EDITORS’ COMMENTARY
Resisting Settler Colonialism and

Patriarchical Violence along the Border

Lilliana P. Saldafa and Sonya M. Alemdn

2018, Nery Caal and his seven-
year old daughter Jakelin Amei Rosemary Caal Maquin arrived in New
Mexico after a long trek in search of survival. They were part of a larger
group of migrants who turned themselves in to U.S. Custom and Border
Patrol (CBP) agents at the border. Contrary to CBP reports, her father Nery
declared that he and his daughter had been denied water for eight hours while
waiting at the detention center. She died two days later of dehydration and
liver failure. Jakelin was from a small Indigenous community of Raxruha, a
Q’eqchi region of Alta Verapaz, Guatemala, an area where palm oil cultivation
has taken over subsistence farming. Without land to grow their own food,
Indigenous people have been forced to migrate; wages from the palm oil

industry are not enough to secure food and basic necessities.

Jakelin was buried in her hometown on December 24, 2018, the same day eight-
year-old Felipe Gomez died of influenza at a detention center in New Mexico. Felipe
and his father were Chuj-speaking migrants from Yalambojosh, a settlement in the
municipality of Huehuetenango, Guatemala. Like many communities in the region,
this community suffered from three decades of civil war and military repression and

struggles with extreme poverty today. Their only hope: to migrate to the U.S.

The deaths of Jakelin and Felipe have called attention to the ways the U.S.

continues to uphold settler colonial borders and policies that criminalize
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migrants as “illegal” and dehumanize them as unworthy of basic human
rights. Indeed, as Chicana/Latina feminist scholars, the tragic and senseless
loss of Indigenous children behoove us to assert our theorizations of the
1900-mile border as a violence on our bodies, tongues, and souls. We
continue to denounce the construction of a wall along this meandrous
perimeter and to uplift our community when it responds through artistic
production and scholar activism. The manuscripts, creative pieces, book
reviews, and visual art in this issue speak to the need to create work that
envisions a world where migration across the hemisphere is an uncontested
practice and migrants are welcomed, celebrated, and recognized as full human
beings. It is a world filled with empowered mujeres who are not only cognizant
of the interlocking matrices of colonialism and patriarchy, but who also draw
on the legacies of their elders to defy and dismantle these systems of power. In
particular, contributors to this issue speak to the importance of passing down
generational knowledge, either through food or consejos, creating cultural

continuity in the face of anti-immigrant discourses and transnationalism.

For instance, in her analysis of the immigration-themed art by Alma Lépez,
Ester Herndndez, Yolanda Lépez, and Consuelo Jimenez Underwood,
Michelle Martin-Baron situates the creative works of these artists as
representing a legacy of artivism that challenges and provides alternatives

to anti-immigrant sentiment and practice. She also advances that these
images illustrate a Chicana feminist consciousness for the ways they address
the personal, spiritual, and communal wounds caused by the border

and its politics, as well as how they work “to challenge the discourses of
immigration, to highlight the construction of the border and the damage it
causes to individuals, families, and communities, and to facilitate new ways
of talking.” Moreover, Martin-Baron argues that by illuminating “erased

histories,” challenging “xenophobic and racist discourse,” and creating “new
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visual vocabularies,” the frameworks, techniques, and visions of this activist
art retrofit a public memory of the immigrant, challenging patriarchal and
capitalist ideologies that paint the immigrant as dangerous, lazy, criminal,
and male. By centering the way Chicana artists have influenced the imaginary
of Chicana/o and Latina/o communities regarding immigration, Martin-
Baron challenges popular media discourses that emphasize the activism of
male artists in art inspired by DREAMers movement, demonstrating the rich
and creative ways Chicana artists have insisted on new language, iconography,

and rhetoric about migration.

In the manuscript, “I'm Passing Down Her Taste”: Mexicana Care Workers
and Kinning through Food,” Marfa de la Luz Ibarra recasts the idea of
“kinning,” as modeled by the transnational families of Mexicana migrant
domestic workers. Drawing from the work of kinship scholars, de la Luz
Ibarra documents how Mexicana domestic workers in the U.S. pass down

the food practices of an ancestor to generations separated by both time and
distance through various “kinning practices” that are necessary in their
transnational lives. As a result of her ethnographic study of Mexicana care
givers, de la Luz Ibarra learned that it is “through the telling of plant stories,
the highlighting of shared personality and physical traits, the preparation and
eating of special dishes, the making of phone and Skype calls and the act of
reminiscing in the garden or at the dining table,” that the growing number of
migrant domestic workers transmit meaning about their respective countries
of origin and the women who raised and fed them to their U.S.-based family
members. The sites for these intentional acts are primarily the gardens and
tables where the taste of a significant female relation is recreated or revamped,
as Mexicana domestic workers often use food that was relevant to their
family’s sense of cultural continuity to imbue their children, grandchildren,

and great grandchildren with memories of their familial roots.
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The creative writing featured in this issue is comprised of two nonfiction
personal narratives, one by Jessica Ugarte and the other by Amanda Ellis, and
three spoken word pieces by Sonia Medel Borja. The first personal essay by
Jessica Ugarte is a raw and powerful account and feminist analysis of marital
rape. It is a deeply personal and candid account of the multiple forms of
violence the author/survivor endured not only from the man she was married
to, but also from the hospital staff and police force that documented and
investigated her multiple assaults. Ellis’ ethnographic testimonio is a riveting
testament to motherhood, one that is revealed via the actions, admonitions,
and reflections shared between mother and daughter regarding contraception
and the prospect of pregnancy, motherhood, and grandmotherhood. Both
highlight patriarchal ideologies that limit and shape women’s choices and
freedom. Borja’s three pieces—“Colegas, ;bailan conmigo?,” “Crimson Red
Resistencia,” and “(un)belonging”— are part of a spoken word series titled,

“I was asked to introduce myself.” Each addresses the impact of colonization
on the body, the psyche, and the soul. In particular, the colonial logics of the
academy are exposed and challenged, as are the Eurocentric norms that shape
ideologies of citizen and colleague. Threaded throughout is the conviction

that there is value and wisdom in native language and generational strength.

[lluminating the impact of immigration and marginalization on young
Latinas and Chicanas are the focus of two books reviewed for this issue.
Marina V. Chavez’s review of Girlhood in the Borderlands: Mexican Teens
Caught in the Crossroads of Migration by Lilia Soto is based on interviews
with 60 youth whose families migrated from Zinapécuaro, Michoacdn to
Napa, California. Soto maps out the imaginaries these transnational Latinitas
rely on to navigate the tensions, contradictions, anxiety and ambiguity they
experience when reconciling traditional Mexican gender expectations with

norms for women shaped by neoliberalism and modernity. In her review of
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1 Am Not Your Perfect Mexican Daughter, the debut young adult novel by
Erica L. Sdnchez, Adrianna Santos underscores the novel’s treatment of a
young Chicana’s struggle with grief, depression, suicide, and recovery as an
honest and necessary depiction of the difficulties of coming of age while
managing a bilingual-bicultural identity, intergenerational trauma, and
immigration status. Santos especially praises the markings of a Chicana
feminist epistemology evident in Julia’s—the story’s protagonist—comments

around the U.S.-Mexico border.

Diana Leal’s review of Transforming Educational Pathways for Chicanalo
Students: A Critical Race Feminista Praxis written by Dolores Delgado Bernal
and Enrique Alemdn, Jr. highlights the Chicana feminist epistemology used
to develop and administer a university-school partnership. A reflection on

a decade of partnership work, this text not only documents the evolution

of a collaborative educational intervention aimed at cultivating college-
going expectations for students, parents, teachers and administrators

at a predominately Latino school, but also conceptualizes the critical

race feminista praxis that guided this activist research and its resultant

“transformative ruptures.”

This issue also features the creative work of Jesmil Maldonado Rodriguez,

an artist from Guayanilla, Puerto Rico. Inspired by the vibrant flora, tropical
colors, and organic life of her native Puerto Rico, Maldonado Rodriguez’s
artwork is intimately personal and layered with repetitive lines and insect
patterns that interact with the female figure and her fascination with cycles of
life and death. As a Puerto Rican and Latina artist, she challenges dominant
notions of what is considered Latina art. She draws from elements that are
“not commonly associated with femininity”—cockroaches, skulls, and twisted

or hidden human forms—and layers of lines and patterns as a way to work
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through her own struggles as a woman and as an artist. Through her images
and use of ink and watercolor, she has created a “metamorphic world that
unites the dismemberment of humanity, Mother Nature, and emotions. The
urge to communicate and represent these elements in my work has inspired
me to create art containing an overlay of imagery, the convulsive repetition of
insect patterns and the use of lines as these aspects help control my emotions
and thoughts in my artwork and my reality.” Maldonado Rodriguez’s creative

vision is evident in the images we have featured in this issue.

My Dead Conception (2016), an ink and watercolor piece, is a visual
representation of her fears, where she relies on the repetition of elements

to cope with anxiety and homesickness. Similarly, Kaleidoscopic Corpse

(2017) makes use of blue, green, and yellow tropical leaf patterns to dissolve
feelings of melancholy. In other works, like Mantodea Feminine Host (2017)
Maldonado Rodriguez makes use of calligraphy to confront her emotions and
accept all the parts that she sees in the mirror. Incomunicados: 20 de septiembre
de 2017 (2018) and Periplaneta Blossom (2018) are two pieces she created in
the aftermath of Hurricane Maria. In Incomunicados, Maldonado Rodriguez
uses layers of ink to manifest her anxiety as she waited to hear from her
family. In Periplaneta Blossom, Maldonado Rodriguez uses cockroach patterns
to create flower images—her way of creating something beautiful out of
devastation fueled not only by a natural disaster, but also U.S. colonialism.
This piece represents the extraordinary hardship her mother and friends faced
as they persisted and helped others survive. Like /ncomunicados, the repetitive
patterns in this piece helped manage her disquietude thousands of miles
away. Similarly, 7o the Newlyweds (2018) contains many layers that represent
the emotional barriers she’s erected for fear of being judged and rejected by
others. Her use of flowers in this piece is her way of adding humor to the

difficult emotions she navigates as a woman and artist. As a Chicana/Latina
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studies journal, we appreciate the confianza she has extended in sharing her
unique and evolving work, opening spaces to interpret the complexity and
multifacetedness of the Latina experience. In addition, we hope her images
honoring both death and life allow us to not only heal from the tragic loss of
Jakelin and Felipe, but also begin to forge a world that will no longer permit

such a devastating loss of life.

30 CHICANA/LATINA STUDIES 18:2 SPRING 2019






