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Abstract

This study examines two plays written by Cherrfe Moraga, a queer
Chicana playwright living in San Francisco Bay Area, from ecofaminist
perspectives. These plays—Heroes and Saints and Watsonville—present
Chicacas who are victimized in the multi-layered structure of capitalist
economic system following environmental devastation, racism, and sexism.
Moraga, however, depicts those women’s characters not as victims but as re-
sisters who strive to survive, fighting against the oppressive forces of American
society.

Chicano Theaters have developed as a poignant practice in Chicano
farm workers’ labor movement. While Moraga’s plays share this historical
background, they are different from the plays written by male authors, e.g.,
Luis Valdez, because Moraga with her discourses as a Lesbian Chicana criti-
cizes male-dominated heterosexism in capitalism, which disgraces the natural
environment and eventually women’s bodies. This paper analyzes how Moraga’s
two plays can be read in terms of the more advanced ecofeminism which
intermixes different aspects of ecofeminism reflecting Moraga’s critical stance
as a lesbian (queer) Chicana.
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Cherrie Moraga, a Los Angeles born lesbian Chicana! dramatist, a feminist
thinker, and a writer, makes visible in her plays the racial, sexual, and class struggles
of Chicana/o communities, particularly those located in California Bay Area, where
she currently lives. Though Moraga is usually best known for her 1981 publication,
This Bridge Called My Back, co-edited with Gloria Anzaldua, she has been recog-
nized as a dramatist as well since the world premiere of her first play, Giving Up
the Ghost, in 1989 and is counted among the key figures of contemporary Chicana
playwrights today. Sharing the same line of community-based activism with con-
temporary Chicano theater, Moraga’s plays are part of Chicano theatrical tradition,
which can trace its roots back to El Teatro Campesino, a farm worker’s theater
founded by Luis Valdez in 1965 following César Chdvez’s launching of the United
Farm Workers in 1962. Just as El Teatro Campesino in the 1960s expressed Chicano
farm workers’ communal resistance against the racist system of both the U.S. and
multinational capitalism and their labor exploitation and their devaluation of
Chicano culture and identity, Moraga with her theatrical productions also resists
such oppressive systems and ideologies, which have continued to impede the
survival of Chicana/o communities in the U.S.

Moraga admits that Valdez's work influenced her imagination to some extent;
however, she is also aware that she is particularly situated in Chicana contexts,
which consequently differentiate her work from Valdezs. Jorge Huerta comments
that their plays “are separated by a generation in time, by gender and by his-story”
(64), and he concurs with Elizabeth C. Ramirez’s assertion: “Moraga is clearly
influenced by Valdez but surpasses him in relation to female representation, which
removes her from the realm of the dominant Chicano narrative form and distin-
guishes her work from that of other playwrights” (119). Tiffany Ana Lépez argues
that the difference between Moraga and Valdez arises when Moraga challenges
the vision of El Teatro Campesino, more precisely Valdez’s vision of “Chicano
identity” and “community,” by “positing the female and, later, the queer body ...
in an attempt to present a more complex imagining of community” (160). The
issues of gender and sexuality, which were less focused in El Teatro Campesino,
increase their significance in Moraga’s plays. As a lesbian woman of color, Moraga
deliberately gives visibility and voices to those who have been silenced, especially
to women of color and queer characters on the stage, in order to fill out “what’s
missing in the picture of American theater” by speaking to her audience, which

! As commonly known, “Chicana/o” is politically loaded term for referring to Mexican Americans.
“Chicano” is masculine, whereas “Chicana” is a feminine form. To express both sexes, I shall use the term
“Chicana/o” throughout this essay.
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is not necessarily the traditional middle-class white audience (Loving in the
War Years 156).

Her sense of reality that she has developed by her observations as a Chicana
comes to physical existence through actors’ performing bodies and their voices on
the stage. Moraga seems to believe that theater prompts the audience’s participa-
tion in the political process by making them aware of what kind of political reality
they are situated “through the ‘living bodies™ of the actors” with multiple voices
of those bodies (Interview with Maria-Anténia Oliver-Rotger). In the poignant
stories, emotions, and struggles embodied through her actors’ performances,
Moraga’s audience finds their silence as much as their voice on her stage and
realizes how a personal struggle can take part in a larger political movement. The
political consciousness awakened by the physicality of stage acting also fosters
reclaiming the presence and significance of the bodies of Chicana/os, as mestizaje,
mixed-blood Indians, and/or being non-heterosexual: that is, the bodies which
have been eradicated in the historical process of colonization and marginalization.

In theorizing this reclaiming process of the significance of Chicana/o bodies,
there is no doubt that race, class, gender, and sexuality have been offering pivotal
perspectives, but I would argue that this theoretical framework needs revision in
terms of the view of ecocriticism so as to better respond to changing conditions
and contexts where Chicana/os bodies are situated today. For instance, Heroes
and Saints and its sequel, Warsonville, clearly problematize environmental racism
and injustice as causes of oppressing Chicana/o communities and portray the
oppression and trivialization of the bodies of Chicano/a workers and residents.
Despite the fact that environmental issues are doubtless central in these plays, the
connection between environmentalism and Moraga’s works has been largely
ignored in the past criticism. Oddly enough, Chicana/o literary criticism and
ecofeminist theories have not paid enough attention to each other. In fact, in-
clusion of ecocriticism to the theoretical framework for reading Chicana/o
literature has begun only recently, as Jorge Marcone and Priscilla Solis Ybarra
delineate Hispanic and Chicana/o narrative heritage in relation to environmental
consciousness and acclaim Moraga as one of the significant Chicana writers
who tell the stories to seek environmental justice “with beautiful style that is not
afraid to confront difficult issues” (109).

Based on this tendency of Chicana/o criticism, therefore, I shall attempt in
this study to open up its critical space to ecocriticism, more precisely, to ecofeminist
perspectives and interpret the reclaiming process of Chicana/o bodies in Heroes
and Saints and Watsonville in this more complicated theoretical framework. In
so doing, these plays would lead their audience to ecofeminist critiquing of the
interrelation between environmental racism and sexism when the ecological



80 Tamkang Review 40.1 (December 2009)

deterioration impairs especially the bodies of Chicanas. As their own lives and
communities are at stake, Chicanas, as women, strive for a theoretical framework,
which would lead them to comprehend exactly the conditions in which their lives
are situated. The ecofeminist Mary Judith Ress states:

Women sense that there is a way to understand what is happening to the planet, and,
in many cases, they also are looking for a spirituality that will nurture their struggles.
Today, ecofeminism provides such a theoretical framework. (46)

Whether Moraga intends it or not, these plays in many ways express ecofeminist
aesthetics when her art associates justice for the oppressed Chicana/o bodies
and their relation to the natural environment with her ecological consciousness.
How, then, can these two plays become ecofeminist texts that contribute to
raising her audience’s awareness about the interrelation between the significance
of reclaiming Chicana bodies and the struggles of Chicana/o communities?
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Heroes and Saints and Watsonville both focus on degradation of Chicana/o
bodies, which is caused by environmental racism, an emerging problem in the
contemporary eco-political landscape.2 In Heroes and Saints, the problem arises
in collapsing health and well-being of Mexican farm workers, most seriously rep-
resented in women’s failing reproductive systems. Heroes and Saints is set in
McLaughlin, California, which is the fictional version of McFarland, a small town
in California’s San Joaquin Valley, where the farmland had been abused and
polluted by overuse of pesticide on crops, mainly the grapes, and has led to a high
proportion of cancer and deformed offspring in the community of Mexican
workers. First performed as a staged reading in 1989 and then shown as a play in
1991, the play is inspired by the real-life United Farm Workers’ boycott of grapes
in 1988 in the course of protest against pesticide poisoning (Heroes and Saints
89). According to Ann Aurelia Lopéz, “grapes are grown with some of the highest
levels of agrochemicals used on any crop” (131), and numerous farm workers
suffer from pesticide poisoning and other illness or symptoms that come from
pesticides and other kinds of agrochemical exposure. As Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano

2 According to Kamala Platt, “The term environmental racism was coined in 1982 during demonstra-
tions against a PCB landfill slotted for Warren County, North Carolina, predominantly African American
area” (140). Platt quotes from Benjamin F. Chavis’s definition of the term as follows: “Environmental
racism is a racial discrimination in environmental policy making. . . . It is racial discrimination in
the official sanctioning of the life-threatening presence of poisons and pollutants in communities of
color . ..” (140).
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explains, Moraga with Heroes and Saints took part in the environmental justice
movement in the 1980s with many other Chicana artists who protested against
the hazardous living and working environment where racial minorities such
as black and Latino communities tend to be located (64-65).

Cerezita Valle, the daughter of a farm worker, Dolores Valle, is a protagonist
in Heroes and Saints, whose head-only body is Moraga’s creation to represent the
ultimate victim of the disturbed reproductive system of their mothers. Moraga
notes that The Wrath of Grapes, the documentary video produced by United
Farm Workers, had a major impact on her creation of Cerezita.> The images of
“a child with no arms or legs, born of a farm worker mother” who “had been
picking in pesticide-sprayed fields” during her pregnancy shown in 7he Wrath
of Grapes, drove the playwright to a character who could embody the reality of
their suffering (Heroes and Saints 89). The name, Cerezita, came from “cereza”—
“cherry” in Spanish. Amparo, who is Cerezita’s comadre (god mother) and an
activist in the play, explains the meaning:

That’s what they call her because she look like tha' . . . a red little round cherry face. 1
think maybe all the blood tha’ was apose to go to the resta her body got squeezed up
into her head. I think tha’s why she’s so smart, too. Mario, her brother, el doctor-
to-be, says the blood gots oxygen. That’s gottu help with the brains. So pink pink pink
she turn out. (93)

In Cerezita’s character, Moraga compares the human body to a fruit, likening the
grapes to farm workers” bodies which are equally contaminated and follow the
same fate as the perishing vineyards they are working on. Cerezita thus speaks:
“See how the branches look like arms with the bulging veins of suffering. Each
arm intertwined with the other little crucified Christs next to it. Thousands
of them in neat orderly rows of despair. Syphilitic sacks of grapes hanging from
their loins” (134). Cerezita’s deformed body becomes the symbolic image of
collective bodies of Chicana/o farm workers, whose cheap labor feeds the capital-
ist economic system with cheap produce that will eventually contaminate not
only laborers’ bodies but also other human and non-human bodies through its
production, distribution, and consumption.

Ecofeminism principally identifies patriarchy as the fundamental system
responsible for women’s oppression and as the initiator of the capitalist economic
system that has negative impact on the bodies of women and also on the natural
environment as well. The ecofeminist tenet—women’s oppression and ecological

3 Moraga acknowledges that Valdez's bodiless character in The Shrunken Head of Pancho Villa inspired
the appearance of head-only Cerezita Valle. Moraga states in the interview: “I think Valdez created some
very original images as a director. I never would've thought of that head without him” (Oliver-Rotger).
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corruption are mutually reinforcing within the patriarchal system of unequal
distribution of power—is based on women’s lived experience and historical
understanding. Marginalization of women has a long history, as Ress points out:
“anthropological studies indicate the division that associates women with nature,
the body, sexuality, mortality, and the propensity to ‘sin’ and men with culture,
the spirit, the mind, and the power to dominate women and nature is very an-
cient” (99). Conceptualizing men and women as hierarchical binary opposition
has ensured patriarchal control and domination over women’s bodies and sexu-
ality as much as culture’s control over nature has justified domestication and
destruction of the natural environment in the name of civilization and development.

It should be kept in mind, however, that the “woman” in the man-woman
dyad does not signify a single unified meaning, as it reflects the fact that women’s
experience is not monolithic. The goals of ecofeminist struggles—to liberate both
women and environment from the interlocking system of corruption—become
much more complicated by racial and class hierarchy, as the struggles of women
of color, such as Chicanas, are situated in a predominantly different context from
that which middle-class white women are going through, as Rosemary Radford
Ruether writes:

However much the white lady may also have extensive duties and suffer abuse from the

males in her family, her image is sublimated as the “angel in the house” and a display

object of leisure, while the poor woman, the slave women, the peasant woman is seen

as more like an “animal,” both as beast of burden and as the object of projection

of debased carnality. (3)

Ress indicates by quoting from Elena Aguila, a spiritual feminist, that many Latin
American women tend “to ignore their indigenous roots and raise up those of
their European ancestors” because “being white is synonymous with power, mean-
ing economic, political, and cultural power” (71). Chicana feminists, however,
derive their source of empowerment from their affirmative racial awareness
of being a mestiza with an indigenous heritage. For Moraga, too, her positive
mestiza identity and awareness of her indigenous heritage play a crucial role in her
activism. Just as Anzaldta in her Borderlands/La Frontera sought her physical and
spiritual strength within the tradition of indigenous Aztec goddesses and other
indigenous female figures in their legend, folklore, and religion, Moraga also em-
phasizes in her writing the power of indigenous women’s tradition.

In Heroes and Saints, Cerezita reflects Moraga’s self-awareness as a mestiza or
a woman of indigenous Mexican descent. Moraga explains, “Cerezita is a head of
human dimension, but one who possesses such dignity of bearing and classical
Indian beauty she can, at times, assume nearly religious proportions” and adds,
the “huge head figures of the pre-Columbian Olmecas are an apt comparison”
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(Heroes and Saints 90). Moraga never presents Cerezita as a pathetic victim of
pesticide poisoning or a representation of a martyred Chicana body; rather, she
presents Cerezita as a powerful iconic character with indigenous dignity. Cerezita’s
head-only body appears on a table-like platform on wheels called “raite” (“ride” in
English), which can be moved by others and over which she thus has no control,
but is designed rather intentionally to dignify her appearance by making her look
like a goddess’s head on the altar.

Cerezita is mercilessly shot to death at the end of the play as a result of her
sole and decisive act of resistance against the grower.4 At this tragic moment,
however, Cerezita on her raite was “transformed into an altar displaying the
Virgin of Guadalupe” (Yarbro-Bejarano 66). In fact, shortly before her tragic
ending, Cerezita becomes a protecting mother figure even to her own mother
who felt herself extremely powerless not only because of her position as a cheap
vineyard-laborer but also because of her spiritual helplessness, being incapable
of stopping the deaths of children and babies in her community, including her
homosexual young son, Mario, who died from AIDS. In Scene Six, Dolores “kneels
before” Cerezita who is sleeping on her raite standing by the small coffin in
which Yolanda’s recently dead baby, Evalina is laid:

DOLORES: I can't pray no more to a God no tiene oidos. Where is my Dios, mija? I
turn to you coz I got nobody left now. Give me a sign me querida
vergencita. Enséfime como aliviarnos del dolor que nos persigue en este

valle de lagrimas. [Give me a sign my dear virgin daughter. Please tell me

how we can heal our pain in this valley filled with tears.]®

(CEREZITA slowly opens her eyes, sees her mother praying to her.)

CEREZITA: Go to sleep now, ‘amd. T'll watch over Evalina.

DOLORES: Gracias, virgencita. [Thank you, my virgin.] (She rises, carrying the candle,
goes to the window.) (137)

Cerezita’s virgin mother figure appears even more powerful in her last lines in
Act II embracing entire community with a vast spiritual vision: “Put your hand
inside my wound. Inside the valley of my wound, there is a people. A miracle
people. . .. But we, we live in a land of plenty. The fruits that pass through your
fingers are too many to count—luscious red in their strawberry wonder, the deep
purple of the grape inviting, the tomatoes perfectly shaped and translucent. And
yet, you suffer at the same hands. (Pause.) You are Guatemala, El Salvador. . . .
You are the miracle people too, for like them the same blood runs through your

4 In Watsonville, Juan confesses Cerezitas last: “T see Cerezita. (Pause) Someone had torn the cloth, the
veil, from her head. And they had stuck her . . . the head . . . onto a thick grapevine post . . .” (Wazsonville
68).

> I present my translations from Spanish to English hereafter in square brackets.
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veins . ..” (148). At the moment of her death, transforming her image from a
powerless victim to a powerful icon, Cerezita evokes the sacred image of Guadalupe,
the mother of all people in Americas, or the image of the martyred saints who
sacrificed their lives for others, summoning the spiritual connection among the
people in the community by hailing them as “a miracle people.”

I would argue, however, the figure of indigenous Catholic mother of Virgin
of Guadalupe is not the exclusive image of Cerezita’s character in this play. Trac-
ing back to the indigenous Aztec myth and interpreting that Cerezita’s head-only
body was a part of a “dismembered”—rather than deformed—Dbody, her body
also can become a powerful reminder of Coyolxauhqui, another indigenous Aztec
goddess of the Moon. In Aztec myth, the body of Coyolxauhqui was broken into
pieces by her own brother as a punishment for her attempt to kill her own mother,
Coatlicue, who got impregnated with her son, Huitzilopochtli. Coyolxauhqui
had her body dismembered and thrown away down the mountainside of Coatepec,
the site of the battle between sun and moon, as a punishment for her attempted
war against her brother, which was a subversive act against the existing patriarchal
social order. Moraga explains Coyolxauhqui’s act as an attempt by the goddess
to prevent her brother from being born because his birth would mean “the birth
of slavery, human sacrifice and imperialism (in short, patriarchy)” (Loving 147).

This slain indigenous goddess draws much of Moraga’s attention in her
creative process as a Chicana artist. In the new preface, entitled “Looking Back,”
to the 2000 second edition of Loving in the War Years, first published in 1983,
Moraga expresses her empathy for what she calls “ancient Xicanawarrior [Chicana
warrior] deported into darkness” (iii). She thus continues: “Without knowing,
I looked for Coyolxauhqui in these dark wartime writings of twenty years ago,
the dim reflection of my own pale moon-face lighting my way. 7 am not the first,
I kept telling myself, 7 am not the only one to walk this road” (iii). The “darkness”
grows on the verge of her psychological insecurity and fear of being queer when
she is “putting the words ‘lesbian’ and ‘Chicana’ together on the same page, within
the same line” (iii). In other words, Coyolxauhqui has to be sought, looked for by
Moraga as her alter-ego, in order to overcome her insecurity about her identity
spiritually and assure her of her sexuality. Moraga states: “In Heroes, I am looking
for the missing body, the female one” and “a revolution” through Cerezita, the
play’s “seventeen-year-old Chicana without a body” (148).

It seems to me that Cerezita’s revolutionary role can be located in her charac-
ter which combines two very different aspects of womanhood: Virgin of Guadalupe
and Coyolxauhqui. These two goddesses exemplify the image of women emerg-
ing from what Mary Mellor defines as “two main streams” of ecofeminism in the
United States: the former which is “radical/ cultural/ spiritual feminism, which
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tends to stress the ‘natural’ affinity of women to the natural world,” and the latter
which is “more social constructionist and radical political” feminism (45). Virgin
of Guadalupe—a symbol of motherhood, a creator and protector of life and peace,
and a woman with close relationship to nature by procreative power—is a repre-
sentation of womanhood supported by an affinity to ecofeminism. On the other
hand, Coyolxauhqui—a daughter, a warrior woman against patriarchy, and a
woman unable to procreate with her body dismembered—is more associated with
constructionist and material ecofeminism. Hailed to enact the roles of Virgin
of Gudalupe and Coyolxauhqui simultaneously, Cerezita in Heroes and Saints
creates a new realm of ecofeminism, whereby her character neither has to fall into
the categories of the two “main streams” nor has to contribute to reinforcing
“dualism,” which, Greta Gaard contends, “characterize[s] the ideological frame-
work of Western culture” (115).

Gaard’s theoretical reposition of ecofeminism by queer theory is particularly
significant for this study exploring Moraga’s ecofeminist aesthetics. Gaard
theorizes how heterosexism is an underlying part of Western colonialism by ana-
lyzing how heterosexuality, which has been considered the “standard in dominant
Western culture” (118), occupies a superior position within heterosexual/queer
dyad as it has regulated the norm of Western culture by regarding queer sexuality
as oppositional and deviational. Gaard states that “any sexual behavior outside
the rigid confines of compulsory heterosexuality becomes queer and subhuman”
and further states: “Colonization becomes an act of the nationalist self asserting
identity and definition over and against the other—culture over and against nature,
masculine over and against feminine, reason over against the erotic” (131). Gaard
continues:

But the problem of oppression based on sexuality is not limited to the heterosexual/
queer dualism. As queer theorists have shown, the larger problem is the erotophobia of
Western culture, a fear of the erotic so strong that only one form of sexuality is overtly
allowed; only in one position; and only in the context of certain legal, religious, and
social sanctions (Hollibaugh 1983, 1989; Rubin 1989). The oppression of queers
may be described more precisely, then, as the product of two mutually reinforcing
dualisms: heterosexual/ queer, and reason/ the erotic. (118)

Creating Cerezita can be interpreted as Moragas resistance against the erotophobia
of Western culture. Imagining Coyolxauhqui’s dismembered body, Moraga “had
felt the breast of [her] lesbian desire amputated from the warrior loins of my [her]
cultura [culture]” (iii). Cerezita’s head, where a vaginal organ is absent and the
breast doesn’t exist, is yet capable of experiencing sensual pleasure with her mouth,
teeth, her tongue, and most importantly, with the her brain, the vital source of
her imagination and intellectual power.
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Though it remains unknown whether or not Cerezita is intended to repre-
sent a queer character, her head does have erotic functions like a female body.
The intercourse between Cerezita and Juan, the priest, in Act II, scene six of
Heroes and Saints, is nothing but erotic:

JUANSs face takes on a distanced look. He grabs CERE’s [CEREZITAS] cheeks between his
hands.

CEREZITA: I want to taste you, Juan.

He hesitates, then kisses her again. CEREZITAS moaning increases, intensifies.

He comes around behind her, presses his pelvis up against the backside of the raite.

He brings her head against him, his fingers tangled in her hair.

CEREZITA: I want the ocean in my mouth.

She pulls at his shirt with her teeth, trying to bring him back around.

CEREZITA: Juan, where are you?
He pushes against her harder, deeper.
CEREZITA: Open your eyes. Juan.
He comes to orgasm.

CEREZITA: Juan. (140)

Multiple sensual sources for erotic pleasure is a prompt reminder of poststructuralist
French feminist theories, e.g., écriture féminine, which also resists Western culture’s
erotophobia.® In other words, as Yarbro-Bejarano puts it, Cerezita emerges as a
character that “brings the erotic and the political together in her intense need to
act on both sexual and political levels” (74). Yarbro-Bejarano thus states:

As “her most faithful organ,” Cere’s [Cerezita’s] tongue at this point in the play has the
potential agency in both sex and speech, including “speaking in tongues.” This fusion
of the functions of sex and speech in one organ recalls Moraga’s reconstruction of
the lesbian body in Loving [in the War Years] . . . , lending the “tongue” scene between
Cere and Juan the lesbian sensibility available in all her published work, and further
troubling the borders between lesbian, gay, and heterosexual. (74)

According to Gaard, to “liberate the erotic” means to embrace “the erotic in all its
diversity” by creating not only democratic but also ecological culture where the
divergence from the norm of Western ideology doesn’t have to be an excuse for
colonizing the sexuality of the non-Western Others who were feminized,

6 Poststructuralist French feminism in many ways was precursor of queer and queer ecofeminist theories.
Among many theoretical discourses, I consider Hélene Cixous is an eminently important theorist in terms
of her contributions to her redefining women’s sexuality. She shows how multiple sources of sexual
pleasure can become a subversive and deconstructive force against patriarchal control over sexuality not
only of women but also of homosexuals as well. Cixous writes: “Heterogeneous, yes. For her joyous
benefit, she is erogenous; she is the erotogeneity of the heterogeneous . . . she is dispersible, prodigious,
stunning, desirous and capable of others, of the other woman that she will be, of the other woman she
isn’t, of him, of you” (889-90).
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animalized, and queered. To the audience, Cerezita, Moraga’s aesthetic and po-
litical creation, can be a queer ecofeminist character whose head-only body, with
the organ to produce multiple kinds of pleasure, becomes a converging point of
“reason” and “the erotic.” Merging the oppositional elements of a dualistic view
of sexuality, Cerezita thus powerfully transforms potentially queer sexual pleasure
into political and revolutionary impulse.
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Cerezita’s iconic role in Heroes and Saints is a reminder of Virgin,
Coyolxauhqui, a martyr, a saint, a savior for people in her community. Her ac-
tion resonates not only with the feminist tenet that Moraga appreciates, “the per-
sonal is political” (Loving iv), in terms of how an individual body is capable of
subverting the paradigm of Western culture but also with the ethics of queer
ecofeminism that aims at decolonizing the bodies of non-Western subjects, e.g.,
women, nature, animals, queers, and native people by liberating them from the
ideological norms of Western masculinity, anthropocentricity, and heterosexuality.
In Wazsonville, a sequel of Heroes and Saints with the same characters eight years
after the McLaughlin incident, this potential of individual body as an active
initiator of revolution is carried over to provide a source of community empower-
ment by an increasing sense of solidarity, which leads more organized resistance
against the agent of environmental corruption with their spirituality reinforced
by a land-centered perspective of their communal place.

For instance, the characters that appeared in Heroes and Saints continue to
play crucial roles in Wazsonville in their conscious construction of a community
yet this time with more advanced political awareness about their communal
roles: Juan Cunningham who appeared as Father Juan and witnessed Cerezita’s
last in Heroes and Saints shows up as a non-priest community organizer in
Watsonville, and Amparo who was “the comadre and activista” in Heroes and
Saints appears as a cannery worker and a community organizer in Watsonville.
The story of Watsonville is set to take place in an actual Northern California town
named Watsonville, where Mexican farm workers have been exploited laborers
again. What becomes clear in this sequel is that the capitalistic exploitation that
Mexican farm laborers fought in the previous drama still persists and the living
conditions of Chicana/os haven’t been improved despite Cerezita’s huge sacrifice
eight years ago. Nevertheless, it is also apparent that Cerezita’s challenge and
sacrifice left a legacy among Chicana/os in her community and helped them
understand that they are the conscious agency—the builders—of their own

community.



88 Tamkang Review 40.1 (December 2009)

Organizing a community is seemingly a more essential goal in Wazsonville
than in Heroes and Saints. Moraga’s scope of the body extends from an individual
body to the body of a larger community perhaps reflecting Moraga’s shifting view
of family and community, particularly after she and her lesbian partner adopted a
child sometime between 1980 and 2000. She states in her preface to the 2000
second edition of Loving in the War Years: “Twenty years ago, my intimate reflec-
tions on my mother served as a focal point of my meditations of ‘familiar,” which
have gradually evolved, through the 90s, into broader reflections on Xicanos
[Chicanos] and Xicanas [Chicanas] as ‘tribe’” and ‘nation’ (iv). Reflecting a change
in her status from a daughter to a mother and appreciating the change that she
“couldn’t have dreamed possible at twenty-seven [years old]” (Loving vi), Moraga
states, “Is this the road to Coyolxauhqui’s re-memberment?” (Loving vi). The
process of “re-memberment” develops as she comes to terms with her queer sexu-
ality and identity; however, her revaluing the meaning of family, community,
“Earth,” and “Land” (Loving iv) together implies that “re-memberment” is
attained not only through personal yet political diversification of sexuality but
also through regaining the missing homeland on which the community of those
bodies reside. The indigenous identity comes to pertain to Moraga’s evolving
sense of Chicana body at this moment when Moraga becomes aware of the neces-
sity of reclaiming Chicana/os bodies not only within themselves but also in their
relationship with land and its history.

The Aztlin, a Chicano nationalist movement in the 1960s, testifies how
Chicana/os were trying to recover their missing physical and spiritual homeland.
The movement also argues that it is mandatory for Chicana/os to regain their
homeland in order to redeem Chicano pride as a people with indigenous heritage.
Anzaldua in Borderland/ La Frontera also emphasizes how the southwest United
States used to be the land of the Aztec until the 1800s when illegally migrated
Anglos in Texas “legitimized the white imperialist takeover” and “7¢janos [the
Mexicans in Texas region] lost their land and, overnight, became the foreigners”
(28). Thus the subtitle of Watsonville, “Some Place Not Here,” correlates this
sense of dislocation held by Chicana/os. Susana, the openly lesbian character in
the play, articulates this subtitle phrase in her dialogue with Juan, after confessing
her personal history of how she became politically aware and makes a joke about
living in monasteries like Juan as he used to do:

SUSANA: Another fantasy bites the dust. Truth is, all this anti-immigration mess . . .
it’s escape fantasies I'm having, not the hermitage.

JUAN:  Where to?

SUSANA: I don’t know. Some place not here. Some place that doesn’t feel like a
foreign country. (44)
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What is meant by “some place not here” in this play, however, may not be
necessarily identical with the Azzldn in the 1960s. Unfortunately, the movement
of Aztlan becomes problematic for Chicanas because the Az#lin remained a
masculine movement, as its goals were to achieve the national self and identity,
which were eventually dominated by patriarchal ideology. Gaard argues that
national identity is shaped as a “master model” that perpetuates patriarchy (130).
What opposes the master model—or what threatens patriarchal order—needs to
be excluded in order to “authorize colonization” which justifies the colonialist
view of indigenous people as those “eroticized” and “animalized” (Gaard 130).
The nationalistic movement of Az#ldn inevitably contradicts the ecofeminist ideal
of a post-patriarchal model of community because of its movement toward mono-
lithic Chicano identity, which excludes non-heterosexual and non-masculine
identities. Like Susana in this play, Moraga and other Chicanas with queer
identity cannot locate their bodies in the realm of compulsory heterosexuality.
Anzaldda, for example, states: “Though I'll defend my race and culture when they
are attacked by non-mexicanos, conozco el malestar de mi cultura ['m aware of
myself uncomfortable with my culture]. I abhor some of my culture’s ways, how
it cripples its women, como burras [like inferiors], our strengths used against us,
lowly burras bearing humility with dignity” (43). “Some place not here,” therefore,
implies the desire for the movement toward the attainment of an alternative Aztlin
based on a more inclusive and democratic vision of ecofeminist community.

Creating an alternative Aztldn without being trapped by the Chicano na-
tionalist identity is one of the most significant feminist and ecofeminist aesthetic
challenges in Watsonville. In analyzing Moraga’s aesthetics in relation to ecofemi-
nism, two aspects need to be examined: the first is how the concept of bor-
derlands contributes to her sense of homeland; the second is how her sense of
indigenous Chicana identity comes into play in conceptualizing that homeland.
Moraga’s vision of homeland is synonymous with Anzaldua’s definition of border-
lands—"a vague and undetermined place” and the place “in a constant state of
transition” (25). To Moraga’s mind (and the minds of other writers who identify
themselves as indigenous in the U.S.), the international border between the U.S.
and Mexico has never been legitimate politically, geographically, and
psychologically, despite the intergovernmental treaty.” Moraga states that the
borders were “drawn like fingered lines in the sand, and erased with every wagon

wheel” (Oliver-Rotger).

7 In foreword to Watsonville, Moraga states that the southern descendants of Native America and their
children, Chicanos, first “learn to swallow” the sentence “No tenemos papeles,” which means they have
no legal documents to cross the U.S.-Mexican border (vii).
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The farm land in Wazsonville can be interpreted as the borderlands, because
of the fluidity of the place which makes diverse migrant workers feel farther
away from their home. It also makes them feel, at the same time, an urgent need
for solidarity to enable communal resistance against employers” exploitation. In
the play, for example, Juan, who lost Cerezita in the McLaughlin incident and
yet also assures that “it still didn’t stop the growers” from using pesticides and
ignoring laborers’ human rights, now tries to organize the people in Watsonville
for the strike:

JUAN: That’s what I'm fighting. Owners who try and convince you that poison
is food and slavery is a job. I'm not here to do anything against you.
We have the same goals. First: maintain the strike. Get the community
mobilized for food and clothing drives fundraising, and shared children
care. . . . We organize demonstrations, boycotts, and major publicity
campaigns. I mean national campaigns! Second: negotiate with the
cabrones [bastards] and win.

AMPARO: ;Adelante! [Go ahead!]

CHENTE: i{Eso! [That’s right!] (27)

The class struggles between the capitalist growers and the working-class laborers
followed by capitalists’ colonization of the bodies of the laborers also represent the
farm land as borderlands where differences generate unbalanced distribution of
power and, consequently, physical and emotional conflicts. The border, therefore,
doesn’t always mean the U.S.-Mexican border; rather, it signifies any conceptual
site where foreign bodies are subject to colonization by institutional regulations,
which justify the dehumanization during the power struggles.

Decolonizing indigenous bodies and consciousness solely of Chicanas,
however, doesnt seem to be the only goal that Moraga is pursuing in Wazsonville.
Moraga is also aware that the borderlands are not to be possessed exclusively, but
are to be shared extensively. To construct an extensive community on border-
lands by presenting it as the place that is open to others, Moraga imagines the
history of the land and the original indigenous inhabitants. More precisely, in
Watsonville, she envisions the bodies of the Ohlone Indians who had lived in the
Bay Area before Chicana/o workers moved in there to build their communities.
According to Malcolm Margolin, over “10,000 people lived in the coastal area
between Point Sur and the San Francisco Bay” before the Spaniards come to the
area (1), and “as many as thirty or forty permanent villages rimmed the shores
of the San Francisco Bay—plus several dozen temporary ‘camps,’ visited for a
few weeks each year by inland groups who journeyed to the Bay shore to gather
shellfish and other food” (13). Wazsonville is fundamentally Moraga’s tribute to
the Ohlone Indians, the indigenous population who need to be re-membered in
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the memories of the land; however, the tribute, Moraga’s attempt to celebrate the
indigenous heritage, simultaneously represents her act of making room for Chicana/
os to enter the history of the place without violating the heritage of those who
belonged to the land before the Mexicans moved there. Moraga states:

Land has memory. And the original peoples of that land, and those who daily live its
lessons, are the memory carriers. The failure to remember, the failure to respect and
defend the memory carriers, destroys cultures, ecological environments, destroys lives.
The United States’ record of genocide against the original peoples of this land and the
ecological devastation it has wreaked upon it are testament to this fact. (Loving 167)

The carefully laid out stage set also effectively connects the Chicana bodies
with the memories of the land and its original inhabitants at a spiritual level:
all the actions of the play take place “in the circle of a grove of aging oaks” (6),
because the oaks are worshipped by the Ohlone as they yield acorns on which the
Ohlone live.® Just as Cerezita was compared to cherry, which was exposed to
pesticide and contamination, Moraga compares the drastically decreased Ohlone
population to oak trees which are also going extinct in the Bay Area. In so doing,
Moraga expresses how all inhabitants are equal as long as they live on the same
land—Iland that not only has embraced but also outlived many stories and lives of
diverse inhabitants—and it is this understanding that leads differences among
people in the community into solidarity.

In the scene where two Chicanas in different living conditions—Susana as a
lesbian activist with no kid and Lucha, a working-class mother who has had to
struggle to protect herself from patriarchal oppression—eventually come to terms
with each other, Susana tells Lucha about the significance of strengthening
solidarity as those who belong to the same community physically share common
ground to live on. She picks up an acorn and states: “Asi que this acorn is the
future, a future you and I will never see. In the same way . . . this old tree is our
history. The very acorn that birthed this tree spilled off of some momma oak the
Ohlones were worshipping five hundred years ago. (Beaz) Do you have any idea
what this place looked like when all it knew was indios?” (89). A sense of indig-
enousness enables two women to come to realize how the land has history in itself
and postulates the basis of ecofeminist community where women enact the cen-
tral role of making the silent past of the colonized to be heard as well as decolonizing
the colonized bodies toward a post-patriarchal and postcolonial future.

8 In a note to “the set,” Moraga writes: “The set for Watsonville most closely reflects . . . a setting for
“a people”—a Mexican immigrant worker, indio-catholic people. . . . Still as Mexicans of Indian descent,
el pueblo remembers the land as belonging to no one but the earth itself . . .” (6).
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Watsonville thus represents the borderlands, where diverse forms of beings
are converging, contesting, and yet eventually embraced to form a new commu-
nity with a shared sense of place. Dolores plays a central role for connecting
Chicana/os with and the indigenous memory inscribed in the land. Dolores,
a mother who lost two children in Heroes and Saints, first appeared to have
lost herself in a life of no hope saying that she “got nothing to fight for now” (41),
but she transforms herself to participate in the communal struggles. The force
that triggers her participation is, however, more spiritual than political urgency.
When Jojo, Lucha’s teenage son, got hurt during the protest against the growers,
she is finally awakened to take action:

[Un the darkness, the brutal sounds of a physical assault are heard . . . An ambulance is heard
in the distance, speeding across city-blocks. DOLORES appears in the oak grove, wearing
a rebozo around her shoulders. . . . The wind blows, DOLORES draws the rebozo more
tightly to her.]

DOLORES: Virgencita, how many more faces can death wear? Tonight La Muerte
[the Death] put on the clothes of the gringo [the white] and beat my Jojo into the
ground. He can’t wake up. Without your touch, Madre [Mother], Jojo can’t wake
up. .. . Mi Virgen, te ruego don’t take our son from us. Es un inocente [He’s innocent].
Digame, ;Qué haga yo? ;Qué quieres de mi? [Listen, what should I do? What do
you want me to do?] (Pause, she extends her hands.) Enséfiame el camino [Show me
the way] and I'll walk that road, te lo prometo [I promise]. Just don’t take the boy!
You can’t have the boy! (Suddenly full of rage) Wake him up!

iTe lo mando! [I tell you!]

(51-52)

Dolores then witnesses that “the sound of the wind begins to take on the reso-
nance of female voices becoming increasingly distinct as they rise in volume” and
“gradually in the shadow of the oaks, the women appear chanting in nahuatl”
(52). The voices in Nahuatl, the indigenous Mexican language, chant the names
of Aztec goddesses, “Chihuacoatl, Quilaztli, Tonan, Centeotl, Centeotlcihuatl,
Xilonen, Teteoian, Chicomecoatl, Citlalicue, Chinipa, Yoalticit]” (52). These names
of Aztec goddesses bring to mind Moraga’s aesthetic challenge of decolonizing
Chicana identity and bodies by relocating them within their indigenous Aztec
heritage where Virgin of Guadalupe is only a part, despite the fact that traditional
Catholic churches have imposed the Virgin on Chicanas as the ultimate image of
womanhood.

Listening to those mysterious voices in indigenous language from the sur-
rounding oak grove, Dolores attains affinity with nature spiritually. Affinity with
nature is one of the critical aspects of ecofeminism, though it may fall into a “very
dangerous position . . . its essentialism” (Ress 197). Moraga, however, expresses
women’s close relationship with nature not as a negative drawback that con-
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tributes to constant patriarchal oppression but as a positive strength that can
disturb the patriarchal status-quo. In doing so, Dolores’s connection with na-
ture empowers her to become a powerful Chicana spiritual leader who embodies
subversive agency, causing what is called the “miracle” in the play and bringing
a shift in patriarchal order in the borderlands.

The “miracle,” a core belief of Catholic religion, is used to complete the
process of women’s empowerment in Wazsonville. Moraga expresses the miracle
at the climax scene of Act Two, showing Dolores’s prayer with a revolutionary
natural phenomenon: the earthquake. In fact, associating the earthquake with
the miracle is not completely fictional, since Moraga explains in “Notes from the
Playwright” from Warsonuville, the final sequence is based on the true events that
happened in Bay Area, such as “the 7.1 earthquake of 1989” and “the appearance
of the Virgen de Guadalupe on the face of an oak tree in Pinto Lake County Park
in 1992” (4). By the time the drama reaches this point, Dolores is physically
weak because of the fast she was on in the course of her participation in political
resistance of her community, but the purpose of her action is fulfilled with this
miraculous conclusion. For presenting Dolores’s poignant prayer at this climax
scene, Moraga deliberately chooses the oldest and tallest oak grove for the set in
which the miracles happen. Dolores thus speaks:

DOLORES: ... La Virgen de Guadalupe is our mother, la Virgen de todos, mds de los
mexicanos [The Virgin of all, of most of all Mexicans] . . . . Acd en Watsén la madre
[Here at Watsonville Mother] has travel thousands of miles to show herself to us, los
mexicanos, to tell nuestra gente que pertenecemos aqui [our people that we belong
here] , que we belong here as much as el gringo [the white]. Plant yourself here,
dice ella [she says]. Like that holy tree, tan fuerte [so strong], tan Viejo [so old], tan
sagrado [so sacred], ustedes tienen raices [you have roots] that spread all the way to
México. . . . Todo es América y la Virgen de Guadalupe es la Emperatriz de América,
una América unida [All are American and the Virgin of Guadalupe is the Empress of
America, the United America]. (Pause) Ahora, mi raza [Over here, my people], come
with me, on your knees si pueden [if possible], para demonstrar a la Virgen y a toda
américa que somos gente de fe y fuerza [to show to the Virgin and to all America that
we are the people with faith and strength]. (98)

Then “the shadow of the leaves of the sacred oak pass across her [Dolores’s] face,”
and she and Jojo “begin to tremble ever so slightly, then shake with increasing
vigor as the sound of the tremor rises in intensity” (98). The chanting of the
names of Aztec goddesses in Nahuatl is heard again in this scene:

VOICES: Chihuacoatl, Quilaztli, Tonan, Centeotl, Centeotlcihuatl, Xilonen, Teteoian,
Chicomecoatl, Citlalicue, Chinipa, Yoalticitl, Coatlicue, Teotenantzin, Tlaliyolo, Toci,
Tonantzin . . . (98).
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The chants are followed by the earthquake and the image of the Virgin “illumi-
nated” in the tree for a brief moment on the darkened stage (98). Moraga con-
cludes the play with the miraculous result that “some ten thousand survivors”
including Dolores and other Chicana/os “were found gathered together in an oak
grove in a County Park just outside of town” (Wazsonville 99). Sparing the lives
of the working-class Mexican community in miracle, Moraga depicts “the fate
of the Chicano people as intrinsically tied to the fate of / tierra [the land]” (David
J. DeRose 76) and makes her audience aware that people’s survival depends on
how they sustain their spiritual relationship with their land. The miracle is at the
same time Moraga’s aesthetic strategy, by which she subverts the existing order
on the conceptual borderlands for the sake of physical and spiritual reclamation
of the bodies of “a miracle people.”
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Though it remains unknown whether Moraga would identify herself as an
ecofeminist, it is clear in Heroes and Saints and Watsonville that ecofeminism is
practiced literarily in her texts and physically in her theatrical productions. Moraga’s
aesthetics, which emerges at intersections of crisscrossing self-awareness as an
indigenous Mexicana, a queer, a daughter, a mother, and a member of working-
class Chicana/o community, in many ways pertains to the ecofeminist aesthetics
toward reclaiming the colonized bodies by deconstructing the patriarchal thought-
system which has been contributing to justifying colonialism. Nevertheless,
Moraga’s theater, at its essence, is her prayer for the world to make a difference
so that her people can survive. Moraga states:

Theatre is three-dimensional living art from requiring real live bodies. It originated
from ritual. It is that marvelous place where the physical and metaphysical and the
relationship between the two can be made manifest and interpreted by the playwright
in collaboration with actor, director, designer, etc. (Oliver-Rotger)

Moraga’s prayer—or her revolutionary ritual—created through this artistic col-
laboration encompasses the different spheres of participation when it eventually
reaches her audience. Just as Dolores see Cerezita holding out “her arms like the
arms of the tree” at the moment of earthquake (100), Moraga enables her audi-
ence to see a vision that merges what appears to be separated, irrelevant, and
oppositional. Her revolutionary ritual will continue to be generated until the
non-dichotomous ecofeminist paradigm makes the world acknowledge the
borderlands as the next possible paradigm of what people would perceive as the
real world.
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