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Gritos desde la Frontera: Ana Castillo, 
Sandra Cisneros, and Postmodernism 

Elisabeth Mermann-Jozwiak 
Texas A&M, Corpus Christi 

When the term gained currency in the 1960s, the dominant im- 
age of postmodernism in both academic discourses and in the 
popular imagination was one of elitist "art pour art." Theoretical 
discussions tended to focus on formal and linguistic experimenta- 
tion, and studies as diverse as those by Brian McHale and Ihab 
Hassan identified a list of techniques, including pastiche, bricco- 
lage, appropriation, and misappropriation as defining features of 
postmodernism. Works that presented extreme formalist experi- 
mentation, such as those by Raymond Federman and Marvin 
Cohen, were celebrated as high postmodern achievements, while 
works by women or multicultural artists were conspicuously absent 
in discussions of metafiction, surfiction, or the narcissistic novel.1 
However, at least since the early 1980s, critics have questioned 
such aesthetic postmodernism by investigating intersections 
between postmodernism and multiculturalism. Following Andreas 
Huyssen's statement that "women and minority artists... added a 
whole new dimension to the criticism of high modernism and 
alternative forms of culture" (250), Chicano critics such as Rafael 
Perez-Torres and Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano have sought to relate 
the experimentalism of Chicana texts to their social, cultural, and 
historical contexts and have viewed Chicana cultural productions 
as instances of discursive resistance against dominant ideologies. 
Norma Alarc6n, for instance, has indicated that Chicano works 
engage in textual politics or "revisionary dialogue" with older 
forms of representation (99). Similarly, Perez-Torres describes 
Chicana texts as counterdiscursive, as "writ[ing] through and 
against, not in place of, dominant and dominating discourses" (34). 
As a result, in Alarc6n's words, "a variety of discourses can be 
negated, supplemented, modified, and repeated" (99). 
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Unlike early critics, who focus on formal experimentation in 
their postmodernism criticism, I suggest that postmodernism is a 
cultural politics that exposes the constructed nature of literary and 
social conventions. By focusing on Ana Castillo's novel So Far 
From God (1993) and Sandra Cisneros's short story "Little Mira- 
cles, Kept Promises" (1991), I will demonstrate how these authors 
use an aesthetics of appropriation and pastiche to stage a dialogue 
between Mexican and Anglo-American traditions. Both incorpo- 
rate and deconstruct narratives that derive from diverse cultures: 
Castillo's novel incorporates the family saga and the telenovela 
(Mexican soap operas), and Cisneros's work makes use of the 
short story and Mexican-American oral tradition, specifically that 
of the declamadores. These techniques capture the experiences of 
Mexican-Americans as a constant process of negotiating two 
cultures while simultaneously countering eurocentric notions in 
prose fiction. Their works show that discontinuities in Mexican- 
American experience motivate experimentation and ground their 
fiction in historical and material reality. 

Barbara Kingsolver's 1993 review of Ana Castillo's So Far 
From God draws attention to this generic hybridization when she 
characterizes the novel as "the offspring of a union between One 
Hundred Years of Solitude and 'General Hospital"' (1). Castillo's 
third novel is an outrageous tale about an untraditional Mexican- 
American family in the New Mexico town of Tome. The story 
moves in circular fashion from the death and magical resurrection 
of one of the daughters to her repeated death and resurrection at the 
end. Kingsolver's description foregrounds Castillo's combination 
of elements from both "high" and "low" cultures; the novel is a 
web of intertextual references, blending American literary and 
popular culture with Mexican-American folklore. Castillo draws 
on a variety of genres, including the family saga, the telenovela, 
myth (Pueblo, Apache, and Aztec), cuentos (oral stories), magic 
realism, comedy, tragedy, folkloric elements such as remedios and 
recipes, and religious narratives.2 Such blending of forms high- 
lights issues of representation and of the representability of 
Mexican-American experience in the novel form. 

Family sagas, such as John Galsworthy's Forsyte Saga, a series 
of three novels linked together by the Forsyte family, Thomas 
Mann's Buddenbrooks and his tetralogy Joseph and His Brothers, 
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or Gabriel Garcia Marquez's One Hundred Years of Solitude 
provide a genealogical account of a family, tracing its development 
through several generations over a considerable period of time. 
The genre operates according to a patriarchal capitalist logic: it 
displays a concern with social class, specifically with the preserva- 
tion of the family's lineage, property, propriety, and decorum 
within the context of upper-middle-class values. These values are 
brought into operation through business endeavors, and the charac- 
ters' turns of fortune become a testing ground for their allegiances. 
Intricately related to business and enterprise are romance and 
marriage, which are often seen as a means of ensuring or accumu- 
lating wealth. Finally, a recurring motif is the house as symbol of 
the family (see Ween, Roof, Swales, and Bridgewood). This motif 
allows authors to foreground notions of individual property, and 
reflect an ideology of domesticity about which Ram6n Saldivar 
writes, "domestic narratives have traditionally delineated the space 
of the house as a preeminent symbol of the privatized, sovereign, 
and individual self, plotted and fixed topographically onto a terrain 
of white male values" (183). 

So Far From God parodies the family saga to decenter patriar- 
chal biases inherent in the form; it further critiques individualism 
and constructs a new literary identity characterized by community. 
Like other family sagas, this novel chronicles Sofi's family over a 
long period of time, but this version deviates from the genre in a 
number of ways. Sofi's family is a rather untraditional family, one 
that displaces patriarchy and instead celebrates a matriarchal 
heritage. Sofi is head of the household, house owner, and provider 
for the family, while father Don Domingo is a gambler and mostly 
absent. Sofi and her daughters' lives form the center of the novel: 
Esperanza, the oldest, is a political activist and journalist; Caridad 
is a rural healing woman; Fe is a quester who longs for the Ameri- 
can Dream, financial success, and romance; and Loca is a social 
misfit who cannot be contained by patriarchal ideology. Sofi 
comments on her family's difference: 

God gave me four daughters... and you would have thought that by 
now I would be a content grandmother, sitting back and letting my 
daughters care for me, bringing me nothing but their babies on Sun- 
days to rock on my lap! But no, not my hijitas [daughters]! I had to 
produce the kind of species that flies! (84) 
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days to rock on my lap! But no, not my hijitas [daughters]! I had to 
produce the kind of species that flies! (84) 
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within the context of upper-middle-class values. These values are 
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lating wealth. Finally, a recurring motif is the house as symbol of 
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allows authors to foreground notions of individual property, and 
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of the house as a preeminent symbol of the privatized, sovereign, 
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The novel explicitly mocks a male genealogy; Francisco, Caridad's 
suitor, "was the seventh son but not of a man who was the seventh 
son of his family"; rather, his bloodline is "crooked" (95); Fe's 
husband's family has seriously been "affected by the many genera- 
tions of males in isolation" to the point that they have acquired the 
affliction of bleating (176); and dofia Dolores lost all babies due to 
"a rare bone disease they inherited through the father's bloodline" 
(20). 

Sofi's family is further distinguished from traditional models of 
the family saga in that it extends beyond biological bloodlines. 
Whereas Buddenbrooks, for instance, portrays outside influences 
or inappropriate marriages as threatening to the family's integrity, 
So Far From God depicts the boundaries between inside and 
outside as highly permeable. Doina Felicia, Caridad's mentor and 
guide, becomes part of the family and comes to call Caridad her 
daughter (52). Even animals are included in Sofi's household. The 
novel begins with Sofi waking up "at twelve midnight to the 
howling and neighing of the five dogs, six cats, and four horses, 
whose custom it was to go freely in and out of the house" (19). 
Since Loca has developed an aversion for people, animals, includ- 
ing two dogs named after Flintstone characters Fred and Wilma, 
are her only and constant companions. In comic juxtapositions, 
family members are listed in the same breath as animals: shortly 
after her resurrection Loca "kept away from her other sisters, her 
mother, and the animals" (28). 

Moreover, in contrast to the individualism reflected in the para- 
digmatic family saga, Castillo's version constructs a new literary 
identity based on collectivity by portraying the women in the 
family as community builders. After a series of misfortunes, 
Caridad, for instance, gains the community's respect by becoming 
a curandera, while Sofia, towards the end of the novel, proclaims 
herself the mayor of Tome, only to initiate a cooperative "sheep- 
grazing and wool-weaving" project which ties each member of the 
community to all the others. The impoverished farming community 
collectively shares the profits from the enterprise. As we will see 
later on, Sofia's family is acted on by global political and eco- 
nomic forces, but as the founder of organizations and mayor of 
Tome, Sofi transforms the world around her. With this optimistic 
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ending, Castillo defies the popular image of Mexican-American 
women as victims of social and political forces and instead builds 
on their long-standing tradition of community involvement.3 In 
postmodern fashion, she shows how, through micropolitical 
agencies and local forms of intervention, transformations can occur 
from such traditionally female spaces as the house, the kitchen, and 
the yard. Castillo thus renders tile ideology of domesticity-the 
separation of public from private sphere-defunct .4 

So Far From God is an ironic revision of the family saga's 
patriarchal focus as well as its portrayal of male middle-class 
individuals. It revises the portrayal of male individuals as political 
personages who, due to class privilege, are major actors in the 
public arena. To foreground class issues, Castillo's novel engages 
in an intertextual dialogue with Louisa May Alcott's Little Women, 
published in 1868, and itself a revision of the family saga in that it 
presents a family without men. In Little Women, Marmee wisely 
governs a household of four girls: Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy. Father 
is absent as a chaplain in the war and appears only through his 
letters to the family. Since Marmee's family, like Sofi's, is poor 
due to a change in fortune, social class is a constant theme. Part of 
the girls' socialization process is to emulate the little pilgrims of 
Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress by shouldering their burdens, and 
forgetting about their vanities. Bunyan's Christian allegory points 
to the lesson the girls have to learn: how to transcend poverty and 
the social stigma attached to it through spirituality. Marmee 
defines success for the girls through "energy, industry, and inde- 
pendence" (35). Thus Alcott's novel is a tableaux of a domestic 
idyll; the family is a bulwark against a chaotic world characterized 
by war and poverty. Its fortune depends on unity; as one of the 
girls says, "Rich or poor, we will keep together and be happy in 
one another" (36). 

The 1868 novel provides a foil for Sofi's family because it clari- 
fies Castillo's project of demystifying the spiritual transcendence 
of poverty and dispossession that the older novel advocates.5 As in 
Little Women, Sofi's home is the rock that grounds the girls' 
existence. Even Fe, who longs to escape from what she regards as 
her dysfunctional family, desires to return to the house when she is 
dying: "Fe found herself wanting to go nowhere else but back to 
her mom and La Loca and even to the animals to die just before 
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her twenty-seventh birthday. Sofi's chaotic home became a sanctu- 
ary from the even more incomprehensible world" (171-72). The 
rock, however, is an unstable one; the house that has been a home 
for Sofi's family for generations is gambled away by Don Do- 
mingo. For Sofi, the traditional value system collapses: 

Sofi had devoted her life to being a good daughter, a good wife, and a 
good mother, or at least had given it all a hell of a good try.... Now 
there was no mother to honor, no father to respect, no 'jitas to sacri- 
fice for, no rancho to maintain, and no land left to work. Nothing to 
look out for no more. (218) 

Castillo quite clearly places Sofi's dispossession within the context 
of institutionalized ethnic and gender politics. Comadre Rita 
empathizes with her and adds her own story of loss: 

First the gringos took most of our land away when they took over the 
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is a sensationalist genre where credibility of plot and characters is 
sacrificed for effect. Like a telenovela, the novel has an episodic 
structure; each chapter/episode forms a coherent whole revolving 
around a major crisis; the plot is connected through coincidence; 
and there are multiple subplots, interludes, and detours. 

Like the characters in a telenovela,6 Sofi's family undergoes all 
manner of plausible and implausible transformations: Sofi is twice 
deserted by her husband and loses all of her children. Esperanza, 
the oldest and a reporter, is killed on a mission in Saudi Arabia. 
Caridad almost dies from an attack of a malogra, a mythical figure 
that haunts and hurts little girls who wander too far, but experi- 
ences a "Holy Restoration" (80), becomes clairvoyant, lives in a 
cave for a year, has a lesbian interest, and is followed by a "saint" 
who forces her to take a Thelma-and-Louise-like dive off a cliff. 
Fe lets out a scream that lasts a whole year after her fiance deserts 
her. She quits her job at the bank and becomes a factory worker, 
only to die of cancer from working with radioactive materials. 
Finally, Loca is afflicted with both AIDS and epilepsy and twice 
rises from the dead. This tall tale nevertheless presents a serious 
political and social commentary: through both realistic and unreal- 
istic events, Castillo paints a panoramic picture of Mexican- 
American women in American society.7 Castillo's novel demon- 
strates that life is as outrageous for Mexican-American women as 
fiction. 

Castillo further uses conventions of the telenovela to parody its 
underlying assumptions and the normative behaviors it projects. 
Thematically, telenovelas revolve around a family and typically 
portray a poor but worthy girl's rise to marriage and wealth. As 
Antonio V. Menendez Alarc6n has argued, the telos of the 
telenovela equals material success and heterosexual romance. 
"Progress and social change in these shows," he notes, "are limited 
to individual access to economic power and social position" (62). 
The novel cleverly deflates the telenovela's assumptions of ro- 
mance. The title to chapter six reads, "How in '49 Sofia Got Swept 
Off Her Feet by Domingo's Clark Gable Mustache" (103). The 
following chapter, however, presents an ironic inversion of ro- 
mance; after focusing on Sofi and Domingo's budding love affair, 
young Sofi's high expectations, and the couple's elopement, it 
foregrounds their subsequent estrangement produced by his 
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gambling and escape. Their life together is described in rather anti- 
climactic terms: "They acted like a couple who had actually been 
together for the better part of their nearly 35-year marriage and had 
become so used to each other that they didn't even notice one 
another no more, like an old chair in the comer of the room" (109). 

Most importantly, the novel critiques the idea of individual pro- 
gress through Fe who, like Alcott's little pilgrims, longs to shape 
her life into a success story and to lift herself up from herfamilia 
through her work ethic. Her sense of reality derives from TV, and, 
as Fe herself professes, she desires nothing more than to "have a 
life like people do on TV" (189). The novel depicts a succession of 
tragic failures, as she is jilted by her fiance, demoted by the 
Savings and Loans, and betrayed by Acme International, the 
company that ironically recalls the one from which Road Runner 
obtains his array of explosives. Finally, and in contrast to the 
promise of social status and acclaim through wealth, the novel 
inverts the telenovela's paradigm of the good person who triumphs 
at the end by elevating Loca, the social outcast and androphobe. 
After her death from AIDS, Sofi founds yet another organization 
for Mothers of Martyrs and Saints (M.O.M.A.S.), and people 
revere Loca as a saint. As she exposes the family saga's reproduc- 
tion of patriarchal and capitalist ideologies, Castillo critiques the 
telenovela's social function as, in Elizabeth Lozano's words, 
"pedagogical and enculturating discourse" (207), which facilitates 
social development. 

While Castillo in So Far From God takes liberties with the 
novel form, Cisneros experiments with the short story. "Little 
Miracles, Kept Promises," her most frequently anthologized piece 
of prose fiction, constructs a dialogue between the written short- 
story genre and Mexican-American oral traditions to focus on the 
discontinuities in the lives of Chicanos/as. In an interview with 
Reed Way Dasenbrook and Feroza Jussawalla, Cisneros has 
suggested her interest in innovation: "I'm just not taken by the 
linear novel form.... I'm much more interested in something new 
happening to literature" (304). As a result, she turns to the short 
story, a "minor" genre, according to Mary Louise Pratt, which 
precisely because of its status as a lesser genre, has greater poten- 
tial for experimentation in subject-matter and style (181, 187). 
Renato Rosaldo, speaking of short story cycles, echoes this as- 
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social development. 

While Castillo in So Far From God takes liberties with the 
novel form, Cisneros experiments with the short story. "Little 
Miracles, Kept Promises," her most frequently anthologized piece 
of prose fiction, constructs a dialogue between the written short- 
story genre and Mexican-American oral traditions to focus on the 
discontinuities in the lives of Chicanos/as. In an interview with 
Reed Way Dasenbrook and Feroza Jussawalla, Cisneros has 
suggested her interest in innovation: "I'm just not taken by the 
linear novel form.... I'm much more interested in something new 
happening to literature" (304). As a result, she turns to the short 
story, a "minor" genre, according to Mary Louise Pratt, which 
precisely because of its status as a lesser genre, has greater poten- 
tial for experimentation in subject-matter and style (181, 187). 
Renato Rosaldo, speaking of short story cycles, echoes this as- 

gambling and escape. Their life together is described in rather anti- 
climactic terms: "They acted like a couple who had actually been 
together for the better part of their nearly 35-year marriage and had 
become so used to each other that they didn't even notice one 
another no more, like an old chair in the comer of the room" (109). 
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gress through Fe who, like Alcott's little pilgrims, longs to shape 
her life into a success story and to lift herself up from herfamilia 
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sessment: "the formal marginality of short story cycles enables 
them to become arenas for experimentation, the development of 
alternative visions. .. . Marginal genres thus are often the site of 
political innovation and cultural creativity" (88). And indeed, 
imagistic episodic vignettes have become the hallmark of 
Cisneros's fiction.8 

"Little Miracles" differs from more traditional short stories 
with their linear plot development and conflict-resolution structure 
in that it is plotless; it has no central narrator or character and is 
made up of twenty-three peticiones, pleading notes people leave 
together with small gifts or "miracles" (milagritos) in churches 
requesting saintly intervention. No narrative commentary frames 
the notes, and only the shrine provides a structural center connect- 
ing them. Through its large cast of characters and polyphony of 
voices, the story explodes the unity of impression that is character- 
istic of Poe-esque short stories, and at the same time challenges 
constructions of a singular and homogeneous Chicano subject; 
instead, these petitions reflect heterogeneity through the multiplic- 
ity of concerns and tensions evident in the lives of Chicanas and 
Chicanos. Each note provides a moment, a glimpse, and is highly 
provisional. Taken together, the vignettes present a panoramic 
picture of Mexican-American culture in rural and poverty-stricken 
South Texas. Barbara Harlowe's observation that the House on 
Mango Street is filled with "stories which recount the short histo- 
ries of the neighborhood's inhabitants embedded in the larger 
history of Hispanic immigration, relocation, and political dis- 
placement in the U.S." (161), curiously fits this story as well. 

Much of the effect of "Little Miracles" derives from the dis- 
crepancy between the formality commonly associated with prayers 
and the everyday language in which her characters articulate their 
desires to the saints. The prayers reveal a multiplicity of tones, 
ranging from serious to comic, and reflect the characters' different 
predicaments. While a grandmother prays for the healing of her 
two-year-old cancer-stricken granddaughter, another petitioner 
writes, 

Saint Jude, patron saint of lost causes, 
Help me pass my English 320, British Restoration 
Literature class and everything to turn out ok. 

Eliberto Gonzailes Dallas. (124) 
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Or here is the fierce voice of Ms. Barbara Ybaines: 

Dear San Antonio de Padua, 
Can you please help me find a man who isn't a pain in the nalgas. 

There aren't any in Texas, I swear. Especially not in San Antonio.... 
I'll turn your statue upside down until you send him to me. (117-18) 

The story's focus on voice and its creation of Mexican- 
American characters through their linguistic habits constitutes an 
attempt at capturing Chicano/a vernacular speech and infuses the 
text with an oral quality.9 Other stylistic features help recreate this 
oral quality. The above excerpts show the linguistic code- 
switching characteristic of Mexican-American speech, as do Fito 
Moroles's words, "Thank you por el milagro de haber graduado de 
high school" (123). Lack of punctuation in one note results in a 
Joycean interior monologue. Use of caps in another signals Leo- 
cadia's desperate outcry for the healing of her granddaughter. 
Informal sentence structures, slang, dialectal use of pronouns, and 
expletives further capture the sounds of oral speech, as in "Oh 
Seven African Powers, come on, don't be so bad. Let my Illinois 
Lottery ticket win" (119). Further, the use of apostrophe in the 
form of direct addresses to the saints creates the impression of 
direct communication. 

Cisneros's recreation of the phonetic and syntactic patterns of 
spoken language aligns "Little Miracles" with oral and ethnopoetic 
traditions, specifically that of the declamadores, in the recitation 
and performance of an author's work. This tradition finds easier 
transmission in poetry and plays, as in Carmen Tafolla's poem 
"Los Corts (5 Voices)," written in five monologues, and in Denise 
Chavez's short play Novena Narrativas y Ofrendas Nuevomexica- 
nas, nine introspective personal narrations by Mexican-American 
characters of different ages and backgrounds. Similar to Cisneros's 
story, Chavez's monologues revolve around the Virgin and record 
the characters' "hopes, dreams, and devotions" (85). Nonetheless, 
the large cast of characters, the series of monologues, and the 
creation of characters through their voices provide Cisneros's 
informal notes with a dramatic quality.10 In the declamatory 
tradition, the pieces perform the voices of Mexican-Americans, 
their hopes, and their sorrows as they come to pray at the shrine. 
Through their narrations, these characters become authors of their 
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stories, exert agency, and validate their experiences. As a result of 
capturing their voices, the story deconstructs dominant ideological 
discourses of Mexican-Americans as mere victims of society. 

The story's multiple character-narrators require constant reposi- 
tioning on the part of the reader due to the gaps between letters, 
shifts from speaker to speaker, and new locations. Each piece in 
itself reveals, upon close reading, many hidden tensions. For 
instance, Amulfo Contreras's plea that the Tortilleria la Casa de la 
Masa pay him the $253.72 they own him for two weeks' work 
reveals the exploitative conditions many Mexican-Americans 
suffer in a capitalist economy that uses them as cheap labor: he 
made less than $2 an hour. Similarly, Adelfa Vasquez's prayer is 
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that don't eat. Since the fire we have to start all over again and Lalo's 
disability check ain't much and don't go far. Zulema would like to 
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the promise of the American Dream and education for all. The 
letter specifically calls attention to the situation of some Mexican- 
American girls who as teenagers perform maternal functions for 
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The very short final petition is preceded by a monologue, the 
voice of Rosario De Leon, that disrupts the flow of the piece: it 
halts the prayers that we have become accustomed to reading and 
draws attention to the margins and gaps between the petitions, to 
the processes, conflicts, and negotiations behind the product. The 
subject of the monologue is one woman's self-reflexive negotiation 
with the dual cultures in which she lives. She attempts to come to 
terms with the Virgin of Guadalupe, herself a blending of Spanish 
and Indian traditions, and an icon that speaks to the construction of 
racial, cultural, and gender identity. Rosario rejects the self- 
sacrifice that the Virgin seems to demand: "I couldn't see you 
without seeing my ma each time my father came home drunk and 
yelling, blaming everything that ever went wrong in his life on her. 
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I couldn't look at your folded hands without seeing my abuela 
mumbling, 'My son, my son, my son"' (127). 

In her desire to reinvent herself, a process which Cisneros de- 
scribes elsewhere as "taking from tradition that which nurtures and 
abandoning the element which would mean our self-destruction" 
("I Can Live" 5), Rosario breaks up the monolithic image of the 
Virgin and revises her as Aztec warrior queen: 

I wanted you bare-breasted, snakes in your hands. I wanted you 
leaping and somersaulting the backs of bulls. I wanted you swallow- 
ing raw hearts and rattling volcanic ash. I wasn't going to be my 
mother or my grandma. All that self-sacrifice, all that silent suffering. 
Hell no. Not here. Not me. (127) 

Earth-boundedness in the symbology of the Nahuatl, the Mexican 
and central Indian tribes of which the Aztecs were one, contrasts 
with the spirituality the Virgin of Guadalupe represents. Rosario's 
process of negotiation ends with insight: 

How I finally understood who you are. No longer Mary the mild, but 
our mother Tonantzin. That you could have the power to rally a 
people when a country was born, and again during civil war, and 
during a farmworkers' strike in California made me think maybe 
there is power in my mother's patience, strength in my grandmother's 
endurance. (128) 

Rosario superimposes Mexican goddesses, such as Tonantzin 
(earth goddess), Tlazolteotl (goddess of carnal sin, love, and 
confession), or Coatlicue (earth goddess) onto the image of the 
Virgin, juxtaposing them with the Spanish Nuestra Seniora de los 
Remedios and Nuestra Seiora del Perpetua Socorro. 1 Thus 
Rosario comes to understand the Virgin of Guadalupe as a syn- 
cretic construct, one that signals both self-sacrifice and resistance 
against dominant ideology and imperialism. In the process, Rosario 
appropriates and brings together a jumble of cultural allusions that 
points out the constructed nature of myths and is at the same time 
symptomatic of mestiza consciousness. Rosario concludes, "I 
wasn't ashamed then, to be my mother's daughter, my grand- 
mother's granddaughter, my ancestor's child" (128). In the words 
of Jean Wyatt: "Rosario rejects Guadalupe, re-examines her, 
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embraces her, and finally reconstructs her as a figure that she can 
understand, live with, and use as a model. To revise the traditional 
icons is to empower oneself' (266). 

These two Chicana texts by Castillo and Cisneros illustrate the 
constant process of revision, mediation, negotiation, and 
transformation dictated by life on the border. Straddling two 
antithetical cultures means, in Pat Mora's poem "Legal Alien," 
"sliding back and forth/between the fringes of both worlds," an 
enabling and oppressive movement that exemplifies the 
postmoder condition where unitary systems of values or stable 
centers of reference no longer exist and the creation of new ideolo- 
gies and genres is imperative. I read these texts as postmoder 
double-voiced and palimpsestic discourses, speaking from both 
sides of the border and signifying the dialectic relationship among 
Mexican (ethnic) and other traditions to express the multiple 
identities of Chicana mestizaje. Castillo's novel and Cisneros's 
short story are inclusive works, texts that incorporate and include, 
that write through and across the social, political, and cultural 
forces that work against Mexican-Americans. Their blending of 
genres, family saga and telenova, and short story and tradicion 
declamar, suggests a blending of cultures, histories, and epistemes. 

In the process, So Far From God and "Little Miracles" also 
modify mainstream theoretical paradigms of postmodernism as an 
aesthetic and ahistorical practice. While postmoderism with its 
emphasis on the local, the margins, and difference has created 
spaces for Chicanas to speak from, Chicana writing, together with 
that of other women and people of color, has contributed to creat- 
ing a multicultural, political version of postmoderism. These 
pieces of prose fiction depict radical experimentation yet no 
ahistorical play of signifier. Both texts foreground historical 
discontinuities that characterize Chicana literature and that account 
for its textual disruptions. A consideration of these Chicana texts 
within the framework of postmodernism undoes the all-too- 
familiar binary opposition between aesthetics and politics, between 
postmodernism and political engagement 
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discontinuities that characterize Chicana literature and that account 
for its textual disruptions. A consideration of these Chicana texts 
within the framework of postmodernism undoes the all-too- 
familiar binary opposition between aesthetics and politics, between 
postmodernism and political engagement 
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Notes 

I gratefully acknowledge the assistance of a Texas A&M University, Corpus 
Christi, Organized Research Grant, which provided me with the time and 
financial resources to research and write this essay. I would also like to thank 
the anonymous reviewers of MELUS for their insights and critiques of an earlier 
draft of this essay. 

1. In his list of "significant postmodern artists," all of whom are male, Jameson 
mentions Ishmael Reed as the only person of color (118). The tendency to 
exclude women and multicultural artists from discussions of"high" postmodern- 
ism continues in more recent publications. Thus Hite's essay mentions only two 
women (Kathy Acker and Joanna Russ) and two African American males (Reed 
and Samuel Delaney). Lucy's book-length survey includes only Kathy Acker. 
Feminist revisionist narratives of postmodernism such as those by Barr and 
Waugh focus exclusively on works by white women writers. 
2. While this essay specifically examines the novel's relation to the family saga 
and telenova, the palimpsestic nature of the text evokes multiple intertexts. 
Folkloric elements such as remedios and recipes in Castillo's novel recall a 
tradition of nuevo mexicana writers, specifically Fabiola Cabeza de Baca 
Gilbert's The Good Life: New Mexico Traditions and Food (1949), which 
combines creative tales about a mythic family living in an isolated village in 
New Mexico with recipes for the preparation of traditional foods. Parallels to 
this text deserve a more extended discussion than is possible here. Most 
obviously, Castillo evokes early Christian legends that took Greek goddess Sofia 
and her daughters and turned them into martyrs (Castillo, "An Interview with 
Ana Castillo" 21, and "A MELUS Interview" 146-47). Beral elaborates on the 
parallel of Fe, Esperanza, and Caridad (Faith, Hope, and Charity), three saints 
who were venerated in the early Christian Church for their reported martyrdom 
in Rome under Hadrian (24). 
3. See Sanchez for a discussion of traditions of community activism among 
Mexican-American women (6) and also Rebolledo and Rivero for an overview 
of traditional images of the "Chile queen" (saloon woman) or the enduring, self- 
sacrificing mother (1). Moreover, Saeta's interviews with Ana Castillo shed 
some light on the evolution of Sofia's activism in previous drafts of the novel, 
which originated in the short story "Loca Santa" (19). In one version Sofia, in 
analogy to early Christian mythology, ends up crying on the grave of her three 
martyred daughters. Castillo comments: "But my agent who was reading the 
manuscript commented that 'Well, this is very depressing. You know, you 
promised Norton a happy ending.' So I thought, 'what would she [Sofia] do to 
change that, particularly as a religious figure. What would she do?' She takes 
over, she doesn't submit to that point in history when patriarchy took over her 
authority" ("An Interview" 21 and "A MELUS Interview" 147). 
4. De Lauretis has pointed out that in the postmoder age, effective resistance 
can occur on a local rather than global level: "With respect to gender, new 
constructions "can be posed ... in the micropolitical practices of daily life and 
daily resistances that afford both agency and sources of power" (24). See also 
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Ortega and Sterbach for a discussion of politics from the kitchen table as a 
characteristic of Latina literature (17). 
5. Other parallels and points of departure are Beth's prolonged and saintly death, 
which provides a foil for Loca's death and veneration as a saint at the end of 
Castillo's novel. While Beth's character is firmly rooted in a Victorian context 
of True Womanhood, ironically Loca, despite her lack of contact with people, 
dies of AIDS. Another point of departure is that So Far From God depicts 
women's lives beyond and outside of marriage. Only Fe gets married for reasons 
of propriety, and all the daughters die in rapid succession. 
6. In fact, the names of the novel's characters recall a Mexican telenovela "Fe, 
Esperanza y Caridad" with allegorically named characters representing socially 
sanctioned feminine virtues. Caridad always helps the poor in church while 
Castillo's Caridad shows charity as a curandera; Fe leads a very religious life 
while, ironically, materialism is the religion of Castillo's Fe; and Esperanza's 
optimism parallels the political activism of Castillo's Esperanza. I would like to 
thank Liliana Castafieda-Rossmann for pointing out these parallels. 
7. In an interview with NPR's Noah Adams, Castillo vouches for the plausibility 
of her account of Mexican-American life. She recalls countering her editor's 
disbelief by saying "you would be surprised how little I made up, I had to make 
up... [some of it] is part of the local folklore, the malogra that attacks Caridad 
in the middle of the night on the crossroads, it's one of these universal terrors at 
night that men have reported." See also Castillo's comments in her interview 
with Milligan. 
8. Brady also focuses on the experimentalism in Cisneros's prose fiction and 
points out their resemblance to contemporary gay fiction, termed 'loiterature' by 
Ross Chambers (119-24). 
9. In her interview with Dasenbrook and Jussawalla, Cisneros has professed her 
interest in the poetry of the spoken word: "So. . . I was like a linguist roaming 
around listening to people. Sometimes I was more concerned with the how than 
the what of what they said. . . . Being in Texas and listening to how people 
speak in Texas brought me back to my original love, and that is the rhythm of 
the spoken word" (291). See also Pratt for a discussion of orality as a trend in 
contemporary short stories (189). 
10. Significantly, Cisneros has discussed plans to adapt the story into a play ("A 
Reading"). 
11. For a discussion of the rival cults of the Virgen de Guadalupe and Nuestra 
Sefiora de los Remedios, as well as their relation to Nahua goddesses, see 
Herrera-Sobek, especially chapter three. 
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