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INTRODUCTION


In the late morning on August 3, 2019, I was scrolling through social media and giving my two-year-old son lunch when breaking news about an active shooter at a Walmart in El Paso, Texas, started rolling in. As more information was released throughout the day, I learned that this man wrote a hate-filled screed posted on an online message board called 8chan. In this horrifying rant, he glorified then President Donald Trump and the shooter of Christchurch Mosque in New Zealand, went on a racist diatribe decrying a “Hispanic invasion,” endorsed violence against Latinos, and promoted the great replacement theory—a white supremacist theory that claims white populations are being culturally and demographically replaced by non-Europeans. The screed’s author killed twenty-three people and injured twenty-three more in that Walmart. Some of them were Mexican nationals that lived in Ciudad Juárez and were doing their back-to-school shopping in El Paso.

While there are many, many terrible incidents of gun violence in the United States, this particular incident scared me to my core. This shooter traveled to the US-Mexico border town of El Paso from Dallas, Texas—a nine-hour drive—to go on a killing spree targeting Mexicans: he was out to kill people like me and my family. Being a person of color means being racialized in this way: the interpretation of our very existence is done through biases and assumptions, which can embolden bigots to enact violence against our communities. My husband and my older son are dark-skinned, and so while my light skin affords me great privilege, I am deeply aware that my dark-skinned family contends with racism often. My thoughts in the wake of the El Paso mass shooting were: What if it happens where I live? What if a copycat of the El Paso shooter has their own rampage in our town, in a store where I am shopping with my husband and son? Given the rise of openly white supremacist groups, our fears could potentially become a reality. They already did in El Paso on August 3, 2019.

How does structural violence, such as the genocide of Indigenous people by European settlers or governments militarizing efforts to keep the border inaccessible, relate to the El Paso shooting? Some would argue that these are separate, that the shooter was a mentally disturbed “lone wolf”—a euphemism used time and again to justify the shooting sprees of white men as individualized incidents and not part of a structural problem. However, drawing on a long history of politically scapegoating Hispanic/Latinx communities as well as other racialized groups for society’s ills, the shooter’s manifesto parrots the racist anti-immigrant rhetoric put forth by those who espouse white supremacy.1 Blaming immigrant communities for the nation’s woes and accusing them of using resources and taking jobs has always been part and parcel of the structural violence inflicted upon them. This, too, is built into how they are racialized.

Living in communities of color in the US-Mexico borderlands is living with this reality of racialization and, as a result, violence. By “US-Mexico borderlands,” I am referring to regions north and south of the border, what some call “border states,” such as Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California in the United States and Baja California, Sonora, Chihuahua, Coahuila, Nuevo León, and Tamaulipas in Mexico. While the border is a line dividing the region, the communities on both sides are deeply connected. Gloria Anzaldúa called the US-Mexico border a “1,950 mile-long open wound,” writing: “But the skin of the earth is seamless / The sea cannot be fenced / el mar does not stop at borders.”2 This book is an extension of Anzaldúa’s poetic declaration. The US-Mexico border is a gash on the skin of the earth, a place where violence is enacted daily by state agencies and capitalistic hegemonies to exploit the land and profit from the border-wound. It is violence that is hurled upon border communities from outside the community: it is not inherent to border communities.

This violence is also structural. From European settlers’ sixteenth-century genocide of the Indigenous tribes they encountered in the region to the twenty-first-century Mexican and US nation-states’ militarizing efforts to prevent asylum seekers from impoverished and war-stricken countries from reaching the United States, hegemonies have used their power to authorize violence against the borderlands’ most marginalized groups. This external and structural violence seeps into the communities they brutalize and exploit, creating an ideology of the oppressor that promises access to what José David Saldívar calls the “imagined community of a nation.”3 In this imagined community, there are those who belong in the nation and those who don’t. It has been clear from most of the history of the US-Mexico borderlands that those who “belong” and have rights are white, male, and wealthy. This idea of an imagined community of a nation is a dangerous tool used to legitimize violence against those existing outside the designated parameters of belonging—precisely those communities that have already been ostracized from the national imagined community.

And while the violence existing in the US-Mexico borderlands is wrought by hegemonies such as US and Mexican governments and powerful private corporations, it is the communities that inhabit them that have been depicted as inherently violent. From menacing images of people crossing the border portrayed as criminals to stories of cartel violence, these conceptualizations fill the imaginations of those outside these racialized border communities and strengthen damaging perceptions of local borderlands people and places. In this book I argue that the violence experienced in the borderlands is not inherent to its communities but rather to hegemonies like the US and Mexican governments, for-profit corporations, and the policies and systems that these powerful entities put in place. Angie Chabram-Dernersesian lays this out quite plainly: “Indeed, [the social and ethnic ‘other’ has] been targeted and reconfigured, and obligated to mark the outer limits of US citizenship—a formulation of ‘Americanness’ which takes aim at the traditionally undocumented, the newly documented, and those with documents/papeles. This formulation constructs these groups as archetypal ‘illegal aliens’ who are not deserving of full participation within American society, notwithstanding their contributions, their documents and their historic claims to the territory.”4 This reconfiguration of making racialized borderlands people foreign and “other” enables powerful entities such as governments and corporations in their violent efforts to marginalize and criminalize them.

In defiance of such marginalization, Saldívar develops the term “disruptive cultural mappings,” moving the US-Mexico borderlands from the periphery to the center of this discussion of state violence, nationhood, racism, capitalism, and misogyny. Repositioning the narrative of the imagined community of a nation from Washington, DC, and Mexico City to the periphery, Saldívar unsettles a national identity and origin story, positing, “How is the imagined community of a nation … disrupted and customized by materially hybrid US-Mexico borderland subjectivities?”5 The imagined community of a nation both designs and legitimizes parameters of belonging: how is the imagined community of a nation further disrupted when borderlands subjectivities are the foundation of a borderlands consciousness? In this book, I intend to build on this question and Saldívar’s concept of a “borderlands consciousness,” a consciousness that denounces the violence inherent in the creation of the imagined community of a nation and calls the borderlands community to action through resistance of this violence to lead a dignified and decolonial existence. Borderlands consciousness is central to the argument and heart of this book: the cultural production that I explore and analyze in this book was, and is, produced by borderlands artists, writers, activists, and community members who love the US-Mexico borderlands, have pride and knowledge of their history in this geographic space, recognize the resilience and power of racialized communities, and actively denounce the violence brought about on their communities by powerful hegemonies. They also have a knowledge of power structures that are exclusive of communities of color on the US-Mexico borderlands, what Saldívar calls the “imagined community of a nation.”

The exclusive nature of who belongs in this imagined community of a nation leads to a power structure that perpetuates violence even as it, in Chela Sandoval’s words, “democratizes oppression.” This means that oppression can be carried out by anyone in a society; any “citizen-subject” can perpetuate violence on behalf of the hegemony. Sandoval argues that a “global structure” has replaced what Foucault called a “sovereign structure.” Instead of having a sovereign structure, an earlier hierarchical system of power organized with kings and queens at the top and a peasant class at the bottom, Sandoval positions the global postmodern structure on a horizontal plane in the form of a flattened grid. She explains, “Because [the citizen-subjects] are horizontally located, it appears as if such politicized identities-as-positions can equally access their own racial-, sexual-, national-, or gender-unique forms of social power. Such constituencies are then perceived as speaking ‘democratically’ to and against each other in a lateral, horizonal—not pyramidal—exchange, although from spatially differing geographic, class, age, sex, race, or gender locations.”6 According to this formulation, the democratization of oppression among persons with various marginalized subjectivities allows them certain “quotients of power”; simply put, some have certain amounts of power over others by virtue of their status, race, gender, sexuality, and so forth, and therefore form a part of the imagined community of a nation (or at least aspire proximity to it). Others with subjectivities that do not align with the dominant culture, which is white, heteropatriarchal, and enjoys citizen status, are then pushed to the outskirts of this flattened grid.7

In the US-Mexico borderlands, there exists a higher quotient of power for those who are male, white, heterosexual, and Christian, and those who ascribe to ideologies that center these subjectivities—that is, even persons of color who aspire to proximity to power and whiteness. In contrast, Brown, Black, queer, undocumented, immigrant, and impoverished communities’ quotients of power are minimal or nonexistent. Consequently, these groups are marginalized on the grid of the global postmodern power structure and subject to perpetual violence under hegemonic authority. An example of quotients of power multiplying is when hegemonies like the US government create enforcement agencies such as Customs and Border Patrol (CBP) and Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) filled with persons whose “identities-as-positions” have higher quotients of social power; that is, they have United States citizenship.

Violence is impelling entire groups of people to actively center themselves to gain power over others and push those who are not like them to the margins. Put differently, marginalization constitutes structural violence, a term further developed by noted peace studies scholar Johan Galtung in his work on defining different types of violence and how these are the antithesis of peace. I draw on Galtung’s definition of structural violence to develop this argument throughout the book. Galtung wrote extensively about how violence manifests in various ways, not just the somatic, or physical, ways that come to mind when we think of the term violence. In his definition, violence is “the cause of the difference between the potential and the actual, between what could have been and what is. Violence is that which increases the distance between the potential and the actual, and that which impedes the decrease of this distance … when the potential is higher than the actual is by definition avoidable and when it is avoidable, then violence is present.”8 In other words, violence is preventing an entity, be it a human being, a space or place, or wildlife, from being at its very best. It is the destruction of human potential: the potential to thrive, to grow, and to live fully. A metaphor that aptly describes this definition of violence regards a flower which grows well and healthily in its flowerpot: putting the flower in the dark, deliberately not watering it, letting it stay outside in a winter storm, and allowing rot in the soil to eat at its roots are all acts of violence. Galtung also offers examples to explain his definition of violence: when literacy in a population is lower than it could be, that population does not reach its potential, which facilitates the presence of violence.

There are differences between physical violence, what Galtung calls “somatic violence,” the “deprivation of health … with killing as the extreme form,” and nonphysical violence, or “structural violence.”9 Galtung defines structural violence as “the violence [that] is built into the structure and shows up as unequal power and consequently as unequal life chances.”10 Structural violence rationalizes policies and attitudes that are harmful toward a particular group as “the way things are”—or, more precisely, “the way those people are.” It thus produces derogatory conceptualizations of marginalized communities, those who are not part of the imagined community of the nation, to justify the violence they face.

Galtung furthers his explanation of structural violence by juxtaposing it with what he calls “personal violence.” He writes, “We shall refer to the type of violence where there is an actor that commits the violence as personal or direct, and to violence where there is no such actor as structural or indirect.”11 If the definition of violence is when a human being is prevented from reaching their potential, something that could have been avoided, then structural violence is present when whole groups of people are prevented from reaching their potential when it is avoidable. Misunderstanding the difference between structural and somatic violence may be the reason why so many misunderstand the concept of racism in the United States. Racism is not just personal attacks; it is structural violence enacted against entire groups of people that are racialized in ways that curtail their life expectancy, financial survival, and ability to provide safety for their children.

Structural violence is ever present against immigrants, as they are racialized as Brown and Black people that “don’t follow the rules” and take resources from “those who deserve them,” again drawing on understandings of entitlement and worth within the imagined community of a nation. Nicole Guidotti-Hernández writes at length about this in her book Unspeakable Violence: Remapping U.S. and Mexican National Imaginaries when discussing the story of Juanita/Josefa in a tourist magazine that in passing mentions the violent lynching of a Mexican woman in 1885. Guidotti-Hernández denounces what she calls a “banality of evil” of how normalized violence toward communities of color has become, even to the point of passively mentioning a violent act in, of all places, a tourism magazine.12 And so we can see that these acts of normalizing of violence, both somatic and structural, are very old, as old as the US-Mexico borderlands themselves, and have the illogical effect of representing the communities of color that inhabit them as persistently foreign, even though many have deep ancestral roots in the region. Moreover, this marginalization of borderlands communities has led to enduring poverty as a result of structural racism and corruption. This is true on both sides of the border, as the US and Mexican governments have each enacted violence toward borderlands communities.

Racializing borderlands communities—othering them with the notion that they are foreign—brings forth a slew of violent legislation and policies that target them specifically. This violence manifests in many ways, such as in navigating the immigration system as an asylum seeker. There is also the violence that goes unprosecuted and unpunished, as with the femicides in Ciudad Juárez at the turn of the twentieth century. And finally, borderlands communities face capitalist violence when governments collude with private corporations to exploit cheap labor, utilize lax or nonexistent environmental laws, and prosecute those who protest capitalistic projects that endanger communities of color. The violence directed toward US-Mexico borderlands communities, wildlife, and landscapes ranges from literal acts of terror like the El Paso shooting to decades of impunity and corruption.

This book examines structural violence through its representations in the cultural production of US-Mexico borderlands communities. In doing so, it responds to Saldívar’s call to center the borderlands in cultural theory, to “redraw the borders between folklore and the counterdiscourses of marginality, between ‘everyday’ culture and ‘high’ culture, and between ‘people with culture’ and ‘people between culture.’”13 By highlighting the cultural production of people from borderlands communities—particularly representations of how they experience hegemonic violence—I aim to advance Saldívar’s project of remapping what constitutes “culture.”

Saldívar discusses a “construction of borderland subjectivities” in which cultural production by borderlands communities represents in literature the experiences of these communities.14 However, adding to this important work of studying borderlands subjectivities is distinguishing between culture and its production through these marginalized communities’ understandings of their oppression, its sources, and how to resist it. Saldívar explains this distinction by employing Richard Johnson’s differentiation between subjectivity and consciousness, wherein subjectivity “focuses on the ‘who I am’ or, as important, the ‘who we are’ of culture,” while “the notion of a consciousness of self [is] an active mental and moral self-production.”15 This distinction is important in the study of US-Mexico borderlands communities, as the borderlands subjectivity is utilized to develop awareness within the community, a borderland consciousness. If culture is lived experience, as Chicano anthropologist Renato Rosaldo argues, then cultural production involves awareness of and engagement with the experiences one has lived in a way that produces art, literature, film, music, and other creative work.16

Elke Zobl and Elisabeth Klaus’s discussion of cultural production offers further clarity about this distinction:


Producing culture actively, thus, entails to think about the stance, the point of departure from which we act. It requires to think of the values, collective norms and invisible rules that guide our behaviour and to reflect on the social and cultural positioning of our activities. Finally, it encompasses a claim to participate in the formulation of the norms and values that govern society, to take part in its decision-making process about who or what counts as important or unimportant, as good or bad and to change the rules by which social and cultural relations are reinforced.17



Cultural production is a deliberate and purposeful act that, in this book, is very much meant to convey a message of borderlands consciousness. Artists and writers from the US-Mexico borderlands produce culture about their lived experience—that is, their borderlands subjectivity—which allows them, as Zobl and Klaus say, to reflect on the culture, participate in its formulation, and decide which values are important to include. Cultural production thus serves as a mirror as well as a sounding board for a borderland consciousness.

The study of US-Mexico borderlands cultural production illuminates themes of nation-building, citizenship (who gets to be part of the national imagined community and who does not), the justification of somatic violence at the site of the US-Mexico border, and the invisibilization of entire communities in order to exploit them. The project of nation-building includes an official narrative and definition of citizenship that details a model citizen—that is, a citizen that encapsulates the hegemonic values of national identity. The United States’ origin mythology lies in the story of the founding fathers and their fight for independence, arguing that “all men are created equal,” when it is clear this merely refers to white, wealthy slaveholders and landowners. In Mexico, the origin mythology of European conquest and the birth of the mestizo and the legal codification of patriarchal family values have been used to justify violence against groups of people that do not fit within the parameters of the ideal Mexican citizen, particularly cisgender and transgender women, queer people, and Indigenous communities. Through analyses of various cultural productions from the US-Mexico borderlands, this book explores these forms of violence, from the creation and protection of the imagined community of a nation and nation-building efforts that put its mythology into effect, to nation-states’ complicity with private corporations to increase this so-called imagined community’s wealth.

Chapter 1 examines Chicano writer Luis Alberto Urrea’s historical novel The Hummingbird’s Daughter (2005). The novel features Teresa (Teresita) Urrea, a well-known healer in the US-Mexico borderlands at the turn of the twentieth century, and the author’s great aunt. As a curandera (a faith healer with hybrid spiritual beliefs rooted in Catholicism and Indigenous spiritualities), Teresa helped influence political rebellion among Indigenous groups fighting against Mexican government officials in the early twentieth century. Her actions lead to her political persecution and ultimately her exile to the United States. I argue in this chapter that The Hummingbird’s Daughter is a cultural production that represents both somatic violence (e.g., arrest, exile) and structural violence (e.g., the use of spies, military interventions at sites of faith healing) sanctioned by the Mexican state.

Chapter 2 analyzes issues surrounding the construction of the Southern Pacific railway in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries through María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s novel The Squatter and the Don (1885) and Daniel Venegas’s novel Las aventuras de Don Chipote; o, Cuando los pericos mamen (1928). These cultural productions represent somatic violence (e.g., exploitation of laborers) as well as structural violence (e.g., legislation funding railroad construction and giving railroad companies public land that formerly belonged to marginalized communities; legalizing discriminatory medical procedures; legalizing slavery through vagrancy and anti-Indigenous laws) sanctioned by the United Sates government to further its efforts of nation-building and settler colonialism.

Chapter 3 focuses on Demetria Martínez’s novel Mother Tongue (1994) and memoir Confessions of a Berlitz-Tape Chicana (2005) to analyze US asylum and sanctuary laws and Martínez’s work in the sanctuary movement of the 1980s. The novel and memoir are cultural productions that depict somatic violence (e.g., the persecution and deportation of Central American asylum seekers) and structural violence (e.g., the use of the legal code to differentiate between refugee and asylum seeker to deny asylum to Brown and Black asylum seekers) sanctioned by the US government. I argue that the United States utilizes a language of criminalization to justify denying refugees entry into the country as well as persecute those who attempt to enter or are already there. This leads to the criminalization and racialization of refugees of color.

Chapter 4 examines how the mother figure in Ana Castillo’s novel So Far from God (1993) and María Amparo Escandón’s novel Esperanza’s Box of Saints (1999) crosses national boundaries and challenges the notion of borders itself. Breaking with oppressive traditions, here the mother is a transnational subject who defies notions of citizenship. These representations portray the mother as the spiritual leader and protector of the home and community. She serves





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Acknowledgments



		Introduction



		Chapter One. The Life of Teresa Urrea and the Yaqui Resistance Represented in Luis Alberto Urrea’s Novel The Hummingbird’s Daughter (2005)



		Chapter Two. Capitalism and Complicity between the US Government and Railroad Corporations along the US-Mexico Borderlands



		Chapter Three. “May We Break the Spell of the Official Story”: The Criminalization of Refugees of Color Represented in Demetria Martínez’s Mother Tongue (1994) and Confessions of a Berlitz-Tape Chicana (2005)



		Chapter Four. Priestess y Pastora: Transnational Female Spiritual Leadership in Ana Castillo’s So Far from God (1993) and María Amparo Escandón’s Esperanza’s Box of Saints (1998)



		Chapter Five. The Coatlicue State and Moebius Strip: Mirrors and Mirroring in Artwork of the US-Mexico Border



		Chapter Six. Making Waves in “Tranquil Waters”: Chicanafuturism and the Invisibilization of Violence



		Epilogue. Fibroblast Migration and Borderlands Consciousness



		Notes



		Bibliography



		Index











List of Figures





		Figure 1. Ana Teresa Fernandez, BORRANDO LA FRONTERA, 2011. Courtesy of the artist and Catharine Clark Gallery.



		Figure 2. Ronald Rael, TEETER-TOTTER WALL, 2019. Courtesy of the artist.



		Figure 3. Ronald Rael, TEETER-TOTTER WALL, 2019. Courtesy of the artist.











List of Table





		Table 1. Refugee Admission and Asylum Grants, 1980-1989, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, Report to Congress on Proposed Refugee Admissions for Fiscal Year 2021.











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Acknowledgments



		Introduction



		Chapter One. The Life of Teresa Urrea and the Yaqui Resistance Represented in Luis Alberto Urrea’s Novel The Hummingbird’s Daughter (2005)



		Epilogue. Fibroblast Migration and Borderlands Consciousness



		Notes



		Bibliography



		Index



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the print version





		Cover Page



		v



		iv



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188











OEBPS/images/pgiii.jpg
@ cantextos





OEBPS/images/9780826368867.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg





