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ABSTRACT

 Travel narratives of the nineteenth century frequently became vehicles for 

colonialist discourse, strategically representing the Other(s) in order to justify their 

subjugation, and their land as a site of opportunity. W.W.H. Davis’s travel narrative, El 

Gringo: New Mexico and Her People (1857) was no exception. This dissertation begins 

by arguing that we need to read El Gringo as a rhetorical text, that Davis’s objective in 

portraying both the land and the people was to represent New Mexico as inherently 

“disponible,” a term used by Mary Louise Pratt to indicate “available for capitalist 

improvement.” Working from this assertion, I use the methodology of the Discourse-

Historical Approach developed by Martin Reisigl and Ruth Wodak to explore the 

development of racialized constructions of New Mexican identity, their ideological 

relationship to “disponibility,” and how these constructs have been reproduced 

intertextually through discourse. As accepted beliefs concerning the state, they continue 

to be recontextualized in new situations, notably to justify the disproportionate location 

of nuclear weapons-related industries, waste, and research activities within the state. Just 

as Davis and other earlier writers had used words such as “barren,” “isolated,” 

“unpopulated,” and “wasteland,” to rationalize the US presence, US government officials 

used these very terms a century later to argue that New Mexico was the location-of-

choice for building and testing the first nuclear weapon. I argue that a direct discursive 

connection exists between the US colonization of New Mexico in 1846 and its nuclear 

colonization in 1942. As part of the ongoing legacy of colonialism, the language used to 

justify New Mexico’s nuclear burden has marginalized the state’s original inhabitants, 
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diminishing their land rights and creating situations of environmental racism, such as the 

Church Rock incident on the Navajo Reservation. In some cases, Native Americans and 

Nuevomexicanos were “disappeared” from the discourse entirely, as with several Pueblo 

communities living adjacent to the site of the Manhattan Project. Dialectically, the 

nuclear colonization of New Mexico has transformed Manifest Destiny as well, 

reconfiguring its initial purpose to ensure US hegemony internally, to the ability of the 

US to maintain nuclear hegemony worldwide. 
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CHAPTER ONE

W.W.H. DAVIS AS EL GRINGO: ARRIVAL IN THE CONTACT ZONE 

In 1857, W.W.H. Davis authored El Gringo: New Mexico and Her People, a travel 

narrative relating his impressions and experiences as a United States Attorney “riding the 

circuit” through the New Mexican Territory.1 Published in New York by Harper Brothers, 

the book was written for an Anglo-American audience whose inchoate national identity 

was anchored in the heart of the nation’s cultural center in the Northeast. As the title 

implies, the book is a juxtaposition of identities; on one side of the colon we read the 

author looking at himself through the eyes of the Other, and opposite that, the suggestion 

of a far more epistemic mission--of offering that same Other to his readers by way of his 

description. Between the two human elements of the title is “New Mexico,” the contested 

land whose features were transformed by travel writers and politicians into sites of 

Anglo-American opportunity. Davis’s “historical sketch” of New Mexico begins with the 

following commentary:

 There is no country protected by our flag and subject to our laws so little 
 known to the people of the United States as the territory of New Mexico. 
 Its very position precludes an intimate intercourse with other sections of 
 the Union, and serves to lock up2 a knowledge of the country within its 
 own limits. The natural features differ widely from the rest of the Union; 
 and the inhabitants, with the manners and customs of their Moorish and 
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1 Davis states that the US Attorney was required to visit the District Courts of all counties in the New 
Mexico Territory twice per year, thus completing a “circuit” by horse (El Gringo 300).
2 The notion of Mexico (which would have also included New Mexico) as an isolated region was expressed 
using much the same language by Thomas Jefferson, who said that it was “one of the most singular and 
interesting countries on the globe, one almost locked up from the knowledge of men . . .” (qtd. in Paredes, 
“Image” 69).



 Castilian ancestors, are both new and strange to our people. For these 
 reasons, reliable information of this hitherto almost unknown region can 
 not fail to be interesting to the public. (57)

Taken at face value, this representation appears straightforward. If we read more closely,  

however, a subtext emerges in which portions of the narrative have been encoded to 

represent New Mexico as “disponible,” a concept used by Mary Louise Pratt to discuss 

how colonialist travel writers described their subjects as “available for improvement” 

through capitalism (Imperial 60). For Anglo-American readers, such descriptions became 

the basis for their beliefs regarding the region, and as she further notes, it was “not only 

habitats that [had to] be produced as empty and unimproved, but inhabitants as 

well” (60). Certain encoded terms that were evocative, yet not overly precise, were 

particularly useful rhetorically because they could be deployed in different contexts. With 

respect to the land, for instance, the term “locked up” encoded the notion of isolation, 

indicating the pervasive lack of development which was the beacon signal of opportunity 

for Anglo-Americans looking westward.3 When used in relation to “inhabitants,” the term 

implicated the cultural differences and social isolation that provided the rationale for their 

status as Other.

 Davis’s narrative follows the generic conventions of travel writing, yet as the 

previous example demonstrates, it also provided him with a vehicle to participate in the 

discourse of Manifest Destiny and US expansion into the Southwest. The term 

“discourse” is currently used in a variety ways, often signifying little more than “public 

10

3 Spain had held a strict monopoly on trade with its own colonies, and this was a major source of the 
nation’s income (Fisher 143). “Locked up” from commercial interaction with the US or other outside 
entities, colonial outposts like New Mexico functioned as part of an extended “company store.”



discussion.” To clarify how I use it here, I begin with Roger Fowler’s notion that 

discourse is “speech or writing seen from the point of view of the beliefs, values and 

categories which it embodies; these beliefs, etc. constitute a way of looking at the 

world . . . ” (qtd. in Mills 5). As Pratt has pointed out, discourse not only reflects a given 

worldview, it is also fully capable of “producing” it via the generation of knowledge. 

Norman Fairclough and Ruth Wodak discuss this aspect of discourse in a similar manner, 

emphasizing its dialectical relationship with social action: 

Discourse is socially constitutive as well as socially shaped: it constitutes 
situations, objects of knowledge, and the social identities of and relations 
between people and groups of people. It is constitutive both in the sense 
that it helps to sustain and reproduce the social status quo, and in the sense 
that it contributes to transforming it. (258)
  

In describing subjects, either land or people, travel writers like Davis were also 

“constituting” them according to how they were to fit into the new cultural schema, or 

status quo, assigning characteristics that would determine not only who or what they 

were, but how they might be exploited. 

  Although Davis traveled to New Mexico when it was still uncommon for the 

American majority, he was not among the first. He began his journey in 1853, twenty-two 

years after the opening of the Santa Fe Trail, and five years after the New Mexican 

Territory had been ceded to the US following the US-Mexican War (1846-1848). Though 

he suggests that his account is particularly novel, Davis had the benefit of information 

passed on through the writing of earlier travel writers such as Josiah Gregg (1844) and 

George Wilkins Kendall (1844), both of whom he references directly in his text. New 

knowledge would have been valuable to readers in the East; however, little is found in El 
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Gringo. Approximately half the text pertains directly to Davis’s personal experience, and 

the rest is purely descriptive; overall, the structure and content are very similar to that 

presented in Gregg’s immensely popular Commerce of the Prairies (1844) published 

thirteen years earlier. The “newness” of his material arose not from the subject itself, but 

from the decisive shift in the political circumstances that motivated him to (re)represent 

the region from a new perspective. I contend that, unlike Gregg and Kendall, Davis’s 

interest in writing about New Mexico was not so much informative as it was rhetorical, 

thus El Gringo needs to be examined foremost as a rhetorical text. 

  The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, signed at the end of the US-Mexican War, 

marked a drastic reconfiguration of both nations. Between 1846 and 1848, Mexico lost 

nearly half of its land holdings, and as a result, the US gained a region two-and-a-half 

times the size of France (Acuña 56). While the land itself offered seemingly limitless 

opportunity, sensationalized by the California Gold Rush of 1848, the question of 

incorporating the human geographic element created considerable anxiety. At that 

particular moment in history, Davis’s impulse to identify both the land and people was a 

discursive response to a compelling challenge to the nation’s collective identity. The 

doctrine of Manifest Destiny presented a moral conundrum in which US citizens had to 

reconcile the conflict between their foundational belief that the rights to life, liberty, and 

the pursuit of happiness applied to all men, and the expansionist ideology that Anglo-

Americans were divinely privileged to transgress those same rights with respect to an 

Other who stood in the way of their interests. The “necessary evils”: the use of direct 

force, the disruption of long-established, sovereign cultures, and the imposition of US 
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law, had to be rationalized through discourse that contributed positively to the nation’s 

identity, while at the same time creating an Other that could be subjugated in a morally 

defensible way. 

 While Native Americans were considered the savage Other, Mexicanos4--who 

were also of European descent--were made Other through more complex methods that 

served to negate their connection to a shared cultural heritage. Anglo-Americans held 

prejudices towards Spain and Catholicism that had existed since the Reformation, and 

these were racialized by the notion that Mexicans were the product of miscegenation 

between not only Moors and Spaniards, but also the Native American population of 

Mexico (Paredes, “Mexican Image” 22). Race and ethnicity were often conflated, and 

intermixture was thought to bring out the worst of its components (20). More recently, 

Samuel Huntington’s controversial book, Who Are We? The Challenges to America’s 

National Identity (2002) is a provocative example of how this anxiety is far from 

resolved, but instead remains at the forefront of issues such as immigration, English-only 

education, and the elimination of ethnic studies.5 

 Issues such as these present a stark reminder of the legacy of US colonialism in 

the Southwest, a legacy developed not simply as a matter of cultural habit, but through 

the constitutive power of discourse to link the past with the present, to sustain and 

reproduce relationships of inequality through language. Not limited to a given historical 
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5 Several books have appeared in the last 20 years with a similar rhetorical agenda. See Luis R. Fraga and 
Gary M. Segura for an extended discussion of Huntington’s work, as well as other books, including The 
Disuniting of America: Reflections on a Multicultural Society (1991), by Arthur Schlesinger Jr.  



moment, rhetorically salient features of the discourse found in texts such as El Gringo 

have been redeployed in new situations to gain control of the resources that signify 

opportunity. Of the many effects of this discourse, the encoding of New Mexico as 

disponible has had especially profound consequences. Just as Davis and other writers of 

the nineteenth century had used words such as “barren,” “isolated,” “unpopulated,” and 

“wasteland,” to justify the US presence, US government officials used these very terms a 

century later to argue that New Mexico was the location-of-choice for building and 

testing the first nuclear weapon. The Manhattan Project and the Trinity Experiment were 

only the beginning--in the last sixty years New Mexico has become “the only US state 

supporting the entire ‘cradle-to-grave’ US nuclear economy” (Masco 36). The current 

extent of this activity includes, but is not limited to, uranium mining and enrichment, 

weapons development and manufacturing, radioactive waste disposal, and weapons 

storage and deployment. Out of the National Nuclear Security Administration’s funding 

request for 2012, over half of its 7.6 billion dollar budget--nearly 4 billion dollars--would 

be spent in New Mexico (Nuclear Watch).6 Despite the disproportionate burden with 

respect to statewide risks, including human health, environmental contamination, and 

terrorist attack, the purported financial benefits are limited and highly controversial. In 

2008, the per capita income for Los Alamos County, the location of Los Alamos National 

Laboratories, was $58, 698, while the state average remained $33,389 (Snodgrass). New 

14

6 These spending figures include only one of the seven major government agencies that receive funding for 
nuclear activities. A 2008 report commissioned by the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace states 
that the expenditures for that year totaled at least 52.4 billion dollars (Schwartz and Choubey 6). The 
NNSA is part of the Department of Energy.



Mexico ranked 43rd in per capita income for that year, with the national average at 

$40,166 (Domrzalski). During the recession of this period, Domrzalski reports that the 

economy of Los Alamos County suffered few, if any, negative effects, and unlike other 

areas of the state, may have even seen an increase in its employment rate due to the 

anticipated renovation of plutonium pit production facilities at Los Alamos National 

Laboratories. This study will argue that there is a direct discursive connection between 

the nuclear colonization of New Mexico in 1942 and the state’s earlier colonization by 

the US in 1846. I also argue that as part of the ongoing legacy of colonialism, the 

language used to justify New Mexico’s nuclear burden has worked to marginalize the 

state’s original inhabitants, (re)producing Native Americans and Nuevomexicanos in ways 

that diminish their claims to the land, and even “disappear” them from the discourse 

entirely, as has been the case of several Pueblo Indian communities living adjacent to the 

land selected for the Manhattan Project. From a dialectical perspective, the nuclear 

colonization of New Mexico has transformed Manifest Destiny as well, reconfiguring its 

purpose to ensure the ability of the US to maintain worldwide hegemony over nuclear 

weapons. 

 This dissertation develops from the assertion that El Gringo: New Mexico and 

Her People was more than a travel narrative, that it served as an extension of Davis’s 

official role and was the textual embodiment of the expansionist ideology that served as 

his professional raison d’être. His mission as author of El Gringo was not so much to 

present new information as to re-shape what preceded it, to increase by degree the extent 

to which his Anglo-American readership would embrace and support the government’s 
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policies toward the territory. Working from this assertion, I explore the discursive “reach”  

of the narrative in a forward direction, using a discourse analytic approach to examine the 

various factors involved in reproducing ideology through language. In the following 

chapters, I take into consideration these questions: 1) how do specific linguistic features 

work rhetorically in support of Davis’s ideological agenda? 2) how does language work 

to reproduce ideology in the context of an extended narrative, at the level of the sentence, 

paragraph, and whole-text? 3) how has the reproduction of racist and hegemonic 

discourse been complicated by current social mores and developments in communication 

technology? Although these questions focus directly on language, they also involve 

elements that determine context, such as historical circumstances and social issues such 

as race. Because my analysis involves making connections between different fields of 

knowledge and social activity, I draw from several theoretical perspectives, incorporating 

them into a methodological framework based on the Discourse-Historical Approach 

developed by Martin Reisigl and Ruth Wodak.

 A variation of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), the Discourse-Historical 

Approach (DHA) gives particular attention to the historical circumstances that promote 

the development and reproduction of racist discourse through various forms of text 

(Fairclough and Wodak 266). Common to both approaches is the assumption that “all 

discourses are historical and can therefore only be understood with reference to their 

context” (M. Meyer 15).7  Because they involve a combination of linguistic analysis, 

16
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detail in Chapter 2. 



historical approaches, and other disciplinary perspectives, the CDA and DHA are 

necessarily interdisciplinary. Similarly, both are characterized by their attention to the 

relationship between language and social inequality, and the resulting implications for 

social change. 

 The DHA was initially developed by Reisigl and Wodak as a means of studying 

the generation of “antisemitic stereotyped images” that emerged during the 1986 Austrian 

presidential campaign of Kurt Waldheim. Their project was ultimately presented at an 

exhibition at the University of Vienna, where it exposed post-war antisemitism to a large 

public audience (Reisigl and Wodak, “Discourse-Historical” 95). This last component of 

their research exemplifies the “activist” stance that differentiates the CDA, described by 

Gunther Kress as the politically-oriented goal of bringing “excessive inequalities of 

power into crisis by uncovering [their] workings . . . and effects,” ultimately to bring 

about a “more equitable order” (15). Because of the immediacy of problems such as 

nuclear contamination and environmental racism, and the need to mobilize communities 

by increasing their awareness, I have adopted the Discourse-Historical Approach largely 

because of its emphasis on exposing the power structures that are enacted through various 

forms of text. The other reason that the DHA is preferable as an analytic frame is because 

it focuses on the historical circumstances that promote the reproduction of racist 

discourse, as in the “forward reach” of Davis’s El Gringo into the twentieth century and 

beyond.

  In the remainder of this chapter I present several aspects of context that serve as 

background for the project as a whole. I begin with an overview of the historical 
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circumstances from which El Gringo developed, using Lloyd Bitzer’s theory of the 

rhetorical situation to frame the relationship between these circumstances and the text, 

arguing that they also determined Davis’s role as author. I discuss the genre of travel 

writing within this same historical framework, using the colonial scholarship of Pratt and 

others to assert that, more than the other genres at Davis’s disposal, travel writing was his 

most effective choice rhetorically. I then present a summary of the critical responses to El 

Gringo from the time of its publication to the present. I conclude this section by 

providing an overview of the chapters to come.



The Contact Zone: New Mexico c. 1540-1846

 According to Bitzer’s model, the rhetorical situation is conceptualized as more 

than a context that exists for the purpose of explanation, “it is the situation which calls 

discourse into existence” (2). This concept is particularly useful with respect to Davis’s 

narrative, given that he was not writing solely on his own behalf, but for a larger 

ideological purpose, or in Bitzer’s terms, an exigence, or urgent need requiring 

intervention through discourse (6-8). The rhetorical situation that gave rise to El Gringo 

included elements that were directly historical, such as the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, 

but also others, such as genre, which as Bitzer points out, are rhetorical in response to a 

given exigence, “obtain[ing] their character from the circumstances of the historic context 

in which they occur.” Emerging as such, he continues, a rhetorical work creates an effect; 

it “comes into existence for the sake of something beyond itself,” and is therefore 

pragmatic (3). Discourses have their own historical dimension, and as such, “are always 
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connected to other discourses which were produced earlier, as well as those which are 

produced synchronically and subsequently” (Fairclough and Wodak 276). Thus, Davis’s 

text was significant not as an individual work, but through its relationship to other texts. 

The historical background given here is intended to highlight key exigences that are 

implicated in El Gringo, and serve as an ongoing subtext to this discussion.  

 What sets the Southwest apart, especially New Mexico, is the centuries-old 

interaction between three distinct and enduring cultures: Native American, Spanish-

Mexican, and Anglo-American. Pratt’s concept of the “contact zone,” provides an apt 

metaphor for the rhetorical situation as it existed during the territorial period: “ . . . the 

social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in 

highly asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination” (Imperial 7). She 

elaborates on the dialectic aspects of the concept somewhat later, adding that it is also the 

space of “imperial encounters, the space in which peoples geographically and historically 

separated come into contact with each other and establish ongoing relationships, usually 

involving coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict” (8). The first encounter 

involving Europeans and Native Americans in the Southwest occurred during the 1540 

expedition of Francisco Vásquez de Coronado through Arizona and New Mexico.8 A 

continued interest in gold and other mineral wealth, combined with the desire to 

Christianize and protect the northern frontier of New Spain from other colonial powers, 

led to the first permanent Spanish settlement in New Mexico by Juan de Oñate in 1598 

 19
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(Weber 13). The Spanish settlements expanded, and so did their subjugation and coercion 

of Native Americans. By 1680, fifty-six percent of Spanish households in New Mexico 

had Native American slaves, and forced labor in agriculture and mining was common 

practice (Acuña 35). This escalated to a violent crescendo: the Great Pueblo Revolt of 

1680 and the forced expulsion of the Spanish until their return in 1694 (Limerick 226). 

When the Spanish colonists returned and resumed their settlement of the Rio 

Grande Valley, their livelihood consisted of subsistence farming and ranching, and 

because of the separation from their seat of power in Mexico City, they were highly self-

sufficient. In northern New Mexico, sheep grazing and farming were conducted largely 

on communal land grants, and local trade between non-elites occurred mainly through a 

barter system, not currency. Practices of land use and the means of exchange became 

major sources of conflict later, when the United States invaded the territory and disrupted 

the system of land distribution, and with it, the traditional land-based economy. Mexican 

independence in 1821 brought an end to long-held Spanish isolationist trade regulations 

that prohibited its citizens from purchasing goods from sources outside its own nation. 

While smuggling between New Mexico and the East had been an ongoing occurrence, the 

opening of the Santa Fe Trail after independence increased not only the flow of goods, 

but also the influx of Anglo-American traders and settlers. 

  As these events were taking place in the West, the US was developing the 

ideological basis for its own form of colonialism: westward expansion under the credo of 

“Manifest Destiny.” Even before the Revolutionary War,  Anglo-Americans harbored 

designs toward Spanish territory. Acuña notes, for example, that as early as 1767, 
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Benjamin Franklin envisioned expansion into Spanish Mexico and Cuba. Thomas 

Jefferson expressed similar interest: in 1809 he projected that the Spanish borderlands 

“are ours the first moment war is forced upon us” (qtd. in Acuña 44). Spanish officials 

were well aware of the US threat, and in 1812 Pedro Bautista Pino, a New Mexican 

delegate to the Spanish Cortes, warned Ferdinand VII: “The purchase of Louisiana by the 

United States has opened the way for them to arm and incite pagan Indians against us, 

and for them [the Anglo-Americans] to invade the province; once lost the province will 

be impossible to recover . . . .” (Chávez 26). Mexican Independence in 1821 rendered the 

issue moot with regard to Spain. A fear of competition lingered on the part of the US, 

however, and in 1823 President James Monroe stated before Congress: “the American 

continents, by the free and independent condition which they have assumed and maintain, 

are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by any European 

powers. . . .” Known as the Monroe Doctrine, this policy did not restrict internal 

colonization by the US, thus US expansionism continued to gain momentum. At its 

extreme, “ultra-nationalists” such as William Walker and the journalist John O’Sullivan 

encouraged the takeover of all Mexico, and even South America (D. Gutiérrez 14). 

 The term “Manifest Destiny” first appeared in O’Sullivan’s 1845 article, 

“Annexation.” Discursively, the term is concrete enough to generate specific political 

goals, yet vague enough to be deployed in the rationalization of actions contrary to the 

US’s purported ideals. Together, the words appear as a seamless and mutually-reinforcing 

unit: the word “destiny” implying the notion of Americans as a chosen people with a 

divinely sanctioned purpose, and “manifest” suggesting the dynamic impetus needed for 
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its practical application. Although Davis never uses the term, the ideology that it 

represents is the undercurrent for virtually every conclusion--negative or otherwise-- he 

makes about the land and the people of New Mexico. 

 An ideology fraught with contradictions, Manifest Destiny emerged gradually, its 

main concepts surfacing in an article published six years prior, “The Great Nation of 

Futurity.”  Here we see the basis of “destiny” represented as a panegyric of American 

virtue: 

The far-reaching boundless future will be the era of American greatness. . . 
destined to manifest to mankind the excellence of divine principles. . . . Its 
floor shall be a  hemisphere. . . and its congregation an Union of many 
Republics, comprising hundreds of happy millions, calling, owning no 
man master, but governed by God’s natural and moral law of equality, the 
law of brotherhood-- of ‘peace and good will amongst men.’ (427)

 
By the time “Annexation” appeared, O’Sullivan’s rhetorical approach had shifted 

dramatically to reflect the political and economic exigencies posed by the US acquisition 

of Texas. The previous valuing of ideals gives way to an equally monolithic allegiance to 

practicality, to “common sense,” “expediency,” and “immense utility.” Largely framed in 

terms of conflict, much of O’Sullivan’s argument is from the defensive, for example 

blaming European influence for inciting opposition. He states:

. . . it is surely to be found . . . in the manner in which other nations have 
undertaken to intrude themselves . . . in the spirit of hostile interference 
against us, for the avowed object of thwarting our policy and hampering 
our power, limiting our greatness and checking the fulfillment of our 
manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the 
free development of our yearly multiplying millions. 

The US claim to Manifest Destiny was not accepted by Mexico, thus Anglo-Americans 

required a morally acceptable rationale for aggression. Practicality served as an effective 
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argumentative strategy for rationalizing behavior that would not have been considered 

moral otherwise. 

 The expansionist agenda was not adopted universally across the already existing 

United States. As periodicals from that time attest, the discursive climate was one of 

contentious, multi-vocal debate. Prominent citizens such as Henry David Thoreau and 

Ralph Waldo Emerson did not support the incursion westward (Acuña 51), and prior to 

the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln had publicly opposed empire building (Wroble 437). As 

O’Sullivan had complained, considerable attention had been given by international critics 

as well. In 1848, Sharpe’s London Magazine published an article titled “Recent Scenes in 

New Mexico,” in which the anonymous author stated:

The [US-Mexican] war was a game played for the acquisition of 
territory . . . and it appears to have been played with a wantonness of 
purpose, and a recklessness of suffering . . . . We believe this Mexican 
business is as unpopular among the sober and thoughtful portion of the 
American nation as it is reprobated by us; but a thirst for aggrandizement 
by increase of territory is one of the features common to recently 
constituted empires. The day is fast coming when a war of aggression 
shall be acknowledged a sign of internal weakness” (251).9

Interestingly, this perspective on behalf of a more mature nation appears to be concerned 

not only with the violation of ideals, but also with the lack of US sensibility regarding the 

political implications of its actions.

 Other oppositionists were motivated by racism: David Gutiérrez notes that two 

newspapers, the Illinois State Register and the Richmond Whig wrote against annexing 

Mexico, referring to the Mexicans with such terms as “debased,” and “but little removed 
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above the negro.” Senator John C. Calhoon, from North Carolina, referred to them as 

being of “impure races, not [even] as good as the Cherokees or Choctaws,” and from this 

asking, “Can we incorporate a people so dissimilar to us in very respect--so little 

qualified for free and popular government-- without certain destruction to our political 

institutions?” (16). Mexico was indeed annexed, and the same terms, “debased,” and 

“impure” were redeployed toward the US’s newest citizens-by-conquest, in El Gringo 

and elsewhere.

The conditions leading to the US-Mexican war arose, in part, from the instability 

of the early Mexican government. A lack of resources and leadership reduced its ability to 

provide military protection from raiding Apache and Comanche tribes, contributing 

toward a general dissatisfaction among its northern citizens, including those in Texas. 

Desiring to adopt the Southern-style economy that depended on African-American slave 

labor, a dominant faction of Anglo Texans fought for independence, succeeding in 1836 

when-- after being captured by soldiers led by Sam Houston-- the Mexican leader, 

Antonio López de Santa Anna, agreed to relinquish the Territory to secure his own 

freedom (Acuña 49). The Louisiana Purchase of 1803 and the granting of statehood to 

Texas in 1845 brought the borders of the United States closer to Mexico. In turn, this 

proximity, particularly with respect to Texas, fueled the Anglo-American perception that 

Mexico posed a threat to its newly expanded region (50). Mexicanos felt similarly 

threatened, particularly along the Texas border, as the United States asserted that the 

boundary line was the Rio Grande River, one-hundred-fifty miles west of the Nueces 

River as was claimed by Mexico. 
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Skirmishes between Anglo-American Texans and Mexican troops developed in 

the contested area, leading to the outbreak of the US-Mexican War in 1846 (Limerick 

232). Soon after, Colonel Stephen Watts Kearny advanced his troops into New Mexico, 

reaching Santa Fe without meeting resistance, a feat that some historians attribute to a 

bribe given to Mexican Governor Manuel Armijo by James W. Magoffin 10 on behalf of 

the US (Acuña 83). During this period, US troops--including Davis--invaded deep into 

Mexico, occupying its capitol, Mexico City. The war ended in 1848 with the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo, yet the military occupation of New Mexico endured for three more 

years. 

Initially, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo specified that Mexican citizens living 

in the ceded territory would be granted “the enjoyment of all the rights of citizens of the 

United States according to the principles of the Constitution; and in the meantime shall be 

maintained and protected in the free enjoyment of their liberty and property, and secured 

in the free exercise of their religion without restriction” (qtd. in Acuña 57). When Davis 

arrived in New Mexico, encroachments on the rights of Nuevomexicanos had already 

begun. Profits from alliances between their wealthy elite and Anglo-American traders 

allowed the expansion of large land holdings, threatening the property and livelihood of 

subsistence farmers and the Pueblo Indians. Although the full rights of American citizens 

included the right to vote, the Organic Law passed by Congress in 1850 specified that 

those eligible to vote in the first election of representatives were “free white male 

 25

10 James W. Magoffin was a successful merchant and had entered into a brief business partnership with 
Josiah Gregg during the time of the U.S. Mexican War (Moorhead xxv).



inhabitants over the age of twenty-one who were residents of the Territory at the time of 

passage of the act” (102). Thus, race became an official condition for participation in the 

electoral process. Further encroachments on the rights ensured by the Treaty occurred 

well into the twentieth century.

 Despite its official designation, the US-Mexican War was not limited to two 

distinct nations. Less apparent historically is the devastating impact of the war on the 

indigenous peoples of the Southwest. At the beginning of the territorial period, the Native 

American population of New Mexico was approximately 47,000 to 68,000, and included 

Navajos, Utes, Apaches, Kiowas, Comanches, Hopi, Zuni, and Pueblo Indians (Padget 

30). The Pueblo Indians have distinct languages and cultures, and live in permanent 

communities, mainly scattered along the northern Rio Grande Valley. While tension 

continued between Spanish descendants and Pueblo Indians, cooperation occurred 

simultaneously in order to defend themselves from raiding Comanches, Utes, and 

Apaches. Through collective defense and trade, there was considerable interaction 

between the two groups, and as a result, marriages between Nuevomexicanos and Pueblo 

Indians were not uncommon. Despite these alliances, the majority of Native Americans 

were worse off after the war ended. The practice of slavery continued; at the time of the 

Emancipation Proclamation, there were as many as six hundred Native American slaves 

in the New Mexican Territory (Acuña 87). When the political borders were re-drawn, 

tribes that had moved freely from north to south found themselves at odds with two 

different governments. Consequently, the US assumed the role of guarding the border, in 

part by agreeing to prevent Native American raids into Mexico. 
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Through the Eyes of El Gringo: Travel Writing and the “Monarch’s” View 

 As colonial writers, like Davis, named and gave meaning to what was “new” for 

the benefit of their readers, they often did so by imbedding their ideology within an 

aesthetic context that was visually evocative for their readers. This was an effective 

strategy rhetorically, one that allowed the narrator to assume a privileged position, 

described by Pratt as the “monarch of all I survey” (Imperial 201). Arriving in Santa Fe 

from the surrounding hills, Davis describes his first gaze of the city: “You see stretching 

before you, on both sides of the little river of the same name, a cluster of flat-roofed mud 

houses, which, in the distance, you can hardly distinguish from the earth itself” (234). A 

form of visual conquest, observations such as this frequently took place from the vantage 

point of a promontory, with the writer looking down upon his subject and rendering his 

view with the same aesthetic considerations he might use to describe a painting (Pratt, 

Imperial 198).  The title of “monarch” is particularly apt, in Davis’s case, as it takes into 

account that the narrator is able to assume superiority not only as the interpreter of the 

subject, but as one who has legal authority to preside over the people. Davis’s written 

perceptions of New Mexico received visual elaboration through thirteen “beautiful 

drawings” contributed by Brevet Lieutenant Colonel Eaton and F. A. Percy, Esq. 

(Preface). In each case, the artist’s perspective reflects looking down upon his human 

subjects from afar, whether the view is of Santa Fe, Fort Union, Taos Pueblo, or 

elsewhere. The figures, most frequently Nuevomexicanos or Native Americans, are 

dwarfed in relation to the landscape, and although crowds are described in the text, no 

more than four people are depicted in any individual drawing. To an exaggerated degree, 
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well beyond that of the text, these drawings conveyed two notions vital to the ongoing 

exploitation New Mexico: that it was both isolated and lacking in population. 

 It wasn’t until fairly recently that scholars recognized the pragmatic implications 

of travel writing as discourse, focusing not on its historical data, but rather on the 

ideological influences in its production. A rich source of primary material, it has become 

an essential part of postcolonial theory, as demonstrated in the work of Mary Louise 

Pratt, Sara Mills, Raymund Paredes, Edward Said, and others. Travel writers were 

enabled and constrained within the “theoretical contours of the postcolonial framework,” 

and as David Wroble writes, they are often portrayed as “architects of imperial 

visions . . . who helped their readers in the imperial mother countries to understand, 

accept, and consume the exercise of empire” (431). Colonialism’s affinity for travel 

writing was rooted in the Enlightenment, where it played an important role in bringing 

philosophy to practice, thus creating a discourse that was readily adopted by imperialist 

ideology. These ideologies were operationalized through the colonial process, the 

physical and cultural subjugation undertaken in order to create a governable subject. 

According to Peter Hulme and Tim Youngs, the concern with documentation—the basis 

of travel writing—was closely tied to the move toward empiricism and the shift towards 

valuing individual experience as a means of gaining an independent perspective. They 

note that travel writing provided “the vehicle for the conveyance of the new information 

which laid the foundations for the scientific and philosophical revolutions of the 

seventeenth century” (4). Attention toward the individual--who as the central 

consciousness would render the narrative--brought consideration as well to the act of 
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observation. Various forms of apodemic literature emerged that gave systematic rules for 

travel and observation, and these in turn shaped what the viewer would consider 

important and how it would be described (Bepler 184). Travel writing was popular in 

both Europe and the US: according to Wroble, “close to two thousand travel books were 

published in the United States between 1830 and 1900.” American writer Paul Belloni Du 

Chaillu’s Explorations and Adventures in Equatorial Africa was a best-seller in 1861, 

selling nearly 300,000 copies (441).

Travel writing concerning the Southwest fascinated readers as early as the 

sixteenth century. Initially featuring harrowing tales of survival, these accounts were of 

great interest to those in the colonial center of Spain, many of whom were weighing the 

opportunities represented by the New World. In 1542, Francisco Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca 

published Relaciónes y comentarios in Spain, recounting his odyssey through the region 

during one of the first Spanish expeditions. This was followed by Gaspar Pérez de 

Villagrá’s account of the 1580 Oñate Expedition, Historia de la Nueva México. Written 

entirely in verse, it was published in Madrid in 1610. Later narratives continued to be 

popular, for example, Gregg’s Commerce of the Prairies (1844) was a bestseller in 1861, 

selling 300,000 copies. A source of Davis’s information, it underwent fourteen printings, 

six in the author’s lifetime, and was also printed in Germany and England (Morehead 

xxxii). Important not only for their popularity, these travel narratives were highly 

influential because they were often the only source of information available to the public.

To communicate his views regarding New Mexico, Davis had several means at 

his disposal: newspapers, periodicals, various book genres, and--were he not a writer--
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direct access to public officials. Though he does not mention it in El Gringo, many of the 

personal experiences recounted in the book had already been published as a series of 

letters addressed to “Mr. Brown,” the editor and publisher of the news sheet for his 

hometown in Pennsylvania (Hepler 54). The differences are often subtle, yet the versions 

that appeared in the news sheet are notably less racist and polemic. These differences, 

and the fact that his experiences had already been given public attention, suggest that 

Davis had further reason to present the material again. 

 As a vehicle for the ideology he supported, I argue that travel narrative was 

Davis’s most effective choice rhetorically. In order to convey his views to the widest 

audience possible, travel writing was effective due to its immense popularity during the 

nineteenth century as a form of inexpensive, readily available print media (Paredes, 

Image 70). Additionally, travel narrative grants the author a great deal of flexibility 

regarding the narrator’s role as a character in the text, as well as in the range of discursive 

voices that may be deployed by the narrator—selectively--to the greatest rhetorical 

advantage. Another consideration is structure. Travel writing tends to be linear, moving 

forward chronologically based on the day-to-day experience of the narrator. Deploying 

this to his advantage, Davis was able to revisit and redeploy key ideological themes 

within the context of an ongoing stream of new situations. Not necessarily bound to 

linearity, however, travel writing permits and often encourages digression for purposes 

such as descriptions of human activities in the ethnographic present, or to narrate 

historical information from the past as background for shaping the readers’ ideation of the 

subject. 
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For Davis, the greatest advantage of travel writing was undoubtedly its apparent 

inadvertency as a rhetorical genre, for as Murray Edelman states: “The most fundamental 

and long-lasting influences upon political beliefs flow . . . from language that is not 

perceived as political at all, but nonetheless structures perceptions of status, authority, 

merit, deviance, and the causes of social problems” (45-46). The following example 

shows how a typical passage becomes rhetorical through the power of selection. The 

strategy becomes apparent if we consider it in terms of choices, by comparing them to 

those made by other writers concerning the same subject. Davis describes the scene of his 

arrival in Santa Fe as if he were imagining it through the eyes of a fellow American. He 

writes:

On being set down, "a stranger in a strange land,"11 I do not deny that I 
had the feeling common to all in a similar situation, and for a time that 
heart malady called home-sickness made a lodgment in an unoccupied 
corner of my heart. To a greater or less degree, this feeling will seize upon 
all comers from the United States when they place foot in Santa Fé for the 
first time. The whole aspect of things is so entirely different from what 
they have been accustomed to: a foreign language salutes their ears; a 
strange race of men gape at them without a particle of sympathy, and the 
mud city, with its dirty streets and no less dirty population—all presents 
such an uninviting picture to the stranger, that, in spite of all he can do, he 
will feel a little "down in the mouth." . . . . But if it was not for the 
circumstances under which the traveler first enters Santa Fé, he would be 
tempted to leave again in disgust ere the sound of his footfall had died 
away in the streets. (237-38)
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Despite the appearance to the contrary, he is not as much a “stranger in a strange land” as 

were the other writers of the era for whom contact with Mexicans was a genuinely new 

experience.12 Arrival scenes describing Santa Fe were common to nearly all the accounts 

from the era, and were more a matter of perception than they were of fact. Pratt notes that 

as a common convention of travel writing as a whole, arrival scenes serve as “particularly 

potent sites for framing relations of contact and setting the terms of its 

representation” (Imperial 77). Some were favorable, as was Thomas James’s description 

of his arrival in 1821: “the houses were all white-washed outside and in, and presented a 

very neat and pleasing sight to the eye of the traveler. They are flat on the roof and most 

of them are one story in height” (82).

 As another example, Albert Pike’s arrival scene seems to serve as a model for 

what Davis would write several years later, but with notable differences. Pike states:

To an American, the first sight of these New Mexican villages is novel and 
singular. He seems taken into a different world. Everything is new, 
strange, and quaint: the men with their pantalones of cloth, gaily 
ornamented with lace, split up on the outside of the leg to the knee, and 
covered at the bottom with a broad strip of morocco; the jacket of calico; 
the botas of stamped and embroidered leather; the zarape or blanket of 
striped red and white; the broad-brimmed hat, with a black silk 
handkerchief tied round it in a roll; or in the lower class, the simple attire 
of breeches of leather reaching only to the knees, a shirt and a zarape; the 
bonnetless women, with a silken scarf or a red shawl over their heads; and, 
added to all, the continual chatter of Spanish about him—all remind him 
that he is in a strange land. (148)
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The idea of strangeness is common to both Pike and Davis, but Pike’s selection of 

supporting details vividly suggests that he viewed Nuevomexicanos as exotic rather than 

repugnant. Davis, on the other hand, reorients the idea of strangeness toward a very 

different rhetorical conclusion by selecting imagery that would speak negatively to the 

predominantly Protestant values of East Coast readers. By implying that the experience is 

as “new” to him as it is to his audience, he provides a means by which they can readily 

identify with him. This identification is enhanced by suggesting that his perception is 

“natural,” and would be the same for anyone observing the same scene. 

 

Viewing El Gringo as Text: Critical Responses and Discursive Context

 Six editions of El Gringo: New Mexico and Her People 13 have been published 

since 1857, the most recent in 2008. The original text is 432 pages long, divided into 18 

chapters of similar length. The first two chapters narrate the journey from Independence, 

Missouri, detailing the day-to-day activities of travel by a mail wagon across the plain. In 

this section, Davis establishes the narrative presence that will remain consistent 

throughout the book. Rather than being an overt protagonist, he clearly positions himself 

as the observer, the central consciousness who tells the story much more from the 

perspective of “we” than “I.” At the end of the second chapter, when his party reaches 

Santa Fe, he interrupts the travel narrative per se to interject seven chapters related to 

New Mexican historiography, the “Pueblo Indians”, and “Manners and Customs.” 

 33

13 All but the 1982 University of Nebraska Press edition have been published as El Gringo; or, New 
Mexico and Her People.  The use of colons and semicolons in the title varies between citations.



Rhetorically, these chapters serve as a critical point in the narrative where Davis 

establishes an author-constructed knowledge base for his readers, thus setting up the 

framework for the logos, or fact-supported, component of his persuasive strategy. This 

foundational point of reference will be essential toward legitimating his stated 

perceptions and conclusions. Davis is concerned with the importance of verisimilitude 

from the outset, as he demonstrates in his preface by attesting, “the matters contained in it 

are either drawn from careful personal observation, or other reliable sources. The 

historical portions are almost wholly obtained from official records in Santa Fe, and may 

be relied upon as correct.” By the time he describes their “Arrival in Santa Fe,” the basis 

for his ensuing representations and conclusions is thoroughly integrated into the 

narrative. In the next two chapters concerning “Winter in Santa Fe,” Davis writes about 

the months he spent observing the local culture while he awaited the following March, 

when he would begin his work as US Attorney. “Riding the Circuit,” a relatively small 

portion of the entire book, is divided into four chapters. As an addendum to these, an 

additional two chapters pertaining to his official travel comprise the conclusion, titled 

“Trip to the Nabajo [sic] Country.” In the final paragraph, Davis states:

I have endeavored to give you a faithful picture of New Mexico as it now 
is, with its vices and virtues. I have written nothing in malice, because I 
have no such feelings to gratify; and my only desire is to present a correct 
knowledge of the country and the people. Some sketches show a dark 
picture in a moral point of view, but they are nevertheless true. Let us hope 
that a brighter day may soon dawn upon this distant and benighted portion 
of our happy land” (432).

The use the word “benighted” as the final descriptor of New Mexico demonstrates 

Davis’s confidence in having provided sufficient support for this deprecating conclusion.
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 Almost immediately after its publication, El Gringo attracted critical attention. 

Despite being written in English, Nuevomexicanos were highly offended by what they 

considered was a gross misrepresentation, and these opinions were made public in part 

through the Santa Fe Gazette. On August 10, 1857, an anonymous broadside was 

published in the northern town of Chimayó, accusing Davis of having written an 

“alucinamiento” (hallucination) resulting in “mentiras” (lies) and “calumnias” (slander) 

for how they had been represented, as well as of corruption in executing his post as the 

Secretary of the Territory (Pino, et al14). Considerably more sophisticated than they had 

been portrayed by Davis, the authors of the broadside detailed an incisive, albeit 

editorialized, description of the party politics involved and the extent to which Davis, as 

an outsider, is seen as acting against the interests of the people. The element of discursive 

resistance shown here is an important example of the process of hegemony from its 

outset. If we consider one aspect of hegemony as a dialectical relationship of ongoing 

struggle “over systems of meaning and the process by which social reality is 

framed” (Mumby 364), we can see the New Mexican response as one of a radically 

different perception of the “reality” Davis had created and was aggressively promoting as 

the dominant view of New Mexico. The broadside exists as an artifact of a resistant 

counter-discourse, yet its impact beyond the immediate community was limited by its 

authors’ political disenfranchisement, a circumscribed distribution, and language, having 

been printed in Spanish. The anonymous aspect of the broadside points to the danger 
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associated with dissent,15 and to the more practical side of the struggle over language as 

instrumental to worldview. 

 Critics closer to Davis’s time period noted what they considered to be flaws 

related to his character or the quality of his writing, but ideologically they appear to have 

operated under the same basic assumptions of Anglo-American superiority. In his 1889 

work, History of Arizona and New Mexico 1853-1888, Hubert Howe Bancroft took issue 

with some of Davis’s translations and impressions, but was generally of the opinion that 

he was “the best available” authority on matters of New Mexican politics (qtd. in Van 

Ness 68). Another somewhat ambivalent assessment of El Gringo was published in the 

introduction to a 1938 reprinted edition, edited by Harvey Fergusson.16 In this example, 

Fergusson appears to use Davis as a scapegoat for manifesting the very attributes that 

later observers would cite as being characteristic of the nation as a whole, with no 

intimation of awareness that Davis’s writing was a product of a larger scheme. A writer 

himself, Fergusson recognized the racial aspect of the struggle over the Southwest, 

claiming that New Mexico had become a “racial frontier,” yet he ignores the aggressive 

aspect of the US incursion by using the passive statement, “By the Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo New Mexico had recently become a part of the United States.” He implies that 

Davis’s perception of Nuevomexicanos was affected by his attitudes as a “a delightfully 
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typical specimen of the Victorian-American,” continuing his assessment that Davis held a 

“conviction that the United States and its citizens were superior to all other countries and 

peoples, by a strict and somewhat complacent morality and by a calm Protestant piety 

which was neither marred by any doubt nor leavened by any exaltation.” He then goes on 

to criticize Davis personally, calling him “decidedly green,” scared but unwilling to admit 

it, pedantic, pompous, and having “naive self-assurance.” Despite this, Fergusson fails to 

challenge the quality of Davis’s representation of Nuevomexicanos and their lifeways; 

instead,  Davis is credited for his attention to detail and for not romanticizing his 

material. Fergusson’s ambivalence notwithstanding, he finishes the introduction with the 

following endorsement: “For all these reasons, his book is one of the best books about 

nineteenth-century New Mexico. . . . To students it is indispensable and to the general 

reader it brings home the reality of a region and a period that seem to grow steadily in 

interest.” Assessments like this were a matter of perspective, as indicated by an editorial 

that appeared in the Spanish-language newspaper, El Independiente, in 1895. The writer, 

Enrique H. Salazar, offers sharp criticism of El Gringo, stating, “It contains so many 

errors and invention and in many places displays such partiality against the native 

settlers . . . that its value as history is nil” (qtd. in Meléndez, So All 111).

Since these early reviewers, select audiences have expressed awareness that 

Davis’s representations of New Mexico were not simply those of a traveling “Gringo,” 

but part of a national conversation pertaining to the acquisition of both land and people. 

In the past forty years, especially, critical perspectives regarding Davis’s work have 

shifted considerably. Numerous contemporary scholars have cited El Gringo as a 
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prototypical example of the racist discourse used to rationalize disenfranchisement of 

Mexicanos and Native Americans during the mid-nineteenth century. Genaro Padilla 

includes it as part of a group of texts with similar “discursive formations,” based on their 

ability to resonate with the anxieties, beliefs, and assumptions that Anglo-Americans held 

regarding their own identity as US citizens: Josiah Gregg’s Commerce of the Prairies, 

Lewis Garrard’s Wah-to-Yah and the Taos Trail (1850), and Charles F. Lummis’s Land of 

Poco Tiempo (1893)(208). These books, Padilla suggests, were instrumental in creating a 

predominant literary environment hostile to an emic understanding of Nuevomexicanos, 

one that was not successfully challenged until the movement toward historical revision in 

the mid-late twentieth century. As another example, legal historians point to El Gringo’s 

deprecation of the Mexican legal system, and to the resulting conclusion that Mexicanos 

were better off under the regenerative influence of American law (Rosen 524). Law 

professor Laura Gómez argues that Davis’s position as a lawyer and acting governor 

granted particular significance to his observations because he was a key figure in 

establishing and enforcing the American legal system (“Race” 1141). Her research 

challenges the lawless image of the “Wild West” drawn by Davis and others, finding 

instead that Hispanic native Nuevomexicanos were interested and active participants in 

the criminal justice system (1130).17 Additionally, from the perspective of genre and 

identity issues, noted Chicano scholar Raymund Paredes includes El Gringo in his 
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extensive study concerning the representation of Mexicans in American literature, 

particularly travel writing (“Mexican Image” 22).

Although the references to El Gringo are numerous, most are brief.  To this point, 

Davis’s writing has not been studied at length, largely because of the lack of available 

biographic information and the absence of other known work aside from The Spanish 

Conquest of New Mexico (1869). Significant material related to Davis’s life and writing is 

housed in at least three archival repositories in New Mexico, the Bieneke Rare Book 

Collection at Yale, and in several sources located in other states. The online index at the 

Center for Southwest Research at the University of New Mexico made it possible to 

locate many locally-held resources, including a portion of his memoir, letters between 

Davis and various government officials, and official documents related to his positions 

within the Territorial government. Additionally, with the help of a research librarian, 

Nancy Brown Martinez, I was able to access a 1941 master’s thesis about Davis that had 

been omitted from the computerized library catalog. The author, Robert Hepler, had 

conducted an extensive interview with an archivist at the Pennsylvania Historical Society 

who had known Davis personally. These documents contribute toward understanding 

Davis’s role in the rhetorical situation, and in turn, toward a more nuanced interpretation 

of his writing and its implications.

 During his tenure in New Mexico and afterward, Davis worked to promote his 

perspective in matters pertaining to the region, particularly in discourses related to 

politics. The material presented in El Gringo was given public attention in book format, 

as well as the serialized letters mentioned earlier. Beyond his official duties in New 
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Mexico, he and a business partner, J.L. Collins, held the contract to print the official 

proceedings of the legislative session in 1853 (McMurtrie 404). For a limited time he 

managed to serve as editor and sole writer of all content for the Santa Fe Gazette, 

receiving criticism for his usurpation of access to an extremely limited press. After his 

return to Pennsylvania, he purchased the Doylestown Democrat in 1858, from which he 

continued to publish editorials about New Mexico, particularly its politics. 

 When Davis arrived in New Mexico in 1853, he became a participant in a 

rhetorical situation with multiple exigencies calling to be addressed through discourse. 

The armed conflict of the war had ended, and the work of imposing a new national 

culture on Nuevomexicanos had to be accomplished through words, not direct force. As a 

“contact zone,” the New Mexico Territory began a protracted process of transformation: 

the identity of the land and people would be successively re-encoded according to the 

interests of the US, the state eventually becoming a center for the nuclear weapons 

industry. As the following chapters demonstrate, the discourse of Manifest Destiny has 

continued to develop over time, working hegemonically to marginalize non-Anglo people 

of the Southwest. 

 Because identity is a principal topic of this project, it is necessary to use terms of 

reference that, for their controversial histories, cannot help but carry ideological bias. 

Consequently, I have chosen terms pertaining to group identity with the 

acknowledgement that, as David Weber points out, “no label satisfies everyone” (8). 

Where possible, I employ the terms used by groups to name themselves; however, since 

ideologies within the groups are not necessarily homogenous, even these can be 
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controversial, as demonstrated by the political implications of “Chicano” vs. “Mexican-

American.” In reference to people of Spanish descent, I use the Spanish word “Hispano”  

as opposed to “Hispanic,” a term brought to use by the US Census Bureau and other 

federal agencies in the 1970’s (D. Gutiérrez 217). “Mexico” and “Mexican” refer mainly 

to political affiliation, for example the nation of Mexico and its citizens. Except where 

context dictates otherwise, “Anglo-American” refers to predominantly English-speaking 

US citizens of Northern European descent. “Mexicano” refers to those people, and their 

descendants, who were living in the Southwest as Mexican citizens prior to 1848, and 

where further distinction needs to be made, “Nuevomexicano” refers to Mexicanos and 

their descendants residing in what became the New Mexican Territory. As much as 

possible, I refer to Native Americans according to the terms commonly used for their 

tribal affiliations.

Overview of Chapters

 Chapter 2 presents the theoretical framework of this project as a critical study of 

language, specifically in the production and deployment of politicized identities. Chicano 

scholars had begun their critique of US hegemony in the Southwest by the late 1950’s, 

and they clearly recognized the significance of representation as a tool of marginalization. 

Building on this perspective, I argue that an extended linguistic analysis of texts such as 

El Gringo increases our understanding of how they become rhetorical and serve in the 

reproduction of racist discourse. I explain how the Discourse Historical Approach is used 

to perform such an analysis, discussing the specifics of its methodology and the manner 

 41



in which it identifies certain linguistic features and their rhetorical function at various 

levels of the text. In this chapter, I also discuss theoretical considerations of race as it was 

constructed in discourses concerning the Southwest. I draw from colonial and Orientalist 

theory as well as Chicano scholarship to argue that these constructions of race are 

historically based, and have been a mainstay in the use of representational strategies to 

marginalize non-Anglos.

  In Chapter 3 I adopt a close reading approach as I apply the methodology of the 

DHA to examine the linguistic construction of identity as it was framed by Davis’s title, 

El Gringo: New Mexico and Her People. In this chapter, I argue that Teun van Dijk’s 

concept of “positive self/negative other” representation was the predominant rhetorical 

strategy used to identify, and thus privilege or marginalize, social actors. In this chapter I 

discuss how considerations of ethos influenced the text, and I assert that as Davis 

constructed his own identity, he strategically downplayed or omitted information that 

would detract from his image as a relatively naive observer. With respect to Davis’s 

representation of New Mexico, I draw on the colonial studies work of  Pratt and Said to 

argue that the land was produced according to the perspective suggested by Pratt’s 

“monarch of all I survey,” or what Said describes in this chapter as the view of the 

imperialist “White Man.” 

 Chapter 4 examines the historical trajectory of “disponibility,” arguing that it has 

been reinterpreted in specific contexts to provide the discursive rationale for new ways of 

appropriating the land, from a “benighted wasteland,” to the “land of enchantment,” to 

the “cradle of the atomic bomb.” I focus this discussion by addressing the question, why 
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New Mexico? with respect to how this state was chosen above all others to bear the 

consequences of the Manhattan Project and the extensive nuclear industry that followed. 

In this chapter, I examine the relationship between “disponibility” and “invisibility,” 

arguing that representations from the nineteenth century, as exemplified by El Gringo, 

contributed to a rhetorical situation in which non-Anglo New Mexicans were either 

rendered invisible or located in the periphery in discursive contexts where their presence 

posed to interfere with Anglo American interests.

 In Chapter 5 I discuss the contemporary implications of El Gringo, looking at the 

role of technology in maintaining and reproducing racist and hegemonic discourses 

related to New Mexico. I argue that technology is being used to increase rather than 

ameliorate inequality in two present-day contexts: the ongoing communication between 

the Santa Clara Pueblo government and the Department of Energy over plans to expand 

plutonium pit production at Los Alamos National Laboratories; and the purportedly “anti-

racist” internet censorship adopted by the State of New Mexico using Microsoft 

“Antigen.” I use Fairclough’s work concerning the commodification of discourse to assert 

that language itself has been colonized, limiting access to certain crucial domains of 

knowledge to those who can afford to pay for it. This chapter concludes the dissertation 

by assessing the effectiveness of the DHA with regard to the project as a whole, and the 

potential benefit of adopting similar practices of discourse analysis to other pressing 

issues of US society dealing with racism and inequality. 
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CHAPTER TWO

RHETORIC AND REPRESENTATION: A DISCOURSE-HISTORICAL APPROACH 

 As military occupation of the New Mexico Territory transitioned to a civilian US 

government, Davis became an agent for establishing the new rule of law, and at a more 

profound level, for promoting US economic and cultural ascendency. His ability to 

deploy the constitutive power of language was his most important resource, through both 

his function as legal administrator, and as author of El Gringo. This Anglo-European 

means of enacting hegemony was long in the making, for as Henry Louis Gates notes, 

power structures involving marginalization are imbedded in language use, and thus they 

“develop simultaneously with the shaping of an economic order in which the cultures of 

color have been dominated . . . by Western Judeo-Christian, Greco-Roman cultures and 

their traditions” (6). Such uses of language are closely connected with constructs of 

identity, so that, as Wodak states, “racist opinions and beliefs are produced and 

reproduced by discourse . . . through discourse, discriminatory exclusionary practices are 

prepared, promulgated and legitimized” (“Us and Them” 62). This chapter presents the 

theoretical basis for my assertion that El Gringo needs to be studied as a rhetorical text, 

as well as the methodology required to do so. I contend that the Discourse Historical 

Approach (DHA) provides a means of understanding how El Gringo was ideologically 

relevant in the mid-nineteenth century, but even more importantly, how this ideology has 

been reproduced through subsequent texts to maintain its relevance in the twentieth 

century and beyond.  
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 This project was initially inspired by the critical and historiographic efforts of 

Chicano scholars whose work I read as I pursued a master’s degree in Spanish Southwest 

Studies. Either directly or indirectly, nearly all of these scholars have addressed the 

relationship between language, power, and identity, whether in the process of recovering 

their rich literary and cultural heritage, reinserting the Mexicano perspective into 

narratives of history, or in challenging discriminatory practices that have become part of 

daily life since 1848. As noted in the previous chapter, scholars from several different 

perspectives have responded to the racist representations found in El Gringo, many 

alluding to the rhetorical objective of creating an image of Mexicanos that served the 

ideological agenda behind Anglo-American interests. Thus far, the bulk of critical 

attention regarding the impact of US expansionism on Mexicanos in the Southwest has 

come from Chicano scholars, beginning with Américo Paredes’s exposé of the Texas 

Rangers in “With a Pistol in His Hand”: A Border Ballad and Its Hero (1958).18 The 

proliferation of Chicano Studies programs in the 1960’s generated a substantial body of 

scholarly work that, among other contributions, has provided a counter-narrative to the 

Anglocentric histories created by Frank Dobie, Walter Prescott Webb, and others. Since 

that time, Chicano scholars have continued to address what Gabriel Meléndez has called, 

“the tendencies of Anglo-Americans to dismiss and dehistoricize the mexicano presence 
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in the Southwest” (“Contesting” 28).19 An important recent contribution to this work is 

Laura Gomez’s Manifest Destinies: The Making of the Mexican American Race, which 

discusses the social construction of race and the disenfranchising impact of the US 

political-legal institutions that were Davis’s imperative. 

 Although Leticia M. Garza-Falcón does not adopt such an approach herself, her 

work anticipates the type of linguistically-oriented analysis that I adopt in the following 

chapters. Based on her examination of Webb’s The Great Plains (1931), she notes that 

language working on behalf of a dominant ideology confirms “particular viewpoints by 

repeating similar constructions . . . utiliz[ing] linguistic and rhetorical devices that 

produce the same effects, and they can be identified” (37). Proponents of the DHA might 

add that it is also important to identify and document “patterns of argument” that occur 

more generally, often using familiar topoi based on enduring beliefs or national values 

(Wodak, “History” 125). Topoi, or “topics” in the Aristotelian sense, are “recurrent 

argumentation schemes, which are intended to make the audience draw a particular 

inference” (136). Davis’s rhetorical orientation is similar to that of Webb, who Garza-

Falcón states, “celebrates the superiority of a pure American stock and sets forth defining 

principles by which ‘the other’ (more specifically the African American, the American 

Indian, and the Mexican American) would come to be socially and historically 

constructed” (37). Davis, who preceded Webb by nearly three-quarters of a century, 

contributed discursively to such constructions.
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 While Chicano scholars and others have acknowledged the racist representations 

in El Gringo and similar works, and noted their function as part of a discourse of 

hegemony, none have undertaken a close-reading analysis of the text’s sociolinguistic 

features as they are deployed and their inter-relationships. Author José Limón, for 

example, points out the Orientalist allusions used by historian and ethnographer John 

Gregory Bourke, yet these are not discussed specifically within a larger intertextual 

context linking Bourke’s writing historically and ideologically to a broader discourse. 

The specific, sentence level sociolinguistic analysis is where we find the concrete 

utterances, some of which are remarkable in their staying power, that serve as the 

backbone of argumentative topoi and other rhetorical strategies. 

 Similarly, Mary Louise Pratt, Sara Mills, Edward Said, Peter Hulme, and others 

have written extensively about travel narrative and the discourse of colonialism, yet a 

discourse-oriented analytic approach has not yet been applied to the colonization of the 

US Southwest. Considering the discursive tendency of the US to frame its incursive acts 

according to what Pratt terms the “anti-conquest,” it is not surprising that scholars of 

Critical Discourse Analysis in this country have not addressed the discursive legacy of 

US colonialism with the same force and directness as have their European counterparts 

toward matters of racism in their own countries.20 To this point, significant research in 

CDA has been predominantly European, but not because the US lacks compelling subject 

matter. I argue that a discussion of US colonialism in the Southwest must be undertaken 
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as part of any successful action toward creating social equality for its non-white 

population; and in a broader context, I argue that US colonialism must be acknowledged 

more openly at the level of international affairs, particularly as it has been complicated by 

militarism and multi-national capitalism. Evidence that the political wounds of the 

nineteenth century are still problematic continues to surface in popular culture and the 

news media. A recent Associated Press article stated that British workers were being 

coached on tactful interactions with tourists during the upcoming 2010 Summer 

Olympics, including being “advised against discussing poverty, immigration, 

earthquakes, or the Mexican-American war with visitors from Mexico” (Stringer E7). 

That the international community is increasingly aware of the history of US aggression--

perhaps more so than its own citizens--highlights the need for research that can foster 

greater awareness within the US populace of its global impact.



The Discourse-Historical Approach

 As I first read El Gringo, the Mexicano perspective gained from my earlier 

readings immediately came to mind. I became acutely aware of the “constructed-ness” of 

Davis’s text and of how “un-natural” this Anglo-centric position was, though it had been 

the basis of my grade school history education. As I sought to identify Davis’s rhetorical 

strategies, my attention was drawn to the close interrelationship between three textual 

elements that have dominated the analytical landscape of this project since its inception: 

historical context, intertextuality, and genre. These lines of inquiry overlap with questions 

48



concerning the dynamics of reproducing discourse, a concern--broadly speaking--of 

sociolinguistics. 

 For several important reasons, the DHA stands out as the most appropriate 

analytic framework for this project. Its methodology takes into consideration the three 

elements listed above, as well as concern regarding the reproduction of racist discourse 

and the ideological issues brought forth by colonialism. Additionally, the DHA is 

essentially interdisciplinary, owing to the fact that the study of language is only part of 

the analysis, and, as Wodak notes, “the non-linguistic theoretical approaches are not only 

needed as ‘information,’ but deemed necessary to do justice to the complex phenomena 

under discussion” (“History” 134). In this study, the historical dimension requires careful 

consideration, largely because of the kairotic factors that made the mid-nineteenth 

century such a pivotal epoch. The theoretical perspectives of Mary Louise Pratt and 

Edward Said go well beyond their informational value, as they are critical to 

understanding the roles of both genre and intertextuality within the historical context of 

the mid-nineteenth century and beyond.

 While the notion of interdisciplinarity connotes bringing together areas of study 

that are considered apart from one another, it is important to realize that those involved in 

this project share certain foundational elements related to theories of language and 

society. Michel Foucault’s work has been particularly influential. Pratt, for example, 

notes the importance of his analysis of eighteenth-century thought, and his recognition of 

the centrality of descriptive language in constituting the science of natural history 

(Imperial 28), as well as colonial subjects. These ideas are crucial to discussions of race, 
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as well, and are underlying assumptions in the work of Gates and others in this area. Said, 

too, relies extensively on Foucault’s work, particularly with regard to discourse as it was 

conceptualized in The Archeology of Knowledge and Discipline and Punish. “Without 

examining Orientalism as  discourse,” he writes, “one cannot . . . understand the 

enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was able to manage . . . and 

produce the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically, and 

imaginatively . . .” (3). Fairclough summarizes the importance of Foucault’s ideas with 

regard to textually-oriented discourse analysis, noting five key contributions: “the 

constitutive nature of discourse”; “the primacy of interdiscursivity and intertextuality”; 

“the discursive nature of power”; “the political nature of discourse”; and “the discursive 

nature of social change” (Discourse 55-56). All of these concepts are significant to this 

project, and will be discussed at greater length as they are introduced in relation to the 

methodology of the DHA. 

 Another common theoretical concern of the disciplinary perspectives involved is 

some degree of engagement with Western Marxism. Fairclough and Wodak distinguish 

this form of Marxism as giving greater attention to the “cultural dimensions of societies,”  

asserting that “capitalist social relations are established and maintained (reproduced) in 

large part in culture (and hence in ideology), and not just (or mainly) in the economic 

‘base’”(260). A key figure in this movement, Antonio Gramsci asserted that “the 

continuing power of the capitalist class depended upon a combination of ‘political 

society’ and ‘civil society’ the former being the domain of coercion, the latter being the 

domain of ‘hegemony’ where the consent or acquiescence of the majority to the status 
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quo is won” (260-61). Gramsci’s position regarding hegemony is particularly significant 

here, considering that--from the position of Manifest Destiny--“disponibility” and 

“opportunity” were essential components to the discourse that enabled capitalism.

 While Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) may be the most immediate precursor 

of the DHA, Wodak and Reisigl note that its roots go back further to the British discourse 

analysis (also called “critical linguistics”) that developed in the 1970s among linguists 

such as Norman Fairclough, Gunther Kress, Roger Fowler, and Robert Hodge (Discourse 

32). This group sought to combine social theory with Michael Halliday’s theory of 

systemic linguistics, a view in which language is considered multifunctional, and is 

analyzed in the context of its use (Fairclough, Discourse 26). With regard to texts, this 

multifunctionality takes place in three ways simultaneously, “ideationally in the 

representation of experience and the world, interpersonally in constituting social 

interaction between participants in discourse, and textually in tying texts together into a 

coherent whole . . . and tying texts into situational contexts” (Fairclough, Critical 6). 

 As the field of discourse studies continued to develop over the next two decades, 

the concepts of critical linguistics were refined and carried forth by some of the same 

scholars who had become increasingly interested in the potential of discourse analysis to 

address social problems. This became one of the  defining characteristic of CDA, 

described broadly by Van Dijk as an approach that “studies the way social power abuse, 

dominance, and inequality are enacted, reproduced, and resisted by text and talk in the 

social and political context” (“Critical” 352). In the early 1990s the core ideas and 

principles of CDA were discussed and defined at a symposium in Amsterdam by a 
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network of scholars including Teun van Dijk, Norman Fairclough, Gunther Kress, Theo 

van Leeuwen, and Ruth Wodak (Wodak and Meyer 3). These principles included 

“critique,” “ideology,” and “power,” and they continue to be central to both CDA and the 

DHA (Reisigl and Wodak, “Discourse-Historical” 87). While they are interpreted 

differently by various practitioners of CDA, they have been honed further by Reisigl and 

Wodak as part of what differentiates the DHA. It is important to distinguish the DHA 

from CDA as a whole, yet it is equally important to recognize that many basic aspects of 

the latter remain foundational for the DHA. For this reason, the following discussion of 

theory and method moves recursively between the relevant points of both.

 ‘Critique,’ from the DHA perspective, does not denote a negative view of the 

subject, but rather “illuminating it in a differentiated way and from many perspectives, 

giving new answers and ultimately also asking new and different questions” (Wodak, 

“History” 128). As it is applied to methodology, the DHA uses a socio-philosophical 

orientation to critical theory, influenced largely by Jürgen Jabermas’s writings on 

communication and social interaction, involving three related aspects that are, in essence, 

analytical contexts. The first, described as “text, or discourse-immanent critique,” is 

directed toward identifying the contradictions, inconsistencies, and other problematics 

within a given discourse or text (Reisigl and Wodak, “Discourse-Historical” 88).21  With 

respect to El Gringo, one example of contradiction and inconsistency is found in Davis’s 

ambivalence in representing the Nuevomexicanos. On several occasions he expresses a 
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mixture of impressions within the same sentence, as when he states, “The Mexicans are 

distinguished for their politeness and suavity, and the lepero, covered with abominations, 

often exhibits a refinement of manners and address that would well become a 

prince . . .” (181). The first and final portions of the sentence express what appears to be 

genuine approbation, yet the clause separating them presents such a vividly offensive 

image that the impact of the positive reference is negated, or “mitigated” in DHA 

terminology. This effect is intensified by using a universally stigmatized Other, the 

lepero, as the example. The sentence would have lacked this mitigating factor had Davis 

written, “even the most humble individual,” instead. Instances of contradiction and 

similar problematics occur at the paragraph or chapter level; Davis might note a positive 

attribute with respect to behavior, but trump it at a different point in the chapter by 

claiming a derogatory flaw regarding a larger issue of faith or character. Davis could 

present a positive self-image as needed by seeming fair or benevolent, yet positive 

attributions were outweighed elsewhere in the text, frequently with scathing 

condescension. The point of the text was not to present a nuanced, issue-by-issue 

representation, but to construct a general impression that was predominantly negative. 

Thus, the inconsistencies of the text did not promote a balance, but rather served the 

overall rhetorical agenda.

 The second type of critique, the “socio-diagnostic” aspect, is concerned with 

“demystifying the--manifest or latent--persuasive or ‘manipulative’ character of 

discursive practices” (Reisigl and Wodak, “Discourse-Historical” 89). As the example 

above demonstrated, the persuasive or rhetorical strategies of El Gringo were not 
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necessarily straightforward. In the following example, the rhetorical aspects of the 

statement are obscured in a different way. Davis writes:

It may be asked whether the native Mexicans have been benefited by the 
country coming into the possession of the United States. I believe they 
have been improved in both a social and political point of view. . . . There 
is a decided improvement in the style of dress and mode of living; they 
wear a greater quantity of American goods, and tea, coffee, and sugar are 
becoming more common in use among the peasantry. (431)

The topic is introduced under the pretense of a question, creating an author-generated 

need for what follows. Considering that he cites the Mexicano’s consumer relationship 

with the US, Davis appears to be addressing the benefits to Americans just as well, thus 

presenting a direct appeal to his audience. The socio-diagnostic orientation toward 

critique is of particular value because it offers comprehensive license to examine the 

rhetorical complexity of El Gringo in multiple dimensions. This said, having developed 

from the field of sociolinguistics, the DHA does not approach discourse from a primarily 

rhetorical perspective. While the DHA uses various concepts from rhetoric in its analysis, 

the broad assumption is not made that persuasion is the underlying purpose of the text; 

rather, the argumentative aspects of rhetoric are seen as part of the greater range of 

linguistically oriented tools involved in the manipulation of power through discourse. 

According to van Dijk, “rhetorical structures,” such as metaphors, “are typically deployed 

as discursive resources that (de)emphasize meanings for interactional and communicative 

reasons, e.g., to persuade recipients or for positive self-presentation” (Discourse and 

Context 192). In contrast, the position taken here places significantly more emphasis on a 

rhetorical orientation, and as the examples in Chapter 3 will demonstrate, the rhetorical 
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imperative on behalf of US imperialism is the greatest factor contributing to the cohesion 

of the text as a whole. Despite its numerous themes and topics, and outright 

contradictions, El Gringo maintains a remarkable degree of ideological focus and 

consistency in support of the US expansionist ideology.  

 The third critical aspect, “future-related prospective critique,” seeks to improve 

communication, or to work toward some type of activist movement on the part of the 

analyst (Reisigl and Wodak, “Discourse-Historical” 87).  The activist implications of this 

project concern promoting greater awareness of the impact of colonial discourse. Far 

from resolved, issues emanating from these discourses serve as the basis for many 

contemporary social problems, which are tenacious, I argue, largely because they are not 

understood with respect to their historical and hegemonic contexts. Chapters 4 and 5 are 

the most directly future-oriented portions of this project, as they concern the ongoing 

discourse aimed at perpetuating the nuclear industry in New Mexico, as well as other 

current manifestations of how the ideas represented by Davis’s text have been 

reproduced.

 While “critique” focuses on the analytic approach of the DHA, the second 

principle, “ideology” concerns the rhetorical motives that direct how discursive forms are 

constructed. Fairclough emphasizes the relationship between ideology and social 

practice, particularly the “interpellation” or “constitution” of social subjects, including 

social actors (Discourse 86-87).22  For the DHA, ideology is additionally considered an 

“(often) one-sided perspective or world view composed of related mental representations, 

 55

22 This is meant in the Althusserian sense of “to bring into being or give identity to.” 



convictions, opinions, attitudes and evaluations, which is shared by members of a specific 

social group” (Reisigl and Wodak, “Discourse-Historical” 88). Ideologies such as 

Manifest Destiny, Orientalism, and more generally, colonialism, are heavily dependent on 

racial representations, thus the interpellative factor is of particular importance and 

occupies a key position in terms of textual content. 

 The third principle, ‘power,’ is defined by the DHA as “an asymmetric 

relationship among social actors who assume different social positions or belong to 

different social groups” (Reisigl and Wodak, “Discourse-Historical” 88). With respect to 

El Gringo, the asymmetric relationship between the Nuevomexicanos and  the US 

government had been established militarily; however, it was the role of Davis and others 

like him to develop and extend that relationship hegemonically through discourse. Reisigl 

and Wodak point to the relationship between ideology, power, discourse, and genre in the 

following passage:

Power is legitimized or de-legitimized in discourses. Texts are often sites 
of social struggle in that they manifest traces of differing ideological 
fights for dominance and hegemony. Thus, we focus on the ways in 
which linguistic forms are used in various expressions and 
manipulations of power. Power is discursively exerted not only by 
grammatical forms, but also by a person’s control of the social occasion 
by means of the genre of a text, or by the regulation of access to certain 
public spheres. (“Discourse-Historical” 89)

Using the generic conventions of travel writing, which readily accommodated a 

hegemonic ideology, Davis crafted the persuasive content of El Gringo using 

grammatical and other linguistic forms. Just as important to the exercise of power were 

his influence over the interpretation and enforcement of the law and his access to the 
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sphere of publication, through which his books and newspaper editorials were 

disseminated.

Historical Context and the Rhetorical Situation

 Influenced by Halliday’s concern with the social dimensions of language, the 

initial founders of CDA were interested in the situatedness of discourse and the factors 

that contribute to context (Wodak and Meyer, “Critical” 2). Along with historical 

circumstances, Fairclough and Wodak also include “intertextuality and sociocultural 

knowledge” among its components (276). Within the field of humanities, context has held 

varying degrees of importance, being largely ignored outside the disciplines of 

anthropology, history, and rhetoric. The most recent resurgence of interest took place in 

the late 1960’s via the emergence of interdisciplines such as sociolinguistics, pragmatics 

and the ethnography of speaking (van Dijk, Discourse and Context 6). Since that time, 

context has gained greater critical attention, and as van Dijk has recently stated, “a 

context-free approach to the study of discourse and conversation is constrained and leads 

to superficial, formalistic, and sometimes trivial descriptions that seriously under-analyze 

discourse, as it is deeply embedded in social and political life” (ix). 

 Several theoretical perspectives have contributed to the DHA orientation toward 

context. Among these is Erving Goffman’s work concerning the linguistic construction of 

frames, “conceptualised as organisational and interactional principles by which situations 

are defined and sustained as experiences.” The related concept, “footing,” is described as 

“the speakers or writers’ discursive establishment of the self as a social entity and the 
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discursive transformation of the self” (Reisigl and Wodak, Discourse 81-82). For Davis, 

his intital footing is his self-constructed identity as El Gringo, the racially-defined “white 

man.” These ideas provide much of the basis for the approach taken by the DHA in the 

analysis of how Davis structures his own identity as narrator in relation to the 

Nuevomexicano Other, as will be discussed in Chapter 3. 

 As its name suggests, consideration of the historical perspective is central to the 

DHA, and as Wodak states, “The historical context is always analyzed and integrated into 

the interpretation of discourses and texts” (“Populist” 138). Used here, it relates not only 

to history per se, for example, to what we commonly think of as historical events, but 

also to the historical development of discourse, or in Foucauldian terms, a discourse’s 

“archeology.” With respect to how this takes place, Reisigl and Wodak state that a 

historical orientation allows us to reconstruct the process of recontextualization, taking an 

element of text from one specific context and inserting it into a new one (“Discourse-

Historical” 90, 95). Wodak writes that “when analyzing our texts, recontextualization is 

one of the most important processes of text production, and we follow the life of topoi 

through different historical times, genres, contexts and audiences” (“History” 132). As 

parts of discourse, texts “make speech acts durable over time” by bridging “two dilated 

speech situations, i.e., the situation of speech production and the situation of speech 

reception” (89). In a complementary manner, Fairclough discusses the inherent historicity 

of texts with respect to Julia Kristeva’s observation that intertextuality implies “the 

insertion of history (society) into a text and of this text into history” (qtd. in Discourse 

102). He interprets this as meaning that “the text absorbs and is built out of texts from the 
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past . . . .” Thus, the “inherent historicity of texts enables them to take on the major roles 

they have in contemporary sociey at the leading edge of social and cultural change (102). 

The role that texts--as part of discourse--play in society is ultimately contingent on what 

Foucault has described as the “ponderous, formidable, materiality” of discourse (“Order” 

109). Consequently, we must not lose sight of the concrete, lived experience of historical 

context that exists in a dialectic relationship with its discursive counterpart.

 Though not viewed as such from the standpoint of the DHA, rhetoric has a vital 

relationship with context, for as Bitzer states, “Rhetorical works belong to the class of 

things which obtain their  character from the circumstances of the historic context in 

which they occur” (3). The historical context is what provides the essential exigence, 

defined as the “imperfection marked by urgency; it is a defect, and obstacle, something 

waiting to be done, a thing which is other than it should be,” and that, most importantly, 

must be “capable of positive modification . . . [that] requires discourse” (6-7). The 

urgency of Manifest Destiny sets the ever-present rhetorical agenda of El Gringo, as 

Davis’s comments toward the end of the book suggest: 

New Mexico, with all her barrenness of soil and unforbidding aspect to 
the stranger and new settler, is not entirely void of attractions. She has 
within her limits resources which, if properly developed, would vastly 
increase her importance to the rest of the Union, and add greatly to her 
wealth (424) . . . . I believe it to be one of the richest gold-bearing 
countries in the world, and capital only is wanting to make that Territory 
another California. (428)

In accordance with John O’Sullivan’s plea for “free development” on behalf of US 

“greatness,” Davis attempts to entice the “strangers” and “new settlers,” the implied 
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actors toward whom the rest of the paragraph is directed. The accuracy of Davis’s 

assessment of the potential for gold mining notwithstanding, his mention of the need of 

capital presented an exigence to his US audience, one that was amplified considerably, 

albeit speciously, through the metaphoric reference to California.

Historicizing Discourse through Intertextuality

 A key feature of El Gringo, intertextuality is one of the most pervasive narrative 

strategies used to connect Davis with his audience at a level of shared experience and 

ideas. The essence of intertextuality is expressed in Foucault’s observation that “there can 

be no statement that in one way or another does not reactualize others” (Archeology 98). 

Building on Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism, I incorporate the definition offered by Charles 

Bazerman, that intertextuality is “the explicit and implicit relations that a text or utterance 

has to prior, contemporary and potential future texts” (86). Increasing its usefulness in 

relation to social interaction, Jonathan Culler interprets the concept more specifically 

stating, “Intertextuality [is] less a name for a work’s relation to particular prior texts than 

a designation of its participation in a discursive space of a culture,” including, he adds, 

“those texts which articulate . . . the possibilities of that culture” (103). If we identify the 

ultimate possibility of our culture as the fulfillment of Manifest Destiny through the 

American Dream, the interplay between texts that promoted the ideology of Westward 

Expansion is a critical component of this mythos and its transhistorical implications. All 

factions involved in the struggle over land during the territorial period had an entire 
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cultural history behind them, each culminating in a different perspective regarding 

entitlement and the rule of law. Both Mexicanos and Anglo-Americans drew on their 

wealth of inherited collective texts in order to fix an ideological position from which they 

could assert their right to the land and its resources. 

 From the perspective of the DHA, intertextual relationships are explored largely 

in relation to “how discourses, genres, and texts change in relation to sociopolitical 

change” (Reisigl and Wodak, “Discourse-Historical” 90). Wodak states that “discourses 

are open and hybrid and not closed systems at all; new sub-topics can be created, and 

intertextuality and interdiscursivity allow for new fields of action. . . . [which] may be 

understood as segments of the respective societal ‘reality’ which contribute to 

constituting and shaping the ‘frame’ of discourse” (“Populist” 136). Fairclough conceives 

of  this type of  change as the “productivity of texts,” meaning the way that “texts can 

transform prior texts and restructure existing conventions (genres, discourses) to generate 

new ones. . . . [I]t is socially limited and constrained, and conditional upon relations of 

power” (Discourse 102-103). Importantly, he notes, theories of intertextuality do not 

address power relationships and their asymmetry, thus he stresses the need to incorporate 

the notion of hegemony as part of the approach to discourse analysis (103). As we will 

see in the following section, intertextuality played a considerable role in the hegemonic 

formulation of Orientalism, a primary mechanism by which the discourse of imperialism 

was reproduced. 
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Intertextuality, Race, and the Reproduction of Ideology

  Of all possible attributes that Davis and others emphasized in representing 

Mexicanos, race was the most potent ideologically. Racial, religious, ethnic, and national 

stereotypes were conflated to create an inferior Other who could be subjugated in a 

morally defensible way. Raymund Paredes observes that the concurrent emergence of 

Anglo-American travel writing and the United States’s need for “a foil for national 

expansion” created a situation in which “American writers came to observe the Mexicans 

at a time when they were prepared to hate [them]” (“Mexican Image” 25). Intertextually 

and transhistorically, race served as a common topic that reflected the development of 

ethnic and racial prejudices over centuries. The justifications for Anglo-American 

incursion were almost always tied to race, directly or implicitly, through a chain of 

assumptions perpetuated culturally and through the Anglo-American print media. 

From the DHA perspective, race is viewed as a social construction that is, in 

itself, politically neutral. According to Reisigl and Wodak, it can be used as a 

“legitimising ideological tool to oppress and exploit specific social groups” as well as an 

idea around which groups can form “alternative positive self-identi[ties]” and the basis 

for social reform (Discourse 2). Racism,  on the other hand, is seen as a discriminatory 

social and discursive practice, based on beliefs regarding allegedly fixed traits of a given 

social group. Accordingly, they note, these traits are “primarily related to biological 

features, appearance, cultural practices, customs, traditions, language, or socially 

stigmatized ancestors” (10). Similarly, the syncretic notion of race posited by Colette 

Guillaumin and Detley Claussen views it as “an ideological muddle of different 
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pseudoscientific doctrines, religious and confessional beliefs, and stereotypical opinions, 

that constructs a pseudocausal connection between phenotypic, social, mental, symbolic, 

and fictitious traits” (qtd. in Reisigl and Wodak, Discourse 6). 

 The “muddle” of syncretic notions of race may be attributed, at least in part, to 

intertextuality. Fairclough suggests that it accounts for “much of the ambivalence of 

texts,” because “the surface of a text may be multiply determined by the various other 

texts which go into its composition.” As a result, “. . . elements of that textual surface 

may not be clearly placed in relation to . . . [its] intertextual network, and their meaning 

may be ambivalent; different meanings may co-exist, and it may not be possible to 

determine ‘the’ meaning” (Discourse 105). As an example, Davis presents an observation 

that appears to be an attempt at making a pun. Describing the Nuevomexicanos at a dance 

he attended he states: “We found a large number assembled in the sala, many of whom 

were pointed out as the genuine upper crust of Don Fernandez, being well baked for 

upper crust, as a large majority of them were done very brown” (316; italics in original). 

Rather than detracting from the overall rhetorical impact, the lack of semantic precision 

allows for a fluidity of meaning that can be implied or inferred through the enthymematic 

structuring of statements, whereby negative conclusions regarding race are anticipated 

based on the assumed beliefs of the audience. In this case, it is the inferiority associated 

with brown skin.

Given the origins of the DHA in critical discourse analysis, with its primary 

concern for the use of discourse for the abuse of power, Reisigl and Wodak express 

caution regarding theoretical approaches to racism that blunt or mitigate responsibility. 
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As an example, they cite the term “heterophobia,” coined as a psychologically based 

explanation of racism by Albert Memmi. They criticize its tendency to pathologize racism 

by using the disease metaphor “phobia,” pointing out that it has the effect of exculpating 

racists based on the implication of illness, thus drawing attention away from the person 

targeted by the racist act (Discourse 5). The aggressive nature of racism and the implicit 

harm that exists in its expression require that we examine and acknowledge issues of 

responsibility, even if appears somewhat anachronistic due to the attitudes of the time.  

Although racism was prevalent in Davis’s time, accepting and adopting it was a matter of 

choice. A counter-discourse existed, as discussed in Chapter 1, that included the writing 

of Thoreau, Emerson, and many vocal abolitionists. That Davis participated 

enthusiastically in the US takeover of New Mexico, using race as a primary justification 

for domination, makes appropriate the assessment that he, and those who promoted a 

similar discourse, were racist.

 The intertextual development of racist attitudes toward Mexicanos can be traced 

back to English literature of the seventeenth century. According to Paredes, “unfavorable 

allusions to the ‘tawniness’ and ‘brownness’ of the Spaniards were common, and resulted 

from their discomfort over the mixing of European and Moorish blood.” To many of the 

English, he states, “the Moors were simply Africans, which was to say black” (“Image” 

23). The broader condition of Hispanophobia was born not only out of racism, but the 

additional factors of political rivalry between England and Spain as world powers, and 

England’s rejection of Catholicism during the Reformation as an “overly wealthy, 

complacent, and corrupt institution” (1). The early Anglo colonists on the East Coast 
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were loyal to the traditional beliefs toward the Spanish, and were defensive toward their 

potential expansion (Paredes, “Mexican Image” 8). When transferred to the Americas, 

these prejudices were reinvigorated as a means of justifying what Doris Meyer describes 

as the Anglo-American “zeal in expanding capitalism on the Western frontier as the duty 

of a superior race with a regenerative function to perform” (89). Accordingly, the US 

viewed the newly acquired New Mexican Territory much in the way that Said states that 

other travel writers viewed and wrote about the Orient: “as a locale requiring Western 

attention, reconstruction, even redemption” (206). One of Davis’s most explicit 

treatments of race occurs toward the beginning of his book in the section titled “Santa Fe- 

Manners and Customs.” Illustrating Meyer’s and Said’s observations, he writes that 

Nuevomexicanos “lack the stability of character and soundness of intellect that give such 

vast superiority to the Anglo-Saxon race over every other people. They have inherited a 

portion of the cruelty, bigotry, and superstition that have marked the character of the 

Spaniards from the earliest times” (217). The “superiority” Davis refers to implies the 

basic justification for the US presence, and the alleged reason behind it is a conflated 

notion of race involving negative perceptions of nationality, character, and intelligence.

 Given this basic lack of substance, it is not surprising that even the official 

classification of race was a conundrum. Susan Bost points out that based on the 

categories of race used in the 1850 and 1860 US census, “mestizos of the Southwest were 

racially unintelligible” (648). Despite individual claims to the contrary, few 

Nuevomexicanos were of purely Spanish extraction, as most families had at one time or 

another intermarried with Native Americans, particularly the Pueblo Indians with whom 
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they allied against the predations of the nomadic tribes. The “intelligible” racial 

categories, according to Bost, were “white,” “black,” and “mulatto,” thus the existing 

system of racial identification served largely to support slavery, and “was not prepared to 

accommodate the new identities, mixtures, or hierarchies of the West” (648). 

Nuevomexicanos, albeit the elite, participated heavily in politics during the territorial 

period, however to do so Organic Law required that they self-identify as “white.” 23 

The attitudes toward race that were prevalent during Davis’s time were influenced 

by what Said suggests is a “Darwinian” frame (22), the development of which began in 

the early nineteenth century with “ideas about the biological bases of racial 

inequality” (206). The racial classifications promoted by writers such as Arthur de 

Gobineau and Robert Knox were given greater scientific credence by Charles Darwin, 

thus providing a “binary typology of advanced and backward (or subject) races, cultures, 

and societies” (Said 206). This notion of race served as much of the basis for Orientalism, 

a perspective that served the ideological interests of Anglo-Europeans by promoting an 

artificial social dichotomy based on what van Dijk states is, “an imaginative and yet 

drastically polarized geography dividing the world into two unequal parts, the larger, 

“different” one called the Orient, the other also known as “our” world, called the 

Occident or the West” (qtd. in Sandikcioglu 302).

 The past twenty years have yielded considerable scholarship addressing the role 

of travel writing in the Orientalist framing of the Southwest. Following the critical work 

66

23 As noted in Chapter 1, the Organic Law passed by Congress in 1850 specified that those eligible to vote 
in the first election of representatives were “free white male inhabitants over the age of twenty-one who 
were residents of the Territory at the time of passage of the act” (Davis, El Gringo 102).



of Edward Said, significant contributions have been made by Martin Padget, José Limón, 

Genaro Padilla, Marta Wiegle, Ramón A. Gutiérrez, and others. Davis’s use of Orientalist 

allusions involving people typically implicate the East, and in turn, the Southwest, as the 

site of a debased yet exotic culture.  For example, he writes, “In some respects the New 

Mexicans are a peculiar and interesting people. They are of Eastern origin, and in general 

possess all the vices of those whose homes are washed by the blue waters of the 

Mediterranean Sea . . .” (214). As Davis imagines it in El Gringo, the East refers mainly 

to regions of Africa and areas commonly mentioned in the Bible, with specific imagery 

drawn from textual sources concerning Egypt, the Sahara, Jerusalem, and the parts of 

North Africa inhabited by the Moors. Importantly, these images are “pre-interpreted” 

according to Orientalist ideology, and like genre, invoke a context for the way they will 

be read.

Created specifically for the purpose of appealing to the imagination rather than 

the mind, Orientalist representations were essentially intertextual. According to Said, 

“Orientalism is after all a system for citing works and authors” (23). “In the system 

known as the Orient,” he continues, “the Orient is less a place than a topos, a set of 

references, a congeries of characteristics, that seems to have its origin in a quotation, or a 

fragment of text, or a citation from someone’s work on the Orient, or some bit of previous 

imagining, or an amalgam of all these” (177). Popular texts, such as travel writing, 

perpetuated what van Dijk describes as “centuries-old dominant images of the Other” that 

were based on the elite discourse of European travelers, merchants, historians, and others 

(“Critical” 361).  These texts, he continues, fluctuate “between the emphasis on exotic 

 67



difference . . . and supremacist derogation stressing the Other’s intellectual, moral, and 

biological inferiority.” As such, these discourses “influenced public opinion and led to 

broadly shared social representation” (361).  Used in relation to the Southwest, 

Orientalist references were also highly effective for describing the land and the practices 

for cultivating it. While “riding the circuit,” Davis finds himself unoccupied, and writes, 

“to employ my time, I amused myself . . . [by] making a drawing of a Mexican plow that 

stood near. From the primitive simplicity of this implement, it might have come out of the 

ark, and in early times turned up the virgin soil of Palestine” (327). In this example, 

exotic difference is the source of amusement, as well as the means for indicating the 

inferiority of the plow, and indirectly, the Mexican people who use it.

 

Genre, Historical Context, and Narrative Structure

 Because of its importance in understanding the historical context related to El 

Gringo, genre has been a primary consideration of this project since its beginning. Travel 

writing, as discussed earlier, had a particular discursive relationship with colonialism, 

thus John Phillips’s observation that, “the first-person narrator commanding an aesthetic 

control over strange landscapes [served] as a kind of corollary to the colonizer’s 

economic plunder” (64). From the standpoint of representation, van Dijk notes that the 

concrete information supplied by personal stories carries sufficient weight as to give them 

epistemological value. They are persuasive because they suggest that “the events told 

about are a reliable source of knowledge, because they represent a lived, personal 

experience. At the same time, it is suggested that the (negative) conclusion is not 
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ethnically biased but supported by the facts” (“Stories” 126). Davis indicates the point of 

view of El Gringo in the preface: “This volume is mainly written from a diary the author 

kept during a residence of two and a half years in New Mexico, and the matters contained 

in it are either drawn from careful personal observation, or other reliable sources. . . .” 24 

Although the term “diary” conveys that the narrative is ostensibly centered around the 

experiences of an individual, the flexibility of travel writing allows a relative de-

emphasis of Davis’s personal experience, his presence mainly serving to provide a lens 

through which to view the New Mexican land and people. 

 As defined by Carolyn Miller, rhetorical genre is more than a means of 

classification by type, it is a collection of “formal and substantive features” that work to 

elicit a particular, situated effect on an audience. The structural framework established by 

genre, she states, functions such that it “becomes a complex of formal and substantive 

features that create a particular effect in a given situation. Genre, in this way becomes 

more than a formal entity; it becomes pragmatic, fully rhetorical, a point of connection 

between intention and effect, an aspect of social action” (25). The formal features, or 

standard conventions of a genre provide the reader with a basis for what to expect from a 

text and how to experience it. Thus it serves as a type of “metainformation” whereby the 

audience is prepared “to anticipate, to be gratified, and to respond in a certain way” (32). 
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 Like Miller, proponents of the DHA consider genre in a broad discursive context. 

Sharing Fairclough’s view, Reisigl and Wodak indicate that it is “characterized as a 

socially ratified way of using language in connection with a particular type of social 

activity” (“Discourse-Historical” 90). From the DHA perspective, genre is important 

because “[i]n order to be able to identify the idiosyncratic peculiarities of a specific 

singular text, one has to know something about the generalized features and structures of 

the semiotic type, that is to say of the institutionalized, codified pattern of linguistic 

(inter)action to which the concrete text belongs” (Reisigl and Wodak, Discourse 36). The 

“institutional, codified patterns” implicate the aspects of genre that deal with 

intertextuality and historical context, as discussed earlier in the chapter.

 Although travel writing is typically considered a literary genre, I argue that with 

respect to El Gringo, the features of rhetorical genre are applicable because the purpose 

of the text was mainly ideological. Miller discusses the relationship between genre and 

rhetoric, noting that the study of genre offers more than a taxonomy, providing a means 

of understanding “social and historical aspects of rhetoric that other perspectives do 

not” (C. Miller 151). Citing Bitzer’s treatment of the rhetorical situation, she notes that 

although he did not explicitly mention genre, he points to it when he addresses 

recurrence: “the situation recurs, and because we experience situations and the rhetorical 

responses to them, a form of discourse is not only established, but comes to have a power 

of its own—the tradition itself tends to function as a constraint upon any new response in 

the form” (Bitzer 13). Rhetoric, according to Bitzer, is inherently pragmatic for working 

as “a mode of altering reality . . . by the creation of discourse which changes reality 
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through the mediation of thought and action” (4). That travel writing during the time of 

imperialism had a particular pragmatic significance is situated historically and 

geographically, yet the recurrent rhetorical strategies and generic characteristics of these 

texts provide intertextual contiguity with those that preceded and followed them in an 

ongoing dialogue.

 Much of what accounts for the rhetorical power of travel writing can be attributed 

to the ethnographic implications cited by Clifford Geertz and others. When Davis was 

writing about New Mexico, he was setting a precedent for the same “easy certitude of 

perception” that Geertz associated with the style of anthropological writing later 

demonstrated by Sir Edward Evans-Pritchard (57-58).25 The assuredness of this writing 

style was based on “the existence of a very strictly drawn and very carefully observed 

narrative contract between writer and reader. The presumptions that connect the author 

and his audience . . . are social, cultural, and literary all at once, [and] are so strong and 

so pervasive, so deeply institutionalized, that very small signals can carry very big 

messages” (58).  Parsing this type of narrative in both its social and linguistic dimensions 

is difficult, as Geertz notes, for this very cultural imbeddedness.

Addressing Controversies Over Critical Discourse Analysis 

 Within the field of sociolinguistics, CDA has been controversial. During the mid 

to late 1990s in particular, debates occurred between proponents, such as Fairclough, and 
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several vocal critics such as Henry Widdowson, Martyn Hammersley, and Michael 

Stubbs (Siedlhofer 126-30). One of the initial points of concern was the purpose and 

meaning of “critical,” and its lack of specificity (128). As CDA has developed, changes in 

approach have taken place to address the shortcoming that have emerged through this 

dialogue, thus many aspects of the DHA have been shaped in response to these needs, 

including the three levels of critique discussed earlier.  

 Another criticism concerns the analytic process itself. Widdowson contends that--

as opposed to corpus-based research--CDA lacks sufficient methodological rigor. He 

argues that the socio-political orientation of CDA, necessarily flawed by the researcher’s 

subjectivity, creates a situation in which analysis is replaced by interpretation (109). 

Additionally, he states, the lack of precision regarding the research procedure allows for a 

selective rather than systematic means of identifying what elements are to be examined 

(104). From Widdowson’s perspective, attempts to ameliorate this problem, such as the 

DHA, provide a framework, but do not make “operational” the proposed methodology 

(144). Instead, he states, “having devised an extremely complex model of context, the 

discourse-historical approach then appears to avoid using it” (144). Widdowson’s 

criticism of the DHA as a  “contextual model” does not take into consideration two 

important features that apply to this project. Analyzing an entire text, including the 

interplay of its intra-textual contradictions, reduces the effect of “pretext,” as was 

Widdowson’s suggestion.26 Also related to methodology, the DHA incorporates the 
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principle of triangulation, whereby researchers take into account “a whole range of 

empirical observations, theories and methods as well as background 

information” (Reisigl and Wodak, “Discourse-Historical” 89). Given the richness of 

material from which to draw, triangulation works particularly well with respect to El 

Gringo, including both intra-textual and external sources. One of the notable benefits of 

analyzing a text of this length--El Gringo is comprised of 432 pages--is that we are able 

to examine the development of intra-textual relationships. This topic has not been 

explicated to this extent in the majority of published studies using the Discourse-

Historical Approach (DHA) or discourse analysis in general. The macro-strategies that 

result from this interaction work beyond the sentence or paragraph level and serve to 

reify particular types of discursive formations that apply to whole texts, for example the 

style and narrative strategies typified by colonial travel writing as a genre. With regard to 

external sources, examining text samples taken from newspapers, books, political 

speeches, and government documents, to name but a few, and comparing them across 

time or genre provides one of the most poignant means of identifying how a given 

ideology is represented and recontextualized over time.27 

 Arguing that a major flaw of CDA is its “excessive ambition,” Hammersley 

contends that it takes too much for granted, thus adopting “relatively crude positions on a 

variety of issues.” One example he cites is the use of “macro-sociological theory in which 

there are only two parties--the oppressors and the oppressed--and only one relationship 
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between them: dominance” (qtd. in Seidlhofer 131).  Regarding the applicability of this 

particular criticism here, the types of social, political, and economic relationships that 

were woven over time into the cultural fabric of New Mexico complicate the notion of 

dominance. To avoid over-simplification, and to incorporate the notion of dominance as 

an ongoing process,  I adopt the more nuanced model of hegemony, a condition 

poignantly exemplified in the conclusion to territorial governor William Carr Lane’s 

Message to the Legislative Assembly in 1852: 

But let the people of New Mexico obey the obvious dictate of common 
sense, embark upon the Anglo-Saxon wave which is now rolling from 
East to West, across the Continent, and ultimately prosper, instead of 
attempting to resist it, and perish. These, Gentlemen, are the alternatives 
which are now before the people of New Mexico.

The development of hegemony is central to the historical moment as it existed in the 

Southwest in the mid-nineteenth century, as well to creating the discursive atmosphere 

that would later locate the nuclear industry in New Mexico. As Gramsci observed, 

hegemony often involved “intellectual and moral reform,” as well as “the production of a 

worldview, inclusive of a philosophical and moral outlook, that is actively supported and 

articulated by subordinated and allied groups” (qtd. in Mumby 348). Initially coerced 

militarily, Nuevomexicanos were subjected to the many “reforms” that were part of being 

absorbed by the US. The carrot at the end of the stick was the promise of participation in 

the national electoral process, but that would not happen until statehood was achieved, or 

more appropriately, “earned” through compliance. Consequently, the development of the 

nuclear industry did not occur as a simple manifestation of dominance, but rather as a 

balancing act between US political forces on  behalf of the military, and consent elicited 
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by discourse related to essential beliefs, national security and the promise of much 

needed jobs and other economic benefits.



Conclusion

 In this chapter I have defined the critical orientation of this project, demonstrating  

that the Discourse-Historical Approach is a theoretically appropriate means of exploring 

El Gringo as a rhetorical text. Although this approach is interdisciplinary, involving 

theories related to colonial discourse, race, Chicano Studies, genre, intertextuality, and 

Western Marxism, I have argued that as they are used here, they share a common concern 

for the power of discourse and the ability of language to constitute the social world. El 

Gringo is important rhetorically, I contend, because its ideology has been reproduced in 

subsequent texts, using intertextual procedures that are recognizable linguistically using 

the methodology of the DHA.

 The following chapter adopts a close-reading approach to examine El Gringo with 

regard to the interplay between rhetorical and linguistic practices used to represent 

identity. Building on the theoretical and methodological background of the DHA 

presented thus far, I will develop the analysis according to the discourse-immanent and 

socio-diagnostic aspects of critique, focussing on the text-internal strategies used to 

construct the Nuevomexicano Other.
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CHAPTER THREE

NARRATIVE AUTHORITY AND THE REPRESENTATION OF SELF AND OTHER



 Against the backdrop of a land likened to “Timbuctoo” and “the plains of Arabia,” 

Davis constructed an image of the New Mexican people drawn from an amalgam of 

representations that were often Orientalized, and almost always bound to a syncretized 

concept of race having inevitable and pre-determined implications. At the outset, signaled 

by the punctuation of the title, Davis establishes a conceptual framework based on an 

irreconcilable tension regarding identity--irreconcilable owing to the political exigency 

for an Other who could be subjugated under the ideology of Manifest Destiny. As a 

representative of the US government, Davis constructs the Nuevomexicano Other, while 

at the same time reflecting an image of US values, assumptions, and political agendas 

through his positionality as the narrator. At various levels of the text, an entire world-

view emerges, reproducing the type of self-representation José Martín has described as 

“the image-schema, metaphoric and metonymic mappings, and script-like information 

with which a culture schematizes . . . its members” (qtd. in Sandikcioglu 302-303). 

Because Davis’s rhetorical agenda is based on the expansionist mission of the US, 

Nuevomexicanos are created as a function of that very same vision. As such, the 

implications of Davis’s writing are not so much those of an American traveler as of the 

imperialist White Man, described by Said:
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  Being a White Man was therefore an idea and a reality. It involved a 
  reasoned position toward both the white and the non-white worlds. It 
  meant--in the colonies--speaking in a certain way, behaving according to 
  a code of regulations, and even feeling certain things and not others. It 
  meant specific judgements, evaluations, gestures. It was a form of 
  authority before which nonwhites and even whites themselves, were 
  expected to bend. In the institutional forms it took. . . it was an agency for 
  the . . . implementation of policy toward the world. . . . Being a White 
  Man, in short, was a very concrete manner of being-in-the-world, a way of 
  taking hold of reality, language, and thought. (227)

In this way, Said continues, “it made a specific style possible” (227), the confident, “it is 

as I see it” narrative style put forth by Davis and others.

 In speaking of narrative strategies, and even “choices,” these terms do not 

necessarily impute intentionality or awareness on Davis’s part as author; instead, they 

refer solely to the extent that a narrative action functions rhetorically on behalf of the 

given discourse. “Choice” is used in a broad, impersonal sense in which the act of writing 

is seen as a continual progression of choices or possible options, many of which are 

outside the full awareness of the author. In the Foucauldian sense, Davis’s relationship 

with the text is dialectic: as a social subject and narrator, he is not the independent source 

of the narrative, but a function of the narrative itself (Fairclough, Discourse 43). 

 In this chapter I argue that representations of identity in El Gringo are inherently 

rhetorical, and I use the  methodology of the DHA to demonstrate the specific strategies 

used in the text. I begin with a discussion of van Dijk’s theory of representation of self 

and Other, arguing that--in this case--it is the overarching principle involved in making 

identity rhetorical. From this point, I will examine how Davis creates his personal and 

cultural identity, using key narrative components such as genre, voice, selection of 
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content, and arrangement in a manner that is complex and well-coordinated. This phase 

of his narrative develops the foundational ethos that is essential in setting up the 

strategies that will be used to frame his observations with respect to both the 

Nuevomexicanos themselves, and also the land. Although all three of these dimensions of 

identity--Davis as narrator, the Nuevomexicanos as Other, and the land as opportunity--

were constructed rhetorically toward the goal of promoting hegemony, markedly different 

strategies were deployed toward each. The DHA deals most specifically with 

representation of social actors at a sociolinguistic level, whereas Pratt’s and Said’s 

theories of Colonialism and Orientalism, respectively, are most valuable in understanding 

how the land would be depicted as “disponible.” These latter two approaches, moreover, 

provide the link between the rhetorical exigencies generated by Manifest Destiny and the 

particular, situated type of Other that was the sociolinguistic product. 

Constructed Difference: The Dichotomy of Self and Other

 Although there are many possible theoretical approaches to the construction of 

identity, the DHA adopts the model developed by van Dijk as the essential schema used 

in communicative interactions involving racism. As Reisigl and Wodak note, “the 

discursive construction of ‘other’ through the strategy of dissimilation is the precondition 

for every prejudiced discourse” (Discourse 43). Deceivingly simple, the basic activity of 

the schema consists of the speaker strategically representing him or herself in positive 

manner, while representing an Other in a negative manner; in a collective reference, it 

involves positive construction of in-group and negative construction of out-group 
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members. Situations involving prejudiced statements, van Dijk states, “have two global 

strategic goals: (a) the expression of (negative) experiences and opinions about such 

groups, and, at the same time, (b) the social protection of self by positive face-saving 

strategies, or rather, the avoidance of negative impressions” (Communicating 293-94). In 

context, the schema is problematized by various linguistic moves that function to 

mitigate, intensify, obfuscate, and otherwise complicate the statement rhetorically. 

Sometimes, for example, speakers may appear to grant a “concession” to the Other, by 

citing a positive attribute; however, this occurs ultimately as a move for positive self-

representation by seeming magnanimous or non-racist. 

 Concurring with Martín’s comment noted above, van Dijk acknowledges that self-

presentation involves more than the “management of positive or negative evaluation,” 

stating that speakers include information “for the construction of a full-fledged personal 

schema” and “the strategic expression of [its] contextually relevant 

dimensions” (Communicating 288). With their audience in mind, speakers or narrators, 

such as Davis, select the content that will work most effectively at a rhetorical level in 

terms of creating a conceptual frame for their own identity and that of the culture they 

represent. Thus, van Dijk notes, speakers will “persistently try to manage or control the 

social inferences the recipient is bound to make about them on the basis of what they 

say” (86). Such references are tailored to the micro-context of the immediate situation, 

but also work beyond the level of the sentence; for example, when Davis refers to himself 
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as a “stranger in a strange land,” the allusion also implies comparison between his 

experience entering Santa Fé and that of the Biblical figure Moses in Egypt (237).28 

 With respect to prejudiced talk, positive self-presentation can also mean 

“signaling in-group membership, for instance, by persuasive reference to generally 

respected group goals, interests, and norms” (van Dijk, Communicating 288). This is the 

basis for Pratt’s concept of imperialist self-identity referred to by the “anti-conquest,” 

where European--or in this case US--domination is seen as part of a greater Utopian 

vision (Imperial 38). Highly conscious of his minority status as a Protestant among 

Catholics, Davis writes enthusiastically of finding a Methodist minister in a village as 

they are nearing Santa Fé for the first time:

I crossed the Plaza to his room for a few moments, and listened with 
pleasure to the recital of his bright anticipations for the future. May God 
smile upon all his labors, and may his hopes never grow dim!29 Mr. 
Moore, an accommodating and intelligent American, is located here, who 
appears to be pushing business with the usual energy of our countrymen 
wherever found. (54)

This example suggests two “in-group” references, one with respect to religion, and the 

other regarding the enterprising nature of “our countrymen,” the latter serving also as an 

argumentative topic implying the need of American intervention for the purpose of 

progress. We see this as well in the following example, as Davis describes the portion of 

Mexico across the Rio Grande River from El Paso, “. . . even the near proximity of the 

Americans . . . had failed to start the inhabitants from the Rip Van Winkle sleep in which 
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they have slumbered for centuries” 30 (384). Like the reference to Moses in Egypt, this 

signals in-group membership with respect to shared readership of a popular text or genre. 

As an ongoing strategy throughout the book, Davis uses intertextual references in this 

manner to evoke rhetorically advantageous aspects of in-group membership, depending 

on the immediate context of the narrative.

Deconstructing Strategies of Representation: The Discourse-Historical Approach

 To understand how racism is reproduced, we need to understand how it is 

constructed linguistically. Drawing on the extensive genealogy of discourse analytic 

approaches to textual analysis, most recently those related to CDA and social inequality, 

practitioners of the DHA have narrowed its focus with respect to racist discourse to the 

following questions:

How are persons named and referred to linguistically? What traits, 
characteristics, qualities and features are attributed to them? By means of 
what arguments and argumentation schemes do specific persons or social 
groups try to justify and legitimise the exclusion, discrimination, 
suppression and exploitation of others? From what perspective or point of 
view are these namings, attributions, and arguments expressed? Are the 
respective discriminating utterances articulated overtly, are they even 
intensified or are they mitigated? (Reisigl and Wodak, Discourse 44)

Based on these, the DHA considers five types of strategies, all of which are related to the 

positive presentation of self and the negative presentation of Other discussed by van Dijk 

(44). 
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 The first, “referential” or “nominational” strategies, are those “by which one 

constructs and represents social actors: for example ingroups and outgroups.” Reisigl and 

Wodak indicate several ways this can occur, including “reference by tropes, biological, 

naturalizing and depersonalizing metaphors and metonymies, as well as by synecdoches 

in the form of a part standing for the whole . . . or a whole standing in for the part . . . 

(Discourse 45). Because of the significance and prevalence of nomination strategies, the 

DHA draws as well from the Theo van Leeuwen’s system network of representation, 

incorporating such categories as “passivation,” “impersonalization,” “collectivization,” 

“backgrounding,” and “objectivation” (Discourse 46-47). For the most part, Davis is 

rhetorically conservative regarding nomination. In order to maintain a tone of 

benevolence, discussed later in this chapter, the evaluative quality of his statements is 

achieved more indirectly through other strategies. Exceptions to this occur typically when 

evidence has been provided for a given reference, for example, after Davis describes the 

Pueblo Revolt of 1680, he refers to the Indians as “the savages” (78).  Gómez notes that 

strategies of naming in El Gringo were meaningful for how they attributed social rank, 

citing for example, that Davis humanizes the Anglo participants in the narrative by giving 

their full names and often a particularizing detail, yet Other members of their wagon train 

are referred to only by their first name or their race, such as a black man referred to as 

“the colored outdriver” (Manifest 61). 

 Closely related, the second category, predicational strategies, involve the use of 

“stereotypical, evaluative attributions of negative and positive traits in the linguistic form 

of implicit or explicit predicates” (45). It is noted that some of the nominating terms can 
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have the effect of being evaluative because “the pure referential identification very often 

already involves a denotatively as well as a connotatively . . . deprecatory or appreciative 

labeling of the social actors” (45). As an example of the deprecatory labeling, I cite 

Davis’s description of Mexican buffalo hunters:

They made as mottled and uncivilized an appearance as can well be 
imagined; no two wore the same costume, and, upon the whole, they 
looked not unlike a party of gipsies [sic] migrating to some new field of 
action. They showed their friendly feeling by offering us aguardiente to 
drink, as barbarous an alcoholic compound as ever was made, and gave us 
a few loaves of bread, of Taos flour, dark and coarse, but sweet. (44)
 

The term “gipsies,” [sic] holds various negative connotations, many involving a long 

history of moral evaluation. Personifying the aguardiente, Davis is able to indirectly 

impute barbarity to the Mexicans, while at the same time acknowledging their outward 

act of friendliness. In contrast, a typical example of the predicational strategy used 

toward Anglos occurs when Davis describes his introduction to David Meriwether, then-

governor of New Mexico: “I was received with all the kindness and frankness to be 

looked for in a Kentuckian” (240). Similarly, Davis refers to his hostess using a 

particularizing detail to imply approbation:  “Mrs. White was a fine specimen of a 

frontier housewife . . . ” (16). His approbation is based on her functionalization as an 

active participant in western expansion across the prairie. The predicational function, I 

would suggest, corresponds to the enthymematic function in rhetoric, where the third 

syllogistic term--presumably the evaluative--is assumed as a pre-existing belief on the 

part of the audience. Davis makes extensive use of this less-direct, but highly effective 

evaluative strategy by drawing on a vast reserve of cultural beliefs typical of his Anglo-
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Protestant audience, for example the stereotypical characteristics of those from Kentucky, 

or the idealized “frontiersman.”

 The third category, argumentation strategies, involve the way that the text 

functions persuasively. Though this study views the entire text as a persuasive 

“organism,” with different rhetorical activities occurring simultaneously in a coordinated 

manner, the DHA considers argumentation strategies in a narrower sense, primarily 

through the analysis of logical fallacies and topoi. Both of these lie at the heart of racist 

discourse, for “[i]f one looks at the structure of prejudices from an argumentation 

theoretical perspective, one can ascertain that in every racist, antisemitic, nationalist, 

ethnicist and sexist prejudice or stereotype there is inherent a fallacious 

generalisation” (Reisigl and Wodak, Discourse 63). Frequently combined with fallacies, 

topoi are used to justify negative attributes, social and political inclusion and exclusion, 

and the “discrimination or preferential treatment of the respective persons or groups of 

persons” (45). Reisigl and Wodak cite the work of Kienpointetner in describing topoi as 

“parts of argumentation that belong to the obligatory, either explicit or inferable, 

premises. They are the content-related warrants or ‘conclusion rules’ that . . . justify the 

transition from the argument or arguments to the conclusion” (74-75). A common topos 

cited is that of “advantage” or “usefulness,” whereby if an action is considered useful or 

beneficial, then it should be undertaken (75). Effective toward the implication for Anglo 

intervention, this strategy could be deployed in many different contexts, for instance 

when Davis is describing the New Mexican gold mines, “With modern machinery and 

skillful management, they could not fail to yield a large revenue over and above the 
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expenses, and would be a money-making operation” (427). Since he has previously stated 

“In various parts of the country are found old abandoned mines, which have not been 

worked within the memory of man,” and “There has been but little work done in them 

since the war with Mexico” (425), one can hardly imagine that Davis’s anticipated 

developers and beneficiaries of the proposed mining would be the Nuevomexicanos 

themselves. Thus emerges the problematic nature of perceived benefit: what is argued 

implicitly or explicitly on behalf US interests is frequently at the expense of the 

Nuevomexicanos’ rights and property, the details of which are not mentioned by Davis.  

The topoi used in El Gringo typically revolve around the need for change, such as the 

alleged “backwardness,” of the people or the “ancient” condition of the territory, both 

geologically and culturally. Other topoi are subordinated to this main goal, focusing on 

more specific concerns such as the people’s purportedly vice-ridden nature, lack of 

education, and unfitness for self-governance, to name just a few.

 The fourth analytic category, described by the DHA as “discourse representation,” 

“framing,” or “perspectivation,” is the most relevant to understanding the largely indirect 

way that Davis constructs his own identity and culture. What will be referred to here as 

“framing” is defined by Reisigl and Wodak as how “speakers express their involvement 

in discourse and position their point of view in the reporting, description, narration or 

quotation of discriminatory events or utterances” (Discourse 45). As the concept is 

applied in Discourse and Discrimination: Rhetorics of Racism and Antisemitism (2001), 

concerning three case studies of racist language in late twentieth-century Austria, the 

authors tend toward a fairly narrow focus in relation to the object of the speaker’s point 
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of view. In this case, I extend the definition of frame to include Deborah Tannen’s 

“structures of expectation” in order to better incorporate the rhetorical use of elements 

such as narrative structure and genre that go beyond discreet events and utterances (15). 

The following section concerning narrative ethos will deal extensively with Davis’s use 

of framing and its relationship to the macro-strategies of the text as a whole.

 Finally, the fifth category consists of “intensifying” or “mitigating” strategies 

used to heighten or blunt the force of racist statements. Linguistically, they “qualify and 

modify the epistemic status of a proposition . . . . These strategies play an important role 

in the discursive presentation inasmuch as they operate upon it by sharpening it or toning 

it down” (Reisigl and Wodak, Discourse 45). Intensification and mitigation often occur 

through the degree of directness or explicitness by which the speaker utters a racist 

statement. To intensify his claim regarding the Navajo affinity for horses, Davis states, 

“[t]he Nabajo [sic] Indian is seldom seen on foot, a horse being as indispensable to him 

as to an Arab of the desert” (412). Standing alone, the first part of the sentence could be 

seen as a statement of fact; the second clause, however, adds the comparison to “the 

Arab,” a reference that is pejoratively Orientalist. Mitigation can be equally complex. At 

a micro level, examples of the mitigation strategy include using the subjunctive mood, for 

example deploying words such as “might” or “could,” or by using particles and adverbs 

that serve to qualify statements by muting their certainty, words such as “supposedly,” 

86



“possibly,” or “fairly” (84).31 In a larger intra-textual context, mitigation can involve 

entire sentences or sections of text.

 The following example, taken from Davis’s chapters on “Santa Fe Manners and 

Customs,” demonstrates several of the strategies just discussed: “As a race, the people of 

New Mexico are extremely superstitious, and which prevails to a greater or less degree 

among all classes, the intelligent as well as the most ignorant. They have an abiding faith 

in saints and images, and with the mass of the inhabitants their worship appears no more 

than a blind adoration of these insensible objects” (225). Here, the syncretized formation 

of race occurs through the conflation of race with religious belief. The nominational and 

predicational strategies are present in the way that Davis refers to the New Mexicans as a 

separate race, thereby identifying them as an “out-group,” and thus implying that he is 

among the “in-group.” Given the political context that Davis, as a representative of the 

conquering US, is truly the outsider, this reversal is a significant  move discursively.  The 

predicational strategy is present also in the statements related to superstition and their 

faith in saints and images, characteristics that Protestants would typically find 

objectionable. Although Davis states that intelligent people exist in New Mexico, he 

deploys the fifth strategy by effectively mitigating this through the claim regarding “blind 

adoration of insensible objects.” This brings into play the third strategy regarding 

argumentation, as throughout El Gringo Davis justifies and rationalizes the need for US 

intervention based on the implication that New Mexicans are ignorant and backward.
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 Recognizing the presence of micro and macro strategies and their inter-

relationships is an important aspect of understanding the linguistic strategies used in El 

Gringo. Micro strategies, such as Davis’s references to race using presupposition and 

predication at the paragraph level, contribute to macro strategies when their impact 

becomes cumulative intratextually--creating a situation where the whole is greater than 

the sum of the parts.  Macro strategies tend to involve the larger message of the text, for 

example establishing the evidence or premises required to support--and thus make 

possible--the critical summarizing arguments that promote lasting impressions at the 

conclusion. In the final chapter of El Gringo, Davis broaches a new subject not intimated 

or mentioned previously: “There is but one thing that can possibly open a new era in the 

prosperity of New Mexico, which is the building of a rail-road through the Territory to 

the Pacific. It would give a new impetus to all her interests, and do more to develop her 

resources than all other causes combined” (429). With the coming of the railroad looming 

on the horizon, it was not a difficult or surprising topic; had he discussed it at the outset, 

however, the exigencies he presented regarding the Nuevomexicanos would have been far 

less compelling. As part of a macro strategy, this proposition appears as a reasonable 

conclusion for the many derogatory claims and implications for Anglo intervention given 

in the preceding pages. Had he presented the railroad “solution” initially, there would 

have been little need to derogate the Nuevomexicanos so thoroughly; Anglo-Americans 

on the East Coast did not need to know about New Mexico in order to kindle their 

enthusiasm regarding growth of the railroad. 
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 While the previous example is clearly part of a macro strategy, other strategies, 

such as the use of historiography, function at both micro and macro levels. At the macro 

level, Davis’s use of historical vignettes functions at the level of ethos to promote his 

narrative authority through the voice of omniscience. By interspersing these vignettes, 

either formally as “official” chapters or as data used at the paragraph level to support a 

specific point, such as inferiority based on racial origin, the cumulative rhetorical effects 

are directed toward numerous argumentative topoi as the text develops. Building on the 

notion of the novel, racially-mixed Other, Davis later writes of the Nuevomexicano 

participants in the Legislative Assembly: 

These are a new people, speaking a strange language, and whose whole 
method of thinking and acting, in all things political, had been widely 
different from that of the American people. . . . Although the republican 
system of the United States is beautiful in its simplicity, and easily 
understood by those who have breathed its atmosphere and been trained in 
its ways from early youth, yet a strange people, who have been reared in 
ignorance of its precepts, and deprived of all political training, must 
necessarily require time before they can work with ease and facility in the 
new harness. (286)

Two pages later, the topos is made more explicit. Referring to a incident that had taken 

place during the session, Davis makes the following determination: “To say the least, 

these proceedings were unfortunate, and might be made use of as evidence that the 

people of New Mexico are incapable of self-government” (288). To preserve the 

appearance of demonstrating good will, Davis uses a micro-strategy of mitigation to 

temper his statement, deploying the phrases “to say the least,” and “might be made use of 

as evidence.” This topos ultimately supports the larger argument in favor of ongoing US 

control.
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El Gringo and Narrative Ethos

 As discussed in Chapter 1, the historical circumstances surrounding the 

authorship of El Gringo were such that Davis had little to contribute with respect to new 

knowledge of New Mexico. He did, however, bring to the text a new perspective and a 

new rhetorical mandate. Unlike Gregg, whose book preceded the US-Mexican War, 

Davis wrote from the position of newly created national authority, with a professional 

role to perform that was ostensibly judicial, but was inherently political in a much larger 

sense. The narrative success of El Gringo, and its ability to function persuasively, had 

everything to do with Davis’s ability to create frames, or “structures of expectation” that 

would appeal to the popular taste and rhetorical disposition of his audience. The primary 

frame--that of travel narrative--is determined by the conventions of genre. Within this 

basic structure, he frames his point of view and identity as the narrator, forming the 

ethical foundation that is vital to his rhetorical effectiveness. Having engaged his readers 

and created a plausible narrative presence, Davis is able to exploit additional structural 

features of the genre in order to construct the land and the people according to the 

hegemonic vision that is embodied throughout the text.

The Anonymous Narrator: Avoiding the Rhetorical Disadvantages of Identity

 Had Davis chosen to follow the path of earlier writers, he would have introduced 

his identity into the narrative by revealing the personal circumstances and motivating 

reasons that led him to undertake the journey to Santa Fe, not a minor issue considering 

the arduous nature of the month-long trip and its inherent dangers. Davis chooses not to 

foreground his position and purpose as a US Attorney, and instead begins the narrative in 
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medias res as a traveler identified only by his name as the author on the title page. The 

first sentence reads, “I embarked for the first time, upon the great prairie sea that 

stretches throughout the central region of North America, in the month of November, 

eighteen hundred and fifty-three” (13). By disclosing only the nominal part of his 

identity, in this case its effective substitute, Davis can appear like the “common men” 

who preceded him, who represented their own interests rather than those of a nation. Had 

this continued for a relatively brief portion of the text, it could be attributed to a stylistic 

choice; however, Davis-as-narrator remains without a personal context or stated purpose 

for more than half of the book, to page 246 when he is sworn into office. By that point in 

the narrative, he has recounted the journey to Santa Fe, and has presented two chapters of 

his own historiography of New Mexico, two chapters on the Pueblo Indians, and three 

describing the “manners and customs” of the people of Santa Fe. When he does reveal his 

purpose, it is downplayed by naming his official position in the middle of the paragraph.  

The oddity of this signals an important strategic choice, one that belies Davis’s 

authenticity as autobiographical narrator whose ostensible objective is to relate a personal 

story.

Two features in particular stand out as issues of identity that—had they been 

stated—might have colored the reading of El Gringo in so far as ethos: Davis’s social 

status and his military service. Both would have posed a serious challenge to the 

“common man” image he sought to promote. From the perspective of Bitzer’s theory, 

these are important rhetorically, as Davis could be seen as evading the potential 
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constraints associated with his identity had his audience been prompted to think critically 

about his personal biases. Though he was not wealthy, according to Hepler (9), his 

memoir indicates that he was part of a long-established Anglo-Protestant family, and was 

well connected politically. He was born in 1820 in Davisville, Pennsylvania, presumably 

named after his family (Hepler 1).32 Davis writes about his father’s death in his memoir, 

stating that he had been buried among five generations of the Davis family, which would 

have established their presence well before the Revolutionary War. He was comfortable 

dining with the President of the United States, and was not hesitant to arrange meetings 

with officials at the highest levels of government. Inclined toward military service, Davis 

received the rank of Captain in the US-Mexican War, and after his time in New Mexico, 

the rank of Brigadier General in the Civil War. While still a law student, Davis enlisted in 

the First Massachusetts Infantry to serve in the US-Mexican War, where he spent the 

winter of 1847-48 in Mexico as part of the expedition that fought and captured General 

Valencia, the Mexican Army’s second in command (Hepler 3). This aspect of his 

biography is consequential in that his prior experience in Mexico as an enemy, at least 

militarily, undoubtedly influenced his later perception of the Mexicanos of Santa Fe.33 

When he is sworn into office, his narrative presence has been so well established that the 

revelation of his professional identity has little rhetorical impact, seeming instead to be 

merely another episode of the story.
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Like his contemporaries, Kendall and Gregg, Davis had to construct a plausible 

identity for himself according to the prevailing expectations for genre, as well as the 

rhetorical constraints that governed his participation as both narrator and actor. As in 

autobiography, the author-participant in travel writing is both the central consciousness in 

the storytelling and the subject-protagonist of the narrative. The author’s identity, at least 

partially contextualized from the start through his or her own self-description, typically 

contributes toward making the story worthy of reading and serves as the point of 

orientation for the narrative voice. As an ongoing condition, this voice must work toward 

the rhetorical objectives of the author and maintain the interest of the reader 

simultaneously. In travel stories concerning the Southwest, the narrator often implied her 

or his own role as that of the hero, justified by having surmounted physical challenges 

and dangers. This manner of self-construction, according to Pratt, was typical of explorer 

narratives of the nineteenth century (“Scratches” 146). In Davis’s case, he chooses not to 

represent himself as a heroic protagonist, instead finding it more advantageous 

rhetorically to maintain the same level of importance as the other actors of his narrative. 

While he is close enough to be present as an observer,  he is rarely engaged as the central 

consciousness in any immediate action at the story level. With few exceptions, he does 

not disclose his personal feelings as such, and they remain as Pratt might put it, “off 

stage” (Imperial 178). 

Davis achieves this effect of relative anonymity, in part, through the manipulation 

of narrative distance and point of view, strategies alternatively described by discourse 

analysts as related to “detachment” and “involvement” (Reisigl and Wodak, Discourse 
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83). Although he is a direct participant in the narrative, a position that would more 

typically be developed through the first-person “I,” the majority of the narrative takes 

place either in third-person, or in the plural, “we,” form of first-person. The distinction 

between the focalization aspect of point of view, the “who sees” versus the narrative 

aspect, the “who speaks,” is important, as Davis is always the focalizer, even though he 

sometimes attempts to blur the distinction by stylistically “sharing” the narration.34 

Several chapters, those concerning the history of New Mexico, the Pueblo Indians, and 

“Manners and Customs of the People,” take place primarily in third-person, with an 

occasional variation, apparently for the sake of style, as when Davis takes on the role of 

tour guide in Chapter VII:

Having thus given the reader a brief general description of Santa Fé, I will, 
 in order to make him better acquainted with the localities of the place, and 
 also the manners and customs of the people, ask him or her to accompany 
 me in a perambulatory visit around the town and take note of whatever of 
 interest turns up on the way. (168)

Shifting away from the narrative “I,” Davis is able to deflect the personal bias of his 

observation by framing the viewpoint in terms of “we”; choosing what “we” see and how 

“we” see it, as when he states:

 We next bend our steps to the gaming-houses, as they are part of the social 
 system of the country . . . . This vice seems to be a national amusement 
 among the Mexican race, and nearly all indulge in it to a greater or less 
 degree. . . . [T]he saintly priest does not deem it in derogation of his holy 
 calling to gamble, and he is a frequent visitor at the monte table. . . . So 
 thoroughly is this vice ingrafted into the population, that I have 
 frequently seen children of ten years of age playing cards for pennies with 
 as much apparent interest as professional gamblers. (184)
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The association of race with vice provided yet another facet to a conceptual framing of 

Other that was tailored to the dislikes of the Anglo-Protestant mainstream. The sarcastic 

barb regarding the priest’s lack of saintliness was directed toward the common belief that 

the Catholic church was both corrupt and hypocritical.

  In a similar strategy involving point of view, Davis switches roles with his readers 

by using the second person “you.” Rather than revealing his own emotions directly, he 

writes of the greatly anticipated arrival of the mail wagon: “In a little while you receive 

your letters and leave the office--a happier man than when you entered. . . . You hurry 

away to your own quiet room to read over, in silence and alone, the letters you have 

received, for it will never do to open such treasures within the ken of stranger-

eyes” (273). Through these types of framing strategies, the ethical focus of the narrative 

is shifted,  offering the reader a false sense of participation. Rhetorically, Davis’s own 

subjectivity is decentered, thus suggesting that his statements carry the authority of an 

autonomous text rather than of the less-convincing individual traveler.

Ethos, Tone, and Historiographic Omniscience

As an on-going and continually mediated condition, ethos in travel narrative 

depends largely on its tone, the aspect of the narrative voice that reflects the author-

narrator’s attitude toward both the reader and the subject. For nineteenth-century travel 

writers, authoritative confidence in their observations was taken for granted, yet this was 

only part of the overall tone and it could be intensified or mitigated depending on the 

desired effect. In Davis’s situation, tone was imperative to his relationship with his 

audience; had he managed it poorly, he would have risked alienating his readers or not 
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engaging them at all. Because the narrative lacked a personal context, Davis’s semi-

anonymous voice in the first half of the book placed the burden of ethos even more 

heavily on its tone. Regarding the text as a whole, Davis struggles between objectivity 

and judgment, yet the overall tone is consistently beneficent—at least in the sense that no 

matter how negative his representations of the Nuevomexicanos are, the implied 

remediations appear to be as much for their own good as they are for the interests of the 

United States.35  

As important as it is to positive self-presentation, the rhetorical significance of 

beneficence has been recognized since classical times.  In his discussion of strategy, 

Aristotle pointed to goodwill, or what we would interpret in this case as beneficence, as a 

characteristic that a speaker needs to exhibit in order to be persuasive. Along with virtue 

and wisdom, he stated that it is one of “three things we trust other than logical 

demonstration” (Aristotle 112). Taken at face value, Davis’s beneficent tone could be 

seen as a discursive move to deflect the readers’ attention away from the imperialistic 

motives behind the US presence in the Southwest. Pratt’s concept of the “anti-conquest,” 

however, adds further complication to this view by suggesting that the US government 

constructed its own representation according to a “Utopian, innocent vision of European 

global authority” (Imperial 38). In terms of American expansion, it was the vision that the 

US adopted after the Monroe Doctrine as an ideological justification for the internal 

colonization of the West. While the Doctrine officially arrested further colonization of the 
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Americas, internal colonization of the continent was acceptable under the guise of 

bettering the lives of all. Incorporating both of these views, we can see the strategic value 

of Davis’s beneficence as another manifestation of positive self-presentation. Appealing 

to Protestant values, including the inherent possibility of redemption, Davis projects 

himself as one who “conforms to the explicit and implicit norms of the official policy and 

morals” of the target group addressed. When the speaker refers to allegedly negative 

experiences with the Other, the experience is “embedded into a discriminatory narrative 

discourse as an illustrative example and provides ostensible empirical evidence for the 

character of the defamed group as a whole” (Reisigl and Wodak, Discourse 23-24). As an 

example, Davis writes: 

 In speaking of the vice and immorality of New Mexico, I must not be 
  understood as including the whole population in the same category. Amid 
  so much that is corrupt, there are some as pure in mind and morals as can 
  be found in any country, and who are as much alive to all the amenities 
  and proprieties of life. . . . The vices that prevail are constitutional and 
  national-- more the result of habit, example, and education--or rather want 
  of it-- than from natural depravity.” (231)

Davis frequently combined apparent beneficence with deprecatory remarks intended to 

support a conclusion based on negative remarks already provided. As an example, he 

follows a polemic concerning the prevalence of vice with the statement, “With all their 

faults, they [Nuevomexicanos] are easily governed if they are treated with kindness and 

justice” (220). Here, Davis’s beneficence leans more toward paternalism, presenting yet 

another rationalization for the US presence. Notably, Aristotle’s use of the word “exhibit”  

lacks a qualitative referent, consequently little importance lies in the distinction between 

ostensible and genuine beneficence. 
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In another type of strategy involving beneficence, Davis makes a gambit by 

appearing to take the side of the assumed “underdog” he has himself constructed: 

 I believe the Mexicans have been unjustly accused of cowardice as a race, 
  and denied the attributes of personal courage that belong to every other 
  people. In looking at the sources whence they sprung, we see no reason 
  why they should not possess all the physical virtues that belong to the 
  human race. (218)

As an example of the “straw man fallacy,” this move consists of “denying . . . a premise 

not verbalised or not in question,” in order to take a stand against it (Reisigl and Wodak, 

Discourse 73). While he attempts to promote his commitment to justice and fairness, he 

deploys a mitigating move by re-instantiating the Mexicans as Other by relegating them 

linguistically as apart from “every other people,” and the entire “human race.” Using the 

phrase “sources whence they sprung” is suggestive of a plant metaphor, an 

impersonalizing strategy intensifying the message that they are less than human.

 The gambit was not without promise in terms of enabling an even bolder 

rhetorical move. Davis follows the previous assertion by acknowledging the military 

prowess of the Mexican forbears: the gallant and courageous Spaniard whose infantry 

was “among the best soldiery in the world”; the Moors, whose history on the battlefield 

established “the courage of that race beyond a doubt”; and the “manner in which the 

American Indians have ever resisted the approach of the white settlers.” He then writes of 

their poor military leadership, of how at home the Mexicans had nearly had their 

manhood “crushed out of them,” and “when led to the field, they had no interest in the 

contest, and nothing to fight for.” The purpose of Davis’s praise is evident in the 

following statement:
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  They had been so long taught to believe themselves an inferior race, and 
  destitute of manly attributes, they came to believe this their condition, 
  and ceased to have confidence in themselves. With American officers to 
  lead them, they will make excellent troops; and they possess a power of 
  endurance under fatigue which excels most other people. (218-19)

Here, Davis recognizes the value of the Mexicans as potential soldiers, a key human 

resource that few others had at that time, and one that would have substantial 

consequences in future US wars. During World War II, as one scholar notes, “no other 

ethnic group, according to its percentage of the whole population, had as many men 

serving in combat divisions. No other ethnic group received as many decorations for 

valor” (Chávez 117).  In 1940, roughly 5.6 percent of the US population was considered 

“Latino,” but 25 percent of the soldiers who endured the infamous Bataan “death march” 

were of Mexican descent (Acuña 264). During the US war in Vietnam, soldiers identified 

with Spanish surnames had a higher death rate than all other servicemen. In the 

Southwest, where the greatest number of Mexicanos resided at the time, 11.8 percent of 

the population in 1960, the death rate for soldiers from the area was roughly 19 percent 

between January 1960 and March of 1969 (Guzman 480-81).

 Reading El Gringo non-critically, as nineteenth-century readers may have done in 

order to preserve their own “innocence” with respect to the US incursion, one could have 

accepted its beneficent tone as a manifestation of Davis’s “authentic” voice and judged 

his credibility accordingly. This assumption, however, is belied by his other writing. 

Comparing the tone of El Gringo to that used under the constraints of a different 

situation, we see that he was able to adopt a genre and tone consistent with his ideology 

but of a markedly different tenor. He returned to New Mexico in 1856 as Secretary of the 
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Territory, and was appointed Acting Governor in 1857 for the eleven-month period that 

Governor Meriwether was away (Twitchell 314). In that capacity, he was also 

Superintendent of Indian Affairs and was in regular contact with Michael Steck, an Indian 

Agent in the southern region of the Territory who kept him apprised concerning the 

activities of the Apaches and Navajo. Below is an excerpt of a hand-written letter to Steck 

in response to his report of crimes attributed to the Apaches:

. . . . The robbery at Fletcher’s is a more serious affair and I desire that you 
will use your best [word illegible] to discover who the perpetrators are in 
both instances. The treaty provides that the tribe will surrender those who 
depredated upon the whites, and you should insist upon their compliance 
with the provision. Give the head man most distinctly to understand that 
the tribe will be held responsible for these acts, and that if they do not 
immediately cease all depredations, they may expect the soldiers among 
them, and in that case we will not bury the hatchet until they are 
destroyed. 

Two important distinctions must be made about the letter: first, it was not intended to be a 

public document. As a personal, yet official, communication it is one in which the reader 

is a known, specific individual whose role as Davis’s subordinate is clearly understood. 

Second, it is a genre in which Davis’s identity is its source of ethos and, as someone with 

military force at his disposal, whose “wishes” are tantamount. Davis was an adroit 

rhetorician, and whether or not he was conscious of it, he effectively gauged the 

directness of his message according to the situation. In the letter to Steck, the beneficence 

demonstrated in El Gringo gives way to a willingness to take the most severe measures 

possible, including genocide, in order to protect the interests of Anglo-Americans in the 

West. The ability to adopt a fitting tone for a given, immediate rhetorical situation was an 

important part of Davis’s repertoire of skills. Consequently his narrative voice appears 
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“natural,” in part because much of the rhetorical effectiveness of personal stories lies in 

the assumption that they are authentic, or genuine, unless the reader has reason to believe 

otherwise.

  In addition to beneficence, Davis’s strategies for self-positioning involved 

appropriating historiographic narrative. As a typical convention of nineteenth-century 

travel writing, historical background was frequently addressed in a separate chapter, 

providing an implied causal framework for the conclusions to be drawn later by the 

narrator. The discourse of historiography was useful rhetorically, in part by invoking the 

authority of the omniscient narrator, along with the illusion that the observer could 

provide a “complete” and all-knowing account of the subject. In the semi-anonymous 

first half of El Gringo, Davis introduces his historiographic episode by stating his 

purpose to provide “a sketch of leading historical incidents” (58). From this point, the 

narration becomes virtually omniscient, its informational content made all the more 

believable by the assurance that it came from “official sources in the office of the 

Secretary of the Territory at Santa Fé,” as if his representation is a monolithic entity 

rather than a matter of his selection. As a result, Davis’s role in crafting the historical 

narrative becomes invisible, except at the end of the section where the narrative moves 

into the present, and the Anglo-Americans become part of the story. Creating an aporia of 

sorts, the intrusion of “us” and “our” into the third person historical narrative seems 

abrupt and incongruous, the mythical world colliding with the actual.  An example of the 

discourse-immanent critique, this type of incongruity is associated with the “other 

problematics” included as part of “internal inconsistencies.” 
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 In addition to offering the benefit of the omniscient voice, historiography could be 

deployed toward more explicit rhetorical objectives. The impossibility of self-reflexivity 

on Davis’s part becomes ironic in the following example. As part of his “historical” 

account of the Pueblo Indians, he writes: 

When the Spaniards first came to the country and made permanent 
settlements . . . they found these Indians numerous and powerful, living 
peaceful and happy lives in their villages, and supplied with the comforts 
and necessaries of life. The Europeans overran and took possession of 
their mountains and valleys, and reduced the inhabitants from 
independence to a state of servitude; the pleasures of their simple and 
primitive life were at an end . . . . This treatment begat a feeling of hatred 
toward the Spaniards, whom they began to regard as intruders in their 
country and usurpers of their lands . . . . (132-33)

Representing the situation as an affront to justice, Davis positions himself on the moral 

high ground, implying the innocence of the US despite the fact that his statements applied 

in many respects to US actions. An additional strategy of positioning, Davis incorporates 

nomination in order to collectivize the Spanish as Other, and then evaluates them 

predicationally as hated usurpers. The rhetorical effect is to represent the Spanish 

colonists, and thus their descendants, as intruders who are lacking entitlement to the land 

and its resources.  

 In the narrative of El Gringo, the tension of the “anti-conquest” is represented by 

the need to balance a seemingly fair and objective tone with the degree of judgment 

needed to be clearly persuasive. One effective strategy for maintaining this balance was 

through polyphony, by selectively adopting the discourse style of genres that were 

considered inherently objective. Historiography and science both carried a relatively high 

degree of cachet in this respect, and extensive replication of the genre was not required in 

order to satisfy the rhetorical demands of Davis’s text. Scientific terms, such as 
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“aboriginal” or the use of “male” and “female” instead of “men” and “women” were 

interspersed in the text sufficiently enough to amplify the desired tone of objectivity. As 

dehumanizing as it was, this quasi-anthropological terminology was useful for all 

representations of the Other, as demonstrated by Davis’s basic description of Mexicanos: 

In stature they are below the medium height, both male and female, but 
are well made, with sound constitutions, and are graceful and athletic. . . . 
The females exhibit, in some instances, the features of the Indian, high 
cheek-bones, and thick lips, and many of them possess considerable 
personal beauty. (216-17)

In both sentences, the observations are followed by an evaluative clause reflecting 

Davis’s positionality and his desire to highlight the physical attributes that his readers 

might find valuable, particularly those suggesting that Nuevomexicanos would provide an 

attractive and sturdy workforce. 

 In a more subtle approach, Davis uses the anthropological terms for gender as a 

nominational strategy in order to add a derogatory shift to a sentence that might otherwise 

work against his ultimate rhetorical aim. Discussing the changing styles of dress “among 

the better classes” in New Mexico, Davis states, “The females conform themselves to the 

fashions of Paris and New York with greater facility than the men, but they are so far 

removed from the world of dress as to be a year or two behind the times” (189). As an 

extension of the previously mentioned tension regarding rhetorical balance, Davis will 

acknowledge the existence of a generally positive feature, i.e., “better classes” who are 

aware of fashion at a global level, but almost reflexively, he mitigates the rhetorical effect 

by implying primitivity and by re-reminding his readers of the New Mexicans’ 

“backwardness.” Travel writers of that era had considerable mobility to move in and out 
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of accessory discourses, and because they did not promote themselves as historians or 

anthropologists per se, they could dabble in the official terminology as suited their needs. 

Davis’s credibility is enhanced by associating himself linguistically with the worlds of 

history and science, even if the connection is merely suggestive.

Multiple Conflations: Land, Race, and Orientalism  

 Having established a narrative framework that reflected his presence in a 

rhetorically effective manner, Davis is able to develop the ideological agenda of the text 

by adding a variety of content. Essentially “building his case” through triangulation, he 

revisits key representational themes, often conflating factors such as ethnicity and moral 

character, or race and nationality. The Orientalist references common to travel writing 

appealed to the readers’ imagination, and were thus fertile territory for conflated images 

that preyed upon fear and ignorance.

 As an example, we look at the way in which Davis incorporates presupposition as 

a means of constructing Mexicanos within the highly contentious context of 

miscegenation.  As with the anxiety regarding the intermixing of Moorish blood, the 

introduction of Native American blood through miscegenation was a principal concern, 

and this was epitomized in popular print media by captivity narratives, typically featuring 

vivid descriptions of the kidnapping and subsequent treatment of Anglo women by Native 

Americans. Though references to sexual relations were usually not specific, questions 

regarding the perceived threat to Anglo purity were a palpable subtext (Rebolledo, “Las 

Hijas” 129). Paredes tells us that the early ethnologists of the nineteenth century, such as 
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Josiah C. Nott, were highly concerned with racial difference and argued that 

miscegenation led to the deterioration of the “superior” race. This concept was amplified 

by others who argued that the offspring of two different races would inherit the worst 

characteristics of both (“Mexican Image” 20). In one of his more scathing comments, 

Davis writes:

As would naturally be the case, a people so various in their origin as the 
Mexicans, and in whose veins flows the blood of three distinct races, 
would present a corresponding diversity of character. They possess the 
cunning and deceit of the Indian, the politeness and spirit of revenge of the 
Spaniard, and the imaginative temperament and fiery impulse of the Moor. 
(217) 
 

Note that the entire statement occurs in two parts. The first gives the appearance that 

Davis is making a rational claim that is relatively neutral ideologically. From a linguistic 

perspective, this first portion establishes what Culler describes as a logical 

presupposition, or the supposition that must be accepted in order to determine whether a 

statement is true or false (111). Functioning intratextually with the next sentence, it 

suggests the context in which the next sentence is to be read. Having done that, the highly 

charged accusations that follow seem to do so naturally. Like the strategy of comparison, 

logical presupposition is readily deployed. Note how it is incorporated into the following 

passage toward a somewhat different, but related ideological effect: 

The new people who sprung from this intermarriage between the 
conquerors and the conquered were dark and swarthy in appearance, and 
so have remained, through the change of generations, for nearly three 
hundred years. Among the present population there is found every shade 
of color, from the nut-brown which exhibits a strong preponderance of the 
aboriginal blood, to the pure Castilian, who is as slight and fair as the sons 
and daughters of the Anglo-Saxon race. . . . The intermixture between the 
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peasantry and the native tribes of Indians is yet carried on, and there is no 
present hope of the people improving in color. (216)

In the passage above, Davis creates the presupposition with statements that are less 

neutral and more encoded in a way that will speak negatively to his Anglo-American 

audience. Framing his representation of the progeny of these people as a dark and 

corrupting influence upon the existing and more diverse population, he creates the 

necessary footing for the evaluative statement regarding no hope of “improving” their 

color. This final statement makes two presuppositions: that dark skin is undesirable, and 

that actions to increase the population’s “whiteness” would be valuable. Described by 

discourse analyst Uta Quasthoff as a “text linguistic” stereotype, this type of statement is 

expressed implicitly, thus the prejudiced meaning is “presupposed or inferable” (Reisigl 

and Wodak, Discourse 20). From the perspective of the DHA, the “text linguistic” 

stereotype is particularly significant because it “relies on knowledge of context and 

transcends the sentence level” (21). While the overall message might seem to promote 

miscegenation rather than discourage it, the prevailing attitude was that the Indian 

influence was enduring and difficult to breed out, much like the attitude that “one drop” 

of African blood was sufficient to “taint” the entire person. 

 Continuing with Davis’s treatment of the issue of miscegenation, his narrative 

demonstrates that not all situations were considered equally, and class was a mitigating 

factor in its social interpretation. Marriages between Anglo-American men and upper-

class New Mexican women were not uncommon, yet they had to be explained 

discursively.  As a means of “upholding their own reputation,” Antonio I. Castañeda 
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states that these men “effectively separated elite women from the history, gave them a 

new history, and thus made them acceptable to Americans” (qtd. in Padilla 114-15). The 

following description of his hosts in El Paso demonstrates Davis’s careful framing of the 

“inter-racial” marriage of his friend and colleague. He writes, “Judge Hart is a native of 

Kentucky, and settled at this point at the close of the war, in which he served as an 

officer. Mrs. Hart is a Mexican by birth, a Chihuahuanian [sic], but of fine Spanish blood, 

and is a lady of refinement and intelligence” (376). By noting that Judge Hart is “a native 

of Kentucky,” Davis signifies that he is Anglo. When he writes that Mrs. Hart is Mexican, 

he alerts the reader to the possibility that she is not white, and to resolve this question he 

must account for her ethnicity. In the description of Mrs. Hart the disjunctive word “but” 

has particular rhetorical significance, and points to another way that logical 

presupposition functions intra-textually. The use of “but” indicates that what follows it is 

intended to “correct” the readers’ anticipated presuppositions regarding the first portion 

of the sentence, in this case that Mrs. Hart is an exception to the generally accepted 

perception of Chihuahuans. Moreover, the word “but” functions as an inference-

triggering device that connects the immediate situation to the reproduction of racism 

within a broader discursive context.

When certain types of images of the Southwest--literal or figurative--have become 

a standard referential shorthand, they function as tropes that serve a specific ideological 

function. Orientalist allusions were particularly effective in describing the land. One of 

the fundamental Expansionist tropes concerning New Mexico and the entire region to be 

annexed, was that it was a vast, desert wasteland. This was expressed by Michigan 
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Senator Lewis Cass who stated, “We do not want the people of Mexico, either as citizens 

or subjects. All we want is a portion of territory, which they nominally hold, generally 

uninhabited, or, where inhabited at all, sparsely so, and with a population, which would 

soon recede, or identify itself with ours” (qtd. in D. Gutiérrez 16). Pratt has identified the 

type of ideological dynamic at work here, elaborating on the concept of disponibility 

discussed earlier: “It is the task of advance scouts for capitalist ‘improvement’ to encode 

what they encounter as ‘unimproved’ and, in keeping with the terms of the anti-conquest, 

as disponible, available for improvement” (Imperial 60). Although the image of the desert 

is valid for certain areas, like the Jornada del Muerto, the region in general is diverse 

geographically. Prior to the arrival of Anglo-Americans, there had been enough arable 

land to sustain numerous permanent settlements of Native Americans, as well as the 

agrarian economy of Nuevomexicanos. Nonetheless, writers like Davis promoted a 

distorted image of the region’s geography to their Eastern readers. According to Pratt, 

colonial discourses tended to “deterritorize” regions in order to make them appear 

“disponible.” Thus, the New Mexican people were represented as if they were apart from 

the land that had been under their control, and upon which their livelihood still depended 

(Imperial 132). As Davis travels south from Santa Fé, he writes: 

At Casa Colorado we struck a young desert, an excellent pocket edition of 
the great African Zahara, over which we journeyed for about four 
miles. . . . The sand blew in our faces like hail, and our poor animals, at 
times, would stop, refusing to face the storm. . . . For the distance this 
region extends, it is as perfect a desert waste as can be . . . .” (359-60)
  

The first portion of Davis’s statement successfully evokes the image of the Sahara, the 

prototype for “desert” in the most extreme sense. He adds to the desert’s image of 
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desolation by locating it figuratively on the distant African continent, itself a fertile trope 

in the realm of colonialist discourse as well as in travel narrative. Semantically, however, 

the reference becomes oxymoronic—the significance of the Sahara desert is in fact that it 

is immense. A “pocket edition” would lack the element of danger that gives the reference 

its meaning. This point is significant because it reflects that for Davis’s literate audience

—those familiar with “pocket editions”—the power of imagery took precedence over 

semantic value.

Later in the book, Davis makes a similar comparison combining the trope of the 

barren wasteland with the one concerning New Mexico’s arrested state of antiquity. He 

writes, “Compared with the rest of the Union, New Mexico may be called a desert land, 

and a large portion of it is almost as unfitted for agricultural purposes as the plains of 

Arabia. In appearance it is the most ancient country I have ever seen, and looks as though 

it might have been worn out long before the rest of our earth was made” (429). Mid-

paragraph, Davis makes a discursive shift, using a comparison of the land to its people as 

a transition point. He states, “The mountains are mostly barren, barring a stunted growth 

of pine-trees; the plains are almost as sterile, and the small fertile valleys are like angels’ 

visits, ‘few and far between.’ The minds of the people are as barren as the land, with as 

little hope of being better cultivated” (429-430). The cynicism expressed in El Gringo 

seems incongruous alongside plans for public education. The overall implication, 

however, is that ignorance is an ongoing state, that the Nuevomexicanos will not be fit to 

make their own laws, and as a result, Anglo-American oversight will be required for the 

foreseeable future. 
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As an aspect of the “pre-interpreted” nature of Orientalist references, Davis’s 

allusions usually point to a de-complicated and often romanticized version of history, one 

with which a reader would identify based on superficial knowledge rather than direct 

experience or serious study. In one instance, Davis describes his lodgings at the home of 

a wealthy landowner in Peña Blanca, stating that his host “lives surrounded with a throng 

of peones somewhat after the manner of the feudal lords of the Middle Ages” (339). Not 

having extensive historical knowledge themselves, readers are likely to take Davis’s 

representation at face value and continue on in the text. Nearly forty pages later, he 

makes a similar observation regarding the home of a resident of El Paso, three hundred 

miles to the South, only this time he invokes yet another layer of intertextuality. He 

states: “We rode down to Magoffinsville. . . to pay our respects to Mr. M., the proprietor, 

whom I found living quite in nabob style in a large Spanish-built house, that reminded me 

somewhat of an old mansion of the feudal ages” (376). To contemporary readers, the 

word “nabob” stands out as being rarely-if-ever seen in common usage. The Oxford 

English Dictionary defines it as “a British person who acquired a large fortune in India 

during the period of British rule. Also: any wealthy or high-ranking foreigner.” Invoking 

the vast textual archive of colonial writings and their hegemonic ideology, Davis is able 

to impart an entire worldview in a single word.

One trope that serves as a common thread throughout the text of Commerce of the 

Prairies, El Gringo, and others, is that of New Mexican “backwardness,” implying not 

only that New Mexico suffers behind the US, but that there is a market for American 

goods to address its material lack. Both Gregg and Davis describe their observations 
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regarding the state of agricultural practices: Davis, for example states, “The manner of 

cultivation is exceedingly rude and primitive. . . . At the present day many of the 

peasantry cultivate with the hoe only” (201). In her writing about colonialist travel 

narrative, Pratt notes that the European observers’ outrage over backwardness was highly 

hypocritical considering that it was the very basis for their opportunism. The ideological 

role of the “vanguards,” in this case popular writers like Gregg and Davis, was “to 

encode . . . noncapitalist landscapes and societies as manifestly in need of the rationalized 

exploitation Europeans bring” (Imperial 148-49). Rhetorically, however, this served only 

part of the Expansionist vision. Backwardness, or a lack of technological and material 

advancement, could be remedied largely through commerce; what the US sought was to 

alter the region’s culture in a way that would make it recognizable as part of itself.

Often interwoven with backwardness, the trope of general ignorance served the 

same rhetorical goal. One aspect of the culture that stood out to Davis as egregiously 

deficient was the state of New Mexican education, to which he attests “ . . . in no country 

in the world, that lays least claim to civilization has general education and cultivation of 

the arts been so entirely neglected” (193). Here, Davis amplifies the negative aspects of 

his implicit comparison by using absolutes, and by comparing New Mexico not just to the 

Anglo portion of the US, but to the entire world. An example of positive in-group and 

negative out-group representation, van Dijk indicates that this type of comparison often 

incorporates hyperbole and metaphor to create an exaggerated image of social problems 

as illnesses or pathologies. Emphasizing an implied contrast between “the Civilized” and 

the “Barbarians,” the Other is “associated not simply with difference, but rather with 
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deviance” (“Critical” 362). From the perspective of Protestant Anglo-Americans, such 

deviance was not acceptable in connection with the divinely ordained emerging nation 

that they envisioned as a reflection of themselves. These types of denigrated images of 

Nuevomexicanos created an implicit exigency for remediation, and this in turn worked 

discursively to supplant existing lifeways.

The possibility of statehood became of great interest to Nuevomexicanos soon 

after it became a territory, though the idea was maligned by some travel writers. As they 

mused over their experiences, travel writers often elaborated by attempting to explain 

what they saw according to their own knowledge base, however faulty it might be. This 

was particularly true when there was need to connect observation to ideology regarding 

volatile issues such as participation in government. At one point, Davis suggests that the 

reason for the Nuevomexicanos’ ignorance is part of the legacy of Spanish rule: “It was 

always the policy of Spain and Mexico to keep their people in ignorance, and, so far as 

New Mexico was concerned, they seem to have carried out the system with singular 

faithfulness” (193). Davis’s paragraph draws an additional conclusion that shifts the 

rhetorical orientation of the entire passage: “This exhibits a fearful amount of ignorance 

among the people, and is enough to make us question the propriety of entrusting them 

with the power to make their own laws” (193).

Although this statement appears unambiguous, its meaning is transformed when it  

is presented again in a different social context. An important feature of intertextuality is 

statements may be relocated between texts, but function quite differently if they are 

contextualized in a different rhetorical situation. To show one example: a close variation 
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of this statement had appeared prior to the publication of El Gringo in Davis’s annual 

address to the New Mexico Legislative Assembly on December 3, 1855 during his term 

as Acting Governor of the Territory (Hepler 152). After prefacing it with statistics 

concerning the high rate of illiteracy among eligible voters, he said, “This shows a fearful 

amount of ignorance among our people, and is a ground to question their ability to make 

a proper use of the political power entrusted in them” (qtd. in Hepler 152, emphasis 

added). The rhetorical difference is markedly different if we look at what follows the 

statement in the legislative address, versus that which follows it in El Gringo. In the 

address, he said:

From these figures it appears that our children are growing up in 
ignorance, and are not being prepared to discharge the important social 
and political duties that must devolve upon them. If we wish to take rank 
with the rest of the Union in intelligence, we must dispel the cloud of 
ignorance that hangs over us, by educating the rising generation. (Hepler 
153)  

In El Gringo, Davis introduces additional statistics indicating that a great majority of 

New Mexican voters did not favor public education. He then analyzes the situation:

The great enmity to schools and intelligence can only be accounted for as 
follows: that the people are so far sunk in ignorance that they are not really 
capable of judging of the advantages of education. From this result the 
cause of education has but little hope from popular will, and the verdict 
shows that the people love darkness rather than light.” (210)

In the substitution of “the” for “our,” Davis demonstrates the nascent state of New 

Mexican identity as part of the US, and also his ambivalence concerning his own identity 

in relation to an unstable Other. In El Gringo, the context is configured to generate a 

totalizing image of Nuevomexicanos in a habitually deplorable state that Anglo-
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Americans would find in need of remediation. Because it is a suggestion made in a travel 

narrative, rather than in an instrument of legislation, the conclusion is ultimately left up to 

the reader. In the case of the address to the Legislative Assembly, Davis provides a 

different body of evidence, one that demonstrates conscious reasoning and is based on 

census figures concerning literacy. Appropriate to the genre of political address, he does 

not disparage the Nuevomexicanos directly, and speaks to the common good. Rather than 

leaving his audience with an open-ended problem as he does in El Gringo, he uses the 

same statement as part of an argument that public education needs to be improved, and 

public funds need to be allocated accordingly. The movement of this statement across 

genres allows it to be recontextualized, and in doing so, transforms it in a way that creates 

an entirely different message, one that is concerned with addressing a social problem 

constructively rather than with disenfranchising the Nuevomexicanos because of it. 

 While some tropes continue to resonate in contemporary discourse, either wholly 

or as recognizable vestiges, others are transformed or disappear entirely according to 

changing rhetorical exigency. The contrasts can be striking and even contradictory, 

emphasizing that their meaning is situated rather than stable. This is particularly notable 

if we compare Davis’s Orientalist representations to those of Charles Lummis, who, 

responding to a different exigency, put a different spin on the same images at the end of 

the century in order to advertise New Mexico as the “land of enchantment” (R. Gutiérrez 

12), a popular metaphor still in use today.
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Conclusion

 From the narrative position of Said’s authoritative White Man, Davis developed 

an intra-textual network of rhetorical strategies that worked toward the singular goal of 

representing New Mexico as the just target of US expansionism. As the primary attribute 

of dissimilarity, race was used as the basis for promoting the oppositional relationship 

between Self and Other that was essential in the attempt to justify Anglo domination. 

Because this project aims toward a “prospective” critique that is socially relevant in the 

present, the following two chapters work to formulate a critical analysis that moves 

transhistorically across the dimension of time, and interdiscursively between texts, 

arguing that Davis’s narrative has played an active role in the discourse used to bring the 

nuclear industry to New Mexico. Building on the analysis of this chapter, I will 

investigate how constructions regarding identity and disponibility have been reproduced 

and transformed according to a similar ideological agenda.
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CHAPTER FOUR

FROM “DISPONIBLE” TO “DESTRUCTIBLE”: NINETEENTH-CENTURY 

DISCOURSE AND THE NUCLEAR AGE

 In the previous chapter, I examined W.W.H. Davis’s El Gringo: New Mexico and 

Her People with respect to linguistic constructions of identity, specifically those that 

worked to marginalize its people and to depict the territory as disponible for the sake of 

promoting Anglo-American economic interests. As travel writers spun exoticized images 

likening Santa Fe to “Timbuctoo” (Davis 164, 237), or the general locale as a desert 

“unfitted for agricultural purposes as the plains of Arabia” (429), the enduring public 

perception developed that New Mexico was both “uninhabited” and “isolated.” The claim 

that it was uninhabited was, and continues to be problematic; contrary to Davis’s claims, 

the text of El Gringo was well populated with Nuevomexicano targets for his derision. 

 New Mexico was, indeed, less populated than many other states, but not to the 

extent suggested. The US census for 1850 indicated that 61,547 non-Native people lived 

in New Mexico. Combined with the Native American population estimated at 

47,000-68,000 (Acuña 107), the total number of inhabitants would have ranged between 

108,000 and 129,000. By comparison, the 1850 census for Texas was 212,259 (US 

Census Bureau). Unlike New Mexico, the Native American population in Texas was not 

an additional factor, having been largely exterminated (Churchill 225) or driven into 

northern Mexico. Given that the area of Texas is slightly more than twice that of New 

Mexico, the population density was not considerably greater (based on US Census data), 
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certainly not enough to warrant that “uninhabited” would be one of New Mexico’s 

defining characteristics.

 Although not all travel narratives presented the region in this manner, the 

perception that New Mexico was unpopulated took hold because it was useful politically. 

Adopted on behalf of the US government, it became integral to the dominant discourse, 

as demonstrated by the following address given before the Senate and House of 

Representatives by President James K. Polk on July 6, 1848 regarding the terms of the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo:

In this vast region, whose rich resources are soon to be developed by 
American energy and enterprise, great must be the augmentation of our 
commerce; and with it, new and profitable demands for mechanic labor in 
all its branches, and new and valuable markets for our manufactures and 
agricultural products. . . . In [Mexican] hands, the territories now ceded 
had remained and, it is believed, would have continued to remain almost 
unoccupied, and of little value to her or to any other nation; whilst as part 
of our Union, they will be productive of vast benefits to the United States, 
to the commercial world, and to the general interests of mankind.

Defining the nation’s values and purpose with respect to its new acquisition, Polk’s words 

outlined a discourse of domination as well, providing direction for the yet-to-be-

established policies that would determine access to political power and land. 

 To limit the potentially dampening impact of competition on the Anglo-American 

impetus to move westward, problem populations had to be managed through discourse. 

One major strategy, as Polk’s and Davis’s statements attest, was to imply that, both 

literally and figuratively, these “insignificant” populations “didn’t count,” a perception 

that was amplified rhetorically through various strategies of marginalization. Particularly 

 117



effective were those that implied “worth” as a function of race or character, for example 

Davis’s claims regarding the Nuevomexicanos’ vice-ridden nature, and even more, its 

connection to the degeneracy of their “racial” and ethnic heritage. Polk’s address used a 

somewhat different tactic, deploying the principle tenets of Manifest Destiny to imply 

that what really mattered in New Mexico was the exploitation of resources on behalf of 

commerce; accordingly, those lacking the “energy and enterprise” to do so had 

questionable worth, and thus “didn’t count” within this system of values. 

 Despite what now appears as a distinct contradiction, the rhetorical situation of 

the nineteenth century permitted the co-existence of beliefs predicated on absence and 

discursive measures to marginalize these same “absent” groups. Polk’s use of the term 

“almost unoccupied” served the rhetorical goal of rationalizing the US incursion; yet 

once the incursion had been solidified politically, the situation was reconstructed to 

provide a new frame determined by the goal of disenfranchising the existing population. 

Consequently, one new rhetorical construct  became the problem of “too many 

Mexicans,” as suggested by Secretary of State James Buchanan: “How should we govern 

the mongrel race which inhabits [the new territory]? Could we admit them to seats in our 

Senate and House of Representatives: Are they capable of Self-Government as States of 

this Confederacy?” (qtd. in Gomez, Manifest 42). While the absence of Nuevomexicanos 

in one context signaled opportunity to potential Anglo settlers, their presence in another, 

as represented in the form of a degenerate Other, offered valuable political opportunity 

for speakers and writers to convey a need for remediation directed by Anglo-Americans. 
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 This chapter explores the ways that the misrepresentation of New Mexico as 

unoccupied, combined with images of isolation and “barrenness,” served over time to 

create a discursive environment in which Nuevomexicano peoples of color--Native 

Americans and those of Mexicano descent--were rendered invisible with respect to 

concerns regarding human safety and nuclear contamination. I argue that, having 

remained unchallenged, the discursive formations used to identify New Mexico and its 

people in the nineteenth century have been recontextualized on behalf of the nuclear 

colonization of the state from 1942 to the present. Influenced in form and content by the 

immediate rhetorical exigencies of their moment, these formations continue to sustain 

their ideological utility on behalf of dominant interests, both governmental and economic. 

Recontextualizing Disponibility: A Trajectory of Representation

 From the nineteenth century to the present, representations of New Mexico as a 

site of opportunity have undergone a continuing process of transformation, reconfiguring 

its characteristics in the public imaginary, while at the same time retaining recognizable 

vestiges of discourses past. In the 1880s, advertisements for the railroad companies 

continued to support existing perceptions; as one example, “the Santa Fe Railroad 

boasted that their trains ran through these lands at night to spare the sensitive rider the 

indignity of staring out at its endless wastes” (Hales 13). A decade later, however, 

commercial interests had shifted the discourse in an entirely new direction; New Mexico 

was no longer viewed in terms of “waste,” the rhetorical exigency having been 

reconceived according to a new priority: selling “the romance of the West and the 
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mythology of the frontier” to a growing number of travelers. During this period, hotelier 

Fred Harvey built a thriving tourist industry that promoted the aesthetic value of Native 

Americans, going so far as to arrange for “Indians dressed in breech-clouts to pose for the 

Kodaks of tourists bound to or from the Grand Cañon [sic] or the Painted Desert” (Hales 

13). The framing of Native Americans in terms of aesthetics posed a discursive challenge 

requiring that they be visible--in a highly limited context--yet simultaneously 

marginalized lest their interests interfere with those of Anglo Americans.

 Similarly, Nuevomexicanos, who were typically noted as being of Mexican or 

Spanish descent--not as mestizos--were considered “quaint,” and were thus viewed as 

contributions to the exotic atmosphere that was so attractive to American tourists. Peter 

Bacon Hales writes that by the end of the First World War, the area around Santa Fe “had 

become dotted with guest ranches offering redemption from urban illnesses, for a fee.” In 

Santa Fe, he continues, tourists could “pause to taste the exotica of the expatriate life, 

where escapees of the East, artists and writers and photographers” had settled in to 

immerse themselves in romanticized versions of the native culture (13). By the Second 

World War, various sites of what Hales terms a “redemptive fantasyland” had manifested, 

including the Los Alamos Ranch School, a place on the Pajarito Mesa where, according 

to its founder, Ashley Pond, “city boys from wealthy families . . . could regain their 

heritage of outdoor wisdom at the same time that they were being prepared for college 

and the responsibilities which their position in life demanded” (qtd. in Hales 14). 

 If we fast-forward to August 3, 1946, three days before the US dropped the first 

nuclear bomb on Hiroshima, we can see how the discourses of opportunity and tourist 
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fantasy had evolved to include yet another representation of New Mexico, one in which 

the celebration of aesthetics, the veneration of technology, and the vision of US world 

domination converge. In an article published that day, titled “Small Town America, V. 

Los Alamos, New Mexico,” The Nation reported:

On a 7,000-foot mesa between deep canyons honeycombed with 
prehistoric cliff dwellings, in a land of ancient ways and ancient people, is 
the most important small town in America. Here is the birthplace of a new 
world. . . . the cradle of the atomic bomb. . . . The little town on the 
Pajarito Plateau will always be the town that changed everything . . . the 
town that taught individualistic scientists to work together and to take an 
active part in the management of the world. (Stevens 127-28)

Similarly, President Harry Truman’s post-Nagasaki speech in August 1945 echoed Polk’s 

earlier vision, claiming, “The people of the United States know that the overwhelming 

power we have developed in this war is due in large measure to American science and 

American industry, consisting of management and labor” (qtd. in Hales 349). Nowhere in 

Alden Stevens’s article about Los Alamos, however, are issues mentioned related to local 

safety or the dangers of radioactive fallout from the Trinity explosion at Alamagordo, 200 

miles away; rather, the concern expressed was that of the scientists, on behalf of “the 

control of atomic power to maintain peace” (128). This was typical, for as a matter of 

course, Hales notes, “Official histories of the Manhattan Project tend to begin with 

scientific discovery and military necessity. The land and its people, their histories 

together, rarely appear, except perhaps as necessary sacrifices” (10). True to this 

observation, Native Americans and Nuevomexicanos lack representation in many official 

discourses concerning nuclear development, and in others, both groups appear on the 

periphery, functionalized as “labor,” or used aesthetically “for decoration,” not as 
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political subjects or people whose safety and essential human rights were, and continue to 

be, in jeopardy.

 The focus of investigation in this chapter is motivated by a question that arose 

over several years as I learned the extent of New Mexico’s role in the development and 

ongoing maintenance of the world’s most devastating endeavor: why New Mexico? Of all 

the states in the US, New Mexico has the most widespread and comprehensive 

involvement with the many activities related to nuclear weapons.36 Not limited to a single 

geographic or cultural area, these enterprises occur in the western, central, northern, and 

southeastern regions. It is, as Joseph Masco notes: 

. . . the only US state supporting the entire ‘cradle-to-grave’ US nuclear 
economy: this involves uranium mining, nuclear weapons design and 
testing (at two of the three national weapons laboratories--Los Alamos and 
Sandia37), missile testing (at The White Sands Missile Range), as well as 
the largest single arsenal of US nuclear weapons (at Kirtland Airforce 
Base), and nuclear waste storage (at the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant 
(WIPP), which is currently the only permanent depository for US military-
industrial nuclear waste. (36)

Extensive as it is, even this list is not complete. Los Alamos, New Mexico, was the 

central research, development, and assembly site of the Manhattan Project, the two 

billion dollar military-industrial effort that produced the first nuclear weapon between 

1942 and 1945 (Questia). More recently, under a program titled “Complex 
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Modernization,” the US Department of Energy (DOE) is directing efforts to consolidate 

existing nuclear weapons production, including the concentration of plutonium pit 

manufacturing at a new facility at Los Alamos National Laboratories (LANL). As of 

October 2010, the proposed project is estimated to cost as much as 4.5 billion dollars, 

and--despite international overtures toward downsizing and disarmament--will quadruple 

the existing annual production capacity of pits, the weapons’ primary explosive, from 20 

pits to 80 (Coghlan and Kovac 5-6). 

 With the culmination of the Manhattan Project in 1945, the first full-scale nuclear 

weapon test took place in New Mexico on July 16 at Trinity Site,38  a huge tract of grazing 

land located in the southern desert near Alamogordo (Hales 323). The blast, which at its 

center generated sufficient heat to melt the silica in the dirt into a large crater of green 

glass, confirmed the feasibility of bombing Hiroshima and Nagasaki shortly thereafter 

(325). Since the initial test, 3,200 square miles have been off-limits to the public, 

including the original Trinity site and the subsequent White Sands Missile Range, which 

continues to conduct tests on a variety of subjects from electronic weapons and “nuclear 

effects,” to warheads on behalf of US and other governmental interests (White Sands 

Missile Range). 

 Through the Cold War and beyond, the nuclear industry has continued to flourish 

in New Mexico. A uranium enrichment facility owned by the international URENCO 

Group, commenced operations on June 11, 2010 in Eunice, located in the state’s far 

southeast corner (URENCO). Enrichment is the process by which milled uranium is 
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transformed into actual nuclear fuel (United States Nuclear Regulatory Commission). 

Additionally, International Isotopes, Inc. has submitted a proposal to the Department of 

Energy (DOE) in nearby Hobbs to build a nuclear byproduct deconversion facility that 

would produce fluorine gas from the uranium tailings produced by uranium enrichment. 

According to a World Nuclear News article, “It has already received DOE approval for 

the first part of its application for a federal loan guarantee to help build the facility and 

even has a provisional contract in place to provide deconversion services for the 

URENCO USA centrifuge enrichment plant.” The proposed symbiotic alliance between 

International Isotopes, Inc. and URENCO is typical of the government-subsidized nuclear 

industrial complex, in which military and corporate interests are intermeshed in a 

relationship of self-perpetuating mutual dependency and support. 

 For the residents of New Mexico, the consequences of these activities range from 

few, in some parts of the state, to catastrophic in others; more importantly, they have yet 

to be fully realized. One of the least known and most egregious examples is the 1979 

Church Rock incident, cited as the nation’s worst nuclear-related disaster, second only to 

Chernobyl in the total amount of radiation released (Rangel). According to a Navajo 

Times report, the United Nuclear Corp. mill tailings pond burst on July 16, 1979, near 

Church Rock, NM [on the Navajo Reservation], spilling its uranium-contaminated 

contents into the Rio Puerco and releasing more radiation than Three Mile Island. The 

site has yet to be fully cleaned up (Shebala). Writing for the High Country News, Caitlin 

Sislin states that the release of 94 million gallons of heavy metal effluent and radioactive 

waste “caused and continues to cause cancer, birth defects, disruptions of the immune and 

124



endocrine systems, and other interferences with human physiological systems among the 

local Navajo, as well as major negative impact to crucial resources such as livestock, 

water, and soil quality.” 

 The Navajo nation is one of several Native American tribes who have experienced 

major contamination. Another, the Laguna Pueblo, near Albuquerque, was the site of 

Anaconda Corporation’s Jackpile-Paguate complex, the “largest open-pit uranium mine 

in the world,” where drilling was so deep that it impacted the groundwater, contaminating 

the only local source of surface water “with radium 226 and other heavy 

metals” (Churchill 309). Additionally, in the summer of 1978, Ward Churchill states, 

Anaconda was found to have adopted a dubious cost-cutting measure: using uranium 

tailings as fill in its “improvement” of the reservation road network (315). “At the same 

time,” he continues: 

it was revealed that tailings had constituted the ‘sand and gravel mix’ of 
concrete with which the corporation had--with much fanfare about the 
‘civic benefits’ it was thereby bestowing upon its indigenous ‘partners’--
poured footings for a new tribal council building, community center, and 
housing complex. All were seriously irradiated as a result, a matter which 
may well be playing into increasing rates of cancer and birth defects, even 
among the nonminer sectors of Laguna’s population. (315)

According to the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the Church 

Rock spill area is listed as a Superfund site, and the Jackpile-Paguate complex is under 

consideration for such listing as of late 2010 (Antonio).

 Considerable contamination also exists in areas of the two national laboratories. 

Sandia National Laboratories (SNL), on the south side of Albuquerque, has a 2.6-acre 

Mixed Waste Landfill containing 100,000 cubic ft. of radioactive and hazardous wastes 
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buried in unlined pits and trenches (Citizen Action New Mexico). Los Alamos National 

Laboratory (LANL) has disposed of at least 17,500,000 cubic feet of hazardous and 

radioactive wastes on-site at twenty-four different officially-designated material disposal 

areas (MDAs) since 1944 (Los Alamos Study Group). The waste from LANL has 

infiltrated surrounding groundwater supplies, resulting in plutonium contamination “as 

far as Cochiti Reservation, thirty miles away” (Churchill 320). 

 As the previous examples have suggested, the legacy of contamination has 

disproportionately affected Native American communities. Churchill notes that 

“Although only two-thirds of the known uranium resources were located on or near 

American Indian reservations, some 90 per cent of all mining had occurred on or 

immediately adjacent to them” (310-11). This percentage also applies to the location of 

milling, the refining process that results in enormous quantities of radioactive tailings 

(112). During the late 1970s, over 40 uranium mills operated on or around the Navajo 

reservation, and as Churchill states, “At its peak,” the largest of these, the Kerr-McGee 

plant at Grants “processed 7,000 tons of ore per day, piling up 23 million tons of tailings 

in a hundred-foot-high mound which covers 265 acres” (314). 

 Despite the unremediated contamination at Church Rock, in 1998 the Nuclear 

Regulatory Commission (NRC) issued a permit to Hydro Resources Inc. “to open four 

uranium mining operations--three of them on Navajo land--near Crownpoint and Church 

Rock” (Paskus). Since that time, the Navajo Nation has battled the ruling. Measures have 

included an attempt to ban uranium mining altogether, in which the Navajo leadership 

asserted their right to self-determination as a sovereign Indian nation by passing the Diné 
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Natural Resources Protection Act of 2005 (Sislin). Although the Navajo have managed to 

delay the corporation’s actions through a series of court proceedings and appeals, Laura 

Paskus reports, “The Nuclear Regulatory Commission has repeatedly ruled that Hydro 

Resources’ proposal is safe for people and the environment.” As the licensing agency for 

nuclear facilities and uranium processing projects, the NRC, she continues, “has rejected 

all but one of the opposition’s claims and ignored the tribe’s ban during the appeals 

process. The NRC continues to stand by the Atomic Energy Act of 1954, which dictated 

that the federal government--not tribes, not states and not landowners--will have the final 

say on uranium processing and radioactive waste disposal.” An extreme example of the 

evolution of US hegemony in the Southwest, this case signifies how official discourses 

have co-opted the rule of law on behalf of “national security,” the ultimate political trump 

card which supersedes human rights, treaties, and the US Constitution. By conflating 

national and corporate interests, the corporations’ “right” to produce profit is given 

precedence over the Navajo citizens’ basic right to life and self-protection. 

 In addition to cooperating with national security interests and the war effort, the 

initial hegemonic “buy-in” on the part of the Navajo Nation was insured by an added 

degree of government-initiated coercion. Having been economically self-sufficient 

through sheep grazing, their source of livelihood was nearly eliminated during the 1930s 

and 1940s when the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) impounded their livestock due to 

alleged over-grazing. Though the grazing issue was a problem that could have been 

ameliorated in a fairly short period of time, Churchill reports that the government was 

“eager . . . to issue permits for energy corporations to strip-mine the areas” that had 

 127



previously been protected for grazing. As a result, the Navajo were “forc[ed] into a 

posture of providing cheap labor to transient mineral extraction interests” (305).

 For the Laguna, the hegemonic “buy-in” also came in the form of jobs, celebrated 

by the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) as “a miracle of modernization” (qtd. in Churchill 

309-10). During the peak years, Anaconda Corp. employed three-quarters of the Laguna 

Pueblo’s work force and some 160 workers from Acoma Pueblo, paying them “less than 

half what a non-Indian open-pit miner was earning in an off-reservation job during the 

same period” (310). 

 Because of the broad range of texts and potential topics concerning the nuclear 

weapons complex in New Mexico, the analysis in this chapter will center around the 

basic question posed earlier-- why New Mexico?-- as represented by the discourse 

concerning the siting of the Manhattan Project at Los Alamos.39 I chose this approach 

based on the assumption that the siting process would have generated texts in which the 

preexisting beliefs held by those in charge were represented in documentation of their 

decision-making process. Hypothetically speaking, the most direct means of obtaining 

this information would be to access the official communications between General Leslie 

Groves, the US Army official responsible for the entire Manhattan Project, and others 

regarding specifics of the siting process. Major John H. Dudley, for one, is mentioned in 

several texts as having been assigned to investigate potential sites on behalf of the Army 
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Corp of Engineers. Searching the United States National Archives Web site, however, I 

was not able to ascertain whether Dudley generated a specific report.40 Similarly, I could 

not determine whether memos, letters, or other sources exist that might indicate 

considerations on the part of the core decision-makers that have not been related 

elsewhere. I communicated directly with a research librarian at the National Archives 

who stated that the relevant materials are spread between a number of record groups, thus 

on-site research at the National Archives is needed to investigate this possibility further. 

 Though perhaps not as straightforward, information pertaining to the siting 

process at Los Alamos can be obtained from a number of sources. Taken in sum, these 

may be even more valuable, as casting a wider net illustrates a greater range of ways that 

the siting process and its implications developed discursively. Using a triangulatory 

approach, the selection of primary texts thus includes official government documents, 

popular publications such as newspapers, official and unofficial historiography, and 

personal accounts of those directly involved. In order to provide the historical analysis 

necessary to support my thesis, I return to Davis’s El Gringo, using it to ground key 

rhetorical constructs in the nineteenth-century, and to demonstrate their intertextual 

trajectory as foundational assumptions underlying the racial discrimination present in 

siting nuclear research and its related industries. 
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The Phenomenology of Absence: Perspectives on the Study of Invisibility

 In the context of this discussion, invisibility occurs when a population has been 

denied political or social existence, their presence having been partially or totally omitted 

from a given discourse despite its implications for their well-being. As a subject of 

analytic study, “invisibility” is counter-intuitive. Although discourse analysts have dealt 

with it indirectly in many ways, direct approaches have been limited, perhaps because 

discourse analysis in general tends to be positivistic in its orientation, its practitioners 

conceptualizing their study in terms of phenomenon exemplified--as in this project-- by 

concrete text samples. Because “what is absent from a text is often just as significant 

from the perspective of sociocultural analysis,” Fairclough had noted in 1995 that more 

attention was warranted for discourses in which critical implications arise from absence, 

or what isn’t said (Critical 5).  Since then, new scholarship in this area has focused 

largely on how strategies of representing situations can “disappear” certain participants 

based on the rhetorical motives of those producing the discourse. Judith Butler, for 

example, discusses invisibility in terms of conceptual frames that “not only structure how 

we come to know and identify life, but constitute sustaining conditions for those very 

lives” (23-24). Regarding discourses of war she writes, “Forms of racism instituted and 

active at the level of perception tend to produce iconic versions of populations who are 

eminently grievable, and others whose loss is no loss, and who remain ungrievable” (24). 

 Scholars in other disciplines have addressed exclusion and invisibility in various 

ways, often in relation to a specific event. In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, the relative 

invisibility of minorities became apparent as they were omitted from news coverage of 
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victims, and were subsequently deprived of access to aid. Related to the same crisis, 

Henry Giroux argues that the discursive construction of absence or invisibility is an 

integral component of what he describes as the “biopolitics of disposability.” According 

to this model, powerful economic interests “seek to remove or make invisible those 

individuals and groups who are either seen as a drain or stand in the way of market 

freedoms, free trade, consumerism and the . . . dream of American empire” (175). 

Women’s Studies professor Karen Leong and her interdisciplinary co-authors write that 

the Vietnamese-American community, comprised of 15,000 persons, went “virtually 

unmentioned in early media coverage that instead focused on the traditional binary 

relations of black and white, underprivileged and affluent” (170). Asserting that groups 

who fall outside the black-white paradigm of race in the US are considered “perpetual 

foreigners and outsiders,” they note that these groups are vulnerable to discrimination 

based on issues such as language and immigration status. They observe that this applies 

to Latinos as well as American Indians, who “also affected by the devastation of Katrina, 

are further obscured by the legacy of colonialization” (Leong, et al. 174). Consequently, 

the authors assert, “these absent presences must be exposed in order to develop more 

nuanced analyses of the fissures of race and class . . .” (171). 

 Latino victims of the hurricane also received little media recognition, and were 

thus drastically undercounted (Trujillo-Pagán 148). Concerns related to lack of 

documentation prevented many from seeking relief resources, a situation that critics 

noted was considerably different than what Latinos had experienced after the World 

Trade Center disaster. Also focusing primarily on social ramifications, sociologist Nicole 
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Trujillo-Pagán writes that “after that disaster all affected victims were assumed to be 

deserving of aid. Latinos were denied relief in New Orleans because they were, or were 

assumed to be, undocumented immigrants or post-Katrina migrant laborers” (153). “By 

writing Latinos out of their coverage of Katrina,” she continues, “the media sidestepped 

the messy questions surrounding immigration, civil rights, and the entitlement Latino 

evacuees had to relief aid” (148).

 Notions of what constitutes racial invisibility differ, with some scholars viewing 

“white” as the invisible race, while others perceive invisibility exclusively in terms of 

minorities. Representing the former, Kevin A. Whitehead and Gene H. Lerner, 

interdisciplinary scholars of sociology and linguistics, site the work of W.E.B. Du Bois, 

Harvey Sacks, and others to argue that “a central phenomenon in the scholarly literature 

on race” is that “whiteness is produced as ‘invisible,’ taken-for-granted, or neutral, and 

forms the normative backdrop against which other racial categories are viewed” (617). 

Proponents of the latter position, communications scholars Wei Sun and William J. 

Starosta, found that “Participating Asian Americans believed that all minority members in 

the United States have experienced invisibility in American culture . . . . They have 

observed that members from their own ethnic groups have been ignored/neglected/

invisible in dominant European American workplaces and daily life” (138). Interestingly, 

these authors view invisibility in terms of its perceived cause: the denial of difference. 

“Minority invisibility,” they claim, “denies the existence of racially disparate treatment 

by consciously or unconsciously, deliberately or non-deliberately overacting, ignoring, or 

oversimplifying the problem. Majority responses include color blindness, claiming 
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reverse discrimination, the belief in a model minority, and exaggerated/negative/

purposeful racial displays, among others” (121). 

 Another dimension of invisibility may be rooted in Western notions concerning 

literacy. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. asserts that although many scholars privilege the spoken 

word as primary, most Europeans of the colonial era considered writing as “the most 

salient repository of ‘genius,’ the visible sign of reason itself.” As a result, he continues, 

writing was “the principal measure of the Africans’ humanity, their capacity for progress, 

their very place in the great chain of being” (9). In the discourse of colonialism, the 

significance of literacy was over-determined, as Gates notes that philosophers like Hegel, 

Hume, and Kant, “claimed that Africans had no history because they had developed no 

system of writing and had not mastered the art of writing in European languages. Without 

writing, no repeatable sign of the working of reason, of mind, could exist. Without 

memory or mind, no history could exist. Without history, no humanity, as defined 

consistently from Vico to Hegel, could exist” (11). 

 Like the Africans, the Native Americans of the Southwest did not have a written 

culture. That nineteenth-century Anglo-Americans were conscious of this is represented 

in numerous texts from that period. In an address to the legislature in December 1853, 

Governor Meriwether advocates on behalf of education, yet in doing so he draws a 

statistical connection between criminality and illiteracy, implying a strong causal 

relationship. Reports from several penitentiaries, he states, “found that more than one half 

of the convicts can neither read nor write . . . . Hence, the ignorant, who compose but one 

twentieth part of the population, are shown to have perpetrated one half of the crimes.” 
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As the text of El Gringo demonstrates, Davis deploys a variety of discursive strategies to 

marginalize both Native Americans and Nuevomexicanos based on illiteracy. Echoing the 

European philosophers, he writes of the Pueblo Indians: “Among these people there 

exists neither the semblance of music or poetry ever so rude, and it is at least 

questionable whether correct tradition can be preserved among those who have no 

knowledge of these two arts” (154). In another instance, he writes of a Utah Indian 

“chief,” Tamouche: “His features were regular and classic, and appeared fashioned in 

Nature’s finest mould . . . . he was the finest specimen of a wild, untutored Indian I have 

ever met, and in personal appearance would compare favorably with his civilized white 

brethren” (283). Evoking first the stereotype of the “noble savage,” the potentially 

positive aspects of the representation are mitigated, outweighed by the implications of 

“untutored” and the impersonalizing suggestion that as an uncivilized “specimen,” he was 

not fully human. It was true that many Nuevomexicanos could not read or write, yet as 

previous examples have shown, Davis attempts to highlight illiteracy as a generalized 

characteristic, using it as the basis for denying their ability to reason, and thus to 

participate in government. As late as the October 1949 issue of the New Mexico 

Historical Review, Davis’s statements were viewed as authoritative, one article citing his 

claim that New Mexican literacy rates were poorer than the census indicated. In a 

footnote, however, the author offers the following caveat: “One has to be cautious in 

accepting the statistics of Davis. It should be borne in mind that contemporary 

newspapers, notably the Santa Fe Weekly Gazette, were vehement in their attacks of El 
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Gringo . . . [t]heir general criticism was that the  book conveyed the wrong impression of 

New Mexicans” (Rodríguez 267).

 As the preceding paragraphs have shown with regard to current critical work, 

racial invisibility is typically documented and discussed as a type of autochthonous social 

phenomenon, not as the result of an identifiable discursive process. While Leong 

acknowledges that “Poverty, race, and gender work together to render certain people 

more invisible than others in society” (170), I argue that these social factors have distinct 

discursive attributes that can be deployed locally to promote racial invisibility as part of a 

larger rhetorical situation. What I propose, then, is not a study of absence, but of how the 

appearance of absence is constructed discursively. Because people are not invisible in 

society, their “disappearance” manifests as a discursive phenomenon in its own right, and 

is worthy of greater attention.

 Within the field of critical discourse analysis, representational invisibility has 

been discussed in the context of exclusion, notably by Theo van Leeuwen, but it has not 

been thoroughly explored by the Discourse Historical Approach (DHA). Like the other 

approaches mentioned, what Wodak describes as “the rhetoric of exclusion” is based on 

perceptions of “metonymic and Manichean dichotomies” establishing groups discursively 

in terms of “us” and “them.” In these discourses, distinctions are often based on race as 

the fundamental element of difference, and once established, the group identity is 

characterized negatively as an Out-group or Other, making it “possible to blame the Out-

group for certain social phenomenon, which usually have much more complex 

causes” (“Populist” 133). In terms of consequences for the Out-group, Wodak asserts that 
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“exclusion means deprivation of access through means of explicit or symbolic power . . . 

implemented by the social elites: access to participation, citizenship, the media, 

information, language learning, power positions, important organizations, jobs, housing, 

education and so on” (“‘Us and Them’” 60). Thus, the “rhetoric of exclusion,” functions 

in a similar way to invisibility with respect to social implications, but is analyzed from a 

discursive perspective using the the type of methodology outlined in Chapters 2 and 3. In 

the DHA model, the rhetoric of exclusion typically involves the use of representational 

strategies described earlier, such as nomination, predication, framing, intensifying, and 

mitigating (63). Van Leeuwen uses many of these same analytic descriptors, noting 

additionally the use of “suppression,” a strategy involving absolute omission of 

references to a group, and “backgrounding,” in which the group is mentioned, yet 

marginalized by being “pushed into the background” (29). 

 Drawing on Wodak’s perspective, I propose that the discursive invisibility of New 

Mexicans can be approached as an extension of the rhetoric of exclusion. In order for 

native New Mexican groups to have been rendered invisible, I argue that they had to be 

already marginalized in the dominant discourse to the extent that a lack of consideration 

of their interests would seem natural based on common perceptions of their inferiority. 

This integration of beliefs into day-to-day experience has been noted by Fairclough, who 

states that “ideologies embedded in discursive practices are most effective when they 

become naturalized, and achieve the status of ‘common sense,’” thus ensuring that they 

retain their power as they are reproduced (Discourse 87). The prerequisite denigration of 

non-Anglo New Mexicans had taken place in the nineteenth century, in ways discussed in 
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the previous chapters. By making the Out-group--and more importantly their concerns--

effectively invisible, the nuclear industry was virtually unobstructed at its outset, 

physically, legally, or morally. To further refine the definition of “discursive invisibility” 

given earlier, I argue that it is the omission of a group, as social subjects, from select 

discourse genres where their acknowledgement as such might otherwise interfere with the 

interests of the dominant group. The distinction regarding status is important, for mere 

mention of a group within a text does not necessarily signify recognition of its 

empowerment or legitimate rights as a body of social actors. As Leeuwen indicates, 

groups can be marginalized discursively within the context of the text itself, 

backgrounded by being portrayed as menial or otherwise inferior (29). 

Santa Fe 1854 and 1948: From El Gringo to The Saturday Evening Post

 The historical premise of this chapter becomes more plausible if we look at how 

little perceptions of New Mexico had changed from Davis’s era to the mid-twentieth 

century. In its September 18, 1948 issue, the Saturday Evening Post featured Santa Fe as 

part of its series, “The Cities of America,” an updated iteration of travel narrative 

concerning “America’s most colorful cities” (Bishop 20). The article, written by John 

Bishop, is noticeably similar in form and content to the writing of Davis, Gregg, and 

Kendall, discussing, in microcosmic form, topics such as local culture; racial, ethnic, and 

class distinctions; the physical characteristic of the city; architecture; commerce; religion; 

politics; art and music; and history.
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 The ongoing preoccupation with race and ethnicity is evident in the second 

paragraph, which reads: “The many-sidedness of the Santa Fe character begins with the 

division of the population into roughly equal halves,” comprised of “Spanish-Americans”  

and “‘the Anglos.’”(20). Note that, from the outset, Native Americans are excluded 

discursively, positioned in the margins by the author’s binary framing of the city’s 

obscured racial “character,” the claim to its “many-sidedness” notwithstanding. While 

“the Anglos” are referred to according to a common designation for race, the “Spanish-

Americans” are represented according to a more generalized categorization, implying 

ethnicity--and race indirectly--by conflating its cultural dimensions with nationality. This 

oblique approach to race is consistent throughout the article, as direct discussion of race, 

per se, is avoided in order to uphold the image of the aestheticized Other. 

 One way of signifying race indirectly has been through the metaphor of “blood.” 

In one such discussion, written nearly a century earlier, Davis had stated: “Among the 

present population there is found every shade of color, from the nut-brown, which 

exhibits a strong preponderance of the aboriginal blood, to the pure Castilian, who is as 

light and fair as the sons and daughters of the Anglo-Saxon race” (216). In a strikingly 

similar manner, Bishop wrote: “In the veins of some of them flow varying fractions of 

Indian blood. In the veins of others flows the proud blood of the colonial grandees. The 

fair skin and richly auburn hair which were once marks of Castilian beauty are not 

uncommon among the women of Santa Fe’s wealthier Spanish-American families” (131). 

Direct and inevitably derogatory, Davis’s references to race are implicit intertextually in 

Bishop’s article. Because negative associations with various attributed characteristics of 
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race have been well established in the public imaginary, they are reproduced 

enthymematically, and need not be directly expressed. The greater the implied meaning 

of such statements, for example the reference to “Indian blood,” the less they are limited 

explicitly, the result of which is increased rhetorical flexibility in their use. Thus, 

Bishop’s implied references to race can promote two potentially conflicting rhetorical 

objectives simultaneously: to promote a marketable, aestheticized Other based on limited 

positive associations, and to marginalize that same Other as an aesthetic caricature, 

thereby containing its imagined threat and potential interference in the non-imaginary 

world. The substitution of the aesthetic caricature for the whole person serves abstractly 

as a type of metonymy, a means of marginalization that can “enable . . . speakers to 

conjure away responsible, involved or affected actors . . . or to keep them in the semantic 

background” (Reisigl and Wodak, Discourse 58). 

 By marginalizing Nuevomexicanos in this manner, Bishop effectively separates 

them from the “real’ components of their identity, their social concerns and their 

legitimate autonomy as stakeholder-subjects. Other marginalizing strategies are used as 

well, such as collective identification and the failure to represent named individuals. 

Despite numerous references to generalized, time-worn images such as “courtly manners 

of Spanish tradition,” “ancestral haciendas,” “leisurely colonial ways,” and 

“Penitentes . . . still practicing their ancient and terrible rights of flagellation” (Bishop 

134), actual Nuevomexicano citizens of the time were mainly absent from the article. 

Except for the mayor, Manuel Lujan, the only named individuals are long-deceased 

historical figures, such as Juan de Oñate. Even in regard to the practice of aesthetics, 
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Nuevomexicanos are absent; in the detailed accounts of resident writers, artists, poets, and 

musicians, all of those named are Anglo. Ironically, even Will Shuster, the sole named 

member of the famous Los Cincos Pintores (The Five Painters) is Anglo (130). 

 Similar strategies are used with respect to Native Americans, collectivized by 

Bishop as “the Indians,” despite the fact that at least six distinct Pueblos are located 

nearby, including Tesuque, Pojoaque, Santa Clara, San Ildefonso, Cuyamungue, Nambé, 

and Cochiti. Like the Nuevomexicanos, Native Americans are represented in terms of 

their aesthetic function, exoticized and marginalized at the same time. Echoing Davis’s 

use of the reference “ancient,” Bishop writes:

The most ancient people of Santa Fe are, of course, the Indians. . . . Santa 
Fe without its Indians would not be Santa Fe. They come into the city to 
work in handicraft shops or to peddle their homemade wares. On the 
sidewalk they stand patiently holding out their handiwork to passersby-- 
blankets, baskets, and turquoise jewelry.” (132)

To an even greater extent than with respect to Nuevomexicanos, representations of Native 

Americans are restricted to providing aesthetic flourishes within the context of narrative 

topics that otherwise do not pertain to them. As a lead-in to a physical description of 

Santa Fe’s environs, Bishop writes, “Long ago, it is fondly claimed, Indians called the 

site of Santa Fe ‘the Dancing Ground of the Sun’” (127). In an anecdote relating the 

tortuous nature of streets in Santa Fe, the author uses an indirect quote to repeat a well-

known stereotype, one of the most overtly deprecating references in the article: “. . . they 

were old, and narrow, and winding, as if they had been laid out--in the words of the 

authentically colorful old newspaperman--. . . ‘by a tequila-drunk Indian riding a loco 

burro’” (132). By shifting responsibility for the racist statement to the newspaper man, 
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and mitigating it by dismissing him as an aesthetic figure, Bishop can preserve his own 

positive self-representation with his national readership.

 The aesthetic frame was a powerful discursive tool that could transform the 

meaning of even the most prevalent and enduring images. Having become naturalized, 

and thus accepted as fact, the recurrent image of isolation could be adapted to varying 

rhetorical situations. Recontextualized within Bishop’s modern travel narrative, isolation 

was represented by using the term “backwater” to describe Santa Fe. Rather than having 

a pejorative signification, however, the description served as the requisite condition under 

which the city could be portrayed as an idyllic place where history could stand still: 

Well into the twentieth century Santa Fe remained a calm backwater to the 
torrents of empire raging in the West. It was a picturesque Spanish-
Colonial villa drowsing under a thin crust of political and commercial 
Americanism, in a magnificent valley where Indians of the Pueblos still 
danced their ritual dances of devotion to ancient gods (28).

Pratt has noted that temporal distancing, placing the Other outside the dominant temporal 

frame, is a frequent strategy used in colonial discourse. A means of “reductive 

normalizing,” this strategy involves representing the Other as “a list of features set in a 

temporal order different from that of the perceiving and speaking subject” (“Scratches” 

140). Between the lines of its fanciful imagery, however, this iteration of the aesthetic 

frame does more than alter the temporal context of Santa Fe. It wages a significant 

discursive slight-of-hand: an effective historical erasure of the actual impact of Manifest 

Destiny on non-Anglo New Mexicans. Bishop denies the many hardships and 

disenfranchisement they experienced as a result of the US incursion, negating that the 
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“torrents of empire” were raging well within New Mexico’s borders as “commercial 

Americanism” resulted in the loss of the majority of their land holdings. As further 

discussion will demonstrate, the aesthetic framing of Native Americans, in particular, 

continued to be a useful means of distorting history and obscuring various forms of 

disempowerment in the discourse related to nuclear industry.

 The aesthetic frame was not without its complications. Inherently an 

ideologically-motived fiction, its contradictions inevitably emerged, often betraying its 

limitations in the discursive margins. Another complication of discourse is that certain 

aspects of a given ideology are reproduced-- and not others-- sometimes in ways that are 

unexpected. In this case, one such example concerns the colonial anxiety regarding 

“going native,” described by Patrick Brantlinger as the fear held by Anglo-Europeans of 

social and moral regression caused by identifying with colonized “savages.” In this way, 

native people are constructed as a threat, hence contact with them is seen as a source of 

contamination, the ultimate consequence of which is becoming like them (215-17). 

Miscegenation, discussed in previous chapters, was the literal consummation of “going 

native,” the reaction to which was often extreme, as seen in the laws passed in the US to 

prohibit interracial marriage. Concern over identifying with Native Americans was 

expressed by Davis, and later, by Bishop. Following a sub-section of El Gringo titled 

“Indian Outrages,” Davis proceeds with another, “How Indians Should be Governed,” 

which, based on the captivity narratives he has graphically recounted, warns: 

Yet, with such abundance of evidence before our eyes of the savage 
cruelty of these Western Indians, there is a class of people in the United 
States whose hearts are constantly overflowing with sympathy for these 
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inhuman fiends. This mawkish feeling of pity for the ‘poor Indian’ has 
existed long enough, and it is quite time the people should come to view 
them in their proper light.” (250-51)

 
In Bishop’s statement, the potential for negativity is mitigated by its aesthetic frame; 

nonetheless, he manages to echo the basic anxiety regarding identification: “A rare but 

recognized phenomenon of Santa Fe is the Anglo ‘Indian-lover’ whose fascination with 

these quiet, dignified people, their primitive customs and religious rites, has become so 

emotionally intense that he--or she--finds in them every human virtue and next to no fault 

whatsoever” (132). The sympathy felt for “the ‘poor Indian’” in Davis’s time is likely due 

to knowledge of the atrocities perpetrated against them by the US government; the 

“fascination” of Anglo “‘Indian-lovers,’” however, is attributed to their succumbing to 

the aesthetic fantasy. Bishop implies the common wisdom that not acknowledging the 

faults of the Indians is an error, yet in doing so he betrays the ideological limits of the 

aesthetic frame-- the Anglo cannot take the fantasy too seriously, as the fantasized Other 

must remain at a distance, to be observed in a circumscribed context, their “savageness” 

safely contained. Davis’s approach to containment was through forced subjugation, as he 

states, “The only mode of governing these savages is by fear of punishment--the ‘moral 

suasion’ of powder and lead,” (251). Davis’s position having manifested as official policy 

throughout the latter part of the nineteenth century, Bishop’s references to containment 

serve as its testimony, expressed by stating that Native Americans “live in crudely 

modernized counterparts of the ancient communal buildings on Government reservations 

in the Valley and on its mountain slopes . . .” (132). Although these were not 

“Government” reservations at all, but ancestral lands which had been officially deeded to 
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the tribes, the suggestion of direct government involvement implies a greater sense of 

“official” containment, and thus greater safety from imagined threats.

The “Atomic Age” in New Mexico: Invisibility and Recontextualization of the Aesthetic 

Frame

 The arrival of ultra-modern technology in the form of the “Atomic Age” presented 

a considerable challenge to the aesthetic frame and the requisite notion that New Mexico 

was locked in an unending state of antiquity. The majority of Bishop’s Saturday Evening 

Post article follows the generic conventions of travel narrative as discussed, yet by 1948 

it was impossible to ignore New Mexico’s role in the Manhattan Project. With the 

bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the nuclear presence became part of the public 

imaginary, and having originated in New Mexico, it had to be integrated discursively into 

the state’s representation. Often awkward and indirect, references to this presence were 

furtive at first, appearing on the periphery or couched within in the established aesthetic 

frame. Accordingly, the following example features references to the popularized 

architecture of New Mexico and its blissful lack of industry, topics which, prior to their 

recontextualization as aesthetic positives, had been strongly maligned by Davis. Bishop 

writes: “. . . it remains a city blessed with a total absence of industries, unless the hand 

weaving of textiles--notably dollar neckties--can be called an industry. Its other 

nonindustrial products are tourist atmosphere, Indian handicrafts, the Santa Fe Style of 

architecture, and, indirectly, atom bombs” (127). The unelaborated intrusion of the “atom 

bomb” at the end of the paragraph signals an uncertain collision between the prevailing 
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discourse, dominated by aesthetic fantasy, and the nuclear presence that could not be 

reconciled within its framework.

 As discursive representations of New Mexico adapted to accommodate a new set 

of concerns, anxiety and secrecy were represented by Bishop and others as salient 

features in discussions concerning nuclear topics. An example of indirect reference, the 

following excerpt deploys an extended metaphor in which the nuclear presence is 

represented as a scientist from Los Alamos: “At La Cantina a new type has appeared. He 

is generally a quiet, serious, youngish man who takes great interest in the talk of painting, 

or writing, or music, but says little about himself. People in the room explain guardedly, 

‘He’s from the Hill’” (Bishop 134). In a telling reversal, the aesthetic is present via 

references to “painting, or writing, or music,” yet subsumed in the context of this topic, it 

no longer figures as the dominant frame. Similarly, the last sentence of Bishop’s article 

marks a discursive paradigm shift, the nuclear presence bringing Santa Fe into the 

present, and prompting it to transcend the isolation--a predominant discursive limitation--

of its representation as the aesthetic “city different.” He writes, “Los Alamos makes Santa 

Fe tense and anxious, with all the other cities beyond the mountains and across the 

world” (134). Useful as both a marketing tool and a means of discursive marginalization, 

the aesthetic frame has been present to some degree in a long trajectory of discourses 

concerning New Mexico. With respect to nuclear activities, however, the marketability of 

“quaint and exotic” peoples was tempered by the competing need to push them further 

into the margins, further from public view and recognition of how close they were to the 

new danger. 
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Representations of Site Selection: Where Are the People?

 Accounts of how Los Alamos was chosen as a site for the Manhattan Project vary 

considerably, and like other forms of historiography, they reveal more about the rhetorical 

considerations of the speaker-writer than what actually transpired. This is particularly 

apparent in the early official discourses, as the US government maintained absolute 

control over the modes of discourse as a whole, most strikingly with respect to what was 

withheld. To illustrate this point, I include several samples at the outset of the discussion. 

Additionally, these initial texts serve as a chronological baseline, having established 

many of the core guidelines, or parameters, for nuclear discourse at the US national level. 

Strategies such as a reliance on legality as a tropic substitution for legitimacy, and the 

creation of additional tropes such as “military necessity” that could be readily substituted 

in future texts by “national security,” would be perpetuated, and subsequently, 

challenged. Although these early texts can evince much about the assumptions held by 

the main decision-makers regarding the significance of land and the people who occupied 

it, they are far from transparent. To address this, I use the principle of triangulation 

incorporating later sources, in a manner of dialogue, to “fill in the blanks.” Thus, we can 

bring to light issues of selection and deflection that would otherwise remain obscured. 

 The invisibility of Native Americans and Nuevomexicanos in these accounts is 

variable as well, and is largely dependent on genre. Examples from several categories of 

text are discussed in the remainder of the chapter, including: official internal documents, 

such as declassified letters; what I consider “core master narratives,” the often-cited 

official and semi-official historical accounts; newspaper reports; official reports or 
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histories not made public until after 1960; and “counter-narratives,” more recent texts that 

challenge the master narratives by providing information from declassified documents 

and other sources that had previously been suppressed. The characteristics of these types 

of accounts are highly general, often inconsistent, and overlap with respect to individual 

texts; for this reason, I will provide relevant elaboration as needed. Some of the most 

revealing texts are those in which these two groups are partially represented, appearing in 

select contexts of the narrative according to the rhetorical considerations of the author. 

This is particularly the case in accounts that incorporate the aesthetic frame, its 

contradictions complicating the representation of both people and place.

 For the most part, the invisibility of Nuevomexicanos and Native Americans was 

most profound in the most official forms of discourse, as shown in both internal and 

external documents. Some of the earliest internal documents available are those related to 

the actual acquisition of land, a bureaucratic process involving various government 

agencies. In order to emphasize legality over legitimacy, conformity with established 

laws is foregrounded, thus distracting attention from the justifiability of the state’s use of 

power “on the basis of a commitment to fundamental ethical principles of justice, 

equality and recognition” (Reisigl and Wodak, Discourse 205). This is apparent in a letter 

dated 22 March 1943, from Henry Stimson, Secretary of War, to the Secretary of 

Agriculture, whom he does not name personally, but addresses according to function as 

“Mr. Secretary.” The letter reads:

There is a military necessity for the acquisition of approximately 54,000 
acres of land for the establishment of a demolition range. The required 
area is located near Santa Fe and within Sandoval County, New 
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Mexico. . . . Title to 8,900 acres of privately-owned land in the area will be 
acquired by condemnation or purchase. The remaining 45,100 acres of 
federally-owned lands are under the jurisdiction of the Forest Service. It is 
requested that you grant the War Department permission to occupy and 
use all of the federally-owned lands within the above-described area for so 
long as the military necessity continues. Your cooperation in making these 
lands available to the War Department will be greatly appreciated. 

Given the rhetorical situation of the second World War, the argumentative trope, “military 

necessity” is so effective that it virtually excludes all possibility of additional argument. 

As such, it assumes the justifiability of the action, and “condemnation”--the forced 

takeover of private lands by the government over the objections of its owners--is the only 

portion of the document that hints at the human presence as a possible source of conflict, 

legitimate or otherwise.

 Approaching the land issue at a more local level, Stimson’s successor, Robert P. 

Patterson wrote to the governor of New Mexico, John Dempsey on 8 August 1944 in a 

similar, yet more legalistically abstruse manner. After addressing him personally, perhaps 

to deflect the excessively bureaucratic content of the letter, he wrote:

The laws of the State of New Mexico [cites specific statutes] . . . permit 
the assumption of exclusive Federal jurisdiction over lands within that 
State acquired or reserved by the United States for military and certain 
other purposes. Under section 355, Revised Statutes [cites two lines of 
additional statutes]. . . and by the act of October 9, 1940 [cites statutes]. . . 
it is proved in effect that unless and until the United States has accepted 
jurisdiction over lands acquired or in which any interest shall have been 
acquired after February 1, 1940, it shall be conclusively presumed that no 
such jurisdiction has been accepted. Accordingly, notice is hereby given 
that the United States accepts exclusive jurisdiction over all lands acquired 
by it for military purposes within the State of New Mexico, title to which 
has heretofore vested in the United States, and over which exclusive 
jurisdiction has not heretofore been obtained. Exclusive jurisdiction is also 
accepted over all lands reserved from the public domain for military 
purposes, over which such jurisdiction has not heretofore been obtained. 
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Return of the duplicate copy of this letter, with your indorsement [sic] 
thereon designating time of receipt of this acceptance by your office, 
would be appreciated. 

The language of the letter is even more obfuscating considering that unlike many 

politicians, Dempsey was not an attorney, but had received only a grade school education 

(National Governors Association).41

 Another document, a report dated November 25, 1942 by Major General Thomas 

M. Robins, Assistant Chief of Engineers, is somewhat more informative, including much 

of the same information noted in Stimson’s letter, but with the additional note with 

respect to “Improvements” stated as: “One established boys school containing 

expensively constructed improvements and personalty, altogether having a value of 

$246,600. It is the intention to acquire the equipment and all other personalty within the 

premises which can be of use for the intended project. Also certain forest grazing permits 

must be acquired.” The matter of the grazing permits was another serious source of 

contention, and was effectively buried in the middle of the document. 

 In the context of these highly official communications, the US takeover of land 

was framed as a matter between legal entities in which human considerations were to be 

disposed of bureaucratically. Outside this limited context, human populations did not 

exist as part of this discourse, and even the government’s implied legitimacy as a 

representative body for the American people is obscured. In addition to its tropic 

function, “military necessity” also serves as metonymic substitution for the government’s 
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role as agent, and used as the subject of the sentence, works to further disguise the 

government’s agency through passive constructions such as laws that “permit the 

assumption of,” and permits that “must be acquired.”

Contested Historiography: Site Selection as Historical Narrative

 Site selection is a topic addressed either directly or indirectly in all of the 

historical accounts of the Manhattan Project I surveyed. How the process is represented, 

however, differs according to whether the account is official, having been written on 

behalf of the government or by one of the project’s key figures, or unofficial, written for 

consumption by the general public. While the official accounts are intended to establish 

the discursive frame at a national level, non-official accounts are written in response to 

this frame, recontextualizing aspects of it to create popularized versions according to the 

author’s ideological and stylistic orientation. 

 Given its many associations with Manifest Destiny, it is not surprising that 

historical accounts of the Manhattan Project constitute their own genre of national master 

narrative. Serving as “one of the origin myths of the atomic age,” Hales asserts that “The 

Manhattan Project lies at the center of our mythology . . . Nature and technology, science 

and faith, fear and arrogance: these dualities, central to our uneasy sense of ourselves, 

come together on the three sites of the Manhattan Engineer District” (5). Like travel 

narratives concerning New Mexico, historical narratives of the Manhattan Project 

comprise a relatively small collection of works based on the same sources of limited 

information. As noted earlier, from the Project’s inception, the release of information has 

been tightly controlled by the government, gradually becoming more available as “top 
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secret” documents are declassified. The absolute authority of the government in this 

regard is reflected in General Groves’s foreward to the Project’s first official historical 

account:

All pertinent scientific information which can be released to the public at 
this time without violating the needs of national security is contained in 
this volume. No requests for additional information should be made to 
private persons or organizations associated with the project. Persons 
disclosing or securing additional information by any means whatsoever 
without authorization are subject to severe penalties under the espionage 
act. 

The restriction of information was sufficiently comprehensive that little room was left to 

question the government’s credibility, thus in this sense, its ethos was virtually 

monolithic. The ethical standard for travel narrative was not institutionally generated, 

thus authority was determined by whether or not they were based on first-hand 

experience. In Davis’s case, his official position gave him access to New Mexico, but as 

his own experiences occupy a relatively small portion of the text, he drew from existing 

narratives, thus duplicating, sometimes nearly word-for-word, much of the material in 

Gregg’s much-read Commerce of the Prairies. Similarly, many of the earlier accounts of 

the Manhattan Project’s “official history” continue to maintain their authority through 

repetition, despite not having the benefit of the details that emerged after their 

publication. In both situations, the absence of competing sources of information resulted 

in monovocal forms of discourse that largely evaded critique concerning their veracity. 

Untarnished by critical scrutiny until recently, nuclear histories and travel narratives have 

contributed significantly to separate, yet connected national discourses marked by US 

exceptionalism and a deep connection to the country’s foundational myths. 
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 The first official external report released to the public was titled Atomic Energy 

for Military Purposes (Smyth Report) and subtitled: “The Official Report on the 

Development of the Atomic Bomb Under the Auspices of the United States 

Government.” Published ten days after the bombing of Hiroshima, the report was written 

by Henry D. Smyth, a nuclear physicist on the Manhattan Project. Appointed the project’s 

first historian by General Groves, Smyth had begun the 250-page report in the last year of 

the war (Goldschmidt 68). The report is brief in relation to the selection of Los Alamos, 

and was limited to the following: 

In the choice of a site for this atomic-bomb laboratory, the all-important 
considerations were secrecy and safety. It was therefore decided to 
establish the laboratory in an isolated location and to sever unnecessary 
connection with the outside world. By November 1942 a site had been 
chosen--at Los Alamos, New Mexico. It was located on a mesa about 30 
miles from Santa Fe. One asset of this site was the availability of 
considerable area for proving grounds, but initially the only structures on 
the site consisted of a handful of buildings which once constituted a small 
boarding school. . . . The sole means of approach was a winding mountain 
road. That the handicaps of the site were overcome to a considerable 
degree is a tribute to the unstinting efforts of the scientific and military 
personnel. (Smyth 12.3, 12.4)

Given that it was intended for the public, one might ask, “where are the people?” Van 

Leeuwen describes as “radical exclusions” those that “leave no traces of the 

representation, excluding both the social actors and their activities.” For the very reason 

that they leave no trace, they cannot be analyzed in an immediate sense; nonetheless, he 

notes, they can contribute critically by way of comparison (29). 

 Within the context of the same report, we see a somewhat different level of 

acknowledgment of the human presence in the site selection regarding the other two main 
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industrial portions of the project. Initially, it had been considered that the plutonium 

production plant could be located in the Tennessee Valley along with the uranium 

processing facility, the Clinton Engineer Works. This did not occur, because, as the report 

states: “Reconsideration at the end of 1942 led General Groves to the conclusion that this 

site was not sufficiently isolated for a large-scale plutonium production plant. At that 

time, it was conceivable that conditions might arise under which a large pile might spread 

radioactive material over a large enough area to endanger neighboring centers of 

population. . . ” (Smyth 7.12).

 Instead of the Tennessee Valley, the plutonium plant, later known as Hanford, was 

located in the state of Washington, near the Columbia River. Discussion of this site 

included: “Eventually an area of nearly a thousand square miles was brought under 

government control. At the time of acquisition of the land there were a few farms and two 

small villages, Hanford and Richland, on the site, which was otherwise sage-brush plains 

and barren hills” (Smyth 8.50). While not acknowledged at length, the populations of 

these areas at least were noted to exist. In reference to Los Alamos, however, “safety” is 

noted as a consideration, but since that no additional clarification is given, this could have 

pertained to the Project members themselves, not necessarily to the local populations who 

remained unmentioned, either directly or indirectly.

 After the Smyth Report, the next official version of the Manhattan Project was 

written in 1946, but not made public until March 1973 when it was released by the 

United States Atomic Energy Commission. Titled “Manhattan District History: 

Nonscientific Aspects of Los Alamos Project Y 1942 Through 1946,” it was written by 
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Edith C. Truslow, a WAC 2nd Lieutenant at the project. Its abstract states that it was 

prepared as a response to “wide interest by historians about this era,” and that it presented 

an “edited version of an unpublished volume covering the construction, organization and 

personnel of Project Y” (1).

 The site selection criteria were outlined in greater detail, noting that, for security 

reasons, “isolation was perhaps the first requisite for the site. However, many other 

factors had to be considered.” With respect to human considerations, the “Manhattan 

District History” (MDH) specified: “The population within a 100-mile radius of the site 

had to be sparse, to maintain safety and security,” and “The ownership and estimated 

value of land and speed of acquisition had to be considered.” In total, the MDH mentions 

five sites that were considered, all within New Mexico, the Los Alamos site listed at that 

time by its Native American name, Otowi. The Los Alamos Ranch School, consequently, 

was listed as being located in “Otowi, New Mexico” (Truslow 2). Part of the reason that 

Otowi was chosen was because, compared with Jemez Springs, its closest contender, it 

was “more sparsely populated” and “had lower valuation.” Additional advantages were 

cited in the Engineer District recommendations: “Most of the area could be obtained 

easily . . . because it was government owned,” “The private land was used mainly for 

grazing, so the purchase cost would be small,” “Enough area was available to ensure safe 

spacing of the Project units,” and “The nearest town was some 16 miles away, which 

tended to isolate the site” (2). The Los Alamos Ranch School having thus been targeted 

for acquisition, the MDH continues under the heading “Site Description,” stating, “Los 

Alamos was in a sparsely populated rural area on the east slope of the Jemez Mountains 
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(part of the Rocky Mountain System), in Sandoval County in north central New 

Mexico” (2). Other than noting its location as 20 miles from Santa Fe, “the nearest 

railhead,” the rest of the description is an unadorned account of geographic features. No 

mention is made at this point of any specific populations nearby.

 A later section of the MDH concerns the measures taken toward land acquisition. 

The matters related to purchase and condemnation of private land were described as in 

the documents cited previously, with an additional mention regarding the withdrawal of 

grazing permits, stating that this had been resolved through direct negotiation with the 

grazing permit operators, “whereby payment was made on the basis of $20 or $30 for 

each head of grazing stock” (Truslow 7). The process of condemnation is described in 

greater detail, stating that it had been authorized by the 2nd War Powers Act, and allowed 

the government to file a Petition in Condemnation, resulting in an Order of Possession 

that was then “served by the court on the land owner, who then had to vacate.” Permanent 

acquisition required a “Declaration of Taking,” initiating an appraisal “by an appointed 

commission.” Consequently, “If the appraisal was not approved by both the land owner 

and the government the case was settled in the US District Court” (7). The MDH lists 

four “principal objectors” to the prices offered, all with Hispanic surnames: “Elfego 

Gomez of Espanola,” “Manuel Lujan, of Santa Fe,” and “Ernesto and Adolfo Montoyo, 

of Espanola.” 42 As an overall comment, the MDH states, “Other than those usual in 

condemnation proceeding, no special problems were encountered. However, part of the 
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Project was bordered by the Bandelier National Monument and by an Indian sacred burial 

ground that caused an irregularity in the southeast boundary.” Besides being mentioned in 

the context of “irregularity,” the only other hint of the Native American presence in the 

discussion of land acquisition occurred indirectly as part of an accounting of land 

obtained for a power-line right of way: “19.5 acres from the Department of Interior, 

Indian Service” (9).

 Another topic given greater elaboration in the MDH concerned personnel and the 

recruitment of labor. While the presence of “civilian labor” is mentioned as part of the 

overall workforce (Truslow 98), its source is not indicated as local, but rather that “The 

main source of recruitment of skilled and unskilled hourly employees was through the 

U.S. Civil Service commission and the U.S. Employment Service (War Manpower 

Commission)” (99). An exception to this lack of specificity occurs incidentally in the 

section pertaining to transportation. As part of the discussion of bus service between Los 

Alamos and Santa Fe, the MDH states, “Such bus service was provided free to laborers, 

mechanics maids etc. because it was the only way adequate help could be obtained. 

About 60 Indian girls used the buses each day, incident to their employment as maids by 

individuals housed on the Project” (98).

 In 1947 another historical version of the Manhattan Project was compiled, 

described by its author, David Hawkins, as “a manuscript of the Los Alamos Laboratory, 

Manhattan District, U.S. Corps of Engineers.” Originally restricted as “secret,” it was not 

published until 1961, under the title Manhattan District History, Project Y, The Los 

Alamos Project (MDHY). Curiously, it makes no mention of Truslow’s account. 
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Regarding its location, Hawkins writes “The Project Y site, selected in November 1942, 

was the Los Alamos Ranch School, on an isolated mesa on the Pajarito Plateau about 40 

miles northwest of Santa Fe, New Mexico” (3). No discussion is provided of land 

procurement, and no mention is made regarding local populations. The requirements of 

the site elaborated on those of the Smyth Report, and were nearly identical to those 

described in Groves’s account, published the following year in 1962. Largely technical in 

its focus, the MDHY is non-specific regarding matters of personnel, mentioning that  

“maid service” was an issue discussed frequently, but not how it was addressed (Hawkins 

39). Additionally, he writes, “Although basic Laboratory policy was to hire civilians, they 

were increasingly hard to find. They were being inducted rapidly into the Army . . .” (41). 

No mention is made of local civilians with regard to employment.

 Seventeen years after the first nuclear weapon was dropped on Hiroshima, 

Groves’s Now It Can Be Told emerged, appearing as a public declaration ending the 

absolute secrecy he had earlier imposed. In actuality, it was merely a modification of 

policy, given that its scientifically relevant information was largely out-of-date. Although 

the book was Groves’s biographical account of the Manhattan Project, because he was its 

director, it carries official as well as first-person authority. More than the Smyth Report, 

Now It Can Be Told is one of the most-cited texts regarding the Project, and is a primary 

source of information for other key master narratives, such as Richard Rhodes’s Pulitzer 

Prize-winning The Making of the Atomic Bomb (1986), Ferenc Morton Szasz’s The Day 

the Sun Rose Twice: The Story of the Trinity Site Nuclear Explosion July 16, 1945 (1984), 

and James Kunetka’s City of Fire: Los Alamos and the Atomic Age, 1943-1945 (1979).
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 Reiterating earlier reports, Groves describes the site requirements for the new 

laboratory as “good transportation by air and rail, adequate water, reasonable availability 

of labor, year-round construction and out-of-doors experimental work, and all the other 

things that make for an efficient operation. As before, we sought an isolated area so that 

nearby communities would not be adversely affected by any unforeseen results from our 

activities” (64). Notably, he specifically acknowledges the potential threat to local 

residents. Mentioning the regions under consideration, he states, “Major J.H. Dudley, 

who made an extensive field search over the whole Southwest for us, confirmed our 

preliminary view that there were only two general areas that might be satisfactory.” These 

were either along the Santa Fe Railroad in New Mexico or Arizona, or in California (64). 

Groves describes an October 1942 trip to visit Jemez Springs, New Mexico, one of the 

proposed locations not far from Los Alamos. He writes: “As we went along the road to 

the north, we drove by many small Indian farms, and I began to have misgivings about 

the troubles we would have in dispossessing the owners” (65). Heading then towards Los 

Alamos, he does not mention Native Americans or others along the way, instead finding, 

“It was quite evident that this would be an isolated site with plenty of room for 

expansion” (66). He notes that the only potential problems with the site were the access 

road and water, adding that “From the standpoint of security, Los Alamos was quite 

satisfactory. It was far removed from any large center of population” (66).

 An ironic consequence of Grove’s Now It Can Be Told is that it opened the door 

for additional texts whose information would eventually call into question important 

aspects of his narrative and those that preceded it. Having provided a representative 
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sample of the official version(s) of the siting process, I will introduce material from more 

recent texts, allowing them to “fill in the gaps,” thus providing a clearer picture of what 

had been left out. To avoid holding the writers of the official accounts responsible for 

information to which they didn’t have access, I will focus on the inconsistencies of and 

between their own texts, and to sources that one could reasonably expect were available 

to them.

 The perception of isolation is particularly problematic, in part because opinions 

differ regarding whether it was sought for the sake of security, or if it represented a 

genuine consideration for human safety. To express, as Groves does, that isolation is a 

safety concern, is also to acknowledge the existence of threat; that having been 

established, the problem becomes one of defining isolation, not in impressionistic terms, 

but in concrete terms that are relevant to human safety. Failure of these writers to do so, I 

argue, enabled the discursive gap through which local populations disappeared. Although 

Truslow stated that “The population within a 100-mile radius of the site had to be sparse, 

to maintain safety and security,” the undefined term “sparse” provided yet another, albeit 

smaller, discursive gap (1).

 Within the context of safety, isolation is determined by distance from human 

populations, thus their presence must be acknowledged. In legitimate discourses, one 

would think that acknowledgment of presence would be applied equally to similar 

situations. Similarly, if population  considerations are reason to exclude one location, 

why would another be treated differently? While Truslow mentions only five sites under 

consideration, all in New Mexico, Groves refers to Dudley’s research as including 
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Arizona and California, using it to confirm the suitability of New Mexico, but not 

revealing the considerations that made this so. Citing information from an official real 

estate report, a later account by Rhodes points to material that had been deflected in these 

two earlier versions. During his exploration of the West, according to Rhodes, “Dudley 

found the perfect place: Oak City, Utah, ‘a delightful little oasis in south central Utah.’ 

But to claim it, the Army would have had to evict several dozen families and remove a 

large area of farmland from production” (450). Similarly, Truslow and Groves both 

indicate that the human presence was a reason to exclude Jemez Springs. It is curious that 

Groves makes note of the “Indian farms” on the way to Jemez Pueblo, but fails to see 

what Stevens had so vividly described in The Nation: “To get to Los Alamos . . . .[t]he 

new blacktop road twists and winds past the brown adobe houses of the ancient Indian 

pueblo of Santa Clara . . . To the east the cottonwood and Indian-tilled fields make a 

green strip along the river” (127). The possibility that Groves arrived by a different route 

is negated by a statement from the Smyth Report cited previously, indicating that “The 

sole means of approach was a winding mountain road.” Regarding this type of 

invisibility, Jane Tompkins offers a potential explanation. She observes that in colonial 

discourse, what the Anglo-European sees has much to do with what matters to her or him. 

Thus it may not have been that Groves didn’t “see” the Native Americans “in the literal 

sense,” but that they didn’t “count” for him “in a fundamental way” (63). As an example, 

she relates an entry in Governor John Winthrop’s journal where, describing the aftermath 

of a storm, he states, “yet through God’s great mercy it did no hurt, but only killed one 

Indian with the fall of a tree” (qtd. in Tompkins 63). 
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 What one “sees” is also largely dependent on context. In her discussion of site 

selection, Truslow’s only indications of the Native American presence occur incidentally, 

through using the name “Otowi,” by mentioning the “Indian sacred burial ground,” and 

by noting the “Department of Interior, Indian Service” in the list of properties taken for 

the power line. In another section of her historiography--in the context of her discussion 

of transportation--she clearly “sees” that “60 Indian girls used the buses each day, 

incident to their employment as maids.” Similarly, Groves had failed to acknowledge the 

presence of Native Americans in the context of site selection, yet they were seen to 

“matter” with respect to housing. In a different portion of the narrative he states, 

“Aggravating the housing problem was the scarcity of household help. There were no 

servants other than Indian girls from nearby communities who were brought in by 

bus” (165). Invisible in one context, Native Americans were further marginalized 

discursively in another, being “passivized,” in Van Leeuwen’s terms, by having been 

“brought in” (33), and by referring to them as “servants,” a nomination which indicates 

social inferiority, and as “girls” rather than women. No matter how liberal the 

interpretation, Groves’s claim of “isolation” appears directly contradicted by the phrase 

“near-by communities.”

 The marginalization of Native Americans with respect to Los Alamos had many 

consequences, the majority of which have developed over time. One immediate effect of 

the siting process took place as soon as the fences went up. Although graves on the 

property acquired for the Oak Ridge, Tennessee plant were relocated, in a “costly 

process” (Hales 11), the “Indian sacred burial ground” noted by Truslow was ignored, 
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and though it had been made inaccessible, “No funds were allocated for the purchase of 

this area, nor for the moving of graves or ceremonial objects” (Hales 17).

 Contrary to how it was represented in these official accounts, the area of Pajarito 

Mesa was not truly isolated. Hales remarks that “Los Alamos was both virgin land and 

settled territory. It offered the illusion of free land, but the appearance deceived” (18). 

Four Native American communities are immediate neighbors to the LANL property: 

Santa Clara, San Ildefonso, Cochiti, and Jemez Pueblos (Masco 108). Most importantly, 

LANL activities are close enough to impact their lives. In 1995, members of Cochiti 

Pueblo’s government met with LANL officials, reporting that “for fifty years the people 

of Cochiti heard explosions and watched clouds of smoke drift over their land from Los 

Alamos, and wondered about the health effects of those clouds and their impacts on the 

people, water, crops, and land” (Masco 116). To Leong’s earlier observation that some 

groups are more invisible than others, I would add that those who are most invisible are 

those whose presence is most problematic. As the following example indicates, this 

condition is ongoing. Despite having established a “government-to-government” 

relationship with the US Department of Energy (DOE), Santa Clara Pueblo has continued 

to be invisible in official documents, notably the environmental impact statement 

generated in relation to the proposed expansion of pit production at LANL. In May of 

2008, Santa Clara Governor J. Michael Chavarria sent a statement and formal resolution 

to the US Department of Energy in which he asserted: 
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Because Santa Clara Pueblo is barely even mentioned in the Draft 
SPEIS,43  these comments begin with a brief background description . . . . 
Santa Clara Pueblo is a federally-recognized Indian tribe located in 
northern New Mexico approximately 25 miles northwest of the City of 
Santa Fe. Much of the City of Española, approximately one mile to the 
west of our Tribal government offices, actually is located within the 
exterior boundaries of Santa Clara lands. Since most of the maps of 
LANL in the Draft SPEIS fail to even include Santa Clara Pueblo, two 
maps indicating our location relative to LANL are attached to our 
comments. While our Tribal offices are approximately 18 miles away from 
LANL, our closest border is only about 5 miles from LANL. Our 
traditional lands include lands taken for the Manhattan Project. (4)

Preceding this quoted portion of the statement, Chavarria had referenced a long stream of 

communications between Santa Clara Pueblo and the DOE official to whom the 

documents are addressed. Clearly, they had established a formal relationship in which, at 

least nominally, their contexts--in terms of official identity--would have been represented. 

Despite this, Chavarria points to the need to re-state the most basic facts of the tribe’s 

existence, to present a counter-frame, so to speak, to that which the DOE’s lack of 

recognition appears to indicate. Further discussion of the discursive implications of 

Chavarria’s statement will be presented in Chapter 5.

 Though Nuevomexicanos were not completely invisible in discourses of the siting 

process, they were nonetheless marginalized. Truslow’s account of the land acquisition at 

Los Alamos is summarized by the statement, “Other than those usual in condemnation 

proceeding, no special problems were encountered,” yet this was hardly the case. As part 

of an overall rhetorical effort to portray land acquisition for the three Manhattan Project 
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sites as of minimal consequence to human inhabitants, conflicts were either omitted or 

under-represented in official accounts. Regarding this process, Groves frames his remarks 

in terms of unavoidable sacrifice, stating: “As always happens when the government 

takes over any sizable area, some owners suffered real hardships by their dislocation. 

This is inevitable despite the fact that they are paid the full value of their property, as 

established by the government appraisers” (26). Within the frame of “unavoidable 

sacrifice,” taking over land is legitimized discursively by stating that it is “inevitable” or 

“the way things are” (Van Leeuwen 116). In stating that the landowners were 

compensated financially for their property, Groves suggests that a fair exchange has 

occurred, thus delegitimizing their dissatisfaction. Despite Groves’s claims, the 

government appraisers did not assess the value of the Los Alamos Ranch School property 

in a manner acceptable to its owners. The case was taken to court, and the “ruthless 

bargaining” of the Project’s representatives caused a judge to rule that they “pay special 

interest based on their recalcitrance” (Hales 58). Truslow describes the legal process of 

condemnation and the ultimate resolution of value disputes in District Court, but not in 

specific reference to the Ranch School.

 The acquisition of the Los Alamos Ranch School has continued to be 

misrepresented even in recent historical narratives. In an uncited statement, Gerard J. 

DeGroot, the author of The Bomb: A Life (2005), writes: “The Los Alamos Ranch School 

seemed perfect for the relatively small establishment originally envisaged. It had fallen 

on hard times, so the headmaster welcomed the compulsory purchase order and cheque 

for $440,000” (40). Based on information obtained from transcripts of personal 
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interviews found at the Los Alamos Historical Society, Hales draws a different 

conclusion. In addition to the dispute over the school’s value, he notes, “At the time, the 

notification that the school was to be closed . . . came as a bitter blow, particularly to the 

faculty and staff who had been with the school since its inception . . .” (57).

 One aspect of valuation that was not given adequate consideration was the 

relationship between land and livelihood. The “8,900 acres of privately-owned land” and 

the “45,100 acres of federally-owned lands” mentioned in Henry Stimson’s letter were 

intimately connected, as the 29 private landholders mentioned held title to the grazing 

rights in the adjacent federally-owned land. All of this federally owned grazing land was 

claimed, thus, Hales states, “To take these lands would be to remove from these permit 

holders a significant part of their livelihood (in some cases all of it)” (16). The small 

landowners, he continues, “held more than two-thirds of the privately owned land (and 

probably a similar portion of the grazing rights), but they received less than an eighth of 

the money” (59). As noted previously, the four “principal objectors” named by Truslow 

had Hispanic surnames. The Ranch School’s attorney reported that larger landholders, 

including the Anglo-owned Anchor Ranch, had been treated “fairly” (Hales 16, 60).

J. Robert Oppenheimer and the Aesthetic Frame

 As this chapter has sought to point out, discourse concerning the nuclear presence 

in New Mexico was situated within earlier discourses related to the states’ overall 

position as part of the nation, particularly in regard to evolving notions concerning its 

disponibility. Essential to the stylistic conventions of travel writing, the aesthetic frame 

was ubiquitous, even in Davis’s writing. While Davis tempered colorful, often 
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Orientalized references through various mitigation strategies, other writers, like James, 

quoted in Chapter 1 had not done so, demonstrating that the aesthetic frame was hardly 

neutral, but rather a fertile ground for various expressions of ideology. Just as it had been 

used at the end of the nineteenth century to make the state attractive to tourists by 

recontextualizing unmarketable images such as “dangerous” Indians and “rude mud-

brick” architecture, the aesthetic frame--as the article from the Saturday Evening Post 

illustrated--served as a comfortable segue into nuclear topics, as well as a versatile 

discursive strategy for dispelling contradiction.

 Returning to the question “why New Mexico?” one writer’s answer succinctly 

exemplifies the interplay of aesthetics in the nuclear narrative: “J. Robert Oppenheimer 

suggested that the bomb be built at Los Alamos because it was isolated and 

beautiful” (Rosenthal 3). Another writer concurs, but with greater detail:

Oppenheimer was no stranger to Los Alamos Mesa. He had returned again 
and again to the New Mexico landscape that he had immediately loved on 
his first visit in 1922. . . . It was he who had suggested to Groves that Los 
Alamos might be an excellent setting for the army’s small, clandestine 
scientific laboratory. Although their movements would be restricted, 
scientists could live and work undisturbed in an exhilarating atmosphere. 
(Kunetka 11)

Oppenheimer’s affinity for the area is a favorite aesthetic note in the nuclear mythology. 

Two versions of a popular anecdote appear in numerous texts: in one, as Rhodes states, 

Oppenheimer had once written a friend, “My two great loves are physics and desert 

country. It’s a pity they can’t be combined” (451); in the other, Oppenheimer reportedly 

tells friends, “My two great loves are physics and New Mexico. It’s a pity they can’t be 

combined” (DeGroot 40). In both versions, the narrative tension of the matter is resolved 
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by siting the project at Los Alamos. Rhodes follows the sentence ending in “combined” 

with “Now they would be” (451). DeGroot punctuates his rendition of the statement with 

“During the war, fusion occurred” (40). Stof, et al. write, “For Oppenheimer, it was 

literally a dream come true” (5). Although one version of the anecdote suggests that 

Oppenheimer could have been just as happy in Arizona or the California desert, the 

difference is beside the point. What these authors mean to convey is an aesthetic 

connection between Oppenheimer and Los Alamos, thus creating a discursive “buffer 

zone” in which Oppenheimer functions as an intermediary between the idyllic 

“fantasyland” and the nuclear presence.44 By personalizing the decision to locate the 

nuclear laboratory at Los Alamos, the super-technology of creating the bomb was--to a 

degree--humanized.45  Known for his role as the scientific director at Los Alamos, 

Oppenheimer was an eminent nuclear physicist who, according to Edward Teller, “knew 

in detail what was going on in every part of the laboratory” (qtd. in DeGroot 38). At the 

same time, he is represented in visually evocative terms, a romanticized figure who 

bridges the physical and cultural divide between the Lab and the local community. As one 

Los Alamos employee reported: 
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associated with Oppenheimer; however, it is notable that he has been represented in an opera, Dr. Atomic; a 
novel, Los Alamos, by Joseph Kanon; an Oscar-nominated documentary, The Day After Trinity: J. Robert 
Oppenheimer and the Atomic Bomb by Jon Else; and several biographies. Also worth noting, in all the 
accounts I reviewed, the word “love” is not typically used in nuclear-related discourse, except as it appears 
in the context of aestheticized references to Oppenheimer.
45 Humanized references to the bomb were common, occurring through strategies of personification such as 
“the cradle of the atomic bomb” (Stevens 127); At the Heart of the Bomb (title of work by Rosenthal); 
“Little Boy” and “Fat Man” (names for the bombs that were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki); “the 
birthplace of two bombs” (Schofield 64); and  “the little boy is as husky as his big brother. The light in his 
eyes discernible from here to Highhold and I could hear his screams from here to my farm” (message to 
Secretary of War Stimson regarding the Trinity explosion, qtd. in Szasz 145).



Each Sunday he would ride his beautiful chestnut horse from the cavalry 
stable at the east side of the town to the mountain trails on the west side of 
town, greeting each of the people he passed with a wave of his pork-pie 
hat and a friendly remark. He knew everyone who lived in Los Alamos, 
from the top scientists to the children of the Spanish-American janitors - 
they were all Oppenheimer's family (Thorpe and Shapin 575).

 A discursive move to redress the ambivalence of Project members regarding their 

relationship with the community, the last part of the statement suggests that as 

Oppenheimer’s “family,” the community was part of the Lab’s “family” as well. The use 

of metaphor in this manner is a strategy of “nukespeak” described by Edward Schiappa as 

“domestication.” A means of reshaping perceptions, this strategy uses “‘friendly’ 

metaphors drawn from ordinary language to name otherwise objectionable nuclear 

weapons, strategy, and war” (255). Although Schiappa refers primarily to the 

domestication of technology, the reference to “family” demonstrates another implication 

of metaphor, that “to name a phenomenon is to suggest a set of attitudes and behaviors 

appropriate to the phenomenon” (255). Thus, the secrecy and silence that defined the 

actual relationship between the Lab and the community were ameliorated discursively by 

an idealized image implying acceptance and trust.

 As a personification of the nuclear presence, Oppenheimer’s image contributed to 

one common version of the aesthetic frame, yet as director of the technical mission at Los 

Alamos, he used the frame deliberately to recruit other scientists. In one memo he wrote: 

“We know you will want to have as clear a picture as possible, before coming to Los 

Alamos, of the many aspects of life here . . . It is set in the pines at 7,300 feet in very fine 

country. . . . The country is a mixture of mountain country such as you have met in other 
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parts of the Rockies, and the adobe-housed, picturesque, southwest  desert that you have 

seen in Western Movies” (qtd. in DeGroot 41). Steeped in Anglo-American mythos, the 

reference to “Western Movies” constitutes its own variation of the aesthetic frame, one 

that is engrained in US popular culture and the ideology of Manifest Destiny. Considering 

that many of the most distinguished scientists were Europeans or other urban dwellers 

with little chance of having “met” the Rockies, Oppenheimer’s assumption of their 

literacy in this regard suggests the widespread intertextual reach of this aspect of US 

popular culture.

 While these uses of the aesthetic frame pertained to representation of the land, 

other aesthetically-oriented strategies focused on allaying the conflict generated by the 

dual presence/absence of local Nuevomexicanos and Native Americans. Though they had 

been largely invisible officially, these groups were undeniably present as part of daily life 

at Los Alamos. Hales describes the manner in which the “scientific families” came to 

view the non-Anglo population: “Too close to be threatening, they became exotic; their 

differentness made them objects of romance in the scientific community, and their 

mistresses read and wrote about them--in letters in memoirs, in books published after the 

war.” Additionally, he notes, their  romanticized perceptions were not original, but shaped 

intertextually through their reading. Thus, in their published narratives, “maids, 

gardeners, and furnace men appeared not as people but as mythic types, drawn from 

popular literature about the Southwest that passed from household to household” (207). 

 The presence of non-Anglos was attested in numerous other accounts, as well. 

The article  from The Nation cited earlier included the comments,“Signs on many 
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building are in both English and Spanish,” and that the work force included “a lot of local 

Spanish-American labor” (Stevens 128). An October 1945 article in the Santa Fe New 

Mexican featured a photograph of former Santa Clara Governor Cleto Tafoya, “serving 

soup at East Cafeteria.” The article indicated that Tafoya’s wife and daughter also worked 

at Los Alamos, along with “hundreds of Indians and Spanish American workers on the 

project” (qtd. in Webb 55). The jobs that local people filled, according to Hales, were 

those that generally “went to blacks on the other MED sites.” These included providing 

household help, working as gardeners, driving trucks, pouring concrete, performing 

maintenance, and assorted types of day labor (206-207). They were also hired to perform 

dangerous tasks, for example the 1963 clean-up of Bayo Canyon, a site that had been 

used extensively for radioactivity experiments. Masco states that having been “[p]rovided 

with film badges (for radiation dose calculation), work gloves, and burlap bags, Pueblo 

firefighting teams from Zia and Jemez Pueblos spent several weeks picking up debris 

from eighteen years of explosive testing, physically removing ninety truckloads of refuse 

from the canyon floor” (138). Represented ornamentally or in menial roles, local people 

were not given full recognition of their human status as neighbors, nor their vulnerability 

to the Project’s dangers. 

 Some representations were both menial and ornamental, as demonstrated by this 

alternative version of the Cleto Tafoya story. Hales cites an interview with Los Alamos 

resident Charlie Masters, who is said to have recollected “the kindly, patriarchal face of 

Chief, an ex-pueblo governor, who substituted a tall, white cap for colored feathers and 

who stood in the service line pouring soup into thick bowls and handing them across the 
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counter with all the noble solemnity of a cacique handing out judgements” (qtd. in Hales 

210). As Hales notes, the governor had lost not only his position in his pueblo, but also 

his name, having been depersonalized by a title that no longer fit him.

 In the following passage, an entire pueblo is identified primarily in terms of 

aesthetics and labor. In his often-cited narrative mentioned earlier, Kunetka writes: 

In the valleys below Los Alamos, nestled against the Rio Grande, live the 
descendants of the ancient Indian tribes. San Ildefonso, the nearest and 
one of the largest pueblos, became a source of labor for the Laboratory. Its 
most famous resident is María Martínez, whose careful cultivation of 
Indian pottery techniques revived the art from near extinction. The Indians 
adopted Christianity but continue to revere a nearby mesa called Tunyo, or 
Black Mesa, as the home of their ancestral gods. (104)

Appealing, visually evocative lead-ins like “nestled against the Rio Grande” are a 

common convention of travel writing. As they have been used in the context of nuclear 

narratives, however, these types of references provide a deceptively engaging entry point 

for a topic that, unless modified discursively, has been fraught with controversy and 

danger. Later in the passage, the collectivization strategy of referring to “Indian” religious 

practices, “the ancient Indian tribes,” and “Indian pottery techniques,” fabricates the 

image of “Indians” as a monolithic group. Thus overriding the particularizing reference to 

San Ildefonso Pueblo, the statement as a whole promotes generalizations that disregard 

the complexity and uniqueness of the individual pueblo cultures. In the context of his 

discussion regarding the siting of Los Alamos on Pajarito Mesa, Kunetka makes no 

mention of the pueblos; instead, he describes the process in terms of ease of acquisition, 

stating simply that “Groves was pleased that 47,000 of the estimated 54,000 acres of land 

required was already owned by the government. The private land was generally used for 
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cattle grazing. This land, Groves knew, generally has a lower purchase price than crop 

land” (15).

 Like Kunetka and other writers, Rosenthal makes no mention of Native 

Americans in the context of site selection. She offers an interesting variation to this last 

example, however, mirroring certain aspects, for example the reference to location, but 

significantly reframing its rhetorical implications. She states: “Today the Indians live in 

the valley, on land deeded by treaty to pueblos with Spanish names like Santa Clara and 

San Ildefonso. The few who work at the lab are commuters” (28). A reader unfamiliar 

with the area would have no reference point for the distance of “the valley”; however, the 

use of the word “commute” implies that it is relatively far. Unlike Kunetka, she does not 

romanticize the Pueblo people as the “descendants of ancient Indian tribes,” yet, instead, 

she obscures their historical connection to the land by stating that it had been deeded 

politically “by treaty,” suggesting a subordinate relationship, and also by vaguely 

implying involvement of the Spanish.

 Suggesting a more hegemonic interpretation of the situation, the following portion 

of the passage incorporates a type of strategy not yet explored. Paraphrasing an 

anthropologist, Chris Dietz, who “has studied the impact of Los Alamos on the 

indigenous people,” Rosenthal presents what appears to be an “expert” perspective. 

According to Dietz, she states, Native American cultures have “persisted and become 

stronger,” and despite their pride in their own survival, he believes that the Santa Clara 

and San Ildefonso Pueblos:
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 . . . owe the revival of their traditional lifestyles to Los Alamos National 
Laboratory. Both are the darlings of collectors, producing beautifully 
shaped and incised pottery. Twenty years ago both small communities 
were nearly dead. Young Indians, encouraged to assimilate into 
mainstream culture, grew up and moved to cities. When the lab started 
hiring Native Americans as service workers and technicians in the 1970’s, 
people from the two nearby pueblos could afford to stay in their traditional 
homes. (96)

Though Kunetka had attributed the revitalization of San Ildefonso culture--as represented 

through pottery--to a named Pueblo individual, Rosenthal reassigns credit to LANL. Her 

statement reifies not only the perception that the value of Native Americans is based on 

their contribution to Anglo aesthetic sensibilities, but also the nineteenth-century 

assumption that the “regenerative” impact of Anglo-American progress was necessarily 

beneficial to all. Ironically, the statement suggests syntactically that the revival of 

traditional lifestyles was beneficial primarily for having ensured the production of pottery 

for non-Native collectors. The last sentence of the passage suggests both the mode of 

hegemonic consent as well as the asymmetry of the power dynamic. While Kunetka had 

used the more neutral term “labor” to describe their employment, Rosenthal uses terms 

specifically associated with low-status positions. 

 How Native Americans, especially, were represented by their Anglo employers 

reveals much about the deprecatory potential of the aesthetic frame. One example, a letter 

written in 1944 by Phyllis Fisher, the wife of a Los Alamos physicist, states:

I have household help today for the first time. She came to the house all 
rolled up in a bright red blanket and smiles. She calls me ‘Meesie Feesha’ 
and tells me her name is Apolonia. She is a short, middle-aged, stooped 
Indian woman from a nearby pueblo. She looks as though she couldn’t lift 
a feather. But whether or not she can clean the house is immaterial. I’m 
sure she’ll be worth her wages in entertainment value alone. She is sweet 
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and picturesque, and I love to watch her. If she does nothing more than 
stand around, I’ll find my housework less boring.” (qtd. in Hales 207)

Though as Hales observes, Fisher is apparently “delighted” with Apolonia, the overall 

discursive effect of the passage is one of Othering, of distancing and containment through 

her  representation as an exotic caricature. Though Fisher knows Apolonia’s name as she 

begins the letter, she refers to her initially using a pronoun, thus avoiding recognition of 

the woman’s status as a subject. When Fisher does use her name, she does so indirectly, 

stating that “she calls herself Apolonia” as if Apolonia exists in a deeper layer of the 

narrative. Though Fisher claims it doesn’t matter whether or not Apolonia can perform 

her work, Fisher also casts doubt as to whether she is capable of it, thus implying that her 

legitimate value as a worker is in question. Subsequently, Fisher unilaterally “reassigns” 

Apolonia’s purpose, reframing her as an object for aesthetic enjoyment.

 As narrative discourse, Phyllis Fisher’s reactions to her experiences with Native 

Americans demonstrated a variety of preconceptions, many of which appear to be drawn 

from the Western mythos of popular culture. In another letter, Fisher describes her first 

visit to a pueblo, revealing an attitude, Hales notes, which is “alternately reverent and 

condescending” (208). She writes: “I never dreamed that an Indian Pueblo could be so 

attractive. . . . Booths for the display and sale of pottery were everywhere. . . The dance 

was solemn, and the rhythm of the tom-toms and the chant of the singers were punctuated 

at times by war whoops of the dancing men. I blush to add that our Bobby was quite 

carried away by it all and finally joined lustily in the war whoops” (qtd. in Hales 208). In 

addition to its condescension, this example recalls the anxiety regarding “going native” 
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discussed earlier, as Fisher is embarrassed that her son is over-identifying with the pueblo 

performers, thus threatening to breech the aesthetic boundaries. The strength of these 

boundaries as a cultural divide is further expressed by Bernice Brode, who writes of 

Santa Fe in her personal reminiscence: “We often looked over the walls into the romantic 

and exotic gardens, adobe houses and chapels within, and we couldn’t go in at all” (qtd. 

in Schofield 75).

 Now part of global consciousness, the nuclear presence has become increasingly 

enmeshed in the realm of aesthetics, its meaning becoming more fragmented as it is 

recontexutalized in various areas of society. On Myspace, for example, one can visit the 

Web page for Trinity Site, a German heavy metal band whose featured song “Similar to 

Nothing” is listed next to a thumbnail-size photo of an atomic explosion. Following 

instructions to “push the red button,” I was relocated to an advertising page offering to 

test my IQ for a fee. In another, though less fragmented example of the nuclear aesthetic, 

Oppenheimer’s experience of the Manhattan Project was dramatized by the opera Doctor 

Atomic, which debuted in San Francisco in 2005. The tourist aesthetic of New Mexico 

has been transformed as well, as people seek opportunities to understand the nuclear 

presence in terms of their own experience. Twice yearly, military officials at White Sands 

Missile Range permit visitors to the actual Trinity Site, now designated as a national 

historic place by the US National Parks Service. Describing the April 2, 2011 open house, 

a reporter for the Roswell Daily Record wrote, “Thousands of local and international 

atomic tourists made their biannual pilgrimage to . . . where the first atomic bomb was 

detonated in 1945” (E. Miller). The article continues, suggesting that the visitors behaved 
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in a typical manner: “Most tourists snapped pictures by a monument where a 100-foot 

steel tower . . . vaporized in the blast once stood. Others sifted through the sand on the 

ground for trinitite, a light green rock that formed . . . in the wake of the blast.” 

Acknowledging that aesthetics, or art, has a crucial function to help us make sense of our 

world, I argue that El Gringo demonstrates that we also need to recognize the rhetoric 

beneath the surface. Do we want to be so naturalized in our experience as “tourists” that a 

non-photo of a vaporized tower is similar to a photo of the Eiffel Tower? As the following 

example shows, the public relations function of the “open house” serves also a rhetorical 

opportunity. In the same newspaper article, a “Radiation Safety Officer” from the missile 

range, Mike Hart, is described as wanting “to ease people’s fears about radiation and 

debunk commonly held myths.” Hart is then quoted: “This is a way to destigmatize 

radiation exposure to folks. . .  A lot of people have a fear about it.” In the wake of the 

radiation damage resulting from the 2011 earthquake and tsunami disaster in Japan, some 

degree of fear seems appropriate. That casually picking up trinitite is naturalized in this 

discourse, and fear of radiation is represented as “un-natural,” is cause for concern.

Conclusion

 When I began to look into the question of “why New Mexico,” my first impulse 

was to return to the discourse of the mid-nineteenth century, with its optimism for the 

unlimited possibilities of technology and its tendency to represent the West in terms of its 

disponibility. Beginning with the inception of the Manhattan Project, I began to examine 

various accounts of the siting process at Los Alamos, looking for assumptions or attitudes 
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toward the land or people that might suggest an intertextual point of connection. Based 

on the statements of Davis’s El Gringo, and the words of Polk, Buchanan and others, I 

anticipated similar examples of deprecation, that these accounts would contain 

recognizable vestiges from earlier texts. What I found, however, were not indications of 

direct marginalization, but absence. Native Americans were left out of the discourse 

almost entirely, and Nuevomexicanos were barely present in the periphery, redefined in 

Anglo terms as “Spanish Americans.” Though not visible, the discourse of El Gringo was 

present as an underlying assumption, having been recontextualized in a way that I had not 

previously imagined. The resulting investigation of discursive invisibility prompted me to 

probe more extensively into how marginalization occurs, and to be more cognizant of 

rhetorical situations in which social actors are under-represented or not represented at all. 

 The following chapter explores the implications of El Gringo in the context of 

postmodernity, looking at how the reproduction of racist discourse, as well as efforts to 

counter it, have been complicated by contemporary social mores, the ongoing 

development of US hegemony in the Southwest, and innovations in communication 

technology.
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CHAPTER FIVE

EL GRINGO: DISCURSIVE IMPLICATIONS FOR THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

 As this dissertation has developed, I have argued that Davis’s El Gringo is part of 

an extended discourse, originating, as Gates noted, in the power structures of early 

Western civilization and reinscribed in the discourse of Manifest Destiny. In the previous 

chapter, I indicated that the constructions of identity used to marginalize the New 

Mexican people in the nineteenth century have been redeployed yet again, as Manifest 

Destiny has been transformed and recontextualized in relation to nuclear hegemony. In 

analyzing the text of El Gringo, I have focused on the aspects of discourse that most 

directly mediate relationships of domination, following the first definition of the “contact 

zone” given in Chapter 1, that it is “where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple . . . 

often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination” (Pratt, Imperial 

7). Counter-discourses to domination have been present throughout, however, and in this 

chapter I turn toward these in order to demonstrate how modern technology complicates 

the mediation of power relationships as they take place through discourse. Here, I refer to 

the second definition of the contact zone, as the place where disparate groups “establish 

ongoing relationships, usually involving coercion, radical inequality, and intractable 

conflict” (8). Integrating postmodernist perspectives regarding technology into the DHA 

framework already in use, I discuss technology’s influence in two present-day contexts. 

The first is the exchange of communications between the Santa Clara Pueblo government 

and the Department of Energy over current plans to expand plutonium pit production at 
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Los Alamos National Laboratories. The second is the purportedly “anti-racist” internet 

censorship adopted by the State of New Mexico using Microsoft “Antigen.” Here, I argue 

that language itself has been colonized, limiting access to certain crucial domains of 

knowledge to those who can afford to pay for it. This chapter concludes the dissertation 

by assessing the effectiveness of the DHA with regard to the project as a whole, and the 

potential benefit of adopting similar practices of discourse analysis to other pressing 

issues of US society dealing with racism and inequality. 

Racism, Representation, and Postmodernity

 As Davis had established through his title, the discursive objective of El Gringo 

was inherently rhetorical: to construct the New Mexican land and people in relation to the 

interests of the US. The postmodernist perspective, as Scott Baker suggests, “reverses the 

modernist conception of ‘mere rhetoric’ and places rhetoric at the heart of knowledge 

production” (234). More a condition than a unified theory, postmodernism borrows much 

of its focus from poststructuralism, which Harland G. Bloland indicates, “emphasizes the 

indeterminacy of language, the primacy of discourse, the decentering and fragmentation 

of the concept of self, the significance of the “other,” [and] a recognition of the . . . 

unbreakable power/knowledge nexus . . .”  (122). Each of these factors is important to 

understanding how the racist ideology from Davis’s era has been re-configured, often 

substantially, according to new rhetorical situations which are different circumstantially, 

but in many ways similar ideologically.
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  In contemporary society, the relationship between ideology and knowledge is 

particularly significant, given the extent to which knowledge has been commodified. 

Correspondingly, literacy has been increasingly commodified as well, especially with 

regard to highly specialized areas such as science and law. Literacy in these areas 

determines the ability to access two privileged domains of discourse: the legal system and 

rational systems of knowledge that are typically instrumentalized, for example chemistry 

and medicine.46 From Fairclough’s perspective, the “commodification of discourse” is 

described as a process in which social domains and institutions, not directly involved in 

the production of goods to be sold, are “nevertheless . . . organized and conceptualized in 

terms of commodity production, distribution and consumption” (Discourse 207). With 

respect to social inequality, commodification of discourse places those lacking financial 

resources at greater disadvantage, disproportionately affecting non-Anglo groups. In this 

manner, Gates asserts that Western culture has used written language as a “commodity to 

confine and delimit a culture of color,” that does not “exist” outside the realm of the 

arbitrary constructs from which it emerges. “Literacy,” he continues, “is the emblem that 

links racial alienation with economic alienation”(6). While Gates refers specifically to 

written language, his statement also applies to a larger view of literacy, constituted in part 

by the ability to “read” and negotiate social practices that define various forms of 

stratification.
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 More than the lack of access to jobs and financial opportunity, I would argue that 

economic alienation also encompasses the financial inability to access the discursive 

domains that enable the individuals or groups to assert their rights. Lack of adequate 

financial means contributes significantly to the inability of Native American groups to 

resist various forms of corporate colonization, particularly in regard to the exploitation of 

energy resources. The ability of the Navajo Nation to uphold their ban of uranium mining 

in the court system was limited by the cost of litigation, which by 2006 had exceeded 

“well over two million dollars,” according to Dave Shuey of the Southwest Research and 

Information Council (SRIC) (qtd. in Paskus). To oppose Hydro Resource’s proposed 

uranium mine, Shuey states that the SRIC and the Navajo Nation “hired attorneys, 

monitored radiation and air quality at uranium sites on the reservation, and sued New 

Mexico to tighten its uranium groundwater standard.” If the case proceeded to the federal 

court, further litigation would be “beyond either group’s budget” (Paskus).  

 Lack of financial resources also limits the ability to obtain authoritative evidence, 

another costly requirement of the judicial process. In the domain of legal proceedings, 

scientific evidence is the gold standard for supporting claims related to levels of nuclear 

contamination and its associated health risks. Consequently, the ability to access the 

domain of information is an issue directly related to the adage that “knowledge is power.”  

The Navajo Nation is not alone in struggle to resist nuclear contamination. Masco reports 

that during the 1990’s, the San Ildefonso Pueblo “had documented increased rates of 

cancer going back to the founding of the Manhattan Project,” and that they had also 

“publicly questioned the veracity of LANL’s health studies.” Even though the Lab had 
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lost a measure of their credibility regarding such issues, “Pueblo nations had limited 

financial resources and technical expertise with which to conduct their own 

studies” (140). By comparison, as various court proceedings confirm, the resources of the 

US government are effectively inexhaustible.

Still Invisible: Native Sovereignty and Nuclear Hegemony

 Since the Manhattan Project, the discourse surrounding nuclear activity in New 

Mexico has been increasingly polyvocal, extending to environmental groups, Native 

American tribes, local communities, business interests, and a variety of government 

organizations at the state and federal level. Largely due to the declassification of 

documents and a demand for environmental accountability, the availability of information 

has increased. Although this can be viewed generally as a positive development, we must 

remember that the subject of this discourse concerns the single most powerful technology 

in existence; the stakes are high, thus Foucault’s comment is worth noting: “Discourse is 

not simply that which translates struggles or systems of domination, but is the thing for 

which and by which there is struggle, discourse is the power which is to be seized” (qtd. 

in Fairclough 51). In many respects, access to information remains at the discretion of 

various US government agencies, including but not limited to: the Departments of 

Energy, Defense, and Homeland Security, as well as the National Security Administration 

and the Nuclear Regulatory Commission. Answers to relatively simple questions can be 

surprisingly difficult to obtain. The total cost of the nuclear weapons program, for 

example, is a question mired in bureaucratic discontinuity. A report conducted by the 
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Carnegie Foundation for International Peace in 2009 found that “Although the United 

States does not maintain or track a nuclear weapons budget per se, it is possible, using 

publicly available government documents, to assemble a reasonably accurate—although 

not comprehensive—picture of most nuclear weapons and weapons-related 

spending” (Schwartz and Choubey 6). The 52.4 billion dollar budget for 2008 was 

divided among seven major agencies, including those mentioned above.

 Given the extent to which Native American groups had been invisible in official 

discourse concerning nuclear issues, it is not surprising that throughout the Manhattan 

Project and Cold War years, “the official relationship between LANL and adjacent 

[native] communities . . . [was] silence” (Masco 113). In 1992 formal government-to-

government relationships were established between the US Department of Energy (DOE) 

and the four pueblos directly adjacent to LANL (115). The first public meeting between 

community leaders of northern New Mexico, LANL, and the DOE did not take place 

until 1993 (100). Despite the establishment of officially egalitarian relationships and the 

legal mechanisms to support them, including designated channels of communication, 

egregious disregard for Native American rights is evident, as indicated by the Navajo 

Nation’s inability to prevent further insult to an already untenable state of contamination 

at Church Rock. According to a 2005 news release, Navajo President Joe Shirley Jr. had 

attended a meeting at the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) Headquarters in Paris, where he sought international support 

for the Diné Natural Resources Protection Act of 2005. Shirley is reported as having told 
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UNESCO officials that he believed “the powers that be committed genocide on 

Navajoland by allowing uranium mining” (Navajo Nation).

 This example, as well as that concerning San Ildefonso Pueblo, point to 

considerable “slippage” regarding the nature of these purported government-to-

government relationships, and raise serious questions regarding the real authority of laws 

designed to protect Native American rights. Rather than serving as an equalizing force, in 

several important respects the present state of official discourse appears to promote 

asymmetrical power relationships. How this occurs may be at least partially explained by 

what Fairclough describes as the “apparent ‘democratization of discourse,’” a type of 

change in discursive structure characterized by a reduction in “the overt markers of 

power asymmetry between people of unequal institutional power” (Discourse 98). Overt 

markers of asymmetry are direct, such as Groves’s unapologetic threat to subject anyone 

actively seeking information regarding the Manhattan Project to “severe penalties” under 

the espionage act.47 Representing a shift in social mores toward greater democratization 

in general, the democratization of discourse “has been a major parameter of change in 

recent decades, but in both cases the process has been very uneven” (201). The key to this 

is the operative term “apparent,” for as further analysis shows, discursive strategies such 

as those illustrated in earlier chapters can function to mitigate democratic 

communication. The remainder of this section will continue the discussion from Chapter 

4 concerning Santa Clara Pueblo governor Michael Chavarria’s statement to the DOE 
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regarding the Draft Complex Transformation Supplemental Programmatic Environmental 

Impact Statement (DOE/EIS-0236-S4), referred to as the Draft SPEIS.

 Having read through the 33-page document many times, one basic feature 

consistently stands out: Chavarria’s incisive comments indicate that the authors of the 

Draft SPEIS grossly underestimated the Santa Clara people’s level of rhetorical 

sophistication, implying that the DOE made assumptions regarding its audience that were 

both inappropriate and inaccurate.48 Recalling Mumby’s conception of hegemony as a 

dialectical relationship of ongoing struggle “over systems of meaning and the process by 

which social reality is framed” (364), we can see the two documents as the locus of 

struggle between two dramatically conflicting interpretations of the rhetorical situation, 

particularly regarding the legitimacy and ethos of its participants. 

 On the one side, as implicated by Chavarria’s responses, the DOE uses the official 

discourse genre as a means of reifying the asymmetry of power, indirectly addressing the 

Pueblo government as an “implied reader” who will accept the material presented 

uncritically, and thus the subordinate role dictated through the text.49 On the other side, 

Chavarria adopts various counter-strategies including rhetorical criticism of specific 

arguments, criticism of methodology regarding research findings, critique of obfuscating 

language, and the questioning of ethos. One of the most effective strategies is the 
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appropriation of the dominant discourse to argue the illegitimacy of the government’s 

actions, pointing out how it had violated laws created under its own authority. As one 

example, Chavarria states:

The fact that Santa Clara Pueblo’s request for consultation prior to the 
finalization of the LANL SEIS was disregarded by DOE shows enormous 
disrespect for our government-to-government relationship as formalized in 
the US Department of Energy American Indian and Alaska Native Tribal 
Government Policy [cites official designation] . . . and more specifically 
through the Restatement of Accord [cites official designation] . . . . The 
DOE appears to have forgotten that the unique legal status of American 
Indian Tribes create an important requirement for the DOE, as the federal 
trustee, to consult directly with Tribal governments when contemplating 
actions that may affect Tribal members or their welfare, or Tribal land and 
resources. (2)

Using the same strategy, Chavarria outlines the topics to be covered in the statement. He 

elaborates on the DOE’s violations, and adopts an even greater degree of authority, using 

the pueblo’s relative “moral capital” to inform the DOE of the actions it must take:

. . . That is followed by a listing of our various concerns with the Draft 
SPEIS, including the failure to comply with various laws, policies, and 
executive orders, resulting in an underestimation of impacts to Santa Clara 
Pueblo, in contravention of environmental justice guidance and NEPA 
mandates. We conclude with a summary of next steps that must be taken 
in order to comply with the law. (4)50

In another “reversal,” Chavarria demonstrates his ability to access the domain of science 

on its own terms. Challenging the DOE’s representation of research concerning the life 

expectancy of pits, he bases his argument on evidence from the original study, providing 

a substantial block of its text in a footnote. Relaying his conclusions, he writes:
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. . . the DOE also admits that ‘[t]he latest studies on pit aging indicate that 
pits currently in the stockpile may be viable for more than 85 years.’ . . . 
As a result, the DOE admits . . . that it ‘is unlikely that legacy pits will 
need to be replaced in the near future.’ In fact, the study . . . specifically 
states that there is no evidence for concern about the reliability of legacy 
plutonium pits for the next century” (11).

The following example maintains the same authority, but incorporates additional strategic 

elements. Chavarria points to the DOE’s use of collectivization as an indication of flawed 

research methodology regarding the cumulative impacts of radiation exposure. Because it 

represents a key determinant of assessing the risk of the new plutonium pit facility, 

manipulation of this data was a notable violation, as suggested by the subheading, “DOE 

ignored environmental justice and NEPA requirements” (19). He continues:

The guidance and regulation make clear that more must be done than what 
appears to be DOE’s approach of viewing risk for each exposure or 
stressor individually, even if maximum exposure to the general public is 
assumed with each stressor then added together for a total. The DOE 
assumes, looking at national statistics, that ‘approximately 1,714 fatal 
cancer deaths per year’ out of 1,000,000 people will happen naturally near 
any DOE site at issue in the Complex . . . thus risk must be measured in 
cancer fatalities above that general population figure. This shows complete 
disregard for the fact that the Santa Clara Pueblo community is a unique 
society and culture unto itself numbering only a few thousand people, 
where any increased disease, illness, genetic disorder, or health risks have 
far greater effects to our survival as a people. . . . Summarily writing off 
such past aggregate effects as simply being subsumed in the No Action 
alternative does not meet the mandates of NEPA. (19-21)

The development of increasingly complex strategies to maintain discursive dominance 

may be related to changing ways that dominance is signaled. Fairclough notes that “as 

overt markers become less evident, covert markers of power asymmetry become more 

potent, with the result that power asymmetry becomes more subtle rather than 
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disappearing” (Discourse 203). As the previous example demonstrates, the DOE covertly 

attempts to usurp discursive authority by manipulating and suppressing scientific data. 

Similarly, Chavarria’s use of the terms “ignored,” “disregard,” and “summarily writing 

off” suggests that the DOE makes use of strategies that push unwanted elements into the 

margins, or off the page. 

  The DOE’s movement toward the democratization of discourse is evident in 

various policies developed to make communications regarding nuclear topics intelligible 

to the public. In the following statement, Chavarria reminds the DOE of this obligation, 

highlighting its importance as a means “to facilitate public involvement.” In discussing 

the requirements of democratization, however, he also points to its failure, as noted by the 

DOE’s lack of compliance:

CEQ regulations state that NEPA is ‘our basic national charter for 
protection of the environment’ . . . Those regulations also mandate that 
federal agencies shall, to the fullest extent possible, ensure that 
environmental impact statements are clear and understandable in order to 
facilitate public involvement. Unfortunately, the Draft SPEIS contain [sic] 
a number of contradictory statements that only serve to confuse the public. 
(5)

Another example of democratization, the following statement reasserts the requirement 

that the DOE communicate with the Pueblos regarding certain DOE activities, largely to 

disclose their impact, and to encourage “tribal involvement”:

Indian Policy states that the DOE will consult with any American 
Indian . . . tribal government with regard to any property to which that 
tribe attaches religious or cultural importance which might be affected by 
a DOE action. . . . Such consultation will include tribal involvement in 
identifying and evaluating cultural resources including traditional cultural  
properties; facilitating tribal involvement in determining and managing 
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adverse effects; [and] collaboration in the development and signing of 
memoranda of understanding with DOE . . . . (29)

 Obfuscating language is another means of promoting asymmetry which is used 

extensively in nuclear discourse. Targeting the “No Action Alternative,” Chavarria  

discusses its implications, prefaced by the statement that its inconsistencies “stymy public 

understanding.” Chavarria points out its basic semantic weakness, noting the 

“contradictory statements regarding what the No Action alternative really is” (5). Buried 

within the confusion regarding its meaning, Chavarria notes another significant 

discrepancy concerning the number of pits that can be produced by the proposed LANL 

facility, a key discursive construct that requires clarification in order for the discussion to 

proceed.

 Establishing his ethos from the very beginning, Chavarria asserts authority over 

the discursive situation by adopting the position of critic. Deploying a keen awareness 

regarding the effective use of argumentative topics, he constructs sharp and sometimes 

deprecating critiques of the Draft SPEIS and the position of the DOE. His initial authority 

over the text conveys an undercurrent of challenge regarding the DOE’s credibility. 

Toward the end, he confronts the matter of ethos more directly, arguing from the position 

of past experience and presenting the scathing criticism of a peer agency.

. . . because of the DOE’s deplorable performance in meeting critical 
Consent Order milestones, the State of New Mexico, through its 
Environment Department, has gone on record strongly opposing any 
increases in pit production capability or any expansion of LANL’s mission 
in general [cites official documents]. . . The State chides the DOE for its 
‘long history in New Mexico of paying lip service to cleanup’ and calls it 
‘unconscionable’ for the DOE to even consider funding additional pit 
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production while a ‘60 year legacy of contamination remains 
unaddressed.’ (22) 

Chavarria then addresses the credibility of the report itself:

Unfortunately, nothing in the Draft SPEIS alleviates our concerns. Effects 
of past contamination have been disregarded in the document, most 
notably in the cumulative impacts discussion, as we describe in section IV 
of our comments. Furthermore, the document gives little assurances that 
there is proper capability to handle additional waste that would result from 
the proposed action. (22)

Chavarria’s statement on behalf of Santa Clara Pueblo represents an exceptional 

demonstration of resistance and counter-narrative to the discourse of US hegemony used 

to marginalize Native Americans. His rhetorical strategies are virtually unassailable, 

constructing arguments that, if not accepted, would have shown the DOE to be at odds 

with its own legitimacy. At the same time, its persuasive force is troubling considering 

that arguments like these, supported also by law, truly do warrant success in the court. 

Instead, the struggle over the SPEIS is ongoing. A November 15, 2010 report in the 

Nuclear Weapons and Materials Monitor, a nuclear industry publication, stated: 

Spurred in part by a push from New Mexico nuclear watchdogs including 
an ongoing lawsuit by the Los Alamos Study Group—the NNSA 
announced in September that it was preparing a Supplemental 
Environmental Impact Statement for the CMRR-NF, analyzing changes to 
the project since an Environmental Impact Statement was completed in 
2004. . . . The SEIS will include an analysis of new nuclear safety 
requirements and modifications to accommodate changed understanding 
of seismic risks at the site. . . . The Administration has said it needs the 
new facility, which could cost more than $4 billion according to estimates, 
to help revitalize the lab’s analytical chemistry, material characterization 
and actinide research and development work at the lab in support of the 
agency’s plutonium research and pit surveillance activities. (Jacobson)
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While Santa Clara Pueblo’s concern regarding the need for additional study has been 

partially addressed, the report indicates that one of its primary requirements-- a new SEIS 

rather than an updated version-- is the subject of a lawsuit by the Los Alamos Study 

Group (LASG). As Chavarria had noted, previous “updates” had resulted in faulty 

conclusions based on out-dated and chronologically mismatched information. The results 

had erred on behalf of LANL, thus favoring nuclear interests at the expense of Pueblo 

safety.

 Like the Navajo Nation’s efforts to thwart Hydro Resources’s proposed uranium 

mine, the LASG effort to obtain environmental justice at LANL through the legal system 

appears to be mainly a means of biding time. From the perspective of LANL officials, the  

cessation of “procurement” until after the study is completed is merely a delay. As the 

Monitor article indicates:

The move, which is required under the National Environmental Policy 
Act, could jeopardize the laboratory’s plans to complete work to establish 
the performance baseline for the infrastructure needed for the project in 
2011, said Tony Ladino, the project manager for support facilities on the 
CMRR project. ‘It’ll be a timing thing,’ Ladino told NW&M Monitor. 
‘We’ll have to be as agile and responsive as we can be so when the 
government has finished the NEPA process, we can move to procurements 
in a quick and efficient way.’(Jacobson)

The disparity in basic perceptions, such as what constitutes “threat,” highlights the 

ideological conflict underlying the struggle between LANL and those concerned with 

environmental justice. That neither Native group has been able to withstand the DOE’s 

discursive ascendency in court suggests that the democratization of discourse in this 

context may be more apparent than real. Because the present discussion has been limited 
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by having a one-sided view of the discursive exchange between Chavarria and the Draft 

SPEIS, a detailed examination of the rhetorical strategies used by the DOE in subsequent 

court proceedings is crucial. As of this point, their means of maintaining ascendancy 

remains far from transparent.

“Greaser” but not “Gringo”: Microsoft Antigen and Inappropriate Content

 Attitudes toward the use of racist language have changed dramatically since the 

Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s. More recently, discriminatory language has been at 

the forefront of employer efforts to promote positive work environments, and, perhaps 

more fervently, to avoid lawsuits, a human resources duty euphemistically called “risk 

management.” Consequently, new modes of electronic surveillance have been developed 

by software companies, exemplifying what Fairclough describes broadly as the  

“technologization of discourse,” a process that includes “conscious efforts by institutional 

agents to engineer changes in discursive practices” (Discourse 55). Postmodern thinking, 

as Baker notes, tends to challenge the neutrality of science, believing instead that 

scientific knowledge is highly relative, a “local and communal construction . . . 

employing multiples rhetorics as often as they use strict, singular logics” (233). As the 

following situation demonstrates, the collision between science and rhetoric can be 

disjointed, confusing intents and offering solutions that don’t fit the problem. As a result, 

current attempts to ameliorate racist discourse at the institutional level can have 

unintended and sometimes counter-productive consequences. 
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 In 2009 I was awarded a research grant by the New Mexico Office of the State 

Historian, an organization that falls under the general authority of the State Government. 

At the conclusion of my research, I was scheduled to give a public presentation at the 

Zimmerman Library on the campus of the University of New Mexico. Prior to my 

lecture, titled “Archival Research and Discourse Analysis Concerning W.W.H. Davis’s El 

Gringo: New Mexico and Her People,” the State Historian’s Office attempted to 

distribute an e-mail advertising it to potentially interested parties, including both state and 

public organizations. The following exchange demonstrates the institutional response to 

my use of the word “gringo” in citing the title of Davis’s book. 

 Soon after the announcement was sent, Dennis Trujillo, PhD, the Assistant State 

Historian, received the following e-mail notification:51

-----Original Message-----

From: Antigen_CEXMB5 [mailto:Antigen_CEXMB5]
Sent: Tuesday, May 26, 2009 2:37 PM
To: Trujillo, Dennis, SRCA
Subject: Antigen Notification: Antigen found a message matching a filter

Microsoft Antigen for Exchange found a message matching a filter. The
message is currently Purged.
Message: "Scholars and lecture titles"
Filter name: "KEYWORD= racial discrimination: gr*ngo"
Sent from: "Trujillo, Dennis, SRCA"
Folder: "SMTP Messages\Internal"
Location: "State of New Mexico/First Administrative Group/CEXMB5"

Confidentiality Notice: This e-mail, including all attachments is for the 
sole use of the intended recipient(s) and may contain confidential and 
privileged information. Any unauthorized review, use, disclosure or 

 193

51 I include the complete text of the e-mail so that readers can appreciate how the formatting, memo 
headings, pseudo-terms, acronyms, etc. contribute to the document’s official tone and rhetorical affect.

mailto:Antigen_CEXMB5
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distribution is prohibited unless specifically provided under the New 
Mexico Inspection of Public Records Act. If you are not the intended 
recipient, please contact the sender and destroy all copies of this message. 
-- This email has been scanned by the Sybari - Antigen Email System.

The source of the e-mail, “Antigen,” is a computer program licensed by Microsoft, 

marketed as an “antivirus, anti-spam, and content-filtering” software that is part of the 

“Microsoft Forefront Security product family” (Microsoft Corporation). “Antigen,” 

which would otherwise mean “a toxin or other foreign substance that induces an immune 

response in the body” is said by its manufacturer to be beneficial, in part, because its 

“content and file filtering technologies help ensure that organizations can eliminate 

inappropriate language and dangerous attachments from internal and external 

communications.” Although Fairclough did not write specifically about computer 

applications, his insight in this regard is particularly apt, as he notes that a tendency of  

technologization is “to shift the policing of discourse practices from a local institutional 

level to a trans-institutional level, and from categories of agent within particular 

institutions . . . to discourse technologists as outsiders” (“Technologization” 73). 

Discursively, “Antigen” functions as an automated censor, but also as a metonymic 

substitution for its users, a strategy of impersonalization that backgrounds identity and/or 

role, and which “can lend impersonal authority or force” to their actions (Van Leeuwen 

47). Thus, “Antigen,” presumably acting on behalf of human resources officials for the 

state government, had reacted decisively by “purging” Trujillo’s e-mail before it could be 

distributed. The unilateral action of “Antigen” is accompanied by a failure to provide 
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contact information, unless “mailto: Antigen CEXMB5” could be considered a potential 

correspondent.

 Official notifications, observe Reisigl and Wodak, comprise a distinct genre in 

which they serve as “sovereign political expressions of will articulated by anonymous 

bureaucrats who make decision in the name of the authority of a region or state and 

(allegedly) look after the public interest of a political community” (Discourse 215). In 

such communications, the language is typically impersonal, abstract, and “syntactically 

complex” (215). Used here, we see this manifested through technical jargon, such as the 

abstract term “filter,” and syntax which--outside of the “Confidentiality Notice”--appears 

to be directed toward another computer. 

 Another form of official notification, the “Confidentiality Notice” serves as a 

further means of “policing,” by prohibiting all “unauthorized” communication regarding 

the e-mail’s contents. Itself an abstraction, “unauthorized” is difficult to interpret, but 

appears to constitute a potential violation of the law. A strategy not unlike that deployed 

by General Groves to repress open discussion of government activities, the 

“Confidentiality Notice” is deployed as the obligatory footer for all state e-mail 

communications.

 Both Trujillo and the State Historian, Estevan Rael-Gálvaz, PhD, contacted the 

state’s internet technology department, “DoIt” to express their concern over what 

appeared to them to be a bureaucratic error. Trujillo wrote to an employee at the 

department to explain the background and purpose of the lecture and the use of the title. 

He received the following response:
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Dennis;

I understand that contextually, the word is completely appropriate.  The 
problem is that Antigen is an “all-or-nothing” based filter.  If we allowed 
that word to be sent in the text or subject line of an email for this case, it 
by necessity allows it for all senders.  This information can be sent, as I 
noted, in an attachment with no difficulty, the Antigen filter won’t scan 
anything but the subject or the text of the message body.

One of the litmus tests we use to deal with a question like this is as 
follows: 

My direct supervisor is Hispanic and I am not.  If he communicated to me 
and referred to me with that term, it would be actionable under State of 
New Mexico human resources statue.
 
Therefore, we are constrained to block this word for the 99.99% of the 
questionable uses therefore blocking it for the .01% legitimate use.

Regarding official notifications, Reisigl and Wodak assert that their legitimacy stems 

from their intent to “look after the public interest of a political community,” (Discourse 

215). According to this criteria, the “DoIt” response is problematic. Overtly, “Antigen” is 

a measure to prevent racially discriminatory language from being used in the state’s 

electronic communications network. The “litmus test,” however, introduces another 

argumentative topic, and thus another level of motivation. The substitution of 

“actionable” for what otherwise means “potentially generate a lawsuit” suggests that the 

state is ultimately concerned regarding the financial consequences of using 

discriminatory language, perhaps more than the discriminatory action itself. The fact that 

the “DoIt” employee and another network administrator both suggested a means to 

circumvent the program by sending the announcement as an e-mail attachment highlights 

the contradiction posed by electronic censorship.
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 The last message of the exchange to which I had access is perhaps the most 

troubling. To my knowledge, Trujillo received no response to the following commentary 

and request for information:

Hola [name of employee deleted]

I am intrigued by this, as identity politics is one of my academic interests.  
Will you please send me the section of the State of New Mexico human 
resources statute that pertains? As a test yesterday, a colleague sent me an 
e-mail with the terms “beaner” and “greasers” which were not filtered.  I 
wonder who makes these value judgments and what criteria are used.

Atentamente,

Dennis

That the State Government had failed to ensure that the system would identify and 

“attack” words commonly used to discriminate against Hispanos, yet it prohibited a word 

that is mildly pejorative against Anglo-Americans raises serious questions concerning the 

institutional control of language, particularly as it relates to amending or perpetuating 

asymmetrical power relations historically rooted in perceptions of race. Part of the 

problem may be related to a lack of recognition for the limitations of computer 

technology. As Bloland notes, “In the postmodern era, the distinction between science 

and technology is blurred so that determining where science ends and technology begins 

is not certain” (129). Although the name “Antigen” evokes the language of science, as 

had Davis’s quasi-anthropological references, the implication that “inappropriate 

language” can be scientifically eradicated disregards the biases of the program’s creators.

 197



 As it was configured for the State of New Mexico in 2009, “Antigen” did not 

function equally on behalf of Hispanos, thus by favoring one group over another, it 

served to worsen, rather than improve, the level of discursive bias in state 

communications. In effect, it made a mockery of the State Government’s attempt to 

garner the potentially positive effects of reflexivity, described by Bloland as “the constant 

monitoring by individuals and institutions of themselves as they are situated in a 

postmodern world of supercomplexity” (147). Notably, one major limitation of automated 

censorship is that a program like “Antigen” is only as effective as its input is relevant, a 

near impossibility given the infinite combinations of words and their meanings--and more 

importantly--their potential contexts. Although automation may assure consistency and 

efficiency, such extreme efforts to eliminate human “error” also exclude the benefits of 

human judgement and nuance regarding language usage. Although it might have 

prevented the communication of an “actionable” term, the ostensible social purpose of 

“Antigen” was defeated. If we think of computerized “search engines” as a means to 

police intertextuality, we see that merely by existing as a title, the influence of Davis’s El 

Gringo has extended into the twenty-first century, and probably beyond, as institutional 

efforts to eliminate racist discourse inadvertently work to circumvent critical discussions 

of how it is perpetuated. 

Assessing the Discourse Historical Approach

 In this dissertation, I set out to accomplish several complex analytic tasks at once, 

focusing on a single text from the nineteenth century and exploring its discursive 
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significance across more than two centuries. Using the DHA, I was able to demonstrate 

the intertextual connections between El Gringo and other texts, both prior and 

subsequent, and to show how they expressed a common ideology that continues to impact 

the live of people in the Southwest. The DHA’s emphasis of the constitutive aspects of 

discourse, to generate and reproduce social reality, made it possible to bring together 

perspectives considered oppositional, such as those of Foucault and Marx, under a 

common interest. Achieving these goals, I argue, would not have been possible using a 

methodology other than the DHA. It provided a flexible, yet theoretically sound 

framework for analysis that allowed me to maintain my orientation toward text, rhetoric, 

and history. To the best of my knowledge, this project is unique in using the DHA to 

analyze a literary text of such length, as well as in using it to explore topics related to 

New Mexican history. The length of El Gringo complicated the analysis, yet this need not 

be the case with respect to the DHA in general. Reisigl and Wodak assert that the 

flexibility of the DHA allows it to be used successfully with shorter texts involving fewer 

dimensions, that in using it, one needs to apply principles rather than specific procedures.  

The authors stress that the DHA is designed as it is for the very purpose of adapting to 

various analytical situations, and that it strives to “achieve a balance between a scholarly, 

linguistically precise analysis and analysis that is relevant for social sciences and also 

helps non-linguists to diagnose and criticise discursive discriminatory 

practices” (Discourse 113). 

 Because representations of race are so integral to practices of discrimination in 

US culture, the DHA would provide a valuable means of study for a number of topics, 
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immigration and ethnic study debates, to name but two. The representation of Muslims 

and the discrimination that results is another topic that could be explored using the DHA 

and El Gringo. Though further elaboration is beyond the scope of this project, several 

racialized references to Muslims occur in El Gringo, often in the context of Orientalist 

descriptions intended to associate New Mexicans with the Otherness of the “East.” 

Davis’s writing demonstrates that negative representations of Muslims are not a new 

phenomenon, but have a substantial history in Western culture that is seldom 

acknowledged by critics of today’s media. 
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