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VIRAMONTES’S CHICANA NARRATIVES

analyze a collection of short stories, The Moths and other stories, and one of the writer’s books, 



“The Moths” and the Shaman

“Growing” into la facultad

Historic repression in “The Cariboo Cafe”: emigration and mourning

“Snapshots” against mythical time

Their Dogs Came with Them

Center of the world and in the novel’s Los Angeles



University’s Alyssa Cink:

I would share my work with people, [who] would tell me, ‘Oh my God, that reminds 

me of my mother,’ ‘Oh my God, that reminds me of my family,’ ‘You just captured my 

sister.’ And that's when I realized that I wasn't just writing about my own, personal 

s, but actually writing about community (“Fiction and social justice”).

how this presence of myth manifests within Viramontes’s creations greatly enhances one’s 

which of Viramontes’s bibliography I will make use of here, as well as why I selected those 



“certain aspects and functions of mythical thought are constituents of the human being” (Myth 

and Reality 182), but he does begin his discussion by talking about myth’s existence in 

archaic, ancient societies. He argues, in that context, “every responsible activity in pursuit of a 

definite end is, for the archaic world, a ritual” (Cosmos and History

to perform an existential renewing, a system of “periodic purifications […] and periodic 

regeneration of life” (52). Dialectics 

of Enlightenment, myth is humanity’s first means of enlightenment, a means of “liberating 

human beings from fear and installing them as masters” (1). All explanations and restrictions 

repurposed, while automobiles are mentioned as part of modern mythical “obsession with 

‘success’ that is so characteristic of modern society” (Myth and Reality



Mythologies

undergone throughout its history. Through this suppression of historical context, “we reach 

ple of myth: it transforms history into nature” (Mythologies

laymen definition of it as consisting of religious stories from extinct religions, Eliade’s view 

some way and Barthes’s 

locate relevant structures, while Eliade and Barthes’s respective definitions will be used during 

For further discussion, see Alvarado, Karina Oliva. "The Boo of Viramontes’s Cafe: Retelling Ghost 
Stories, Central American Representing Social Death”, Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature



an inevitability. For example, Zuzana Marie Kosticóva posits that Eliade’s own writing is based 

on a belief that “all the different religions show at the same time an essential unity and an 

lity” (71), arguing that the author not only was aware 

Therefore, I believe that attempting to locate myth structures within Viramontes’s 



that I will use “Chicanos” when I mean the entire population of Mexican immigrants, 

“Chicanas” when I mean the female immigrants specifically and “Chicanos and Chicanas” 

web of political meanings, something especially seen through Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands: 

the new mestiza

Borderlands: the new 

mestiza

the “Black feminist vision mistaken for betrayal of our common interests as a people” (4) while 

of color. Anzaldúa’s beliefs regarding the 



Borderlands: the new mestiza

Borderlands: the new mestiza

Women singing in the snow

Borderlands: the new mestiza

as a book that “defined what Chicanas had been feeling for some time, but she presented it in 

a positive way” (103). Rebolledo also continues Anzaldúa’

arguing that “the very notion of identity requires individual demarcation” (97), something 



curandera

Moraga in “Art in America, con acento”, who argues the Chicana existence is “a politic, a 

politic that refuses integration into the U.S. mainstream” (157), which nonetheless leaves her 

Lastly, I will discuss Viramontes. This thesis will focus on Viramontes’s short story 

The Moths and other stories Their Dogs Came with Them

a teenager protagonist of “The Moths” and culminat

protagonist of “Neighbors”. Meanwhile, Their Dogs Came with Them

The Moths and other stories, the titular “The Moths” 



and the short story “The Cariboo Café” have received more attention, both academically and 

with general audiences. Meanwhile, others such as “Snapshots” have a surprisingly small 

Their Dogs Came with Them

ing against the wider Chicano and Latino cultures, the United States’ 

social organization and the dangers that come with being a woman, I feel like the selected texts’ 

Borderlands: the new mestiza

gether: “I am asked why I don’t write in Spanish. I say, ‘My 



God, I’ve never learned the language!’” (“Social and political perspectives of a Chicana writer” 

that represents the community she is part of, I argue that is not at all the case. Viramontes’s 

writes or speaks. “There is no one Chicano language just as there is no one Chicano experience. 

as one who speaks several variants of Spanish” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

note finished, I return to discussing this research’s methodology: 

why apply the structural, mythical focus to these analyses? Roland Barthes defends that “a 

Literature” 

Mythologies

how Anzaldúa, describing her duty as a writer, says “I w

the myths I want to become” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

we can identify myths from the writer’s culture or how they incorporate myths from other 

cultures to enrich their text. Conversely, by being aware of these myths’ presence, the reader 

ly exist. Viramontes’s stories, with their focus on the Chicana individual often ignored 



by the American society, “by allowing us to think of ourselves and our worlds with one foot in 

— — known” (Helene 

status questionis

attributes of Viramontes’s writing, with the objective of conducting a comprehensive, but not 

The Moths and other stories

Their Dogs Came with Them

distancing ourselves from them. By analyzing Viramontes’s creations, as well as all the myths 

Swyt, Wendy. “Hungry Women: Borderlands Mythos in Two Stories by Helena Maria 
Viramontes”. Varieties of Ethnic Criticism



background of Viramontes’s works more visible through the dissertation and, consequently, 

Portilla’s The Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of 

the Conquest of Mexico - Expanded and Updated Edition

Aztec history and culture, which, quoting J. Jorge Klor de Alva’s foreword for the book, “for 

the formation of their collective identity” (xiii). Glori

describing both that “Én 1521 nascio una nueva raza, el mestizo, el mexicano

are the offspring of those first matings” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

United States. Out of these groups, “the Aztecs or Mexicas were the last of the many nomadic 



tribes to enter the Valley of Mexico from the north” (Leon

for Aztlán, “the ancestral homeland in the north that the Aztecs left in 1168 when they 

enochtitlán (Mexico City), in 1325” (Alicia 

reasons, a strong mythical urge, one that makes Chicanos inherit “a tradition of migration, a 

la migracion de los pueblos mexicanos

north” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

I address here part of the Aztecs’ religious beliefs, more specifically, their frequent 

Portilla, “there is good evidence that human sacrifices were 

tribe ever performed them with such frequency” (xxxix), something that made them greatly 

itself, were both conducted in honor of the Aztecs’ patron 

Huitzilopochtli’s importance is very noticeable as an example of the way myth causes 

a direct result of a request for “a new version of Aztec history” (León



structure. According to Anzaldúa, Huitzilopochtli’s rise to power within the pantheon, 

a shift “from the egalitarian traditions of a wandering tribe to those of a predatory state” 

Borderlands: the new mestiza

Cecilia F. Klein elaborates and adds to this explanation of the Aztec’s relationship with 

gender roles by describing how the Aztecs viewed “femininity as a metaphor for military 

cowardice” (222) and that women could only be associated with combat if portra

the confines of the home. Klein also goes into detail about how women’s objects and bodily 

with Joseph Campbell’s description of how “the fear of woman and the mystery of her 

motherhood” (59

“supported great shrines to Tlaloc, as well as Huitzilopochtli” (“

Templo Mayor”

on areas much more immediately relevant to the Aztecs’ daily life. Through this conjunction 

of Tlaloc and Huitzilipochtli, the Templo Mayor, center of the Aztecs’ geographical, political 

and religious world, held “a corehent imag

and agriculture was closely intertwined with, and yet opposed to, the solar symbolism” 



structs nonwhite people as less than human and in need of being ‘civilized’ (129).

The Broken Spears mestiza

Alarcón arguing that Chicano myth makes use of that vilified status in order to turn her into “a 

wage a domestic battle of stifling proportions” (“Chicana’s feminist literature”

Neyra Alcántara adds that La Chingada, a common way to refer to Malinche, “notes violence, 

going outside of itself and penetrating unto others by force” (133), marking Malinche as, in a 

that “subdues women through the image of sex that is sinful and destructive” (133). After all, 



Interestingly, Randy P. Conner et al.’s Cassells Encyclopedia Of Queer Myth, Symbol, 

And Spirit Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, And Transgender Lore

representative of Chicana women, there appears to be “an androgynous or transgendered 

quality with which Malinche has come to be associated” (225), with Malinche carrying a 

objects such as whips and snakes, associated with “gynandrous or Amazonian de

spirits” (225). Malinche is a symbol of all that is bad in womanhood and, as a result, seems to 

Conner et al. considers it clear that “for Malinche, little choice was given to her as to 

whether or not she would accept the role of translator for the Spanish conquistadores” (225), 

while Norma Alarcón’s earlier article instead brings forth debates regar

ssibility that it was “because of 

not occur” (Tey Diana Rebolledo 65). Whether hated, reclaimed or re

Her “children not only don’t fade, they become reified as a third race, neither Indian nor 

—but real” (Deborah A. Miranda and Ana 

The Broken Spears to Rebolledo’s Women Singing in the 

Snow



and mythical archetypes alongside historical contextualization of their writing, “an attempt to 

managed to make themselves the subjects of their own discourses” (Rebo

goal. One way or another, their brother, Huitzilopochtli, proceeds to leave his mother’s womb 

the Aztec society, “represents the Coatepetl, the ‘Serpent Mountain,’ where the miraculous 

birth of the god took place” (Johanna Broda 77).

particular set of traits, associating her with both death and birth, filth and cleansing, “goddess 

of love and of sin, with the power to create and devour life” (51). As a result, she is a deity of 

e, “a way station or it can be a way of life” 

Borderlands: the new mestiza



greatly aligns with Rebolledo’s description of her.

deities with male ones and academic Paul Scolieri similarly mentions Huitzilopochtli’s birth 

and Coyolxauhqui’s death as consisting of a “transference of power” (93) myth. It i

are of this fact. Cherríe Moraga’s The Hungry Woman: A Mexican Medea

and subjugated by patriarchy, putting Coyolxauhqui in focus. Meanwhile, Pat Mora’s 

“Coatlicue Rules: Advice from an Aztec Goddess” focuses on Coatlicue’s feelings upon being 

immigrant writing as a whole. “The narrative of the daughter, almost always American

This bridge called my back

does much of ethnic women’s writing” (Shirley Geok

the mother and daughter’s points

 Borderlands: the new mestiza also focuses on Coatlicue’s while Coyolxauhqui is relatively 
unmentioned, but I believe it to be less noticeable due to Anzaldúa not focusing on Huitzilopochtli’s origin myth 

Borderlands: the new mestiza, Anzaldúa’s later texts, such as “Let Us Be the 
—la sombra y el sueño”, 2015 and “now let us shift . . . the 

path of conocimiento . . . inner work, public acts”, 2002 also apply greater focus to Coyolxauqui



and Huitzilopochtli’s myth is not only about their opposition to each other, but also about 

Coyolxauhqui and Coatlicue’s relationship as mother and daughter, which sometimes results 

picks the roses and places them in his “tilma” [cape], a garment used by Aztec men. He 

Guadalupe is perfectly preserved in the cloth, erasing the Bishop’s doubt (131).

Coatlalopeuh. “‘Coatl’ is the Náhuatl word for serpent. Lopeuh means ‘the one who 

dominion over serpents.’ I interpret this as ‘the one who is at one with the beasts.’ [...] Because 

Coatlalopeuh Guadalupe



Guadalupe, patroness of West Central Spain” (Borderlands: the new mestiza 29). 

poor, native Aztec abandoned by his society, to deliver her message (“Love, Begging to Be Let 

In”).

Spain, Guadalupe is a mestiza existence and “the single most potent religious, political and 

cultural image of the Chicano/mexicano” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

current day, “a symbol of family, faith and heritage” (Ryan 

to spread her love to all by being “both a foreigner and a home and 

dwell together in all the borderlands of our lives, nightmares and hopes” (Love, Begging to Be 

Let In”) Guadalupe, by very strength of her promise, is a symbol not only of the Mexican and 

predecessors, an “unilateral figure: she personified nurturing, beneficent aspects and not the 

supposedly negative, life forces of the powerful Tonantzín/Coatlicue” (Rebolledo 52). 

rgues “the paradigm finds its roots in the ecclesiastic system, that is inherently 

patriarchal and colonial […] this cultural prototype, anchored in a venerated figure, keeps 

mage” (132), with the 

r authority, a paragon of “unselfish giving, 

intercession between earth and spirit, and the ideal qualities of motherhood” (Rebolledo 53), 



their peace with, connection and respect for Guadalupe’s genuine power and care, that greatly 

La gente Chicana tiene tres madres Guadalupe

La Chingada Malinche

la Llorona

Borderlands: the new mestiza

Anzaldúa describes La Llorona’s duty as consisting of ensuring the Chicanas are “long

suffering people” (Borderlands: the new mestiza 

rona, besides her status as a boogie man, is “symbolic of 



or because of violence and prejudice” (Rebolledo 77). However, her presence within the culture 

I must disclose here, my academic research on Viramontes’s writing has resulted in an 

enney’s 

“Cultural Reclamations in Helena Viramontes’ ‘The Moths’”, Mary A. Seliger’s “Racial 

"Neighbors" and ‘Their Dogs Came with Them’”, Wendy Swyt’s “Hungry Women: 

erlands Mythos in Two Stories by Helena Maria Viramontes”, among others. As a means 

bruja. Described by Rebolledo as “the most prominent contemporary 

archetypal heroine in Chicana literature” (83), the curandera is a folk healer with great 

her capacity to exert “control over her own life and destiny as well as that of others” (88), 

bruja



“can and does sometimes seek vengeance and revenge […] She fulfills our desires to seek 

justice against those perceived as more powerful” (Rebolledo 88).

One can see a curandera’s healing practices through Marcel de Lima’s The 

Ethnopoetics of Shamanism

Sabina. “She was known locally as a Wise One, which is the name the Mazatec give to their 

rder to acquire the spiritual power to diagnose and cure the sick” (Lima 126), aligning 

seers, the mushrooms’ spiritual power granting her visions that offered her great knowledge 

and the power with which to cure her patients. I highlight Lima’s analysis of Sabina’s poetic 

This bridge we call home

and I highlight Jody Norton’s analysis of how a fictional text’s usage of it contributes to 

teaching the reader “this is how you protect those made sick by poverty and oppression; this is 

you learn to heal others and yourself” (154). 

Irene Lara carries herself similarly, considering “writing as a spiritual and political practice” 



people confer actual power to them, connected to Malinche’s multilingual exis

“to understand the historical and political forces that shaped them, and their participation in the 

larger sociocultural scheme” (120), managi

Barthes describes the mythologist can “undo the signification of the myth, and I receive the 

latter as an imposture” (Mythologies

association to the Chicanas. For Anzaldúa, “food and certain smells are tied to my i

my homeland” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

igning with the way that “one of 

images of active women preparing food” (Rebolledo 130). Cooking in Chicana literature 

Chicana writers. “For women, the idea that stains upon the blank sheet are made of blood is 

almost a certainty” (Rebolledo 149), especially relevant when “the writing of the



peoples and the Aztecs was signified by the colors red and black” (Rebolledo 150). Writing 

with the limitations women face within Chicana culture, in this case, “the ideological model of 

sive” (Rebolledo 204). 

The Chicana being a group that has “struggled with the dilemma of the relationship 

between individual and collective representation” (Rebolledo 208), its writers have managed 

ntial for one’s 

survival. As said by Anzaldúa, this recognition is “a tolerance for ambiguity” where “nothing 

is thrust out, the good, the bad, the ugly, nothing rejected, nothing abandoned” (Borderlands: 

the new mestiza

present in Helena Maria Viramontes’s works, and their myriad protagonists.

The Moths and other stories

a wide range of discussions. Viramontes mentions in an interview that “I think if there are nine 



The Moths

doing” (Flys

a “center of the world”, those possibly being cities, temples or houses organized in a similar 

to a mythical “Sacred Mountain – where heaven and earth meet” (Cosmos and History

axis mundi

location that can be “regarded as the meeting point between heaven, earth and hell” (Cosmos 

and History 12) or a “vertical structure of an implicit or explicit heavy symbolical content, 

its different strata, which (c) allows “shamans” [...] to travel along its trunk” (Kostićová 72). 

“ev responsible activity in pursuit of a definite end is, for the archaic world, a ritual” 

Cosmos and History



of myths become “universally valid, but it is expressed, inevitably, within a local scenario” 

Their Dogs Came with Them. 

focusing on people’s associations rather than rituals: a certain aesthetic style of house may 

impel him to “name this object a Basque chalet: or even better, to see it as the

basquity” (Mythologies

geographical context with which it is associated, makes it so “all that justified the Basque house 

has been dropped” 

Mythologies

addiction, becoming a form of “ritual to help one through a trying time” (Borderlands: the new 



mestiza 46), its persistence harming a person’s development and capacity to interact with wider 

in a ritual context in Viramontes’s writing, as a place where characte

the compilation, that being “The Moths”. The house of the protagonist’s grandmother is 

described in a mystical way, the plants existing around it make it “look like it w

onions and cheese and butter” (25

which someone “entered it for the first time” (Cosmos and History

grandmother’s medical care and food. Then, elative’s house, the protagonist 



protagonist’s center of the world, she continuously repeats the acts responsible for initiating 

of her relative’s divine sel

replacing potato slices on the temples of my forehead; (“The Moths” 24)

I’d gladly go help Abuelita plant her wild lilies or jasmine or heliotrope or cilantro 

or hierbabuena in red Hills Brothers coffee cans (“The Moths” 24

But this was a different kind of help, Amá said, because Abuelita was dying. […] 

rubbing her caving body with alcohol and marihuana, rubbing her arms and legs, (“The 

Moths” 

Meanwhile, in “Snapshots”, we see another type of constant ritual practice through 

her mother’s house by visiting.

“a social rite, a defense against anxiety, and a tool of power” (5) and specifically “a rite of 

family life” (6) with which one can observe the relatives and action that ha

Although photography’s unique properties give it an unstable connection to myth, something 



filled with crinkled faded gray snapshots of people I can’t remember anymore. I turn 

nd (“Snapshots” 86).

In “Neighbors”, the final story of the collection



outside for fear of finding Chuy’s body limp and bloody once again. Then, this morning 

he turned from his side of the bed to examine the woman’s slow breathing, he 

couldn’t imagine what had caused Aura to scream so loudly that it startled him out of a 

sleepy daze, though he wore no hearing aid (“Neighbors” 102).

In contrast, as the narrative progresses, Aura’s household experience grows more 

precarious. The short story meticulously details the character’s day



exercising spiritual needs. We see this in “The Moths”, where her house and her religion’s 

finding her own place for spiritual evolution. In “Snapshots” and “Neighbors” the respective 



the collection, “Birthday”. Its main character is Alice, a young woman who 

only with each other, “but sex and murder” (Campbell 351). This is doubly so for women, with 

describes how a woman’s life changes completely after pregnancy. No longer is she allowed 

literary studies. Luce Irigaray discusses how female sexuality “fades away before maternity” 

Speculum of other woman



of woman to motherhood, and how children continue the process by ignoring their mother’s 

describing how Chicana women carry three possible paths in life, “to the church as a nun, to 

the streets as a prostitute, or to the home as a mother” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

Aztec mythology also has Coyolxauhqui’s attempt to kill her brother while he is still in 

their mother’s womb, only to be killed herself by said brother. Her aggression targeting her 

brother, not her mother, marks the story as having “symbolized all pretens

to Aztec supremacy” (Klein 226), the gendered status of Coyalxauhqui’s defeat very pointedly 

how “Azteca male deities underground” (Borderlands: 

the new mestiza

way it can be used to make women “get taken in by the patriarchy” (Rebolledo 52).

wandering ghost who lost her kids and wanders the world wailing for them. “The tragedy of 

” (Rebolledo 78), 



a symbol of the Chicana’s attempt to cope with the overwhelming violence that happens when 

I take the opportunity to address fertility technologies’ impact on the topic of 

them have access to, even if it was legal at the time of Ridell’s writing. As she mentions, many 

times “their infertility as well as their fertility is beyond their control” (186). The matter of 

e thesis, and also one Ridell highlights as “a 

critical reproductive health issue” (193) for Chicanas as a whole and the specific demographic 

the wording on Ridell’s article is, in this regard, unclear. For the purposes of this thesis, I will 



Within the context of Chicana existence from which Viramontes writes, Alice’s 

coming to its conclusion, asking herself “would I like to stay Alice, or become a mama” 

(“Birthday” 39). To accept pregnancy, to give birth is to give up on her identity in its entirety.

Such a question becomes especially loaded as one analyzes Alice’s maturity within the 

is not inaccurate to say Alice is “characterized as a child in the story” 

“The Cariboo Café” does include a White man and a Salvadorean woman as main characters, but that 



“The Broken Web”, the short story following “Birthday”, focuses its discussion of the 

and the adulterous affair. However, “the narrative deconstructs this opposition by 

foregrounding their alignment” (Swyt 193), focusing on their relationship to the 

explicitly states that, regarding her kids, “she never played moth

asked her to” (50), while, in regards to Martha’s mother, it is mentioned that “only in complete 

solitude did she feel like a woman” (49), the matriarch treating her trip with her husband (which 

Similar to Irigaray’s discussion of how femininity vanishes into motherhood, Martha’s 

mom finds herself lost within that role that Olivia actively rejected, to the point Martha’s mom 

can choose between going to “the Church as a nun, to the sweets as a prostitute, or to the home 

as a mother” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

The danger of conception is further heightened by the matter of paternity. Olivia’s kids 

of Martha’s kids similarly not being Tomás’ puts her at danger of a sim



already associated with the figure from the start, but we see how frail the mother’s position is 

his wife “más cabrona que la chingada” (52), “la chingada” being one of the many titles 

conception is no exception. Through “The Broken Web”, we see maternity is only acceptable 

The destructive effects of pregnancy on women’s identity and agency are further 

explored in “The Long Reconciliation”, once again with a different focus than the previously 

aspects of death. Amanda, one of the short story’s main characters, finds out she greatly enjoys 

issues of raising a kid in their monetary conditions, Amanda being fully aware “children die 

like crops here” (“The Long Reconciliation” 78), to the point she turns to alternative medicines 

“In the hunting world the masculine psyche prevails and in the planting world the 

feminine” (Campbell 351), the former viewing death and birth as a simple passage of 



stories, “The Cariboo Café”, where one of the main characters, a woman from 

a, mentioning the mythical existence and how “I hear 

the wailing of the women and know it to be my own” (“The Cariboo Café”  63). Come the end 

of the novel, “she becomes the voice of all women fighting against injustice everywhere” 

Meanwhile, Viramontes’s “Snapshots” focuses on the violence of birth and ensuing 

death of the woman’s personality. In it, the main character addresses how she first obtained her 

daughter, “to pass the time and pain away” (“Snapshots” 86). The pain of pregnancy and birth 

ensues a “crisis of meaning as a ‘woman’” (“Making ‘familia’ from scratch” 224), that is 

crate to keep me from hurting myself” (“Snapshots” 86). Olga never truly comes to terms with 

Out of the five mentioned short stories, “Snapshots” is the only one that does not 

“Birthday”, “The Broken Web” and “The Long Reconciliation” for those three focu

American character, something is discussed in further detail in lvarado, Karina Oliva. "The Boo of Viramontes’s 
merican Representing Social Death”, Studies in 20th & 21st Century 

Literature



their characters deal with the presence of the Catholic church’s rules (God is mentioned in “The 

Cariboo Café” but, although certainly relevant for that story, I argue His presence is not 

Anzaldúa argues institutionalized religions such as the Catholic church “impoverish all 

life, beauty, pleasure” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

But Father, wasn’t He supposed to take care of us, His poor? When you lie together, it 

said the priest

paid later on in death (“The Long Reconciliation” 77).



never seen within the story, but minor characters’ reaction to him make it clear his knowledge 

One can read Alice’s story and the relative ease with which she obtains what she needs 

men still exist, but even if Alice’s 

“The Moths” and the Shaman



“The Moths” is the first story within the collection, in which the main character is an 

from her and making use of her relative’s house to avoid judgment and punishment from other 

of her grandmother’s body after she dies, cleaning and preparing her proper send

the story. Colon and Denney both discuss how the protagonist’s identity as a woman is 

I highlight that I disagree with Denney’s statement that “The Moths” is an underrated 

story within Viramontes’s bibliography, as personal research has found it to be an academic 

Shamanism: archaic techniques on ecstasy



Shamans are defined as mastering a type of ecstasy “during which his soul is believed to leave 

his body and ascend to the sky or descend to the underworld” (Shamanism 5), having “access 

to a region of the sacred inaccessible to other members of the community” (Shamanism

shaman is “the great specialist in the human soul; he alone ‘sees’ it, for he knows its ‘form’ 

and its destiny. And wherever the immediate fate of the soul is not at issue, […] the shaman is 

not indispensable” (Shamanism

he shamans’ 



disruptive part of it. This may seem to contrast with Eliade’s definition, who discusses how the 

religious contexts in which a shaman is located “are earlier than shamanism, or at least are 

parallel to it” (Shamanism

gatherers’ religious practices, which would make them older than farmer societies.

The shaman’s relationship to their context evolved over time, many gradually taking 

more of a role of medicine men, making them a more acceptable, “built in” portion of society. 

work when it “not only summarizes the cosmogony implores him to 

create the World anew” (Myth and Reality

can be connected to Campbell’s description of the shaman being born from overcoming a great 

personal crisis and, through Anzaldúa’s focus across the book on creating a new culture and 



The Ethnopoetics of Shamanism

he discusses how shamans, by entering a psychic trance, achieve a “gain of mystical 

knowledge” (146) that is used for healing, yes, but also for art, dance and poetry. The shaman 

being part of “those whose words are healing” (Lima 138).

inherit the curandera, a folk healer that “emerges from the history and tradition of multiple 

culture” (Rebolledo 83), whit

connected to the shaman and also one “that blends traces of shamanic practices with signs of 

Christian holiness” (Lima 40), the curandera firmly putting herself as one of the most 

I argue the figure of the shaman can be found in a couple of Viramontes’s stories, but 

most significantly in “The Moths”’s Abuelita, who effectively fulfills many of the attributes 

granddaughter showcases the religious aspects of the shamans. Not only is the elder’s medical 



and guarded and not alone. Like God was supposed to make you feel (“The Moths” 28).

blank eyes. I was alone. I knew why I had never returned (“The Moths” 29).

shamans’ gods as exclusive to them, in opposition to the gods shared by the r

grandmother from where scarlet fever granted her great physical pain, mimicking “the 

ath, resurrection” (Shamanism

Eliade as a common part of the aforementioned ceremony, as her hands “began to fan out, grow 

like a liar’s nose until they hung by my side like low weights” (“The Moths” 24), only for 

Abuelita to reshape them back to their usual size and shape, a process described as feeling “like 

bones melting” (“The Moths” 24). Obtaining a deep spiritual devotion to her grandmother as a 

donning white towels akin to a priest’s robes at the end of the story as she tends to Abuelita’s 

familial and social level. The main character’s father constantly admonishes his daughter and 



threats alike to keep his family in line, showcasing a belief in “ri

to maintain family cohesion” (Flores Ortiz 171) that even puts the household’s female 

members against each other. The main character’s mother is resented by her daughter for 

hough the act of sending her to Abuelita’s 

house can be read as a way to “shield the children from his violence by interfering with any 

direct communication between them and her father” (Flores Ortiz 175). The protagonist’s 

noticeably inspired by Viramontes’s own life experiences, as she has gone on record that her 

“father, for me, was the symbol of male privilege, the symbol of Catholicism, 

o go to church” (“Social and Political 

Perspectives of a Chicana Writer” 236), this being something she explicitly connects to the 

process of writing “The Moths”. It is fair to say that this connection between the patriarch and 



norm. The patriarch, even in his desperate attempts to solidify his family’s existence into what 

The housekeeping chores that the protagonist executes in her relative’s house are a 

shaman: the protagonist’s identity is not only an alternative to the 

I mention here one can read Don Serafin, a character from “The Long Reconciliation” 

the desperate thanks to his unique skills and knowledge, one that enables Amanda to kill “for 

life” (“The Long Reconciliation” 72), saving her unborn child’s soul. His existence as opposite 

Colón, Jennifer A. “Gendered Spaces and Subject Formation in ‘The Moths’ by Helena María 
Viramontes”. Label Me Latina/o
Viramontes’ ‘The Moths’”. The Oswald Review: An International Journal of Undergraduate Research and 
Criticism in the Discipline of English



Serafin does not save Amanda the way Abuelita does to the protagonist of “The Moths”. The 

act of inheriting knowledge and power only exists in “The Moths”, while Amanda’s emotional 

strength in “The Long Reconciliation” is near

destructive to herself and others than the protagonist of “The Moths”’s initiation process is. 

The shaman of “The Long Reconciliation” grants Amanda tools, but leaves her to fend for 

curandera of “The Moths”’s, symbolic guardian of womanhood, offers the 

religious and social norms, Viramontes’s manages to create an existence for her female 

protagonist that is built in the Chicana’s existence and its tradition of curande

“Growing” into la facultad

The short story “Growing” is about a female main character named Naomi, who, after 



in check. Through the story, we see Naomi’s inner narration and interaction with her sister and 

previous one, “The Moths”, something picked up by writers such as Mah y Busch and Moreira. 

Well, Naomi debated with herself, it wasn’t Lucía’s fault, really. She suddenly felt 

the freeway overpass. She stopped and tugged Lucía’s shorts up, and although her 

elaces were tied, Naomi retied them. No, it wasn’t her fault after all, Naomi thought, 

and she patted her sister’s soft light brown almost blondish hair; it was Apá’s 

(“Growing” 30).

became irritated at once at Lucía’s smile and the way her chaperone had of taking and 

holding her hand (“Growing” 31).

Naomi’s thoughts are inconsistent through most of the story as a result of the emotional 



nd at school (“Growing” 36).

that women are taught from a young age to never be left alone with men, and how “selfishness 

is condemned, especially in women” (18). La Malinche, Cortes's historical tra

mujer



against her capacity to do so. I consider that the protagonist’s capacity, which

la facultad mestiza

Anzaldúa describes the concept as a sixth sense of sorts, “the capacity to see in surface 

phenomena the meaning of deeper realities, to see the deep structure below the surface” (38), 

la facultad 

the moving parts behind people’s actions and 

la facultad

happening be naturalized and that myths do so by applying further meaning, a “concept”, upon 

ord, from the combination of the two obtaining a “signification”. By becoming 

aware of the concept’s existence, Barthes argues that mythologists become aware of myth, 

la facultad’s 

myths in her life. Her Apá’s verdict, sentencing Naomi with the words “TU ERES MUJER”, 

ongside stylistic formatting choices, “suggest they are linked to a higher power” (35), 



present in “The Moths”. In fact, the connection is arguably more explicit and noticeable in this 

Ortiz’s description of batterers, the harmful party in 

family unit. This often results in rigid sex roles, in which “they view women as treacherous, 

thus in need of being controlled, protected, guided” (Flo Ortiz 172). Naomi’s parents’ anger 

mestiza

existence born from races and cultures mixing, “a product of the transfer of the cultural and 

spiritual values of one group to another” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

mestiza

ambiguity, for the uncertainty that surrounds her and other people’s lives, healing her 

the flawed logic in her father’s ways, her existence as a Chicana woman allowing her to 

. This brings us back to Malinche’s mythical presence, this time within 

mestiza Their Dogs Came with Them.
mestiza



“intercessor (translator)” (Rebolledo 65), a woman with knowledge and, consequently, power. 

la facultad

As a last mention, I return to the comparison with “The Moths”. Naomi, unlike the other 

short story’s narrator, does not have an Abuelita of her own. Without a figure to guide her in 

spiritual enlightenment, Naomi’s philosophical endeavors are nearly fully

mestiza

mestiza

facultad

Historic repression in “The Cariboo Cafe”: emigration and mourning



its ineptitude, “the combination of the 

sheriffs with the little Roman fringes” (Mythologies

Arguably more relevant for this section is Horkheimer and Adorno’s The dialectics of 

enlightenment, where they describe the “well

that they should forget the past because it cannot be transplanted” (179), in other words, forget 

tination’s 

This description is posited as an extension of society’s relationship with mourning, with 

ghosts and the many ways to grieve them, “one of the symptoms of the sickness of experience 

today” (Horkheimer and Adorno 178). The authors posit no thoughts must be 

the functional society we live in. “The dead are in truth subjected to what for the ancient Jews 

s be turned” (Horkheimer and Adorno 

go of their past in shared repression, in Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s descr

myths in mutual healing, in Anzaldúa’s hopes. However, focusing on this intersection within 

The Moths and other stories



hints of it in some of the stories, such as “Growing”, in which the main character and her father 

mujer  

daughter desiring to adopt the construct created by Anglo cultures. “Neighbors” can also be 

discussed is “The Cariboo Cafe”. The narrative alternates between three characters’ points

view, a “maybe five, maybe six” (“The Cariboo Cafe” 60) girl named Sonia who 

by their usage of “Chicano Spanish nomenclature for family members, food, and the police” 

to be from El Salvador, in spite of how “there is nothing in the text to place her there” 



consulted, such as Cussel’s, have confidently pointed Nicaragua to be her motherland).

Horkheimer and Adorno’s view of immigrant and mourning historical repression alike 

paragraph in which he is the narrator, mentioning that he inherited the titular cafe “before JoJo 

turned fourteen even” (“The Cariboo Cafe” 59). Similar reference to his son and the ex

He can’t believe it, but he’s crying. For the first time since JoJo’s death, he’s crying. 

Nell here, but doesn’t know where she’s at or what part of Vietnam JoJo is all

up in. Children gotta be with their parents, family gotta be together, he thinks. It’s only 

right (“The Cariboo Cafe” 68).

As Horkheimer and Adorno mention, mourning is “something which cannot even 

contribute to a psychological restoration of labor power” (179). It is forbidden in modern 

grieving of immigration and mourning. After a loss, “bereaved people entirely reorganize their 

forgetting rationalized as tact” (Horkheimer and Adorno 178). If the cook generally attempts 



“not because I am going, but because she is staying” (“The Cariboo Cafe” 65) and the woman 

similarly fears her son will do the same in case he is found. “The aband

death seemed necessarily like a betrayal” (Horkheimer and Adorno 178), something seen as 

work. Before she finds Macky, her “heart wills only to watch the children playing in the street” 

(“The Cariboo Cafe” 66), her visible distress also affecting her relationship with other people: 

Therefore, it seems that “The Cariboo Cafe” wholly agrees with the view that, within 



Chicano context, is “a syncretic 

animas en pena

expiating their sins, and to the Medea myth” (Rebolledo 63) alongside pre

describing her as a “mother who seeks her lost children” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

protest was wailing” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

Viramontes making use of death rites’ forceful uncovering of mythology in order to ask her 



“Snapshots” against mythical time

“Snapshots” is a short story about Olga Ruiz, a woman who copes with the emotional 

infamous within the collection, with Norma Alarcon mentioning “virtually all the readers I 

have talked with are put off by the story” and “neither older women nor young women students 

like Olga Ruiz” (223), in spite of 

interesting layers to the story’s thematic message. To address that, I will take a quick look at 

another of Barthes’s books, Camera Lucida: reflections on photography

how photography exists “to attest that what I see has indeed existed” (82), therefore being a 



have with myth. First, he says that the photos always carry their operator’s myths, at the same 

time they are coated with a particular function, “to inform, to represent, 

to signify, to provoke desire” (Camera Lucida

transmission of myths. Mircea Eliade actually agrees with this assessment, mentioning “the 

media” (Myth and Reality

hesitate to interact with the past unless through a mythical lens. However, “the photograph, for 

as certain as the present” 

Camera Lucida

Camera Lucida

tatus 

quo



But I haven’t a thing to show for it. The human spider gets on prime

climbing a building because its there. Me? How can people believe that I’ve fought 

uselessness of it all? (“Snapshots” 85)

The daily routine of house work was, effectively, the entirety of Olga’s life before her 

photography obsession, as she confesses most of her time “was spent working part time as a 

clerk for Grants, then returning to create a happy home for Dave” (“Snapshots” 85), which 

Ortiz’s description of Chicana socialization as encouraging them to “attempt 

to make the home a haven from stress” (173) for the men, shielding them from any threats to 

A room of one’s own: most of the time, nothing remains at the end of a woman’s 

workday. “All the dinners are cooked; the plates and cups washed; the children sent to school 

and gone out into the world. Nothing remains of it all. All has vanished” (65). Very curiously, 

that is very affected by photography and television, beginning the description with “this is the 

pictured it” (“Snapshots” 85) and then proceeds to describe an image comparable to that 

of the ideal American dream life. Olga becomes part of what Eliade describes as an “obsession 

with ‘success’ that is so characteristic of modern society” (Myth and reality 

daily work. After all, she is aware “the past did exist –

it”, even if “the absent past can only be inferred from circumstantial evidence” (Linda 



Looking at the old photos, I’d get real depressed over my second grade teacher’s smile 

or my father’s can of beer or the butt

(“Snapshots” 86).

Camera Lucida, Barthes says “I derive my existence from the 

photographer” (11), and such a statement is very much what happens in the story. Olga depends 

Camera Lucida, points out, photographs inherently make one aware of “how much younger I 

(she, he) was then. Photography is the inventory of mortality” (54). T

pictures is to build the entirety of one’s existence from them, as well as one’s end.

Anzaldúa’s mention of the Chicanos’ tendency to develop “compulsive, repetitious activity as 

though to busy oneself, to distract oneself, to keep awareness at bay” (Borderlands: the new 

mestiza 45). This is seen in Olga’s devotion to her actions and her daughter’s attempts to give 



her further hobbies in order to “keep as busy as a bee” (“Snapshots” 84). The cleaning, the 

television watching, the photo album, all serve to obscure the main character’s rationalization.

tions from his wife. In fact, Olga’s grandmother went out of her way to cut 

part of her granddaughter’s hair in a ritual after the fact, intent on keeping her from having her 

primitive people, who “fear that the camera will rob them of some part of their being” (123). 

Olga’s grandmother implicitly takes curandera-shaman attributes not unlike “The 

Moths”’s Abuelita. As Eliade says, “the shaman is the great specialist in the human soul” and 

we see this in action through the grandmother’s attempt to save the protagonist’s soul. This 

been able to select what pictures to take and for what reasons. As Sontag says, “to photograph 



is to appropriate the thing photographed” (2), “it turns people into objects that can be 

symbolically possessed” (11). I add to this Linda Hutcheon’s statement that “All past ‘events’ 

are potential historical ‘facts,’ but the ones that become facts are tho

narrated” (80), in other words, that the process of choosing what to photograph, to record and 

ths they pass down, both of which go back to Olga’s 

and serve as basis for other people’s dismissing emotional state, as they become evidence she 

never accomplished anything meaningful. When looking at Sontag’s previous quotes

connects to mythical time in an erratic way. “Snapshots” shows those interactions 

binding existence. Viramontes’s Olga invites readers to acknowledge that transmission through 



Their Dogs Came with Them

Their Dogs Came with Them

multiple existences sharing the same stage within “an unlikely ‘topology’ tha

possible and imaginable zone” (Desire in language

surprisingly “absent from the scholarly literature” (Garcia 2021). I p



Besides that, as a general comment on the story, the novel’s greater size as a narrative 

as well as geographic expanse of its Los Angeles setting makes it so the characters’ traversal 

Hutcheon’s statement that 

“the novel has been inherently ambivalent since its inception: it has always been both fictional 

and worldly” (24), the great size of the city creating a full fictional world. Not only that, but 

Their Dogs Came with Them

Anzaldúa’s description of the Chicano people as having “a tradition of migration, a tradition 

of long walks” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

With its very title being a reference to a written record of the Spanish colonizers’ dogs 

mentions how the dogs in the novel “connect the damage caused by the freeways and the 

fictional rabies quarantine to a longer history of militarized violence and conquest” (151). 

Moya also defends the novel’s multiple point of view

functioning, allowing the writer to fully showcase each character’s personality and biases in a 

Their Dogs Came with Them

Seliger, Mary A. “Racial Violence, Embodied Practices, and Ethnic Transformation in Helena 
María Viramontes’s ‘Neighbors’ and ‘Their Dogs Came with Them’”. Bilingual Review / La Revista Bilingüe

–



Center of the world and in the novel’s Los Angeles

I begin this chapter by performing a general analysis of “center of the world” 

Their Dogs Came with Them

chapter. To review what I established about Mircea Eliade’s definition of the concept, center 

Tranquilina’s church is a reasonable place to begin, and quite important due to its 

contrast with our previously seen depictions of religious institutions within Viramontes’s texts. 

The Moths and other stories

during her college studies, she highlights, alongside her colleagues and professors, “the 

imagination” as well as how “the Bible for me was the most beautiful book that I've ever seen, 

t…[I] realized that, in the printed 

Junquera, “Helena María Viramontes: social and political 
perspectives of a Chicana writer”. Arizona Journal of Hispanic Cultural Studies



page, I would always get information or always get wisdom” (“Fiction and Social Justice”), 

Their Dogs Came with Them

“rigorous traveling, the endless list of hostels” (Their Dogs Came with Them

This happens in spite of the objections that her father, Papa Tomás, raised, knowing that “no 

the assault” (Their Dogs Came with Them

of the “historical man” and of “continuous time” (Cosmos and History

Aztec part of their family’s religion would support the idea of repetition and renewal. Although 

also be connected to Anzaldúa’s “tradition of migration” 

Borderlands: the new mestiza

connected to that “tradition of long walks” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

The family’s faith was born alongside Tranquilina. “Mama promised her baby to God. 

‘This child is Yours,’” was a promise she made begging for divine intervention, the moment 



“when ‘we became Messengers of God’” (Their Dogs Came with Them

case, motivating Tranquilina’s mother to escape indentured servitude and enter willing a 

George D. Greenia describes how Christians have a “foundational myth of travel as 

creating a nation of the faithful and a faithful nation” (8). This idea of a nation of faithful 

a’s family, both in 

travel and at home. Tranquilina’s mother spends the entire novel attempting to recruit new 

has happened enough times for the children of the parish to recognize it on sight. “I invite you 

into the Lord’s home, 

recognition of Mama’s prayer work, the children stopped their rascality and circled the two 

women” (Their Dogs Came with Them

their Church as part of what Jina B. Kim calls “infrastructures of care” (20

in which they “competed directly 

with the state in the fields of education and social welfare” (529), in order to increase control 

and support of the masses. This text, alongside Mama’s pushiness regarding new arrivals, could 

puts Mama’s humanistic actions in doubt. The main objective of all 



Catholic rituals within the parish becomes the expansion of its reach, paying the characters’ 

Rather fittingly, given the way their devotion began with Tranquilina’s birth and the 

that “to avoid bad days, Ben meekly attended church services” (Their Dogs Came with Them 

125). This showcases the effect of the church as a place of “regeneration of the human 

individual” (Cosmos and History

Ben is relevant not only for his usage of the Church’s services, but also because his 

of the character. Eliade discusses how centers bring forth “imago mundi

produces the universe in its essence” (Cosmos and History

making it so people “are shaped as much by place as by their personal choices” (79). 

Therefore, the fact Ben’s apartment continuously falls into disrepair as his physical and 



overpowering stench, smell, garbage and “cluttered reminder of isolation” (Their Dogs Came 

with Them 217) attracting cockroaches, “earwigs, silverfish and dust devils” (Their Dogs Came 

with Them 219). Ben’s mental state is cause and effect of his apartment’s condition, both 

Their 

Dogs Came with Them

Their Dogs Came with Them

Ben’s hands surprised him. In a bewildering sort of way his longish and dirt

encrusted nails had the capacity to mold a mother’s life (Their Dogs Came with Them

compares the obtaining of inspiration to a shamanic state. “Living in a state of psychic unrest, 

in a Borderland” (Borderlands: the new mestiza



of their existence, aligning with another text’s description of the shaman as similar to “a view 

of the artist as an isolated seer and healer” (Lima 51).

Defining the shaman via their mental instability or even as someone “whose delirious 

deceives his whole community. A figure on the verge of schizophrenia” (Lima 6) 

homeless woman in the Church and commenting “she could be anyone’s mother” (Their Dogs 

Came with Them

and girl children, akin to Ben and his older sister. As said by Anzaldúa, “to write is to confront 

one’s demons, look them in the face and live to write about them” (“Speaking in tongues” 

regarding the woman he saw and is writing about, concludes that “one would need metaphor 

to love her” (Their Dogs Came with Them

set of interesting implications when Ben says the woman “could be anyone’s mother” (Their 

Dogs Came with Them 94). With Ben’s missing, effectively dead mother being a significant 



overwhelm their enemies “without too much difficulty [...] is probably that it wanted a nearby 

source of victims for the human sacrifices” (xli), Ben’s writing also incorporates it, his pencils 

“why had he set them [pencils and notebook] out like a dinnerware setting” (Their Dogs Came 

with Them

pencils in order to make the “blood in his thumb to rise like dark sacrificial ink” (Their Dogs 

Came with Them

such as Hsuan L. Hsu and Dean Franco reference to argue Ben becomes “metonymical

stamped by his own text” (Franco 35

of what Campbell calls “men’s secret ceremonies and puberty rites” (178), initiation rites often 

Conner et al mentions “flint knives […] signify male gender variance” (352) and those, alongside knives as a 

Broda considers that “flint knives, with and without faces, would thus seem to belong to the cult of Huitzilopochtli 
at the Templo Mayor” (86).

For examples, see Scolieri, Paul. “Coyolxauhqui's impact: Aztec historiography and the falling body”, 
Women & Performance: a journal of feminist theory, 106 and Broda, Johanna. “Templo Mayor as 
Ritual Space”. The Great Temple of Tenochtitlan: Center and Periphery in the Aztec World



“In the rituals of initiation they [children] are reorganized and implicated in a system 

of the group” (Campbell 118). This initiation into manhood certainly

over fifteen with the exception of Tío Angel […] Turtle tried to pee like a man, stand

Their Dogs Came with Them

cholo

Their Dogs Came with Them 

to the point he is able to invite Turtle to be part of it and “chose t

McBride rites because those were the rules” (Their Dogs Came with Them



life by the other McBride boys, cementing “a ritual death and resurrection” (Cosmos and 

History body experience when Turtle “saw another self 

run away, another Turtle jumping the gravestones like a gazelle” (Their Dogs Came with Them

The Chinese cemetery is an interesting part of Turtle’s male initiation rites since, come 

day time of the novel, it is the only place of Turtle’s old neighborhood that remains 

level of safety, given its “obscurity provided a few hours of temporary shelter” (Their Dogs 

Came with Them

tuals underscores how Turtle’s gender non

“that the longevity of her life will not be determined by herself or by natural causes” (Esparza 

Viramontes’s writings in comparison to The Moths and other stories

Their Dogs Came with Them, that “there was a long 

collection of ‘The Moths’, or I just couldn’t deal with them in a very honest way” (“Social and 

riter” 237) and that she does not possess a singular 



Their Dogs Came with Them, she would affirm that “if I didn’t want to recognize the 

redemption of their [her character’s] everyday ordeals, why write about them in the first place”, 

f people’s everyday lives and struggles, citing her brother as an example. I mention 

in her center of the world configuration, her house: “Why did she make it a ritual, a habit, a 

boat hats or baseball caps, passing her window alone or in pairs?” (Their 

Dogs Came with Them

Chicana workers, serves to showcase Ermila’s develop

hints at a historical one. Oscar Muñoz posits “an action is historical to the extent that belongs 

to a sequence of actions being known through an investigation” (113), in other words, an active 

as a child that “it was important not to forget” (Their Dogs Came with Them

I believe one can argue that “Neighbors”’s Fierro and, more contestedly but, at the same time, arguably 
the point of his short story, “The Long Reconciliation”’s Chato, would qualify for some of these definitions.



I return to Tranquilina’s Church

greater world. The narrator unflatteringly describes it as such: “their church consisted of a small 

stry services by night, and all the rooms smelled of lard” (Their Dogs Came with Them

Mestiza 

mestiza

patriarchal, Aryan one. It is “una conciencia de mujer. It is a consciousness of the Borderlands” 

Borderlands: the new mestiza

healing via “uprooting of dualistic thinking in the individual and collective consciousness” 

Borderlands: the new mestiza

mestiza

Their Dogs Came with Them

mestiza

Ermila possesses a special place within the novel’s revolving cast, being not only 



Their Dogs Came with Them  

Viramontes herself as that of a “young woman whose feminist consciousness is 

growing, and who begins to ask ‘what’s wrong with this picture?’” (Olivas 2007), this being 

cutting a lizard’s tail in front of her since it will just grow back, she mentally protests “it’s not 

right, she knew, even if they witnessed a miracle” (Their Dogs Came with Them

with the narration’s description of the type of young woman Ermila will be in the future.

car owners over pedestrians, “four freeways 

crossing and interchanging, looping and stacking in the Eastside, but if you didn’t own a car, 

you were fucked” (Their Dogs Came with Them

spread in every direction, dreaming of “hanging a bare

erection and balls of iron advertising La Pelota Bakery” (Their Dogs Came with Them



dog pulling down her underwear causes her to physically react in anger, her “dog bite beneath 

the sandy gauze had begun a renewed throbbing as if Ermila’s eyes reminded the wound of its 

pain” (Their Dogs Came with Them

The more the story goes by, the more Ermila’s emotional anger translates into actual 

mentioned dog bite. I believe this associates with Anzaldúa’s belief that “the body is smart” 

Borderlands: the new mestiza

with one’s spirit soul. Even if she is not yet fully attuned to it, Ermila’s body noticeably has its 

Lollie’s mother slowly filled up with the fatty tires of family responsibility while 

Their Dogs Came with 

Them

Ermila’s appearance also identifies her as mestiza

by the narrative and other characters. “Raven

proof of her father’s mestizo blood” (Their Dogs Came with Them

mestiza

to the other side. I argue Ermila’s development is locked by her counter stance to two other 



mestiza

“to make us ashamed of our Indian side” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

Ermila’s association with the historical figure comes in association with the two pl

where she is locked in counter stance. First, her grandmother’s relationship with her. Said 

relative looks at her “not seeing a granddaughter but a female with such wicked potential that 

even her hair […] boldly defied bobby pins” (Their Dogs Came with Them

mestiza

a slave and used as a mistress that “was also used as an object of sexual desire” (Tey Diana 

Anzaldúa’s statement that women receive cultural beliefs and “transmit them” (Borderlands: 

the new mestiza mestizaje

granddaughter’s appearance and sexuality as proof of her inevitable doom. She only sees 

Ermila’s parents’ alleged sins in Ermila, like others project Malinche’s sins onto every Chicana.

Secondly, we see this in Ermila’s romantic and/or sexual experiences, which I feel is 

the best way to describe them due to Ermila’s conflicted, ambiguous feelings towards them. If 

ila’s 

sexuality, with Ermila’s relationships with her boyfriend and her cousin, it shows up on their 



has sex with her because he demands it, not because she enjoys it. Instead, “all she encountered 

was intolerable guilt, a filthy feeling that bathing couldn’t cleanse and the fear that her body 

would someday call for mutiny” (Their Dogs Came with Them

ls him that “a woman 

she grew older” (Their Dogs Came with Them

“had not realized until he saw his own 

knuckles whiten that, in fact, he was grasping her very tightly” (Their Dogs Came with Them 

“consciously and unconsciously t

of servitude to woman” (“Chicana Feminist Literature” 186), in matters of obedience and 

At this point, it may seem Malinche’s cultural presence stands entirely as a hurdle for 

mestiza, but I argue otherwise. Rebolledo mentions “Chicana writers do not 

woman who had and made choices” (64), those choices allowing not only her survival, but that 

I highlight a moment in which she gets held up by the Quarantine Authority’s 



that carries “the violent chaos of an unknown sickness rattled in his throat” (Their Dogs Came 

with Them

mestiza “learns to juggle cultures […] operates in pluralistic mode” 

Borderlands: the new mestiza

mediated languages and cultures to do so. Anzaldúa calls part of the process “a tolerance for 

ambiguity” (Borderlands: the new mestiza 

As the novel progresses, Ermila begins to grow past her counter stances, accepting “no 

use of even trying” (Their Dogs Came with Them

mestiza “can be jarred out of ambivalence by an intense, and often 

painful, emotional event” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

romantic partner, a shock which “precipitates Ermila’

silent ‘Zumaya child’ to the thoughtful young woman whose burgeoning political 

consciousness is grounded in a desire for social justice” (Moya 147), taking her “through the 

d of hollow silence” (Their Dogs Came with Them



is only a possible consequence of the novel’s ending, though one raised by previous literature 

Their Dogs Came with Them

fourth main character), “Ermila is the one major charact

enormity of the slow violence that has been done to her community” (150). Moya is uncertain 

d say that, under Anzaldúa’s concept of mestiza

Viramontes ensures the reader’s political awareness and tolerance for ambiguity, grow as the 

mestizos, 

mestiza



ann Blanco argues the character’s gender cannot be defined in any 

meaningful way, instead being an open possibility that “reroutes the way read

the intersection of race, ethnicity, class, gender, biological sex, and sexuality” (233) and that 

Turtle’s main link to her male presentation comes from a desire to take after her brother, rather 

contrast, Paula Moya briefly highlights how Turtle’s 

“no longer feels part of the McBride Boys gang they joined together” (141) without her brother 

novel’s setting and how Turtle’s unequal capacity to traverse the city informs her every mov

making her rely on “a mental map containing her own spatial logics and temporality” (2021).

Borderlands: the new mestiza

is the “supreme crosser of cultures”, meant to “link people with each other” (Borderland/La 

Frontera

transgender and queer identities “destabilizes the dominant ideology that subordinates body to 



mind” (91), making the body itself and its changes a source of religious spirituality and societal 

Hermaphroditus and Salmacis which argues that the first character’s res

Mesoamerican people being that of Malinche’s associations with gender variance (225), 

“a mythical race of giants inhabiting sites in Mexico 

and in northwestern South America” (24). Given Viramontes’s status as a Chicana writer 

perceptions of the male and female genders. Turtle has already “learned the hard way that to 

render someone invisible was more painful than a cracked skull” (Their Dogs Came with Them

Christina Marie Buckles argues Turtle “seeks invisibility, as she snakes her way through the 

city” (60) and also that management of visibility and invisibility would greatly benefit the 



malflora

Chicano term for lesbian, a word that “sounded so sad to Turtle, it was a word you shouldn’t 

be left alone with” (Their dogs come with them

Her brother Luiz is very important for the topic, being the one who shaved his sister’s 

hair against their mother’s wishes, making “chestnut curls fell like commas on the tiled floor 

d it against her scalp” 

Their Dogs Came with Them

tent, Turtle “so close to her brother Luis, they became one instead of two” (Their Dogs Came 

with Them 165) and her Tío Angel regularly ask her and her brother “where’s your other half?” 

Their Dogs Came with Them

brother’s. Turtle’s great association with her brother also aligns with Jody Norton’s beliefs.

and



cholo

says, part of the queer experience is the “fear of going home. And of not being taken in” 

Borderlands: the new mestiza

transgression culminating in her mother deciding “to give her up to the courts” (Their Dogs 

Came with Them

people “given little to no financial compensation” (Kim 27), 

such as the ones responsible for the “lukewarm broth at the Little Brothers of the Poor Rest 

Home” (Their Dogs Came with Them

Turtle is constantly on watch to “stay informed about the shifting rules and entities who 

enforce them” and “evade these regulations by taking detours and identifying safe spaces of 

harbor” (Garcia 2021).  Her very name, Turtle, interacts with this, as she

“all her possessions with her at all times” (Esparza 142). There is no home for her, it having 

attempting to live her life in “a city large enough to swallow them in anonymity” (Norton 149).



for shelter during the novel’s present

Turtle wiped her nose with her leather sleeve. She heard the crisp of Ray’s 

Their Dogs Came with Them

I argue that these interactions have Turtle represent Anzaldúa’s vision of the queer as 

masculinity. After all, “Ray has firsthand knowledge about the life altering consequences of 

9066” (Esparza 137). When seeing Turtle and her attempts to present herself as masculine, he 



this Antonio too, didn’t he just say? That one, Ray would never forget (Their Dogs 

Came with Them

she succeeds in her story role. Turtle is “someone who, despite her violence, growing social 

— —a subject of some sort of grace” (Dean 

One of the novel’s four main characters, Tranquilina is the daughter of a Church Pastor 



Their Dogs Came 

with Them

Although Tranquilina’s family is piously devout, their faith needs extra context. As 

Anzaldúa says, “most Chicanos, did not practice Roman Catholicism but a folk Catholicism 

with many pagan elements” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

completely correct for Tranquilina’s family. Their piety does not stop the parents from 

voladores

the gift of flight as, in ritual worship, they “attach themselves to a po

from its platform in a whirling motion” (Scolieri 102) steadily gliding downwards, with a 

significant moment of the family’s backstory consisting of Tomás miraculously taking flight 

She tested Mama: If Papa Tomás could fly away, why didn’t he just escape the 

Horseback’s ranch?



I don’t know, Mama replied, rubbing her swollen ankle. Your papa didn’t want to 

Their Dogs Came with Them 

many critics immediately considered a symbol of passivity. Rebolledo sees her as an “one

dimensional figure. She is pure and free from sin” (52), which is often used to proj

ideal of the woman as passive, nurturing figure, “docile and enduring” (Borderlands: the new 

mestiza

being utterly befuddled by her capacity to withstand stress: “How does Tranquilina get from A 

dog near her doorstep?” (Their Dogs Came with Them

on, another Turtle sees Tranquilina as “the taller woman turned and smiled at Turtle with 

incredible delight” (Their Dogs Came with Them

the end of the novel, as Tranquilina and her friend, Ana, search for the latter’s missing brother, 

the former “approached their darkness with an aura of light behind her and to Ana, she became 

thing else altogether, a stenciled gray dazzling figure” (Their Dogs Came 



with Them 290, italics from original text), in fact, a “mythic figure” (Their Dogs Came with 

Them

salvation, which can be compared to Guadalupe’s original appearance

of her time and place. And yet, both of those are calculated, active decisions, Tranquilina’s 

cholo

xplicit instructions to “high

between the warehouses while she entered the alley” (Their Dogs Came with Them

them, despite Ana’s explicit recognition of this saintly persona as uncanny and unnatural, she 

Guadalupe. Anzaldúa translates Guadalupe’s original names, Coatlalopeuh or Coatlaxopeuh, 

as “the one who is at one with the beasts” and “she who crushed the serpent” (Borderlands: 

the new mestiza

interesting for the purposes of this research. Turtle is present in Tranquilina’s first and last 



to him, the writer answered that “she hoped the flowers would call Ma

picture” (345n1). The wording of this statement is a bit ambiguous in how much intent there 

mentioned first interaction with Turtle, the smile is offered as a “way for this gangster youth to 

forgive her immediate condemnation, her abrupt suspicion” (Their Dogs Came with Them

after Turtle’s masculine presentation and gang member aggression make her fear another 

ends with Ben, in spite of the girls’ best efforts, still missing, nowhere to be seen.

struggles, and Tranquilina’s attempts to do so bring to mind Luce Irigaray’s description of 

female suffering in front of a “God”.

so as to force the disdain that is felt toward her, that she feels toward herself. […] She 

Speculum of the other woman 



Mircea Eliade mentions, myth and its absolution of presence is only the last step in a person’s 

Their Dogs Came with 

Them

The scene at the end of the novel not only calls back to Tomás’s Aztec heritage of 

voladores

bodies of two other characters, Turtle and Nacho, making it so she “transforms into the 

e” (Kim 29). 

characters’ death enables them to achieve their own sal



Their Dogs Came 

with Them

Cynthia Garcia describes him as being “the most understudied major character” (2021) of the 

inherits her father’s skin tone and hair color, eventually growing into b

but exhausted, career woman. Meanwhile, Ben inherits his mom’s appearance, which is cause 



and survivor’s guilt further harm 

Unlocking his door, the two women realized they were in over their heads; Ben’s 

Their Dogs Came with Them

and Huitzilopochtli. In it, Coatlicue, an Aztec’s Earth Goddess, gets pregnant from a ball of 

’s body fully formed, killing his 

siblings before they can do the same to him, Coyolxauhqui’s decapitated head becoming the 

The story consists of a symbolic “transference of power” (Scolieri 93) from older 

members of the pantheon to the new deity, Huitzilopochtli. This aligns with Anzaldúa’s 

mention that the God was a relatively late addition to the Mexican region’s pantheon, a

heavily pushed to justify the Aztec’s warring actions and regular expansionist advances. In the 

process, “they drove the powerful female deities underground by giving them monstrous 



attributes and by substituting male deities in their place” (Borderlands: the new mestiza

turning the region’s gender balance into a patriarchal organization. 

would succeed at the expense of the other. “Moneymaking career for his brilliant, brave son; a 

job for his daughter” (Their Dogs Came with Them

brother’s success. She is expected to “renounce herself in favor of the male” (Borderlands: the 

new mestiza 17), a relevant representation of Chicana existence through the character’s 

detail what that entails, leaving Ben’s monetary well

Garcia mentions Ben “advances disabled queer readings of space and place” (2021) by living a life 



the Aztecs, who “probably could have wiped out the Spaniards to the last man [...]but the 

ceremonial elements in their attitude toward war prevented them” (Léon

Similar to the Aztecs under Huitzilopochtli, Ben’s life is governed by unsustainable 

blood, but his life as a whole is fueled by sacrifice. Ben’s sections of the story are underscored 

tions of how “the new morning, 

compassionate in its sheer lightness, greeted him and made him smile” (Their Dogs Came with 

Them

See, as example, Conner et al’s statement that it was believed by astrologers that “persons ruled by the 
Sun, that is, born under the sun sign of LEO, will tend to behave in a ‘masculine’ manner” (313)



nighttime, via Ben’s descriptions and by the moments of the narrative in which she appears. 

heir house’s rooftop, 

talking to him as they watch the night sky filled with stars that she calls “God’s little eyes” 

Their Dogs Came with Them 112). Later, during the final chapters of the story, Ana’s job 

character’s most noticeable moments happen within Coyalxauhqui’s domain, as Ana chases 

I focus here on the mention of Ana being a viewpoint character during the novel’s 

again. Once he vanishes from his apartment with no prior warning, the novel transfers Ben’s 

The Bradys’ relationship with their parents is a particularly interesting point of 



competent worker and, pulling from Wendy McGahey’s analysis that Viramontes makes use 

of specific objects that “helps to bring us inside the traumatic experiences of her characters, 

expanding our understanding of their individual and cultural suffering” (2

As Renée M. Martinez says, “passing is always a palpable privilege, but, ironically, 

passing is not a painless privilege in a racist society” (49), something seen as these signs of 

dead, akin to how Coatlicue dies in Coyalxauhqui’s hands on many versions of the myth.

everyone else who interacted with her having “remained unkind and undeserving of her” (Their 

Dogs Came with Them

of her mother comes from when, in Ana’s eyes, she almost let her daughter drown “because 

her mother had stood motionless, the incapable savior” (Their Dogs Came with Them



the short story “Neighbors”, Viramontes manages to create a version of the corrido

relationships, in which both siblings’ individual struggles are given full weight and importance. 

This Master’s Thesis had the objective of analyzing Viramontes’s short stories and one 

O que é deficiência



(not unlike Viramontes’s claim that for each story she wrote, she had a different inspiration in 

mind), did achieve the intended goals. Myths permeate Viramontes’s

Within “The Moths”, I established, for instance, that awareness of the existence of the 

curandera

the culture, changes the meaning of “The Moths”, making its protagonist inherit a part in an 

curandera

and shaman characters also appear on “The Long Reconciliation” and “Snapshots”, performing 

Viramontes’s stories. In contrast, said k

story, “Growing”, be even more apparent, reinforcing how Naomi’s development is a mostly 

that there are recurring presences across the narratives, such as the focused upon “center of the 



world” structures, the matter of conception and mestiza

reading Viramontes’s stories in dialogue with each other, compare

The Moths and other stories

example, previous research has raised the possibility of the washerwoman of “The Cariboo 

Café” being born from negative stereotypes associated with the Central Americ

. I argue this does not discredit the strength and importance of Viramontes’s writing, 

Returning to the intentionally inserted mythical structures, Viramontes’s game of 

mythology and the written language, by focusing on “the distortion which the one [myth]

imposes on the other [language]” (Mythologies

For further discussion on how translations of Viramontes’s works have altered the work and the way 
it is interpreted, see Alvarado, Karina Oliva. "The Boo of Viramontes’s Cafe: Retelling Ghost Stories, Central 
American Representing Social Death”, Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature



by the author’s specific cultural context, invites readers to begin their journey into mythological 

“the best weapon against myth is perhaps to mythify it in its turn, and to produce an artificial 

myth” (Mythologies

This is seen throughout the entirety of her bibliography, such as Naomi and Ermilia’s 

mestiza

bindings that restrict them, or Ana and Ben’s representation of the Coyolxauhqui and 



mestiza

•

As I have mentioned, part of this thesis’s objectives

following recommendations to “extend your research community’s conversation by suggesting 

new questions your research has allowed you to see” (Wayne C. Booth, et al. 221). As stated 

the text. Out of all the texts I interacted with, “The Cariboo Café” was the only one in which I 

found academic texts actively criticizing Viramontes’s narrative and

regards to the author’s other texts and then when I finally found them while researching “The 

Cariboo Café”. No academical field benefits f



important to mention Viramontes herself counts Turtle as one of “the four female protagonists 

(Turtle, Ana, Ermila and Tranquilina)” (Interview with Helena Maria Viramon

Andrés Mendieta, “Latin American trans* 

masculine individuals have often been erased from public discourse” (524) or held to be women 

all along instead of their own, queer existence. A full study of the topic of Turtle’s identity, its 

Another topic that can be discussed critically regards Ben and Ana, specifically Ben’s 

O 

que é a deficiência

Shea, Renee. “New Frontiers in Fiction.” Poets & Writers, v. 35, Iss. 3, 2007, pp. 36



“The Moths”, I believe a fair next step would be to compare its usage of the shaman to other 

curandera

Rebolledo’s discussions about the archetype, after all. How do other writers and characters 

interact with the topics of inheritance, with the shaman’

curandera

As I have mentioned, although “The Cariboo Café” has received great amount of 

nationality markers can be found in the character Alice from “Birthday”, who has a noticeable 

Their Dogs Came with Them’s Ana Brady, who, being half



has been given, including in this thesis, to Ben Brady’s focus as a 

of inspiration, or the mom and sister he depends on for stability as both child and adult. In “The 

Long Reconciliation”, I mention 

rebellion as a soldier, while his wife is to remain at home, which mimics the Aztec’s and other 

societies’ gender divisions in regards to work, military and the pursuit of accolades, especially

Further talk on the topic of pilgrimages, as well as the characters’ means of physically 

also mentioned how Tranquilina’s family moves primarily for the sake of increasing the 

Their Dogs Came with Them

n the novel’s size granting the 

Language barriers and conversation are also a recurring topic in Viramontes’s writing. 

Some of it, like the father and daughter in “Growing” carrying different usages of the words 

“woman” and “mujer” have been previously studied, as discussed by Christina Marie Buckles. 

“The Cariboo Café” also has significant conversation on the topic, its characters separated 

Their Dogs Came with Them



significant focus on the topic, such as a scene in which Turtle “felt as if she had to burglarize 

her own memory in order to get to the Spanish words” (Their Dogs Came with Them

mention that, midst a dialogue written wholly in English, “each time Mama emphasized the 

Eres r’s drumrolled” (Their Dogs Came with Them

Viramontes’s critical and audience acclaim is a matter of translation. At the time 

conversations I had throughout this Master of Art’s program and from the surprisingly amount 

discussion about Helena Maria Viramontes’s narratives is nowhere near done. This dissertation 

Cussel, Mattea. “When solidarity is possible yet fails: A translation critique and reader reception 
study of Helena María Viramontes’ ‘El café ‘Cariboo’”. Translation studies
example of how a Spanish translation of “The Cariboo Café” changed relevant implications of the story.



Having shed some light on mythical constructs which made their way into Viramontes’s 

The fiction of Viramontes’s is an open hand offering us this connection with fellow Latinos. It 
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