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Figure 1. Migration scene. This codex of amatl, or fig-bark paper, is an accordion-folded scroll painted by an anonymous Aztec scribe between 1530 and 1541. In the preconquest style, pictures and glyphs narrate the great migration of the seven Nahua tribes from their ancestral land of Aztlán in the north, southward to the Valley of Mexico. (Codex Boturini—Tira de la Peregrinación [Strip of Pilgrimage], 1530–1541, folio 2, Museo Nacional de Antropología, México.)





INTRODUCTION



REVISITING THE VISION OF AZTLÁN


Origins, Interpretations, and Theory vis-à-vis Fact and Fiction


Francisco A. Lomelí


The Aztlán of the Chicano artist is, like La Mancha of Cervantes, the Macondo of García Márquez, the Troy of Homer, or the Omeyocan and Yóllotl of Netzahualcóyotl, a mythic place in time, a mythic timespace, a symbolic elaboration of a basic human relationship.


—GUSTAVO SEGADE, “Toward a Dialectic of Chicano Literature”1


I have here, here I will start it, here it is written the story of the old Mexicans. And there their dwelling the place of the name Aztlán, because of that their name is Aztecs, and there their dwelling they called by a second name Chicomóztoc, and their names are Aztecs and Mexicans; and today in truth no more do they call them that, their name is Mexicans; and then well after they came here [to Tenochtitlan] to take their name of Tenochcas And from there left the Mexicans from the place of the name Aztlán, which is in the middle of the water, from there the seven calpulli departed towards here The Aztlán of the old Mexicans that which today they call New Mexico.


—FERNANDO ALVARADO TEZOZÓMOC, Crónica Mexicáyotl (1598)2


THE EDITORS ARE pleased to present this revised and expanded edition of Aztlán: Essays on the Chicano Homeland. The first edition, published in 1989, included the most representative essays on the subject at the time. Our aim then was to gather the works of a wide variety of scholars and writers whose thoughts were key to exploring, explaining, defining, and setting the parameters for the vision of Aztlán. During the Chicano Movement in the 1960s and 1970s, the idea of a historic-geographical Aztlán served as the most unifying force in the emerging cultural renaissance. Although the place could be many things to many people, it mainly served to help us better understand our prehistory—that is, our roots and origins as part of collective thought—and, in more modern times, our reaffirmed ethnicity. Aztlán was the homeland of the ancient Aztecs as well as a myth that informed the mythopoetics of Mesoamerica (see fig. 1).


Chicanos felt the need to belong somewhere, and Aztlán became the closest thing to a physical reference of origins, a real homeland under their feet, something they could claim as their own. Nostalgia inflated its significance while melancholy mediated its loss. As Michelle P. Baca has pointed out, “that loss is riddled with irony. How can we physically exist in a space that can never be ours again?”3 She also writes, “The grand tropes of Chicana/o history are centered on loss: loss of land, loss of language, loss of culture, loss of history.”4 Aztlán evokes all these notions and more; and for some, an elixir of recovery, healing, and belonging. Meanwhile, there are those who might ask if the term is obsolete, discredited, anachronistic, a fading relic or fetish of cultural nationalism, or if it still holds cultural currency and validity as a concept of enduring utility. There is no doubt that the term still elicits considerable discussion and at times hearty debate. As a theoretical tool, it has at times become a lightning rod of difference at the same time that it has assisted theorists in mapping out their place in the Americas.


Our objective now is to resituate Aztlán and to weigh its value to determine whether and how Aztlán possesses new life or a continued useful purpose. The original edition in 1989 contained twelve essays that were landmark pieces of Chicano thought on the subject, bringing together a widespread collection of views and philosophical perspectives. But as editors we have realized that Aztlán has gained prominence in novel ways as a framework and a reference point. In order to encompass new developments in this discursive terrain, we have added six articles. “Spanish Colonial Mapmakers and the Search for Aztlán, Teguayo, Copala, and the Siete Cuevas” (2016), by Joseph P. Sánchez, was written especially for the new edition. Four of the new articles were published after 1989 and have advanced invaluable critical methodologies, expanding, complicating, and interrogating the original concept. These are “The Aztec Palimpsest: Toward a New Understanding of Aztlán, Cultural Identity, and History” (1992), by Daniel Cooper Alarcón;5 “The Vicissitudes of Aztlán” (1990), by Elyette Benjamin-Labarthe;6 “Queer Aztlán: The Re-Formation of Chicano Tribe” (1993), by Cherríe Moraga;7 and “Refiguring Aztlán” (1997), by Rafael Pérez-Torres.8 The last of the six was also one of the first essays on the subject: “Myth and Reality: Observations on American Myths and the Myth of Aztlán” (1973) by E. A. Mares.9 The first edition emphasized more macro approaches, focusing on the mythic-historical and anthropological background, and it included articles that delved into history, philosophy, and comparative treatments of the Borderlands and their place in Chicana and Chicano literature. The new essays update the ongoing discussions on Aztlán with more micro prospects, expanding Aztlán’s resonance and offering insightful and at times contentious reformulations. In the process of assembling this new edition, we have rediscovered Aztlán’s many complexities and previously unexpected theoretical possibilities.


Revisiting the concept of Aztlán can be a tricky proposition. Finding politically motivated detractors to debunk it is as easy as locating proponents who may be inspired by an act of faith or a sense of indigenous revival. Opinions that fuel controversy and counterpositions are many. Untangling Aztlán’s various definitions and conceptualizations can lead to encyclopedic dead ends or fascinating archaeological and anthropological inquiries. Should we revisit fanciful fabrications, foster the preposterous, substantiate fiction, and even promote the absurd? Or is History on our side, as can be evinced by the numerous mythic renderings, maps in codices, early chronicles, colonial cartographic representations, and philological deductions that purportedly attest to the existence of a place known as Aztlán—not to mention the 1591 Capitulaciones, the royal charter that mobilized four hundred Tlaxcalan families to settle the north alongside the Spanish colonists in their return to Aztlán? Certainly no one has made a definitive case for Aztlán’s existence exclusively on the basis of its literary ubiquity in Chicana and Chicano literature; nor can such a case be made regarding its exact geographical location. The vast range and context in which Aztlán is hypothesized can lead to political proclamations of certainty as well as theoretical skepticisms, and even slight dismissals by those who view Aztlán as passé, outmoded, unfashionable, or an “empty signifier.” Polemics abound because Aztlán cannot be quantified by empirical data or facts, given that it originated as a “primitive” Mesoamerican story of myth with hypothetically unreliable transliterations and interpretations.10


Mircea Eliade, in Myth and Reality, admits the difficulty of defining a myth epistemologically because, as a creation story, it is “an extremely complex cultural reality, which can be approached and interpreted from various and complementary viewpoints.”11 He adds:


Myth narrates a sacred history; it relates an event that took place in primordial Time, the fabled time of the “beginnings.” In other words, myth tells how, through the deeds of Supernatural Beings, a reality came into existence, be it the whole of reality, the Cosmos, or only a fragment of reality. . . . Myth, then, is always an account of a “creation”; it relates how something was produced, began to be. . . . It is necessary to emphasize a fact that we consider essential: the myth is regarded as a sacred story, and hence a “true history.”12


Myth both captures and delineates a people’s past via a compelling narration marked by its general acceptance as well as its longevity. It has stood the test of time even if it has been suppressed, interrupted, or forgotten for a period of time, as happened with Aztlán. The fact that it reemerged among Chicanos implies that its symbolic standing power could not be abrogated. Aztlán’s dormancy should not be interpreted as a sign of fallibility, but rather as an indicator of the long-standing sociohistorical conditions experienced by Chicanos within a society that did not value their past or culture. Its resurfacing became both a historical and a symbolic act of ethnic reaffirmation and discovery, as well as an attempt to identify a homeland. If Aztlán was considered part of a distant indigenous figment of Mexico’s imagination, all of a sudden for many Chicanos it became something tangible and real; in other words, the myth became an “imaginative construction.”13


Rudolfo Anaya, who notes in this volume that critics of Aztlán have believed that “myth was ephemeral, it had no substance, it distorted reality,” considers Native American myths to be believable stories about a people’s past and their sense of cultural order and collective history. He is among those who believe that among indigenous peoples myths were viewed as precursors and progenitors of history. They were understood as master narratives—both foundational and sacred—passed on by word of mouth as a collectively shared experience. For some, myth’s close affinity to oral tradition and non-Western belief systems undermine its believability, requiring a suspension of disbelief and an act of mystical acceptance. Thus we must consider the following: Did cultural nationalists conveniently resort to Aztlán as an earthly paradise, wonderland, or confabulated tale of a blissful utopia for the sake of giving birth to an unknown past? How much of this process was anthropological or political appropriation? Or did they truly intimate a place of origins? Either way, our answer returns full circle to how much credence and confidence was given to myth.


Since Chicanos did not fit the norms of American history before the 1960s, they were never granted their rightful place, and as a result they were marginalized as ahistorical for decades. The alternative was to turn to Mexico’s past, where a common place of origins existed thanks to the belief in the substance of myth. But if material data were absent, how do we explain the evidence from the monumental “Aztec Ruins” in northwestern New Mexico, the mysterious abandonment of ancestral Puebloan (Anasazi) cities of the Colorado Plateau, and the excavation of Mesoamerican artifacts in New Mexico’s Chaco Canyon? For some archaeologists, these suggest a possible place of origins. As is well known, Aztecs recorded their foundational myth in numerous codices, and it was later confirmed by informant accounts in the sixteenth century. This helped authenticate and support their origins as factual antecedents of their ancestry. So for Chicanos, is Aztlán a “myth of history,” as suggested by Michael Pina in this volume, or is it a “history of myth”?


How can we reconcile such diverse rifts into some kind of coherent embodiment of Aztlán when the party lines can be so entrenched? Part of the complication is that Aztlán became a moving target. For some naysayers it is a mirage, an illusion, even fool’s gold, while for staunch supporters and believers it has become personal. If an enigma is at the core of what defines Aztlán, can any kind of consensus be reached between those who believe in Aztlán as a unifying concept out of a sociohistorical urgency and those who seek political vindication as the ultimate goal?


The first group of cultural nationalists addressed civil rights violations, issues with second-class citizenship, economic and educational marginalization, political disenfranchisement, and a lack of historical legitimacy. The impetus entailed creating a culturally autonomous movement to recover, reclaim, and regain much of what had been lost by indulging in positive portrayals, even romantic representations, of anything indigenous or folkloric that was Mexican—at times obsessively so. This led anthropologist Octavio I. Romano to suggest that Chicanos were seeking to represent the full spectrum of cultural pluralism instead of claiming purity, a configuration he envisioned in 1967 as mestizaje—social-racial admixtures that both defied and undermined homogeneity.14 To define community in order to debunk the portrayals of Chicanas and Chicanos as an invisible minority or, worse, a straw culture, three foundational pillars had to be achieved once and for all:


1.The term Chicano came into prominence to galvanize an identity, to bring together people who had been splintered by so many labels, and to reduce the negative charge of Mexican and pocho, the latter referring to Mexican Americans who were viewed as assimilated


2.Spanglish was recognized as the main language, a particular form of interlingualism or code-switching


3.Aztlán was embraced to satisfy the longing for a homeland and for belonging to a place and a culture through the acknowledgement of indigenous ancestry


The perception that in the 1960s Chicanos possessed little cultural clout points to a perceived lack of historical agency due to their limbo status between a nebulous Mexico and a racially charged United States. Chicanos at that time existed as a kind of subclass, as peripheral beings outside of mainstream American society—that is, as a people who counted only for their labor and whose presence was unimportant beyond their immediate usefulness. To answer some of these apprehensions, Marxist intellectuals and a second wave of Chicano cultural studies envisioned an international movement of Third World class struggle more linked to ideologies embedded in class fissures within a strict sociopolitical framework. They pursued social objectives beyond Mexican folkloric-ethnic elements because they claimed that the latter did not address power relations, economic inequities, or precepts grounded in historical materialism or a radical reconstruction of society. This second group deemed dwelling on Aztlán as wishful thinking, or part of a fruitless and vacuous cultural nationalist discourse—as opium for the masses. They considered a return to an Aztec garden of Eden as an exercise in futility and, at best, quaint revisionism that circumvented the hard issues of social struggles.


Chicano Marxists in particular preferred to ally themselves with international labor causes, ultimately measuring progress in socioeconomic class and political terms.15 Juan Rodríguez, the editor of Carta Abierta, a collection of editorials and bibliographies in open letter format, expressed dissatisfaction with Chicano writers who indulged in Aztlán as an “oversimplification of life” with its distortions of social reality.16 In other words, Marxists considered such indulgences in myth as “too mystical,” fanciful, and even whimsical, but, as Gustavo Segade observed, they “spent too little time understanding the difference between ideology and dogma, a mistake which led directly to a mechanistic, opinionated application of Marxist thought.”17 The Chicano Movement, then, split into two: those who resorted to myth for grounding a foundational cultural identity and those who regarded myth as a useless vehicle of distraction from hard social issues.


Aztlán remained the touchstone of the Chicano Movement through the late 1960s and into the 1970s, and few observers questioned its pivotal cultural nationalist function openly. In fact, it was seen as the most viable characterization of Chicano nationalism at the time. By the time the apogee of the Movement subsided in the 1980s, Aztlán had lost some of its luster and relevance, only to turn into an object of critical approaches and discussions in intellectual Chicano circles, particularly among Chicanas. Cultural studies scholars Rosa Linda Fregoso and Angie Chabram, perhaps the most ardent critics, contributed with sophisticated arguments to an interrogation of Aztlán among those who saw it as an easy, simplifying myth, thereby disputing cultural nationalists’ acceptance of Aztlán as a stop-gap symbol that was almost deified by its staunch supporters.18 Fregoso and Chabram claimed that such a myopic view of the world obscured and elided the complexities of achieving liberation in a concrete historical-materialist way. They proposed that theorists explore and define alternative methodologies in order to push for self-determination instead of a docile sense of mythic satisfaction. Plus, they advocated for a more meticulous clinical eye toward sociopolitical factors that might otherwise become homogenized in a kind of idealized Aztlán construction. In other words, they saw too many differences within Chicano communities (regional, social class, sexual, historical, gender, cultural, urban, rural, generational, and so on), which made it difficult to generalize and apply the same methods or solutions for all the communities in their quest to pin down a single Chicana and Chicano identity.19


Aztlán, in the process, was brought down from a mythicized altar to a more grounded concept of empirical utility. The objective, according to some Chicana critics, entailed exercising greater social scrutiny instead of glossing over problems or relationships of empowerment and legitimacy. Some, then, resisted what they saw as a monolithic construct in Aztlán. Through this critical approach, Aztlán’s spiritual dimensions were substantially being overlooked or underestimated. For writers like Rudolfo Anaya, Aztlán is regenerative; for Miguel Méndez it is transformative; and for Alurista it is a foundational vision of nation-building related to poetic justice, inasmuch as it defines a place to which Chicano ancestors can trace their origins. Moreover, some authors and militants of the Chicano Movement, Alurista included, considered Aztlán sacred and an integral part of a Chicano consciousness ritual, which sometimes required an act of faith to invoke it. Others saw it as pure poetic concoction not grounded in fact. This latter group tended to see Aztlán as a diversion from a sociopolitical agenda, as a nationalist confabulation that distracted theorists from having to confront the hard social predicaments of Chicanos.


One of the main criticisms of Aztlán resides in the fact that cultural nationalists presented a reductionist version of origins, allegedly promoting a single, diluted, and normative view of Chicano culture that privileged and catered to males and ignored the broad heterogeneity of cultural manifestations, including family, gender, and sexuality. For example, poet Ricardo Sánchez accused Alurista of being a “levanta-pirámides” or promoter of pyramids, as if all Chicanos descended directly from noble pyramid-building Aztecs. The truth is that Chicano ancestors can be traced to a variety of groups, including Yoheme (Yaqui), O’odam (Pápago), Diné (Navajo), Indé (Apache), Rarámuri (Tarahumara), Wawárika (Huichol), and Purépecha (Tarascan); plus mixed Native American groups from distinct pueblos and rancherías (communities originally affiliated with haciendas and ranchos);20 combined with African and, yes, European (mostly Spanish but also French, Italian, and other nationalities), and sometimes Anglo-American roots. But the symbolism of claiming indigenous roots was not lost on cultural nationalist followers who had resuscitated the term Chicano from a linguistic derivation of Mexica (me-she-ca), which is what Aztecs called themselves.


What can be stated unequivocally is that an ethnic group cannot be defined by only one criterion or another, but rather by a matrix of factors, tangible and intangible, based in part on historical materialism or anthropologically verified data, but also, equally important, on the substance of myth, spiritual content, oral tradition, and poetic intuition and sensibility. As Rudolfo Anaya has observed: “This meant reviving the history, myths, spiritual thought, legends, and symbols from Native America which were part of the Chicano’s collective history.”21 What may appear as diametrically opposite sides of perception, in truth offers a complementary dialectics of two optics that target the same group from two distinct lenses. Neither is more correct or accurate than the other unless self-righteousness overwhelms their arguments.


In summary, the two positions are to believe in an indigenous myth that translates into awareness of a proud past or self—“a spiritual elixir which gives courage and unity to a scattered people spent by wanderings”22—or to believe in an ideological one that ignores cultural particulars to couch its struggle in strictly internationalist political terms. Benjamin-Labarthe points out that this is a “classic confrontation between transcendence and materialism,”23 between cultural nostalgia and political yearning, and between a poetic-symbolic impetus and a revolutionary zeal. Both perspectives share a different set of assumptions, but assumptions nonetheless. As early as 1973, Mares provided an in-depth analysis of Aztlán as an American myth that opened a space for Chicanos to contemplate their role in modern society.24


These arguments lead us to further considerations. Was reappropriation of Aztlán as an Aztec myth—due in great part to Alurista’s poetic inspiration in the fall of 1968 when he conceptualized a symbolic nation—far-fetched and based on falsehood? Or was it a necessary political strategy, as it unfolded in the Chicano Youth Conference in Denver in 1969, to proclaim a rightful sovereignty and self-determination in an effort to mark the beginnings of the process of liberation for Chicanos from the yoke of a domineering Anglo-American presence?25 The conference’s agenda was greatly controlled by militant Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales and his vision of urban renewal politics and a strict sense of nationalism, but Alurista, whom Gary Keller called a “poet-anthropologist,” was clearly thinking beyond Denver.26 His vision involved recuperating historical agency as well as buttressing a psychological (that is, consciousness and identity) and cultural (ethnic and racial) war against assimilation that had promoted a long-standing internal colonialism of Chicanos and, in some cases, self-erasure and an inferiority complex. By reinventing the myth of Aztlán and interjecting it into a public forum, Chicanos were able to galvanize a broad program of concerns as defined by Alurista’s manifesto, El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán,27 which intended to reclaim the land for those who worked it, but also delineated a plan for liberation and political action. Myth was turned into a working concept of history, motivated by a proud nation-state that Chicanos figured could propel them into instilling fundamental infrastructural social changes in their communities across the southwestern United States, as well as recovering a part of their soul that had been compromised by long-standing effects of assimilation.


Although Aztlán as a mythic homeland was adopted in the conference with considerable fervor—for some, religious—it was not meant to serve as opium or a cloak of empty philosophy for an oppressed people. If Aztlán was a Pandora’s box that revealed Chicanos’ political realities at a national level beyond the barrios, towns, and other obscure locations, so be it. Was Aztlán a Rubik’s Cube to reconceptualize and reshape a Chicano identity from the ground up, with its own relevance to modern times? Rather than being a call to arms, Aztlán helped define the place of Chicanos as a social group occupied within US society. Furthermore, it allowed the Mexican American community to reevaluate its connections with Mexico and the United States in order to map out an ideology of authenticity and renewal—the spark for a new cultural and political renaissance. Meanwhile, skeptics wondered if Chicanos were falling prey to simplistic ideas from surrogates of narrow-minded cultural nationalists while swallowing a pill of fantasied or quixotic happiness.


Understandably, the issue of embracing Aztlán continues to be a complex and vexing one, and the question is sometimes reduced to believing in such a myth or not. For some, it offers practical utility because it grants validity to our origins and thus is a mythopoetic reference to a past. In that regard, Aztlán has at times acquired a life of its own as part of what Carl Jung described as a “collective unconscious,” a fitting concept for a people who were not used to being aware of having a shared sense of history.28 For this reason, Aztlán encompasses a wide variety of fluid meanings, connotations and denotations quite apart from what detractors claim to be a unidimensional entity. In reality, Aztlán rings of inextricably intricate features that challenge scientists, social scientists, philosophers, and artists alike by requiring broad interdisciplinary training to capture its multivalent significations. Since it falls under the category of myth, it immediately faces a semantic conundrum because the word can either elicit an epic construct or suggest a lie—or at least something not verifiable by fact. Its elusive nature at times reminds us of the myths of El Dorado, the Fountain of Youth, and the Land of Atlantis, except that those are not foundational myths of culture, in contrast to Aztlán.


Recent ethnohistorical studies suggest that the oft-cited European myths that supposedly motivated exploration and colonization of northern New Spain disappeared early on in the historical record.29 The conquest and settlement of the north would have been logistically impossible without the thousands of Mexican Indian volunteers who swelled the ranks of all the expeditions. They were motivated by their own Mesoamerican myth of a return to Aztlán as a place of new beginnings and opportunity. Their enthusiasm for the project spread to their Spanish allies, and myths were confirmed as history when expeditions discovered the great ruined cities of the north, like La Quemada south of Zacatecas, Paquimé in western Nueva Vizcaya, and eventually Chaco Canyon in New Mexico. Spanish colonial cartographers located these monumental ruins on their maps and linked the new geographical discoveries to mythical toponyms like Aztlán, Chicomóztoc, Teguayo, Cíbola, and Copala, as Joseph P. Sánchez shows in his analysis of colonial maps in this volume. Within this framework it is myth that mobilizes history.


Initially some cultural nationalists preferred to couch Aztlán as an ideal construct to tap into for spiritual strength and inspiration. Most commonly it is described as a symbol representing something larger than life, even evoking what is unsaid or indescribable. But for others it can serve as a metaphor because of its comprehensive nature and its suggestive power. Curiously, some critics have discussed Aztlán’s archetypal qualities in terms of a medium or an end, or as a tool or instrument for a cause. Rafael Pérez-Torres concludes that it can be reduced to an “empty signifier” because it can be anything to anyone; it apparently lacks any real specificity. Whatever the case, opinions, vantage points, and perspectives constitute a polyphonic kaleidoscope of views. In this regard, Aztlán can serve as a lightning rod, polarizing agent, or thermometer for encompassing culture as a system of beliefs and values, or as a theory by which to understand perplexing issues inherent to Chicana and Chicano studies, such as contradictions, gender stipulations, studies in sexuality, and philosophical positions centered on challenging hegemonic tendencies.


But the term contains more grounding than some give it credit for, particularly for those who expect to extrapolate scientific postulates out of the substance of myth. The literary and political philosophers, in contrast, prefer to explore its meaning in terms of postcolonial ramifications, resorting to a language that is principally theoretical with underpinnings in literary studies and the vague but provocative notion of mestizaje. Aztlán is sometimes turned into a punching bag by theorists who set out to prove or disprove a new theoretical precept grounded in post-Movement studies by implying that any reference to Aztlán is a dead issue.


Many theorists return to Aztlán as a point of departure, giving birth to new approaches, such as Cooper Alarcón’s in his provocative essay on the Aztec palimpsest in this volume. His use of the palimpsest as the central metaphoric basis for his arguments is well taken. A palimpsest is a text upon which other textual interpretations have been superimposed through time, leaving considerable conjecture as to its veracity and authenticity as an ever-evolving concept: “its inherently shifting and overlapping boundaries make it a model . . . capable of challenging attempts to draw clear boundaries between myth and history.” For Cooper Alarcón, Aztlán cannot effectively be reduced to a simple entity; when it is, its usefulness is diminished in the process. But he admits that its most enduring legacy is rooted in Genaro Padilla’s seminal observation, also in this volume: “the mythic element that permeates the popular consciousness may not be easily exorcized as useless trivia since it has come to assume a life of its own in the group’s imagination.” Furthermore, Padilla delves into the myth’s paradoxical nature, which, for Cooper Alarcón, attests to its potential unreliability. Either way, Padilla acknowledges the metamorphosis Aztlán seems to spur; he criticizes it when it is simplified, but admires it for its durability and depth.


In “Refiguring Aztlán” in this volume, Rafael Pérez-Torres also tackles the concept with a refined lens by admonishing proponents of its superficial representations and challenging the uncritical approaches used to discuss it. He focuses on Aztlán as a site of multiple resistances and affirmations, underscoring “its role in shifting the horizon of signification as regards Chicano resistance, unity and liberation.” Pérez-Torres suggests that Aztlán should no longer be envisioned as a homeland per se, but rather as “a complex of multiple subjectivities called the borderlands.” His theoretical conceptualization proposes to see Aztlán as a nexus of meaning that can cut various ways, even in opposite directions, and that can sometimes be fashioned in contradictory ways. Much like Jorge Klor de Alva in this volume, Pérez-Torres points out the limitations of an overzealous cultural nationalism, motivated by nostalgia and melancholy, which implements a new cultural and political consciousness that obscures the forest from the trees.


Pérez-Torres thus offers a counterdiscourse that complicates the substance of the myth of Aztlán, envisioning it as a moving signifier that, if not dealt with in its full depth and complexity, becomes simply a label, a buzz word, or an “empty signifier”—an operative formula that he borrows from Third World theoretician Frantz Fanon.30 His observations are crucial for revisiting and rearticulating what remains of Aztlán or can be extrapolated as useful in more modern times. Still claiming that the void represented by Aztlán needs to be filled, he concludes his disquisition on a positive note. What initially appeared to be a blanket criticism of Aztlán as an enigmatic signifier becomes an appropriate challenge when Pérez-Torres concludes: “Aztlán is our start and end point of empowerment.”


In valuable reflection on a different Aztlán, in her article on queer Aztlán in this volume, Cherríe Moraga makes the compelling case that cultural nationalism placed a blanket over internal diversity in terms of sexual orientation. This silencing or nonacknowledgment created fissures of difference because the principal agenda was the promotion of a veneered sense of culture that did not take into account all of its constituents. To substantiate her argument, Moraga cites critic Ricardo Bracho, who diverges from the standard sociopolitical agenda of Chicanismo and bases the new claims in sexual politics, if not in gender politics: “How will our lands be free if our bodies aren’t?”31 Moraga proposes the image of an Aztlán that is more inclusive and broad-based, implying that a “Queer Aztlán” is “a Chicano homeland that could embrace all its people, including its jotería.”32 She contributes important considerations of the subject of body colonialism by introducing a brown and female body, thus summoning a “new” Chicana nationalism that is more holistic and tolerant, and that is revolutionary in rediscovering “ourselves as members of the global community.” This essay complements Gloria Anzaldúa’s article in this volume, in which, in great detail, she characterizes the border culture as emblematic of Aztlán by focusing on its paradoxical coexisting and clashing qualities.


In “The Vicissitudes of Aztlán,” also in this volume, French scholar Elyette Benjamin-Labarthe outlines the conflicts between cultural nationalists and Marxist militants as they grappled with Aztlán’s symbolic meaning and pragmatic application. Her review of the internal clash clearly illustrates how the two opposing views struggled to define the utility Aztlán offered in the early 1970s. She acknowledges that Alurista, the main proponent of Aztlán as the spiritual homeland, sought to influence Chicanos psychologically by offering a historical identity as the basis of a Chicano past. He did not directly call for appropriation of lands in the Southwest, as Reies López Tijerina did in 1967 in New Mexico, but rather advocated for the recognition of Mexican and Chicano history.33 What emerges is a confrontation between two ways of defining a radical line of politics versus a radical sense of poetic esotericism, or what Segade terms, “the politics of culture and the culture of politics.”34 In this way, Aztlán became the eye of the storm as well as the forum in which to launch such discussions. While Marxists perceived Aztlán as disguising a real social struggle, Alurista insisted on its symbolic topography, for it belonged to the realm of myth from which a social consciousness could emerge.


Another key essay for this second edition is E. A. Mares’s “Myth and Reality: Observations on American Myths and the Myth of Aztlán,” which was originally published in 1973, eight years before Luis Leal’s seminal essay “En busca de Aztlán.”35 As a historical piece, it situates the internal debate at a key juncture of Chicano cultural nationalism by examining the intricate nature of myth in a US context, pointing out its utilitarian as well as its philosophical value. Mares describes a political tug of war between two cultures (Anglo-American on the one hand, and Chicano on the other) whose connection to myth is unique. He warns of excesses on both sides but he also validates the myth of Aztlán as a necessary existential pursuit that ushers a Chicano identity. His historical-philosophical discussion pinpoints some of the exploratory concerns of the Zeitgeist of the early 1970s.


One can deduce from the wide variety of works presented here that the myth of Aztlán and its overarching meaning seem to grow exponentially as critics apply new methodologies and approaches. Its contours are now multifold compared to the three historical moments when it gained the most traction and notoriety:


1.The first occurred around the twelfth century when the Aztecs purportedly initiated their migration south to eventually reach the central valley near what is today Mexico City.


2.The second happened in the sixteenth century with the “return to Aztlán,” when thousands of Tlaxcalteca, Mexica, Caxcán, and Purépecha warriors and settlers from other allied native groups participated in various expeditions, from the Coronado exploration of 1540, to the 1591 Tlaxcalan diaspora, to the Oñate settlement of 1598 (see fig. 2).


3.The third took place in 1969 when Chicanos in the Denver Youth Conference strategically appropriated the concept of Aztlán in a public forum to declare the founding of a new Chicano identity and cultural consciousness. Those three moments marked watershed happenings, and triggered the unfolding of parallel cultural nationalisms that became endogenous and centripetal. Chicanos in the 1960s and 1970s rallied around the myth of Aztlán in order to postulate a plan for social action while adopting a cultural nationalist mythopoetic sense of place (see fig. 3).


According to some critics, activists sometimes used myth to prevent expansion into a larger cultural agenda within the Chicano Movement, such as granting women a more central place in the Movement. By privileging a narrow nationalist agenda, they excluded those they meant to serve. For most Chicanas and Chicanos, Aztlán as a myth needed to evolve, metamorphose, and develop into something fluid by further accommodating sectors that had been marginalized within the context of the culture debates of the 1970s. According to critics within cultural studies circles, Chicano culture had become a fixed altar, a monolithic expression that encompassed only part of the totality, thus contradicting the intent to embrace all members who came under that cultural umbrella. For example, Fregoso and Chabram criticized the static nature of cultural nationalism as a normative machine that was being propagated, and Moraga and later Pérez-Torres condemned the movement for overlooking social class and sexuality. Either way, the kind of cultural nationalism that was prevalent in the 1970s became stilted, inflexible, and unrealistic, leading to a rosy optic that celebrated anything Mexican in an uncritical manner and from a predominately male point of view. Often outward expressions celebrated Mexican culture instead of examining the roots of Chicanos’ social dilemmas.


[image: image]


Figure 2. Anonymous, Xiuhámat, libro de anales de Tlatelolco (Yearbook), 1562. Two rulers from Tlatelolco, Alonso Cuauhnochtli (1538–1540) and Martín Tlacatécatl o Cuauhtzin (1542–1548), and their helpers, miniature Spanish knights, prepare for the expeditions of exploration, warfare, and settlement of the north. Thousands of Native troops and their families gladly participated, highly motivated by the idea of the “return to Aztlán” to seek their fortunes. Their myths highly influenced Spanish explorers and colonists. The sizing indicates relative importance rather than perspective. (Códice de Tlatelolco, Biblioteca Nacional de Antropología e Historia, México.)
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Figure 3. Carlos Cervantes, Las tres caras del mestizo (Three Faces of the Mestizo), 1986. The first printings of the Plan espiritual de Aztlán featured the popular three-faced image of the mestizo, which celebrates the synthesis of Native and Spanish races and cultures. Murals featuring this icon appeared everywhere in the Southwest. (Artes Guadalupanos de Aztlán of Santa Fe, New Mexico, created this one, located on Alto Street and Alameda Avenue, facing the Santa Fe River. Funded by New Mexico Arts Division, Art in Public Places Program, and the National Endowment for the Arts. Acrylic, 8 × 35 feet. Photo courtesy of Miguel A. Gandert.)


But myths die hard. In spite of well-founded criticisms, the myth of Aztlán continues to spark interest for its regenerative nature, which provides new life and meaning in the twenty-first century. Its social-philosophical currency provides a ray of hope for those who have trouble navigating the cultural waters of multiculturalism and heterogeneity in the United States. Its many reiterations and ruminations continue to defy detractors who think such a myth should be laid to rest. Aztlán appears to have had a staying power since its resurrection at the height of the Chicano Movement, although its contexture may be changing before us. The polemics surrounding it may have deflated its wide influence, but such discussions have also deepened faith in and loyalty to Aztlán because some view it as an anchor for renewing identity in modern times.


The myth of Aztlán is resilient and durable precisely because most Chicanos relate to it to some degree despite its ancient origins. Its fascination for new generations resides in its ability to evolve and to alter its phases and functionalities: one moment it is psychological and archetypal; another moment it is cosmological; at yet another time it can be metaphysical, political, or sociological. So, even if some wish to dismiss it as fluff, as inconsequential or part of a fabricated belief system, Aztlán continues to be personally relevant and a significant source of social pride to many Chicanos. It might not endure forever, but its trajectory would seem to suggest that it is not going to disappear anytime soon, particularly if Chicanos continue to believe in their origins, their ancestors, and their long road to ethnic recovery as a people.


If Aztlán is properly conceptualized as a Rubik’s Cube, we come to discover that its intrinsic makeup consists of a multiplicity of faces, be they of indigeneity, ethnicity, memory, identity, culture, gender, sexuality, time immemorial, survival, hegemony studies, a rich or polarizing signifier, lessons in history, a palimpsest, Borderlands, mystery, ambiguity, nationhood, mestizaje, or consciousness—all in dialogue with new developments, changes, and of course theoretical grids. Aztlán cannot be reduced to a unidimensional construct, for it can include all of these meanings and relationships separately or simultaneously, with the power to multiply into new forms in the future. And when speculation is heightened, the usefulness of the myth ultimately rests in the eyes of the beholder, greatly depending on the beholder’s vantage point—political, cultural, theoretical, discursive, and semantic.


The omnipresence of the Aztlán myth is difficult to fully capture and characterize, but the long list of books and journals listed below that have Aztlán in their title gives testament to its irrepressible nature.36 Disagreements may abound as to its utility in the modern world, even to its significance, both practical and theoretical, but it is doubly puzzling to negate its many reverberations and functionalities in terms of meaning, connotations, self-referentiality, and legacy. We may never know Aztlán’s exact geographical location, but Luis Leal may be correct in suggesting that it is “in the most intimate part of [Chicanos’] being”—or, according to Rudolfo Anaya, Aztlán is the essence of the soul.37


Book Titles since 1885 Containing the Word Aztlán in the United States, France, Mexico, and Spain


1.Aztlán: The History, Resources and Attractions of New Mexico (1885), William G. Ritch


2.Wooed by a Sphinx of Aztlán: The Romance of a Hero of our Late Spanish-American War and Incidents of Interest from Life (1907), George Hartmann


3.Aztlán, tierra de garzas (novela, 1935), Rubén M. Campos


4.Historia del pensamiento mexicano desde las siete peregrinaciones de Aztlán hasta nuestros días: Ensayo histórico (1943), Julio Sesto


5.En el nuevo Aztlán (1949), María de Lourdes Hernández


6.Chicano Bibliography, by Davis Chapter, Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán (1969), Ben Garza


7.Aztlán: Chicano Journal of the Social Sciences and the Arts (founded ca. 1970)38


8.Floricanto en Aztlán (1971), Alurista


9.Bibliografía de Aztlán: An Annotated Chicano Bibliography (1971), Ernie Barrio


10. El ombligo de Aztlán (1972), Jorge González


11. Joaquín: Niño de Aztlán (1972), Elia Robledo Durán, Débora Ana Rodríguez, and Jonás Robledo


12. Orgullo de Aztlán: Una reseña de historia mexicana/Pride of Aztlán: A Bilingual Survey of Mexican History (1972), Esther R. Pérez and James Nina Kallas


13. Bajo el sol de Aztlán: 25 soles de Abelardo (1973), Abelardo Delgado


14. Aztecas del Norte: The Chicanos of Aztlán (1973), Jack D. Forbes


15. Aztlán: An Anthology of Mexican American Literature (1973), Luis Valdez and Stan Steiner


16. Peregrinos de Aztlán (1974), Miguel Méndez M.


17. La Raza Film Bibliography/Cine-Aztlán (1974), anonymous


18. Voices of Aztlán: Chicano Literature of Today (1974), Dorothy E. Harth and Lewis M. Baldwin


19. Sighs and Songs of Aztlán: New Anthology of Chicano Literature (1975), F. E. Albi and Jesús G. Nieto


20. Aztlán, the Southwest and Its People (1975), Luis F. Hernández


21. Aztlán, historia del pueblo chicano, 1848–1910: Ensayos (1975), David Maciel and Patricia Bueno


22. Heart of Aztlán (1976), Rudolfo A. Anaya


23. Descendants of El Siglo de Oro y Aztlán (1977), Atilano A. Valencia


24. Crónica de Aztlán: A Migrant’s Tale (1977), Arturo Rocha Alvarado


25. Expedition through Aztlán (1978), David Sánchez


26. Grito de Aztlán: 1980, What a Way to Go!!! (1980), Lloyd D. Rivera


27. Made in Aztlán (1980), Philip Brookman and Guillermo Gómez-Peña


28. Republican Protestantism in Aztlán: The Encounter between Mexicanism and Anglo-Saxon Secular Humanism in the United States (1980), E. C. Orozco


29. Enamorado, en la guerra, y reconociendo la tierra: Aztlán ’76–’78 (1980), Juan Tejeda


30. Fiesta en Aztlán: An Anthology of Chicano Poetry (1982), Toni Empringham


31. Aztlán y México: Perfiles literarios e históricos (1985), Luis Leal


32. Five Poets of Aztlán (1985), Santiago Daydí-Tolson


33. Return to Aztlán: The Social Process of International Migration from Western Mexico (1987), Douglas S. Massey, Rafael Alarcón, and Jorge Durand Humberto González


34. Educational Bill of Rights, Sponsored by MEChA, Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán et al. (1988)


35. Beyond Aztlán: Ethnic Autonomy in Comparative Perspective (1988), Mario Barrera


36. Aztlán: Essays on the Chicano Homeland (1989), Rudolfo A. Anaya and Francisco A. Lomelí


37. Aztlán: Terre volée, terre promise; Les pérégrinations du peuple Chicano (1989), Yves-Charles Grandjeat


38. La canción del inmigrante: De Aztlán a Los Lobos (1989), Sergio Monsalvo C.


39. After Aztlán: Latino Poets in the Nineties (1992), Ray González


40. Aztlán: The Chicano Movement in Los Angeles, 1966–1978 (1994), Ernesto Chávez Cruting


41. La política entre México y Aztlán: Relaciones chicano-mexicanas del 68 a Chiapas 94 (1994), Arturo Santamaría Gómez


42. Occupied Aztlán: Adeline Kent Award Exhibition, March 31–April 30, 1994 (1994), Armando Rascón


43. Miguel Méndez in Aztlán: Two Decades of Literary Production (1995), Gary D. Keller


44. Aztlán Reocupada: A Political and Cultural History since 1945: The Influence of Mexico on Mexican American Society in Post War America (1996), Richard Griswold del Castillo


45. North of Aztlán: A History of Mexican-Americans in the United States (1996), Richard Griswold del Castillo and Arnoldo De León


46. Da Aztlán all’Amerindia: multiculturalismo e difesa dell’identità chicana nella poesia di Alurista (1999), Erminio Corti.


47. Aztlán hoy: La posnación chicana (1999), Berta Sichel


48. Aztlán and Vietnam: Chicano and Chicana experiences of the War (1999), George Mariscal


49. The Road to Aztlán: Art from a Mythic Homeland (2001), Virginia M. Fields, Víctor Zamudio-Taylor


50. Aztlán: Ensayos sobre literatura chicana (2001), Federico Eguíluz, Amaia Ibarraran, Ma. Felisa Liquette, and David Río


51. Message to Aztlán: Selected Writings of Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales (2001), Rudolpho Gonzales


52. The Chicano Studies Reader: An Anthology of Aztlán, 1970–2000 (2001), Chon A. Noriega, Eric R. Avila, Karen Mary Dávalos, and Chela Sandoval


53. Man of Aztlán: A Biography of Rudolfo Anaya (2001), Abelardo Baeza


54. The Last Dance in Aztlán (2002), Gogan Ullah Khan


55. Return to Aztlán: A Journey into an Ancestral Past (2002), Jaime F. Torres


56. I Am Aztlán: The Personal Essay in Chicano Studies (2004), Chon A. Noriega and Wendy Belcher


57. Queer in Aztlán: Chicano Male Recollections of Consciousness and Coming Out (2004), Adelaida R. del Castillo and Gibrán Guido


58. Splitting Aztlán: American Resistance and Chicano Visions of a Radical Utopia (2004), Annemarie Pérez


59. Becoming Aztlán: Mesoamerican Influence in the Greater Southwest, AD 1200–1500 (2005), Carroll L. Riley


60. Mexicano Political Experience in Occupied Aztlán: Struggles and Change (2005), Armando Navarro


61. Pintores de Aztlán (2007), Frank Romero


62. Aztlán and U.S./Mexico Border Culture and Folklore: An Anthology (2008), José “Pepe” Villarino and Arturo Ramírez


63. Bringing Aztlán in Mexican Chicago: My Life, My Work, My Art (Latinos in Chicago and the Midwest) (2010), José Gamaliel González


64. Aztlán: The Last Sun (2012), Michael Jan Friedman


65. Journey to Aztlán (2013), Juan Blea


66. Making Aztlán: Ideology and Culture of the Chicana and Chicano Movement, 1966–1977 (2014), Juan Gómez-Quiñones and Irene Vásquez


67. Return to Aztlán: Indians, Spaniards, and the Invention of Nuevo México (2014), Danna Levin Rojo


68. Aztlán and Arcadia: Religion, Ethnicity, and the Creation of Place (2014), Roberto Ramón Lint Sagareña


69. Creating Aztlán: Chicano Art, Indigenous Sovereignty, and Lowriding Across Turtle Island (2014), Dylan A. T. Miner


70. Revelation in Aztlán: Scriptures, Utopias, and the Chicano Movement (2016), Jacqueline M. Hidalgo


Notes


1.Segade, “Toward a Dialectic.”


2.Tezozómoc, Crónica Mexicáyotl, and Sahagún, Historia general, were instrumental in documenting the Aztec worldview through informants and other secondary sources.


3.Baca, “Loss, Rumination, and Narrative,” 186.


4.Ibid., 1.


5.Cooper Alarcón, “Aztec Palimpsest.”


6.Andouard-Labarthe, “Vicissitudes of Aztlán.” The author originally wrote it under the name of Elyette Andouard-Labarthe, but she is now known as Elyette Benjamin-Labarthe.


7.Moraga, “Queer Aztlán.”


8.Pérez-Torres, “Refiguring Aztlán.”


9.E. A. Mares’s article is an important historical landmark because it represents the first essay on Aztlán in Chicano Movement circles, yet it remained forgotten except in small Chicano Movement circles in New Mexico. See Mares, “Myth and Reality.”


10.It should surprise no one that Native American stories are often initially deemed unproven confabulations for allegedly lacking a historical basis, and are thus considered mere renderings of oral tradition, when in fact they are narratives of historical accounts as perceived by both objective and subjective minds.


11.Eliade, Myth and Reality.


12.Ibid., 6.


13.Lee Bebout, Mythohistorical Interventions.


14.Romano, “Historical and Intellectual Presence of Mexican-Americans.”


15.No one in the 1960s had pointed out that cultural nationalism repressed or excluded discussions on sexuality, although assertions for gender equality were well known, but equality was not necessarily practiced, within the Chicano Movement. The initial motive of the early Movement agenda comprised unifying Chicanas and Chicanos across the Southwest while concentrating on promoting a narrow concept of history, but other concerns were added to that agenda by the middle of the 1970s.


16.See Rodríguez, Carta Abierta 7.


17.Segade, “Identity and Power.”


18.Fregoso and Chabram, “Chicana/o Cultural Representations.”


19.Fregoso and Chabram advocate for a more profound sense of identity that can transcend what they consider to be the reductionist tendencies of identifying one identity for all. They substantiate some of their positions with what Stuart Hall considers a cultural identity: “Though we speak in our names, of ourselves, from our own experience, nonetheless, who it is who speaks and the subject spoken of, are never exactly in the same place. Identity is therefore not transparent; it is not as unproblematic; it is no guarantee of authenticity. Perhaps then instead of thinking of identity as an already accomplished historical fact, . . . we should think of identity as a production which is never complete, which is constituted inside, not outside representation” (Hall, “Speaking for the Subject”).


20.To be more precise, northern groups include Yohemes (Yaquis), Rarámuris (Tarahumaras), O’ódams (Pápagos) from the Arizona and Sonoran region, and Dinés (Navajos) and Indés (Apaches) from New Mexico. Central Mexican groups include Wawárikas (Huicholes) from Nayarit, Purépechas (Tarascos) from Michoacán, and others. Native Americans can come from anywhere in the United States or from pueblos or rancherías (villages affiliated with old ranches).


21.Anaya, “Aztlán,” 37.


22.Andouard-Labarthe, “Vicissitudes,” 80.


23.Ibid., 81.


24.Mares, “Myth and Reality.”


25.In a spontaneous way, the conference became the coming-out party for the term Chicano on a national scale in its attempt to reconcile the splintering of the many labels used prior to that time: Mexican American, Spanish, Hispanic, pocho, Latin American, Spanish-speaking, Hispano, Hispanic surnamed, and so on.


26.See Keller, “Alurista,” xi–xlix.


27.A committee presented this document at the Denver conference, but it is easy to detect Alurista’s stamp, language, ideology, and poetics in the text, although, mistakenly, Gonzales is generally given the credit, since he was instrumental in organizing the conference. From the conference emerged the student group MEChA (Movimiento Estudiantil de Chicanos de Aztlán, or Student Chicano Movement of Aztlán), which further promoted the notion of Aztlán as part of its platform to insist on origins.


28.See Jung, “Relations between the Ego and the Unconscious.” Also, we recommend consulting another chapter in that collection: “Concept of the Collective Unconscious.”


29.Levin Rojo, Return to Aztlán.


30.See Fanon, Wretched of the Earth.


31.This is a quote by the poet Ricardo Bracho retrieved by Moraga for her article as originally published.


32.The term jotería refers to its “queer” participants.


33.Tijerina stands out as a controversial leader for proposing the idea of taking over lands that had been confiscated, “legally” or illegally, in the nineteenth century from Hispanos in northern New Mexico. He led a group of his followers in reoccupations of federally held lands and asserted the right to make a citizen’s arrest of the district attorney of Río Arriba County in June 1967, and later of Earl Warren, chief justice of the United States.


34.See Segade, “Identity and Power.”


35.Leal, “En busca de Aztlán.” It was later translated by Gladys Leal as “In Search of Aztlán.”


36.The list excludes other works where Aztlán figures in the title, such as articles, paintings, and dissertations.


37.Leal, “En busca de Aztlán,” 22.


38.The journal later took on two slightly different names: Aztlán: Journal of Chicano Studies and Aztlán: International Journal of Chicano Studies Research.
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Part 1


AZTLÁN AS MYTH AND HISTORICAL CONSCIENCE






CHAPTER 1


EL PLAN ESPIRITUAL DE AZTLÁN


IN THE SPIRIT of a new people that is conscious not only of its proud historical heritage but also of the brutal “gringo” invasion of our territories, we, the Chicano inhabitants and civilizers of the northern land of Aztlán from whence came our forefathers, reclaiming the land of their birth and consecrating the determination of our people of the sun, declare that the call of our blood is our power, our responsibility, and our inevitable destiny.


We are free and sovereign to determine those tasks which are justly called for by our house, our land, the sweat of our brows, and by our hearts. Aztlán belongs to those who plant the seeds, water the fields, and gather the crops and not to the foreign Europeans. We do not recognize capricious frontiers on the bronze continents.


Brotherhood unites us, and love for our brothers makes us a people whose time has come and who struggles against the foreigner “gabacho” who exploits our riches and destroys our culture. With our heart in our hands and our hands in the soil, we declare the independence of our mestizo nation. We are a bronze people with a bronze culture. Before the world, before all of North America, before all our brothers in the bronze continent, we are a nation, we are a union of free pueblos, we are Aztlán.


Program


El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán sets the theme that the Chicanos (La Raza de Bronze) must use their nationalism as the key or common denominator for mass mobilization and organization. Once we are committed to the idea and philosophy of El Plan de Aztlán, we can only conclude that social, economic, cultural, and political independence is the only road to total liberation from oppression, exploitation, and racism. Our struggle then must be for the control of our barrios, campos, pueblos, lands, our economy, our culture, and our political life. El Plan commits all levels of Chicano society—the barrio, the campo, the ranchero, the writer, the teacher, the worker, the professional—to La Causa.


Nationalism


Nationalism as the key to organization transcends all religious, political, class, and economic factions or boundaries. Nationalism is the common denominator that all members of La Raza can agree upon.


Organizational Goals


1.UNITY in the thinking of our people concerning the barrios, the pueblo, the campo, the land, the poor, the middle class, the professional—all committed to the liberation of La Raza.


2.ECONOMY: economic control of our lives and our communities can only come about by driving the exploiter out of our communities, our pueblos, and our lands and by controlling and developing our own talents, sweat, and resources. Cultural background and values which ignore materialism and embrace humanism will contribute to the act of cooperative buying and the distribution of resources and production to sustain an economic base for healthy growth and development. Lands rightfully ours will be fought for and defended. Land and realty ownership will be acquired by the community for the people’s welfare. Economic ties of responsibility must be secured by nationalism and the Chicano defense units.


3.EDUCATION must be relative to our people, i.e., history, culture, bilingual education, contributions, etc. Community control of our schools, our teachers, our administrators, our counselors, and our programs.


4.INSTITUTIONS shall serve our people by providing the service necessary for a full life and their welfare on the basis of restitution, not handouts or beggar’s crumbs. Restitution for past economic slavery, political exploitation, ethnic and cultural psychological destruction and denial of civil and human rights. Institutions in our community which do not serve the people have no place in the community. The institutions belong to the people.


5.SELF-DEFENSE of the community must rely on the combined strength of the people. The front line defense will come from the barrios, the campos, the pueblos, and the ranchitos. Their involvement as protectors of their people will be given respect and dignity. They in turn offer their responsibility and their lives for their people. Those who place themselves in the front ranks for their people do so out of love and carnalismo. Those institutions which are fattened by our brothers to provide employment and political pork barrels for the gringo will do so only as acts of liberation and for La Causa. For the very young there will no longer be acts of juvenile delinquency, but revolutionary acts.


6.CULTURAL values of our people strengthen our identity and the moral backbone of the movement. Our culture unites and educates the family of La Raza toward liberation with one heart and one mind. We must insure that our writers, poets, musicians, and artists produce literature and art that is appealing to our people and relates to our revolutionary culture. Our cultural values of life, family, and home will serve as a powerful weapon to defeat the gringo dollar value system and encourage the process of love and brotherhood.


7.POLITICAL LIBERATION can only come through independent action on our part, since the two-party system is the same animal with two heads that feed from the same trough. Where we are a majority, we will control; where we are a minority, we will represent a pressure group; nationally, we will represent one party: La Familia de la Raza!


Action


1.Awareness and distribution of El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán. Presented at every meeting, demonstration, confrontation, courthouse, institution, administration, church, school, tree, building, car, and every place of human existence.


2.September 16, on the birthdate of Mexican Independence, a national walk-out by all Chicanos of all colleges and schools to be sustained until the complete revision of the educational system: its policy makers, administration, its curriculum, and its personnel to meet the needs of our community.


3.Self-defense against the occupying forces of the oppressors at every school, every available man, woman, and child.


4.Community nationalization and organization of all Chicanos: El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán.


5.Economic program to drive the exploiter out of our community and a welding together of our people’s combined resources to control their own production through cooperative effort.


6.Creation of an independent local, regional, and national political party.


[image: image]


Figure 4. MEChA, Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán (Student Movement of Chicanos of Aztlán), is a national student group that grew out of the National Chicano Youth Liberation Conference in Denver, Colorado, March 1969, which also produced El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán (The Spiritual Plan of Aztlán). Its iconography features either a Mexican or American Eagle, with a macana (obsidian edged sword) in one claw and a stick of dynamite in the other. Mecha means “fuse” in Spanish. (Courtesy MEChA.)


A nation autonomous and free—culturally, socially, economically, and politically—will make its own decisions on the usage of our lands, the taxation of our goods, the utilization of our bodies for war, the determination of justice (reward and punishment), and the profit of our sweat.


El Plan de Aztlán Is the Plan of Liberation!


The Plan de Aztlán, which was written at the First Chicano National Conference in Denver, Colorado, in 1969, is the ideological framework and concrete political program of the Chicano Movement because of its emphasis on nationalism and the goal of self-determination. Source: Documents of the Chicano Struggle, Pathfinder Press, Inc. 1971. See figure 4 for iconography of MEChA, the Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán.





CHAPTER 2


AZTLÁN


A Homeland without Boundaries


Rudolfo Anaya


THE CEREMONY OF naming, or of self-definition, is one of the most important acts a community performs. To particularize the group with a name is a fundamental step of awareness in the evolution of tribes as well as nations. The naming coalesces the history and values of the group and provides an identification necessary for its relationship to other groups or nations. Most important, the naming ceremony restores pride and infuses renewed energy, which manifests itself in creative ways.


I have reflected often during the last fifteen years on the naming ceremony that took place in the southwestern United States when the Chicano community named Aztlán as its homeland in the late 1960s. This communal event and the new consciousness and consequent creative activity which was generated within the Chicano community during this period marked an important historical time for our people.


The naming ceremony creates a real sense of nation, for it fuses the spiritual and political aspirations of a group and provides a vision of the group’s role in history. These aspirations are voiced by the artists who recreate the language and symbols which are used in the naming ceremony. The politicians of the group may describe political relationships and symbols, but it is the artist who gives deeper and long-lasting expression to a people’s sense of nation and destiny. The artists, like the priests and shamans of other tribes, express spiritual awareness and potential, and it is the expression of the group’s history, identity, and purpose which I label the “naming ceremony.” In the ancient world this expression of identity and purpose was contained in the epic; thus, we read Homer to understand the character of the Greeks.


Various circumstances create the need for national or tribal definition and unity. The group may acquire cohesion and a feeling of nationhood in times of threat, whether the threat be physical (war or exploitation) or a perceived loss of tribal unity. Group existence may also be threatened by assimilationist tendencies, which were a real threat experienced by the Chicano community in the 1960s. A time of adventure and conquest, or the alliance of political interests may also bring nations to self-definition. Most notably, times of heightened spiritual awareness of the group’s relationship to the gods create this sense of purpose and destiny in the community. Usually these times are marked by a renaissance in the arts, because the artists provide the symbols and metaphors which describe the spiritual relationship.


So it was for la raza, the Mexican American community of this country in the 1960s. This cultural group underwent an important change in their awareness of self, and that change brought about the need for self-definition. The naming ceremony not only helped to bond the group, it created a new vision of the group’s potential.


Where did the Chicanos turn for the content needed in the naming ceremony? Quite naturally the community turned to its history and found many of its heroes in the recent epoch of the Mexican Revolution. Some of us explored the deeper stratum of Mexican history, myth and legend. It was in the mythology of the Aztecs that the Chicano cultural nationalists found the myth of Aztlán. How did the content of that myth become part of the new consciousness of our community? That is the question which our philosophers have tackled from various perspectives, and it has been part of my preoccupation.


The naming ceremony, or redefinition of the group, occurred within the ranks of the Indohispanos of the Southwest in the 1960s. Leaders within the Hispanic community—educators, poets, writers, artists, activists—rose up against the majority presence of Anglo-America to defend the right of the Hispanic community to exist as a national entity within the United States. Two crucial decisions were made during this period by these guardians of the culture: one was the naming of the Chicano community, and the second was the declaration of Aztlán as the ancestral homeland. “Somos Chicanos” (We are Chicanos) declared the leaders of the nationalistic movement, and thus christened the Mexican American community with a name that had archaic roots. By using this term the Chicano community consciously and publicly acknowledged its Native American heritage, and thus opened new avenues of exploration by which we could more clearly define the mestizo who is the synthesis of European and Indian ancestry.
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Figure 5. Anonymous, Siete cuevas de Chicomóstoc (Seven Caves of Chicomóztoc). Legend: “Cuevas de los siete linajes que poblaron en México” (Caves of the seven lineages that settled Mexico). According to origin stories, seven Náhuatl tribes once lived in the land of Aztlán at Chicomóztoc—“the place of the seven caves”: Acolhua, Chalca, Mexica, Tepaneca, Tlahuica, Tlaxcalan, and Xochimilca. (“Relation of the Origin of the Indians Who Inhabit This New Spain according to Their Histories,” 1582–1587, folio 89. Codex Ind 2, John Carter Brown Library, Brown University.)


“Aztlán is our homeland” was the second declaration, and this assertion defined the national status for the group. Aztlán was the place of origin of the Aztecs of Mesoamerica, the place of the seven caves recorded in their legends (see fig. 5). The Chicanos had returned to Native American legend to find the psychological and spiritual birthplace of their ancestors.


These declarations were of momentous historical significance. An identity and a homeland were designated once again on the northern borders of Hispanic America. The naming of Aztlán was a spontaneous act which took place throughout the Southwest, and the feat was given authenticity in a meeting that was held in Denver in 1969 to draft El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán. The naming of the homeland created a Chicano spiritual awareness that reverberated throughout the Southwest, and the naming ceremony was reenacted wherever Chicanos met to discuss their common destiny. I believe that no other activity of the Chicano Movement was as important as this declaration. It is now time to explore why such an event took place and to examine closely the possibilities that were inherent in that event.


The threat to the Chicano community was most often defined by the leaders of the Chicano Movement of the 1960s as a political and economic threat, an exploitation of the Mexican American population. Finding solutions to economic and political exploitation was of paramount importance, but within the movement were also heard the voices of cultural nationalists who insisted that the definition of the homeland, Aztlán, and the reconstitution of the old tribal history and heritage were just as vital for the Chicano community. In fact, the two issues went hand in hand, and in retrospect we can see that the leaders of the two factions of the movement should have worked more closely together. The cultural nationalists created the symbol of national unity for the community; the political activists should have seen its potential and used the symbol to provide access into the mainstream political structure. The two areas of endeavor should have combined efforts, but often that was not the case.


The context of the Chicano Movement was broad, and the struggles for definition of goals and leadership within the movement still need more historical analysis. I leave that review of the broader picture of the movement to other disciplines; my focus is the naming of Aztlán. What indeed took place when the Chicanos defined their homeland? How did the momentous act serve the Chicanos then and today? Why had we returned to Aztec legend to name the homeland, and how did that return to legend create “rights (to homeland) by legend”? Would this “right by legend” be as powerful a binding force for Chicanos as “right by treaty”? We knew we could turn to the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, a historical treaty between nations, to define ourselves as Mexicans with certain rights within the borders of the United States, but that political definition had never been enough. A group not only defines itself politically, but also defines its character—that is, its soul. To define ourselves we turned to Native American legend, and there we found a meaningful part of our ethos.


My thoughts lead me to believe that the tribes of our species arrive at new stages of communal awareness as they evolve. During these historical moments of illumination, the group creates the context of its destiny in time, and so the group becomes master of its own time, or as Miguel León-Portilla, the renowned Mexican philosopher, would say, the group becomes the “señores of their own time.” Did we indeed become the “señores of our own time” during the 1960s? Did we take charge of the time and create the epic literature that would define us?


Let us review the historical setting for the Indohispanos of the Southwest when we celebrated the naming ceremony. It was a time when we saw our community assaulted by poverty and oppression; the denigrating effects of racism ate away at our pride and stamina. Assimilation, on the other hand, only raised false hopes for our people, so it was a time of crisis, a time that begged for the “señores of the communal time” to once again insist on our right to our values and history. If this didn’t happen our community was doomed to existence as a tourist commodity, admired for its quaint folkways but not taken seriously by the world of nations.


For too long the Indohispano community had projected only its Spanish history and heritage, for that projection suited the powers that dealt with this community as a tourist commodity and as a community that could do service work for the society in power. That identity left out the reality of our mestizo heritage. Part of the Movement’s work was to revive our connection with our Indian past, and to seek a truer definition of that past. This meant reviving the history, myths, spiritual thought, legends, and symbols from Native America that were part of the Chicano’s collective history. The search found the umbilical cord which led to Indian Mesoamerica and the pueblos of the Río Grande; that is, in the act of declaring our identity and nationality, we acknowledged our Indian American parentage.


It was in Mesoamerica that we rediscovered the legend of Aztlán, a story of mythic proportions, rooted as it was in the tribal memory of the Aztecs. Why was the legend not readily available to us—say, in the legends of the pueblos of the Río Grande? Perhaps it was, but by the middle of the twentieth century we as “Hispanos” were separated from the Pueblo Indian world of our ancestors. A color consciousness which has been such a negative element in the history of the Americas affected our own people, and, falling prey to the pressure, the large mestizo population moved to identify with that which was Hispanic. Indian thought, once accessible to our ancestors, was withdrawn to the inner circle of the pueblo, and the myths of the Americas were revealed only to those of us who delved into the symbolic meanings in the collective memory.


In 1848 there was the continued sense of separation when the United States annexed what is now the Southwest from Mexico. Separation from roots created vulnerability because our worldview was centered in community and its relationship to the earth. Even in the endeavor of education where democracy promised equality and access, we felt denied. Thus our search for Chicano roots led to Mesoamerica and Aztec legend, and there we found Aztlán; put another way, Aztlán was waiting for us.


In Aztlán, the legend said, the seven tribes emerged from the seven caves of a mountain, a descriptive and archetypal metaphor that expresses the coming into a new age of consciousness from a prior time. They left Aztlán because they had received the prophecy to migrate south in search of Tenochtitlan, there to establish their new civilization. How may we interpret this? Was this archetypal expulsion from the place of origin (Aztlán) like an expulsion from the Garden of Eden, the motif of an archetype in myth repeating itself? Or was leaving the place of origin a challenge to humanity, a challenge of evolution?


The ancestors of the Aztecs named their homeland Aztlán, and legend placed it north of Mexico. Aztlán was the place of origin, the sipapu, the Eden of those tribes. There they came to a new relationship with their god of war, Huitzilopochtli, and he promised to lead them in their migration out of Aztlán. This was spiritual yearning and evolution working hand in hand. They figuratively and literally emerged into the present world, their present time, and they became the “señores of their own time.” More literal interpretations have suggested the seven tribes were seven clans who broke the covenant of Aztlán and were expelled; I choose to interpret the legend in the context of world mythology. Leaving the caves of Aztlán was paramount to being born, and with birth came suffering and the migration out of Aztlán to the land promised by their war god. Spiritual aspiration had moved them to form a new covenant with Huitzilopochtli that would sustain them during the long years of migration southward, eventually to found the civilization of Tenochtitlan, present day Mexico City.


The migration and quest of the original inhabitants of Aztlán can be viewed in the context of world mythology: like the Jews migrating from Egypt in the time of their Exodus to settle in the promised land, the Aztecs migrated south to establish the new nation of Tenochtitlan. These elements of the saga are the stuff of great drama and tragedy. In 1521 Cortés and his Spaniards were to lay siege to the Aztec kingdom and destroy it. But good drama and tragedy rise from the archetypal content of myth, and the time of myth is continuous. For me, the most interesting element in that history is the often hidden fact that it was those Mesoamerican Indians who later journeyed up the Río Grande with the Spanish conquistadores; they were returning to their original homeland.


Chicano writers interested in the old legends that revealed our Native American past were drawn to the legend of Aztlán and its meaning. In it we saw a definition of our homeland from a Native American point of view, and we explored that area of history. What and where was the mythic Aztlán? Could the old legends of indigenous America serve a useful purpose in the Chicano Movement? Why did this legend of the indigenous homeland have such an influence on our thinking? We knew that the absorption of the Chicano into the mainstream American culture was occurring so quickly that unless we reestablished the covenants of our ancestors, our culture was threatened with extinction. In fact, some suggested that the Chicano community should assimilate into the Anglo-American mainstream and forget its history and language. The concept of a bilingual, bicultural group within the United States was seen as a threat, and in many quarters that view is still held today. The time of crisis for our community demanded a new definition of national unity.


For me, part of the answer lies in an interpretation of human nature and its relationship to myth. Myth is our umbilical connection to the past, to the shared collective memory. After long years spent in the realm of imagination and creativity, I came to understand that many of the symbols that welled up from my subconscious were not learned; they were part of my ethos, symbols from the archetypal memory residing in the blood. Another question intrigued me: our communal relationship with time. The ancestors of the Aztecs had lived through a period of heightened awareness. Were we the Chicanos living through a similar period of time in the 1960s?


I believe the essence of the Chicano Movement was the naming ceremony I have described, and the creation of a cultural nationalist consciousness that brought together our community. This coming together in the naming ceremony duplicated the earlier time in the history of our ancestors. Yes, there was a real Aztlán, but there was also the spiritual Aztlán, the place of the covenant with the gods, the psychological center of our Indian history. During the period of awareness, the collective soul of the group renewed itself through myth; it is what the tribes of humankind have done throughout history.


The communal activity was crucial to the scenario, for myth is a communal response to spiritual crisis. The new consciousness created in the 1960s was a psychological centering, and the possibility of being in touch with our real history was available to each individual. We had become the “señores and the señoras of our own time” in the ceremony of naming, and it is important to stress the role of the Chicana, for the women of our community played a pivotal role in creating the Movement. One only has to look at the literature of the period to read the celebration of Aztlán that we created.


We took a new look at the history of the Indohispano community in the Southwest, a group whose traditions dated back to the sixteenth century and the entry of the Hispanos and Mexicanos into the pueblos of the Río Grande. A unique Indohispano culture had evolved along the northern Río Grande, a product of the process of synthesis which was already at work in Mexico as the Old World and the New World met and merged. The most interesting development of that process was the evolution of the “New World person,” the person in touch with the mythology of the Americas that I have explored in my writing.


The same synthesis would not take place when the Anglo-American came to the Southwest in the mid-nineteenth century. The Hispano and Anglo worlds remained apart, meeting to conduct business in an ethnic mosaic, but seldom creating a personal commingling. The genetic pools have not mixed in a significant way, and only in a small way is it occurring in contemporary times. Still, the issue of ethnicity is not static, and it is one we need to face creatively.


The established Indohispano culture was based in the villages, but by the 1960s the community was largely an urban group, and so to reconstitute our history during this time of crisis some returned to the villages to look for origins. Another meaningful return was into the history of the Americas, where we examined our Indian roots, the soul of the Americas. There we found not only indigenous historical time, but mythical time, which is continuous; that discovery was to have a tremendous impact on the healing of our social fabric. In Mesoamerica we encountered the pre-Columbian thought of Mexico. That return to the legends and myths of the New World led the Chicano to Aztlán. In the process of returning to our myths and legends we were not short-sighted idealists who thought the oppression our community suffered would disappear. We knew better, but our search was spiritual in nature, and our community desperately needed the reaffirmation. We had faith that by bringing to light our history, even the esoteric history of myth and legend, we could bring to fruition a cultural renaissance and create a new time of hermandad. That new era of sisterhood and brotherhood would not only unify us; it would unleash the creative potential of the Chicano community.


In the 1960s the same spiritual yearnings and crisis that had concerned the original inhabitants of Aztlán now concerned the Chicanos. A cycle of Chicano history was repeating itself. Our poets and writers became the leaders of the Chicano Movement, and as they brought to focus the aspirations of the people they took upon themselves a role common to our culture, the role of older, wiser leaders, or ancianos, the role of those señores and señoras who dare to be aware of the burden of time and who act to alleviate the burden for the communal good of the people. Needless to say, those same leaders would be criticized when the ambitious goals of the Movement were not fully realized.


A new question arose: Would the promise of continuity and self-actualization inherent in our myths and legends bring with it the fruition of potential and freedom? Could we save our history and community from obliteration within the confines of Anglo-America by reincorporating the old legends into our worldview? Some said no. Myth was ephemeral, it had no substance, it distorted reality. What the Chicanos needed was direct political mobilization, perhaps revolution. They did not need to arm themselves with ancient stories.


Those of us who saw the potential of myth as truth, or myth as self-knowledge, argued that it was indigenous America that held the taproot of our history; its mythology was the mirror by which to know ourselves. Chicanos had to experience a new awareness of self, just as our Native American ancestors had come to that new plane of consciousness eight centuries before in Aztlán, and coming to this knowledge of our historical continuity was a means toward community action.


Aztlán is real because myth is real, we argued. Aztlán was potential because it was a place of prophecy. Migrating groups of Asians, in the process of becoming indigenous Americans, had settled in Aztlán. There they evolved new levels of spiritual orientation to cosmos, earth, and community. Isn’t this the process of spiritual and psychological evolution? Isn’t this how our human potential evolves? So it happened to these tribes of Native Americans. Somewhere in the deserts and mountains of what we now call the Southwest, they created a covenant with their gods, and from there they moved south to Mexico to complete the prophecy.


Of course they did not arrive at full potential; no one ever does. They were still heir to human failure, but we know their later artistic achievements were of a grand scale. Even their warring society would incorporate the religion of peace of Quetzalcóatl. All of Mesoamerica and the tributaries as far north as Chaco and Mesa Verde were, I suspect, renewed during that era.


A new age of spiritual illumination had come to the Americas, and the journey from Aztlán to Mexico was part of that tremendous change. From the pueblos of the Río Grande to Mesoamerica and neighboring tribes, the people of the Americas were evolving into new realms of consciousness.


The need for a homeland is inherent in the collective memory of any group; it is a covenant with the tribal gods. The spiritual yearning for homeland is encompassing, but because the geography of the earth is limited, homelands rub against each other and create friction. We have not yet moved to a new consciousness where the earth truly becomes the homeland of everyone. Perhaps that is our next step in evolution, and perhaps there are already signs that this is happening. Do we as heirs and inhabitants of Aztlán dare to take this next step and consider our homeland without boundaries? Do we dare to reach out and encompass the true spiritual relationship inherent in homeland with every other group who dreams of homeland?


The Indohispano of the Southwest was influenced by the spirituality of the pueblos of the Río Grande, even though the Catholic faith was imposed on the indigenous faith. There were elements of brutality in the Spanish conquest—this is documented—but the synthesis that was taking place in Mexico between the Old World and the New World was accelerated in Aztlán after the 1680 Pueblo Revolt. The Indohispano religious sensibility was influenced by the pueblos, and so respect for the earth became an important ingredient in the unique worldview being formed in Aztlán. The recognition of the earth as mother (la sagrada tierra) permeated the spiritual life of the Hispanic villages, and the process of synthesis fused Spanish Catholicism with Native American thought. The clearest symbol of this process of syncretism was the merging of the Virgin Mary with the Indian goddess (Tonantzin) to give form to the brown madonna of Mexico, La Virgen de Guadalupe. Truly, an original blend of American spirituality was evolving.


What did all this mean to the real world of politics that the Chicano struggled to enter and influence in the 1960s? Unfortunately, the historical assessment made thus far weighs heavily on a materialistic interpretation. I am convinced that a history of that era and of our culture must take both the sacred and the profane into account. To understand our culture only through a materialistic account will not provide a true picture of the nature of our community. For me, the Chicano Movement succeeded because it changed part of our social and political role within the society, but also because it created a cultural renaissance in the Chicano community. The release of creative energy in which the artists defined self and community was the hallmark of the Movement. The spiritual energy which once filled the consciousness of the original inhabitants of Aztlán and propelled them south to Mexico to fulfill their destiny led us to proclaim our existence and found our nation.
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