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Christi ne Garc ia 's The Aguero Sisters and J u l ia A lvarez's 
How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents are nove l s  that 
revo lve around the confl icts and tens ions among the 
members of the two imm igrant fam i l ies, the Aguero s i s
ters from Cuba and the Garc i a  s i sters from the 
Domin ican Repub l ic, ari s ing ma in ly  from the i r  need to 
come to terms with the i r  amb iguous identit ies. Th i s  art i
c le focuses on the ways in wh ich the Aguero and 
Garc ia s i sters th rough the i r  hybr id identit ies overcome 
boundar ies and exc l us ive categor ies so as to cha l l enge 
homogen iz i ng, hegemon ic systems, and open vistas 
i nto new, non-essentia l i st modes of identity that sti l l  
can b e  represented i n  the i r  spec if ic configu rations.  

How to make a case for identity without affi rm ing essentia l 
i z ing  categor ies has  preoccup ied the  m i nds of  scho lars from a 
broad range of d i sc ip l ines such as cu l tu ra l ,  ethn i c, and gender 
stud ies, espec ia l ly after the upsu rge of post-structu ra l i sm and 
theories of hybr id i ty that constitute a strong l i nk between post
co lon ia l ,  post-modern, and post-fem in i st conceptions of identity. 
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Criti cs from th i s  wide i nterd i sci p l i nary pool have focused on 
how to reso lve the tens ion between c la ims to authentic i ty or 
autonomy on the one hand and m u lti p l i c ity or hybr id i ty on the 
other as far as var ious frames of identity are concerned, particu
la r ly  i n  the face of the long, mu lt i -faceted h i story of oppress ion,  
co lon ization, and subord i nation .  D i ssolv i ng identity i n  d iscourse 
in an  attempt to underm ine categories, despite i ts l i berati ng 
aspects, has d ismayed margi na l i zed groups who had not yet 
found the opportun ity to construct themse lves as subjects nor to 
represent the i r  spec ific i ties s i nce they cons i stently had been 
defi ned in re l at ion or in negativity to the subord i nati ng groups .  1 
Thus a major  concern has been to fi nd ways i n  wh ich the pre
estab l ished hegemon ic orders cou l d  be cha l l enged without gen
erati ng new modes of hegemony and h ierarchy. 

Attempti ng to overth row the hegemon ic  power structu re by 
us ing i ts very strategies of natura l iz i ng or fixati ng identity on ly  
reverses the h ierarchy. Audre Lorde writes, "For the  master's too l s  
wi l l  never d i smantl e the master's house. They may a l l ow us tem
porar i ly to beat h im at h i s  own game, but they wi l l  never enab le  
us  to br ing about genu ine  change" ( 1 08) .  By  the  same token i f  
the  postmodern ist project to  d i spense with categor ies and un i 
versa l ized conceptions of  identity i n  favor of  a fl u id, hybr id, de
centered and de-essentia l i zed identity is  understood to have no 
room for autonomy or authentic i ty, therefore none for res i stance, 
it may prove equa l l y  restri ctive.2 As Gerry Sm ith argues, " [T] he 
d i ssol ution of border is  far from unprob lematic" and "hybr id i ty is  
a l so hegemonica l ly recuperab le, eas i ly absorbed by those with 
an  i nterest i n  deny ing the va l id ity of a coherent d iscourse of 
res istance" (43 ) .  

The d ia logue between Nestor Garcia Canc l i n i ,  Raymundo 
Mier and Margarita Zi res concern i ng the concept of "hybr id i ty" 
as i t  perta i ns to cu ltu ra l  and nationa l  identity th rows l ight on the 
controvers ia l  natu re of th is  term . Canc l i n i  detects two d i fferent 
movements in Mier and Zi res' interpretat ions of h i s  notion of 
hybr id i ty: that the hybr id is someth i ng i ndeterm inate and con
stantly changing and that the hybr id becomes forma l ized dur ing 
the process of hybr id ization . 3  Canc l i n i  underscores that the 
hybr id is  subject to constant de-territor ia l i zation and re-territor i 
a l ization even i n  contemporary soc iet ies where the i ntensity of 
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cu l tura l  cross i ngs have l ed to the co l l apse of parad igms and the 
d i fficu l ty of grasp ing mean i ng.4 He c la i ms, "The hybr id i s  a lmost 
never someth ing i ndeterm inate because there are d i fferent h i s
tor ica l  forms of hybr id ization" (79) .  

The d ia logue between the works of S imon Dur ing and L i nda 
H utcheon concern ing the re lationsh i p  between post-co lon ia l ism 
and post-modern ism d isp lays a s im i l a r  pattern : Du ri ng under
l i nes the paradox of post-modern ity that " refuses to turn the 
Other i nto the Same" thus provid i ng a theoretica l space for "oth
erness" wh ich it actua l ly den ies but a l so recogn iz ing that "the 
Other can never speak for itse lf  as the Other" ( 1 25 ) .  Du ri ng's the
s i s  is "that the concept post-modern ity has been constructed i n  
terms wh ich more or l ess i ntentiona l ly wipe ou t  the poss i b i l i ty of 
post-co lon ia l  identity" ( 1 25 ) .  He remarks, " [P) ost-co lon ia l  i sm is  
regarded as the need, i n  nat ions or groups wh ich have been vic
t ims of imperia l i sm, to ach ieve an identity uncontam inated by 
u n iversa l i st or Eu rocentric concepts or images" ( 1 25 ) .  I n  her 
"Ci rc l i ng the Downspout of Emp i re" L i nda Hutcheon comp l i 
cates Duri ng's defi n i t ion o f  post-co lon ia l i sm, noti ng that "the 
enti re post-co lon ia l  project usua l ly pos its precise ly the imposs i 
b i l i ty of that identity ever be ing 'u ncontam i nated' "  ( 1 35 ) .  She 
contends that both the post-co lon ia l  and the post-modern res ist 
any tota l iz ing system or hegemon ic  force that presumes centra l 
i ty by "granti ng va lue  to (what the  centre ca l l s) the  marg in  or  the 
Other" and that both post-modern ism and post-co lon ia l i sm 
u ndertake a d ia logue with h i story ( 1 33 ) .  

After modern ism's ah i stor ica l  rejection o f  the bu rden of  the 
past, post-modern art sought self-consc ious ly (and often parod i
ca l ly) to reconstruct its re l ationsh ip to what came before; s im i 
l a r ly, after that imposit ion of  an imper ia l  cu l tu re and that trun
cated i nd igenous h istory wh ich co lon ia l i sm has meant to many 
nat ions, post-co lon ia l  l i teratu res are a l so negotiati ng (often paro
d ica l ly) the one tyrann ica l  weight of co lon ia l  h i story in conj unc
tion with the reva l ued loca l past ( 1 3 1 ) . 

H utcheon proposes i rony and parody as powerfu l subver
s ive too l s  wh ich, in thei r  capacity to represent doub led identit ies, 
can cha l l enge the paradoxica l  move by co lon ia l i sm to enforce 
cu ltura l  sameness wh i le at the same ti me produc ing d i fferentia
tions and d i scr im i nations ( 1 33 ) .  
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The tens ion between authentic i ty and mu l ti p l ic i ty with ref
erence to identity a l so constitutes the focus of gender and fem i 
n i st stud ies a s  reflected i n  the works of Teresa De  Lau reti s  and 
J ud i th B ut l er. s L i nda A lcoff wr i tes that  in  Alice Doesn 't: 
Feminism, Semiotics, Cinema Teresa de Lau ret is spe l l s  out the 
d i l emma between a post-structu ra l i st genderless subject that 
erases sexua l  d ifference from subjectivity and a cu l tu ra l  fem i n i st 
essentia l i zed subject" ( 1 09) .  Alcoff under l i nes that De Lau ret is 
deve lops the begi nn i ngs of a new conception of dynam ic, "pos i 
t iona l "  subjectivity that i nvo lves "the conti nuous engagement of 
a se lf or subject i n  soc ia l  rea l i ty" and a "pol it i ca l ,  theoretica l  se lf
ana lyz i ng, reflex ive practice" . As such the subject can "a l ter d i s
cou rse and be a l tered and reconstructed by i t" ( 1 09- 1 1 0) .  A l coff 
h igh l ights the importance of De Lau retis' work as fo l lows: 

Gender i s  not a point to start from in the sense of be ing 
a given th ing but is, i nstead, a pos it  or construct, for
ma l izab l e  i n  a nonarbitrary way th rough a matrix of 
habits, practices, d i scourses. Further, i t  i s  an i nterpreta
t ion of our  h istory with i n  a particu la r  d iscurs ive con
ste l l at ion, a h i story in wh ich we are both subjects of 
and subjected to soc ia l  construction ( 1 1 4) .  
Jud ith Butl er's v iew of  gender identity as "perform i ng'" with

in h istor ica llcu l tu ra l  d i scourses so as to produce agency to sub
vert them constitutes another s ign ificant cha l l enge to mak ing 
essentia l  and u n iversa l  conceptions of gender, wh ich, however, 
does not d i s regard or  exc l ude gender spec ific i ty nor the poss i 
b i l i ty of  res i stance. As Robert M. Strozier po i nts out, But ler  ho lds 
that d iscourse is pr ior to and constitutes subjective identi ty but 
that d iscurs ive ly mandated performance produces agency from 
with i n  itse lf through the per iodic repetit ion of the rece ived cate
gories, the supposed ly "or igi na l "  or "natu ra l "  ro les :  

[Gl ender as performance over time necess itates repeti 
t ion; and repeti t ion inevitab ly i nvo lves fa i l u re o r  s l ip
page, wh ich i n  tu rn creates a self-reflex ive stance; the 
consequence is  produced agency-by the same d i scu r
s ive regu lat ions wh ich produce gendered subjectivity 
(Stroz ier 88) .  
Strozier fu rther remarks that accord i ng to Butler, "Agency 

and (the poss i b i l i ty of) res istance are not assumed as propert ies 
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of the pregiven subject; the subject constructed by d i scou rse
postdiscurs ive-has produced in it the capac ity/or posit iona l ity for 
res istance to the constituti ng d i scourse" (83 ) .  He descri bes 
Butler's argument i n  her Gender Trouble as "based on the be l i ef 
that any a pr ior i  conception of the 'we' as essentia l i z ing notions 
of 'fema le' and 'woman' work to the detriment of 'fem in ist pol it
ica l  theor iz i ng'; they are an employment of 'the imper ia l i st 
strategies' that fem i n ism must eschew, and most i mportant they 
operate as a constra i nt on 'the very subject' fem in ist theory 
hopes to represent and l i berate" (82 ) .  6 

The two nove l s  to be exp lored here, Ch ri sti na Garda's The 
Aguero Sisters and J u l ia Alvarez' How the Garcia Girls Lost Their 
Accents, are concerned with the issues of or igi ns, change, res ist
ance, and identity construction .  They open vi stas to new con
ceptions of subjectiv ity that respond to the press i ng issue of how 
to reso lve the d ichotomy between authentic i ty and m u lt ip l i c ity, 
representation and d iscu rs ion,  so as to engender the most l i ber
ated and ega l itar ian forms of identity. The notion of identity that 
emerges in both nove l s  does not conce ive of these above-men
t ioned categor ies as mutua l ly exc l us ive but embraces both, 
thereby doi ng justice both to specific i ty and hybrid i ty. It does not 
seek to separate but engage "se lf" and "other" i n  such a way that 
the i r  i nteraction not on ly  transforms both but a l so accentuates 
the spec ific it ies of each . As emi nent examp les of imm igrant l i t
eratu re, The Aguero Sisters and The Garcia Girls chal l enge both 
i n  form and content the pre-estab l ished categor ies, constant ly re
i nscri b i ng them but never eras ing them or pr ior i tiz ing one over 
the other. 

The four  Garda s i sters, Car la, Sandra, Yo landa, and Sofia, 
who are i n  the i r  ear ly th i rt ies and l ate twenties, and the two 
Aguero s i sters, Reina  and Constanc ia, who are i n  thei r l ate for
t ies and ear ly fifties respective ly have someth i ng very s ign ificant 
in common.  The characters in both nove l s  exper ience an a l most 
traumatic separation and d i sp lacement, wh ich expose them to 
complete ly  different l ife sty les than the ones they were used to 
and tr igger a process of self-reflection a long with the i r  ongo ing 
attempts to come to terms with the i r  past and to accommodate it 
to the present. 

Both the Garda and the Aguero s i sters come from wel l -edu-
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cated and wea l thy H i span ic  fam i l i es, the descendants of the 
Conqu i stadors, who have conti nued the trad it ion of co lon izers 
after the i ndependence of thei r countr ies, the Dom i n ican 
Repub l i c  and Cuba respective ly. The Garda g i r l s, as daughters 
of the prom i nent de la Torre fam i ly, l ive snugly and carefree i n  
the i r  mans ion su rrounded by la rge areas of l and adjacent to 
those of the i r  re l atives, a l l  of whom keep Hait ian servants and 
chauffeu rs .  Father Garda de l a  Torre, a doctor, conducts research 
i n  col l aborat ion with American doctors who l ater make arrange
ments for h im  and h i s  fam i ly to flee the country and move to the 
U n ited States due to the i ncreas ing th reats from the d i ctator 
Truj i l lo .  Th i s  marks a dramatic change i n  the l ives of the Garc ia  
s i sters who now strugg le to  cope with the tens ion between the i r  
Dom i n ican and American identit ies, the past and the  present, 
and the confl icti ng i mpu l ses to conform and rebe l .  The nove l 
may i n itia l ly seem to del i neate the gi r ls '  success ive experiences 
of foreignness, "American ization" and "Americanness" that par
a l l e l  the i r  pai nfu l separat ion from, thei r  rejection of, and fi na l ly  
estrangement from the i r  Cari bbean or ig in ,  but i n  fact the gradua l  
expans ion of  thei r  cross-cu ltu ra l experiences wi l l  i ncrease the 
deeper- ly ing u rge on the part of the g i r l s  to embrace and i ncor
porate the i r  past i nto the i r  cu rrent identity. The fact that Yo landa, 
the th i rd s i ster who a l so appears as the protagon i st of the nove l ,  
decides to retu rn to the i s l and with the in tention to stay longer, 
perhaps even for good th is time, by itse lf i nd icates that the imm i 
grant experience o f  the Garda g i r l s  cannot be  considered i n  l i n
ear or exc l us ive terms. 

Ignacio Aguero, the father of the Aguero s isters, i s  a wel l 
known natu ra l i st com ing from a fam i ly of  c lass ica l  m us ic ians 
and i nte l l ectua ls .  He takes frequent excurs ions to forests and 
swamps to exp lore rare spec ies with h i s  wife and col l eague, 
B l anca. They lament the imm i nent exti nction of var ious spec ies 
as wel l  as the i r  a l ready exti nct ancestors due to the growing eco
logica l  imba lance in Cuba; therefore they preserve samp les of 
rare spec ies i n  the spac ious Aguero househo ld  after shooti ng and 
stuffi ng them . When the i r  daughter, Constanc ia, i s  five months 
old B lanca d i sappears for months and when she comes back she 
is  pregnant by a b lack man, wh ich is  not exp l i c it ly stated i n  the 
nove l but suggested by references to Rei na's darker sk in and her 
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encounter with a b lack man by her mother's grave years later, 
who, as she hears from people there, v is i ts B l anca's grave every 
day, on ly to d i sappear after that encounter. When Rei na is born 
and receives a l l  the attention from her mother, Constancia 
becomes frustrated and attempts to hu rt the baby, whereupon her 
parents send her to her unc le's ranch where she l ives unt i l she 
em igrates to the US  with her h usband. The Aguero g i r ls  l ose thei r 
parents when they are sti l l  very young. Ignac io shoots B lanca 
dur i ng an excurs ion to the Zapata Swamp, and "starts te l l i ng h i s  
l i es" a s  he confesses i n  h i s  letter to the g i r ls  who do not  see i t  
unti l the end of  the  nove l ,  and  he comm its su ic ide two years after 
the event. Reina  is devastated when her mother d ies .  She never 
bel ieves h i s  father's exp lanation of her death . Constanc ia, on the 
contrary, rema ins  rather co ld  and i nd i fferent. Re ina  refuses to 
leave the country before and after the Cuban Revo l ut ion despite 
a l l  the hardsh ips that it bri ngs with it and ins i sts on spend i ng the 
rest of her l i fe in the former Aguero househo ld, in fact, in one of 
i ts rooms p i l ed up with her parents' books and re l i cs, s i nce the 
house accommodates severa l other fam i l ies after the Revo l ution .  
The two s isters rema i n  separated for over th ree decades other 
than the i r  occas iona l  correspondence unti l Rei na, after many 
years of unwaver ing ded ication to her past, the study of her 
father's work, her end less rummagi ng among his books, papers, 
notes, stuffed bats and an ima l  ski ns, l eaves Cuba to v is i t  her s is
ter in Miami where Consanc ia te l l s her that Re ina  was not Papi 's 
daughter, a secret that she i ntu itive ly expected to un rave l .  For the 
fi rst time after many years of i nsomn ia  Re ina  can s leep un i nter
rupted ly th rough the n ight. Constanc ia herself retu rns to Cuba to 
bu ry her husband, Herberto, who went there to partic i pate in a 
counter-revol ut ionary movement and to uncover the secrets of 
her fam i ly as they wou ld  be revea led i n  her father's l etter and 
some items he had left with her uncle short ly before he d ied. For 
the fi rst time Constanc ia fi nds solace i n  the Cuban landscape 
"where every or ig in shows. For the fi rst time in her l ife, she's 
gratefu l it's a part of her past" (296) .  

Before go i ng i nto an i n-depth d iscuss ion of the Garda and 
Aguero s isters' unbroken, sometimes anxiety- l aden, and some
times reassur ing and fu lfi l l i ng re l at ion to the past, and how it 
fue l s  thei r hybr id identity as wel l  as thei r potentia l  for res istance 

1 4 1 



Ethnic Studies Review Volume 26: 1 

i n  l i ne with the theor ies descri bed above, i t  i s  i mportant to 
emphas ize the way i n  wh ich the narrative structu re of both nov
e l s  reflects the i ntimate and inextricab le  bond between the past 
and the present. The themes of exi l e and retu rn, acceptance and 
res i stance, and constant de-territor ia l ization and re-territor ia l iza
t ion of identity a l so fi nd express ion i n  the non- l i near and poly
phon ic  structu re of both nove ls .  The narrative i n  both nove l s  
i nvo lves a d ia logic l i n k  between the past and the present, and 
the polyphony consi sts i n  the repetit ion of the narration of cer
ta i n  exper iences from d i fferent perspectives, with vary i ng  
emphases and  nuances so  as  to render them ambivalent and ca l l 
i nto question the i r  orig ina l  form in  the h istory of numerous d is
cou rses. 

The Garda Girls consists of th ree sect ions in reverse 
chrono logy, the fi rst ( 1 989- 1 972 )  i nc l ud ing episodes from the 
g i r l s' adu l t  l i fe in the Un ited States, the second ( 1 970-1 960) cov
eri ng the i r  adolescence marked by a rather d iffi cu l t  process of 
the i r  assim i l at ion to American cu ltu re, and the th i rd ( 1 960- 1 956) 
re l ati ng the i r  ch i ldhood memories i n  the Domi n ican Repub l i c  
begi n n ing with the  time short ly before the i r  imm igration .  On ly 
the chapters i n  the th i rd section that comprise thei r ch i l dhood 
years in the Domi n ican Repub l i c  are to ld  in the fi rst person i nd i 
cati ng that the gi r ls '  identit ies have become so  hybr id after the i r  
encounter and  i nteraction with the foreign cu l ture that the use of 
the fi rst person remains  exc l us ive i n  the face of the p l u ra l i ty of 
thei r  se lves. Even the fact that Yo landa considers retu rn i ng per
manent ly to the Dom i n ican Repub l ic a lmost th i rty years after 
the i r  imm igration at the begi nn i ng of the nove l ,  which i s  at the 
same t ime the end of the story, does not sh i ft the narrative to the 
fi rst person s i nce she has been transformed i rrevocab ly and s i nce 
she wi l l  keep changing in her new i nteractions with the peop le 
on the i s l and who i n  tu rn wi l l  undergo changes i n  the i r  i nterac
t ions with her. The use of the fi rst person in the last section of the 
book is  a l so i ron ic because it i s  particu l ar ly the events in the last 
sect ion wh ich the g i r l s  cannot remember with prec is ion because 
they were too young then; therefore the i r  accounts of the past are 
part ly i nventions .  So is the i r  fi rst person subjectivity. There i s  on ly  
one chapter i n  the nove l that i s  to ld by the Ha it ian maid, Chucha 
,who has served the de la  Torre fam i ly for over th ree decades and 
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who can wel l  imagi ne the way the gi r ls wi l l  fee l  when they leave 
the is land and how they wi l l  react to it. Chucha cannot he lp  but 
assoc iate the fam i ly's exi l e  from the i r  home with her own from 
Ha iti and pred icts, "They wi l l  be haunted by what they do and 
don't remember. But they have sp i r it i n  them.  They wi l l  invent 
what they need to survive" (223 ) .  Chucha, "Ha it ian b l ue-b lack, 
not Dom in i can cafe-con- Ieche b lack" as Soffa descr i bes her, 
whose fam i ly and re latives were executed by Truj i l lo 's so ld iers 
and who exper ienced severe rac i a l  d i scr i m i nat ion i n  the 
Domin ican Repub l i c  before she was emp loyed as a ma id by the 
de la Torre fam i ly, cannot he lp  but fear for the g i r l s  now: 

They are gone, l eft in cars that came for them, d riven by 
pa le  Americans in wh ite un iforms with go ld  bra ids on 
the i r  so ld iers and on the i r  caps. Too pa le  to be l iv i ng. 
The color of zombies, a nation of zombies. I worry 
about them, the gi r ls, Dona Lau ra, movi ng among men 
the co lor of the l iv ing dead (22 1 ) . 

Chucha's emphasis on the sk in  color of the Americans not on ly  
expresses her worry that the g i r l s  wi l l  experience d i scr im i nation 
in the Un ited States due to the i r  race and ethn i c ity but a lso 
imp l ies that the g i r l s '  d i sti nct Dom i n ican identity, the i r  re l at ion 
to the i r  past, may gradua l ly fade du ri ng the cou rse of the ass im
i l at ion process, whether it be overt ly or covert ly imposed by the 
Americans or des i red by the g i r l s  themselves. Chucha who has 
a lways mai nta i ned her Ha it ian trad it ions and r itua l s  despite her 
ass im i l ation to the Dom i n ican househo ld and her subject pos i 
t ion ,  a l so knows deep i ns ide that the g i r l s  wi l l  never comp letely 
break thei r t ies with the i r  past. I ndeed the reverse ch rono logy of 
the nove l emerges as an attempt to reconstruct the past a l though 
it a l so p rob lematizes the notion of a recoverab le past as wel l  as 
an  or ig i na l ,  uncontam inated identity. 

The Aguero s i sters a l so are haunted by the past, by what 
they do and do not remember and what they do and do not want 
to remember. The major  i rony i n  the nove l is that the memor ies 
that the protagon i sts wou ld  rather forget impress themse lves with 
greater force upon them, and that the "truths" they wou l d  l i ke to 
remember or fi nd out escape them . As i n  The Garda Girls, the 
po lyphonic structu re of The Aguero Sisters and the abundance of 
i rony emerge as strategies that cha l lenge the trad itiona l  forms of 

1 43 



Ethnic Studies Review Volume 26: 1 

narrative and the c losure of mean i ng. The novel consists of two 
a l ternati ng series of narrative, both abound ing i n  fl ashbacks: one 
by an omn isc ient narrator who re lates chapters from the l ives of 
the two s i sters and another by Ignac io Aguero, the i r  father, who 
gives an account of h i s  l i fe, marriage, how he mu rdered h i s  wife, 
and h i s  su ic ida l  thoughts .  The chapters are preceded by a 
" Pro logue" that descri bes the day when Ignacio ki l l ed h i s  wife, 
yet revea ls  noth ing about why he d id that or whether or not it 
was an acc ident. The epi sodes that conta i n  Ignac io Aguero's nar
rative are i n  fact parts of h i s  l etter to h i s  daughters, wh ich rema i n  
i n  the i r  unc l e's possess ion for over th ree decades unti l U nc le  
Damaso dec ides to  write to Constanc ia about it. As  the  novel 
d raws to a c lose Constanc ia retu rns to Cuba after th i rty years of 
separation to uncover the secrets of her fam i ly as they wou l d  be 
revea led in her father's l etter. The novel ends with Ignac io  
Aguero's account of  the inc ident a t  the Zapata Swamp, wh ich 
was descri bed i n  the "Pro logue" yet rema ins rather ambiva l ent as 
to the reasons for h is  act and i s  far from un rave l i ng the secrets 
su rround ing the h istory of the Aguero fam i ly: What com pe l led 
B lanca to l eave home? What was the natu re of her re l ationsh i p  
with the b lack man, Re i na's rea l father, who had given B lanca 
bru ises but v is i ted her grave every day for years? Was it l ove or 
was i t  the same u rge to know the "other," the "endangered," the 
"unknown" that was a l so the sti m u l us for her excurs ions i nto the 
woods? What was the b lack man's motive? Was it l ove? Was it 
rape? If so, was it revenge on the oppressor or an act on i mpu l se? 
What was Ignacio's reason for ki l l i ng B lanca? Was i t  j ea lousy? If 
so, was it because of her adu l tery or her i ntu itive re l ationsh i p  
with natu re, wh ich made her a better scientist than h imself? O r  
d id  he want to preserve her youth and  beauty l i ke the an ima l  
samp les i n  h i s  house? What caused B l anca's estrangement from 
Constanc ia and Ignacio's c loseness to Re ina  a l though she was 
not h i s  daughter? The answers to these questions are i rretr ievab ly 
lost to Re ina  and Constanc ia as wel l as to the reader. 

Chr isti na Garda's The Aguero Sisters and J u l i a  Alvarez' How 
the Garcfa Girls Lost Their Accents not on ly  res ist tota l iz ing 
mean i ngs by b l u rr ing the d isti nction between the past and the 
p resent, the begi n n i ng and the end,  the rea l and  the 
imagi ned/i nvented. They a l so suggest a new mode of hybr id 
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i dentity whose authentic ity res ides i n  its mu l ti p l ic i ty. The charac
ters in both nove ls  atta i n  and d isp lay the k ind of subjectivity that 
De Lau retis, H utcheon, and But ler proposed as mu lt i -faceted 
and non-essentia l i zed, yet possess ing the capac ity to res ist dom
i nant orders and to represent its spec ific it ies. In the two novels, 
identity emerges as "positiona l"  i n  the sense De Lau ret is uses it, 
as "performative" and "self-refl ex ive" i n  the sense But ler con
ce ives of it, and as "doub led" by parody and i rony in H utcheon 's 
terms. As noted ear l ier, i n  order for a l l th is  to happen, the char
acters had to experience one or severa l d i sp lacements and expo
su re to different cu l tu ra l ,  soc ia l ,  and pol it ica l envi ronments. I n  
the i r  attempts to  accommodate themselves to  changi ng s itua
tions and new cross-cu l tu ra l  frameworks, they d i scover and 
expand the i r  capac ity to res ist and cha l l enge a l l  tota l i z i ng and/or 
hegemonic systems, i nc l ud ing the ones the i r  p re-ex i l e  s i tuation 
i nvo lved. 

The Garda g i r l s '  earl ier  imm igrant experiences are rather 
frustrati ng ma in ly  because they had to l eave the i r  re l atives and 
the conven iences of de la  Torre househo ld  beh ind .  For the fi rst 
time they fi nd themse lves i n  a subord i nate posit ion, subm itt ing 
to the demands of the fore ign cu l tu re and the native c it izens of 
the host country who regard them as d i fferent, exotic peop le .  The 
d iscrim inatory attitude of some of the i r  neighbors and school 
mates makes them fee l  d i sp laced and pecu l i a r  and  therefore nos
ta lg ic about thei r l i fe back at home. 

You can be l ieve we s i sters wa i l ed and paled, wh i n i ng to 
go home. We d idn 't fee l  we had the best the U n ited 
States had to offer. We had on ly  second-hand stuff, 
renta l  houses i n  one redneck Catho l i c  ne ighborhood 
after another, c lothes at Round Robi n  . . . .  Cooped up i n  
those l ittl e  suburban houses, the ru les were a s  strict as 
for I s land gi r l s, but there was no i s land to make up the 
d i fference ( 1 07) .  

However, i t  does not take l ong for the gir ls to deve lop a taste for 
the American teenage l i fe : 

"Soon, I s land was the ha i r-and-na i l s  crowd, chaper
ones, and icky boys with a l l  the i r  macho strutti ng and 
unbuttoned sh i rts and ha i ry chests with go ld  cha i ns and 
teensy go ld  crucifixes" ( 1 09) . 
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Dur ing  th i s  period of t ime when they fee l  "more than adj usted" 
they became rel uctant to spend the whol e  summer on the i s land 
a lthough they "wou ldn't m ind  a coup le  of  weeks." They revol t  
aga i nst the i r  parents '  overprotective attitude and obsess ive 
attempts to ma inta i n  Dom in ican fam i ly va l ues and trad it ions, 
wh ich contradict the i r  s imu ltaneous encou ragement for ass im i 
l at ion and  American ization on the premise that i t's "a free coun
try." 

The idea of America as "a free country" i s  constant ly paro
d ied and emptied of its content; it i s  shown to be a myth perpet
uated by the hegemony of both the parents and the empi re. One 
of the most stri k ing instances of  the repeated suggestion of  the 
"the free country" concerns Yo landa's Teacher's Day address that 
she i s  asked to del iver at the school assembly. The quotes in her 
fi rst d raft from Wh itman's poetry, " I  celebrate myse lf and s i ng 
myse lf." and "He most honors my sty le who learns under it to 
destroy the teacher," i nfu r iate her father whom she i n  turn accus
es of being a d ictator a l though he h imself fought aga i nst and fl ed 
from d ictatorsh ip  and men i n  u n iforms. Yo l anda has to revise the 
d raft of her Teacher's Day address. The aud ience applauds enthu
s i astica l ly  because the text stands out as a t rue homage to 
Amer ican patrioti sm .  Yo landa's experience is an i nstance of "the 
i nterrogation of the narrative of nation by the strategy of repeti 
t ion and rehearsa l through wh ich the narrative is performed" and 
d i sp lays how the term "free" i n  the narrative of "the free coun
try" is  " repeated by the mu lti p l e  and contend ing vo ices of the 
peop le  with such differi ng i nflection" in the narrative of m igra
t ion and sett lement (Stoneham 82) .  Gera ld ine  Stoneham stresses 
Homi  Bhabha's notion of the Nation as " i n  a state of cu l tu ra l  l im
i na l ity-of perpetua l  rehearsa l-a lways rad ica l ly a l i enated with i n  
It/Se lf" (82) referri ng to "a  sp l i t between what Bhabha ca l l s  the 
authoritative pedagogical  construct ion of the people  as ' h i stor i 
ca l  object' (the Peop le as One)" and "the people as 'subjects '  of 
a performative function, that is, ' the l iv ing pri nc ip le  of the peo
p le  as that conti nua l  process by wh ich the nationa l  l ife is 
redeemed and s ign if ied as a repeat ing and reproductive 
process"'(82 ) .  7 Having to reproduce and perform the conven
t ional narrative of freedom without the freedom to modify it, 
Yo landa l earns that the rhetor ic and truth of freedom, the idea 

1 46 



Ogut-(Dis)Claiming Identity 

and the act are two d i fferent th i ngs, wh ich testifi es to Bhabha's 
notion of the nation as a l ienated with i n  i tse lf. 

Another epi sode from Yo landa's l ife, i n  wh ich the idea of 
"the free country" is parod ied revolves around her re l ationsh ip 
with her arrogant boyfr iend, Rudy, who tr ies to convi nce Yo landa 
to s leep with h i m  by rem ind ing her that she l ives in a free coun
try and shou ld  r id herse lf  of Domi n ican taboos. In fact a l l  that 
Yo landa needs to be persuaded is deep fee l ing and sens it ivity, 
wh ich Rudy seems to lack. She th i n ks that Rudy is  i ncapab le  of 
u nderstand ing her notion of love and her expectat ions from a 
re l ationsh ip .  Rudy's d i rectness about sex, or " lovemaki ng" as 
Yo landa wou l d  prefer to ca l l  it, i rr i tates her: "But the guy had no 
sense of connotation i n  bed. H i s  vocabu la ry tu rned me off even 
as I was begi nn i ng to acknowledge my body's p l easu re" (96) .  She 
is  equa l ly annoyed by the attitude of Rudy's parents who are 
a lways consc ious of her fore ignness and treat her " l i ke a geogra
phy lesson for the i r  son"  (98) .  After her pa i nfu l  break-up with 
Rudy she says, "I saw what a co ld, lone ly l i fe awa ited me in th is  
country. I wou l d  never fi nd someone who wou l d  understand my 
pecu l iar  m ix of Cathol ic i sm and agnostic ism, H ispan ic  and 
American sty les" (99) .  

Yo landa's marr iage with her "mono l i ngua l  h usband" Joe is  
a l so far from fu lfi l l i ng and ends rather dramatica l ly. She writes 
h i m  a note, " I 'm  going to my fo l ks ti l l  my head-s l ash-heart c lear," 
revi ses it, " I 'm need ing some space, some time, unti l my head
s l ash-heart-s lash-sou l -"  (78) .  She does not fi n i sh her sentence 
because she does not want to d iv ide herse lf  even more. Soon 
after th is i nc ident she becomes institutiona l i zed, and there she 
receives the doctor's confi rmation that "we constant ly have to 
redefine the th ings that are important to us. I t's okay not to know" 
(82 ) .  Owing to her "pos itiona l "  identity Yolanda becomes an 
acc la imed "poet-s lash-writer" . 

The fact that Yo landa ach ieves such great success as a poet 
i n  a language that is not her own ind icates that she can transform 
the domi nant cu l tu re. She has a lways been aware of the d i s
cr im i natory attitude beh ind  the extremely car ing and conde
scend ing behavior of her teachers towards her who are in fact 
over ly conscious of her d i fference/otherness and try to ass ist her 
in her assi m i l at ion process . The d i sconcerti ng effect on Yo landa 
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of th i s  ki nd of attitude d isp lays para l l e l s  with Wolfgang Wel sch 's 
d iscuss ion of the concept of mu lt icu l tu ra l ity, wh ich presumes 
"the ex istence of c lear ly d i sti ngu ished, i n  themse lves homoge
nous cu l tu res" that m ust l ive together with i n  one society. He  
ho ld s  that m u lt icu ltu ra l i sm affi rms the trad it ional  conception of 
cu ltu res as autonomous spheres, accepts and even fu rthers soc ia l  
barr iers .  "The concept seeks opportun iti es for to lerance and 
u nderstand i ng, and for avo idance or  hand l i ng of confl i ct" ( 1 96-
1 97) .  At fi rst Yo l anda refra ins  from speaking i n  pub l ic  because of 
her foreign accent in h igh schoo l ,  but as her stor ies and compo
s i tions  receive credit and are read out loud in her Engl i sh c lass
es she ga ins  se l f-confidence. Although she i n it ia l ly fee l s  rather 
se lf-consc ious, l i ke "an i ntruder upon the sanctuary of Eng l i sh 
majors," (89) at  co l l ege she starts co-author ing poems with the 
se lf-assu red Rudy and fi na l ly  establ ishes herself as  an em inent 
poet/writer. Homi Bhabha's argument that hybr id i ty "d isp l ays the 
necessary deformation and d i sp lacement of a l l  s i tes of d iscr im i 
nat ion and dom i nation" fi nds express ion i n  Yo landa's assessment 
of American cu l tu re and language. (8) Yo l anda operates with i n  
"the hybr id space of cu l tu ra l  d ifference, an ambiva lent encounter 
between the pedagogic and the performative with i n  the lan
guage of  nationa l i sm itself. The rehearsa l of  the narrative of  the 
i dentity of the US on ly  serves to emphasize the sp l i t  with i n  the 
i dea of the nation itself" (Stoneham 9 1 ) .  Yo landa's pos it ion d is
p l ays "transcu l tu ra l i ty" wh ich Wolfgang Welsch defi nes as "the 
cross-cu ltura l  deve lopment [that] wi l l  i ncreas i ngly engender a 
cu l tu ra l  constitut ion wh ich i s  beyond the trad itiona l ,  supposed ly 
monocu ltura l  design of  cu l tures"(206) . By overcom i ng soc ia l  
and cu l tu ra l  barr iers and thereby demoti ng the  mono l i th ic  con
ceptions of cu l tu re, Yo landa's poetry exempl ifies transcu ltu ra l  
i nteract ion wh ich Welsch descri bes a s  fo l lows: 

The concept of transcu l tu ra l ity a ims for a mu lt i -meshed 
and inc l us ive, not separatist and exc l us ive, u nderstand
i ng of cu ltu re. It i ntends a cu l tu re and soc iety whose 
pragmatic feats ex ist not in del im i nation, but in the 
ab i l i ty to l i nk  and undergo trans i t ion .  In meeti ng with 
other l i fe-forms there are a lways not on ly  divergences 
but opportun ities to l i n k  up, and these can be deve l 
oped and extended so that a common l ife-form i s  fash-

1 48 



Ogut-(Dis)Claiming Identity 

ioned wh ich i nc l udes even reserves wh ich hadn't ear l i -
er seemed capab le of  bei ng l i nked i n  (200-20 1 ) .  
The Garda g i r l s '  imm igrant exper ience i ntens ifies the i r  tran

scu ltu ration process to which they have been subject s i nce the i r  
b i rth a l though they do not take a self-reflective stand toward 
the i r  hybrid identity when they are younger. They are descen
dants of Eu ropean co lon izers, Span ish conqu i stadors; Sandra, 
the th i rd daughter, does not even look H ispan ic  with her "fine 
looks, b l ue eyes, peaches and ice cream ski n"  wh ich she i nher
ited from her Swed ish great-grandmother. However they have 
been exposed to the i nd igenous cu ltu re of the i s land ever s i nce 
they were born, owing to the i r  i nteract ion with the domestics 
who were natives of the i s land .  The th ree e ldest s i sters, Carla, 
Yo landa, and Sandra, a re a la rmed by the way the i r  you ngest s is
ter, Sofia (F ifi), l ooks after she spends a year on the i s l and, but 
they do not rea l i ze that the i r  descr i ption of F ifi 's looks as be ing 
typ ical of a d i fferent category enta i l s  the deconstruction and 
hybrid ization of that very category i tself: 

F ifi --who used to wear her ha i r  i n  her trademark, two 
I ndian bra ids that she p i nned up  i n  the heat l i ke an 
Austr ian m i l kma id .  F ifi --who a lways made a poi nt of 
not weari ng makeup or fix i ng herself up .  Now she 
looks l i ke the after person i n  one of those before-after 
make-overs in magazines . . . . She's tu rned in to a S.A. P . . . . 
a Spanish-American pr i ncess ( 1 1 7- 1 1 8) .  

Car la, the e ldest s i ster, a psychoana lyst who ana lyzes peop le 
who suffer from ma ladaptation or l ack of  self-confidence, i nter
p rets Sofia's dec is ion to stay on the i s land as "a border l ine 
sch izoid response to traumatic cu l tu ra l  d i sp lacement" ( 1 1 7) .  
However where does she p lace d i sp lacement, i n  the US  or the 
Dom in ican Repub l ic :  i n  Sofia's case, "the Span ish-American 
pr incess who used to wear her ha i r  l i ke an Austr ian m i l kmaid"?  
The g i r l s '  assessment of  the i r  you ngest s i ster's s i tuation d i sp lays 
the absurd i ty of such genera l i zations, wh ich, as is the case here, 
a re bound to refute themselves . 

The th ree s i sters a l so are upset by Sofia's re lationsh ip  with 
the i r  Dom in i can cous in, Manuel  Gustavo, whom they see as the 
embodiment of Dom in ican mach ismo and launch a " revo l ution" 
aga i nst h i s  "tyranny." Sofia 's re l ationsh ip  with Manue l  revea ls  a 
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very s ign ifi cant aspect of Alvarez' nove l :  the deconstruct ion of 
ma le  identity by the demonstrat ion of the ways i n  wh ich men are 
themselves oppressed by the patr iarchal  system and therefore 
resort to var ious forms of transgress ions in co l l aboration with 
women who suffer from the same restr ictions. Th i s  becomes ev i 
dent  i n  the case of  Mundin ,  another cous in ,  who, despite the 
ro l e  of the chaperone assigned to h i m  by the fam i l y, partic i pates 
i n  the l i tt le escapades of the g i r l s  and creates occas ions for Sofia 
and Manue l  to enjoy some private time. The g i r l s  comment on 
Mund i n 's s i tuation as fo l lows: "For j ust as we, h is  Amer ican 
cous ins, are th reatened with i s l and confi nement, m i l i ta ry school 
i s  what's i n  store for Mundin shou ld  he step out of l i ne" ( 1 2 9) .  
Both g i r l s  and  boys get around regu lations and  restrictions with 
each other's he lp .  When Mund in  starts enumerat ing the taboos 
they can break Car la, Yo l anda and Sandra, who ca l l  themselves 
"fem i n i sts" cheer in exc itement. The th ree s isters' fem i n i sm d i s
p l ays c lose affi n it ies with Gayatri Spivak's approach to fem i n i sm .  
Spivak stresses the  necess ity of  res i stance that consists i n  decon
structi ng the hegemon ic system, but without affi rm ing  the 
supremacy of another category that is sought to rep l ace it . She 
poi nts out that the project of fem in ism to assert fema le  i dentity 
and autonomy may resu l t  i n  the reversa l  of h ierarchy rather than 
i ts d i sm issa l and emerge as another form of institution :  

As i n  a l l  i nstituti ng . . .  the subject of  fem in ism i s  pro
duced by the performative of a dec la ration of i nde
pendence, wh ich must state itself as a l ready given, in a 
constative statement of women's identity and/or so l i 
darity, natu ra l ,  h i storica l ,  soc ia l ,  psycho logica l .  When 
such so l idarity is  in the tri umpha l ist mode, it must want 
'to celebrate the fema le  rather than deconstruct the 
ma le. ' But what fema le  is the subject of such a celebra
t ion, such a dec laration of independence? If i t  enta i l s  an 
unacknowledged comp l ic ity with the very modes we 
refuse to deconstruct, a pers istent cr itique may be i n  
order ( 1 1 2 - 1 1 3 ) .  
The th ree gi r ls '  deconstruct ion of  the patr iarchal  order with

out substituti ng i t  with another hegemonic system fi nds i ts most 
stri k ing example i n  the way they subvert the chaperon ing trad i
t ion i n  Dom i n ican soc iety and use i t  to separate Fifi from the i r  
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cous i n .  The gi r l s, the i r  cous i n  Mund in, and h i s  s i ster, Luc i nda, 
chaperon Fifi and Manue l  on ly  to a l l ow them some private time 
as opposed to what the i r  parents i ntended; a l l  of the g i rl s  in the 
group fi nd an excuse to send Mund in  home. He fee l s  ob l iged to 
do that due to the requ i rements of ma le  cou rtesy but is a l so 
re l uctant to go because he is not supposed to l eave the g i r l s  
a lone. When they a l l  go back home together without Fifi and 
Manue l  i t  ra ises havoc i n  the fam i ly wh ich resu l ts i n  the couple's 
separation, th us the fu lfi l l ment of the th ree gi r ls '  pu rpose. After 
Sofia is pu l l ed out of her consum ing re lationsh ip  with Manuel  by 
her s i sters' cunn i ng p lans, she takes to trave l i ng  and marr ies a 
young German whom she met i n  Peru .  Thus Fifi 's transcu l tu ration 
conti nues .  

As the Garc ia  g i r l s  grow out of the i r  teenage years and 
become more and more exposed to cu l tu ra l  d ivers i ty they start 
p rob lematiz i ng  genera l i zati ons, steretypes, and u n iform i ty. 
Car la  descri bes American boys: 

the b lond, snotty-nosed, freck led-faced boys who 
looked bland and unknowab le, whose faces betrayed 
no s ign of human warmth and whose pa le  bod ies d id  
not seem rea l but  were l i ke costumes they were wear
ing  [and who wi l l  jo in )  the vast i nd isti ngu ishab le group 
of American grownups" ( 1 5 6) .  

At  the same ti me they reconc i l e  with the i r  ambiguous identit ies. 
Rather than tryi ng to belong to e ither side of the th resho ld  they 
cher ish the i r  existence on the boundar ies, the i r  embod iment of 
non-exc l us ive oppos it ion, wh ich i n  fact constitutes the i r  free
dom. As i l l ustrated i n  the case of Yo landa, they transform soc ie
ty and become transformed at the same time. Yo landa's retu rn to 
the Dom i n ican Republ ic  years l ater i nd icates that she is con
scious of the power of her hybr id identity that can cha l lenge any 
hegemon ic  system anywhere, be i t  at home, in America, or any 
other p lace. 

Constanc ia 's retu rn to Cuba after th ree decades of separa
tion and Re i na's dec is ion to l eave Cuba for the fi rst ti me in The 
Aguero Sisters can be exp la i ned s im i l ar ly. Not m uch is revea led 
to the reader regard ing Constancia 's ear ly years of her imm igrant 
exper ience in the U n ited States as in the case of the Garda gi r l s .  
Her  story starts with her l ast few months i n  New York City where 
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she and her  husband l ived for near ly th ree decades and estab
l i shed themse lves as successfu l bus iness peop le, Constanc ia seI l 
i ng he r  cosmetics i n  the major department stores o f  the city and 
Herberto sel l i ng c igars to her prom inent customers i n  h i s  store. 
After Herberto's reti rement they move to M i am i  where 
Constancia's bus i ness prospers immensely due to the i ncreas i ng 
demand from her  customers from a l l over the country. 
Th roughout the story Constanc ia appears as the successfu l ,  we l l 
i ntegrated Cuban-American woman who, however, i s  tormented 
by her ch i ldhood memories, particu lar ly her abandonment by 
her mother whom she tries to erase from her m i nd .  

Constancia 's va i n  attempts to forget the memories of  her  
past constitutes the major i rony of  the novel s i nce those memo
r ies haunt her with ever i ncreas ing i ntens ity. Whenever she l ooks 
at the m i rror she is greatly d i stu rbed by her resemblance to her 
mother. Even the p last ic su rgery she undergoes enhances the 
resemblance between her and Mama's face a l though she wou l d  
rather see the oppos ite. On the other hand Constanc ia names a l l  
her perfumes and beauty products after Cuba, us ing i ngred ients 
that are native to Cuba. Furthermore she labels the cans and bot
t les wh ich conta i n  her products with Mama's p icture. Her  cos
metic bus i ness th rives on her abi l i ty to combine sc ience and 
natu re that i nvo lves both i ntuit ion and precise research, a l l  of 
wh ich were character isti c of her mother. She m ixes, produces, 
and sel l s  potions, emol l ients, and creams to protect the h u man 
body from the effects of o ld  age, to renew youth and l ife j ust as 
her mother tr ied to preserve spec ies .  I ron ica l ly  enough there i s  a 
very th i n  l i ne between preserv ing youth and preserv ing the past 
from wh ich she is  try ing to escape. Constancia 's i n ner peace is 
restored after her acceptance of the fact that she both was and 
wasn 't Mam i 's gir l  j ust as Re ina fee l s  re l ief after she hears that she 
both was and wasn 't Pap i 's g i r l . In fact Re ina has a lways cher
ished complexity. 

What she enjoys most is  the freedom from a fi na l ity of 
v is ion,  of a defi n i tive vers ion of l i fe's mean i ng. After a l l ,  it 
seemed futi l e  to chase what was forever e l us ive, when rea l i ty 
rema i ned so la rge ly unexplored ( 1 2 ) .  

The comp lexity of h istory and rea l i ty a l so marks identity. I n  
Cuba Constanc ia rea l izes "how c lose we are to forgetti ng every-
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th i ng, how c lose we are to not ex isti ng at a l l "  (2 88) .  The on ly  way 
to preserve l i fe consi sts i n  embrac ing the past and i ntegrati ng it 
i nto the present. As a matter of fact, Constanc ia has a lways expe
r ienced the en r ich i ng effects of the past, but it is on ly  toward the 
end of the nove l ,  as her resemblance to her mother becomes 
more obvious and her s i ster who now learns Engl i sh and enjoys 
her new rel ationsh ips with men from d ifferent nationa l it ies 
becomes part of her l i fe aga i n, that her self-reflective process 
begins .  Her bus i ness has flour ished due to her successfu l i nte
gration of Cuban and American identit ies. Her greatest menta l 
support has a lways been her Santero Oscar P inango, and she has 
taken i nsp i ration from the rad io  program La Hora de los 
Milagros. Th is i s  how she manages to compete with American 
bus i nesses i n  an American way. She launches b ig advert is ing 
campa igns for her products and promotes them in  major  depart
ment stores. Her products constitute a l i nk  between two d ifferent 
cu l tures, foster ing cu l tu ra l  d ivers i ty in the sense Wolfgang 
Welsch uses it: 

[D ivers ity] , as trad it iona l l y  provided in the form of s in 
g le  cu l tu res, does i ndeed i nc reas i ng ly  d i sappear. 
I nstead, however, a new type of divers i ty takes shape: 
the d ivers ity of d i fferent cu ltu res and l i fe-forms, each 
ar is ing from transcu ltura l  permeations (203 ) .  

Welsch poi nts to the i nterconnectedness and entanglement of 
cu l tu res with each other and the emerg ing hybr id identit ies: 

Wherever an i nd iv idua l  i s  cast by d iffer ing cu l tu ra l  
i nterests, the l i nk ing o f  such transcu l tu ra l  components 
with one another becomes a spec if ic task i n  identity
formi ng. Work on one's identity is becom i ng more and 
more work on the i ntegrat ion of components of d i ffer
ent cu l tu ra l  or ig i n .  And on ly  the abi l ity to cross over 
transcu l tu ra l ly wi l l  guarantee us identity and compe
tence in the long run ( 1 99) .  
The past and the present can on ly  be apprec iated and 

enjoyed in thei r i nterre lat ion and m utua l  exchange. J ust l i ke the 
Garda gi r l s, The Aguero s i sters become tru ly l i berated on ly  when 
they recogn ize and embrace the i r  hybr id identity. 

Chr isti na  Garda's The Aguero Sisters and J u l i a Alvarez' How 
the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents are nove l s  wh ich provide 
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va l uab le  i ns ights i nto a new, non-essentia l i st conception of eth
n ic, cu ltu ra l ,  and sexua l  identity, whose authentic i ty res ides i n  i ts 
hybr id i ty and the spec ific  conste l l at ions of forces operat ing on it, 
be they soc ia l ,  po l i t ica l ,  cu l tu ra l  or emotiona l . The characters i n  
the two nove ls  develop the i r  strengths from the very aspects of 
the i r  identit ies that l ead to the i r  subord i nation - as women 
and/or imm igrants for example- by var ious hegemon ic  systems 
that a re effectua l  i n  d ifferent cu l tu ra l  env i ronments that they 
i nhab it. They cha l l enge those h ierarch ica l  orders by deconstruct
i ng them th rough period ic repetit ion of thei r premises, and as 
such d i sp lay ing the i r  artifi c ia l  character thus foster ing self- refl ex
ive processes in the members of society with whom they come 
i nto contact. Th i s  u l timately leads to the conception of identi ty 
as m u lti -faceted, dynam ic, i nc l us ive and i nexhausti b le  rather 
than essentia l ,  exc l us ive and reduc ib le .  

NOTES 
1 D iscu rsive identity enta i l s  the post-structu ral i st or deconstructive 
not ion of i dentity as socia l l y  constructed rather than bei ng natu ra l ,  orig
i na l  and p u re .  Fem i n ism as a movement that was launched by white 
E u ropean women and evolved from essenti a l i s i ng to de-essentai l i z ing  
stages are now cha l lenged and complemented by b lack fem i n i sts 
whose theories I wou l d  l i ke to characterize as post-fem i n i st theor ies 
here .  The d iscu rs ive notion of i dentity as pos ited by the poststru ctura l 
i st o r  anti -essent ia l i st l i ne o f  "Western" fem i n ists, parti cu l ar ly He lene 
C ixous and J u l i a  Kristeva, themselves of  m ixed eth n i c  and cu ltu ra l  her
itage, contri buted m uch to the cause of margi n a l i zed cu ltu res by d is
mantl i ng h ierarch ical  gender categories and d isp lay ing that they were 
by no  means natu ra l  but construed and conso l idated by dom i nant, 
tota l i z i ng d iscou rses. Th us, they undermi ned u n iversa l iz i ng attitudes to 
identity. The b lack fem i n i sts took the d iscou rse on i dentity one step fu r
ther emphasiz i ng the need to recogn ize the d ifferences among women 
and to deconstruct male i dentity to affi rm specific  identit ies of women, 
wh ich have been fl attened by tota l iz i ng d iscou rses. 

2 L i nda Alcoff notes, "Appl ied to the concept of woman, the post-struc
tu ra l i st's v iew resu lts in what I shal l cal l nom i na l i sm:  the idea that the 
category "woman" i s  a fiction, [a non- identity] and that fem i n i st efforts 
must be d i rected toward dismantl i ng th is  fict ion [ . . .  ] [Women's] resist
ance wi l l  not be at a l l  effective if she conti nues to use the mechanism 
of logocentrism to redefi ne woman:  she can be an effective res ister on ly 
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if she drifts and dodges a l l attempts to captu re her [ . . .  J To assert an 
essential  gender d ifference as cu ltu ra l  fem i n ists do i s  to revoke th is  
opposit ional structu re .  The on ly  way to break out of th is  structu re, and 
in  fact to subvert the structu re itse lf, is  to assert total d ifference, to be 
that wh ich can not be p i n ned down or  subjugated with i n  a d ichoto
mous h ierarchy. Paradoxical ly, it is to be what is not. Th us  fem i n ists can
not demarcate a defi n i tive category of 'woman' without e l i m i nat ing a l l  
poss ib i l ity for the defeat o f  logocentrism a n d  its oppressive power" 
( 1 05) .  

3 Raymundo Mier's assessment of Cancl i n i 's defi n it ion of the hybrid in  
h is Cu ltu ras h fbri das: Estrategias para entrar I sal i r  de l a  modern idad is  
as fo l lows: "a frontier species, a happe n i ng, the sudden eruption of a 
morphology sti l l  without a wel l -estab l ished p lace i n  the taxonom ies. 
The entrance of the hybr id to the taxonomy necessitates the abandon
ment of this category in favor of another, less drast ic, one, wh i ch m ight 
be the variant, spec ies, et cetera. The hybrid designates a l i m i nal ity, a 
mater ia l  whose existence exh i b its the dua l  affi rmation of a substance 
and its l ack of i dentity, that wh ich is i n  the i ntersti ces, wh i ch profi les 
i tse lf  i n  a zone of shadow, wh ich escapes, at least i n  appearance, rep
etit ion .  The hybr id  is the name of the mater ia l  without i dentity, of an 
evanescent condit ion" (77) .  

4 The use of and emphasis on the terms 'de-terr itori a l i zation'  and 're
territoria l i zation'  mark my assessment of Canc l i n i 's a rgument. These 
terms have p lay a promi nent p lace i n  var ious works by G i l les Deleuze 
and Fe l i x  Guattari ,  such as Kafka: A Minor Literature (Mi n neapo l is :  
U n iversity of M i n nesota Press, 1 986) and A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Mi n neapol is :  U n ivers ity of M i n nesota 
Press, 1 987). 

5 J u d ith B utler's Gender Trouble: Feminism and Subversion of Identity 
( N ew York and London : Routledge, 1 990) and Teresa De Lau retis' Alice 
Doesn 't: Feminism, Semiotics, Cinema (B loom i ngton :  I nd iana U p,  
1 984) wi l l  be d iscussed here v ia Robert M .  Strozier  and Li nda Al coff 
respectively. 

6 At the core of Strozi er's d i scuss ion of B ut ler v is  a vis Foucau lt l i es 
B ut ler's effi c ient employment of Foucault's geneo logy " i n  the serv ice of 
d ismantl i ng any c la im that m ight be made for a gender determ ination 
wh i ch emanates from a natu ral  sex" (81 ) Accord ing  to Strozier, the s ig
n if icance of Foucau lt's genealogy l ies i n  its concern with process and 
change, and in that it ra ises "the i ssue of or ig i ns, however displ aced it  
may be" (81 ) .  Strozier  u nderl i nes that th is  d i scu rs ive not ion posits that 
cu l tu re precedes natu re and that "the 'prior' natu re is  generated by the 
d iscourse as its j ustificat ion" (80) 

7 Stoneham d raws upon Homi  B habha's views in his "Signs Taken for 
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Wanders: Questions of Ambivalence and Authority u nder a Tree 
Outs ide Del h i , May 1 8 1 7" i n  'Race', Writi ng and Difference. Ed .  Henry 
Lou i s  Gates, J r. (Ch icago: Ch icago U P, 1 986) .  

8 Aga in  Stoneham refers to Bhabha's "Signs Taken for Wanders." I t  i s  
i mportant to note here that there are stri k ing paral le l s  between 
Yolanda's performance and resistance as a hybrid in Alvarez's novel and 
the protagon ist of Bharati Mu kherjee's novel Jasm ine  as d i scussed by 
Gera l d i ne Stoneham in her arti c le .  Stoneham descri bes the novel as fo l 
lows: Jasm i ne ( 1 989) i s  the story of a you ng I nd ian woman's su rvival of 
and th rough the process of hybr id ization,  fi rst i n  postco lon ia l  I nd i a  and 
then in  the cu l tu ra l  melt i ng pot of the U n ited States. Jasm i ne u ndergoes 
m u lt i p le  hybrid transformations, s igna l l ed by successive changes of 
name [ . . .  J each new identity reflecti ng her adaptation to a new set of 
cu ltu ra l  c i rcumstances . I mportantly, however, Jasm ine's i ntervent ion i n  
the l ife of the metropo l i s  a l so transforms the peop le and cu l tu res who 
come i nto contact with her" (83 ) .  
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