aso becomeroarsand songs. 1n someway
the gathering at the beach isace ebration and at the sametime nostagic desirefor re-union with the maother.

Isdra svison of laLloronareflectsthe tortured ambivaence of the displaced. Loos of community among
women isthe demordizing price of mobility. ISdraand especialy Lunaasthe new oppressed and grieving
woman take heart when Lal loronaappears. she remindsthem that they arelost but not forgotten, and not
without recourse.

Thenew revison of d Lloronaby Villanuevaisagresat one and it' s so strong in her book that Luna
reappears as agrown woman in the three last storiesin the collection.  We meet Luna as agrandmother,
gtting by the sea, reviewing her life: She has suffered any miseries a woman can undergo: rgpe and
exploitation, failed friendships and marriages, denied motherhood, amediocre career, abuse, poverty, drug
addiction, prodtitution. Itisnot until the end when shemeetslalloronaagain that she recoversher own sdf
and vaue and this sdlf- affirmation comes directly related to the gpparition of laLlorona. Some year before
she meets a woman who help her discover the good things in her by reading books about women's



© Antonia Dominguez Miguela
“ Re-lnventing Themselves: Forging a Latina Identity in Contemporary Latina Narratives”
< http://www.uhu.es/antoni a.dominguez/l atinag/| atina.pdf>

sdf-esimeand sherecdlsthat time: “But themoon said LUNA, loosing her tears, her flood, her music just
for me...and then and there, | got aninkling, just aninkling, that me, anadawomean, might betodo” (146).

After some years Lunahas anew lover, awoman and she has become apoet. In her last meeting with la
Llorona she recognizes her as the Mother Goddess, the true essence of what it means to be a woman

including dl her tearsand suffering. Y et there exissapossibility to find the star shell (arecurrent symbol of

womanhood throughout the book) whic is given by laLlorona. Luna discovers her connections with her
grandmothers and greatgrandmothers and acknowledges their power for resistance, their endurance and
their support. At theend wefind alaughing Lloronawho finds her daughter lost among the miseries of this
world. Inthiskind of epiphany shejoinslaLloronaand a the end shefedstheimpulseto write hersdf, her
new discovered sHif:

With her amd| exclamations she was to make people remember, and she knew it would aways

come to this - yes, she would kill for it and that was the dangerous part. She'd killed so much of

hersdlf to comethisfar: asometimes paid Porffesiond poet, naked asthe day shewasborn, holding
hands with her perfect sgter, Death, Muse, Goddess. Her perfect M other who knew the angle of
every thorn in her dangerous woman's heart, and who wept with her.

Now shelaughed with Lunaasthey ran, full speed, intothe sea. Asthefirst wave engulfed
them, Luna knew she was gone. Her eyes were shut tighht againg the sdt and the star burned
brightly making her see La Llorona s face, her body, her sunlight eyes, clear as a dream.

“I know who | am.”

She ran for the towel. She dried her hands and reached for pen and paper” (160-1).

In Sandra Cisneros “Woman Hollering Crek” we find a new interpretation of the legend (in other
story in the same book she revisonsthe old myth aswewil seelaer on). Thistimethemythisgivenanew
meaning. Thesreamiscaled ‘Woman Hollering’ and Cleofilasthinksthat it isnamed after [aLlorona. At
the beginning of the story, the name of the stream is connected with pain through the names of thewomen
who lived in either side of the stream: Soledad and Dolores. Soledad was abandoned by her husband and
Dolores logt her two sons and her husband.  Apparently th holler is a product of women's pain but



© Antonia Dominguez Miguela
“ Re-lnventing Themselves: Forging a Latina Identity in Contemporary Latina Narratives”
< http://www.uhu.es/antoni a.dominguez/l atinag/| atina.pdf>

unconscioudy, the submerged meaning of the holler isin her mind but she does not aclknowledges until the
end. Shewondersif thewoman after whom the stream was named hollered becauise of anger or pain: “the
name Woman Hallering fascinated her... no one could say whether thewoman had hollered from anger or
pain... Pain or rage, Cleofilaswondered when she drove over the bridge thefirst time” (46-7). Thus, when
Cleofilasexperiences pain as so many other women in her culture, sheiscalinglaLloronaand weepingwith
her for dl the abuses sheis suffering from her husband and the poor lifein the States: “Lalloronacdling to
her” (51). Y, itisnot until she meets Fdice, asingle independent woman, that anew meaning isgivento
the holler:

“Everytimel crossthat bridge| do that. Because of the name, you know. WWoman Hollering. Pues,

| hopller... Did you ever notice, Felice continued, how nothing around here is named after a

woman? Redly. Unless she sthe virgin. | guess you're only famous if you're avirgn. She was

laughing again. That'swhy | like the name of that arroyo. Makesyou want to holler like Tarzan,

right? (55).

It isthrough Fdice that Cleofilaredizes thet this hallering is no longer the rage or pain of women
abused but aholler of triumph (therefore the laughter), of the celebration of life. 1t isnow that women can
begin to laugh with la nueva LIorona, “along ribbon of laughter, like water” (56, but now water doesnot
mean desth but life). Thisisthe new message of la Lloronaas SandraCisnerossays. “LaLloronadoesn't
kill thewoman or the children as she doesin the Soriestold here dong the border, she giveslaughter. She
freesthe Mexican woman who was so bound to her M exicant American husband - but through the Chicana
woman who worls a the women's shelter” ().

Any woman who triesto achieve sdf-fulfiment awvay from motherhood (and therefore marriage) is
confronted with society’ s notions that a“good woman” means mother. The only two ways out |eft for
these womens are either the one accepted by society, that is, to become anun or to become an outcast: a
pingter (with its negative denotation), a whore, a lesbian or a man-hater. Becoming a nun is accepted
becausethewoman Hill abidesto patriarcha rulesby abstaining fromsex. InaconsarvativelLain American

society asthat depicted in a passage from one of Ortiz Cofer’s short stories, these options are smplified
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being either mother or nun or whore:

“It was not that Mamaendorsed marriage asteh only choicefor womer, it wasjust dl dl shehad

been brought up to expect for hersdf, her daughters, and now, her grandaughters. If you did not get

married, you became anun, or you entered “lavida’ as aprodtitute’ (Silent 141)

Itisdso Cisneros “Little Miracles, Kept Promises” where we find arevison of theimage of la
Virgen. While some women writers (especialy chicanas) such as Carmen Tafolla and Pat Mora see the
Virgin as a passive figure created by patriarchy, a symbol of failure who “advocates acceptance and
endurance, not action” (Rebolledo 53), for otherslike Cisnerosand DemetriaMartinez “ creste acomplex
image of aVirgin who is more powerful because of her contemporary representation” (Rebolledo 55). In
the past, Chayo saw the virgin representing the passivity, humility and endurance of her mother and
gradmother, anegative mode for women. She wanted the Virgin to be active, rebellious, “ bear- breasted,
snakesin yourhands. | wanted you legping and somersaulting the backs of bulls. | wanted you swalowing
raw heartsand rattling volcanic ash. | was't going to bemy mother or my grandma. All that self-sacrifice,
al that dlent suffering. Hell no. Not here. Not me”’ (127).

Cisnerosrecoversthe pogtive features of the Virgin that are ill vauablefor thenew Latina. Thetis
why she reminds the reader that the Virgin of Guada upe was the new name given to the old Aztec deities.
Therefore it is by recovering the power and strengths of these deities (with many names, as many as the
different names the Virgin receives) that the new Latina can find in la Virgen de Guadaupe by removing
those negative features given to her by patriarchy to control women:

“How | findly understood who you are. NO longer Mary the mild, but our mother Tonantzin. ..

That you could have the power to raly a people when a country was born, and again during the

cvil war, and during a farmworkers grike in Cdifornia made me think there is power in my

mother’ spatience, srengthin my gradmother’ sendurance. Because those who suffer haveaspecid
power... The power of understanding someoneese’ spain. And understanding isthe beginning of

heding” (128).
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hallenging ster eotypes, rewriting myths: laVirgen, laMalinche, laLlorona, thewhore, lavendida

Ambivalent reationships. grandmothers, mothersand daughters

ASwe have seen dl roles or stereotypesimposed on women have at its core the common feature
of motherhood. In the fugre of the Virgin we find the accepted nurturing role of the mother; in la Llorona
and la Mdinche we see the destructive negative Sde of a “bad mother”. It seems that women defined
aways as potentia mothersand thisfeatureisdecisivefor their acceptance as good women or regjection as
bad women. Womanhood is defined in male terms amost equating motherhood. Thiss such aburdenon
women that most of the times provokes the ambivaent and conflictive reationships among mothers and
daughters. Maothersareforced by patrirachd vauesto ingtill in their adolescent daughterstheir definitionas
nurturers, giversof affection. Therefore, these daughterslack the continuity of nurturance thet theri borthers
enjoy for the rest of their lifes. These girls are condemed to give, not to receive affection. They are
prepared by their own mothersto accept their submisson to malesand to fullfil theri rolesasmothers. Thus,
women are reduced to be mothers and wives,

Latianwritersnot only revisontraditiond roles of women but try to look for the core of the problem
in their own mothers. The ambivaent relation towards theirmothers comes from the fact that though they
acknowledge theirmothers as victims of mae domination by accepting the roles males impose, they aso
victimizetheir own daughters and therefore perpetuate the patriarcha syssem. Most of these motherswere
trgpped into motherhood unprepared and as victims of patriarchd ause. This is the cause of “failed
mothers’ who were never able to find their saf estime and unconscioudy prevent their daughters from
finding theirs. Tough this maybe seen as something very negative about motherswhich may provoke even
anger and hate towards them, latin writers have engaged themselves in an andysis of this tragedy among

women.
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Esmerdda Santiago America’ s Dreamisnot only the oddyssey of awoman, America, in search of
her own value and sdf but dso the triumph of this failed mother-daughter relationships which have asits
ultimate cause patrairchy’ sdenigrating defintion and abuse of women. A smilar exampleof * bad mothers is
given by Esmerdda Santiago in America’s Dream. Both Americaand her mother Ester are presented as
mothers with difficult relationships with their daughters. Both of them are abandoned women who had to
survive by themsdvesand live as*loosewomen”. Both of themare victims of ma e abuse and abandoment.
These emotiona scars seem to be passed from mothersto daughters. As Rosalinda, America s daughter
runsaway with Taino, Americawonderswhat the probleiswith theirbeing “ bad mothers’: “ Shedidn’'t learn
from Edter’s mistake, why should she expect Rosdinda to have learned from hers? Maybe it's a family
curse. Just as Egter left her mother with a man who promised her God knows what, America left, at the
same age, with Correa, who promises she doesn’t remember... America has no ideawhat she'sdoneto
make Rosalinda do what she' s done. Or what Ester did that made her run off with Correa’ (33).

Rosdindafeds hersdf trapped by the family curse of lonely women but redizesthat shefdlsinthe
same trap when she e opes with Taino and he leaves her to go to the states (though againgt hiswill). Itis
interesting to notice how Rosdindaisadways on hisfather’ sside (even though (maybe because) he beatsher
moather) and unconscioudy sheis interndizing mae authority. She becomes what Ana cagtillo defines as
“the daughter of thefather” (188). Rosalindarejectsthemode her mother represents and respect the more
powerful one of hisfather. She*wants nurturing but haslaso rejected her first femae modd and therefore
doesnot alow hersdlf to express her need to betaken careof” (189). Thisisclearly seenin Rosalindawho
rejects her mother’ s affection because she can't identify with her: “Look, if you need me, you know where
I’ll be” “Yeah, | know whereyou'll b.” Rosdindaturns the page of her book, asif she'd been reading d
thistime ingtead of staring a her mother wishing she'd disgppear” (60).

It is not until the end that Rosdinda realizes the danger of mae authority over women in her own
mother who isamogt killed by her father. 1t isat this moment when she recovers her rdationship with her
mother who has become a powerful and strong-willed woman cagpable of liberating hersalf of mae abuse
and omination. At theend, Americabecomesthe* new Laind’ modd that Rosdindawill surdy follow. We
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can see there reconciligtion at the end in the hospitd:

“Areyou okay, Mami? Do you fed okay?’ Rosdinda caresses America s hand... Rosalinda sobs

again and oncemore seeks her mother’ s bosom... “ They say your story might help somewomenin

the same stuation.” “How would it help?I didn’t do anything. | kicked him too hard and hefell and
broke his neck. How's that going to help anyone” “You fought him, Mami. You won.”...

Whenever that night comes up, Rosdlindatries to make Americafed good about what happened

(324).

An example of this failed mother-daughter relationship can be found in Sandra Cisneros' “Never
Marry a Marry aMexican” which is arevison of the traditional myth of Lallorona. Thistime Cisneros
andyses the myth from the traditiona view in order to emphasize patriarchy’s blame for failed
mother-daughter relationships. The tory presents the chaotic life of Clemenciawhcih has asits ultimate
cause her mother’ sadvice: never marry aMexican. Clemencia syoung mother married aMexican macho
man who destroyed any good opinion that she may have about hersdf (shewasinferior to him because she
was Mexican- American, poor and not as good as her mother). Clemencia s mother’ sreectionisto hate
him, cheet him and to try to passthis man-hateto her daughter. Clearly, her mother embodiesthefigure of
laLloronaasthe regjected woman who destroysthelifes of her children because her lifewasdestroyed by a
man. Clemenciaisthe victim of her mother’ stragedy andnshe learnsto distrust men and this destroys her
own emotiond life becoming amistress and a crud woman.

At the beginning she seemsto understand her mother’ sadvice: “I guessshedid it to Spare me and
Ximena[her Sster] the pain she went through” (69), but at the end her regjection of her mother is complete:
Once Daddy was gone, it waslikemy madidn’'t exig, likeif shedied too... My mother’ smemory islike...
if something dready dead dried up and fdl off, and | stopped missing where sheusedtobe. Likeif | never
had amother” (73)AsBrown-Guillory suggests “Clemencdiaisthevoice of LalLlorond sdrowned children.

The question is whether La Llorona's children could forgive the violence hegped upon them even if
theyunderstood the cause. For Clemencia, the answer isno” (165).

Viramontes presents another example of a*bad mother” as a negative influence for her daughter
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who isaso the victim of the mother’ s circumstances and is dso condemned to repest the story. In“Miss
Clairol, Arleneisapoor, Latinasingle mother whose only concern isto reflect those modes of beauty she
findsin American society to please her many boyfriends. She pursuits unattainable models of assmilaion

she will never represent and while she only cares about herself, she forgets to nurture her daughter

becoming morelikea'big sster’: “When you get older I'll show you how you can ook just as pretty- and
she puts her head back, relaxes, like the Cadgon commercias...” (103). Sheleaves her daughter done
watching televison Arlene is a “bad mother” according to Latino culture (even a Mdinche, a traitor

because shetriesto assmilate) but aso avictim of her circumstances as Sngle mother, immigrant and poor
in American society. Champ isleft done a home watching television and therefore condemned to follow

her mother’ ssteps. “busy cutting out Miss Breck model sfrom the stacks of old magazines Panchafoundin

the back of her mother’ s garage. Champ collects the array of honey colored haired women, putsthemina
shoe box with al her other especid things’ (103).

However, she cannot forgive her mother’s destructiveness : “ While these mothers As we have
seen the role of mother is one of the most congtraining who are divided as good or bad mothers. Froma
mae perspective, the mother a pure good woman (they il think that their mothers are virgin). They
venerate their mothers considering other women adways inferior but ths does not mean that venerate
womanhood. For men the figure of the mother isthe only good role gpplied to awoman. Maes usudly
compain about tehir wifes not being so good astheir mothers. Therefore any woman who does not follow

thismodd of the good mother isa*bad mother” and consequently a“bad woman”.

Latinawriters revise these roles of “good mothers

Latinawriters not only have to revise the myths and rolesimpaosed to women but they also haveto
come to terms with a history of women who followed those roles and tranamitted them to their daughters
and grandaughters. The relaionship between latina women is of a clear ambivaence since the young
Latinasfed the need to recover those bondswith their ancestors, theri motherswho passed their knowledge
and endurance to them but that a the same time helped to maintain those roles that congtraint young
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latinas s attempts to find their own pace away from patriarchy. As Cherrie Moraga poinmts out L atinas
fight againg patrarchy is not only againgt men but dso againg their won mothers:

“It'snot just anger towardsmen. It'snot eventhat specific. 1t sagenerd anger. It sfrightening us, too, to
look at the waysin which our own mothers have cooperated in our own obedience, in not having our own
voice’ (Thir Woman 130).

Although al maothers and granddaughters may have some complicity with patriarchd culturein the
transmission of that culture s oppressive dictates, young L atinas tend to see their mothers more negeatively
than their garndmothers. On the ne hand, motherstend to fed over protective towardstheir daughtersand
are more concerned about surviva and economic estability and this may cause some separation between
mothers and daughters. On the ther hand Latinas dso see their mothers as slent, uneducated victims of
patriarchy and displacement. This may explian the dlear emotiona ambivaence that Latinas experience
towards their mothers.

Latina authorsa are reevauainbg and revisoning the relaionship of mother and child and
specifically, mother and daughter. They go againg thetraditiond ideathat maesdefinetherulesand culturd
vauesand femaestranamit themto tehri children without fully understanding those vaues or contributing to
their meaning. Latinawriters challenge the culturd authority of maes by stresssing the role of women and
by emphasizing the relaion maother-daughter instead of that mother-son.

Latinawriterstend to find astrong connection with their grandmothers who are often portrayed as
wise, courageous, sdf-rdiant women (though they may have aways followed patrairchd roles). The
grandmother figure, while representing the link to Latina culturd identity, does not carry such heavy
influencesonthe Latind s sAf image as doesthe mother figure. The grandmother’ sinability to speak Endlish
embodiesthe resstance againgt cultura assmilation aswe can see RosaElenalzquierdo's“ Abudd’: “She
dways sad to me, “Remember your dreams because theyhave specid meaning. Remember the
yerbas...Remember thesethings. They aredl apart of you- apart of your heritage.” ... | just try to hold on”
(Tashlik 75).
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Grandmother s are usudly the Latinawriter’s link to a cregtive ord tradition, that of storytelling,
which shemay revise and reinvent in her effort to create an authentic Latin voice. The editorsof Cuentos:
Stories by Lainas acknowledge this tradition: “Mogt Latinas, in looking to find some kind of literary
tradition among our women, will usualy spesk of the “cuentos’ our grandmotherstodl us... For the most
part, our lives and thelives of women before us have never been fully told, except by word of mouth™ (vii).
Grandmothersin Judith Ortiz Cofer’ snarrative aredwayswise, cregtive stoytdlersand dso ameansfor the
Latinawriter to understand hersdlf by gpproaching femaleto fema e rdationshipswhere va ues of resstance
and strength can befound. In“Casa’ the narrator acknowledges her debt to women like her grandmother
Mama

| saw her asmy liberator and my model. Her storieswere parablesfromwhichto gleanthe Truth.

... women tdling therr livesin cuentos are forever woven into thefabric of my imagination, braided

likemy hair that day | felt my grandmother’ s hand teaching me about strength, her voice convincing

me of the power of goryteling (18-19).

The same veneration of grandmothers as sources of stories which teach about strength and
women's bonds can be found in other Latina writers. For indance, Villanueva presents Lund's
Grandmother in Weeping Woman and Other Sories as her only support and strengthto fight againgt her
mother’ s boyfriend’ sabuse: “Lunafdt for the big butcher knife- Mamacitahad given it to her just before
they took her away: “Hideit, deep with it, nina, no te dges, nunca, nina, cabrones...” Lunaremembered
the soft, loose skin on Mamacita s hands, the fed of feathers, her eyeslike an old captured eagle. Fierce
and sad at once’ (152). InHelenaMariaViramontes “The Moths’, the grandmother becomesthe source
of ancestrd memory and rdief for women: “1 dwaysfdt her gray eyeonme. It mademefed, inasrange
sort fo way, safe and guarded and not aone. Like God was supposed to make you fed” (24). When the
garndmother diesthefear of losing that spritual connection with along line of women and the veneration she

felt for them is present in the beautiful end of this story about love ties among women:

“I wanted to rest my head on her chest with her stroking my hair, telling me about the mothsthat lay

within the soul and dowly egt the spirit up; | wanted to return to the waters of tehwomb with her so
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that we would never be done again. | wanted. | wanted my Ama. | removed afew strands of hair

from Abudlita sface and held her smdl light head within thehollow of my neck. The bathroom was

filled with moths, and for thefirgt timein along timel cried, rocking us, crying for her, for me, for

Ama, the sobs emerging from the depths of anguish, the misery of feding haf born, sobbing until

finaly thesobsrippled into circlesand circlesof sadnessand relief. There, there, | said to Abudlita,

rocking us gently, there, there (28).

Latinawriters not nly have to fight againgt these sterotypes and rolesimposed by patriarchy, they
aso haveto fight againg  those women who help to perpetuate them fro future generations of women.

In NicholasaMohr's*“ Aunt Rosand s Rocker”, Zoraida, awife who have “sexua” dresmswhich
makes her husband mad and who seatsin her rocker every time hetriesto have sex with her, hasto put up
with her mother’s “good” advices about married life

Mira, mi hija, | better talk to you... Y ou have to humor men; you must know that by now... Tell him

you have a headache, or abachache, or you can even pretend to be adeep. However, oncein a

while you have to pleasse him, you know. After al, he does support you and the children and he

needsit to rdax... I'll give you some good avice; make believe you are enjoying it and then get it
over with red quick, eh? So, oncein awhile you have to, whether you likeit or not: that’sjust the

way itisfor us. Okay? (30).

If any os these young women chooses to live her own life awvay from the power of men they are
irremediable condemned as “whores’ or “bad women” by women in theri own culture. In Cadtillo’sThe
Mixquuiahuala Letters Teresaconfronts her own mother who “wasn'’t pleased asecond daughter had split
with her husband and wetried to keep out of each other’ sway. Stonesof silent condemnation were thrown
from every direction, rdatives and friends who believed “ bad wives’ were bad people’ (29). Wecanaso
remember Villanueva s* Free Women” where profesional women arecdled “ putas’ by Mexican men; this
idea of free women as whores is dready interndized in the boy who brings the drinks to the women in
tehbeach: “His mother had warned him to saty away from the tourist women. “They are dl gringas, no
meatter what color they are. Mujeres Sn verguenza. Que putas’” (71). Aswe can see, thisis especialy
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true for Latinas in the United States who enjoy more liberties and therefore are criticized (envied?) by
women in their own Latino culture. Thisiswhat happensto the Garcia Girlsin How the Girgl Los Their
Accentsandin Yo!.

In Yo!, we find another example of the interndized patraircha vaues in mothers. Consuelo, a
Dominican woman, receives a letter from her daughter in New Y or who married a Puerto Rican to get
permanent residence but who isnow beaten up by him. Theonly wordsthat at thefirst cometo thiswoman
for her daughter are not what her daughter would like to hear but what she has been taught to think:

“My daughter, you must think of your future and the future of your child for asyou yourself

know marriageisaholy vow... And so my daughter, honro thisman, and he will stop beating

you if you do not provoke himfor as the good priest has taught us we women ar e subject to
the wisdom and judgment of our fathersand of our husbandsif they are good enough to stay

with” (106).

These women are clearly making it even worse for these young women to escape the abuse and
submissonfrom their macho hushands. As Rebolledo pointsout, for Latinas* mothersthsu function at times
to diffle growth and devel opment; they serve as symbols of oppression, of atradition that stifles” (In Vigil
150). Women are supposed to put up with anything that comesfrom their husbands, “including two broken
teeth” (Cadtillo 14).

Indeed, physical violence and rapeisarecurrent literary motif in Latinaliterature. Itisoneof man's
prerrogetives in order to show “quien lleva los pantaones’ as it is stated by a Puerto Rican man in
America’s Dream:

“ She's heard the men talk about how a man has to shoOw his woman, from tehvery first, who

wears the pants in the house. Especidly nowadays, when women think they can run the world.

Even Feto, father of six daughters, says aman has to teach women the way he likesthings, and if

the only way she can learn is*afuerzade punhos” well, then, hisfists should be the teacher” (34).

Latina writers present physical violence and rape from the women's perspective to confront the

mae idea of women “asking for it”, of women's innate desire for sexua violence and to display the
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traumati c consegquencesfor thewoman’ ssdlf-esteem. Itisvery commontofind araped womaninalatina
book. Rape is the symbol of the subordination of women to patrairchd rules, “they become a“hole’, a
“nothing” (Herrera- Sobek 175).

Viloence againg women istheway for men to reassert their power over women. Latinanarrdiveis
full ofg images of besaten women, women raped and killed by strangers, fathers, husbands, etc. Physical
violence is the main process by which women are deprived of an essence. As Herrera Sonek says.
trandforms women into slent, invisble, non-exigent entities- as holes to be filled by maes’ (175).
Esmerdda Santiago’s America’ s Dreamisthe oddyssey of abeaten woman to get rid of the destructive
forces of Latino patrairchy and aso a search for her own vaue as a woman. She endures his macho
authority even though he is not even her husband but sheis“his’” woman and he has every right over her:

“He hit her is she paid atention to another man, and he hit her if she didn’t, because ignoring the

other man meant she was pretending she didn’t know him and therefore hiding her true fedings of

lust. He hit herishsedidn’t look pretty and well groomed, but if shelooked too turned out, he hit
her because she was drwaing too much attention to hersdf. He hit her if he'd been drinking. Hehit
her if he was sober. He hit her if helost & dominoes, and if hewon, he hit her because shedidn’t

congratuate him enough” )207)

Obvioudy, this is an anhilating Stuation for her own view of hersdf as she says after one of his
beetings “Have | logt al sdf-respect, she asks hersdlf as she slently prepares his dinner” (91). Itisnot
until sheleaveshim. Her daughter, her mother and triesanew lifein the Statesthat shewill discover thetrue
value of hersdlf.

Villanueva s “ The Edge of Darkness’ is aterrible story about rgpe and violence where an indian
Latinais kidnapped by awhite man who rapes her over and over inamotel. Y et, the character’ sreaction
is one of anger and countr-violence that she takes from her past, from the ancestral power that women
onced had before patrairchy submitted them. The story isan dternate narration between the present, her
being raped and the past memories of therituals devoted to the Mother Goddess among I ndian women. At
the end of the gory until she kills him in are-enactment of woman power:
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“Here, such thistill it'shard again. Wait, | forgot thefucking shell [Villanueva sfavorite symbol of

womanhood isashdl;he pays her “service’” with shells].” Hereached over for it abd the knife went

into his soft, white belly... She pulled over to the side of the highway, opening the window that
faced the sea. She opened her purse and removed something small wrapped in bloody newspaper.

Shethrew it toward the sea, saying, “ Thisisagift from Swift Hawk, sacred Mother. Mother of dl

life. Motherof dl death. Sacred, oh my sacred, White Shell Woman, thisdick isfor you” (51).

Latinas not only haveto fight againgt petriarchy in theri culture but dso haveto confron sexism and
gereotyping in the Anglo culture. Latinawomen are seen as*hot” women, as uneducated domestics, etc.
what brings even more problemsfor these women who have had enough with men fromtheir cultures. Ortiz
Caofer comments on thisin “Myth of the Latin Woman: | Just Met aGirl Named Marid’:

It is a one-dimensond view that the media have found easy to promote... advertisers have

desgnated “szzling” and “smoldering” asthe adjectives of choicefor describing not only thefoods

but aso the women of Latin America.. | recal hearing about the harassment that Puerto Rican
women endured in factorieswhere the “bossmen” talked to them asif sexud innuendo wasal they

understood, and worse, often gave them the choice of submitting to advances of being fired” (150).

The media stereotyping of Latinasis aso portrayed in Dexter Hays, Yo'ssuitor in JuliaAlvarez' s
Yo!: “ThisYo lady is... another maverick... with the added pizzazz of being Latin. In the movies Spanish
ladieshaverosestucked behind their ears and low- cut peasant blouseswith little curcifixeslike hexes above
those heaving bosoms, yeah!” (189).

Antoher sterotype about L atinaswiddy spread in American society isthat of tehri being uneducated
domestics. Aswe can seein America’s Dream Léatinas are substituting black women in ther traditiondl
rolesas Mammie. Again Ortiz Cofer observes about the origin of this stereotype:

“Works as domestics, waitressing, and factory jobs are dl that’s avaaible to women with little

Englsh and few ills... Maria, the housemaid or counter girl is now indeibly etched into the

national pysche. The big and the little screens have presented us with the picture of the funny

Hispanic maid, mispronouncing words and cooking up aspicy sorm inashiny Cdiforniakitchen”
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(The Latin Deli 153).

America’s Dream presents this Latina-type in America, a Puerto Rican young woman whose
Englsihiscorrected by the children shetakes care of. Santiago subvertsthe sterotype by making America
become a strong woman and by scrutinizing thisimage of Americafrom opne of these maids s perspective.
In ths book we find a harsh criticiam of racism and patronizing by Americans towards Latina women.
America has to fight hard to find her place in a society which renders her “invisble’ as it happens with
Americantourigs. “ Shentoiceshow they look right past and pretend not to see her. Shefedshersdf there,
solid as dways, but they look through her... Those who do see her, smile guradedly, then dide their gaze
away quickly, ashamed, it seemsto have noticed her” (30).

Many Latinawritersded with this sterotypeto unvell the exploitation of |atinadomesticsin thelabor
force. InBarbaraMujica s“LaDespedida’ , Rosa, aLatinamaid isfired for asking additional money for
working extra hours and holydays to adjust to her senhora s busy working schedule:

“* Alberto medijo quele cobrar cuatro pesospor camisa’ LasenhoraCarolyn sepusolivida... ‘Yo

pongo un diabien largo, senhora,” Ledije... Y entonces se descolgo con una gorda. ‘ Pedazo de

mierda,’” grito. ‘Pedazo de mierda (o ago por € edtilo, solo reconoci d paabra“shit” y agunas
otras barbaridades)...’ Nosotros le pagamos lo que le pagariamos a una mujer americana que
hablarainglesy que pudierallamar d doctor en unaemergencia, queno estuvieraaqui deilegd, que

pusiera ocho horas de trabgo... y tu te portas como una mierda con nosotros. Porquerial” (67).

Rosaisan example of many women whoseincomeisessentid for afamily wherethe husband elther
cannot find ajob or earnstoo liitle: “Al subir a auto le conte a Alberto lo que habiapasado. ‘ No importa’
Me dijo. ‘Encontraras otro trabgo.” Pero me di cuenta de que no estaba nada contento porque la que
reslmente mantiene alafamiliasoy yo. El no gananadadli donde trabga’ (67). In the case of America,
her independence depends on her ability to support hersdf even when thisimpliesleaving her daughter in
Puerto Rico. AsLourdesMirandaKing commentsonthissituationin her article about P* Puertorriquenasin
the United States. The Impact of Double Discrination” : “It's not unusud to find women working in the

United Stateswhose children are cared for by grandmothersor other relaivesin Puerto Rico... Thewoman
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isthrugt into the role of sole supporter, creeting the new immigrant woman and incidentaly destroying the
myth of the passive femde’ (In Sedillo 105).

But Lainawritersnot only portray strong women fighting for surviva trapped in thelower working
classes. They asotry to suvert thestereotype by presenting examples of women who, dways by means of
educating themsdves, were ableto get out from poverty conditions. Sarita, theGarcias maid’ sdaughter in
Yo! isan exampleof this. Her caseis specidly meaningful because she comes from adoubly margindized
group, that of black working class women in the Domincan Republic. She shareswith Y otheir being part
of aminority in the States but as she says. “dl of us aught between cultures - but with this added big
difference, I'm aso caught between classes’ (226). Y o is surprised when she discoversthat Saritais her
own boss, the owner of aclinic. Saritais an example of the posshilities open for many Latinas and she
wants to be recognized for that:

“Every timesomeof theGarciadelaTorreclan gotointroduce me... tehy hesitate. “ Thisis Sarita...

the daughter... of awoman... whom... wewere very fond of.” And I’ m thinking, go ahead and say

it. Shje' s the daughter of the maid who used to clean out toilets and make oru beds and calm our
rages and wipe away oour tears. And then, please, go on with the story: she has made something
of hersdf, the daughter. She got her B.S. then went to med school, and now owns one of the

leading sports medicine clinics in the country” (226).

Theimportance of education for theimprovement of Latinasisusudly stressed by thesewriters. A
nicestory by SilvinaWood, “ Dreams By Appointment Only” tellsthe story of Irene, amother of threewho
was abandoned by her husband and who enrolls again at school after she quitted school to run away with
her boyfriend seventeen years ago. At first she meets with her children and her mother’ s unsupporting
comments. “I can't live on welfare forever.” * So get married again... You said Jose |eft you because he
didn’'t want any more kids and you got pregnant with Susana, but | think it was because of the way you
ae” (InVigil 87). Attheend shecontinuesto study at the new community college and getsajob &t tey ned
of the story: “And s0, the following month, Irene was to report to work..Irene went to work in the

basement floor of thenew city Hall, asMall Clerk 11, and with her luck, hard work and determination, Irene
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could, innotimeat al, move up to Clerk Typist I (98).

Up to this point we had the opportunity to see how Latinasfight agsnt patraichy, againgt socid and
cultura barriers, how they revison and fidn new srength in old myths and women roles. It is after thew
revision of one' s culture when they are string enough to present new ways and solutionsto the New Latina.
We aso find the recurrent figure of the Latinaasartist, as poet, in order words asacresative subject. Y e,
the product of thelatina s credtivity is hersdf, the discovery of her identity and value. Thus, we find many
gories of struggle to survive as active agents leading theri own lives. “The Artis” by NicholasaMohr isa
nice story about the determination of a Latina, Inez, to pursue her dream no matter what, even when this
implies confronting her jealous husband' s attempts to control her life. As an orphan, she marries him to
escape from her stingy and crud aunt after he promisesthat shewill be ableto go to art school. Heforbids
her to go even though he is going to night school to become alawyer:

“Remember, | told you how | planned to study art as soon as | could save so that I...” “Forget

about dl thisart school bullshit! Me! The man... the macho of the house. | have my law degreeto

0et, remember? And that takesmoney... Fuck your art school! | haveto pay this fucking high rent
every month, and now | need your paycheck... Y ou didn’t bring afucking penny withyouinto this
marriage. Y ou came to me with nothing, baby. Nothing! A fucking orphaniswhat | married... No
way! You can paint your little flowers and dtill-lifes right here. 'Y ou don’t need school for tehshit

you do” (128).

She works extra hours as a nude model for art sudents and lies abouther own life to her college
friends but she continues her studies and applies for a grant (dways hiding everything from her husband).
Her “secret” life dlows her to dream a better future and gives her strength to fight against a husband she
hates. Her determination makes her lie and other to lie for her to fulfil her dreams. He findly finds her
posing nude: “In an ngtant, Joe lunged towards Inez, grabbing he rlong dark hair with both hands. Shefelt
her head snap and then asharp painful dap againgt the left Side of her face and neck... “I’'m married to that
bitch... that whore is my wifel” (147). hisis the step she needed to leave him and begin a new life with
Aldo, another artist: “They made love severd times. And thatnight Inez dreamt she was first on aroller
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coagter and then on a ship- later she was running- faling- walking. All night in her dreams, wherever Inez
found hersdf and whatever she was doing, there was congtant motion” (150).

In theri search for a Latina identity, these writer fed the nedd to tell the untold stories of women
who fought againgt the abuse of men in theri won culture and againgt the ppression of patriarchy and who
fought againg the’ miserable circumstances in American society.

Somerecurrent figuresin Latinafiction are raped, beaten self- hatred women. Thesewritersexplore
the way in which women have been reduced to mute sexua objects.

2. SEARCHING FOR A PLACE OF THEIR OWN

Working women : roads of survival

Rediscovering their selves. Latina Feminism

Women hwo begin to love themsdves after having failed in their abusing love relationshiops:
“After the lagt divorce she promised, vowed, to not live, ever again, with aman who didn’t lovewomen...
“It'slikethis, | think, when you have sdf’ hatred you can tolerate, well, even love, aman who does't like
you, a man who hates women. But when you begin to truly, | mean truly, love yoursdf, it's like your

once-quiet, timid soul stands up and says, ‘What the hell isgoing on!” (weeping 142)

L atina L esbians. nobody’ s wives, nobody’s mother

(Re)creating the L atina text/body
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