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Abstract: "Texas Border Narratives As Cultural Critique"”

The object of my essay is to trace, in detail, the devel opnent
of a single Anerican nyth. "Mth," wites Richard Slotkin, "is a
set of narrative formulas that acquire through specifiablé hi st ori cal
action a significant ideological charge.” The dom nant thenes of
the "frontier myth" in South Texas, as we wll see below in our
di scussion of Walter Prescott Webb, Anerico Paredes, Tonas Rivera,
and Rol ando Hi nojosa, are those that center on a conception of
American history as a heroic-scal e Texas Ranger-Chi cano war,

pitting race agai nst race.



Texas Border Narratives as Qultural Critique

""Qulture' is always relational, between subjects in
relations of power.... Culture is contested, tenporal,
and energent."

—Janmes difford

The object of this essay is to trace, in detail, the
devel opnent of a single American nyth, and to offer a critical
interpretation of its neanings. Mth, Richard Slotkin wites, is
"a set of narrative fornulas that acquire through specifiable
historical action a significant ideological charge."' The doni nant
thenes of the "frontier nyth" in south Texas, as we wll see bel ow
in our discussion of Walter Prescott Webb, Angrico Paredes, Tonds
Rivera, and Rolando Hinojosa, are those that center on the
conception of Anmerican history as a heroic-scale Texas

Ranger-Chicano war, pitting race against race.

Américo Paredes' "Wth Hs Pistol in H.s_ Hand": A Border

Ballad and its Hero (1958), Tomas Rivera's y no se lo trago la
tierra (1971), Rolando Hnojosa's Klail Cty Death Trip Series,
(1973-1987), I nés Her nandez- Tovar' s "Sara Estella RamTez:
20t h-century Texas- Mexican Poet" (1984), Jose Linon's "The Return
of the Mexican Ballad" (1986), Renato Rosaldo's "Politics,
Patriarch's and Laughter” (1986), this working paper series, and

this essay—all these texts participate in the ongoi ng conversation




of Anerican culture. In The Phil osophy of Literary Form Kenneth
Bur ke once described the conversatf on in the follow ng manner:

| magi ne that you enter a parlor. You cone |ate. Wen you

arrive, others have long preceded you, and they are

engaged in a heated discussion too heated for themto pause

and tell you exactly what it is about.... You listen for

a while, until you decide that you have caught the tenor

of the argument; then you put in your oar. Someone answers;

you answer him another comes to your defense; anot her

aligns hinself against you, to either the enbarrassnent

or gratification of your opponent, depending upon the

quality of your ally's assistance. However, the discussion

is interm nable. The hour grows late, you nust depart. And

you do depart, with the discussion still vigorously in

progr ess. 22

Burke's wonderful allegory depicts the cultural conversation
as a series of rhetorical exchanges, with people asserting,
questioning, answering, defending, attacking, and sometimes
changing their positions. It is an unending conversation. Burke's
allegory also contains rhetorical battles and skirmishes,
rhetorical allies and enemies, rhetorical war, and struggles for
persuasive power. But so that we don't become too entangled, with
pistols in hand, Burke supplies a nice twist in his discussion of
the cultural conversation: he places the verbal contests in a
genteel parlor setting.

Kenneth Burke's allegory of rhetorical politics will prove
useful for framing our analysis of contemporary Texas Border

narratives. Here, | want to examine the cultural conversation in



and around Chicano narratives, paying particular attention to the
political and ideological rhetoric of the text and the way its
argunents relate both to the larger institutional quarrels of the
1940s, 1950s, and 1960s in south Texas, and to academ c di scussions
of the American canon in the 1980s. M/ presentation |ocates Chicano
Border narratives within the debates over white supremacy in Texas
and the Southwest, when these texts were first published.

At the outset, l|let ne enphasize that Literature's relationship
to ideology, institutional practices, and cultural critique is
quite conpl ex. But as Steven Milloux suggests in a recent study
of Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn, a text "can be a topic in the
cultural conversation, or it can be a participant who is notivated
by and has effects on the conversation. As a participant, a
literary text can take up the ideological rhetoric of its
hi storical nonment—the rhetoric of political speeches, newspaper
editorials, book reviews, scholarly treatises, and so forth—-and
place it on a fictional stage. Readers thus becone spectators at a
rhetorical performance."® Wth Burke's and Mailloux's ideas of the
cultural conversation and the rhetoric of the text as perforned
ideology in mnd, we can turn to sone of the staged argunents in
contenporary Texas Border narratives. Specifically, | argue that
there has been in south Texas between 1958 and 1987 a uni que Texas
Mexi can intellectual and artistic response to the Wiite Suprenaci st
schol arship of the 1930s and 1940s by Walter Prescott Wbb and his
followers. Increasingly in the years after 1958, the "official”
White Supremacist tradition of Walter Prescott Webb in Texas was
progressively denystified and negated by Americo Paredes, Tonas

Ri vera, and Rol ando H fioj osa, anong ot hers.



1. Ideological Rhetoric in Texas

"[ Mexi cans are] vaguely considered as degenerate and
degraded Spaniards; it is at least, equally correct to think
of themas inproved and Christianized Indians. In their
tastes and social instincts, they approximate the African.
The difference between them and the Negro is smaller,
and is less felt, | believe, than that between the
nort hern and sout hern European races."”

—rederick Law A nsted, Journey Through Texas: O a

Saddl e-Trip to' the Southwestern Frontier. 1857

"I thought | could shoot Mexicans as well as | could shoot
| ndians, or deer, or turkey; and so | rode away to war."
—Creed Taylor, remniscing about his role in the struggle

bet ween Texas and Mexi co

"Then the Rangers rode onto the field of San Jacinto where
the Mexicans lay dead in piles. Smthw ck said the buzzards
and coyotes gathered to the feast, eating the horses but
refusing the Mexicans because of their peppery skins.”

—Wal ter Prescott Wbb, The Texas Rangers (1935)

"Ask the Apache the why of his going,
Ask the Comanche, he's not know ng;
Question the Mexican thief and marauder

Wiy his respect for the great Texas border;




Question themall, these beaten-back strangers,

Wiite-lipped they' Il trenble and whisper, 'The Rangers!'
—Al bert Ednmund Tronbly, "Texas Rangers"
"Then said Gegorio Cortez, Wth his pistol in his hand,

Ah, so many nounted Rangers/Just to take one Mexican."

—El Corrido de Gegorio Cortez"
"[There were many] 'rocky tinmes' in Texas between Texi cans and
Mexi cans. "

—J. Frank Dobie, A Vaquero of the Brush Country (1929)

Américo Paredes "Wth Hs Pistol in H.s Hand": A Border Ballad

and Its Hero appeared in 1958 in the mdst of a long, heated
political quarrel over what U S. historian, Walter Prescott Wbb,
anong others, had to say about Mexicans in the United States. By
the end of the 19th-century, the ideological rhetoric of white
supremacy dom nated southern and southwestern politics, and
eventual |y becanme institutionalized in state discourses, |aws, and
narratives regulating relations by whites and non-whites,
especially Blacks and Chicanos. As we know, Wilter Prescott Wbb
was one of the |eading spokespersons of the institutionalized
racism of this period. As one of his close friends, N Furnman,
said, Walter Prescott Whbb "subconsciously... had the Al ano-Texas
Ranger chauvinistic nyth deeply engraved."*" Throughout \Webb's book,
The Texas Rangers: A Frontier's Defense (1935), for exanple, he

characterized Mexicans in the followng manner: "W t hout



di sparagenent, there is a cruel streak in the Mexican nature, or so
the history would lead to believe. This cruelty may be a heritage
fromthe Spanish of the Inquisition; it may, and doubtless should,
be attributed partly to the Indian blood...."5>

Al t hough Walter Prescott Wbb had proposed the integration of
Bl acks into the Texas State H storical Association, he, like other
native Wiite Supremacists in Texas, had a profound prejudice
agai nst Mexi cans on both sides of the Border. Sentences as | quoted
above in The Texas Rangers illustrates Wbb's regional stereotyping
of Mexicans. To understand the cultural conversation in Texas nore
fully, then, it is inportant to exam ne Whbb's institutional study
of the Texas Rangers.

VWhen, in 1918, Walter Prescott Wwbb joined the History
Department's Faculty at the University of Texas at Austin, he began
doing scholarly research on the institution of the Rangers, which
culmnated in his MA thesis on the Texas Rangers. Years later, in
1935, he published his institutional history of the Rangers with an
East Coast press (Houghton M fflin Co.) in Canbridge,
Massachussetts. Al nost  overnight, Wbb's study on the Texas
Rangers becanme, in the words of one witer, "acknowl edged as the
definitive study on this frontier |aw enforcenent agency."®

Wth a Southern White Supremacist orientation, Wbb traced the
changing functions of the Texas Rangers, from the "heroic" roles
they played in frontier and Border Comunities in the 1830s, to
their institutional reorganization in 1935 when a Texas Mexican
State representative, J.T. Canales, fromBrownsville, Texas led an
investigation of the Texas Rangers' abuse of power as "peace

officers."”’



Al t hough Webb's "objective" and "disinterested" institutional
hi story of the Texas Rangers was filled, in the author's own words,
"wWwth deadening facts," The Texas Rangers soon becane a popul ar
academ c best seller. Wbb's description of the Rangers as "very
quiet, deliberate gentle person[s]" [Whbb: ix] becane so popular in
fact that Paranmount Studios purchased the filmrights for $11, 000,
a fee that undoubtedly nade Professor Wbb's depression days at the
University of Texas at Austin easier to bear. Par anount St udi os,
it nmust be enphasized, nmade a Western out of Wbb' s study, even
using Webb's original title. The Texas Rangers, the novie, 95
mnutes in length, was directed by King Vidor—he al so had produced
such classics as Billy the Kid. Fred MacMurray, Jack Qakie, LIoyd
Nol an, and Elena Martinez were the featured "stars." Not
surprisingly, this novie was nade in association with the state's
centennial celebration. A nediocre sequel, The Texas Rangers Ride
Again, was issued in 1941 with Jean Howard and Ellen Drew. The 1936
original was remade as Streets of Laredo in 1949, with WIliam
Rol den, Macdonald Carey, and WIliam Bendix in starring roles.
Unfortunately, the racial strife that existed between Mexicans and
the Texas Rangers was characteristically absent in both Wbb's and -
Hol | ywood' s dashing and daring portrayal of the Texas Rangers. To
understand the undersi de of Texas Ranger history in nore detail, we
need to examine the cultural work of Américo Paredes, Tomas Rivera,
and Rol ando Hi nojosa as socially synbolic responses to Walter
Prescott Webb.

Into this institutional and rhetorical context cane the
opposi tional voice of Anerico Paredes, a Texas Mexican, from south

Texas, the son of a revolutionary father who "rode a raid or two




wWith Catarino Garza."®° By the 1930s, Anerico Paredes was a superb
singer of corridos, or ballads, and an acconplished conposer and
guitarist. He had even perfornmed with Chelo Silva, the well-known
Texas- Mexi can vocalist. During Wrld War 11, Paredes becane a
political editor for the US. Arny's Stars and Stripes, its
institutional daily. After the war, he returned to Texas, and he
entered The University of Texas at Austin--coincidentally, Walter
Prescott Webb's hone turf. According to José Limﬁn one of
Paredes' students, "By taking course overloads and summer school,
[ Paredes] conpressed two years of college work into one and took
his B.A in 1951 with highest honors.... Then, for Anérico Paredes
anyway, it was quite sinply a matter of five years for a nmaster's
degree and a Ph.D. in English...."° in 1957, Paredes joined the
English Departnment at The University of Texas at Austin, and by the
end of that year, the University of Texas Press accepted his
doctoral dissertation for publication. It would have been
controversial enough if Paredes' "Wth H's Pistol in H's Hand" had
been witten by an Anglo American northerner, but a book taking on
Walter Prescott Webb and the Texas Rangers, witten in the South,
by a Chicano, its polemcal argunment, its deconstruction of
establ i shed authority and hierarchies, was al nost unthinkabl e.
Paredes begins his narrative on Gegorio Cortez, a border
vaquero of the early 1900s who resisted |egal "Texas" justice
fought the Texas Rangers, and became a folk hero for the Texas
Mexi can community, by giving the reader a |lengthy chapter on the
Border culture and aesthetics of south Texas. In the words of
Teresa McKenna, Paredes here "gives an enconpassing view of an area

whi ch geographically, as well as politically and culturally, stands



as figure and netaphor for the transition between nations and the
conpl ex of connections which continue to exist for all Mexicans
whet her border residents or not."!° Mreover, for our purposes,
Paredes begins in this chapter to give us, in thick detail, a
critique of southern white suprenmacist ideology: he clains that
"the English speaking Texan...disappoints us in a folkloric sense.
He produces no balladry. Hs contribution to the literature of the
border conflict is a set of attitudes and beliefs about the Mexican
which form a legend of their own and are the conplenment to the
corrido, the Border-Mexican ballad of border conflict."

Paredes then goes on to analyze the "set of attitudes and
bel i efs about the Mexican which forma | egend"—+n other words, the
i deol ogy of Texan white supremacy which perpetuates the power of
the ruling races by defining Mexicans as "cruel,"” "cowardly,"
“inferior," "passive," "nongrel," and "treacherous" (Paredes, 16).
This ideological definition of the Mexican allows Texas Anglos
thus to justify their abridgenent of the Chicano's liberties.
According to Paredes, however, this invidious, crude, and
hum liating view of the Mexican is found not in folk tales of the
people of Texas, but in nonfolk origins: "It is in print--in
newspapers, mnagazi nes, and books" (Paredes, 16).

Into the highly charged and pol arized argunent about Mexicans,
thus cane Paredes' nore explicit debate with Walter Prescott Wbb.
By choosing to analyze "E corrido de Gegorio Cortez," a border
bal | ad of resistance, Paredes critiqued Wbb's romanticized and
i deol ogi cal reading of the Texas Rangers. For to investigate the
corrido's rhetoric, according to Paredes, is to unfold its

conplicated critique of white supremacy as ideol ogical perfornmance.
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And by staging rhetorical exchanges and debates wi th Webb—n his
story of Gegorio Cortez--Paredes maneuvered his audience to
cooperate with himin his narrative performance. As we retrace the
progression of sone of Paredes' strategies, we wll follow the
reader of "Wth H's Pistol in H's Hand" through a series of reading
events that encourages him or her to take a stance on the
rhetorical attitudes invoked and ultinmately on a society's
i deol ogi cal politics.

Paredes' debate wth Wbb begins in the follow ng manner: "In
nore recent years," he wites, "it has often been the witer of
hi story textbooks and the author of scholarly works who have |ent
their prestige to the |legend [about Mexicans]" (Paredes, 17) . He
t hen answers \Wbb's proposition about Mexicans in The Texas Rangers
("there is a cruel streak in the Mexican nature...") by noting, in
an ironic node, that: "(One wonders what [VWebb's] opinion m ght have
been when he was in a less scholarly nood and not |ooking at the
Mexi can from the objective point of view of the historian”
(Paredes, 17) . The irony, of course, is that what Paredes here
denies playfully about Whbb's "objective point of view' as
hi storian, Wbb affirnmed in action and deeds.

Not suprisingly, then, the ideological drama of Paredes' "Wth
H's Pistol in Hs Hand" relies for nuch of its persuasive success
on the author's irreverent sense of humor and irony. This tropic
irony is perhaps the nost visible part of Paredes' nore general
attack on social authority in Texas, an attack that Paredes carries
out through a relentless questioning of rhetorical authorities that
serve ideologically dubious ends. As he says about the vol um nous

books witten about the Texas Rangers, Paredes' cultural critique
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is often hunmorous: "If all the books witten about the Rangers were
put on top of the other, the resulting pile would be alnost as tal
as sonme of the tales they contain" (Paredes, 23).

Again and again, Paredes' dranatized propositions against the
Texas Rangers are on target. The historical and biographica
information contained in the first part of "Wth Hs Pistol in Hs
Hand" is, of course, nmeant as a tonic for those readers, |ike
Paredes, for whom the objective historian's, Wbb's, and also
Hol | ywood's portrayal of the Texas Rangers had for so |ong been
anything but "objective,” neutral, or scholarly inpartial: "The
shoot-first and ask questions |ater nmethod of the Rangers," Paredes
wites, "has been romanticized into sonething dashing and daring,
in technicolor, on a wide screen, and with Gary Cooper in the title
role" (Paredes, 28).

After weaving several elenents into his critique of Texan
white suprenaci st ideology into his narrative—the history of Nuevo
Sant ander, the aesthetics of the border, the corrido, and its
f ol kways—Paredes then turns to the rhetorical analysis of "E
corrido de Gegorio Cortez." Part Il of "Wth Hs Pistol in Hs
Hand" concentrates on the nmany versions of the corrido of border
conflict, and on a close reading of the corrido proper. In the
course of his dialectical reading of form and content of the
corrido, Paredes established the followi ng crucial points about the
border ballad's ideological formand content: 1) the corrido is a
mul ti-faceted discourse, wth reflexive, narrative, and
rhetorical -prepositional elenents; 2) corridos as social texts tend
to be historical and personal; and 3) corridos nake assertions

which derive from the collective outlook and experience of the
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Mexi can bal | ad community on the border. ® Finally, of course, as a
trai ned conposer, guitarist, and singer, hinself, Paredes saw the
corrido as what it patently was: a unit of nusical sound--a
performance oriented genre sung nostly by nen, but al so,
occasional |l y, by wonen.

But it must be enphasized: Paredes was no nere formalist. He
interpreted the corrido as a literary form of resistance to the
encroachnent of Anglo Anericans. As a socially synbolic act,
Paredes argued, the corrido usually recounted the exploits of a
hero who surpasses all odds to prevail against those in power. The
hero counters white supremacy with dignity, grace, and courage.
Specifically, in the exanple of "EH <corrido de Gegorio Cortez,"
Par edes anal yzed how the hero, Cortez, who was falsely accused of
horse stealing and nurdering Sheriffs Mrris and 3 over, outran and
outsmarted a wild, whirling posse of Texas Rangers over half the
state of Texas. Briefly stated, Paredes, in overturning the
passive view of the Texas Mxican, recounted how common Mexi cans
defended their border comunities and famlies through
confrontations with the Anglo American ruling class and their State
oppr essors—+the Texas Rangers. As the corrido asserts of Gregorio
Cortez (which | often heard as a young boy in Brownsville, Texas),
Cortez was exenplary of those who defended his or her rights, "con
la pistola en la mano"—=with his pistol in his hand." Paredes’

"Wth Hs Pistol in Hs Hand": A Border Ballad and Its Hero thus

was the first sophisticated Chicano narrative to begin to overturn
established authority in Texas and the Southwest. Put nore
preci sely, Paredes showed how the corrido itself broke down white

suprenaci st hierarchies: the "gentle," brave nen of Texas, the
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Rangers, were, in fact, cowardly and foolish ("Al the rangers of

the county/Wre flying, they rode so hard"..."But trying to catch
Cortez/Ws like following a star";)BM a "macho" WMajor Sheriff
screans out to Cortez "as if he was going to cry; " the inferior

slave, Cortez turns out to be superior to his Anglo masters: "Then
said Gegorio Cortez, Wth his pistol in his hand,/Ah, so many
mount ed Rangers/Just to take one Mexican." This overturning of
hi erarchies functions in the corrido. Paredes argued, to dismantle
the opposition upon which nuch of the white supremacy of Webb,
anong ot hers, was based.

It is not surprising, then, that Chicano literary historians
and cultural critics often nmention the nonentus inpact ATET i co

Paredes' "Wth H s Pistol in Hs Hand" had on Chicano literature.

Renat o Rosal do, for exanple, wites, "Ahead of its tine,["Wth H s
Pistol in H's Hand"] enbodied a sophisticated conception of culture
where conflict, dom nation, and resistance, rather than coherence
and consensus, were the central subjects of analysis". Similarly,
Randn Sal di,var, in his essay, "The Form of Texas-Mexican Fiction,"
asserts that, "Wth inpeccable scholarship and inmaginative
subtlety, Dr. Paredes' study of the corridos, the border ball ads,
concerning Gegorio Cortez may be said to have invented the very
possibility of a narrative conmmunity, a conplete and legitimte
Texas- Mexi can persona. whose life of struggle and discord was
worthy of being told "®1°

Finally, the Texas-Mexican witers, Tomas Rivera and Rol ando
H noj osa, have acknow edged, in different places, the influence
that Paredes' narrative of resistance had on their own energent

literary production.'® In the remainder of this essay, | will
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examne briefly how Rvera's and H fiojosa's rhetorical performances
in their narratives were just as subversive of racist, white
supremaci st ideology as Paredes' nore explicit attacks.

Tomas Rivera' s Quinto Sol prize-winning novel, y no se lo
tragdb la tierra,—nisread in its early years” ~—s one of the
Sout hwest's richest dialectical novels. It is the story of the
subj ective and collective experiences of Texas Mexican m grant
farmworkers. Rivera's novel delves deeply into the life of a young
anonynous m grant worker by analyzing his growh and maturity
within the cyclical frane of reference of a year. Tierra, however,
not only studies the protagonist's rites of passage, but also,
shows how his solitary, chaotic life fits together within a
collective class pattern of solidarity anong other m grant
f ar mvor kers. This class pattern, in turn, has its ow Utopian
patterns, because R vera's perforned ideology of the text is not a
picture of an American social and economic world in an uncritical
perspective, but a reality apprehended in terns of a |arger
Anerican cultural and political conversation during the 1940s and
1950s in south Texas. The aesthetic quality of the work, noreover,
is achieved by neans of a dialectical folkloric and postnoderni st
conversation wth the contenporary Latin Anmerican new
narratives--specifically, the narrative strategies rendered in
Mexi can novelist and short story witer, Juan Rulfo's El I|lano en
| | anas.

Among existing dialectically-nediated fields of semotic
forces, the nost significant in Rivera's tierra are a negation of a
fi xed, coherent, narrative sequence, and the structural breakdown

of a conventional cause and effect sequence. Rivera's new
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narrative, like Rulfo's text, offers a disordered and fragnented
story line, but succeeds in creating a view of the Chicano m grant
world fromthe protagonist's consciousness.

Rivera's world is an extrenely condensed rural world, and a
profoundly accurate rendering of the mgrant farmwrker's stark
soci al and econom c conditions. The atnosphere of tierra is full of
shocks, tragedies, and political and social repressions.
Unfulfilled passions and desires, fear and chaos, stand out as
tangi bl e phenonena in Rivera's work of art.

The migrant farmwrkers who live and die on the agricultura
fields of south Texas, and on the long, lonely roads of M dwestern
Anerica are treated by Rivera as nanel ess individuals whose |ives
are full of suffering, msery, and anguish. Collectively, however,
these mgrant farmwrkers, |like their honorable and dignified
ancestors celebrated in the corridos of the Southwest borderlands,
struggl e against injustice, hardship, and physical as well as
psychol ogi cal abuse. Beyond our anonynous protagonist's inner
world of fragmentation often |urks an unspeakabl e world of violence
and suffering: nurder, child abuse, |abor exploitation, guilt and
gri ef. Nevert hel ess, the protagonist, like his fellow m grant
farmwrkers, lives on and struggles. I ndeed, as | have argued
el sewhere, a covert Utopian inpulse, though it scarcely appears
explicitly in the novel as a whole, plays inplicitly an inportant
role in Rivera' s novel, for those farmwrkers who nust work and
produce surplus value for others af the center of American culture
necessarily grasp their own solidarity—+nitially, in the
unarticulated form of rage, heIpIeSsness, victimzation, and

oppression by a common eneny—before the domi nant or ruling class
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has any incentive to do sa®° Tomds Rivera's contribution to the
cul tural conversation in American culture, | suggest, is about this
dawni ng sense of solidarity of mgrant farmwrkers wth other
menbers of their race and class. {ass consciousness, as such, in
Rivera's tierra, is, therefore, Uopian, insofar as it expresses
the unity of a collectivity; yet, it must be stressed that this
rhetorical proposition in the text is an allegorical one®19

Because | have spent so nuch tinme on the local cultural
conversations and conflicts dramatized in the narratives by Par edes
and Rivera, | leave nyself little space for comenting on the
broader cultural conversations between Chicano Border narratives
and the Latin Anerican "new narrative". But with the space | have
left, let nme note that with Rolando H fiojosa's Klail Cty Death
Trip Series, Chicano Border narratives begin to speak an
"international" |anguage. Fromhis wonderful Faul knerian bl endi ng
of history and nyth in Estanpas Del Valle (1973), to his
post noder ni st detective novel, Partners in CGine (1985), H nojosa's
Klail City Death Trip Series, is itself, a mestizaje, a
cross-breeding of North Anmerican and Latin American literary and
cultural traditions. As | explained elsewhere, Klail Gty Death
Trip Series is both integrated and disintegrated. 2°"  Each novel in
the series about Bel ken County, Texas, H nojosa's nythical county,
participates in conposing an integrative work while, at the sane
time, it works out its own individual detachment fromit.

In the 15th and 16th century H spanic historical tradition of
Pérez de Quzman and Hernando de Pul gar, in the Caribbean third
world Anerican tradition of José I\/arti"s "Nuestra Arre/rica," in the

Texas- Mexi can tradition of Paredes' "Wth Hs Pistol in Hs Hand",




17

and in the disintegrating Americas of WIIiam Faul kner and Gabri el
Garcia I\/ﬁrquez, H fojosa's Klail Gty Death Trip Series, through
its own doctrine of the political unconscious, counters historical
amesia by restoring to the materiality of its signifiers that
buried reality of south Texas history. Structurally, it can be
argued that H fojosa's new narrative, |ike WIIliam Faul kner's
Absal om Absal om and Garci a Marquez's G en afnos de soledad, is a
mul ti-di mensional, neta-historical novel: it is first an ascent,
insofar as the Texas Mexican community struggles, Ilives, and
survives in a white supremaci st, segregated society; and second, it
is a descent fromits Nuevo Santander past, insofar as the old and
"new guard Texas-Mexican Borderers grow nore alienated and
mar gi nal i zed by an overpowering and reifying North Anerican culture
and econony. This profound reification is discernible in many
sections of Klail Cty Death Trip Series, but is especially
dramatized in Hnojosa's Caros Varones de Belken (1987), in a
section entitled "Con el pie en el estribo," where Esteban
Echevarri’a, one of the principal "native informants" of the novel
confides the following to Rafa Buenrostro, one of the novel's
principal narrators-historians: "Homes w thout porches, streets

wi t hout lanplights, friends who have died away, and young people

who no |onger speak Spanish... .Hah! The Valley is no longer, no
longer the Valley, folks.... The Anglos and their |anded property,
their banks, their legal contracts... .Wat's the use of reaching
eighty-three if everything has gone up in snoke.... The Vilches?

Dead. The Tueros? They're dead too! The Buenrostros are dying out
and the founding famlies are shriveling up like the |eaves of a

ioTul ,/
di seased nesquite tree."? Echevarria's task here, and throughout
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the Klail Gty Death Trip Series is to restructure the problem of
i deol ogy, of the unconscious, of desire, and cultural production
around the process of oral narrative. Like WIIliam Faul kner's and
Gabriel Garcia Nﬁrquez's characters, H fiojosa's Echevarria i ndul ges
in an ideological nostalgia for an idyllic past "where that Ri,o
Grande was there to provide us with water, not as a fence to
separate one from the other," and where Texas-Mxicans defended
their honmes, famlies, and comunities, with pistol in hand, if
necessary.

Briefly stated, Hnojosa's Klail Gty Death Trip Series is a
sensitive and skillful literary nmetahistory of the R o G ande
Valley. As | see it, his new narratives, the nine novels about
Klail Gty, Texas, and its environs in Bel ken County, are situated
in a society whose traditional organization is being transforned
locally by global changes in the world market. Only by situating
Hinojosa's Klail Cty Death Trip Series in relation to the
historical conflicts that erupted in the Texas-Mexican Border
region, can we begin to grasp the social nmeanings of his
avant-garde, formal innovations. (As a parenthetical note, allow ne
to enphasize that, unlike WIIiam Faul kner, who was a Victorian in
his cavalier politics and a nodernist in his aesthetics, H nojosa
is postnodernist in both his politics and form)

H nojosa's two hundred year history, the Klail Gty Death Trip
Series, | believe, essentially provides the reader with two
distinct worlds in his novel: one, a Mxican ranch society, and the
other, a white suprenmacist, Anglo farm society. Hs new narrative
thus dramatizes the triunmph of farmng over ranching in south

Texas, and with that triunph the energence of a striking
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segregation of the races. Wat is essential in ny reading of race,
witing, and difference in south Texas, then, is the viewthat the
white supremacist farm society did not inplant itself peacefully.
Rat her, as Paredes taught us in "Wth Hs Pistol in Hs Hand," and
as H nojosa dramatizes throughout in his Klail Cty Death Trip
Series, it was a violent intervention. In its nost dramatic form
H Aoj osa' s Chi cano Border novel shows us how the conflict between
the old ranch society and new farm soci ety expressed itself in the
armed rebellion of Texas-Mexicans, and their thorough suppressi on

by the Texas Rangers. This suppression is thematized boldly at the

end of Hfojosa's novel, Rites and Wtnesses. | wll quote Abel
Manzano's oral reconstruction of events, in detail, because his
oral discourse functions in the text to counter, in a direct

manner, Walter Prescott Wbb's representation of these events in
The Texas Rangers:
[Near] El Carnen Ranch...the Texas Rangers shot the three
Naranjo brothers in 1915. In cold blood. At night. And in
the back. | was the same age as Jesus Christ then, and |
found themwhere they were left: on the Buenrostro property;
t he Buenrostros were bl anel ess, and they had nothing to do
with that. They were left there until | cut themdown. Wth
this. Look.
It was the Rangers who took them fromthe deputies, and it
was the Rangers who executed them | have heard now and for
the last twenty years, that Choche Markham had nothing to do
Wi th the shooting....
.l amsaying it now, right nowthat Choche Markhamwas

one of the seven Rangers who took the Gl vest on Ranch hands
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fromthe Rel é’rrpago jail; they were going to Ruffing, but
they never got there; listen to this:
En el camno a esa ciudad nentada
En un domi ngo por la noche con nubar r 6n
Estos rinches texanos de |a chi ngada
Mataron a nes nexi canos del Gal veston.
.Yes | covered the bodies with the tarp fromny roll and
took themto Santa Rta M ssion—hear El Carnen, by the
bend of the River, and they were buried there... 22 %°
As a direct refutation of Walter Prescott Wbb's representation of
events in The Texas Rangers, H fiojosa's socially synbolic text,
i ke Paredes’ "Wth H's Pistol in Hs Hand", engages the reader in
an alternative reconstruction of Texas Border history. In ot her
words, much of H nojosa' s Border narrative necessarily involves the

rehistoricizing of the nmythic subject, and a historical account of

its making.
To end ny discussion, | do not think it would be too
farfetched to say that Chicano Border narratives, |ike Faul kner's

noder ni st novel s about M ssissippi, and the (post)nodernist Latin
American new narratives (I'm here referring to Garci,a l\/é‘rquez' S
Cien anhos de soledad, Carlos Fuentes' Terra Nostra, Alejo
Carpentier's El siglo de las luces, Mario Vargas Llosa' s La guerra
del fin del mundo, and Isabel Allende's La casa de |os espl’sritus)
all appear to be obsessed with New World history and myth. What
is characteristic of all these New Wrld narratives is the
following: 1) in these new narratives we are given history, and the
nmedi ating el enents through which history is narrated; 2) there is

usually in these texts the existence of an inner historian who
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reads the cultural conversation, records the oral text, interprets
it, and wites the history; and 3) there is usually an unfinished
history that the inner historian is trying to conplete. 2B f
were to nake a totalizing proposition about the new narrative in
general, and Texas Border narratives in particular, it would echo
Perry Andersen's thesis in his marxist book, In the Tracks of.
Hi storical Materialism (1984), that, "Theory [in these narratives]
now is history, with a seriousness and severity it never was in the
past; as history is equally theory, in all its exigency, in a way

it typically evaded before."?*
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