
        
            
                
            
        

    



Praise for Pages
Lost and New


 


“Margaret Randall’s Pages Lost and New is
a rebel yell testament to the power of revolutionary identity and political
commitment. It is essential reading for any of us hungry for firsthand accounts
of how social movements, literary ecosystems, and lesbian politics come
together to challenge oppressive power structures. Randall has been on the
frontlines and shares her insights for revolutionary continuity from her
journeys to different leftist corners and strongholds around the world. For me,
Randall is a shining light of compañerismo.”


 


—
Raquel Gutiérrez, author of Brown Neon


 


“A bold, thoughtful collection that blends an
artist’s eye for detail, a poet’s rhythm, and an activist’s call to action. In
documenting the range of her lived experience in different places, languages,
and social roles, Randall crafts a compelling read that is both memoir and
compendium of her ideas. Essays written more than two decades ago feel
strikingly prescient, as her deft editorial touch frames past political and
social concerns for today’s audience. Across topics ranging from a
photographer’s choices to the art of translation, she probes ethical dilemmas
through her lens as a seasoned artist and activist. Of particular note are her
forthright admissions and analyses of her experience of the constraints of
aging as an artist. With its breadth of subjects, this volume is a valuable
supplementary text for undergraduate and graduate courses on gender studies,
feminism, cultural studies, aesthetics, translation studies, publishing, and
applied ethics.”


 


—
Teresa Blankmeyer Burke, Professor of Philosophy,


Gallaudet
University


 


“Never wavering in her conviction that writers
can shape the past, present, and future, Margaret Randall continues well into
her ninth decade to produce fascinating work. Her incredible, iconoclastic
journey through the revolutionary movements of Latin America and the United
States reveals so much about a generation who believed they could remake the
world, and who took it into their own hands to do so. These pages, fervent and
unstoppable in their search for truth and justice, are as unique and unapologetic
as the woman who wrote them.”


 


—
Karín Aguilar-San Juan, co-editor of The People
Make the Peace:


Lessons
from the Vietnam Antiwar Movement


 


“Margaret Randall weaves a fine thread of
unity over many decades of writing in this collection of essays. Her
lesbianism, feminism, activism, and literary prowess are all here. And, as
always, Randall’s resolve to speak truth to power is evident throughout. She
continues to enlighten us with the clear truth that only our own individual
empowerment can lead to collective action—a clarion call in any time, but
especially now.”


 


— Greg
Smith, painter


 


“Margaret Randall’s meditations on the
machinations of power, privilege, and patriarchy … provide nourishment to the
weary. Collectively, these pieces gift us an encouraging reminder—before there
can be resisting feet on the ground, there must be a resisting resolve of the
mind to never relinquish our self-worth.”


 


—
Benito Aragon, editor
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Author’s note


 


 


THE TEXTS IN PAGES LOST AND NEW were written over a period of several decades. I have revived those
I call “lost”—a couple of keynote addresses, informal talks, pieces that
appeared in anthologies or journals but were then forgotten, and several that
were never published—because I believe they demonstrate the arc of my thinking
and deserve another chance. I have left those mostly as they were, only
occasionally adding a footnote or rewriting a passage to reflect subsequent
events and how they have proven me right or wrong. Where I felt an analysis has
been substantiated by subsequent events, I have indicated that, either in
footnotes or by revising parts of the original text.


The later texts, many unpublished until now,
reflect my fierce need to express an idea or opinion I don’t feel has been
adequately addressed by others, or an aspect of my work—photography,
translation—about which I have new things to say. And the final essays in this
collection represent a cluster penned since Donald Trump’s second ascendency to
the presidency, when rapid assaults on our identities, hard-won freedoms,
institutions, and rule of law, along with the corporate media’s shameful
distortion of facts and cowardly acquiescence, have conspired to keep us
confused and immobilized.


Some of the texts prominently include the
voices of people I’ve interviewed or who have responded to queries that I’ve
sent out about issues that have excited my interest. Oral history has been an
important part of my practice throughout my writing life, and varieties of its
presence here bridge different periods.


Parts or all of this collection were read by
Gregory Randall, Greg Smith, Barbara Byers, and V. B. Price. I am grateful for
their input and suggestions, all of which have made it stronger. And I want to
thank Zach Hively, my good friend and Casa Urraca Press’s astute editor, who
worked with me to achieve the book you hold in your hands.


This collection is meant to contribute to the
complex weave produced by my generation of thinkers and makers, one voice among
many. Gathered here, in roughly chronological order, it traces one woman’s
journey to come to terms with the horror, pain, and discovery of our time.


 


Margaret
Randall, 2026














 


“International justice is a civil religion for
our time: Those of us who do not believe in God may still have believed in the
higher judgment delivered in The Hague.… The promise of Nuremberg is that the
world as a whole will maintain its moral compass, even when some countries lose
theirs. That crimes will be punished even if the perpetrators have acted
according to the norms and laws of their society, even if they were just
following orders. What happens to that promise when the world’s most powerful
nation doesn’t just recalibrate its moral compass, but smashes it?”


 


— M.
Gessen,


from “Her
Optimism Has Won Her Some of the Most Powerful Enemies in the


World,”
an opinion piece in the New York Times,


October
16, 2025














 


Dreaming in Color:


Coming
Out, or


Going
More Deeply In


 


 


WHEN MY GENERATION WAS IN ITS TWENTIES AND
THIRTIES and some of us thought we could change the
world, a clandestine cell of young Nicaraguan revolutionaries met at a Managua
safe house. After the usual discussion of David vs. Goliath strategies, they
talked about their dreams. One of the young men, from an impoverished
childhood, said he’d had a single dream in his life, and it was in black and
white. A more fortunate member of the cell said she always dreamed in color.


The woman who dreamed in color was the one who
told me this anecdote. Back then, Doris Tijerino was already a longtime
Sandinista combatant. It was Cuba, mid-1970s, and I was recording her story for
a book about a woman in a movement still mostly unknown to people outside
Central America. At the end of her year-long testimony, Tijerino said: “We’ve
got to keep on struggling, so that someday all our people will dream in color.”1


Barbara, my lifetime companion, is a painter.
Years ago, before she came out as a lesbian, all her work was black and white:
landscape studies mostly, pen and ink lines undulating across the picture plane
in representation of the earth’s rises and hollows. It was when she was finally
able to openly claim her sexual identity that her work exploded with a unique
and exuberant color palette: orange prairies beneath purple skies, unmixed
acrylics often squeezed directly from the tube.


Asked to write about my own coming-out, these
two stories floated to the surface. No mystery why, because coming into my
lesbian identity at the age of forty-seven had everything to do with
revolution—by which I mean devoting one’s life to the creation of a more just
world and finding one’s own identity and truth within that struggle. In my life
these commitments remained for far too many years in contention, the search for
definition dependent upon elements of unequal weight.


In contemporary discourse, coming-out is
making the decision to live one’s sexual identity openly, an identity still
considered deviant by much of mainstream America and illegal in several
countries. But for me, externalizing this part of who I am, naming myself
lesbian, was no more difficult than identifying as a socialist, a feminist, a
poet, or a survivor of incest. For many, these (or other) labels spell risk or
shame. To me, they are sources of energy, strength, and pride. Much more
difficult, in my experience, has been learning to explore my time and space,
doing the hard work necessary to dig deep inside myself: to discover every
dimension of the woman I am.


I have written extensively about my life, so I
will refer here to those aspects most relevant to this story. I was born in
1936, the oldest daughter in an awkwardly assimilated non-religious Jewish
family. I am the only one of my siblings whose birth certificate bore my
father’s original surname, Reinthal—later
crossed out and replaced by the safer Randall.


When I was ten, our parents moved us west from
New York to the vast open spaces and brilliant light of New Mexico. My
progenitors were mismatched, a perennially unhappy couple behind a mask of
liberal openness. They thought of themselves as accepting of all peoples,
although they had changed our family surname, traded used clothing to Indians
for silver and turquoise, and refused to rent a spare room to a black friend
from Ghana I brought home from college one day. (It would lower the property
values, they said.) At the same time, they were adventurous for their time and
social milieu, supportive of their children and proud of our accomplishments.
My father especially was extremely generous of spirit. He believed in me,
without reserve.


Lesbianism? As I grew up, it wasn’t on the
list of acceptable possibilities. There was an aunt and her lifetime companion.
My parents never referred to them as lesbians, nor did they themselves use the
word; it was simply understood that Janet Rosenwald and Phyllis Crawford lived
together. Perhaps they were the proverbial “roommates.” Still, when I was old
enough to remember these women in that context, my mother corrected me: “Well,
we don’t really know they were lesbians.” (To her, the label meant sex.
How could one know what others did in bed?) My aunt and her partner are both
long gone. A few years back, when New York’s Lesbian Herstory Archives was
campaigning for capital funds, I was moved to dedicate a bookshelf in their
names, to honor their untold story.


I mean to convey a childhood in Middle
America, middle-class and firmly aimed at heterosexual marriage, motherhood,
social acceptability, and “success.” My parents were somewhat unusual in their
interests and tastes but always within what they saw as acceptable limits. My
sister was three years younger than me, my brother eight. During our
childhoods, they were content to strive for “normalcy,” although my brother
eventually broke from its confines, as I did. As a teenager, I wanted to be a
cheerleader and my high school’s homecoming queen. That I was neither was not
for lack of trying. I started writing before I was ten—short stories,
stereotypically romantic and moralistic— and in my late teens I fully
understood this first of my identities: I would be a writer.


Still, there were obstacles to overcome. To
escape the contradictions of an outwardly cheerful but fundamentally dishonest
family model, I married young. And that first marriage was visibly adventurous
but abusive beneath the surface—and more reminiscent of what I was trying to
escape than I could possibly have understood at the time. When I told my
husband I was leaving, he exploded with rage and destroyed what writing I had
kept to date. Barely twenty-one and divorced, I gave up ideas of marriage (for
the moment, at least) and went to New York City. There I began a disciplined
creative journey.


Now I knew I was a writer, incipient as the
work was back then. Now too, I began to sort out my passion for justice, my
vision for a world in which people had enough to eat, equal access to dignity,
work, education, healthcare, and, yes, poetry. The anti-Communist chill of the
fifties, as a shaper of artistic direction, was still heavily upon us; most
up-and-coming writers and artists in the United States, even if progressive in
their personal lives, believed the “art beyond politics” dictum.


But I didn’t stay in the United States. With
my ten- month-old son (I’d given birth in New York as a single mother), I
traveled to Mexico in the summer of 1961. It was a spontaneous adventure, like
others before it. Yet I would end up staying eight years, marrying Mexican poet
Sergio Mondragón and having two daughters with him. Together we founded and
edited El Corno Emplumado/The Plumed Horn, one of the great bilingual
literary projects of the sixties. Unlike most of my U.S. American peers, the
poets and writers I met through the journal wrote about everything— very much
including issues of social and political struggle. Veering from my second
husband’s increasingly mystical stance, I became more involved in the
rebellious politics of the times—in my writing and in my activist life. Towards
the end of my years in Mexico, I was marked by my identity as a maturing poet
and my involvement in the ill-fated Mexican Student Movement of 1968.


As the decade of the sixties ended, young
people around the world were screaming for justice, for ourselves and for
others. This was evident in the free speech movement in Berkeley, California;
the civil rights struggle in the U.S. American South; New York’s Columbia
University strike, the Cuban Revolution, the war in Vietnam, Che Guevara’s
campaign in Bolivia, and other guerrilla movements springing up throughout
Latin America, Germany, France, and South Africa; other anticolonialist
struggles across Africa; and the struggle of the Palestinian people. These were
only some of the most visible. The civil rights movement and the war in Vietnam
were turning points in my life; so was the Cuban Revolution. We rejected the
encroachments of technocracy upon opportunity, health, fairness. Our poetry
unashamedly addressed political concerns. In Mexico City, on the evening of
October 2, 1968, special forces closed in on a peaceful demonstration and
killed more than a thousand people. Ten days later, the 1968 Summer Olympics
opened in Mexico City as scheduled.


These events sharpened my political
understanding and commitment. They also led, the following year, to my being
forced underground and having to flee Mexico. I took my family to Cuba, a
country that welcomed political exiles from all over. By then Sergio and I had
separated, and I was living with U.S. poet Robert Cohen, had given birth to
another daughter, and had discovered feminism. My engagement with feminist
thought was crucial: an electrical charge, an explanation for so much that felt
wrong in my life, an overwhelming relief. Yet separate currents rose within
me—subtle at first, eventually much clearer and more troubling—that kept
feminist analysis running alongside, but never truly intersecting with, my
rather classical Marxist worldview.


And I was loving men, one after another, still
hoping for that relationship I had been conditioned to believe I was “made
for,” that magical coupling in which the other trusted and was worthy of trust.
I had close friends who were lesbians, but we didn’t talk about their
relationships in the context of personal identity. In Latin America, in the
late sixties and early seventies, homosexuality as a legitimate option was not
a part of our discourse. Occasionally, I envied these friends in some vague,
cautious, jumbled, and still-undefined way.


I lived eleven years in Cuba and then almost
four in Sandinista Nicaragua. My commitment to feminist issues compelled me to
gather women’s stories, and I trained myself as an oral historian: listening
to, transcribing, translating, and presenting those stories in more than a
dozen books. Still, my disciplined allegiance to the revolutionary movements
and organizations with which I worked kept me from asking the essential
questions. It was clear to me that we had to fight for women in leadership,
demand more of men in the home, advocate for educational and economic equality.
But the basic issue of systemic power eluded me.


My children grew and began traveling their own
paths. Wars consumed me. I wrote constantly. And I worked tirelessly in a
variety of arenas. The world was changing, more rapidly than most of us
imagined it would. When— exhausted and dangerously close to breaking—I decided
it was time to go home, I yearned for peace. Little could I have known that my
toughest personal battles lay ahead.


It was January 1984. After almost a quarter
century in Latin America, I left the 110-degree heat of a Managua morning to
deplane in the sub-zero cold of an Albuquerque winter night. I expected my
reentry to be complicated: I didn’t have financial credit, had never used an
automatic bank teller, thought of plastic in terms of the molded sandals
produced by the Cubans to deal with a paucity of shoes, and, because I had
taken out Mexican citizenship when I believed my relationship with Sergio was
forever, had to apply for residency like any other foreigner. I knew the
consumer society would overwhelm me, that entering a supermarket and
confronting huge numbers of competing brands would cause me to ache for the
much more basic lifestyle I’d left behind. I had no idea what fighting an
immigration case would require.


Neither did I anticipate the intimate personal
challenges. Over the next few years, I completed menopause, retrieved my first
memories of sexual abuse at the hands of my maternal grandparents, and was hit
with a deportation order giving me twenty-eight days to leave the country in
which I was born. Amidst these life-changing events, I also came out as a
lesbian.


When the United States Immigration and
Naturalization Service ordered me deported because of the criticism of U.S.
foreign policy explicit in some of my books, I immediately decided to stay and
fight. I was being prosecuted under the 1952 McCarran-Walter Immigration and
Nationality Act. The government had charged me under its ideological exclusion
clause, which stipulated that Communists, Socialists, Anarchists, those having
meaningful association with Communists, Socialists or Anarchists, or those, like
me, who had written literature or nonfiction unflattering to U.S. government
policies, could be barred from entering the United States. The trials, appeals,
decisions, and further decisions took five years. It was a First Amendment
case, and during that time I had to rededicate myself each day to defending my
right to have expressed dissent, to have contradicted government policy, to
have exercised a mind of my own. Even when some of my opinions were thirty or
more years old. Even when I might have preferred to employ a different language
to express them now. As a woman, I was several times led to understand that if
I’d only say I was sorry, all would be forgiven. It was important to stand
firm, a matter of basic dignity.


A year and a half into my immigration case, I
came out— to myself, my family, and a few close friends. But I couldn’t come
out publicly. McCarran-Walter also harbored a “sexual deviancy” clause among
its thirty-four different reasons a person might be denied entrance to the
United States. If I revealed my sexual identity, it would not only hurt my case
but dilute its importance as a forum in the battle for freedom of expression
and dissent. I had committed myself to trying to change the country’s antiquated
immigration policy. Until I won the case, in August of 1989, I would not be
able to publicly declare myself a lesbian.


Revealing my sexual identity would have
shifted the case’s focus, diluted its impact, and given the government a whole
other reason to prosecute. It was difficult, often painful, to keep this newly
acknowledged part of my identity a secret. For Barbara and me as a couple, it
was extremely uncomfortable. Coming out publicly was almost as much of a relief
as winning the legal battle, having my citizenship restored, and knowing I
would be permitted to remain in my homeland.


What had sparked the recognition of my
authentic sexual identity? How did that happen, and what did it mean? I came
back to this country a forty-seven-year-old heterosexually identified woman,
several times married and divorced, mother of four. By this time there were so
many lesbians among those women closest to me that I believe I’d discarded the
last vestiges of inbred homophobia I acquired growing up. I also, finally,
“needed” a male partner less. Yet I still thought of myself and presented
myself to others as a woman attracted to men.


I have often pondered the elements that
combined to eliminate the final barriers to my self-recognition. Credit must be
given the women’s community—largely although not exclusively lesbian—that
greeted me upon my return to my homeland. That community embraced me in a way I
hadn’t been embraced before. Therapy with an insightful and competent
psychotherapist not only helped me remember long-blocked abuse but also aided
in dissolving some of the social compartmentalization that had kept the various
parts of me separate. I also believe that a new distance from male- centered
political work allowed me to pay more attention to my own needs.


One evening, a friend and I were driving back
down to Albuquerque from Santa Fe, where we’d both been dinner guests at
another friend’s home. Our conversation ranged over a variety of topics.
Suddenly and casually, as if she were talking about something far less intimate
or immediate, my friend said, “Well, when you come out…” I no longer remember
how that sentence ended. All I heard was its first five words, uttered
confidently as if it were only a matter of time.


Less than a week later, I had my first sexual
encounter with a woman (no, not the one who had made the offhand comment). It
seemed easy and right. It didn’t feel like a major shift, just the next step in
my homecoming. Yes, rather than coming out, coming home. And, although I do not
believe that being a lesbian is only or even primarily about sex, this was a
defining moment.


What did I think about my close to
half-century of heterosexual life? Of course I wondered. I had all the usual
conversations with friends. Had loving women been a more viable option in my
class, culture, and time, might I have come out earlier? Undoubtedly. Did I
love the men with whom I’d had long-term relationships? Yes, I did.


I remembered a conversation with a close woman
friend, years before in New York City. We had wondered out loud what it would
be like to make love to a woman, but neither of us had been ready, then, to act
upon our wondering. What about my pounding heart when I’d sat beside the
English actress whose name I could no longer recall? We were on a bus in
Prague, 1969. To have approached that woman, then, clearly was not what I
expected of myself.


My partner Barbara, and other gay women I
know, feel they were always lesbians; if they had been allowed to consider it
an option, they would have come out many years before they did. My life, in
retrospect, is less clear. And yet coming out was an immense and tangible piece
of understanding myself. Never had I felt so whole. When Barbara and I fell in
love, I knew I had found the person with whom I would share the rest of my
life. Twelve years later, we’re still excited about our relationship, still deeply
committed to helping one another grow.2


It has never been difficult for me to tell the
world who I am. At first it seemed a necessity. I hold dear an exchange with my
son: it was during the years of my immigration case, he’d come to visit, and I
was seeing him off at the airport. Waiting for his plane, he suddenly turned to
me and said: “I know how hard this must be on you, not being able to be out.
When the time comes that you’re able to say publicly that you’re a lesbian, we
want you to know that your children will be behind you, one hundred percent!”


And they have been. My son and youngest
daughter have had the easiest time with their mother’s changed sexual
identification, perhaps because Gregory and his family lived in Paris at the
time, and Ana in New York City. I have been deeply moved by my son and his wife
taking their children to gay pride events, wanting them to understand something
of their grandmother’s culture and struggle.


Sarah and Ximena, my two middle daughters who
live in Mexico City, had a somewhat more difficult time; the societies in which
they lived have been slower to offer real respect. But with openness and love,
each of us has managed to hold dignity to the test.


My parents, elderly when I claimed my
lesbianism, also embraced it—and Barbara. When I sat across a café table with
my mother and said, “I have something to tell you,” her knuckles went white.
“I’m a lesbian,” I continued. She relaxed. “Oh,” she said. “I thought you were
going to say you’re sick or have some sort of problem, something bad.” Later in
that same conversation, Mother said I was lucky to have been born almost three
decades later than she was. I’ve never been sure exactly what she meant by that.


My father, until his death in 1994, treated
Barbara like a daughter—or a son? He clearly adored her, supported her decision
to go back to school, went out of his way to make her feel part of the family.
Dad was an old man by then, and his sense of social order was pretty well set.
If I was his daughter, then Barbara—at least on some level—had to be a man.
This was apparent whenever he hugged me and shook her hand or asked if she’d
take a look at the leaky washer on their kitchen faucet.


Perhaps having reached midlife by the time I
recognized my lesbian identity made it easier for me to demand acceptance—from
parents, children, and the world at large. By my late forties, I already knew
quite a bit about who I was, and I wasn’t about to accept homophobic treatment
from anyone—certainly not anyone who claimed to love me.


When I hear the painful stories of young women
being relegated to mental hospitals or losing their children, I understand my
own privilege. I also know that privilege has been won through generations of
brave women, the struggles of each securing a safer landscape for the next, and
that by telling my story I can be a role model for women coming up.


And so, I have been careful to shoulder my
small piece of collective responsibility. When I teach on college campuses, I
come out to students as well as colleagues. Respecting the fact that
others—younger women trapped in the race for tenure—may not have the same
freedom to name themselves, I have wanted to be there for students who need to
be in contact with lesbian as well as straight academics and scholars. In the
Left political arena, I have insisted that sexual difference be respected and
the struggle for the rights of all people be included in projects and
platforms. In Cuba and Nicaragua, I have made my sexual identity very clear: my
way of supporting Cuban and Nicaraguan lesbians who are fighting their own
battles.


I am fortunate to be able to be out in the
fullest sense of the term. Each day I honor the women who have gone before,
their secret lives and courageous revelations, their losses and gains. Quietly,
I honor the women who, for whatever reason, still cannot be open today. And I
continue to believe that, in my life, “going more deeply in” better defines
what articulating my lesbian identity means.


Since 1989, the loss of socialist alternatives
to capitalist hegemony has forced those of us still committed to creating a
safer and more just world to take a long look at our previous assumptions and
methods of struggle. It’s true that a succession of U.S. administrations closed
multiple doors, but where did we ourselves go wrong? Stated most simply, I
believe that our political parties and movements tried to make the revolution
on behalf of, not really with, the different social groups: workers, women, and
minorities, including the LGBTQIA+ community. We must speak and act for
ourselves: workers, women, peoples of different races and ethnicities,
lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, transsexual and transgendered people, children,
people with disabilities, the elderly and old.


It is about power. Who defines it? Who uses
it? To what ends is it wielded? Only when each of us is fully empowered to
define our own needs and construct our own future will we have a struggle
worthy of victory. Then we will all be able to dream in color.


 


Circa
2000


 


 


 


2. A more detailed
version of this story is in my book Doris Tijerono: Inside the Nicaraguan
Revolution as told to Margaret Randall (New Star Books, 1978), pp. 118 and 163–164.


 


2. This was written
many years ago. As this book goes to press, we have just celebrated our
thirty-ninth anniversary.














 


Guadalupe,


Subversive
Virgin


 


 


IT WAS THE RAGING SIXTIES, and the Pope was coming to Mexico.1 Serafina, who
cleaned my house and lived with her extended family in the little room on its
roof, harrumphed for days. She told me the priest where she sometimes confessed
and took communion wanted his parishioners to contribute money to the solid
gold rose the country’s faithful would give this patriarch of the Church, a
gift of devotion from Mexican Catholics whose history was not as fervent as
those from Colombia, not as processional as those from Peru. No one here could
forget the Cristero revolution, that searing separation of church and state.2


Serafina scoffed. “Imagínate,” she
said, “a gold rose! As if he didn’t have enough gold in that Vatican of his!”


But the Virgin of Guadalupe. Ah, she was
something else. “Our own. A sister in suffering. The one who always knows how
we feel.” Or, better yet, a benevolent mother, of the kind few women had.
Serafina’s own mother had kicked her out of the house when she was
fourteen—“may the Lord forgive her”—because she gave birth one day, no husband,
no warning, her emaciated belly barely swollen beneath the homemade apron.
“What did I know, pues? My mother never told me anything. That was
Concha, my oldest. And Our Lady: she’s never turned her back on me.”


Me, not us.
The relationship is deeply personal even when it reflects a powerful movement
of collective voice. Subversion is about putting something over on a person or
system that abuses power to keep you down. It may reroute an image back upon
itself, creating an unexpected boomerang. It may fight an oppressor with
weapons or tools taken from that oppressor’s arsenal. Historically, it has
often meant turning symbols of inequality against structures of control,
thereby facilitating a victim’s journey to survival. Within Christianity, the
iconography and discourse of the Virgin Mary have traditionally urged women to
submit, obey, accept. But with lived experience come questions, and not all
Catholic women have been willing to submit to victimhood.


Take this, one of many examples, rising strong
through the mist of ancient Marist culture: “Song to Mary,” by Carolyn McDade,
a product of these years of feminist re- visioning. The song puts forth such
questions to Mary as whether she ever considered fighting, whether she ever
felt defiant, what she dreamed of being. It is a song that I, a non-Christian
repulsed by most official religious dogma and control, played many times over
to help me through the difficult years of the Contra war in Nicaragua. Listening
to those questions became a way of evoking a longed-for mother’s solace to
fortify my own woman’s strength.


I’ve often heard this me that contains
an us. This was how Serafina spoke. And the women whose babies I coaxed
to life back then, in Mexico City’s misery belt, in those overpopulated shacks
of tin, wooden planks, cardboard, and stubborn resignation. Paracaidistas their
inhabitants were called, parachutists: the idea being that they had somehow
descended on those pitiful plots of land, taking possession of the sordid
space. I would have said the running poor, shoved by conquest to the
inhospitable edges of a sprawling city, then repeatedly shoved again: by
neo-colonialism, late-stage capitalism, avarice, and greed.


“Don’t push yet,” I would warn the eyes
half-closed beneath the upper border of the rebozo a woman held against
her mouth. “And take that away from your face. You must be able to breathe,
breathe!” The single room always held other children and adults. Sometimes
sheets of newsprint had been carefully spread beneath the pregnant woman’s hips
and thighs, in hope of collecting the detritus of childbirth. At some point—I
could be sure of it—the Virgin of Guadalupe would be evoked. Perhaps by name:
“Our Lady. Virgencita. La morenita. She who stays with us, who
understands our pain, even when the Church does not.” Perhaps an image cut from
a magazine or, occasionally, a three-dimensional object. The radiant points of
sun leaped and shimmered as the newborn fought his or her way into a life
destined to be worse than hard.


Speaking in the plural we rather than
the singular is common to many whose strong feelings of community and
identification with an ideology larger than the individual situate them
alongside others who share their identity or cause. It is used by those of
certain religious sects, by old Communists and New Leftists, and by a variety
of oppressed groups to give themselves the solace of numbers.


Students of la morenita, the dark
Virgin of our continent, insist that Mexicans on both sides of the Río Grande
claim Our Lady of Guadalupe as their own, the most familiar and compelling.3
Experts have come up with statistics, like a 1969 poll showing that almost half
the working-class populations of the Mexican states of Sonora and Saltillo report
the Virgin Mary as their most important deity. In the same studies, only
twenty-three percent named God. It is significant that this figure embodies two
characteristics: femaleness and color. That is, she is a woman within the long
history of male deification. And, dark-skinned herself, she appeared to a
dark-skinned Indian in the context and continuing presence of European
conquest.


It’s been a long, hard time of transformation,
in which power has shifted slowly, sometimes falteringly but always doggedly,
from the cruelty of androcentricity to a more egalitarian whisper of fairness,
a female-centered spirituality. If we revisit the history, we find the apostle
John heralding “the end times,” which some scholars of Marist ideology have
linked with the apparition at Tepayác, the place where the Virgin of Guadalupe
is said to have appeared to Juan Diego. Some students of New World Christianity
have interpreted this as the end of the Church of Christ, to be replaced by the
Church of Mary.


Feminists and others have long argued about
women’s power and social agency: was there really a time when goddesses were
all-powerful and women ruled in a matriarchal society? If so, how and why did
things change so completely? Is the retrieval of female-centered power even
possible within the growing desecration of our ecology, our social systems, the
human relationships we find acceptable? It is not my intention here to reopen
these discussions. Enough to note that, in every time and place, those in control
of social organization have mythologized personae, both male and female, whose
job it is to keep the underclasses down. Real transgression takes place when
these figures are retrieved, re-envisioned, and reclaimed by those who need
them most.


And so, in Christian iconography, the figure
of Mary is no longer simply the woman who joyously accepted her role as the
sacrificial mother of a male Savior.4 Mary is no longer essentially
virginal (disconnected from her body and its erotic power), passive (a mere
vessel, allowing the story of the passion to be told through her), submissive
(acquiescing to a higher male power), and modest (not the doer of deeds, but a
compassionate witness and servant).


Do we even know the historic Mary, mother of
Jesus? In 2012, fresh scholarship surfaced when it was revealed that in the
original Hebrew text of Isaiah 7:14, as well as other places in the New
Testament, the word ha-almah was used, a word similar to the English
“young” or “maid.” The mistranslation occurred when this text was rendered into
Greek, where the word parthenos, meaning “virgin,” appears. The Hebrew
word for “virgin” is bethulah and cannot be found anywhere in the
original Hebrew text, meaning that the original writer did not intend for Mary
to be read as a virgin but as a young girl. This error in the text begs the
question, was it really a translation error? Considering that the word virgin
is not in the original text, it is quite a leap from young to virgin,
especially in this religious context. Imagine a world where Mary was just an
average young girl. How much would this change things? There are, of course,
those who argue that virgin wasn’t an error but a political choice by a
patriarchal institution to set the mother of Jesus above other women, a symbol
of holiness. In their relationship with Guadalupe, poor Mexican women bring her
down to earth and into their lives.


And the dark-skinned Virgin of Guadalupe
clearly speaks, in this incarnation, of the dual oppressions of race and class.
Our Lady appeared to an Indian convert, a poor man, a person of color. In the
hierarchy of Mexican religious symbology of the times, the whiter, more
European Virgin of Los Remedios was worshipped by los peninsulares,
those presumably pure descendants of the conquering Spaniards who were taking
possession of the “new” world.


Guadalupe, in contrast, was beloved by
Indians, Creoles, Mestizos, Blacks, and Mulattoes, all those who identify with
the color of her skin and so desperately need her compassion. Not only did she
choose a poor Indian as her link with the faithful; she instructed him to speak
to the Spanish bishop on her behalf. And she provided him with the proof he
would need to convince the European Church of her appearance. This is a story
that begins with humiliation and disregard and ends with the Spaniard having to
accept and honor the Indian’s account.


In the mid-sixties, living in Mexico City, I
took to visiting the imposing Our Lady of Guadalupe shrine. Impelled by the
imploring voices of those women whose babies I delivered, and by frequent
stories from other quarters, I drove out one December ninth and parked just
short of the broad stone esplanade leading up to the doors of the church.
Hundreds of faithful, mostly women, advanced slowly towards those doors. Many
of them wore the coarse fabric of dark brown sackcloth looped at the waist with
its cord of yellow gold. Others were dressed in ordinary clothes. A thick paste
of blood stained the approach, imprint of knees torn in slow sacrifice. I
couldn’t help but think of the blood of the Aztec sacrifices centuries before.
I knew I didn’t yet understand either ritual. But I hoped one day I would.


My initial visit led to a long road of
inquiry. Blood. Life. But more than blood—that life force—a pulsing mestizaje
of cultures: the Nahuatl and the Spanish. The Conquest which, for women,
most often translated into rape. Tonantzin: Goddess Mother who creates and
destroys. Coatlicue: the pre-Colombian goddess who ate her children so they
would not have to live under Spanish rule, thereby bringing dignity to a life
of slavery. And Mary: Mother of the Christian Lord. The conquerors’
sixteenth-century seizure of women by force or gift exchange was but one face
of the conquest of an entire people. But it was, as always, the greatest
victimization that gave mythological substance to the most persistent blame.


Subversion at its most complex.


Another example of this contradiction is Doña
Marina, La Malinche, the fifteen-year-old Indian girl whose parents sold
her into slavery and who eventually ended up as an offering to Hernán Cortés
himself. She became the symbol of treason: she who slept with the enemy, who
mothered the mixed race. Centuries of patriarchal imaging continued to blame
the victim. And so, the word malinchismo became synonymous with betrayal
in Mexican popular discourse: a malinche is a whore, a traitor, a woman
who lies down with the enemy. Just as with the Virgin, she and other
incarnations as well have been put forth as images of piety and submission. But
change continues to push into the foreground, evident in many of the
mythological personae, and is here to stay.


The pre-Columbian deity Quetzalcoatl, for
example, provoked an understanding of rebirth at qualitatively higher levels of
anticipation and knowledge. La Malinche is being redeemed by contemporary Latin
American feminists, not as a treasonous whore but as the victimized mother of
us all. For whom among us cannot proudly claim something of the racial mix from
which we all come? And Guadalupe represents the spiritual shift, within the
most patriarchal of structures, from centuries of male domination to a feminist
vision of power, what the more secular call democracy.


Long before Latin American feminists began to
retrieve and revise the stories that have been told to keep women captive,
generations of ordinary long-suffering women responded intuitively to Our Lady
of Guadalupe’s powerful signs. She whose skin is the color of their skin. She
who stands upon the moon but is surrounded by a blaze of sun. She whose
star-studded mantle is a deep turquoise, not the pale blue of European
Marianist tradition. She who poses, head slightly bowed, hands in prayerful
gesture and with an angel at her feet. This image that appears to be just
another incarnation of a submissive Virgin, contains symbols that are much more
complex.


The Virgin’s image on Juan Diego’s tilma,
surviving four and a half centuries and examinations by experts from many
different disciplines, bears initial witness to Our Lady of Guadalupe’s power.
The tilma or ayate, fabric of the cloak, is of a crude weave,
generally considered too coarse to have sustained an image painted by human
hands, especially with such time-defying definition. The lines are fine, the
facial expression subtle, the colors brilliant. A miracle? Students of
Guadalupe, from secular disciplines as well as those of the faith, have tried
to prove or disprove successive theories. I have never been overly concerned
with any of these. My connection is to a woman’s story whose time has come.


Our Lady of Guadalupe is a warrior. From the
sixteenth century, when the indigenous peoples of Mexico needed the sensibility
and generosity of a deity who understood their horrendous suffering, she has
never abandoned that role. And she is not the imposing warrior of regular
armies; she can change with the terrain and times. She is the quintessential
guerilla fighter. As is true of all authentic subversives—the underground
rebel, the elusive foot soldier—she appears when needed, in appropriate
circumstances, and dressed in such a way as to assure recognition, renew faith.


In post-conquest Mexico, this appearance took
place first in the experience and then was preserved upon the cloak of a humble
Indian man. Our Lady’s facial expression, her stance, the gesture of her hands
are as subtle as they are unmistakably popular, mirroring the characteristics
of the native faithful who see their own pain in hers. Guadalupe has become a
highly visible icon for women whose own lives are too often rendered invisible
by submission and shame.


When the cult to the Virgin was born, most
Mexican and Latin American women, like those in other parts of the world, were
expected to repress their own needs as they attended to the needs of fathers,
husbands, children. The housewife, the educated woman who might become a
teacher or a nurse, the caregiver, the woman exploited in her home and in the
larger community: these were and remain the women to whom Our Lady speaks most
clearly. They identify with her gesture of eternal care and compassion. They easily
enter the circle of her outstretched arms. And it is here that subversion works
its magic.


In this image, Our Lady has been the
standard-bearer for numerous liberation struggles, in the public sphere as well
as more personal ones. There is the conversation, ongoing and intimate, that
Mexican women have with her. She is their personal mother. In her they confide
their relegation and loss; to her they entrust their fears and dreams. And this
is not a one-way conversation. The Virgin responds: with comfort, advice, or
simply a willing ear.


In the more public arenas, Guadalupe has
graced the flags of liberation armies: from a doomed resistance against
colonialism’s voracious tentacles to Villa’s and Zapata’s insurgent troops
during the Mexican Revolution of 1910. “Long live Guadalupe / yelled the
insurgents / she is the Sovereign Queen / of the American Indians” is but one
of dozens of corridos that evoke her power and allude to her care.5
Since the 1960s, Our Lady has shown up more in the United States, where she is
also needed. She could be found in the vineyards of California, when César
Chávez used her image to organize descendants of those earlier Mexicans to
unionize against the same exploitation in modern disguise.6 She
appears in Chicano art, particularly in that made by some of the great Chicana
muralists who are reclaiming their race and gender—in some cases even a defense
of alternative sexual identity. She appears painted on the tall glass
containers of long-burning votive candles available at any supermarket in the
U.S. Southwest. She is printed on postcards and posters and inked in tattoos.
And she is central to the new theology, especially that being formulated by
religious sisters who describe with clarity and brilliance their demands for
greater agency in the Church.


Here in the United States in recent years,
several brilliant artists have produced transgressive images of the Virgin of
Guadalupe. In 2001, The Santa Fe Museum of International Folk Art displayed a
controversial digital collage of the Virgin of Guadalupe by artist Alma Lopez,7
which sparked strong objections from some members of the local Catholic
community. The image, which depicts the Virgin in a floral bikini with a bare
midriff, was part of the Cyber Arte exhibition and generated protests and legal
action. To the museum’s credit, it resisted the Church’s pressure and refused
to take the picture down. In 2014, a male artist who goes only by the name of
Paz exhibited a painting of a provocative image of the Virgin wearing nothing
but a blue cloak decorated with gold stars and a necklace of skulls.


Each historic period brings with it the
imaging and naming necessary to a retrieval of collective memory. The stories
of the ancestors or elders, the mentors and teachers, empower those whose
oppression they bring into social focus. First the rebel leaders take up an
image, exalt a name, and these then become the standards for an expanding
community, made stronger through its shared devotion to a symbol. This ability
to name makes it possible for a generation to specify its discoveries and pass
them on. Secrets begin to fade. Silences and lies become less relevant to the
sequestering of our lives. Our voices are increasingly our own. This linguistic
progression is profoundly evident around the Virgin of Guadalupe. Her initial
appearance was greeted with reverence but also with concern; Juan Diego honored
the Lady but feared he would never be believed—a poor Indian trying to gain
access to, let alone convince, the representative of the Spanish crown.
Established as an accepted icon within the Church, the Virgin’s subversive
qualities continue to endear her to ordinary women and men. They talk with her,
and she talks back. The naming becomes direct, conversational, a harbinger of
resistance.


I lived in Nicaragua during the 1980s, the
decade of authentic Sandinista government.8 There I saw the Virgin
Mary assume the trappings of struggle and working- class identification. She
became a warrior like no other. Nicaragua, just as Mexico and most of the Latin
American nations, has a rich Marianist culture. People celebrate the feast of
the Purísima in early December. They construct altars in their living rooms or
outside their homes, in public buildings and parks. Churches, from the great
cathedrals to the humblest chapels, dress resplendent. In the poor
neighborhoods, especially, people make their nightly rounds, singing the
seasonal songs and receiving handfuls of special sweets and favors.


My initial Purísima, in 1979, was just a few
months after the Sandinistas had defeated Somoza, the last tyrant of a
half-century of dynastic rule. Expressions of popular fervor were grateful,
exuberant, and charged with revolutionary innovation. It was in this context
that I saw my first proletarian Virgin.


Beneath the crossed palm fronds that sheltered
an altar in one of Managua’s most combative neighborhoods, María stood framed
in Guadalupe’s recognizable rays of sun. Her cloak was the familiar turquoise.
But she also wore the red and black neckerchief of those young men and women
who had so recently won a people’s war. She bore the more familiar symbols of
Marianist iconography as well: the crown, the mantle, the jewels—a hybrid of
the times.


Large paper flowers circled this icon’s
domain, and a single light bulb illuminated the scene. And a simple sign pinned
below her proclaimed: “María […] madre proletaria!” “Mary, proletarian
mother!” I asked the friend I was with if this style of Mary was common. “Yes,”
she said, “you’ll see a lot of reclaimed Virgins here. The young woman who
lives in this house, her uncle demanded that she remove the neckerchief. But she
insisted on leaving it in place.”


Ten years later, at the height of attempts by
the Nicaraguan oligarchy and the United States to put an end to the Sandinista
government, Doña Violeta de Chamorro9 spoke directly to her
country’s Marianist culture. During her 1990 electoral campaign, she frequently
dressed in light blue and white, Mary’s traditional colors. In a society
steeped in devotion to the Virgin, her stance, body language, gestures, and discourse
were all calculated to simulate that of the Holy Mother of a suffering people.
Nicaraguans had endured a decade of economic hardship and war. They needed a
loving mother. Doña Violeta’s adoption of Marianist iconography certainly
helped elect her to office.


Our most important symbols of faith serve us
in our most passionate struggles. Each era’s dominant culture creates figures
that function as mobilizing examples to the various social groups that must be
kept in place. Just as the mediums of TV, internet and AI images target
specific populations in this age of technology, historically an iconography of
saints and martyrs, statesmen and entertainers, religious as well as secular,
has helped reinforce those human characteristics that keep the servant class in
line: characteristics such as blind devotion, a lack of self-esteem, fear of
authority, piety, obedience, inhibition, and subservience, among others.


Most interesting is when the targeted group
relates to a particular figure in such a way as to turn that figure around and
uses it to threaten the status quo. That’s when people look it in the eye,
converse with it one-on-one. A saint or secular icon may be spawned by the
orthodoxy but claimed or reclaimed by people in need. More impressive still is
when groups of people gain sufficient self-knowledge and power to produce
warriors of their own. Control of our history, of our stories, has
traditionally been in the hands of those who control our lives. But when
needed, subversion finds a way. Social change is largely about people
retrieving their stories: for example, Joan of Arc as a great peasant leader
rather than the simple country girl too obsessed by hierarchical power to save
her own life. Or La Malinche as victim and survivor, rather than
betrayer of the race.
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