Chapter 61

Masks and Acculturation.

Margaret E. Montoya |
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_ :S[Ihe author invites the reader to consider how culture and stories interweave in the
il . . + .

lives of outsiders, now combining to create masks, now to “create new options for

éxpression, personal identity, cultural authenticity and p dagogical infiovation.” She

EXp ' B

hen continues as follows:] ; e

1 put on my masks, my
costumes and posed for each
occasion. I conducted myself
well, I thinlk, but

an emptiness

grew

that no thing

could fill. I think

I hungered for myself.’

One of the earliest memories from my school years is of my mothér braiding my
hair, making my trenzas. In 1955, I was seven years old and in second grade at the
mmaculate Conception School in Las Vegas, New Mexico. Our fam_!ily home with
its outdoor toilet was on an unpaved street, one house from the railrdad track. I re-
member falling asleep to the subterranean rumble of the trains. ’

.Nineteen fifty-five was an extremely important year in my development, in my un-
derstanding of myself in relation to Anglo society. I remember 1955 as the year I
began to think about myself in relation to my classmates and their fa';niiies. I began
tofeel different and to adjust my behavior accordingly. !}

<My sister, brother, and I dressed in front of the space heater in the bedroom we
chared. Catholic schoo! girls wore uniforms. We wore blue jumpers and white
biouses. I remember my mother braiding my hair and my sister’s. I can stilt feel the

art she would draw with the point of the comb. She would begin at the top of my

ead, pressing down as she drew the comb down to the napé of my neck. “Don’t
move,” she’d say as she held the two hanks of hair, checking to make sure that the

4
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_ part was straight. Only then would she begin, braiding as tightly as our squmm
wounld allow, so the braids could WLthstand our running, ]umpmg, and hangiﬁg'f |

say. [“I don’t want you to loolc uncombed.”]
Hearmg my mother use both English and Spamsh gave empl1a51s to what she'was

geously by gringos, her anger controlled and her bitterness implicit. She also told
ries about Anglos she admired—those who were egalitarian, smart, well- spokcn,

though, Spamsh and English were woven together. Grenuda was one of many
encoded with familia} and cultural meaning. My mother used the word to ad
us, but she wasn’t ‘warning us about name-calling: grenuda was not an epith:
our schoolmates_ ere likely to use. Instead, T heard my mother saying somethin
went beyond well-groomed hair and being judged by our appearance—sh
offer strategies for passing that scrutiny. She used the Spanish word, partly’
there js fio prec1se Enghsh equivalent, but also because she was interpreting the
forus.

The' real message of grenudas was conveyed through the use of thc
word—it was unspoken and subtextual. She was teaching us that our world w’
vided, that They-Who-Don’t-Speak-Spanish would see us as different, would}ju
us, would find us lacking. Her lessons about combing, washing and doing home{g
frequently relayed a deeper message: be prepared, because you will be judged by:
skin coler, your names, your accents. They will see you as ugly, lazy, dumb, and .dzrt yie

1»*

As 1 put o my uniform and my mother braided my hair, I changed I beca

and cultural circumstances and those of the more economically comfortabl;
students. I welcomed the braids and uniform as a disguise which concealed m
imal wardrobe and the relative poverty in which my family lived. :

As we walked to school, away from home, away from the unpaved street"§ R
from the “Spanish” to the “Anglo” part of town, I felt both drawn to and. ﬁgﬁ
by my strange surroundings. I wondered what Anglos were like in their, blg' S*r" i
What did they cat? How did they furnish their homes? How did they pass the:hme
Did my English sound like theirs? Surely their closets were filled w1th}.dres
5 sweaters, and shoes, apenas estrenados?
1 remember being called on one afternoon in second grade to descrlbe whaltf

cause I had no English words for those foods, 1 regaled the class with a story,
what I assumed an “American” family would eat at lunch: pork chops, mashed:
toes, green salad, sliced bread, and apple pie. The nun reported to my mothe
v had lied. Afraid of being mocked, T unsuccessfully masked the truth, and‘

“u



;’G'upl: mcamngs Virgin Mother, Rlsen Son, bread that was the Body and wine that was

it gﬁ‘ik?th'e Blood. Our teachers, the nuns, were completely hlddcn—women without sur-

% '-'fr Jna‘mes, families, friends, or homes of their own. They embodied the collapsing of the

piivate into the public. Their black and white habits hid the:r breasts waists, legs,
Hau' color, and hair texture,

i 60ur school was well integrated with “Spanish™ students because it was located in

wn w1th a predommantly Latmo popuiatlon The culture of the school, however,

gnd occasmnally punished. Any trace of an accent when speaking English would be

ﬂpozntcd out and sarcastically mocked. This mocking persisted even though, and
maybe because, some of the nuns were also “Spanish.”

I remember being assigned to tutor another second-grader in reading. He wore

isguise in public. We struggled to be scen as Mexican but also wanted acceptance
s Americans at a time when the mental image conjured up by that word included

Mmc ts the first generation of Latinas to be represented in virtually every college
nd umversuy and in anything approaching significant numbers. But, for the most
sart, we find ourselves isolated. Rarely has another Latina gone before us. Rarely do
e find another Latina whom we can watch to try and ﬁgure our all the little ques-

reted in this particular environment, g :
My participation in the Chicano student movement it college fundamcntally
hanged me. My adoption of the ethnic label as a primary identifier gave me an ide-
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When I arrived as a student at Harvard Law School, 1 dressed so as to procla
my polirics. During my first day of orientation, I wore a Mexican peasant blouse an
cutoff jeans on which I had embroidered the Chicano symbol of the aguila (a srylw:

5

eagle) on one seat pocket and the woman symbol on the other Thc agm!a rcmmdeci.

I had links to a particular community. 1 was never to finish the ﬁll -in stitches: 115[,.;}1'
woman symbol. My symbols, like iy struggles, were ambiguous. C %
The separation of the two symbols reminds me today that my participation: 1:1%

Chlcano movement had been llmltcd by my gender, while in the women’s movertig
i

fied with both—but I knew that [ was at the margin of each one.
As time went on, my clothes lost their political distinctiveness. My clothés: 5|gn1
fied my ambivalence: perhaps if I dressed like a lawyer, eventually I would acqin}
more conventional ideas and ideals and fic in with my peers. Or perhaps if 1 dressédk
like a lawyer, I could harbor for some future use the disruptive and, at times, uﬁv.fe i
come thoughts that entered my head. My clothing would become protectlvc cd
oration. Chameleon- like, I would dress to fade into the ideological, political, aﬁd
tural baclcground rather than proclaim my differences.
Acadeq}m success traditionally has required that one exhibit the lmgmstlc.a d
cognitive charactcrlstics of the dominant culture. Until challenged by recent cmplrf* !
cal research by Chicano social scientists, retention of traditional Mexican- Amcgbﬁ
culture was believed to impede successful adjustment within mainstream Arnéritan 4
society. * This damagmg culture” model provided a rationale for advocatmgﬂ
complete assimilation of Latinos into the mainstream culture. "r{.'.'.-;?‘u E
The w:de spread acceptance of asmmllattomst thought fueled soc:al and fam{lri AL

ul

cation appear to be highly assm‘ulated into Anglo culture.
To support their academic progress, Latinos have encouraged their chlldrenit :

Ltu

speak English well and have tolerated other aspects of acculturation, such as chang_ES T
in frlencls clothes, and recreatlonal prcf'crcnces Students learn to adopt masks; H 5

iy f

£

culture. Latina/o history is replete with stories about those who changed thclrn"
lost the Spanish language and w1th 1t any trace of a Spanish accent, or dellbér:tizi ¥

not different by the ma;onty ﬁ}ﬁ
Some Latinos, like other Qutsiders, move away from their ethnic comm"'r}r_ <

and want nothing to do with those they left behind. Many others, however, se:ed{f, ";

cation as the only fadder for themselves and for their commumry Acadcrmc su '

end up feeling doubly estranged becausc of the socialization process: estrang' 5
only from their ancestral roots but from the dominant culture as well. - J?j”:ﬂ"h i

Feeling masked because of ethnic and racial differences is directly llnked J‘t(fi ek
process of cultural assimilation, and to the pervasive Latina/o resistance; r:lgams

A1
i
Blinit
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i) @ ssimilation; against being seen as agringada, of becoming a gringa, Lof being taken
r something one never wanted to become. Assimilation has become yet another
ask for the Latina/o to hide behind. I have a clay mask made by Mexican ar-
saps that captures this idea but from a different perspective. The outermost mask
a white skeleton face wearing a grimace. The second layer sholws a face with

n aquﬂme nose and a goatee suggesting the face of the Spamard the colomzer

:f ztec. This clay sculpture suggests the indigenous Indian preserved behind the
IA lse masks, the death mask, the conquistador mask. In other words, the sculp-
‘ture represents all of us who have been colonized and acculturated—who have
cceeded in withholding a precious part of our past behind our cdnstructed pub-
¢ personas. : H
“ Belonging to a higher economic class than that of one’s family or community and
ffecting the mannerisms, clothing styles, or speech patterns that typtfy the privileged
classes can strain familial and ethnic bonds. Families, even those who have supported
e education and advancement of their children, can end up feeling’ estranged from
them and resentful of the cultural costs of their academic and economlc success. Ac-
sations of vendida, “selling-out,” forgetting the ethnic commumty, and abandon-
g the family can accompany academic success. . i
‘Even when family or friends do not recriminate, lnternal doubts Lp]ague the stu-
ent about what one has given up in order to aehleve academic success. Concerns
about ethnic identity and personal authenticity are! tmbedded w1thm the question
Who am I really?” We have been told, “You don t;,g'eern Latma,h or have been
asked, “How Latina are you?” Such comments, when' made by "Anglos, imply that
nilial we have risen above our group. We are special, better, acceptable IW’hen made by
hieve 7 Latinos, however, the question carries an innuendo of cultural betrayal and the threat
lture s vof cultural excommunication. o '“
. The public environment in which we live our professional [i¥es can be profoundly
different from the homes we came from. The details of our lives bear little resem-

1 to w4 blance to the culture in which we once were immersed. We feel ourselves moving be-
U fveen different worlds, putting on one face and taking off another. |i

f the i There are times when the strands of our lives resist being woven into a neat braid.

nafo Recently I happened upon an autobiography, Ahvays Running: La Vfda Loca, Gang

mes, iyt Days in L.A., written by Luis J. Rodriguez. I found the book while ona trip to Cam-

ately bridge as an elected director of the Harvard Alumni Association. I had attended a
1 as long day of meetings in the rarefied seclusion of the Harvard Faeulcy Ciub whete I
: di&always feel like a spectator rather than a participant. The building evokes the “clu-
tties e biness” of its name: dark wood paneling, well worn rugs, rcoms called libraries. I
edu- 7% can never seem to. dress well enough or choose words, accents, or voices carefully

-eess enough to feel that I belong there. Occasionally, I can give voice to my experience—

ften JoE 10 one Latina’s experience. '

- not : After one such day, I wandered into a bookstore in Harvard Square. I leafed
i through the Rodriguez book. Suddenly, I focused on my cousin’s name, Rodolfo

' the I “Sonny™ Gomez, listed among those to whom the book was dedicited. Rodriguez

tinst didn’t state it explicitly, but it was, presumably, a list of his homeboy"; and homegirls
.
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w‘i? i |
who didn’t survive la vida loca. I knew that but for the grace of God . . . Sonny.coli i iﬁi%:'
have had my fate and I, his. %

to the music, of Bob Dylan, talked about Karl. Marx and Chicanismo.
My mulnplc ldcnt:tlcs do not usually clash as v;olently as they dld at that

stood as a multifaceted process that depends upon complex variables rather
umieveltprocess whereby the customs of one culture are merely substituted for
of another. '

As Latlnasr'os begin to construct our varied identities, we can st:ll feel caugh‘t
tween thc traditional understanding ofwhat “real Latinasfos" are like and the st_E
b3l

strains of similarities. In addition to the personal and collective pain that we
ence because of societal pressures to assimilate, Latinas/os face the dlsqule
bemg masked for some of the same reasons as other Outsiders.

of the dominant culture mask themselves to contro! the impressions thcy make; such
behavior i is not mhcrcnt]y self- !oathmg But when we attempt to mask nnmufé

perienced as self-hate. Moreover, unmasking for members of the dommant.c&lﬁlr
does not spark the fear or dcpth .of humiliation that it does for the subordinated3forks

5]
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untary unmasking is painful, it evokes echoes of past hurts, hurts one has suffered,
and hurts one has heard stories about.

Outsiders are also faced with the gnawing suspicion that the pubhc identities
available to them are limited to those reflecting the values, norms, and behavior of
the dominant ideology. Through my cultural disgnise, I sought to mirror the behav-

r of those who mattered more than I. As a child, I altered or demed my language,

e

tyles, preferences, and mannerisms of those who dommate us, even when we have
become aware of the mimicry. Lost to the Qutsider are those identities that would

masks of the Master. Lost to all are the variety of choices, the multzpllaty of identi-
ies that would be available if we were not trapped by the dynamlcs "of subordina-
ion, of privilege.

NOTES

1. Alma Villanueva, Mozher, May I? in Contemporary Cricana Porrmy 303 324 (Marta
ster Sanchez ed., 1985). L
" 2. Apenas estrenados is a Spanish concept that has no English equivalent. Estrenar con-
tes wearing something for the first time and conveys the special privilege that attaches to the
rst wearing. We had few opportunities to estrenar new clothes.
* 3. Raymond Buriel, Integration with Traditional Mexican-American Culture and Socio-
ultural Adjustment, in Cicano Psycuoroey 95, at 97 {Joe L. Martinez, Jr., and Richard H.
. Mendoza eds., 2d ed. 1984).
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