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Abstract

Subjects of Trauma:
The Decolonial Tactics of Self-Making and Self-Healing
by Queer Xicana Feminist Teatristas

by
Sara Alicia Ramirez
Doctor of Philosophy in Ethnic Studies
University of California, Berkeley
Professor Norma Alarcon, Co-Chair

Professor Laura E. Pérez, Co-Chair

This dissertation is an interdisciplinary decolonial, queer women of color cultural analysis of
Xicana representations of trauma. My examination of theatrical texts and bodies-as-texts relies
on a decolonial U.S. Third World queer and feminist methodology. Through this methodological
lens, I situate Chicanas as (neo)colonial subjects by focusing on the colonial, imperial, and
psychosocial context for Chicana trauma. I detail physical and ontological violence perpetrated
upon people in the Indigenous Americas, especially in what has become Mexico and the
southwestern United States. I also synthesize mental health statistics that quantify the psychic
effects of colonial and imperial changes upon displaced peoples. Xicana plays and performances,
I argue, aptly illuminate the embodiment of this locura, a psychosomatic and spiritual dis-ease
rooted in colonial and imperial collective and intergenerational trauma. The primary texts for my
analysis are Cherrie Moraga’s drama The Hungry Woman.: A Mexican Medea, Adelina
Anthony’s performance Las Hociconas: Three Locas with Big Mouths and Even Bigger Brains,
and Virginia Grise’s play blu. These texts, I posit, illustrate how colonialism, internal
colonialism, and imperialism have created subjects. I conceptualize what I term “subjects of
trauma” through these three cultural productions that each make visible the social, political, and
economic injustices experienced by Chicanas—many of whom live within internal colonies—in
the United States. I interrogate the decolonial tactics that queer Xicana feminist playwrights
employ to re-create themselves as subjects and subsequently alleviate psychic pain. I maintain
that Xicana feminist theater promotes self-healing vis-a-vis self-making, as it theorizes our
subject positions and intersubjective self-hood and, through consistent revisions of what have
become traditional narratives, reminds us of the possibility of “decolonizing our selves” by
remaking our selves.



For all of the broken pieces. To all of us becoming.
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INTRODUCTION
Xicana Feminist Dissent: Descending into Subjects of Trauma'

1t is hard to think of the
raped, all the women that
have known that wounding—
where are their cries?
their silent sobbings?
their strangled anger?
their crushed motherhood?
their tenderness exposed?
their forced wombs?
their frozen bodies forever
in submission? Here

in my cells I have
carried it like a
cancer, it births itself
ugly, deformed on the clinical page.”

This dissertation, titled “Subjects of Trauma: The Decolonial Tactics of Self-Making and
Self-Healing by Queer Xicana Feminist Teatristas,” is an exercise in descent/dissent. I, like the
speaker above in Alma Villanueva’s poem, “La Chingada,” “descend now to call on the raped,”
the wounded.” I descend into psychic darkness to broach traumatic histories and come face to
face with the shadow side of Chicana subjectivity; I listen to Chicanas’ and their foremothers’
cries, sobbings, anger and witness their tenderness, sexuality, and paralysis.* To discuss these
topics carried in the memory of my blood, 1, like the tlamatinime (Nahua wise and spiritual

' Throughout this project, I use the term “Xicanas” to refer specifically to mestizas of Mexican
descent in the United States, who strongly reclaim and assert a repressed Indigenous identity and
spirituality for the purposes of decolonizing how one understands the self. I use this term to
describe the playwrights who both self-describe using the term and employ Indigenous concepts
of being and spirituality. Jennie Marie Luna explains that the “X” in this spelling represents a
challenge to the Spanish language used to colonize the Indigenous peoples of the Americas. The
terms “Xicana” and “Xicano,” she writes, are “attached to a politic, an Indigenous identity and
spirituality.” See Luna, “Danza Mexica: Indigenous Identity, Spirituality, Activism, and
Performance” (PhD diss, San Jose State University, 2011).

? Alma Villanueva, “La Chingada,” in Five Poets of Aztldn, ed. Santiago Daydi-Tolson
(Binghamton: Bilingual Press, 1985), 155-57; my italics.

> Ibid., 157.

* I use “Chicana” as a more general term that refers to mestizas of Mexican descent in the United
States. For me, it is a term that can refer to all consciously politicized mestizas of Mexican
descent, including those who acknowledge their Indigeneity in addition to their Spanish roots.
This spelling reflects the language used during the 1960s Chicano (male-dominated) movement,
which used the term as a self-concept that recognized a history of oppression of Indigenous
Mexicans. Like Xicana/os, Chicana/os tend to be mostly oblivious to their African ancestry.



guides) must submerge myself in the dark depths of chaos to uncover ancient principles of
being.” Maria Anzures Rionda explains that in order to be initiated into the ranks of teachers and
guides, the tlamatinime had to experience several consecutive metaphorical deaths, self-
transformations, to prove their willingness to relinquish what they believe they know about
themselves and to venture into the unknown.”

Quién no haya soportado la angustia de la noche no acertara a recibir plenamente la

beatifica iluminacion del dia. Quién no haya descendido hasta lo mas profundo del

abismo del EGO, no sabra discerner la naturaleza del tnico YO.”
This dissertation project has similarly tested me, forcing me to experience various metaphorical
deaths, transforming me with its subjects—both people and topics—and overall process.

I began the dissertation with an inquiry into locura, or madness, as a symbolic form of
sociopolitical resistance in Chicana literature, but I eventually realized the locura we Chicanas
experience daily is no metaphor, especially as Latina, American Indian, and Alaska Native
teens—both queer and non-queer—in the United States consider suicide at greater rates than any
other ethnic group in their age range.® I learned the cultural productions that variously treat the

> Maria Anzures Rionda explains the tlamatinime “se submerge en el CAOS, para desbubrir ahi
los propios principios de la creacion.” See Anzures Rionda, Coyolxauhqui: Nuestra Madre
Cosmica (México: Consejo Nacional de la Cultura Nahuatl, 1991), 35. Throughout this
dissertation I follow Miguel Léon-Portilla’s use of “Nahua” in place of “Aztec” (a term coined
and popularized European and Anglo-American anthropologists) or “Mexica” (a term that
signifies only one ethnic group) to refer to the different ethnic groups who shared a common
culture and worldview expressed in the Nahuatl language and their sociopolitical and religious
practices. See, for instance, Miguel Léon-Portilla, Aztec Thought and Culture: A Study of the
Ancient Nahuatl Mind. Translated by Jack Emory Davis. Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1963.

% Ibid. Anzures Rionda describes the tlamatinime as “un iniciado que pasa la prueba de las
muertes sucesivas, enmedio del estrecho paralelismo que existen dos dimensiones.” See Anzures
Rionda, Coyolxauhqui: Nuestra Madre Cosmica (México: Consejo Nacional de la Cultura
Nahuatl, 1991), 35.

7 S/he who has not withstood the anguish of night will not be able to take in fully the blissful
light of day. S/he who has not descended into the deepest parts of the abyss of the ego will not
know how to discern the nature of the self. Anzures Rionda, Coyolxauhqui, 36; my translation.

¥ Center for Disease Control and Prevention, “Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance—United States,
2013,” MMWR 63, no. SS-4 (2014): 1-168. Most, if not all, reports on suicide rates—including
this one—lump together all Latinas and Latinos of various ethnicities using terms such as
“Latino” or “Hispanic” to identify this heterogeneous group. That is, these reports do not
distinguish between Mexican, Salvadoran, Puerto Rican, or Dominican people, for example. In
2012, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: Office of Minority Health website
reported statistics based on the Center for Disease Control’s survey of “High School Youth Risk
Behavior.” The website indicated that in 2009, American Indian/Alaskan Native (AIAN) males
ages 15-19 died by suicide at a rate of 31.1% compared to 10.7% for AIAN females in the same
age range. However, in the same year, AIAN women in grades 9-12 “seriously considered
suicide” at a rate of 29.9% compared to 14.3% for AIAN men in the same age range. This group
of AIAN women also “attempted suicide” at a higher rate (19.9%) than AIAN men (10.0%) in
the same age range. See Center for Disease Control and Prevention, “High School Youth Risk



topic of Chicanas’ locura are mostly theatrical plays and performances by queer Xicanas. These
mediums are significant in that they aptly illuminate the embodiment of locura, a psychosomatic
and spiritual dis-ease rooted in colonial and imperial trauma. My focus then shifted to this
historical and intergenerational trauma and Xicana playwrights’ exposition of this dis-ease “ugly,
deformed on the clinical page.” | have sustained this focus, and, throughout this dissertation, I
argue queer Xicana feminist teatristas (i.e., dramaturges and performance artists who participate
in theater) like Cherrie Moraga, Adelina Anthony, and Virginia Grise do not solely theatricalize
Chicana and Xicana trauma; they, like shamanistic strategists, offer decolonial feminist tactics to
uncover our open wounds, to let them breathe, and to let them finally scar, for this is one
component for imagining a holistic decolonial project. I focus on three texts, Cherrie Moraga’s
drama The Hungry Woman: A Mexican Medea, Adelina Anthony’s performance Las Hociconas:
Three Locas with Big Mouths and Even Bigger Brains, and Virginia Grise’s play blu to discuss
how queer Xicana productions illuminate how colonialism, internal colonialism, and imperialism
have created subjects and stress the right of Chicanas and Xicanas to define our own peoplehood
and write our own narratives. I argue that Xicana theater and performance promotes self-healing
vis-a-vis self-making, as it theorizes our subject positions and self-hood and, through consistent
revisions of what have become traditional narratives, reminds us of the possibility of
“decolonizing our selves” by remaking our selves. I focus on what I term “subjects of trauma” in
these three cultural productions that each make visible the social, political, and economic
injustices experienced by Chicanas—many of whom live within “internal colonies,” as I explain
below—in the United States.

Like these playwrights’ methodologies, my own decolonial feminist methodology is a
tool for dissent. At a time when the works of Xicana, Chicana, and women of color thinkers are
still being ignored by academia in general, my use of a methodology that necessarily upholds and
integrates the work of feminist of color thinkers is an act of defiance. I employ decolonial
feminist thought as a critical lens to examine the traumatic effects of colonial and imperial
projects—accomplished through the oppressive and systemic classification of life (e.g., sexism,
racism, capitalism)—upon Chicana subjectivity. My investigation makes space for therapeutic
cultural productions by Xicana teatristas, for as Audre Lorde writes, “Caring for [ourselves] is
not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.”

Situating Chicanas as (Neo)Colonial Subjects

Throughout this project, I focus on the notion of “Chicana” not as an identity, but instead
as a self-concept that shapes the identities of mestizas of Mexican descent. In 1969, in E/ Plan de
Santa Barbara, Chicano/a activists brought attention to the term “Chicano” as a political identity

Behavior Survey Data 2012,” last visited July 7, 2012, http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/youthonline.
Generally, the prevalence of having seriously considered suicide is higher among gay or lesbian
youth (29.6%) and bisexual youth (40.3%) than heterosexual youth (11.7%). These trends among
Latina teens and lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth suggest Latina teens who are lesbian or
bisexual are more likely to consider suicide than their non-queer and non-Latina counterparts.
For limited governmental study on LGTB youth risk behaviors, see Center for Disease Control
and Prevention, “Sexual Identity, Sex of Sexual Contacts, and Health-Risk Behaviors Among
Students in Grades 9-12—Y outh Risk Behavior Surveillance, Selected Sites, United States,
2001-2009,” MMWR 60, no. SS-7 (2011): 15.

? Audre Lorde, A Burst of Light: Essays (Ithaca: Firebrand Books, 1988), 131.



grounded in a sociopolitical and economic critique of the colonial and imperial systems that
decimated Indigenous Mexican peoples and their ways of being.'® During this time in the 1960s
and 1970s, the Chicana/o intelligentsia recognized people of Mexican descent within the United
States were still suffering the oppressive effects of colonialism and imperialism despite
“independence” from European countries and the civil rights movements and gains during the
1960s."" Through the diffusion of Ernesto “Che” Guevara’s writings as well as Latin American
dependency theory in their circles, Chicana/o radicals learned about the theory of internal
colonialism."> They embraced this theory of racial domination and subordination, which
explained their own status of oppression in the United States and adapted it to suit their particular
histories and needs.

Since then, internal colonialism has been explicated in several ways, and the theory has
certainly received criticism from reputable critical race scholars."? The theory is useful, however,
because it takes a history of colonialism and its vestiges seriously and encourages us to take an
interdisciplinary (historical, cultural, economic) approach to analyze why and how a group is
included, partially included, or excluded in the workings of a legal-political system. For the
purposes of this dissertation, I situate Chicanas and Xicanas as subjects of internal colonies and
adhere specifically to Robert Allen’s and Mario Barrera et al.’s theorizations of domestic and
internal (neo)colonialism. Allen describes domestic colonialism:

Broadly speaking, colonialism can be defined as the direct and over-all subordination of

one people, nation, or country to another with state power in the hands of the dominating

power. Politically, colonialism means the direct administration of the subordinate group
by persons drawn from the dominant power. Thus, in the classic African situation,

European officials controlled the parliaments and governments of the colonies.

Although there may have been some token representation of the indigenous

population, effective power was in the hands of the European settlers. This political

control was buttressed by a legal system designed to serve the interests of the white

settlers.'*
While critics argue that proponents of the domestic/internal colonialism model depart from the
original meaning of the word “colonialism,”"” theorists like Allen and Mario Barrera et al.

1% Chicano Coordinating Council on Higher Education (CCCHE), EI Plan de Santa Barbara: A
Chicano Plan for Higher Education (Oakland, CA: La Causa Publications, 1969).

""'In this chapter, I do not use the “@” as in “Chican@” or “Xican@” because this sign points to
the collapse of the feminine “a” and masculine “0” into one symbol that does not permit for one
character to take precedence. Instead, I use the slash in “Chicana/o” to signal both gender (i.e.,
“Chicana” [female] and “Chicano” [male]) and sociopolitical divisiveness between Chicanas and
Chicanos. I do follow Adelina Anthony’s use of “@” in Chapter 3 as I explain in note 3 of that
chapter.

12 Ramoén A. Gutiérrez, “Internal Colonialism: An American Theory of Race,” Du Bois Review 1,
no. 2 (2004): 281.

' Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, White Supremacy and Racism in the Post-Civil Rights Era (Boulder,
Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 2001).

4 Robert Allen, Black Awakening in Capitalist America (1969; Trenton, New Jersey: Africa
World Press, 1990), 8.

!> Allen’s oft-ignored writings answer later critiques of the internal colonialism model. I should
note, however, that these later critiques usually address Robert Blauner’s discussion of internal
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differentiate between the typical definition of colonialism, which they term “external
colonialism,” and internal colonialism. Barrera et alia write,
The crucial distinguishing characteristic between internal and external colonialism does
not appear to be so much the existence of separate territories corresponding to metropolis
and colony but the legal status of the colonized. According to our usage, a colony can be
considered “internal” if the colonized population has the same formal legal status as any
other group of citizens, and “external” if it is placed in a separate legal category. A group
is thus internal if it is fully included in the legal-political system, and external if it is even
partly excluded from equal participation in a formal sense.'®
U.S.-born Chicanas, who are both fully included in the legal-political system and subordinated
by state power in the hands of a White, dominating group, are thus subjects of internal
colonies.!” In a more recent 2005 article, Allen refers to Anibal Quijano’s, Walter Mignolo’s,
and Ramon Grosfoguel’s conceptualization of “coloniality of power,” which means “the
continuation of the colonial relationship without the formal colonial administration.”'® This
theory is similar to the internal neo-colonialism theory, as it posits, “[T]he granting of
independence by a colonial power does not mean decolonization; rather the colonial relationship
continues through economic and cultural domination and the dependence on imperialism of the
native bourgeoisie.”'’ While Grosfoguel argues that “coloniality of power” offers a
reconceptualization of the notion of internal colonialism, Allen notes that “coloniality of power”
and “internal neo-colonialism” are similar if not identical concepts.”’

colonialism. For instance, Michael Omi and Howard Winant criticize the theory, explaining that
Blauner departs from the original meaning of the term “colonialism.” Omi and Winant refer to
Michael Burawoy’s definition of colonialism that “reasserts the criterion of territoriality in terms
of which no ‘internal’ application can satisfy.” They cite Burawoy’s definition: “Colonialism
may be defined as the conquest and administration by a ‘metropolitan country’ of a
geographically separate territory in order to utilize available resources (usually human or natural)
for the creation of surplus which is repatriated to the metropolis.” I find this critique unhelpful,
as its insistence on pinning “colonialism” down to a single semantic meaning detracts from the
theory’s illumination of how colonialism and imperialism have historically shaped social,
political, and economic relationships between different groups of people. See Blauner, “Internal
Colonialism and Ghetto Revolt,” Social Problems (1969): 393-408; Michael Omi and Howard
Winant, Racial Formation in the United States: From the 1960s to the 1990s, 3 ed, (New York:
Routledge, 2014), 101; Michael Burawoy, “Race, Class, and Colonialism,” Social and Economic
Studies 23, no. 4 (1974), 546, quoted in Omi and Winant, Racial Formation in the United States,
101.

' Mario Barrera, Carlos Mufioz, Charles Ornelas, “The Barrio as an Internal Colony,” in People
and Politics in Urban Society, ed. Harlan Hahn (Beverly Hills: SAGE, 1972), 483.

' For a typology of different kinds of colonialisms, see Anne McClintock’s “The Angel of
Progress: Pitfalls of the Term ‘Post-Colonialism,”” Social Text, no. 31/32 (1992): 84-98.

'8 Robert Allen, “Reassessing the Internal (Neo)colonialism Theory,” The Black Scholar 35, no.
1 (2005): 10.

" Ibid.

2% Ibid. Nelson Maldonado-Torres defines coloniality as “long-standing patterns of power that
emerged as a result of colonialism, but that define culture, labor, intersubjective relations, and
knowledge production well beyond the strict limits of colonial administration.” See Maldonado-
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Yet U.S. Third World feminists are altogether ignored in these debates about the
usefulness of such theories that align ethnic minorities with the subjugated of the Third World.
We, oft-ignored U.S. women of color, have to seek out connections between these theorists of
internal colonialism and coloniality and our own projects. Although U.S. feminists of color have
articulated anti-colonial and anti-imperial critiques since at least the 1960s and 1970s, we are
forced to legitimate ourselves and our work through the appropriations of theorists of the
“decolonial turn.” Still, Laura E. Pérez documents, “U.S. women of color,” in particular,
“worked under the rubric of U.S. Third World women in recognition of the similarities in the
general phenomena of their [multiple] oppressions [...] between themselves and women in the
Third World vis-a-vis European and Euro-American (neo)colonialism.”' Queer Xicana feminist
writer Cherrie Moraga also recalls how this period shaped U.S. feminism of color: “We
recognized and acknowledged our internally colonized status as the children of Native and
African peoples [...] and found political alliance in the great granddaughters of the
disenfranchised Chinese railroad workers of the late 1800s and the daughter-survivors of the
internment of Japanese Americans during World War I1.” During this time, women of color “in
movement” understood that as gendered subjects within internal colonies, they also resided
within an interstitial space between heteropatriarchy in the Third World (masculinist) movement
and racism in the (white) women’s liberation movement.** This self-proclaimed consciousness of
inhabiting a third space, the theoretical critiques of race-based and women’s liberation
movement, and the practice of working to dismantle heteropatriarchal, racist and imperialist
regimes, which came to be known as U.S. Third World feminisms, or U.S. feminisms of color,23
significantly marks U.S. women of color involvement in decolonizing activities. I locate my own
project on Chicana trauma within this field of thought and praxis, for coloniality certainly affects
the Chicana subjects I center in my dissertation. Although we are not necessarily colonized in the
formal sense of the word—that is, our lives, resources, and general livelihoods are no longer
directly conquered and controlled by a formal colonial administration—Chicanas’ lives have
certainly been shaped by imperialistic, Eurocentric heteropatriarchal values undergird not only
U.S. governmental policies but more significantly how we see our selves in the everyday.

Subjects of Trauma

There are few sustained analyses of the impact of colonialism on women of color
psyches. These analyses include Geraldine Moane’s Gender and Colonialism, a top-down
analysis that applies psychoanalysis to oppression and, in effect, silences women of color

Torres, “On the Coloniality of Being: Contributions to the Development of a Concept,” Cultural
Studies 21, no. 2-3 (2007): 243.

*! Laura E. Pérez, “Dussel’s Etica de la liberacion, U.S. Women of Color Decolonizing Practices
and Coalitionary Politics amidst Difference,” Qui Parle: Critical Humanities and Social
Sciences 18, no. 2 (2010): 134.

*? Here, I employ bell hooks’s rhetorically strategic use of “movement” versus “a movement” to
emphasize the politicization and organization of people as part of a process made up of many
movements and many individuals.

3 Cherrie Moraga, “From Inside the First World: Foreword, 2001” in This Bridge Called My
Back: Radical Writings by Women of Color, ed. Cherrie L. Moraga and Gloria E. Anzaldua, 31
ed. (Berkeley: Third Woman Press, 2002), xvi. All quoted text from Bridge is from the Third
Woman Press edition.



voices.”* Kelly Oliver’s The Colonization of Psychic Space takes colonization and oppression
more seriously, however, as it aims “to transform psychoanalytic concepts [...] into social
concepts by developing a psychoanalytic theory based on a notion of the individual or psyche
that is thoroughly social.”** Oliver’s bottom-up approach to psychoanalytic theory gives
attention to the body as a social entity and the psyche (unconscious and conscious) to understand
the development of subjectivity. One of the few components missing from Oliver’s project,
nonetheless, is an engagement with the strategies recommended by women of color writers to
decolonize “psychic space.”

Before going any further, I must clarify that I am not advocating race- and gender-
specific analyses of the mind, for these types of analyses tend to pathologize gendered and
racialized groups. Anne McClintock explains that during imperialism, African women received
different psychiatric treatments from white women and white men and suggests that this
differential treatment happened not because each subject was treated with a sociocultural history
in mind but because psychiatry and psychology deemed the human mind universal and
psychopathologized any deviance from “universal” white male subjectivity.*® To avoid
psychopathologization of racialized, sexualized, and gendered subjects, I instead propose
sociocultural- and historically-specific investigations into the diversity of psyches, which
consider race, sexuality, gender, and class as social categories that contribute to psychic
imbalance.

At the most basic level, I understand trauma to mean “a [psychosomatic] state of
disruption caused by stressors severe enough to threaten life or make one believe that one is
about to die.”*’ Beginning with this definition, I develop what I call subjects of trauma, a term
that simultaneously points to 1) groups of people who have been subjected to historical and
intergenerational violence and subsequent trauma as a result of (neo)colonialism and imperialism
and 2) topics that serve as a point of departure for discussions about these kinds of traumas. Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) typically arises as an outcome of exposure to traumatic
events. While the symptoms of PTSD can include anxiety, depression, anger, and dissociation,
among many others, Van der Kolk et alia explain,

Rather than a unitary disorder consisting of separate clusters of symptoms, PTSD needs

to be seen as the result of a complex interrelationship among psychological, biological,

and social processes—one that varies, depending on the maturation level of the victim, as
well as the length of time for which the person was exposed to the trauma.*®
I posit subjects of trauma, like people with PTSD, exhibit complex interrelated psychological,
biological, and social responses to historical and intergenerational violence. As I explain in

** Geraldine Moane, Gender and Colonialism: A Psychological Analysis of Oppression and
Liberation, rev. ed. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011).

23 Kelly Oliver, The Colonization of Psychic Space: A Psychoanalytic Social Theory of
Oppression (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004), xiii.

2 Anne McClintock, Double Crossings, Double Crossings: Madness, Sexuality and Imperialism
(Vancouver, BC: Ronsdale Press, 2001), 28.

*" Paul Valent, “Definitions of Trauma,” in Encyclopedia of Trauma: An Interdisciplinary Guide,
ed. Charles R. Figley (Los Angeles: SAGE Publications, Inc., 2013), 678-79.
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Chapter 1, however, there exist culturally-specific terms to describe the psychological,
biological, social, and spiritual effects of trauma upon groups with different collective histories.

My study treats Chicanas and Xicanas as subjects of trauma. In Chicana and Chicano
Mental Health: Alma, Mente, y Corazon, from a Chicana feminist perspective psychologist
Yvette G. Flores writes, “The multiple forms of injustice that women experience from both
strangers and loved ones, especially violence and substance abuse within the home, threaten their
lives and psychological health.”*® Unlike psychologists who shift blame to the family,*
however, Flores underscores, “The threats to the emotional well-being of Chicanas are largely
structural.”®' She explains, “Discrimination, marginalization, microaggressions and othering,
pressures to acculturate to an often rejecting culture, and lack of understanding from immigrant
parents and relational challenges rooted in acculturative stressors constitute risk factors for mood
and anxiety disorders.”*? Because the structures in which we participate today are manifestations
of oppressive, colonial regimes, I find it necessary to consider seriously Chicanas’ positions as
colonized and neocolonial subjects if we are to address the causes of Chicanas’ traumas.

As colonized and neocolonial subjects, we carry in our psyches and bodies the effects of
what Pérez calls, “cultural susto,” or “the ‘frightening’ of spirit from one’s body-mind in the
colonial and neocolonial ordeals, the result of which is the ‘in-between’ state of nepantla, the
postconquest condition of cultural fragmentation and social indeterminacy.”” Registered
psychiatric nurse, curandera, and author of Woman Who Glows in the Dark, Elena Avila further
describes this cultural susto, as she historicizes Chicana trauma and anxiety in the conquest of
the Americas. She explains, “Every illness has its story, and the job of the healer is to uncover
that story.”** As a practitioner of Indigenous medical systems who works with “children of the
conquest,” Avila describes curanderismo as “a medicine that developed, in large part, from the
incredible healing that took place from the encounter between Europeans, Indians, Africans, and

* Yvette G. Flores, Chicana and Chicano Mental Health: Alma, Mente y Corazén (University of
Arizona Press, 2013), 73.
3% Luis H. Zayas, Latinas Attempting Suicide: When Cultures, Families, and Daughters Collide
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011); Allyson P. Nolle et al., “Sacrificing for the Sake of
the Family,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 82, no. 3 (2012): 319-27; Miguelina German
et al., “Familism Values as a Protective Factor for Mexican-Origin Adolescents Exposed to
Deviant Peers,” Journal of Early Adolescence 29 (2008): 16-42; Alexis O. Miranda et al.,
“Differences in Family Cohesion, Adaptability, and Environment Among Latino Families in
Dissimilar Stages of Acculturation,” The Family Journal: Counseling and Therapy for Couples
and Families 8 (2000): 341-50; Edgar C. Trautman, “The Suicidal Fit: A Psychobiologic Study
on Puerto Rican Immigrants,” Archives of General Psychiatry 5 (1961): 98—-105; A.M. Razin et
al., “Suicidal Behavior Among Inner-City Hispanic Adolescent Females,” General Hospital
Psychiatry 13 (1991): 45-58.
j; Flores, Chicana and Chicano Mental Health, 73.
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3* Elena Avila with Joy Parker, Woman Who Glows in the Dark: A Curandera Reveals
Traditional Aztec Secrets of Physical and Spiritual Health (New Y ork: Tarcher/Putnam, 1999),
19.



their offspring.” She goes on, “There was a need to develop a medicine that could heal the pain
and the immense susto, soul loss, that resulted from the cultural destruction, enslavement, and
rape that occurred during the Spanish Conquest of the Americas.”® And then she asks, “Is it any
wonder that the most important illnesses that curanderismo has developed cures for are susto and
envidia (envy)?” These diseases came from internalized oppression and the envy of the power of
the oppressor.™’

In her own research and practice, Flores recognizes the effects of this susto, as she
integrates both Indigenous and Western biomedical models in her study of Chicana/o mental
health. She points out that according to the Indigenous explanatory model, “mental disorders are
rooted in violations of the tonal—the spirit.”*® Our soul-self is most vulnerable to trauma, and
the soul wounding that results from trauma can subsequently result in susto.’” The tonal must
remain intact if we are to live healthy inner and public lives.* With this information in mind, it is
certainly possible that the recent non-Latina queer and Latina queer and non-queer teen suicide
epidemic is a result of an untreated cultural susto—a susto brought about by the physical and
psychic violation of young beings and selves.*' It is possible it is a susto that penetrated so
deeply that these young people who were in the process of becoming saw themselves as
meaningless burdens.*

In a different system of thought like European existential philosophy, cultural susto
appears akin to what existentialist philosophers term “ontological anxiety,” or “the threat of
meaninglessness in one’s existence.”* Philosophers from the 19"-century proto-existentialist
Seren Kierkegaard to the contemporary Lewis R. Gordon examine this threat through questions
of freedom, embodied agency, alienation, and authenticity.* For existentialist philosophers, a
person’s recognition of this threat to being, the recognition that at any moment he can simply

> Tbid., 28.

** Ibid.

7 1bid.

38 Flores, Chicana and Chicano Mental Health, 65.

* Tbid.

1 delve further into the concept of fonal in Chapter 1.

*! These “violations” can but do not necessarily include rape. A person’s tonal may be frightened
away, for instance, by being forced to witness something horrific.

*21n a 2012 study, Nolle et al. found that Latina teenagers who reported suicide attempts saw
their desire to kill themselves as a way to make things better for their loved ones, for many of
these young Latinas saw themselves as burdens at home. Curiously, the teenagers whose
confidence had been breached—through sexual abuse by a family member or being dismissed by
family when reporting sexual abuse, for example—did not want to sacrifice themselves for the
sake of the family. In these cases, a teenager’s decision to kill herself represented her choice to
put her needs first. See Nolle et al., “Sacrificing for the Sake of the Family,” 324. I discuss this
study further in Chapter 1.

* Rollo May, The Meaning of Anxiety (New York: Norton, 1977), 16.

* For a comprehensive study of anxiety, see May, Meaning of Anxiety in which the author
summarizes philosophical interpretations of anxiety. For a critical-race analysis of philosophies
of existence, see Lewis R. Gordon, Existence in Black: An Anthology of Black Existential
Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 1997).



cease being, induces “ontological anxiety.”* Like these philosophers of ontological anxiety,

Louis Althusser, Judith Butler, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Michel Foucault, and Julia
Kristeva posit that subjugation/subjection/subjectification is inherent in all subject formation.*®
All of these philosophers’ theorizations, however, focus on what they understand as a universal
subject and thus neglect the subjectification of people who experience very specific forms of
subjugation and oppression daily due to their race, color, sex, gender identity, nationality,
religion, and ability. They ignore subjects of trauma who really do face death daily. Subjects of
trauma experience symptoms—that is, physiological responses—that are the result of a series of
prolonged, historical and intergenerational (systemic) events. The various manifestations of
systemic oppression are indeed “stressors severe enough to threaten life or make one believe that
one is about to die.”*’ Systemic oppression itself threatens the very existence of people of color.
Maldonado-Torres emphasizes, “[ T]he encounter with death is no extra-ordinary affair, but a
constitutive feature of the reality of colonized and racialized subjects.”* I liken subjects of
trauma to what Maldonado-Torres calls “colonized Dasein,” or what Frantz Fanon refers to as
the damné, the condemned of the earth whose existential reality is, in Fanon’s words, “a
permanent struggle against an omnipresent death.” I focus on the very real invisibility and
devaluation of one subset of the damnés in my consideration of Chicanas as racialized and
gendered subjects who are situated at the bottom of a sociopolitical and economic hierarchy.”

*> May, Meaning of Anxiety. 1 use the pronoun “he” here because the subject in existential
philosophy is overwhelmingly masculine.

* Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatus (Notes Toward an Investigation),
in Lenin and Philosophy, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2001), 85-
126; Judith Butler, “Contingent Foundations: Feminism and the Question of ‘Postmodernism,’”
in Feminist Contentions.: A Philosophical Exchange, ed. Seyla Benhabib, Judith Butler, Drucilla
Cornell, and Nancy Fraser (New York: Routledge, 1995), 35-57; Judith Butler, The Psychic Life
of Power: Theories in Subjection (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997); Gilles
Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus.: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1987); Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” Critical
Inquiry 8, no. 4 (1982): 777-95; Julia Kristeva, The Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1982).

47 Valent, “Definitions of Trauma,” 678-79.

* Maldonado-Torres, “On the Coloniality of Being,” 251.

* Frantz Fanon, 4 Dying Colonialism, trans. Haakon Chevalier (New York: Grove Press, 1965),
128.

% A report on recent 2014 and 2015 statistics on the pay gap for women evidences that Hispanic
or Latina women—which includes Chicanas—have the least median annual earnings any ethnic
group (including American Indians and Alaska Natives, African Americans, Whites [non-
Hispanic], and Asian Americans) and earn less than Hispanic or Latino men. An assessment of
the median weekly earnings of women by race/ethnicity and level of education demonstrates
Hispanic women with a bachelor’s degree or an advanced degree still earn the less than men of
any race and less than women in any other ethnic group (including African Americans, Whites,
and Asian Americans). Hispanic women with less than a high school diploma or some college or
associate degree earn slightly more than African American women, however. See American
Association of University Women, The Simple Truth about the Gender Pay Gap, Spring 2016,
Figures 3, 6, and 7, http://www.aauw.org/research/the-simple-truth-about-the-gender-pay-gap/.
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I should clarify that not every person who has experienced race-, sex-, gender-, or class-
based or perceived life-threatening violence fits into the category of subjects of trauma because
not everyone responds to stressors in the same way. However, every person who fits into this
category shows/demonstrates symptoms of trauma and has simultaneously experienced race-,
sex-, gender-, and class-based violence. Through this defining characteristic of simultaneity, the
concept of subjects of trauma draws attention to people who are systemically assigned the
inferior half of dualistic thinking like White/non-White, male/female, heterosexual/queer,
rich/poor, and able-bodied/differently-abled—where the non-White, female, queer, poor, and
differently-abled halves of an either/or system of thought are deemed inferior by racist,
heteropatriarchal, and capitalist cultures.”’

These binary assignations do not work independently. Instead, as the Combahee River
Collective expressed in 1977, such terms merit “an integrated analysis” that acknowledges “the
major systems of oppression are interlocking.””* The Collective points to a history of rape of
Black women by white men as an example in which Black women’s oppression is neither solely
racial nor solely sexual but both.” In 1989, Kimberlé Crenshaw named this “integrated
analysis,” “intersectionality.””* More recently, Maria Lugones uses the term “coloniality of
gender” to describe “the analysis of racialized capitalist gender oppression.”> Lugones focuses
on subjective-intersubjective relations to explain “the oppressive imposition [of gender] as a
complex interaction of economic, racializing, and gendering systems in which every person at
the colonial encounter can be found, as a live, historical, fully described being.”® These
interlocking systems of oppression—tracism/nationalism, capitalism, and heteropatriarchy—
make up the basis for the trauma of marginalized people I call subjects of trauma.

Narrativizing Trauma

Cultural productions being created by, for, and about women of color during and after the
antiracist and anticolonial movements of the 1960s evidence how such cultural work can bring
audiences to social, political, and spiritual consciousness and thus transform the ways in which
the audience views the self vis-a-vis U.S. society. In Represent and Destroy, Jodi Melamed
tracks how the liberal mulitculturalism of the 1980s and 1990s contained and managed the 1960s
social movements’ deployment of culture “by turning it into aesthetics, identity, recognition, and

>! bell hooks explains that either/or dualistic thinking is a central component of all systems of
domination in Western society. See hooks, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, 2" ed.
(Cambridge, MA: South End Press, 2000), 31.

>2 The Combahee River Collective, “A Black Feminist Statement,” in Moraga and Anzaldia,
This Bridge Called My Back, 234.

> 1bid., 237.

> Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist
Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” University of
Chicago Legal Forum (1989): 139-67.

>> Maria Lugones, “Methodological Notes Toward a Decolonial Feminism,” in Decolonizing
Epistemologies: Latina/o Theology, ed. Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz and Eduardo Mendieta (Bronx,
NY: Fordham University Press, 2011), 77.
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representation.”’ She writes more specifically about cultural productions by women of color
feminists, explaining that liberal multiculturalism—as counterinsurgency—“made it possible to
think that ideas of identity, knowing, and culture coming out of women-of-color feminism [...]
were merely the same as positive pluralism: respect for multiple identities conceived as cultural
property.”® Although these social movements centered different identity groups, “[e]ach
articulated anti-racisms that prioritized collective thriving, material well-being, and self-
determination above liberal-capitalist democracy as usual.””” Multicultural liberalism’s
appropriation and abstraction of the cultural work that emerged during this period ensured the
continuation of psychic colonization, exploitative ethico-economic orders, and transnational
divisions, which the movements sought to undo.

The Hungry Woman, Las Hociconas, and blu resist such appropriation and abstraction, as
they each present audiences with narratives of historical and systemic violence, pain, and trauma.
The subjects of trauma they theatricalize are embodied representations of the effects of an Anglo,
Mexican, and Chicano/a heteropatriarchal culture that splits and fragments bodies, psyches, and
spirits. The Xicana playwrights offer us tactics, or as Chela Sandoval might term them,
“movidas”—not strategies—to decolonize ourselves.®’ These tactics or movidas are short-term
maneuvers that are part of a long-term strategy for structural change. Furthermore, the texts lend
themselves to a forward-thinking analysis of the decolonial possibilities they help us imagine,
and they incite us to consider the effects of writing about ourselves not only for ourselves but for
a transformative movement for liberation. Theater and performance specifically allows for public
storytelling. Since the late 1960s, the central aim of Chicano/a theater has been to form this
collective identity among oppressed mestiza/os of Mexican descent in the United States.'
Chicana and Xicana feminist theater affords women the possibility “to interact with staged
representations of themselves as subjects, accepting or rejecting identification with them.”** For
Chicanas who do not see themselves represented anywhere, Xicana and Chicana feminist theater
functions as a counterhegemonic tool for the oppressed. Moraga illuminates,

Experience first generated through the body returns to the body in the flesh of the stage

performance. In this sense, for me, it is as close to direct political activism as I can get as

an artist, for theater requires the body to make testimony and requires other bodies to
bear witness to it.”’
Unlike novels or stories, Xicana performance allows for physical embodiment of the symptoms
of trauma. It permits the actors and audience to interact wholly through mind, body, and spirit—
albeit in different ways. Moraga also theorizes, “The violation of the collective body is re-

>" Jodi Melamed, Represent and Destroy: Rationalizing Violence in the New Racial Capitalism,
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), xix-xx.
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membered in these staged enactments. Here the pieces of ourselves broken by racist and colonial
incursions are re-collected and reconfigured through an art of social transformation.”®*
“Trauma” itself is a narrative representation of events. Nathaniel V. Mohatt et alia
explain,
To the extent that Aistorical trauma is a narrative representation, it connects histories of
group-experienced traumatic events to present day experiences and contexts, including
the contemporary health of a group or community. Thus, historical trauma operates
through a layering of narrative turns, including trauma as a concept represented in stories,
history as socially endorsed memory, and an internal logic linking history to present
suffering or resilience.®
Xicana theater and performance reconfigures the narrative of Chicana trauma. All three
playwrights I focus on in this dissertation layer Chicana historical trauma with the story of
Coyolxauhqui’s dismemberment by her brother, Huitzilopochtli, and their relationships with
their mother, Coatlicue. The Coyolxauhqui myth functions as a key narrative that explains
Chicanas’ psychic and material conditions. Moraga, Anthony, and Grise use the Coyolxauhqui
story as a reference point to elucidate Chicanas’ fragmented subjectivities. By reconfiguring this
culturally-specific narrative to implicate heteropatriarchy and European colonialism—thus fusing
two tactics of oppositional consciousness Chela Sandoval describes—these teatristas counteract
mainstream imperatives to appropriate or simply ignore Chicana and Xicana feminist critiques of
colonialism and imperialism.66

A (Decolonial) U.S. Third World Queer and Feminist Methodology

At its core, this dissertation is an interdisciplinary decolonial, queer women of color
cultural analysis of Xicana representations of trauma. My examination of theatrical texts relies
on a decolonial feminist methodology that has its roots in U.S. Third world or U.S. women of
color feminist practice. Theorist bell hooks explains feminism as not “a movement” but instead
“movement,” emphasizing the elimination of patriarchy as a process of uncovering past feminist
legacies and continuously engaging dialectical critique of present feminist theory and
organization.®’ Postcolonial thinker Helen Tiffin writes similarly of decolonization:
“Decolonisation is a process, not arrival; it invokes an ongoing dialectic between hegemonic
centrist systems and peripheral subversion of them; between European or British discourses and
their post-colonial dis/mantling.”®® The prefix “de” in “decolonial,” explains Paola Bacchetta,
“has a sense of undoing, and undoing also opens a space for a different kind of doing.”®

“1Ibid., 39.

6 Nathaniel Vincent Mohatt, et. al, “Historical Trauma as Public Narrative: A Conceptual
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129.
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As aforementioned, women of color feminist practice is inherently “decolonial” in its
approach as it aims to undo the imposition of Westernized modes of thinking and existing.”® This
practice recognizes the ways in which research has served as one of imperialism’s and
colonialism’s strategies to control and dominate Indigenous and non-European populations.
Under colonialism, research aimed to define Othered peoples. It defined their status as subhuman
and the validity of their knowledges and cosmologies. My methodology keeps in mind that
research is implicated in, as Linda Tuhiwai Smith argues, “[t]he whole process of colonization
[that] can be viewed as a stripping away of mana (our standing in our own eyes), and an
undermining of rangatiratanga (our ability and right to determine our destinies).”’”' Western
notions of history, writing, and theory must be rethought and reorganized in order to include the
silenced voices of Indigenous and non-European peoples—that is, to restore mana and
rangatiratanga.’”

In its efforts, women of color feminist practice underscores decolonizing methodologies
as not only non-western but also non-academic ways of reading and doing research. Decolonial
methodologies do more than deconstruct Western scholarship, however. Smith writes,

In a decolonizing framework, deconstruction is part of a much larger intent. Taking apart

the story, revealing underlying texts, and giving voice to things that are often known

intuitively does not help people to improve their current conditions. It provides words,

perhaps, an insight that explains certain experiences—but it does not prevent someone

from dying.”
She further emphasizes, “Fragmentation is not an indigenous project, it is something we are
recovering from.”’* In terms of my research project, the decolonial feminist methodology I
employ takes into consideration how colonization as a process created subjects—in the sense of
those who are under dominion of a government or ruling power and thus materially and
psychically shaped by those powers. I follow the path of women-of-color efforts to understand
our daily experiences through an intersectional lens. My dissertation stands apart from a
normative project of deconstruction in that it utilizes a research practice that makes space for the
creation of new selves, subjects-in-process motivated to survive and thrive in the face of
heteropatriarchal, racist, and class-based hatred.”

" Women