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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation addresses the rhetoric of deficiency that frames Latina/o students as 

lacking with regard to education. This dissertation begins by examining the cultural 

deficit model entrenched in colonial narratives of history that justify unequal access to 

resources in the US. I argue that the reimagining of the pejorative trope of ‘pocho’ by 

reconnecting it with its etymological root pochteca provides a trope of resistance to 

deficiency rhetoric, and a trope that embodies rhetorical strategies for Latina/o students 

navigating academic institutions. Additionally, this dissertation furthers the advocacy of 

culturally relevant reading and writing assignments and practices, while at the same time 

arguing that the discursive productions responding to culturally relevant writing 

demonstrate rhetorical strategies. The analysis of a student publication that responds to 

and integrates dichos provides a site of analysis where students identify rhetorical 

strategies that help them navigate obstacles related to education. The use of Twitter by a 

predominantly Latina/o summer bridge program provides an additional site of analysis 

where the writing of students in digital spaces allows them to perform latinidad, and 

create support networks that help them succeed in school. The pedagogical chapter of this 

dissertation analyzes the Arizona House Bill 2281 and the rhetoric that frames the Tucson 

Unified School District’s Mexican American Studies program as racist and anti-

American; following this analysis come suggestions for incorporating culturally relevant 

aspects of the TUSD MAS curriculum into rhetoric and composition curriculum. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

His [or her] awareness of him[or her]self as a developing person requires a 

vocabulary.—Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives 

I wish to argue that Signifyin(g) is the black trope of tropes, the figure for 

black rhetorical figures…[T]his represents my understanding of the value 

assigned to Signifyin(g) by the members of the Afro-American speech 

community.—Henry Louis Gates, Signifyin(g) Monkey 

But as the Chicano becomes the new Aztec or the reborn Aztec, so the 

Pocho, as your namesake, becomes the new Pochteca or the reborn 

Pochteca.—Pocho Handbook 

When my father’s parents attended elementary and middle school in Pasadena, 

California during the late 1930s and early 40s, at the time a predominantly Mexican 

American area of Southern California, the teachers allowed them to speak Spanish in the 

classrooms. In my grandparents’ opinion, the teachers and schools did the students a 

disservice. My grandmother confided that she regretted not learning enough about 

grammar to become a secretary, which for her represented a respectable, middle-class 

wage and independence. My grandfather dropped out of high school and joined the army 

during World War II because he also felt he had few options. When my father was born, 

my grandparents decided that they would only speak to him in English with the hope that 

he would have more opportunities. While my grandfather ran a gardening business out of 

the back of his faded green, 1950s model Ford pick-up truck, my father graduated from a 
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California university, earned a Master’s in English degree in Oregon, and returned to 

Southern California to teach writing at a community college. This personal cuento is not 

meant as a pro-assimilation story, despite the familiar and uncomplicated, American 

Dream moral; instead, I believe it begins to explain and complicate how I arrived at my 

reclamation of the term pocho\a, a pejorative meant to characterize a person of Mexican 

heritage as speaking Spanish poorly, or far worse, a “cultural traitor.”
1
   

Benefiting from the sacrifices of both my grandparents and parents, I began my 

doctoral study in 2008 after moving from Southern California to Tucson, Arizona, where 

I witnessed colonial myths espoused in the public policy that subjugated Latinas\os in the 

Southwest. Conservative politicians passed legislation that targeted Latinas\os, including 

Senate Bill 1070 which allowed police to inquire about the legal status of anyone 

suspected of being “alien,”
2
 based on the intentional conflation of all immigrants with 

narco drug-traffickers. Then, the rhetoric of House Bill 2281 framed Tucson Unified 

School District’s Mexican American Studies program as anti-American, racist, and 

promoting governmental overthrow. This attack occurred despite marked improvement in 

the educational outcomes of Latina\o students using curriculum rooted in the culture of 

students. In no time, both the citizenship and knowledge of Latinas\oswere respectively 

called into question and criminalized. 

                                                           
1
 Gloria Anzaldúa’s new mestiza consciousness made me understand the tension of people of Mexican 

heritage in the US who feel the tension between colonial Spanish roots and colonized Indigenous roots. 

Pocho\a comes as a result of the colonial narrative that demands an either/or identification and that 

continues to subjugate Latina\o cultural memory in the US 

2
 The term “alien” is used in SB 1070 to refer to undocumented immigrants. 
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Since 2008, I have also witnessed a variety of pedagogical places, spaces, and 

practices that have given me cause for hope, and have challenged colonial myths. My 

comparative pedagogy seminar class figuratively and literally crossed pedagogical 

borders, by not only critically engaging with scholarly representations of Mexican 

education, but by also observing different grade levels in numerous educational 

institutions in Hermosillo, Mexico. Learning from and engaging with the space of 

Southern Arizona, I served as a literacy coordinator for a US Department of Education 

grant at Tucson area high schools. At a predominantly Latina\o Tucson school, I trained 

students to tutor peers in a writing center; I also led lessons in rhetorical invention for a 

culturally relevant writing prompt that became a collection of published student essays 

that I co-edited. In an underfunded and overcrowded school, I took any opportunity to 

facilitate ad-hoc writing events with the resources available at hand. In addition, my 

experience with service-learning, and teaching as a part of predominantly Latina\o 

summer bridge program has provoked self-reflection about my role in the university, and, 

more importantly, about how students construct their identity in relation to academic 

institutions. Discussing culturally relevant texts with Latina\o students in my classes, I 

recognized how their ability to identify with the stories and arguments of writers of color 

contributed to genuine moments of engaged dialogue and inquiry. I have worked with 

Latina\o students who view the university in opposition to, or not valuing, their home 

cultures. Even as I teach, research, and write about Latina\o students who value 

knowledge presented through culturally-relevant texts, I have come to recognize my 

complicity in the gate-keeping role first year composition can provide. While outreach 
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programs like grants, service-learning, and bridge programs work against systemic 

inequalities that affect Latinas\os as a “minority” population, these programs are 

indicative of monikers like “at-risk” that frame underrepresented student populations as 

deficient. 

A Legacy of Deficiency  

The reality of working in programs serving a predominantly Latina\o student 

population can in itself provide experiential knowledge of institutional inequality. 

However, the justification of unequal access and resources in the form of discourse 

framing Latina\o students illuminates the myths of White superiority undergirding 

systemic disparity. According to 2008 American Enterprise Institute (AEI) and 2012 

American Council on Education (ACE) reports, Latina\o students lag behind graduation 

rates of their White counterparts. While the purpose of the AEI and ACE reports is meant 

to draw attention to the need for more institutional emphasis to be placed on the retention 

of Latina\o students, the discourse of the reports and the news organizations like The 

Chronicle of Higher Education
3
 exhibited by the use of “lag” to compare Latinas\os to 

their White counterparts demonstrates the deficiency rhetoric which situates non-Whites 

as lacking. In Bootstraps: From an American Academic of Color, Victor Villanueva 

(1993) addresses the roots of cultural deficiency theories that were prevalent among 

linguists who argued that the children from supposedly “deficient” cultures should be 

                                                           
3
 In the 28 November 2012 issue of The Chronicle of Higher Education, Sara Lipka’s article “As Minority 

Students' Completion Rates Lag, a New Report Asks Why” covered the 2012 ACE report. 
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regarded as having no language (10). Professor of English and Asian American Studies 

LuMing Mao describes deficiency rhetoric in the context of evaluating a culture’s 

rhetorical tradition as “a ‘deficiency’ model—where one particular culture (read as non-

Western) is determined to be lacking a concept of rhetoric or, worse still, a rhetorical 

tradition”(401).  The cultural deficiency model, which Villanueva and Mao identify, 

illuminates the implied logic in arguments about Latinas\os lagging and related discourse 

asserting that Latinas\os, as a monolith, do not care about education (Valenzuela 1999). 

For this discussion, deficiency rhetoric can be understood as the underlying assumptions 

embedded in discourse framing Latinas\os as lacking with regard to the influence of 

Latina\o culture on writing curriculum, pedagogy, and digital practices.   

 Feminist Chicana historian Emma Pérez (1999) attributes these assumptions and 

“stereotypes [that] serve to produce particular systems of thought” (12) as stemming from 

historical misrepresentations of people of color that continue to perpetuate deficiency 

rhetoric. Pérez frames her argument by describing history as a narrative constructed by 

colonials to subjugate the colonized, defining historical knowledge as “the production of 

normative history through discursive practice” (7). Noting that representations of 

identities are constructed by a colonial project of conquest, she acknowledges that as a 

Chicana, “I too am marked with the history I have inherited” (Pérez xv). The US 

Southwest has been marked by history as a contested space from 1519 at the time of the 

Spanish Conquest, through the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo into our current 

historical moment. Analyzing recent laws in Arizona that police the movement and the 

education of brown bodies in the historical context of the first Black president of the 
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United States might seem counterintuitive to neoliberal beliefs in a post-racial society. 

Unfortunately, the same ultraconservative power structures that outlaw Ethnic Studies 

and legalize racial-profiling in Arizona are the very same that have called into question 

the legal citizenship of the first US president of color. 

Deficiency rhetorics and colonial narratives influence the representations of 

Latinas\os in institutions where normative historical knowledge continues to be 

propagated. Building on the notions of racial erasure raised in Bootstraps, Villanueva 

(2004) points out that Latinas\os students often experience feelings of not fitting in, 

exclusion, low expectations, shattered hopes, faint praise, presumption of failure, coping 

fatigue, pigeonholing, identity troubles, among other issues. All too well I recognize how 

the expectations and presumptions of white instructors affect how Latina\o students in 

turn evaluate themselves and their culture. Leticia Oseguera, Angela M. Locks, and Irene 

I. Vega (2008) address the vulnerability of Latinas\os developing negative academic self-

concepts; they point out that Latina\o students have “negative perceptions of the campus 

climate because of their social position, history of underrepresentation on college 

campuses, and dissonance between the cultural expectations of higher education 

institutions and their home cultures” (Oseguera et al. 33). First generation Latina\o 

students also face additional challenges; like other students of color, they are less likely 

to attend selective colleges, feel they need to work harder than peers and be more likely 

to take breaks pursuing their degree (Kniffin 2007). All of these insecurities imprinted on 

the psyche of the student of color echo the socially constructed colonial identities framing 

students as lacking. 
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A Crisis of Nomenclature
4
   

 Unfortunately, the criticism of misrepresentations of Latinas\os in dominant 

narratives and representations fall short of positing or reimagining symbols of resistance 

and success. Turning to tropes and their symbolic meanings, Villanueva advises that we 

“recognize that ‘figures of speech’ are also ‘figures of ideology’” when considering what 

a trope represents or silences (“Storylines on the New Racism” 116). In English Studies, 

the Spanish language trope of pocho\a is familiar from its pejorative use in Richard 

Rodriguez’s Hunger of Memory and Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera, yet 

pocho\a remains something of a simulacra with a forgotten signified denotation. 

Rodriguez defines the trope as he describes the feeling of rejection associated with it: 

“Pocho then they called me…Sometimes not so playfully, mockingly, Pocho. (A Spanish 

dictionary defines that word as an adjective meaning ‘colorless’ or ‘bland.’ But I heard it 

as a noun, naming the Mexican-American who, in becoming an American, forgets his 

native society)” (29). Rodriguez alludes to the colonial tension initiated with the use of 

pocho\a when he refers to his Mexican American culture as “native”; however, 

Rodriguez ignores the contradiction that the broader historical context illuminates—

namely that Spanish was imposed on the indigenous of the Americas by Spanish 

colonizers. In her discussion of linguistic terrorism, Anzaldúa addresses the tensions 

surrounding the various forms of Spanish in the Southwest while raising the issue of 

colonial oppression. She recalls, “‘Pocho, cultural traitor, you’re speaking the oppressor’s 

                                                           
4
 The phrase “a crisis of nomenclature” is from Guillermo Gómez Peña’s “El Mexorcist 4: An Evening of 

Spoken Word Roulette.” 
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language by speaking English, you’re ruining the Spanish language,’ I have been accused 

by various Latinos and Latinas” (77). Anzaldúa addresses the deficiency rhetoric instilled 

by the colonial standard, which in theses contexts of pocho\a is Spanish ability, that the 

colonized persons measure themselves against, and ultimately fall short of. Villanueva 

(1997) explains that self-rejection and forced assimilation affect how “we people of color 

conduct ourselves in response to the ethnocentricity which has its roots in a colonial 

history, [it] is [called] internal colonialism” (author’s emphasis “Maybe a Colony” 186). 

Even as Rodriguez and Anzaldúa become educated in the US, deficiency rhetoric from 

within their cultural communities becomes complicit in the colonial project of 

subjugation. Pocho\a’s pejorative connotation challenges the fictions of authenticities 

according to the colonial Spanish language. Both writers invoke pocho\a as a trope that 

can be seen to embody the experience of becoming educated in English and at the same 

time feeling rejected for not speaking Spanish, trading one colonizer’s language for 

another. 

Emma Pérez’s decolonial imaginary creates an interstitial space in the colonial 

narrative, where pocho\a can be re-imagined and appropriated for the implications of 

success in school Rodriguez describes and Anzaldúa achieved. Looking at how history 

depicts women of color, Pérez describes the project of constructing history from the 

dominant white perspective as a part of the colonial imaginary. Pérez argues that, 

“traditionalist historiography produces a fictive past, and that fiction becomes the 

knowledge manipulated to negate the ‘other’ culture’s differences” (xviii). My work 

names a concept, framework, and trope that build on Pérez’s work and her call for “the 
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emergence of a Chicano/a historical imagination that constructs a specific consciousness” 

(xviii). The fictional historical knowledge encountered in school by students is a part of 

the institutional inequality that erases the achievements of Latinas\os in history while 

reaffirming the superiority of whites. Villanueva reaffirms that “[c]olonial theory—

internal colonialism—gives a historical precedent and gives a contemporary explanation 

for how minorities remain caste like” (Bootstraps 31). Colonial historiography 

perpetuates deficiency rhetoric that negatively influences how Latina\o students are 

perceived by white students and instructors, and Latina\o students they view themselves. 

Challenging Chicana\o educators and students to think critically about social 

constructions of identity, Luis Urrieta (2009) emphasizes the importance of students’ 

self-concepts and identity construction when arguing that “[i]dentity is a concept not only 

constituted by the labels people place on themselves and others but also about how 

people come to understand themselves” (Urrieta 28). The “labels,” and lack of positive 

labels, that Urrieta mentions impact the ability of students to see themselves outside the 

discourse represented by deficiency rhetoric. Among many people of Mexican heritage, 

as in my own family, there are debates about the use of distinct terms of identification 

ranging from Chicano/a to Mexican American to Hispanic and Latino/a; unfortunately, 

they generate very little positive outcome with more conservative family members who 

dismiss what they consider “politically correct” terms. By being dismissive, they fail to 

recognize how these terms have the potential to counter negative representations in 

historical narratives. Unfortunately, the generation of my abuelos, tios, tias and padres 
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would be hesitant to embrace a term like pocho\a because of the implied either/or cultural 

allegiance embedded in the narratives of the colonial imaginary. 

From here on, I break from the “o\a” and “a\o” endings in favor of “@.” With 

regard to the “@,” the use of “o\a” and “a\o”  when writing Latino\a, Latina\o, Chicana\o 

and Chicano/a has been found by Chican@ scholars (Baca 2008; Soto 2010) to maintain 

a rigid gender binary, while the “@” performs a visual and queered representation of 

inclusivity. At the same time, the spiral image conjures up images of the snake eating 

itself, the very same image Anzaldúa uses in conversation with Andrea Lunsford (2001) 

to describe the counter-knowledge of conocimiento. Anzaldúa provides an apt image in 

addition to her contributions to discussions about Chican@ identity and Pre-Columbian 

tropes. Because the ethos of this dissertation is one of inclusivity, I often use Latin@ in 

cases where Chican@ also fits to be both inclusive and considerate of Latin@s who 

might reject self-identifying as Chican@. In addition to speaking to the cultural memory 

of Latin@s whose histories have been erased and covered over through the process of 

colonization, I use Latin@ to refer to those persons of Mexican heritage who do not 

identify as Chican@. Coming into a Chican@ consciousness, which recognizes and seeks 

to effect change in a world with social inequality, is a process, and it would be against the 

ethos of reclaiming poch@ from the colonial imaginary to reject any Latin@ who does 

not self-identify as Chican@. I do not come to this decision easily, in the geographic and 

political space of Arizona, I am made very much aware of how I am marked and 

implicated by legislative discourse that categorizes brown bodies as “undocumented,” 

“alien,” or “illegal.” In Mestiz@ Scripts, Digital Migrations and the Territories of 
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Writing, Damían Baca (2008) discusses his choice of the term “mestiz@s” to describe the 

people in the Americas with mixed Indigenous and European heritage, and the contested 

legitimacy of racial identity. Baca’s explanation of the experience of mestiz@s strangely 

parallels the situation of Latin@s in Arizona after the passing of Senate Bill 1070, 

allowing for local law enforcement to question any ‘reasonably suspicious’ person about 

their legal status. Baca notes that, “Mestiz@s have continually faced dichotomous 

narratives that call the legitimacy of their existence into question” (6). By speaking to 

Chican@ students exclusively, this discussion would only fill in another point in the 

continuum of calling the legitimacy of Latin@ identities into question. 

With my work, I keep in mind my family’s spirited discussion about their 

uncertainty of the proper pan-ethnic term to use. The frustrations that arise are not only 

indicative of the genuine diverse experiences of Latin@s in the Americas, but also reveal 

insecurities about cultural knowledge. For example, an issue with naming arises in the 

use of the terms Aztec, Nahua, Mesoamerican, Indigenous, and Pre-Columbian when 

discussing the native populations of what is now Mexico and the US Southwest. Even 

though both Mesoamerican and Pre-Columbian are terms that speak to a particular 

historical moment, Aztec has come to be used widely by empowered Chican@s and 

mainstream scholarship alike; another term for the Aztecs is the ancient Nahua, coming 

from Nahuatl, the indigenous term naming the language of the native populations 

inhabiting what is now central and northern Mexico. While descendants of the ancient 

Nahua continue to speak Nahuatl in parts of Mexico, the use of Nahua in this dissertation 

refers specifically to the Pre-Columbian period.  
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Historical knowledge from the Florentine Codex reveals the generative nature of 

the pochteca as a figure for deriving strategies from the rhetoric it embodies. Referred to 

as “disguised merchants,” the pochteca could cross between neighboring territories 

because they dressed in the style and learned the languages of their neighbors, crossing-

over undetected (Sahagún 1950; Saignes 1945; German 1974; Kristan-Graham 1993; 

Townsend 2000; Berdan 2005). The characteristics of the pochteca on their own offer 

strategies applicable for Latin@ students made to feel like outsiders in contemporary, 

neoliberal US universities by connecting with a figure from cultural memory. For people 

of color, Victoria Villanueva asserts, is especially important because their histories are 

marked by imperialism and because memory resists persisting colonial discourse. 

Villanueva advocates holding on to “the memory of the imperial lords, those who have 

forcibly changed the identities of people of color through colonization” (12). Because 

history can be narrativized, as Pérez asserts, memory is especially necessary for 

subjugated people with a shared culture. In Cultural Memories, Peter Meusburger (2010) 

differentiates from previous discussions of collective memory by scholars like Maurice 

Halbwachs (1980) who focus on communicative memory by ignoring tradition. 

Meusburger’s explanation of cultural memory as an institution “exteriorized, objectified, 

and stored away in symbolic forms…transferred from one situation to another and 

transmitted from one generation to another” (17). For this discussion, I use Meusburger’s 

definition of cultural memory as the rhetorical symbols passed down through generations 

with the enduring signified meanings transmitted.  
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Reimagining Tropes and the Subversive Complicity of Rhetorical Strategies 

While the term Chican@ is generative for many scholars, artists, and activists, I 

also recognize that Latin@s fail to separate how they have differentiated themselves from 

the term despite the positive contemporary connotation of a conscious dedication to the 

social justice of Latin@s. The lack of representation of Latin@s in historical accounts 

and the rhetoric of deficiency embedded in the colonial imaginary contribute to negative 

self-concepts of Latin@ students. In an effort to re-imagine the normative historical 

knowledge taught in institutional “schooling,” the collective memory of Pre-Columbian 

history provides a generative shared culture for Latinas\osto re-present themselves 

according to non-colonial discourses.  In order for Emma Pérez to reclaim the agency of 

Chicanas in history, she conceptualizes the decolonial imaginary, the “time lag between 

the colonial and postcolonial, that interstitial space where differential politics and social 

dilemmas are negotiated” (6). Reading history through the decolonial imaginary, Pérez 

contests the historical narratives framing Chicanas as deficient. The influence of 

normative histories on Latin@ identities should be challenged by academics, artists, and 

activists in order to contest the deficiency rhetoric in public discourses regarding issues 

like immigration and education. Applying Pérez’s decolonial imaginary in the reclaiming 

and naming of a trope grounded in the history of the Americas acknowledges the history 

of Latin@s in the Americas and academic strengths. At the same time, it provides a 

lexicon for resisting deficiency rhetoric. Pérez’s historical work shares similarities with 

Susan C. Jarrat’s (1998) re-reading of the sophist tradition that employed historiography 

to re-imagine the once controversial figure of the sophist. Reimagining the contemporary 
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trope of pocho with the Pre-Columbian figure of the pochteca, through their etymological 

link
5
, names a new vocabulary for the strategies of a successful academic Latin@ 

identity. Reconnecting and reunifying the Pre-Columbian pochteca traveling merchant 

with the trope of pocho, the poch[@]teca invokes the rhetorical strategies of Latin@ 

students who succeed, opposing rhetoric of deficiency. 

This dissertation names the poch[@]teca as an appropriation of the literary trope 

of pocho and its etymological root pochteca, the Pre-Columbian traveling, disguised 

merchant. Bringing pocho and pochteca together visually symbolizes, conceptualizes, and 

represents the rhetorical skills of successful Latin@ students and identifies rhetorical 

strategies in the context of discursive and technological practices. A note on the spelling 

of poch[@]teca, the use of the bracketed “[@]” in the place of an “o\a” fulfills multiple 

roles. In addition to inserting the “@” ending of pocho into the pochteca, the brackets 

perform a visual-spatial representation of the Pre-Columbian amoxtli. According to 

Damían Baca (2010), the amoxtli were “the pictographic manuscripts which served in the 

transmission and performance of Huehuetlatolli, a Nahuatl expression for ancient word 

and wisdom of the elders” (144). The poch[@]teca rewrites the Latin@ in the US back 

into the history and epistemology of the Americas, naming rhetorical strategies of 

resistance against supremacy myths and colonial binaries created by political boundaries. 

By uncovering the historical knowledge embodied in the figure of the pochteca, 

the strategies of the poch[@]teca become apparent. However, the reclaiming of pocho in 

                                                           
5
 See Chapter 2 for a detailed etymology of pocho. 
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the naming of poch[@]teca performs a rascuache act of agency, making that which was 

offensive into a possible trope of empowerment. By rascuache, I refer to the repurposing 

and appropriation of available materials, in some cases for survival, while in other cases 

rascuache refers to a Chicana/o aesthetic (Ybarra-Frausto 1991; Amalia Mesa-Bains 

1999, Alicia Gaspar de Alba 1998, and Yolanda Broyles-González 1994). The negative 

connotation of poch@, accusing a Mexican American of being a “cultural traitor” 

(Anzaldúa 1987), is a part of the colonial imaginary’s legacy. In Borderlands/La 

Frontera, third-space Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldúa theorizes a new mestiza 

consciousness which rejects the colonial binary of “either/or,” arguing for a “both/and” 

interpretation of race and gender. Focusing on the issue of self-representation, Adela C. 

Licona (2005) discusses “a mestiza consciousness as that which refuses fixed 

dichotomous structures and their implications for matters of (self) representation” (104). 

Emma Pérez and Chela Sandoval build on and extend mestiza consciousness in their 

work with the decolonial imaginary and differential consciousness, respectively. The 

poch[@]teca belongs to Pérez and Sandoval’s genealogy that extends Anzaldúa’s work 

that reclaims, names, and recognizes how contradictions can contribute to other ways of 

knowing. My use of poch@ in the poch[@]teca is an act of reclamation, repurposing it 

outside of its colonial context. I deploy it with agency for the generations of Latin@ 

students made to feel lacking at home for not speaking enough Spanish and at school for 

deconstruction or demystification of academic discourse, and institutional processes 

contributing to hidden curricula, which includes learning academic discourse, building 



 27 

 

support networks, applying for scholarships, and other socially-transmitted institutional 

literacy (White and Lowenthal 2010).  

Like the hidden curricula of the university, the decoding of tropes reveals 

interpretive power often ignored by those who willingly or unknowingly miss a 

metaphor. The power of tropes I draw on can be traced to Kenneth Burke’s (1969) 

discussion “Four Master Tropes” where he posits the “master tropes” as metaphor, 

metonymy, synecdoche, and irony. Villanueva reminds us that Burke proclaimed that 

tropes help us to discover “truth” (“Storylines on the New Racism” 115); more 

poignantly, Burke’s recognition of these dominant forms of representation and 

signification provide an apt figure of ideology for Henry Louis Gates to respond with his 

(1988) The Signifying Monkey: a Theory of African-American Literary Criticism. Playing 

on the “master” figure of speech, Gates reclaims agency from the trope of the signifying 

monkey: “we might think of these as the ‘master’s tropes,’ and of Signifyin(g) as the 

slave’s trope, the trope of tropes…a trope-reversing trope, a figure of a figure” (Gates 

52). Gates’ scholarship has political import that demonstrates how tropes have the 

potential to resist and challenge the dominant meaning of what a trope has previously 

signified. Like the once pejorative signifying monkey, the poch[@]teca reclaims pocho 

from its pejorative meaning to be used as an empowering metaphor by the very same 

people it once marked as lacking. 

 Gates’ reclamation of the once negative trope of the signifying monkey 

demonstrates how tropes possess the potential to represent another way of knowing that 
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breaks from the colonial imaginary. Resisting the colonial ways of knowing, Pérez 

identifies the decolonial imaginary as a way that “can help us rethink history in a way 

that makes Chicana/o agency transformative” (Pérez xviii). Deploying rhetorical 

strategies of the poch[@]teca then becomes a way of including history that is often 

dismissed for the purpose of effecting change in the lives of students. The act of naming 

the poch[@]teca, by borrowing from Pre-Columbian figures, introduces a new 

terminology. Chela Sandoval explains the need for new terminologies in Methodology of 

the Oppressed (2000), asserting that “[n]ew terminologies help bring unprecedented 

modes, consciousness, agency, and collective action into being” (Sandoval 6).  

Articulating the notion of differential consciousness, Sandoval addresses the possibilities 

that exist when breaking from colonial-like binaries. Sandoval articulates the need to 

extend beyond the boundaries of oppositional consciousness, by naming a differential 

consciousness that “migrates between contending ideological systems” (30). The need for 

the poch[@]teca comes from the resistance of rhetoric of deficiency and the awareness of 

ideological opposition in academic institutions that consciously and unconsciously 

perpetuate subjugating deficiency rhetoric concerning Latin@ students. Because explicit 

resistance to opposing ideologies within academic institutions can be problematic and 

counterproductive to academic success, differential consciousness provides a useful 

framework for conceptualizing the ideological negotiation Latin@ students may 

experience. 

Chela Sandoval’s advocacy of differential consciousness stems from the desire to 

progress past oppositional resistance that frames ideologies within an “either/or” binary. 
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By differential consciousness, Sandoval theorizes “appropriating dominant ideological 

forms, and using them whole in order to transform them” (83). For the context of Latin@ 

students, I discuss Sandoval’s notion of differential consciousness as a part of the 

conscious performance of poch[@]teca subversive complicity. Subversive complicity 

describes the rhetorical performance of “conformist resistance” (Valenzuela 1999; Yosso 

2002; Cammarota 2004) while maintaining a consciousness—working against an 

institution from within it. To challenge the seemingly innocuous and omnipresent rhetoric 

of deficiency requires a methodology for identifying strategies that works within 

dominant systems of power while opposing the system’s colonizing ideology. 

Methods and Questions 

 The sites of analysis for the poch[@]teca include student writing in print and 

digital contexts. The analysis of the student publication Nuestros Refranes follows the 

examination of the Pocho Handbook, a historically relevant text that I unearthed while 

doing archival research in Benson Latin America Collection at University of Texas at 

Austin. The Handbook provides an example of a text that similarly attempts to re-imagine 

the poch@ using the Aztec pochteca. From a year-long grant in predominantly Latin@ 

Tucson high schools, the student publication Nuestros Refranes/This We Believe that I 

co-edited provides student writing responding to culturally relevant dichos. The rhetorical 

analysis of Nuestros Refranes is theoretically framed by Emma Pérez’s decolonial 

imaginary in order to both break from colonial narratives of “at risk” students and 

illuminate rhetorical strategies of resistance and academic survival that are often ignored.  
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The site of analysis in chapter four came about as research into the intersection of 

culturally relevant and digital classroom practices. Following the application of Twitter 

into a predominantly summer bridge program, I returned to the digital writing because the 

strategies of the Latin@ students in the class were salient, especially because of the 

presence of code-switching. The rhetorical analysis of the linguistic diversity performed 

by Latin@ students using Twitter provided generative examples of students performing 

their culture as an asset. The data collected on Twitter and the experience of working 

with Latin@ students who excelled and raised the bar in my class, exemplifying the 

abilities of Latin@ students that are erased by deficiency rhetoric. 

The chapter on pedagogy began as research into writing, curriculum, and the 

various practices for engaging with Latin@ student populations. The analysis of 

curriculum and pedagogy illuminated the social justice pedagogy practiced in the Tucson 

Unified School District, particularly the “Xikano Paradigm” described by Ethnic Studies 

Literature teacher Curtis Acosta. House Bill 2281 was written, passed, and resisted by the 

Tucson community during the course of the writing of this chapter that applied aspects of 

the Ethnic Studies curriculum to rhetoric and composition. I used Latin@ Critical Race 

Theory as a method for analyzing HB 2281 and an open Letter from the Arizona 

Superintendent of schools because LatCrit focuses on the intersection of race, legislation, 

and education. This analysis not only decodes the rhetoric of HB 2281, but it also 

provides a greater motivation for the application of social justice pedagogy that allows 

students to become self-advocates and learn from their culture. 
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While this dissertation names, identifies, and puts forward rhetorical strategies of 

the poch[@]teca, the research questions that provide the framework for collecting data at 

sites of analysis comes from the crossing of interdisciplinary borders with the field of 

rhetoric and composition studies as the point of origin. These questions provoke 

reexamination of the disciplinary boundaries and the enduring migration between various 

sites of epistemological origination. They revisit the question of cultural-relevance and its 

intersection with the growing body of knowledge about the rhetoric of the Pre-Columbian 

Americas, while examining the performance of Latin@ students with new media. 

1. How can decolonial theory counter deficiency rhetoric about Latin@ students, 

and how can this theory illuminate strategies of student resistance and subversive 

complicity for the purpose of succeeding within school? 

2. How can the rhetorical strategies of Latin@ students inform culturally-relevant 

practices in Rhetoric and Composition?  

3. How can educators in Rhetoric and Composition learn from analysis of the 

discursive productions, including but not limited to information and 

communication technological (ICT) practices of Latin@ students? 

4. How can the field be challenged to contribute to a culturally relevant pedagogy 

for Latin@ students, using Mesoamerican tropes as a conceptual framework? 
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Epistemology and Strategies of the Poch[@]teca  

The borderlands nature of the poch[@]teca, which integrates the pochteca figure 

with the trope of pocho, while analyzing and theorizing the communication media of 

Twitter according to bodies of knowledge in composition and rhetoric requires 

interdisciplinary methodologies and theories. The diverse frameworks of analysis and 

ways of knowing allow for a more generative discussion of rhetorical strategies free from 

disciplinary borders that tend to defend territories of knowledge by attacking and 

dismissing the unfamiliar. The poch[@]teca follows in the genealogy of the theorists and 

scholars contributing to the body of knowledge growing from Gloria Anzaldúa’s (1987) 

Borderlands/La Frontera. Challenging assumptions regarding Latin@s in the US 

Southwest, Anzaldúa’s theorization of a new mestiza consciousness created a space to 

contest colonial binaries of race, gender, and sexuality. Still, these binaries persist and 

continue to undergird the colonial imaginary and systems of knowing that limit and 

embed assumptions of deficiency.  

Without Anzaldúa, there could be no poch[@]teca. The influence of Anzaldúa 

and her new mestiza consciousness on the poch[@]teca can be traced through the 

scholarship of Chicana feminists like Emma Pérez and Chela Sandoval, and composition 

and rhetoric scholars Damían Baca and Adela C. Licona. Recognizing Anzaldúa’s 

contributions, composition scholar Andrea Lunsford describes Anzaldúa as “a writing 

theorist as well as an accomplished rhetor and a prolific writer” (Lunsford and Anzaldúa 

37). In addition, Latin@ Critical Race scholar Dolores Delgado Bernal’s “Learning and 



 33 

 

Living Pedagogies of the Home: the Mestiza Consciousness of Chicana Students,” 

identifies student strategies in line with those of the poch[@]teca. Delgado Bernal does 

so by arguing that Anzaldúa’s mestiza consciousness provides “a way to acknowledge 

and name the strategies of resistance that Chicana students learn in their homes and live 

out during their educational journeys” (626), thereby helping to answer the question 

“[w]hat are the strategies employed by Chicana and Chicano students in order to obtain a 

higher education?”(627). However, the central claim of Delgado Bernal’s work focuses 

on spirituality while the rhetorical strategies of the poch[@]teca include numerous 

practices and technologies of subversive complicity that can be identified in discursive 

productions. Latino Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) and scholars like Dolores Delgado 

Bernal illuminate and interpret systems of institutionalized inequality. In addition to 

reading legal and educational inequality according to the tenet that racism exists and 

supports the superiority of Whites, Critical Race scholars call “on People of Color to 

transform the process of theorizing. This call is about epistemology—the study of sources 

of knowledge” (Dixson and Rousseau 167). Giving a name to the rhetorical strategies of 

success Latin@ students, the poch[@]teca closely connects with the building of 

knowledge for and by Latin@ students in order to contest rhetoric framing them 

otherwise. 

 In addition, the frequently used interdisciplinary terms warrant defining. Some of 

these terms are further descriptions of terms previously mentioned and others are terms 

discussed in greater detail in chapters two, three, four and five. Even though some of the 

terms are in Spanish, the exact translations in English are not substituted due to the fact 
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that often the spirit and metaphoric meaning do not always explicitly translate. The terms 

constructing the poch[@]teca, pocho and pochteca, have been touched on, but it serves 

the project to describe them in greater detail. Poch@ is a term in Spanish meaning 

“colorless” or “bland” (Rodriguez 1982), but the connotation of “cultural traitor” is the 

meaning most often implied in its usage. Many times, pocho refers to a Mexican or 

Mexican American influenced by US culture, speaking little or no Spanish, often 

described as ‘having turned their back’ on their culture (Herrera 2007; Anzaldúa 1987; 

Rodriguez 1982; Villarreal 1959). In both the autobiography of Richard Rodriguez and 

fictional work of José Villareal, poch@ is used as a pejorative to describe a Mexican 

American who speaks English and performs well in school; in both cases, poch@ 

functions as a trope within the colonial imaginary, or contextual frame that establishes 

false boundaries where one can only speak English well while excelling in school, or love 

their culture. More recently, Chican@ cartoonist and satirist Lalo Alcarez has challenged 

the pejorative connotation by naming his website pocho.com, and performance artist 

Guillermo Gómez-Peña similarly plays on the false binary by naming his performance 

troupe La Pocha Nostra. In a show of the fluidity of identity, both artists reclaim the 

pejorative as an empowering act of naming. 

During the 1980s, the Pocho Handbook made the connection between poch@ and 

pochteca, its etymological root word in Nahuatl. Meant to address the perceived tensions 

between Mexican Americans, Chican@s and Poch@s, the Pocho Handbook was written 

by an anonymous author who used the shared Mexican heritage and history of the three 

groups in order to demonstrate that the groups have co-existed since the Pre-Columbian 
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era as a call for unity during the early 1980s. The pochteca were a class of traveling 

traders described as disguised merchants by Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagún in 

the 16
th

 century Florentine Codex, an account of Aztec life in the Americas before the 

Conquest. Known for their abilities to adapt to both the appearance and language of other 

territories, the pochteca gathered goods and information about the foreign territories. 

Sometimes spoken of as spies (Saignes 1945; German 1974; Kristan-Graham 1993; 

Townsend 2000; Berdan 2005), the pochteca reported to the principal merchants of their 

home territories (Sahagún 22). The skills of the pochteca parallel many of the rhetorical 

strategies of Latin@ students, making the pochteca generative and inspiring; however, 

providing the root word for pocho, the positive attributes of the pochteca illuminate 

pocho characteristics previously characterized as negative. 

Re-presenting poch@ and pochteca with the name of poch[@]teca not only gives 

name to those strategies students perform or pass on to like-minded students in their 

communities, but poch[@]teca also names a trope which represents the concept of 

subversive complicity. I define subversive complicity as that which represents the 

rhetorical performance similar to what has been termed “conformist resistance” 

(Valenzuela 1999; Yosso 2002; Cammarota 2004), a strategic working against from 

within. Subversive complicity, or working from within an academic system without 

outwardly performing oppositional consciousness, performs differential consciousness 

(Sandoval 2000), which is the method of going between oppositional ideologies. Placing 

a particular emphasis on succeeding academically for the purpose of contesting rhetoric 

of deficiency, changing how Latin@s are discussed with regard to education and how 
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they perceive their potential to succeed. Navigating institutions ideologically opposed to 

Latin@ culture, students employ strategies for outwardly working within the system, 

even if the motivation is to use the knowledge of privileged academic discourse and 

technologically literacy to challenge systems of inequality. In light of SB 1070 and HB 

2281, laws about citizenship and education maintain systemic inequality, so measures 

taken by administrators, educators, and students themselves to aid in the education of 

Latin@s resists the dominant power structure. 

Reclaiming that which has been deemed negative and reusing it is a rhetorical 

strategy known as rascuache. The strategy of rascuache embodies the practice of 

repurposing and re-appropriating for survival. Rascuache was used to describe a strategic 

re-appropriation which includes “resourcefulness and ingenuity allowing the oppressed to 

overcome adversity” (Spener 9) that scholars interpret as a strategy of resistance (Ybarra-

Frausto 1991; Amalia Mesa-Bains 1999, Alicia Gaspar de Alba 1999, and Yolanda 

Broyles-González 1994). Performance artist Gómez-Peña describes his aesthetic as 

techno-rascuache, made up of “[t]hese strategies of recycling and recontextualizing ideas, 

images and texts continue to be central aspect of our performance methodology” 

(Dangerous Border Crossers 56). Most widely discussed by Chican@ artists who re-

imagine cultural symbols and discarded remnants, to be rascuache challenges, resists and 

proves wrong the assumptions about the minoritized person, by using their status as 

motivation for survival. 
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In direct opposition to the deficiency rhetoric, the strategy of working with the 

funds of knowledge illuminates the strengths that Latin@ students bring to classrooms. 

The text Funds of Knowledge was written by educators who approach pedagogical 

practices with a system of beliefs and values similar to the poch[@]teca. In addition to 

responding to education through the trope of “the ultimate border,” Norma González, 

Luis C. Moll and Cathy Amanti frame education as “the border between knowledge and 

power” (42), which reflects motivations for the poch[@]teca rhetorical strategies.  The 

text and concept of funds of knowledge is useful because the authors contextualize 

students’ academic success using the metaphor of a capitalist market place, which relates 

to the characteristics of the pochteca. The inclusion of the traveling merchant in the 

concept of the poch[@]teca provides an appropriate trope because of necessary 

negotiations and transactions in the university’s “nonmarket systems of exchange” (3). 

The main emphasis in Funds of Knowledge focuses on the strategy of relating the home 

culture of students to the “cultures of symbolic systems” which students navigate in 

academic institutions (33). As it stands, students not experiencing representation of their 

home culture experience what is perceived as a devaluation of their culture compared to 

the Greco-Roman tradition of knowledge, fictionally written into the foundation of the 

Western White educational tradition. The poch[@]teca serves as an act of naming which 

resists the devaluation and reclaims the potential of Chican@ history, knowledge, and 

culture. 

The rhetorical strategies of the poch[@]teca perform subversive complicity that 

mirror the metaphor of playing the game in many ways. Similar to Sandoval’s notion of 
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differential consciousness, Luis Urrieta (2009) asserts that, “[t]he metaphor of playing the 

game as a way to rationalize why and how these Chicanas and Chicanos were strategizing 

change” (10). Urrieta’s work advocates that Chican@ educators adopt activist pedagogies 

to teach Chican@ students, a practice that drew negative attention in the case of Tucson 

Unified School District’s Mexican American Studies (TUSD MAS) program discussed in 

greater length in chapter five. Still, the strategy of playing the game provides a trope 

situating students as possessing agency in a system requiring an outward projection of 

participation, with many Latin@s motivated by a goal of becoming educated in order to 

give back to their community. What I call subversive complicity furthers the metaphor of 

playing the game; the goal of working against the system comes from the recognition that 

the rules of the game change when Latin@s succeed, as in the case of TUSD MAS 

program, thereby also demonstrating that the playing field is never level. 

Staying with the strategies Urrieta identifies, the concept of transas illuminates 

the more subversive aspect of the poch[@]teca. According to Urrieta, “Transas literally 

means ‘transactions,’ which in Mexican folk knowledge are strategic and commonly 

known, but usually clandestine, practices used by people with less power to subvert, or 

get around, the system”(11). Closely connected with the pochteca disguised merchant, 

transas acknowledges the inequality of privilege experienced by Latin@s, entering 

institutions with hidden curriculum such as professional etiquette, administrative 

bureaucracy and available resources. When teaching students to become better self-

advocates, it is important to take advantage of their status as students. By using the ethos 
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of their academic institutions, students learn to gain access to additional resources 

through their performance of Standard Academic English.  

Transactions, like succeeding in school, usually do not occur as a solitary 

endeavor. The strategy of relying on support networks and community is a strategy 

addressed by various researchers (Urrieta 2009; Carrillo-Rowe 2008; Dixson and 

Rousseau 2006; Yosso 2006; Valenzuela 1999) with regard to Latin@s. While Angela 

Valenzuela identifies the students forming their own support network as possessing a 

“pro-school ethos,” Urrieta uses the trope of “movidas” to describe the communal effort 

of a group to reach a goal: “movidas exist in the whitestream system already, but they are 

normalized and taken for granted, except by people who are subordinated by the system 

and can perceive the injustices of these practices” (Urrieta 168). The effort of a 

community to put an idea into action was characterized by Kenneth Burke (1950) as 

natural conspiracy: “Each office, each fraternal order, each college faculty has its tiny 

conspiratorial clique. Conspiracy is as natural as breathing” (Burke 166). Like Urrieta, 

Burke addresses the fact that groups with shared interests tend to work together in order 

to enact a movement whether it be sanctioned or not. Sometimes described as a survival 

strategy of migrants (Spener 2010), working within communities is a quality often 

attributed to Latin@s that is not considered a deficit.  

Limitations of Chapters 

In this first chapter, I have begun by tracing the trajectory of the deficiency 

rhetoric used to characterize Latin@s and education as an urgent call for a trope that 
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challenges and contests this deficiency rhetoric. By reclaiming the trope of poch@, I 

advocate the reimagining of a symbol in the cultural memory of Latin@s in the US, while 

at the same time contesting the colonial paradigm in which poch@ plays a role in the 

fictional narrative. In addition, the acknowledgement of the etymologically linked 

pochteca to the contemporary trope of poch@ provides a generative representation of the 

layered embodied rhetoric in the pochteca figure from Pre-Columbian history. The 

embodied rhetoric in both the trope of poch@ and the figure of the Aztec pochteca 

represent strengths of Latin@ students that challenge deficiency rhetoric by provoking 

the ethos of resistance that carries over into term subversive complicity. The poch[@]teca 

proposes strategies for countering this rhetoric, specifically addressing the areas of 

writing, technology, and pedagogy.  By acknowledging the existing rhetoric of deficiency 

regarding these areas, I demonstrate the necessity of naming the existing rhetorical 

strategies deployed by successful Latin@ students.  

Chapter two provides a review of the tropes and strategies that make up the 

poch[@]teca, illuminating the diverse disciplines across which the pochteca and poch@ 

have traveled. Extending the work in composition and rhetoric by Latin@ scholars (Baca 

2008; Mejía 2004a
6
, 2004b

7
; Villanueva 1993) who have advocated for teaching Latin@ 

students with culturally relevant reading and writing assignments, I cross disciplinary 

                                                           
6
 “Arts of the US-Mexico Contact Zone” in Crossing Borderlands: Composition and Postcolonial Studies, 

edited by Andrea A. Lunsford and Lahoucine Ouzgane. 

7
 “Bridging rhetoric and composition studies with Chicano and Chicana studies : a turn to critical 

pedagogy” in Latino/a Discourses: On Language, Identity & Literacy Education, edited by Michelle H. 

Kells, Valerie M. Balester, and Victor Villanueva. 
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borders, reviewing scholarship for the purpose of identifying strategies of Latin@ 

students and the pedagogical practices to engage them. Using Meusburger’s definition of 

cultural memory, I trace the rhetorical strategies of Latin@ students to cultural funds of 

knowledge, while demonstrating how these strategies of the poch[@]teca can be 

identified in traditional and new media writing practices. The diverse fields of 

scholarship in this chapter traverse disciplinary boundaries. It enacts a pochteca journey, 

gathering knowledge for the betterment of poch[@]teca communities of educators, 

students and scholars. 

Chapter three focuses on culturally relevant writing and the identifiable rhetorical 

strategies expressed in a student publication that I co-edited. Beginning with an overview 

of the Pocho Handbook, this chapter notes the early effort to connect poch@ with 

pochteca in a text which attempts to resolve conflicting identities among Mexican 

Americans, Chican@s, and poch@s. Drawing on collective Pre-Columbian memory, the 

text represents an instance where writing serves as a call to unification, demonstrating 

how culturally relevant subject matter engages with Latin@ audiences. In addition to 

extending the discussion of advocacy of culturally relevant writing in composition and 

rhetoric courses, I analyze how writing created from assignments asking students to write 

about Spanish dichos (sayings of proverbs) and respond to writing prompts demonstrates 

rhetorical strategies. As a student publication written outside of the institutional 

curriculum legislated by House Bill 2281, Nuestros Refranes provides an interstitial 

space where students may respond to and engage with the subversive nature of a 

culturally relevant assignment in the legal context of the anti-Ethnic Studies bill that 
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targeted culturally relevant curriculum. The issues that students address include 

migration, language acquisition, and other factors that work against the abilities of the 

student to successfully navigate academic institutions. 

Chapter four focuses on the technological aspect of the poch[@]teca strategies, or 

“tec@,” centering on the rascuache appropriation of technology by Latin@ students to 

survive and succeed. Building on Guillermo Gomez-Peña’s terminology of High-tech 

Aztecs, Web-backs, Ethno-Cyberpunks, ethno-cyborgs, and CyberVatos
8
 as existing 

examples of the “tec@,” this chapter discusses how Twitter technologically undergirds 

the community-oriented practices of Latin@ students.  The use of Twitter by Latin@ 

students further challenges deficiency rhetoric about Latin@s and technology. While 

many discussions of Latin@s and technology engage in the discussion of the digital 

divide and issues of access, tec@ uses PEW research showing the high percentage of 

Latin@ youth using cell phones to access the internet as a point of departure into how 

Twitter might be a part of the techno-rascuache supporting student success. 

Because writing has become much more integrated with digital technology, I 

challenge the rhetoric of deficiency facing Latin@s with regard to technology. Building 

knowledge and community in a predominantly Latin@ college course, I analyze how the 

social media Twitter supports existing rhetorical strategies of Latin@ students. Focusing 

on a predominantly Latin@ class and its use of Twitter in a rhetoric course, I analyze 

how the Twitter posts support community networks, build knowledge and create a space 

                                                           
8
 See Guillermo Gomez Peña’s Dangerous Border Crossings and website www.pochanostra.com. 
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for code-switching between English and Spanish. While the poch[@]teca critically 

engages deficiency rhetoric framing Latin@s as lacking, the subversive complicity of the 

poch[@]teca challenges ideological subjugation by focusing on projects of hope. 

In chapter five, critical analysis of the discourse in Arizona House Bill 2281 

which targets Tucson Unified School District’s Mexican American Studies ( TUSD 

MAS) program provides a point of departure into pedagogical practices challenging 

deficiency rhetoric about Latin@s and education. Reading HB 2281 in the context of an 

open letter by former Superintendent Tom Horne, this chapter traces the history of attacks 

on a culturally relevant program like TUSD’s MAS program, despite the program’s 

success. Following this Latin@ Critical Race analysis, I propose pedagogical and 

curricular approaches to framing college composition courses using Nahua rhetorical 

tropes. Continuing with the notion of cultural memory and Chican@ students, I build on 

Curtis Acosta’s “Xikano Paradigm” and his use of Nahua figures in a high school 

literature course, applying components of his framework into an approach for a university 

context. In light of HB 2281 that bans Ethnic Studies programs in Arizona public schools, 

Tucson School District research shows increases in state test scores and graduation rates 

among Chican@ students in the MAS program. Following Acosta’s success with 

engaging Chican@ students by teaching a curriculum that speaks to their own cultural 

memories, I bridge the theoretical and pedagogical spaces between Acosta’s “Xikano 

Paradigm” and what I call a “brown pedagogy.” Using the “Xikano Paradigm” as a point 

of departure, I build on the generative potential of the Nahua tropes used as a framework 

in Acosta’s piece, by introducing additional tropes that embody composition and rhetoric 
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assignments at the college English level. Identifying literature that speaks to the “brown” 

experience and social justice ethos, I turn to Jimmy Santiago Baca, Sherman Alexie, 

Gloria Anzaldúa and Luci Tapahanso who address discrimination and marginalization, to 

which students may relate. Fulfilling the requirement of college level readings, these texts 

speak to lived experiences and the negotiation of cultural identity. I advocate using the 

models of writers of color because their work more accurately reflects the experiences of 

students of color. These readings also provide students with opportunities to speak about 

race, class, and gender in tandem with assignments that position students as knowledge-

holders within a greater epistemological tradition.  

Conclusion 

The topic of culturally-relevant writing and how programs successfully educating 

Latin@s with culturally relevant curriculum are targeted reminds us who benefits from 

the rhetoric of deficiency. Tucson Unified School District’s Ethnic Studies program and 

the Arizona state legislation House Bill 2281, which accuses the program of 

governmental overthrow and segregation according to race, demonstrates how 

conservative, White systems of power benefit from the subjugation of Latin@s. The 

achievement gap between Latin@ and White students reaffirms the “pre-existing 

harmony” normalized by myths of White supremacy (Bourdieu and Passeron). With that 

having been said, the pedagogical implications of how the instructors in this program 

teach writing still have the potential to inform the field of composition and rhetoric. 
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The language used to categorize, name, and identify marginalized populations 

influence representations and concepts of self. According the Villanueva, tropes influence 

how we see ourselves in the world because tropes are “the words we use to create or deny 

the reality we’re in” (“Storylines on the New Racism” 119). As a rhetorical trope, 

poch[@]teca subsumes and re-appropriates strategies of resistance for Latin@ students 

and educators, as well as unauthorized curricula. The repurposing and recycling of 

languages, tropes and knowledge perform a rascuache movida
9
 or strategic, coordinated 

move of taking materials at hand and using them, in this case, for the purpose of 

academic survival.  

Projects of the decolonial imaginary within the field of composition and rhetoric 

straddle the margins. Fortunately, scholars like Andrea Lunsford, Min-Zhan Lu, Jan 

Swearingen and Susan Jarratt (2004) have taken up Gloria Anzaldúa’s mestiza 

consciousness as a part of borderlands rhetoric within the context of the composition 

classroom, opening interstitial spaces for discussion. Emma Pérez’s Decolonial 

Imaginary would not have been possible without the work of Anzaldúa, reconciling the 

numerous and opposing histories, ideologies, and identities within an individual. The 

poch[@]teca follows in the Anzaldúan tradition of identity construction, drawing on the 

interdisciplinary tradition within composition and rhetoric which makes it dynamic and 

generative for the future. 

                                                           
9
 Rascuache movida implies a movement by a group that incorporates a strategic deployment of rascuache 

re-appropriation. 
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 Concerned for the future as both a second generation Chican@ college graduate 

and college English instructor, I contest the rhetoric of deficiency. With my career path, 

my critical research on generative contributions of Latin@s, and in my teaching 

pedagogy, I challenge the sense of lacking embedded in colonial narratives. In some 

cases, I use personal narratives to resist oppressive narratives. Recounting the 

assimilation tale of my grandparents at the start of this chapter, I did not complicate the 

Medina family narrative of speaking only English, and my father subsequently surpassing 

the educational accomplishments of my grandparents. Like all oversimplified histories, I 

omitted conflicting details that problematize the American Dream. I left out the story of 

my father’s younger brother whose ability to take apart and reassemble mechanical and 

electronic devices demonstrated the promise of someone who could have been an 

engineer if he had been given the opportunity. But he “fell through the cracks.” When I 

asked my uncle why he did not go to college, he told me that he didn’t see it as an option 

because he cared for his siblings, my aunt, and youngest uncle. I also failed to explain 

that my father attended seminary, where he had studied to become a Catholic priest after 

having survived a life-threatening illness in middle school.  

At Medina family gatherings, the colonial imaginary continues to eat at my 

grandfather, uncle, and aunt who have internalized the fictional narrative of the American 

Dream that ignores inequality and blames those who do not succeed despite hard work 

ethics and natural talents. Family dinners turn into the echoes of conservative talk radio—

I live the contradictions Anzaldúa teaches are a part of any identity—they play out as my 

family criticizes the president for sounding too professor-like. At the same time, they 
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praise my accomplishments in school and career choice in higher education. My working 

class family reminds me not to think less of those without higher education, while 

inspiring me to help those who recognize they can’t do it on their own. My poch@ 

identity, like Anzaldúa’s new mestiza, allows me to see an alternative to false binaries in 

the colonial binary, bringing with it the responsibility to teach others.  

The following chapter traces the historical trajectory of the poch@ trope as it 

emerges in literature and academic scholarship. Through the examination of the many 

examples of poch@, the etymological connection to the Aztec pochteca is made. By 

establishing the connection between the trope of poch@ and the Aztec pochteca, the 

strategies of the traveling merchant pochteca help illuminate the rhetorical strategies 

embodied by the contemporary poch@ that are practiced by Latin@ students.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW OF POCH@, POCHTECA, AND 

EMBODIED RHETORICAL STRATEGIES 

Pocho, cultural traitor, you’re speaking the oppressor's language by 

speaking English, you're ruining the Spanish language… Chicano Spanish 

is considered by the purist and by most Latinos deficient—Gloria 

Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera 

This ability to shift strategies in mid-stream is a skill that the successful 

and productive citizen of the future must embody—Norma González, Luis 

C. Moll, and Cathy Amanti, Funds of Knowledge 

El que no transa, no avansa [S/he who doesn’t conduct such transactions, 

doesn’t advance]—Luis Urrieta, Working from Within 

 In Bootstraps, Victor Villanueva argues that "to study rhetoric becomes a way of 

studying humans" (77). Villanueva’s consideration of the human experience explains 

why research into the educational issues facing Latin@s reveals the rhetorical strategies 

performed within and outside academic institutions. Rhetorical scholarship by Villanueva 

and others demonstrate the discourses framing Latin@s as deficient, while writing theory 

addressing cultural relevance illuminate the potential for a decolonial future, resistance to 

deficit discourse. In order to answer the question of how to better educate Latin@s, 

finding inspiration in the familiar and reimagining the familiar so that is more than a 
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novelty and altogether new is at the heart of surviving, adapting, and negotiating new 

ways of knowing. 

The deficiency rhetoric surrounding Latin@s and Chican@s with regard to 

education undergirds colonial narratives framing the subjugation of native populations 

and can be traced back to the Spanish Conquest of the Americas. Fortunately, tropes and 

figures present at the time of the Conquest have become a source of inspiration, 

providing hope for students framed within colonial binaries. A great inspiration for this 

kind of departure comes from Gloria Anzaldúa’s new mestiza consciousness, which 

breaks from the Spanish-English binaries while acknowledging indigenous Nahuatl roots 

as a function of counter-hegemonic resistance in the US-Mexico borderlands. Anzaldúa’s 

resistance of colonialism is at the heart and soul of the poch[@]teca, providing the 

facultad
10

 to see beneath the narratives and structures of power. The following section 

reviews the rhetoric of deficiency ascribed to Chican@s and language in educational 

contexts, while at the same time drawing inspiration from culturally relevant Nahuatl 

figures and tropes. Mestiza consciousness as a hermeneutic theory, practice, heuristic and 

methodology blurs disciplinary boundaries, resulting in the analytical approaches of 

differential consciousness (Sandoval 2000) and the decolonial imaginary (Perez 1999). 

Without Anzaldúa, illustrating the rhetorical strategies of the poch[@]teca 

Chican@ academic identity would not be possible; Chicana Feminists Emma Pérez, 

Chela Sandoval, and Adela C. Licona (2012) extend Anzaldúa’s work by theorizing and 

                                                           
10

 In Borderlands/La Frontera, Anzaldúa defines la facultad as “the capacity to see in surface phenomena 

the meaning of deeper realities, to see the deep structure below the surface” (132). 
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conceptualizing her methodology, and applying new mestiza consciousness to the 

articulation of identity while reimagining those identities in further-reaching historical 

trajectories. Pérez’s notion of the decolonial imaginary, which asks readers to critically 

analyze the rhetorical agendas of colonial historical narratives, belongs to Anzaldúa’s 

genealogy and advocacy of challenging hegemonic discourse. In Perez’s introduction, she 

underscores the interplay of the concepts and she explains Sandoval’s application of 

Anzaldúa’s consciousness in that “differential consciousness allows for mobility of 

identities” between various power bases that can take place within a decolonial imaginary 

(Perez xvi). Perez defines the decolonial imaginary as “that time lag between the colonial 

and postcolonial, that interstitial space where differential politics and social dilemmas are 

negotiated,” which identifies a critically conscious motivation for socio-political projects 

(6). In the interstitial space of the decolonial imaginary, the possibility to re-imagine 

terms and figures outside of the colonial discourse is fraught with rhetoric of deficiency. 

 The pocho[o]tec@ views identity as a mobile construction and performance, and 

follows Anzaldúa’s mestiza consciousness which accepts and expects contradictions. 

Applying differential consciousness to meaning-making, Sandoval identifies it as a 

technology producing “differential movement of consciousness through meaning” (6). 

The movement Sandoval illustrates as a method of the oppressed has important 

implications in the crisscrossing of ideological boundaries, moving beyond the limiting 

binary of oppositional consciousness. Important to the poch[@]teca, the ability to work 

within an oppressive ideology is essential to perform differential consciousness. 

However, differential consciousness as a heuristic without the contextualization of the 
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decolonial imaginary presents a seemingly uncritical pick-and-choose hermeneutic. 

Sandoval defines differential consciousness as “a specific technology of the methodology 

of the oppressed that produces the differential movement of consciousness through 

meaning” (6). The meaning of poch@ carries with it cultural baggage that Sandoval’s 

differential consciousness discards; the application of a differential consciousness 

demonstrates an understanding and comfort with the ambiguity of conforming while 

resisting. The performance of poch[@]teca subversive complicity incorporates the 

awareness to employ culture as an asset and to recognize when given institutional 

contexts do not treat it as such. Conversely, the accumulation of dominant ways of 

knowing proves beneficial to the poch[@]teca when their communities want to make 

meaning from those dominant ways. 

Similarly, Sandoval’s extension of mestiza consciousness into her discussion of 

differential consciousness provides a foundation for poch[@]teca practitioners, 

progressing from oppositional consciousness to the differential strategy of subversive 

complicity. Subversive complicity represents the rhetorical performance similar to what 

has been termed “conformist resistance” (Valenzuela 1999; Yosso 2002; Cammarota 

2004), a strategic working against from within. Applying differential consciousness and 

the decolonial imaginary to the poch[@]teca’s subversive complicity extends the 

genealogy of Gloria Anzaldúa and new mestiza consciousness and applications like la 

facultad. Adela C. Licona’s Zines in Third Space: Radical Cooperation and Borderlands 

Rhetoric extends Anzaldúa’s borderland rhetorics in the analysis of sites of resistance that 

Licona explains “can illustrate the creative and generative capacity of third-space, 
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borderlands rhetorical practices, and cultural reproduction” (4). Similarly to Licona’s 

analysis of zines, the rhetoric embodied in Mesoamerican tropes and figures provides the 

space to re-imagine contemporary Chican@ tropes that serve the greater project of 

Chican@s sucesessfully navigating academic institutions. The scholarly genealogy that 

Anzaldúa’s new mestiza consciousness and borderlands rhetoric facilitates is a departure 

from dominant Western historical narratives and rhetorical traditions entrenched in 

colonial ideology.  

Like Anzaldúa’s use of the Nahuatl tropes of Coatlicue, Tlilli, Tlapalli, and 

Cuyamaca in Borderlands/La Frontera, this review of literature extends the discussion of 

Pre-Columbian tropes, by focusing specifically on the Nahua figure of the pochteca, or 

traveling merchant. Historical accounts attest to the border-crossing and the speaking of 

different languages, which in turn provide a valuable point of departure for identifying 

the embodied rhetoric of the pochteca as a trope for Chican@ students crossing linguistic 

and ideological borders. Tracing the etymological connection established in various 

literatures, I evaluate the trope of the poch@ by examining misrepresentations of the 

pocho trope as a Chican@ identity that rejects Mexican culture in exchange for Anglo 

culture and language. However, I begin with the etymological trajectory of the pochteca 

reaching back hundreds of years to the Conquest of the Americas. I resume with decades-

old appearances of poch@ and focus on the connotation as “traitor” to culture, along with 

potential implications on Chican@s stance towards academic achievement. Deficiency 

rhetoric undergirds existing colonial narratives about Chican@s and education that by 

and large dismisses the value of Pre-Columbian epistemology. 
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Historical Rhetoric of Deficiency 

Within the field of rhetoric and composition, the manifestations of ideological 

bias have been acknowledged in comparative rhetoric. LuMing Mao uses George A. 

Kennedy’s Comparative Rhetoric as a demonstration of how western rhetoric represents 

the standard by which to evaluate other rhetorical traditions, and, by default, framing 

other traditions as lacking for their deficiency to measure up to Western rhetoric. LuMing 

Mao identifies the  “‘deficiency’ model—where one particular culture (read as non-

Western) is determined to be lacking a concept of rhetoric or, worse still, a rhetorical 

tradition” (401). In doing so, Mao names the rhetoric of deficiency or deficiency rhetoric 

embedded in colonial narratives that discount Chican@ and Mesoamerican rhetorical 

traditions, including epistemologies. The hegemonic effect of colonial discourse positions 

the mythical Western tradition as originating in Ancient Greece, migrating through 

Europe to North America, and ignoring all other traditions along the way. By examining 

both the pochteca and poch@, this review employs Emma Pérez’s decolonial imaginary 

in a project of generative hermeneutics, reimagining history and ways of knowing outside 

of the colonial imaginary. 

Deficiency rhetoric resurfaces in the public discourse, making visible the hidden 

assumptions embedded in colonial narratives. Recent studies like the 2010 American 

Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research report argues that Latinos “lag” behind the 

graduation rates of whites; discourse like “lag” demonstrate how inequality is dismissed 

as colonial narratives perpetuate deficiency rhetoric with implications about the 

correspondence between intellectual ability and culture. The stereotype framing Latin@s 
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as lacking with regard to education becomes normalized to the detriment of those who 

succeed, and are then pre-judged as a token product of affirmative action (Villanueva 

1993). At the same time, the binaries drawn by colonial narratives undermine 

communities of color by simultaneously furthering the misconception that Latin@s 

succeeding in education are not “real” Mexicanos, Mexican Americans, Chican@s, or 

Latin@s. These problematic paradigms demonstrate the necessity of an interstitial space 

that mestiza consciousness inhabits and facilitates. 

One of the problems for communities framed by rhetoric of lacking and deficient 

is that it can be difficult to distinguish from internalized colonial narratives. For 

Chican@s, one of the major implications of the poch@ trope is the deficiency of Spanish 

language ability, and by default, a perceived lack of cultural-reverence. In the quote I 

open with from Gloria Anzaldúa, she acknowledges how poch@s and their use of 

“Chicano Spanish is considered by the purist and by most Latinos deficient, a mutilation 

of Spanish” (77). The message that is communicated by Latin@s to other Latin@s is that 

the speakers of this derivation of Spanish “lack” an essentialist, monolithic identity 

imposed by colonial “with us or against us” binaries. The purpose of this discussion 

outlines how negative stances towards English and education require reimagining within 

a decolonial context. Many of the following texts mentioning poch@ contribute to the 

conflation of rejecting English education as holding onto Mexican culture, which in turn 

supports a reductive colonial paradigm of Mexican American identity.  
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When speaking of Pérez’s decolonial imaginary, a continued colonial influence is 

recognized in the narratives about students. Latin@ Critical Race (LatCrit) scholars 

Daniel G. Solórzano and Tara J. Yosso (2001) address how deficiency narratives 

permeate misconceptions about education in “From Racial Stereotyping and Deficit 

Discourse: Toward a Critical Race Theory in Teacher Education.” Solórzano and Yosso 

argue that a cultural deficit model is applied during teacher training which devalues 

minority students’ and their assumed cultural beliefs about education. In Teaching 

Writing with Latino/a Students, Sharon Utakis and Marianne Pita argue how the hidden 

curriculum of academic discourse contributes to deficiency rhetoric about Latin@ and 

Chican@ students. They claim that for foreign born students “among others, this hidden 

curriculum casts students as deficient” (Utakis and Pita 125). The construction and 

perpetuation of deficiency rhetoric is endemic to ideological bias, which consciously and 

unconsciously privileges monolingual English speakers, while framing bilingual speakers 

as lacking. How Chican@ students are spoken of regarding education demonstrates 

ideological differences traceable to the project of colonization, and how those differences 

manifest into deficiency rhetoric. Baca (2008) additionally points out how Chican@s are 

more often than not regarded as students and not researchers and educators, a distinctly 

colonial strategy of infantilizing the “Other” reasserting itself in academic discourse. 

 By reimagining the pocho within the decolonial imaginary of the pochteca trope, 

rhetorical strategies of successful Chican@ students can be identified that counter 

deficiency rhetoric within the dominant discourse. Dolores Delgado Bernal’s “Learning 

Living Pedagogies of the Home: The Mestiza Consciousness of Chicana Students” re-
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imagines strategies of successful Chicana students perceived as deficits. Delgado Bernal 

operationalizes Anzaldúa’s mestiza consciousness in the analysis of how Chicanas 

balance, negotiate and draw from, 

[B]ilingualism, biculturalism, commitment to communities, and 

spiritualities…what are often perceived as deficits for Chicana students—

limited English proficiency, inferior cultural/religious practices…can be 

understood as cultural assets or resources that Chicana students bring to 

higher education. (628)  

Like Pérez and Sandoval, Delgado Bernal draws from Anzaldúa while applying a 

differential method for reading strengths from dominant pathologies of deficiency. 

Renaming perceived deficits as resources, Delgado Bernal writes within the decolonial 

imaginary, naming strategies and assets of Chican@ students, especially focusing on 

spirituality. It is this practice of naming from which I see the decolonial imaginary 

offering the most potential to Chican@ students who possess strategies for success, but 

do not possess the tropes to represent them.  

In addition to the rhetorical strategies relating to subversive complicity, the 

poch[@]teca strategies embodied in the pochteca and rascuache appropriation of poch@ 

possess particular qualities endemic to the Mexicano, Mexican American and Chican@ 

cultural memory. By cultural memory, I speak of the collective concept of knowledge 

directing behavior and experience relating to contemporary society, obtained through 

generations in repeated societal practice (Assman and Czaplicka 126). In “‘Memoria’ Is a 
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Friend of Ours: On the Discourse of Color," Victor Villanueva notes how both Gloria 

Anzaldúa and bell hooks argue that the act of reclaiming a memory of identity is in 

constant reformation; Villanueva adds the necessity of reclaiming “the memory of the 

imperial lords, those who have forcibly changed the identities of people of color through 

colonization” (12). By reclaiming the pochteca from contested knowledge, the 

poch[@]teca represents a pre-colonial identity predating colonial memory and resistant to 

colonial narratives and rhetorics of deficiency that frame Chican@s as educationally 

lacking. The awareness of colonial narratives raises the consciousness of those who study 

the rhetorical tradition of the Americas, and it explains why the colonial narratives that 

situate Latin@s as deficient continue. Memories remind us of the traditions of resistance 

to colonial paradigms, memory, and history. 

Decolonizing Tropes 

 With regard to rhetorical tropes, Kenneth Burke’s A Grammar of Motives 

warrants recognition because of his dedication of “Appendix D” to what he calls the 

“master tropes.” Burke’s focus on metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony help 

bring into focus the intersections of the poch@ and pochteca, regarding them as a 

singular poch[@]teca; substituting synecdoche for representation, and explaining how 

each trope shades into the other, Burke demonstrates the figurative power of tropes and 

their ability to signify the “thisness of a that, or the thatness of a this” (503). Burke makes 

it then possible for Henry Louis Gates to respond with his naming of the “signifying 

monkey” as a trope that represents an African American literary and political sensibility. 
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Analysis of Burke and Gates then creates space for recent scholarship within rhetoric and 

composition paying special attention to Pre-Columbian literacy represented in 

pictographic codices and tropes. 

 Keeping pochteca and poch@ in mind, Kenneth Burke provides a useful 

explanation of rhetorical tropes in A Grammar of Motives in his acknowledgement of not 

just “their purely figurative usage, but with their role in the discovery and description of 

‘the truth’” (503). Burke’s use of quotation marks around “the truth” alludes to the 

radical subjectivity of truth, fact and knowledge; for different audiences, different tropes 

represent and effect change through different names and cultural memory. When 

discussing Nahua and Chican@ tropes like pochteca and poch@ respectively, the 

meaning-making potential of such figures and concepts embodies metaphorical, 

theoretical, and rhetorical strategies, by signifying other ways of knowing.  

In addition to Burke’s authoritative naming of the “master tropes,” the project of 

the poch[@]teca builds on Henry Louis Gates’ notion of Signifyin(g) and the generative 

nature of renaming and re-appropriation. In The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of Afro-

American Literary Criticism, Gates explains why it is necessary to name a trope for 

African-American literary theory:  

If Vico and Burke, or Nietzche, de Man, and Bloom, are correct in 

identifying four and six ‘master tropes,’ then we might think of these as 

the ‘master’s tropes,’ and of Signifyin(g) as the slave’s trope, the trope of 
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tropes, as Bloom characterizes metalepsis, ‘a trope-reversing trope, a 

figure of a figure.’ (Gates 52)  

While Gates identifies what he calls the “slave’s trope” through a process of symbol 

switching, the meaning of the tropes are not lost or forgotten; instead, their meanings 

resist and respond to previous misinterpretations. Building on Gates’ notion of 

signifyin(g), I submit poch[@]teca as a rhetorical trope which subsumes and appropriates 

authorized and documented rhetoric for resistant Chican@ students and educators. 

 Non-dominant tropes, such as the poch[@]teca, often face opposition and do not 

always succeed because they are de-authorized as valid knowledge. Perez explains that 

validation of knowledge is a concern of historians recovering knowledge previously 

made illegitimate: 

Historical knowledge is the production of normative history through 

discursive practice…Oral tradition, codices, and archaeological remnants 

are only a few of the tools for studying pre-Colombian history in the 

Americas, and these methods are often considered illegitimate by 

traditional historians. (Perez 7-8) 

Reading written history as rhetorical production, the hegemonic agenda of establishing a 

dominant narrative at the cost of excluding other ways of knowing becomes apparent. For 

this reason, making meaning from marginalized epistemologies requires a generative 

strategy of interpretation. Baca’s Mestiz@ Scripts successfully draws on Pre-Columbian 

tropes and culture through what he describes as “enact[ing] a strategy of invention 
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between different ways of knowing” (4). Extending the field of rhetoric and composition 

by bringing in Mesoamerican rhetorical traditions allows for “writing between worlds,” 

inventing different ways of knowing using tropes grounded in the epistemology of Pre-

Columbian literacy practices (Baca 11). 

Baca’s application of Walter Mignolo’s (1995) call for coevaluation of the 

epistemologies of the Americas has drawn attention to the potential of non-dominant 

historical figures and tropes. Applying the decolonial imaginary and differential 

consciousness, I submit that these rhetorical tropes offer strategies and describe 

successful practices of Chican@ students who encounter ideological conflicts and 

opposition like those James Berlin (1988) addresses in “Rhetoric and Ideology in the 

Writing Class.” Ideology endures as a heuristic for discovering seemingly invisible 

boundaries impacting the potential of Chican@ students to negotiate institutional 

ideologies because interpretations of ideology allows for consideration of lived 

experience. Often entering into educational settings framed by rhetoric and assumptions 

of deficiency, Chican@ students rely on transactions and strategies allowing them to 

perform subversive complicity. Subversive complicity can be seen when they earnestly 

ask unconscious professors for letters of recommendation. Or when they play the game 

and take part in class discussions based on discriminatory premises. Also, they perform 

subversive complicity as they smile when they are asked in a condescending tone to 

speak on behalf of all Latin@s. They wear their mask hiding disdain as they laugh when 

they mispronounce a French word in an English text, when they are the only bilingual 

person in the class. Complicit, they nod as a professor, colleague, or mentor suggests they 
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write about something “less ethnic.” They fill out applications and accept awards in front 

of crowds that tokenize them; they do so while listening to colleagues who smugly 

dismiss their white privilege as they say things like, “I could never apply to something 

like that,” or “I wish there were an award for my (read European) heritage.” 

Sahagún’s Historical Pochteca  

 Much of what is known and what endures about Pre-Columbian Nahua history, 

culture and literacy comes from texts written by persons participating in the active 

colonization and Conquest of the Americas. A Franciscan friar participating in the 

conversion campaign of indigenous persons to the Catholic religion, Bernardino de 

Sahagún documents Nahua culture beginning in 1545 for what would become the 

Florentine Codex: General History of the Things of New Spain, which he revised until his 

death in 1590 (Léon-Portilla 2002). The Florentine Codex serves as one of the primary 

historical texts from which a great deal of scholarship about the Nahua has been written. 

By reading these texts within the decolonial imaginary, I operationalize it to identify 

generative themes from the historical figures and tropes, thereby unlocking the potential 

for a re-imagined future. 

As a figure, the pochteca possesses embodied rhetoric in addition to more explicit 

connections with the contemporary trope of poch@. Historians and anthropologists have 

addressed the prominent social, economic, and ceremonial role of the pochteca in Nahua 

society. In “The Business of Narrative at Tula: An Analysis of the Vestibule Frieze, 

Trade, and Ritual,” Cynthia Kristan-Graham attests to the significant role of the pochteca 
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disguised merchant in Nahua society, explaining that Sahagún “devoted one of 12 

volumes to merchants, or pochteca in Nahuatl. Since only two other volumes concern 

specific social groups--rulers and gods--Book 9, The Merchants attests to the importance 

of pochteca in Aztec society” (14). Because an entire volume of the Florentine Codex is 

devoted to the pochteca merchant class, scholars have engaged in research related to the 

historical figure of the pochteca, although the rhetorical strategies which they embody 

remain as of yet unexplored.  

In the sixteenth century account of the Conquest of the Americas, the Florentine 

Codex, Bernardino de Sahagún provides an account of the social, political, and 

professional role of the pochteca in Book Nine. There are multiple rationales as to why 

Sahagún focuses his attention on the pochteca; however, Sahagún appears to be 

motivated by the disguised merchants’ fluid social identity and their application of 

language and knowledge of other cultures. These factors are evident in Chapter Five of 

Book Nine when Sahagún explains how the merchants were given the name of “disguised 

merchants”: 

And behold, [as to] those known as [and] hence called disguised 

merchants: when the merchants went into Tzinacantlan before the people 

of Tzinacantlan had been conquered, to enter so that they did not look like 

Mexicans, in order to disguise themselves, they took on the appearance of 

the [natives]. As was the manner of cutting the hair of the people of 
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Tzinacantlan…just so did the merchants cut their hair to imitate them. And 

they learned their tongue to enter in disguise. (editor’s brackets 21) 

 Referred to as the “disguised merchants” in the English translation, the pochteca 

performed transactions with the inhabitants from other territories, mimicking their 

appearance and speech in order to build capital. The ability to perform linguisitic 

diversity depending upon audience demonstrates the embodied rhetorical practices that 

are viewed as strengths and abilities. In addition to their merchant transactions, the 

pochteca have garnered attention from both Sahagún and contemporary scholars because 

of their roles as researchers of foreign territories. 

Known for their ability to adapt to both the appearance and language of other 

territories, the pochteca gathered goods and information. Sometimes spoken of as spies 

(Saignes 1945; German 1974; Kristan-Graham 1993; Townsend 2000; Berdan 2005), the 

pochteca reported to the principal merchants of their home territories (Sahagún 22). 

Discussion of the disguised merchants as spies is traced to Chapter Five of Book Nine, 

where Sahagún documents how the pochteca, upon return from their travels, share the 

information and knowledge they gathered from other territories: 

And when they came to reach their homes, thereupon the disguised 

merchants sought out the principal merchants; they discussed with them 

the nature of the places they had gone to see. Accurately did they set forth 

their account of all that had happened there. (22) 
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As a member of Nahua society with privileges of crossing borders, the disguised 

merchants perform the role of participant observer as they gathered data; they then 

embodied a community-oriented ethos as they reported back to the people in their 

community who could use this information. While Leon-Portilla (2002) highly regards 

Sahagún’s innovations in ethnographic research, the study of other cultures by the 

pochteca could have informed Sahagún’s account in the Florentine Codex, which 

documented his experiences, the nature of the Americas, and events that took place 

before and while he was there. 

More contemporary interpretations serve to undergird the cultural relevance of the 

pochteca figure and elaborate on the negotiation of ideological territories for the benefit 

of their home communities.  In The Nahuas After the Conquest: A Social and Cultural 

History of the Indians of Central Mexico, Sixteenth Through Eighteenth Centuries, James 

Lockhart describes the close-knit community of the pochteca within the larger structure 

of the Nahua society. Lockhart writes, “Merchants (pochteca; sing., pochtecatl)…[i]n the 

Florentine Codex, the pochteca are seen as a prominent group with their own tight 

organization and their own subculture”(100). As a subculture, entrance into this group 

would require knowledge about trade, as well as the necessary fluency of languages and 

cultural difference. The decision to enter into this subculture then relied on a shared 

belief in different knowledge-acquisition, including language acquisition and cultural 

competency.  
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Lockhart’s work minimizes the significance of what might be extrapolated from 

the economic role and transactions of the pochteca in the Florentine Codex. He asserts 

that Book Nine focuses more “on the group’s ceremonial aspects and political 

connections than on its economic activity and internal organization” (192). Still, the 

rhetorical nature of transactions supports and adds depth to the interpretation of pochteca 

as (social) boundary-crossers conscious of the implications of exchanging 

communication with different audiences. Addressing the shifting social situations the 

pochteca faced, Frances Berdan suggests “their overall social position appears to have 

been one of ambiguity and transition” (36), further complicating their rhetorical identity. 

The uncertain position of the pochteca in Aztec society implies that the rhetorical nature 

of their social moves and interactions were integral for meeting community expectations, 

and for continually going between various social classes and societal contexts. 

In keeping with Lockhart’s concern for the role of pochteca in ceremonies, the 

traveling merchants remained in service of their communities even during the 

colonization of the Americas. During the historical moment of conquest, the pochteca 

practiced subversion of colonial ideology as the hegemony came into direct opposition to 

indigenous culture.  Lockhart notes how pochteca used symbols significant to Nahua 

culture to (re)invent Christian objects introduced during the Conquest: “An anonymous 

annalist of Tenochtitlan in the 1560’s tells of continuing corporate activity by the 

pochteca, noting that they decorated a Christian cult object with feathers and displayed a 

new saint’s image in a procession”(192). Negotiating the oppressive European colonizers, 

the pochteca subverted colonial opposition by appropriating the figures, images, and 
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symbols of the Christian world, yet reimagining and appropriating them into Nahua 

culture and belief system using artistic textiles
11

.  

 In The Aztecs of Central Mexico, Frances Berdan (2005) focuses on Chapter Five 

of Book Nine of the Florentine Codex and the assertions of power deployed by the 

pochteca in service of their communities. Also, Berdan draws attention to the diversity 

within the pochteca class of merchants, interpreting what Sahagún calls the “vanguard 

merchants” as being a part of the “disguised merchants.” In Chapter Five, Sahagún writes 

that when Moctezuma’s message is not well-received, he declares war with the vanguard 

merchants going to the lead, appointed by the principal merchants with the disguised 

merchants following orders “wherever war was to break out”(Sahagún 24). Berdan 

speaks somewhat reductively when speaking of the professional merchants as a 

monolithic group: “[t]hese professional merchant groups enjoyed distinctive privileges 

and a special status in the Aztec state. Merchants were important politically: They entered 

enemy territory as spies, they could declare and engage in wars, and they could conquer 

communities” (Berdan 36). By Berdan’s account, the pochteca played a colonial role in 

the Aztec state. In The Aztecs (2000), Richard Townsend better acknowledges pochteca 

diversity when explaining that the disguised merchants were a subgroup of the pochteca 

called “the naualoztomeca, or ‘disguised merchants,’ trader-spies whose development as 

a special type of merchant at the service of the state…Naualoztomeca began as ordinary 

                                                           
11 For a more in-depth discussion of subverted Christian symbols by Nahua, see Viviana Díaz Balsera’s 

(2005) The Pyramid under the Cross: Franciscan Discourses of Evangelization and the Nahua Christian 

Subject in Sixteenth-century Mexico. 
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travelers who were obliged to disguise themselves as natives when entering enemy 

territories in search of rare goods” (196). Interpreting the pochteca as a larger group of 

merchants made up of smaller subgroups allows for a more complex understanding of a 

fluid social class of merchants whose numerous identities parallel the numerous 

expressions, manifestations and interpretations of contemporary Chicanidad.  

In the context of the Greco-Roman rhetorical tradition, the pochteca could be 

compared to the sophists who traveled and spread knowledge of rhetoric. While Plato 

famously decries the sophists in Gorgias, Susan Jarratt (1998) provides a generative 

example of re-imagining the sophists and demonstrates how sophistic rhetoric has 

implications for contemporary feminist theory. Prior, Victor Villanueva (1997) points out 

that the legacy of the sophists has been impacted by colonialism: 

The sophist themselves were the victims of a colonialism. We know that 

the first sophists were metics, immigrants to Athens from colonies in 

Sicily. And we know that among the reasons for the end of sophistry as 

honorable was xenophobia, a distrust—maybe even a hatred—of 

foreigners, including those who were citizens by way of colonialism. 

(“Maybe a Colony” 184) 

While the depiction of the pochteca represents them as submissive agents of the Aztec 

state, the resulting legacy of poch@ might very well have been impacted by the project of 

colonialism and the perception of pochteca as foreign.  
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 However, a disconcerting professional role of a pochteca subgroup arises in 

Chapter 14 in “Book Five” of the Florentine Codex, which describes the bathing and 

sacrifice of slaves. Townsend identifies the tlaltani as the slave trader subgroup of the 

pochteca: “known as tlaltlani, ‘bather of slaves’… the slave traders were the richest 

merchants, and they were also accorded special privileges by the rulers” (196). The 

practice of slavery is not something any researcher, scholar or educator would attempt to 

defend when teaching students of rhetoric. But slavery was a fact of life for rhetorical 

figures from the Greco-Roman tradition, with Aristotle having apparently owned over 

twenty slaves at the time of his death (Neel 19). Much more recently, the practice of 

slavery in the United States is taught to students in order to address the inhumane practice 

and to raise consciousness in order to avoid the repetition of said conditions and become 

aware of modern transnational labor practices. Additionally, contemporary debates 

surrounding immigration and exploitation of global labor forces might benefit from 

analyzing these experiences through a lens formed by discussion of the dehumanizing 

practice of slavery.  

Rhetorical Strategies of Pochteca 

As a part of the rhetorical strategies of the pochteca, their disguises and abilities 

to speak in the different dialects and languages of foreign territories demonstrate acute 

linguistic awareness. Traversing social positions, a differential consciousness would have 

been necessary for avoiding perilous opposition from those at home and abroad 

possessing more social status and power. The dress of what Sahagún describes as the 
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“disguised merchants” demonstrates strategic avoidance of oppositional threats: “the 

pochteca wore plain, humble clothing so as not to draw undue attention in public, since 

other wealthy social ranks envied their wealth” (Kristan-Graham 14). Fulfilling different 

roles in different social contexts, the pochteca exhibits consciousness of rhetorical 

situations, perhaps possessing more knowledge and capital in certain contexts, yet 

understanding the benefits of not necessarily making their abilities explicitly known. This 

kind of subversive complicity will be discussed more in-depth as it relates to ‘playing the 

game’ (Urrieta 2009) and employing a differential consciousness within academic 

institutional environments. 

While Lockhart submits that Book Nine of the Florentine Codex discusses more 

of the social roles of the pochteca, the participation in ceremony is an important 

component of not just Chican@ culture, but can also serves as a bridge with the 

university’s culture. With its numerous graduations, dances, alternative academic 

calendar and various stages, education intrinsically links to the ceremonies contributing 

to the construction of identity. The ceremonial role of the pochteca performs an epideictic 

function, which Don Paul Abbott (1987) argues plays a large part of the Nahuatl 

huethuetlolli (ancient word as rhetoric) (252). Also, the leadership position of the 

pochteca within ancient Nahua communities reinforces communal contributions of the 

poch[@]teca. In addition, the role of the pochteca in religious ceremony corresponds to 

the Chican@ strategy Dolores Delgado Bernal (2001) identifies as a part of 

transformational resistance. Balancing different concepts of spirituality, Delgado Bernal 

posits by “incorporating very personal sources of spirituality with more formal 
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conceptions of religion” (634) students derive strength to proceed and resist negative 

rhetoric, assumptions, stereotypes and low expectations Chican@s encounter. 

 The poch[@]teca performance of subversive complicity implies a degree of 

humility necessary for avoiding direct opposition, a humility that could also aids students 

with language acquisition. Because subversive complicity parallels what has been called 

“conformist resistance” (Valenzuela 1999; Yosso 2002; Cammarota 2004), students 

appear to conform as they work within the system as they work against it, deploying 

rhetorical strategies with a differential consciousness. In the field of composition and 

rhetoric, the pochteca strategy of what Sahagún describes as ‘learning the tongue’ of 

foreign territories intersects with learning Standard English and academic discourse while 

students maintain the right to their language.  The rhetorical strategies intrinsic to 

multilingualism and code-switching are numerous and demonstrate a culture that values 

learning and knowledge-building. Speaking the language necessary for a given region 

also allows the pochteca to gather information, which can be used in warfare for the 

betterment of their territory. For the pochteca, knowledge of languages has a direct 

impact on the success of their home territory. Playing the game and language acquisition 

contribute to the success of ideological border crossing. In Teaching Writing with 

Latino/a Students (Kirklighter, Cárdenas and Murphy 2007), students who not only go 

between home and university boundaries, but also build bridges between the two to 

experience greater confidence as students. An educator at a two year institution in Santa 

Barbara notes, “I have had that experience—the experience of watching confidence, 

particularly for Latino/as, increase as they build bridges between their home and 
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academic cultures” (Millward, Starkey and Starkey 45). Coalition building is a Chicana 

Feminist practice advocated by Diane L. Fowlkes (1997) and Aimee Carillo-Rowe 

(2008), and a strategy deployed by Latin@ students with a “pro-school ethos” 

(Valenzuela 1999). Supportive networks of Latin@ and Chican@ students embody what 

have been discussed to as the subculture of the pochteca profession and fluctuating social 

class (Berdan 2005). 

Hermeneutics, Etymology, and Spanglish 

Practicing differential consciousness in a decolonial imaginary is important when 

interpreting the embodied rhetoric in the pochteca. However, in "The Ancient Word: 

Rhetoric in Aztec Culture,” Don Abbott explains that generatively interpreting meanings 

associated with different tropes and metaphors is an inherent characteristic of the Nahuatl 

language. Abbott explains, 

metaphoric abundance appears to be a fundamental feature of the Nahuatl 

language…In the huehuetlahtolli, as in most Aztec literature, the 

metaphors are almost invariably paired—that is, two similar and 

consecutive metaphors appear in the same sentence to convey the same 

thought. (259)  

When analyzing the layered meanings of Nahua tropes, access to multiple interpretations 

contribute to the useful themes associated with given figures, mythological and historical. 
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In looking at the intersections of pochteca and poch@, the potential from the interpretive 

generosity builds on the existing etymological connection.  

The strength of the interplay of metaphor is further supported by the etymology of 

pochteca which connects to geographical place; making this connection, Chican@ 

students may feel a closer identification with geographical space and location as they see 

their cultural memory reflected in the epistemology of the Americas. James Lockhart 

traces the origins of pochteca to the meaning “inhabitant of Pochtlan,” relating to an older 

trader group (Lockhart 192). In the same vein, Robert Townsend traces the root of 

pochteca still further, and reveals a clearer connection with the contemporary ‘pocho.’ 

Townsend explains, 

The term pochotl, from which pochteca and Pochtlán derive, was the same 

for the Bombax ceiba, the towering, sheltering tree of the tropical forests, 

which was traditionally regarded as a sacred “tree of life.” In a figurative 

sense, pochotl means father, mother, governor, chief, or protector. 

(Townsend 195) 

 Notably, the sacred “tree of life” meaning of pochotl possesses a literal connection with 

the “bruised fruit”
12

 meaning of the contemporary poch@ definition. The etymological 

link between pochteca and poch@ is strengthened by the shared etymological root. 

Additionally, the “father, mother, governor, chief, or protector” speaks to the inclusivity 

                                                           
12

 Wilson (1946) and Rodriguez (1982) define pocho as “discolored,” and “bland” and “colorless” 

respectively. 
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of the poch[@]teca and the “@” symbol, representing the “a/o” inclusivity of Chicanas 

and Chicanos
13

. It is especially poignant to note the etymological connection between 

pochteca and poch@ not only because of the generative rhetorical strategies embodied in 

pochteca, which can be useful to Chican@s identifying as poch@, but also because 

language is a central issue to the construction of poch@ identity.  

While the contemporary meaning of poch@ refers to a person, the trope has 

served the dual role of representing a language variation. In William E. Wilson’s 1946 

piece “A Note on Pochismo,” the term pocho is the root word of Pochism and names a 

code-switching language variation of Mexican Spanish with Anglicized words. Similar to 

what has been called ‘Spanglish,’ 

Pochoism, derived from pocho, an adjective which originally meant 

discolored, has now come to mean a type of popular slang in Mexico. In 

the ever-growing list of pocho expressions are many hybrid words, 

artificial combinations of English and Spanish. (Wilson 2) 

Wilson’s translation of poch@ as “discolored” corresponds with the Royal Academy of 

Spanish’s definitions
14

, which lacks an etymology beyond modern meanings. The 

                                                           
13

 While pocho with an “o” is used instead of pocha or poch@, this discussion is meant to address a 

phenomenon experienced by all genders. 

14
 According to Real Academia Español,“pocho, cha. (Voz expr.). 1. adj. Descolorido, quebrado de color. 

2. adj. Dicho especialmente de la fruta: Que está podrida o empieza a pudrirse. 3. adj. Dicho de una 

persona: Floja de carnes o que no disfruta de buena salud. 4. adj. Muy bueno, excelente. 5. adj. Méx. Dicho 

de un mexicano: Que adopta costumbres o modales de los estadounidenses. U. t. c. s.” 

(http://buscon.rae.es/draeI/SrvltConsulta?TIPO_BUS=3&LEMA=pocho) 5 July 2011. 
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absence of a root Latin or Greek term by the Royal Academy of Spanish can more than 

likely be attributed to the fact that poch@ comes from pochteca; the omission of the 

Nahuatl root word simply serves as another example of colonial de-authorization of 

knowledge. While Wilson ignores the colonial implications of poch@ from a Mexicano
15

 

perspective, he speculates that “pochoism seems destined to receive wider acceptance” 

(Wilson 2), speculating on the proliferation of the linguistic variance based on its 

popularity south of the border. Even though the geographic location I focus on is the 

United States, it is worth noting this early use of poch@ near the US-Mexico border and 

how “discolored” was generally used in relation to fruit, no doubt stemming from the 

pochotl tree. However, the trope of “discolored” denotes a deficient characteristic 

indicative of the linguistic difference of Mexicans in America and around the US-Mexico 

border. In the literary genre, the representation of the Anglicized Mexican identity and 

loss of language and culture is most notably depicted in José Villarreal’s 1959 novel 

Pocho. 

Literary Poch@  

In Pocho, a bildungsroman about a teenager named Richard Rubio, José Villarreal 

addresses Mexican immigrant parents’ perception which views education’s ability to 

improve the lives of their American-born children. While the protagonist’s father Juan 

Rubio espouses the positive effect of education on community, the main character’s 

                                                           
15

 The use of Mexicano in italics serves to differentiate the Mexican national identity from the Mexican 

American identity discussed extensively throughout the poch[@]teca. 
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immaturity causes him to experience a sense of schizophrenia other authors (Anzaldúa 

1987; Urrieta 2009) discuss as a part of the process of coming into consciousness. 

Pocho’s adolescent protagonist Richard speaks from a non-community-oriented 

perspective in an argument with his father: “I have to learn as much as I can, so that I can 

live…learn for me, for myself—Ah, but I cannot explain to you, and you would not 

understand me if I could” (Villarreal 64). Richard’s youthful resistance and lack of 

community-minded goals contribute to the discussion of the poch@ ethos as rejecting 

cultural community in favor of education. As Richard becomes older, he speaks of his 

“hunger to learn” eventually turning to the subject of his culture (149) even though the 

young Mexican immigrants regard him as “a traitor to his ‘race’” (151). Factors of 

adolescent psychology and identity development are complicated by issues of gender, 

culture, and language. At the same time, it is worth noting that within polemics regarding 

assimilation, the story of Pocho is often viewed through a reductionist either/or narrative. 

Unfortunately, this only serves to perpetuate oppositional consciousness and deficiency 

rhetoric within the Mexican American community as the only options within a colonial 

binary. Pocho demonstrates two important issues related to the poch[@]teca. While the 

infighting within the Mexican American community comes as a result of destructive, 

internalized colonial narratives meant to turn community members against one another, 

the main character’s desire for education is coupled with his desire to learn about his 

culture, not reject it. 

 While Villarreal’s Pocho provides an example of a Chican@ coming to terms 

with multiple identities, education continues to be misinterpreted as representing 
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allegiance to Anglo culture with a deficit of Mexican culture. Similarly, Richard 

Rodriguez’s (1982) Hunger of Memory falls within the category that documents a 

Mexican American experience with language and identity in opposition to education. As 

a part of Rodriguez’ autobiographical narrative, he expresses the loss of culture after his 

teachers encourage his parents to no longer speak Spanish at home. As Rodriguez 

experiences a loss of closeness within his family and connection to culture, the term 

poch@ is deployed against him: 

Pocho then they called me. Sometimes playfully, teasingly, using the 

tender diminutive—mi pochito. Sometimes not so playfully, mockingly, 

Pocho. (A Spanish dictionary defines that word as an adjective meaning 

‘colorless’ or ‘bland.’ But I heard it as a noun, naming the Mexican-

American who, in becoming an American, forgets his native society.) 

‘¡Pocho!’ the lady in the Mexican food store muttered, shaking her 

head…[my mother] said that her children didn’t want to practice ‘our 

Spanish’ after they started going to school. (29) 

Rodriguez establishes the intersection between his improvement in English and the 

negative perception of him by other Mexican Americans. Poch@ functions as a trope 

justifying the poor treatment by family friends and people in Rodriguez’s community as 

he improves in school and loses his ability to speak the Spanish language.  

In addition to the linguistic insecurity associated with a lack of Spanish-speaking 

ability, Rodriguez also illustrates how the label poch@ is associated with physical pain. 
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Rodriguez reflects on a family friend who calls Rodriguez a poch@ as he physically 

torments him:  

‘¿Ay Pocho, Pocho, adónde vas?’ And he would press his thumbs into the 

upper part of my arms, making me squirm with currents of 

pain…pretending that I hadn’t seen the glittering scorn in his 

glance…Most of those people who called me a pocho could have spoken 

English to me. But they would not. They seemed to think that Spanish was 

the only language we could use, that Spanish alone permitted our close 

association…I felt that I had betrayed my immediate family. I knew that 

my parents had encouraged me to learn English. I knew that I had turned 

to English only with angry reluctance. But once I spoke English with ease, 

I came to feel guilty. (30)  

Even though Rodriguez’ autobiography depicts the pain and suffering at the loss of 

language and connection to culture, assimilation advocates championed Hunger of 

Memory as supportive proof of English-only education. While Rodriguez experience a 

sense of personal loss, he succeeds in school graduating from Stanford, embodying a 

Chican@ without positive representation and writing according to a colonial discourse. 

Reimagining Rodriguez’s use of poch@ within the decolonial imaginary allows for a 

break from colonial assimiliationist narratives disentangling the conflation of painful 

experiences with his stance towards education. 
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 In the field of rhetoric and composition, Rodriguez’s Hunger of Memory is 

familiar because conservative opposition to bilingual education has held it up as a case 

for English-only education. Victor Villanueva responds to Rodriguez’s text in Bootstraps 

criticizing what Villanueva describes as Rodriguez’ “ideological resignation,” arguing 

“Rodriguez’s success comes to great degree from his arguing the case for assimilation 

even as his own assimilation is denied him” (39). However, Villanueva describes the 

tension embodied by poch@ when he writes: 

Mexican Americans may have culture in common with many Mexicans, 

say, but Mexican Americans also have culture in common with fellow 

Americans. Their relation to the Mexican can become antagonistic when 

they favor the American inordinately, as in a Richard Rodriguez. (57) 

By reimagining poch@, this work extends the call of Villanueva and others to work 

towards an ideal that honors “old country” culture while working through the tensions of 

a bicultural experience. In many ways, the poch[@]teca extends the central message 

Bootstraps presents, countering the myth that frames students of color as deficient if they 

are unable to “pull themselves up.”  

 In another example of poch@ reinforcing a colonial narrative within a literary 

context, poch@ appears in US third world feminist Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La 

Frontera. In a chapter titled “How to Tame a Wild Tongue,” Anzaldúa describes the 

impetus for the use of poch@ stemming from its influence on language; however, 
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Anzaldúa demonstrates greater nuance as she expounds on the colonial implication, 

folding in a negative stance towards education: 

“Pocho, cultural traitor, you’re speaking the oppressor’s language by 

speaking English, you’re ruining the Spanish language,” I have been 

accused by various Latinos and Latinas. Chicano Spanish is considered by 

the purist and by most Latinos deficient, a mutilation of Spanish…Words 

distorted by English are known as anglicisms or pochismos. The pocho is 

an anglicized Mexican or American of Mexican origin who speaks 

Spanish with an accent characteristic of North Americans and who distorts 

and reconstructs the language according to the influence of English…que 

gacho means how nerdy. (77-78) 

The phrase “que gacho” within Anzaldúa’s discussion of poch@ and pochismo 

demonstrates how the ability to speak English well, rejection of Mexican culture, and 

interest in school become conflated within discourses of deficiency. However, this 

conflation is not without cause. Prior to the section quoted above, Anzaldúa 

acknowledges the presence of those within the Chican@ community who internalize and 

perform colonial gate-keeping: “Even our own people, other Spanish speakers nos 

quieren poner candados en la boca. They would hold us back with their bag of reglas de 

academia” (Anzaldúa 76). Deficiency rhetoric undergirds the colonial and counter-

narratives of Mexican Americans positioned in opposition to one another, which serves to 

undermine the potential for community-building. The pochteca ethos provides the 
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poch[@]teca with the strategy of appropriating foreign language and grammar without 

using it against other Chican@s as in an oppositional consciousness. 

Within the field of composition and rhetoric, Anzaldúa’s work with Andrea 

Lunsford provides a generative theoretical framework for conceptualizing borderlands 

rhetoric, theorizing from within interstitial spaces, drawing from Anglo, Spanish and 

Indigenous heritages. In Andrea A. Lundsford and Lahoucine Ouzgane’s (2004) 

collection Crossing Borderlands: Composition and Postcolonial Studies, Anzaldúa’s 

influence on the discussion of borderlands rhetoric and crossing borders in composition is 

formally acknowledged. Lunsford draws the reader’s attention to how Anzaldúa weaves 

words and images “into a kind of tapestry or patchwork quilt of language…an insistence 

that visual images and words belong together in texts of all kinds as well as a rich mix of 

languages—some English, some Spanish, some Tex/Mex, some Nahuatl”(Lunsford 35). 

Understanding the power of code-switching and Nahau memory, Lunsford alludes to 

implications the poch[@]teca possesses for Chican@s and composition.  

Neither the poch@, nor the pochteca have been addressed in the field of rhetoric 

and composition; however, research on the poch@ provides instructors with a more 

nuanced understanding of the Latin@ community and social issues confronting it. At the 

same time, understanding culturally relevant tropes also reveals more strategies students 

bring with them or readily engage with and are receptive to. 
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Poch@ Studies 

 In discussions of poch@ and pochismo in the US, the denotation of ‘bruised’ has 

more or less become something of a simulacrum, disconnected from its signifier. Much 

more often, the pejorative connotation of poch@ has become more dominant. 

Researchers Aida Hurtado and Carlos Arce (1986) regard poch@, without any qualifier, 

as a generational category with implications on linguistic integration and self-

identification. Hurtado and Arce deploy ‘Pocho’ to label and distinguish between the 

different generations who self-identify as ‘mexicano’: 

Approximately 50 percent of the Pochos are naturalized citizens while 

only about 12 percent of mexicanos have U. S. citizen status…Pochos also 

have a high percentage of parents born in Mexico (76.6 percent of the 

fathers; 83.3 percent of the mothers), which may explain why they choose 

the label mexicano within the family. Although outwardly Pochos may be 

most similar to Chicanos, within the family they may bear more similarity 

to the mexicano. (114-115) 

Even in a discussion demonstrating diversity within the Mexican American community, 

the term poch@ categorizes Mexican Americans within the spectrum of a Mexicano-

Anglo binary. Those who self-identify as Mexicano are characterized as less Anglo than 

Chicanos, thus framing Chicanos as lacking an essentialized Mexican quality or 

characteristic. The seemingly neutral social science-like presentation of statistics and 

percentages supports the other-ing that colonial taxonomies enact. At the very least, the 
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statistic that “50 percent of Pochos are naturalized citizens” is reminiscent of what we 

know about the pochteca as territory crossers; this statistic provides us with a alternative 

meaning of poch@, if only superficial, as the children of border crossers or border 

crossers themselves. The fluid quality of poch@ identification also possesses similar 

characteristics to the changing social status of the pochteca, informing awareness of 

rhetorical context. 

In the field of film studies, poch@ maintains multiple meanings with implications 

of racism as well as a neutral connotation relating to geographic location. In the prologue 

to El Bandolero, el Pocho y la Raza, Carlos Monsivás explains that historian and 

Mexican American film critic David R. Maciel analyzes Chican@ cinema and the system 

of symbolic exchanges between Mexican communities and Mexican Americans (11). 

Maciel’s focus on “la operación que minimize y difama al mexicano en el cine [the 

process that minimizes and defames Mexicans in film” and “las imágenes racistas [the 

racist images]” indicate that poch@ remains within a pejorative paradigm when deployed 

to differentiate between Mexican American and Mexican misrepresentations (11). 

Outside of Maciel’s discussion of racist imagery, he explains the use of poch@ “para 

nombrar a los ‘otros mexicanos’, a los que vivían más allá del Río Bravo [for naming 

those ‘other Mexicans’, those that live all the way out near the Rio Bravo]” (84). This 

description of poch@ identity as those living near the Rio Bravo, referred to as the Rio 

Grande in the US, indicates the added nuance of geographic location that complicates the 

narrow linguistic or cultural traitor characterizations. 
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More recent discussions of the poch@ stereotype and representation illustrate 

how Mexicanos continue to use poch@ to describe the degradation of the Spanish 

language. In "Fronteras y Representaciones Sociales: La Figura del Pocho Como 

Estereotipo del Chicano," Jose Manuel Valenzuela Arce (2004) states that the poch@ is 

stereotypically portrayed as the Americanized, Anglicized person of Mexican origin who 

turns his or her back on tradition and does not want to take part in Mexican culture. In 

Mexico, the discourse about the poch@ is that they do not desire to be Mexicano: “los 

pochos como que no quieren ser mexicanos [the pochos do not want to be Mexican]” 

(Valenzuela Arce 130). Illustrating the negative connotation of poch@, Valenzuela 

explains that the Commission for the Defense of the Spanish Language uses the phrase 

“habla bien, no te apoches [speak well, don’t use Anglicism]” (132). Referring to a 

popular song by the artist Piporro, Valenzuela acknowledges the complexities of the 

poch@ identity: “El Pocho incorpora la canción de Piporro: ‘soy americano y mexicano 

y ninguno soy’ [The poch@ embodies the song by Piporro: I am American and Mexican 

and neither]” (132). Valenzula uses the lyrics of an actor-musician who played comedic 

“norteño-types,” who are considered to be neither pure Mexican nor American to 

symbolize the ambiguity of the poch@ identity. Again, the shifting identity of the poch@ 

parallels the shifting social class and language practices of the pochteca, demonstrating 

the adeptness of both at moving among varying discourse communities, class location, 

and the ideologies transmitted communicated through that discourse. 

 At perhaps its most destructive, poch@ continues to name the shame that 

successful Chican@ students experience when unable to learn Spanish. In Working from 
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Within: Chicana and Chicano Activist Educators in Whitestream Schools, Luis Urrieta’s 

ethnographic work reveals the continued presence of poch@. In an interview with a 

graduate student named Therese, she reflects on her inability to speak Spanish as a factor 

of her identity construction: “In terms of Mexicanos I knew I was a pocha. I really suck at 

speaking Spanish, and you just knew when you were called a pocha and you were it” 

(Urrieta 48). In the footnotes, Urrieta provides a definition of poch@ in line with the 

graduate student’s deployment of the term: 

Pocho and pocha are derogatory terms used, usually by Mexican 

nationals, to refer to Mexican Americans or Chicanas and Chicanos whom 

they perceive to be Americanized, especially those who do not speak 

Spanish fluently. (185) 

Because Working from Within advocates success of Chican@ students, the purpose of 

Urrieta’s definition of pocho/pocha is not to perpetuate colonial narrative, but to 

illuminate factors facing Chican@ students, including identity construction within the 

Mexican American community. Still, the use of poch@ arises during a moment of 

insecurity and even regret. Even though Therese is a graduate student capable of studying 

and researching her culture, she affirms the presence and persistence of deficiency 

rhetoric. 

 Even for Latinas following in Anzaldúa’s tradition of feminist theory and 

practices, Silvia Garcia reflects on how the term pocha causes her discomfort. Garcia 
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addresses pocha as she notes the differences within a Latina feminist testimonio group, in 

which Garica participates. She writes, 

in one of the platicas the term ‘pocha’ was mentioned over and over 

again, and while some of the Chicanas in the group have embraced this 

term, I never said anything about how this term bothers me…All I know 

now is that I did not feel safe saying how I really felt about the term and 

topic. The term brings me bad memories of rejection within and from my 

own people. A rejection of not being Mexicana, of not being ‘a genuine’ 

Mexicana, but rather ‘Whitewashed’, agringada. (Flores and Garcia 160) 

Even within a group gathered with the purpose of responding to dominant narratives 

through individual storytelling, pocha disrupts, “bothers,” and dredges up feelings of 

“rejection.” 

 While poch@ can put a name to the shame that Mexican Americans and 

Chican@s feel for not speaking Spanish, the counterpoint for Mexican Americans and 

Mexicanos in the United States is the resistance to learn English. The lingering shame 

and resistance towards language on both sides of the border endures as a remnant of 

colonialism, maintaining standards of language and cultural purity even though both 

Spanish and English are languages of imperialism. Conversely, it is particularly 

important for those Mexicanos, Mexican Americans and Chican@s acquiring Standard 

English and academic discourse. Isabel Baca discusses academic stance in terms of 

students’ attitude, arguing language attitude matters (145). She explains that,  
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language attitudes then include attitudes to not only learning a new 

language but more specifically attitudes to the different skills of writing, 

reading, and speaking new language…Academic English is more of an 

extension or a role that students must have or play, and they will use it 

depending on the situation at hand. (153)  

As a decolonizing practice, students benefit from a concept exemplifying subversive 

complicity, viewing language use as a beneficial rhetorical strategy. Like an application 

of differential consciousness, the stance towards language Isabel Baca speaks of is a 

conscious act of working with the rules of a system in a given situation despite opposition 

to the dominant ideology. 

 Breaking from colonial identity binaries, Chican@ performance artist and cultural 

critic Guillermo Gómez-Peña exploits what he considers the outdated connotation of 

poch@ having named his theater company La Pocha Nostra. In doing so, he plays on the 

cultural ambiguity of the term poch@. Criticizing the pre-Zapatista era in Mexico, 

Gómez-Peña (2000) describes poch@ as having a narrow definition of identity based on 

colonial values regarding language: 

In those days, the notion of identity was closely linked to language and 

territory. If you spoke Spanish and lived in Mexico, you were Mexican. 

And if you crossed the border you ipso-facto became a renegade, a traitor, 

a pocho. That was a complete fallacy based on a very old-fashioned binary 

model of identity. (Gómez- Peña 208)  
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Gómez-Peña’s motivation for his wordplay reclaiming poch@ supports Gloria 

Anzaldúa’s new mestiza consciousness, which moves beyond binary oppositions, 

conceptualizing identity as significantly more complex, fragmented, and even at times 

schizophrenic.  The reimagining of poch@ by artists like Gómez-Peña demonstrates a 

style of rascuache sensibility, which employs available materials to subvert hegemonic 

ideology. Rasquachismo and rascuache movidas frame and undergird the construction of 

poch[@]teca, repurposing tropes already documented in colonial discourse. 

Rhetorical Strategies 

 Guillermo Gómez-Peña’s re-appropriation of the trope of poch@ subverts 

enduring colonial binaries and provides an inspirational and generative performance of 

the rascuache strategy. A cultural practice similar to Perez’s method of decolonial 

reimagining, rasquachismo, rascuache and the rascuache sensibility (Ybarra-Frausto; 

Amalia Mesa-Bains, Alicia Gaspar de Alba, and Yolanda Broyles-González) name the 

theory behind the practice of overcoming adversity and making due with what’s present. 

To be rascuache, Tomas Ybarra-Frausto writes, “is to posit a bawdy, spunky 

consciousness, to seek to subvert and turn ruling paradigms upside down” (155). It is 

fitting that art critic Tomas Ybarra-Frausto (1991) brought the rascuache sensibility to the 

attention of Chican@ audiences given the rich epistemology transmitted in the visual 

Mesoamerican codices like those that accompany the Florentine Codex.   

Rascuache’s embodiment of strategies for survival addresses the poch[@]teca’s 

goal as an embodiment of strategies informing a Chican@ student’s academic life. In 
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""Domesticana": the Sensibility of Chicana Rascuache," Amalia Mesa-Bains expounds 

upon rasquachismo in a way that echoes the subversive complicity of the poch[@]teca, 

necessary for succeeding in opposing ideological territories. Mesa-Baíns writes, “In 

rasquachismo, one has a stance that is both defiant and inventive...it is a combination of 

resistant and resilient attitudes devised to allow the Chicano to survive and persevere 

with a sense of dignity” (157-8). Inventive defiance possesses similarities with subversive 

complicity because both embody strategies of resistance by those who cannot openly 

respond to all threats, stereotypes and deficiency rhetoric. 

Additionally, rascuache presents a method and framework for interpreting the 

reclamation of poch@ for its positive attributes and decolonized from derogatory 

meanings. However, Ramón Garcia notes that the interpretations of identifiers like 

rascuache can be as precarious as the fluid identities they represent: 

It [rascuache] comes from the Chicano critics and artists that appropriate it 

and make it positive and unthreatening. For nobody wants to be rascuache 

in a material way, because it is simply a lack of resources and funds and it 

implies bad taste. After all, calling someone rascuache is an insult, in the 

same way that calling someone Naco is an insult; they are demeaning 

designations. (Garcia 214) 

Like the use poch@ in the poch[@]teca, identifying a movement, practice or technology 

as rascuache is an empowering praxis of renaming the world by appropriating negative 

symbols and empowering them. By taking a term with negative connotations and 
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reimagining it as a trope of resistance, a rascuache movida is enacted by inventing, 

surviving and flourishing with the resources available.  

 Outside of educational institutions, the strategies of the disguised traveling 

merchant pochteca parallel and have been associated with the tradition of migration in the 

Americas. Migration endures as a collective experience embedded in Chican@ cultural 

memory whether it is the mythical exodus from Aztlán or border-crossing into el norte of 

a first generation migrant. Using the concept of rasquachismo, David Spener (2010) 

analyzes the strategies of migrants in “Movidas Rascuaches: Strategies of Migrant 

Resistance at the Mexico-US Border," which further articulates the strategy of rascuache 

and demonstrates characteristics of subversive complicity. Spener remarks that even 

though rasquachismo might be associated with “los de abajo[the poorest class]” he 

focuses on the intrepid skills of “resourcefulness and ingenuity allowing the oppressed to 

overcome adversity (Spener 9). Applying the analogy of migration to universities, the 

ability to “survive from whatever materials they have at hand” is a useful strategy for the 

“clandestine border crossing” of academic institution navigation (Spener 9). Working 

with available resources, rascuache includes the practice of appropriation, an ability that 

is becoming more and more necessary as technologies become more and more intrinsic in 

institutions of higher learning. 

Aside from technology, the role of community should be illuminated given that 

Latin@ students, who do not experience genuine caring from teachers who “school” 

them, benefit from supportive networks (Valenzuela 1999), a strategy and characteristic 
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associated with the migrant experience. Similar to the student support networks and 

pochteca subgroups, Spener notes how “migrants depend upon their social relationships 

for obtaining migration resources” (11). He concludes by adding migration might be “one 

of the principal movidas that campesinos and trabajadores in communities with 

migratory traditions engage in” (Spener 29). Spener provides a useful conceptualization 

of movidas (moves/movements) as communal action in which individuals rely on the 

resources of a community to succeed. Rhetorically speaking, a movida embodies the 

motivation and goal of the ancient Greek taxonomy of deliberative rhetoric, or moving a 

group to act. In the case of the movida, the rhetorical power derives from the shared 

purpose of communal achievement and the power lines (Carrillo-Rowe 2008) used to 

effect change through collaborative effort. 

Further articulating the strategy of movida, Luis Urrieta (2009) asserts that the 

rhetorical movida embodies an inclusive concept of collaborative agency. In Luis 

Urrieta’s Working from Within, he espouses the decolonial projects put forth by Emma 

Pérez, and in doing so, Urrieta identifies generative themes for interpreting rhetorical 

strategies of Chican@ students.  Urrieta submits, “[t]he transas, movidas, jugadas, and 

travesuras I theorize from are not just for coping but also for strategizing change in 

between, in the cracks, in the imaginary with the potential to decolonize”(169). While 

Urrieta’s work illustrates concepts and practices for Chican@ activist students and 

educators, the rhetorical strategies of movidas, playing the game and transas name 

practices a part of the poch[@]teca. Urrieta notes,  
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The metaphor of playing the game as a way to rationalize why and how 

these Chicanas and Chicanos were strategizing change into their practices 

as activist educators was repeatedly brought up. Statements such as ‘I’ve 

learned how to play the game’ or ‘I’ve gotten good at playing the game’ 

were often made during interviews. (10)  

While movida names a strategy of agency, “playing the game” provides a dicho-like 

strategy that has similarities with subversive complicity and is already familiar to many 

students. Urrieta’s strategy of transas also possesses a somewhat literal association with 

the pochteca trope of the poch[@]teca. As merchants, transas (transactions) were 

professional pochteca practices vital to their way of life. Urrieta elaborates on transas as  

“‘transactions,’ which in Mexican folk knowledge are strategic and commonly known, 

but usually clandestine, practices used by people with less power to subvert, or get 

around, the system” (11). In defining transas, Urrieta demonstrates a similar motivation 

to the poch[@]teca: to subvert oppressive ideological systems of power like the 

university.  

 The subversive complicity identified in Urrieta’s description of transas not only 

describes the embodied rhetoric of the pochteca, but Urrieta touches on the clandestine 

resistance which Dolores Delgado Bernal discusses. Applying Anzaldua’s mestiza 

consciousness, Dolores Delgado Bernal integrates pedagogies of the home, funds of 

knowledge and cultural knowledge in her description of transformational resistance. Like 

subversive complicity, which works within while working against, Delgado Benal 
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explains, “when Chicana students engage in transformational resistance they are 

opposing those ideas and ways of being that are disempowering to self…subtle or even 

silent and might go unnamed as resistance”(625). While the poch[@]teca celebrates 

naming the world as a means of effecting change, the performance of silent complicity 

allows the practitioner to maintain focus on academic goals and avoid becoming 

overwhelmed by oppositional forces. 

Together, Daniel Solorzano and Delgado Bernal (2001) characterize 

transformational resistance as a silent resistance, in much the same way subversive 

complicity relies upon a differential consciousness. Discussing Tara Yosso’s (2000) piece 

on critical media literacy, Solozano identifies the strategy of “proving them wrong,” 

which possesses a rhetorical discursive quality. Yosso explains the motives for “proving 

them wrong”:  

(a) confront the negative portrayals and ideas about Chicanas/os, (b) are 

motivated by these negative images and ideas, and (c) are driven to 

navigate through the educational system for themselves and other 

Chicanas/os. (109) 

Delgado Bernal Extends the work of Anzaldúa who Delgado Bernal credits for offering 

“a way to acknowledge and name the strategies of resistance that Chicana students learn 

in their homes and live out during their educational journeys” (626). The metaphor of the 

journey reinforces the power of the poch[@]teca as traveler, enacting transaction and 

employing cultural memory in resistance to manifestations of deficiency rhetoric. 
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Conclusion  

The rhetorical strategies of the poch[@]teca are important due to their potential 

positive impact on the construction of academic identity for Chican@ students. Identity 

has been regarded as a construct, one of the reasons the poch[@]teca aims to counter 

deficiency rhetoric, and naming a new term for the agency, action and positive stance 

towards academic success is worthwhile. The Poch[@]teca aims at Chican@ students 

“actively engaged in self-making, but rather are limited to varying degrees of accepting, 

rejecting, or negotiating the identities being offered to them” (Urrieta 34). The 

poch[@]teca offers Chican@s a metonymy, in much the way Burke identified in the 

master tropes, of an academic identity. In much the way that Burke assumes his use of 

“master” is neutral, the poch[@]teca works from the assumption that Chican@ students 

can successfully navigate ideological boundary crossings, by practicing rhetorical 

strategies endemic to their culture. 

Crossing academic borders, this discussion of rhetorical strategies enters cloaked 

in multi-layered tropes, speaking the tongues of scholars. Rhetoric and composition 

scholars, researchers, and educators generally prefer to avoid gate-keeping practices; 

accordingly, the interdisciplinarity of the field serves the project of the poch[@]teca.  

However, what gives purpose, explanation and voice to the poch[@]teca are those 

scholars following the trajectory of Chican@/Xikan@ history, theory, and experience. 

Indeed, Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldúa made interdisciplinary boundaries crossable 

for theories, methods, and practices to migrate through intellectual space. If Anzaldúa 
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had not reclaimed Nahau ways of knowing as she made the personal experience of a 

pocha lesbian, Chicana feminist growing up near the border into the political, then any 

discussion of the poch[@]teca would not be possible. For the field of rhetoric and 

composition, the poch[@]teca serves as yet another reminder of the future of borderlands 

and Mesoamerican rhetorical study and its implications in literacy acquisition and 

instruction. Likewise, Damian Baca’s Mestiz@ Scripts, as well as Rhetoric of the 

Americas: 3114 BCE to2010 CE (Baca and Villanueva 2010), reimage rhetoric of the 

pre-Columbian Americas and forward ways of knowing that I extend with the rhetorical 

strategies of the border crossing pochteca. Composition and rhetoric can continue to 

develop rhetorical tropes, heuristics, and literacy hermeneutics by evaluating the 

epistemology of the pre-Columbian Americas. 

Alone, the semiotic actions enacted during ceremonial practices specifically 

warrant further research of the figure and trope of the pochteca. The shifting social role of 

the pochteca intersects with the political implications of the Chican@ activists and 

networks of like-minded students and instructors. And while political action and agency 

warrant elaboration, the crossing of territories by the pochteca merit more discussion, if 

not only because of how pochteca could serve as tropes representing migrant identity. Of 

course the implications on migration correlate to the flow of economic capital, but also 

rely upon social and cultural capital. The lens of migration possesses much broader 

implications, even though discussion of the US-Mexico border in the political discourse 

tends to fall within narrow rhetorical demarcations; however, with the increasing 

numbers of Latin@ students entering higher education, more investigation needs occur 
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regarding crossing institutional and cultural borders to learn, and learning as border-

crosser.  

Historically speaking, future research should examine whether William E. 

Wilson’s 1946 qualification of pochism as “popular slang in Mexico” has implications on 

Villarreal’s Pocho. Since the novel begins during the Mexican Revolution, a period of 

rejection of US economic and political involvement, rhetorical analysis of the use of 

poch@ in Mexico at the end of the Mexican Revolution might reveal implications about 

class and ideological bias. Villarreal’s novel describes the time period of my 

grandfather’s generation, when poch@s spoke English and Spanish although parents gave 

Anglo names to avoid persecution. My father’s generation, a part of the counter-culture 

era, became empowered as Chican@s, and this generation and the generations to come 

will build on Xikano empowerment, creating a better tomorrow with poch[@]tecas of the 

present. The poch@ identity navigates assimilation of Anglo culture and nuanced 

understandings of Latin@ culture. As many of the following scholars submit, the 

pochteca lived and worked in shifting social, political, and economic contexts, unfixed 

and changing. Since Villareal’s novel and even more contemporary writing by Rodriguez 

and Anzaldúa, the meanings of poch@ continue to develop, shift and fragment in the 

numerous reclamations of a term meant as a pejorative. 
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 Even though artists like Guillermo Gómez-Peña and Lalo Alcaraz
16

 break from 

the colonial identity construction of poch@, the representations of the trope poch@ in 

literature and scholarship reinforce the imperial binary; in doing so, these 

misrepresentations erase not just the Nahuatl etymology but also the generative potential 

and interpretive possibility. The reimagining of poch@ within the historical context of its 

root pochteca reveals the colonial project of framing colonized persons as deficient. 

Within the decolonial imaginary, the strategies of both the tropes of the pochteca and 

poch@ become apparent, stripped of their colonial disguises and fixed linguistic 

connotations. Applying the rhetorical strategies of the poch[@]teca to rhetoric and 

composition provide the emerging generations of Latin@s engaging in educacíon with a 

way of knowing embodying a differential consciousness, empowering them to become 

agents within a decolonial imaginary. 

 In chapter three, the identification of rhetorical strategies of poch[@]teca students 

begins with the analysis of culturally relevant writing in Nuestros Refranes. Before the 

analysis of student writing that responds to dichos, I look at the Pocho Handbook, which 

connects poch@ to pochteca, and demonstrates how culturally relevant writing brings 

together Latin@ communities. 

                                                           
16

 Political cartoonist Lalo Alacaraz edits the news and satire website “Pocho.com” in addition to hosting 

the “Pocho Hour of Power” on KPFK in Los Angeles (90.7 FM). 
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CHAPTER 3: NUESTROS REFRANES: RHETORICAL STRATEGIES OF 

SUBVERSIVE COMPLICITY 

Pochos will add a third force to the Mexican American and Chicano 

struggle to better the educational and economical levels of our Southwest 

origin Raza people and the other Raza peoples of the US—Pocho 

Handbook  

Rhetoric and Composition Studies integrally combined with Ethnic 

Studies that also focus on the literacy of not just Latinos/as but also of the 

indigenous folk in the United States, could significantly revitalize and 

change the colonialist nature of discourse and, more important, literacy 

studies in the Southwest and throughout the country. –Jaime Armin Mejía 

“Bridging Rhetoric and Composition Studies with Chicano and Chicana 

studies” 

¡Oye Poch@! 

 While performing archival research in the Nettie Lee Benson Latin American 

Collection at University of Texas in Austin, I stumbled upon the Pocho Handbook. Much 

different than the correspondences between Spanish colonial officers in Mexico and 

commanding officers in Spain that I had been reading, I became fascinated with the 

Handbook, a thin, modestly bound text with a 1979 publication date. Where an author’s 
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name should have been on the title page, it only read “Pocho Culture Research and 

Development.”  

In the Handbook, the nameless author addresses the tension within communities 

self-identifying as Mexican-American, Chicano, and Poch@, by appealing to the shared 

cultural heritage of Pre-Columbian history in a plea for peaceful coexistence. The author 

even made a similar, if not overly-simplistic, connection between poch@ and pochteca. 

In addition to the Handbook re-imagining poch@ with the pochteca, I was intrigued by 

how the Pocho Handbook drew upon Mesoamerican history in writing meant to bring 

together communities with shared culture. In doing so, the Pocho Handbook 

demonstrates how culturally relevant writing can be an effective strategy when appealing 

to a diverse Chin@ population. From my experience working with students in Tucson 

high schools, I have come to recognize that Chican@ students are not only receptive to 

writing about culturally relevant topics, but I believe that they also identify and perform 

generative rhetorical strategies in their writing when they are allowed to integrate culture. 

Tucson high schools proves to be important to the context of this writing because of 

Senate Bill 1070 and House Bill 2281 that were passed before and during the production 

of this student publication; respectively, SB 1070 allows for the racial profiling of 

Latin@s, and House Bill 2281 outlaws the culturally relevant Mexican American Studies 

program in Tucson Unified School District. Paralleling the writing of Chican@ students 

in the contested state of Arizona, the Handbook illustrates how poch@ serves as a trope 

that embodies a dynamic identity and rhetorical potential, shifting definitions and 
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subverting expectations from colonial narratives among communities with Mexican 

heritage. 

 The Pocho Handbook represents a cultural artifact of a not too distant past, a relic 

representative of a time when linguistic ability and respect for culture were conflated. 

This binary construction of cultural allegiance has received little attention within English 

studies, where the trope of poch@ has been overlooked despite its potential implications 

for educating Latin@s. A seemingly unfamiliar trope within canonical texts, poch@ 

provides additional layers of rich and, at times, conflicting meanings to familiar texts 

about the experiences of Latin@s in the US In both literary and writing studies 

(Villanueva 1993; Young 2004; Aldama 2005; Nerricio 2007), Richard Rodriguez’s 

Hunger of Memory has been often-cited in part due to Rodriguez’s controversial positions 

on language in relation to identity. From the start, Rodriguez claims a similarity to 

Caliban (1), the native character who endures colonialism in William Shakespeare’s The 

Tempest. Rodriguez signals the self-awareness that he experienced as he sought to 

idealize and mimic the colonizers, though never viewed as an equal. In Hunger of 

Memory, poch@ serves as a signifier for both Rodriguez’s regret and rejection, 

interwoven in his pro-assimilation message: “Most of those people who called me a 

pocho could have spoken English to me. But they would not. They seemed to think that 

Spanish was the only language we could use, that Spanish alone permitted our close 

association…I felt that I had betrayed my immediate family” (30). Poch@, for 

Rodriguez, represents his inability and loss of communication in Spanish ability, which 

he connects with accusations of his betrayal to his family, friends, and community. 
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Within the context of Hunger of Memory, the meaning of poch@ remains entrenched in 

the colonial, pejorative connotation, framed within the broader, anti-bilingual education 

binary in opposition to assimilation.  

 The severity with which Gloria Anzaldúa deploys poch@ in Borderlands 

parallels the cruelty represented in Rodriguez’s Hunger of Memory. Like Rodriguez, 

Anzaldúa describes situations where the term poch@ was used as a pejorative against 

her; she writes, “‘Pocho, cultural traitor, you’re speaking the oppressor’s language by 

speaking English, you’re ruining the Spanish language,’ I have been accused by various 

Latinos and Latinas” (77). In Rodriguez’s writing, he describes feeling as though he had 

betrayed his family, while Anzaldúa’s use of poch@ describes the vehement rejection of 

her by other Latin@s. For Anzaldúa, the trope of poch@ falls into the colonial binary that 

she re-imagines with a new mestiza consciousness that theorizes in the interstitial space 

between borders where fragmented identities are neither colonized nor colonizer, but as 

recognizing both imperial and indigenous roots. She explains that “[d]eep in our hearts 

we believe that being Mexican has nothing to do with which country one lives in. Being 

Mexican is a state of soul—not one of mind, not one of citizenship. Neither eagle nor 

serpent, but both. And like the ocean, neither animal respects borders” (Anzaldua 84). As 

an aspect of Mexican identity, poch@ blurs colonial borders meant to divide and turn 

Latin@s against one another. 

Originating from approximately the same historical moment as Anzaldúa and 

Rodriguez, the Pocho Handbook disrupts the association of poch@ with rejection. 
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Instead, the Handbook re-imagines the rigid limitations attributed to the categories of 

Poch@, Chicano, and Mexican American. The Handbook provides what Adela Licona 

(2005) describes as the “third-space sites, subjectivities, and rhetorics and their 

transformative potentials as sitios, lenguas y tecnologías de resistencia, y 

transformación” that re-visions topoi of (b)orderlands rhetoric (105). While the 

categories of Poch@, Chicano, and Mexican American create gendered borders of 

identification, the Handbook subverts, traverses, and fractures false social constructions 

regarding ethnic identity. Therefore, the Handbook serves as a discursive production of 

decolonial tecnología that challenges and rejects colonial binaries by reestablishing the 

connections between contemporary and pre-Conquest Mesoamerican cultures. 

 Rhetorically appealing to the different audiences with Mexican heritage, the 

Handbook considers how the different communities self-identify, and it additionally 

confronts the realities of how they are identified by others. During the period in which the 

Handbook was written, the categories of identities within the communities of people with 

Mexican heritage are presented as rigid. The Handbook seeks to resolve the rejection of 

Poch@s by those identifying themselves as Chicanos and Mexican American; the text 

recognizes that,  

[o]f the three Southwest cultural variations, of Mexican American, 

Chicano and Pocho, the now dormant Pocho has always been the most 

irreverent and controversial. What the Pocho has done or said in the past, 

combined with his poor way of doing and saying it, has continually 
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provoked ridicule and resentment to what has been taken as the Pocho’s 

attack on what is cherished and established Mexican tradition. (ii) 

Within the above taxonomy, those identifying as Mexican American fall into a more 

conservative, assimilationist ideology, while a Chicano would be someone identifying 

with more of a Mexican nationalist perspective. Regarded as a controversial identity, the 

Poch@ is charged with rejecting, and even in some cases, attacking Mexican culture. 

And it is not without merit. In  Hunger of Memory, Richard Rodriguez’s perspective 

demonstrates this construction of poch@ when arguing that bilingual-education 

proponents “do not realize that while one suffers a diminished sense of private 

individuality by becoming assimilated into public society, such assimilation makes 

possible the achievement of public individuality” (author’s emphasis 26). Rodriguez’s 

pro-assimilation message and rhetoric of individualism provokes the ridicule and 

resentment of Chican@s addressed in the Handbook because a Chican@ consciousness 

resists assimilation and recognizes the role of community that arguments about 

individualism dismiss. In Rodriguez’s writing, language plays a significant role in 

causing his family and friends in his narrative to refer to him as poch@. For those 

accused of being poch@, language oftentimes serves as the signifier of Latin@ culture 

that the poch@ supposedly rejects, thereby complicating how education is framed for 

Chican@s. Chican@s can experience pressure to reject education when it is viewed as an 

extension of the colonial influence that erases culture. It is noteworthy, however, that the 

Handbook recognizes the diversity within communities of people with Mexican heritage 



 103 

 

and puts forward a narrative that re-imagines the various identities outside of their 

colonial contexts. 

The narrow labels of Poch@, Chican@ and Mexican American differentiating the 

reductive identities in the Handbook demonstrate how the colonial imaginary becomes 

entrenched within colonized peoples. The colonial narratives impose a binary that pits the 

colonized population against the other members. In the Handbook, the nameless author 

argues that opposition among these groups has occurred because those self-identifying as 

Mexican American reflects a colonial allegiance to US ideologies while also heavily 

emphasizing Spanish heritage: 

[S]ome prominent Mexican Americans have stated publicly that they 

would not take kindly to anyone calling them “Chicanos” and that there is 

no such thing as “Pochos.” And on the other side, some Chicanos have 

labeled Mexican Americans as “Uncle Toms” and have taken to attacking 

the Spanish part of our heritage. (i) 

 In the statement above, poch@ is dismissed outright by the pro-assimilation Mexican 

American community. In this paradigm, the deployment of poch@ as “cultural traitor” 

that Anzaldúa and Rodriguez address would be more aptly applied to Mexican 

Americans. The colonial imaginary can be traced much further back than Rodriguez, 

Anzaldúa, and the Pocho Handbook. Still, the Mexican American-Chican@ binary 

discussed in the Handbook echoes the Poch@-Mexican national tension represented in 

Jose Villareal’s (1959) Pocho. In Villareal’s novel, the main character Juan Rubio is 
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called “a traitor to his ‘race’” (151). Regardless of group, the categories and rejection that 

the Handbook describes further demonstrates the perspectives influenced by, and framed 

within, a colonial imaginary of either/or binaries. All of these representations of poch@ 

ignore a potential for fluidity or fragmentation of identity. The colonial imaginary erases 

the different representations of poch@, which then leads to the vilification of the 

colonially constructed (O)ther. Discussing the poch@ identity, Enrique Reynoso invokes 

what Kenneth Burke describes as “congregation via segregation–we have to separate the 

Other in order to create our “own” self. In labeling and transforming the fresa pocho has 

created a monster that nobody wants to claim” (Reynoso 2011). While Reynoso 

complicates the discussion of poch@ with the modifier “fresa
17

”, this complication 

further exemplifies how categories become derisive when taxonomies are imposed by a 

colonial standard. By default, the poch@ identity is rejected without considering the 

possibility that the poch@ is in the process of coming into consciousness.  

The most effective rhetorical element in the Handbook is the effort to recover 

Aztec memory that was not always accessible, yet connects readers with ways of 

knowing apart from the familiarity of the colonial imaginary. The integration of 

Mesoamerican history into the Handbook seeks to bring together the fractured 

communities. As in the rhetorical strategies of the poch[@]teca, the collective Pocho 

Cultures Research and Development decolonize poch@ through the etymological and 

historical reference of the pochteca. The anonymous writer of the Handbook asserts that, 

                                                           
17

 A Spanish pejorative for the bourgeois class that literally translates to “strawberry.” 
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“[t]he Pocho are the rightful voice of our people in this land…and they were the rightful 

voice in the days of the ancient Aztecs” (20). The text relies on the cultural memory of 

shared history in order to establish ethos with regard to the differences between Poch@s 

and Chican@s:  

And the Chicano who have become the Aztec is much like ancient times 

when the Chichimec became the Aztec. But as the Chicano becomes the 

new Aztec or the reborn Aztec, so the Pocho, as your namesake, becomes 

the new Pochteca or the reborn Pochteca. (26) 

The Handbook’s connection of poch@ and pochteca possesses similarities with the 

scholarly discussion of etymology18 mentioned in chapter two, despite the Handbook’s 

more simplistic explanation. Supporting the rascuache construction of poch[@]teca, the 

Handbook provides an example of the prior connection made between poch@ and 

pochteca. Unfortunately, the emphasis on the terms for the different communities of 

people with Mexican heritage de-unifies raza19 motivated to improve the educational 

status of raza. Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995) identifies the phenomenon poch@s 

experience in other student populations of color, explaining, “students’ academic success 

came at the expense of their cultural and psychosocial well-being…African American 

                                                           
18

 The term pochotl, from which pochteca and Pochtlán derive, was the same for the Bombax ceiba, the 

towering, sheltering tree of the tropical forests, which was traditionally regarded as a sacred “tree of life.” 

In a figurative sense, pochotl means father, mother, governor, chief, or protector. (Townsend 195) 

19
 The term “raza” is discussed at greater length in Chapter five, but the meaning I employ is: “‘Raza’ 

connotes a people with a similar experience with oppression, a history of invasion, and a commitment to 

struggle for self-dignity and liberation…[and raza] does not seek racial superiority, but rather equality 

within the system where raza have been oppressed” (Urrieta 173). 
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students who were academically successful were ostracized by their peers”(475). Luis 

Urrieta provides a similar explanation with regard to Latin@s, noting that successful 

Latin@ students “reported feeling culturally isolated in honors and gifted classes and 

even teased by their own ethnic peers. As a result, some of the participants associated 

negative characteristics with students of their same group” (Urrieta 35). By addressing 

the experience of students of color who succeed academically, Ladson-Billings and 

Urrieta illuminate the significant divide within these student populations, further 

exacerbated by the omission of students’ culture in class reading and writing 

assignments.  

While the Handbook integrates culture rhetorically, the topic of education is fore-

fronted, demonstrating how writing has the power to unify within a cultural frame of 

reference. At the outset, the Handbook is explicit about the purpose of the text, which is 

the improvement of the education for communities with Mexican heritage: 

This material is a different view than that of Mexican American and 

Chicano brothers. It is a different view of our cultural origins and it is a 

different view of our cultural situation…our common goals, such as the 

need for bi-cultural education. (i) 

Reading writing as a component of the common goal of education, the Handbook 

embodies the component of the poch[@]teca project which espouses culturally relevant 

writing assignments that inspire and engage the cultural memory of Chican@s.  Despite 

the Pocho Handbook’s outdated use of gendered language like “brothers” to discuss 
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unification of communities, the use of cultural writing as a rhetorical movida (movement) 

of solidarity embodies an important aspect of the poch[@]teca. When analyzing the 

Handbook through the framework of Emma Pérez’s Decolonial Imaginary, the 

Handbook re-imagines the Poch@ identity outside of the colonial context from where it 

is entrenched. Pérez describes the decolonial imaginary as “time lag between the colonial 

and postcolonial, that interstitial space where differential politics and social dilemmas are 

negotiated” (6). Originating as a theory for re-writing Chicana agency into the history of 

Mexico, Pérez’s decolonial imaginary also provides a generative methodology for 

recovering textual data amid colonial narratives. In the decolonial imaginary, the writing 

by Chican@s can be seen as the “silences” in dominant, colonial narratives; Pérez argues 

that “these silences, when heard, become the negotiating spaces for the decolonizing 

subject” (5). As culturally relevant writing including Pre-Columbian history, the Pocho 

Handbook possesses similar ways of knowing to the poch[@]teca.  The Handbook 

performs a project within the decolonial imaginary by re-imagining the educated Latin@ 

identity outside of existing colonial narratives. 

Cultural Contact Zones and Decolonizing the Imaginary 

Outside the colonial imaginary, the Pocho Handbook demonstrates how writing 

can function as a site for examining differences within the diverse Latin@ communities, 

especially those of Mexican heritage. Salient to this discussion, the Handbook shows how 

writing that engages with culture has the potential to effect positive change with regard to 

education among Latin@ audiences. Unfortunately, there are still scholars who actively 
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advocate against culture in writing classes, arguing that the issues in discussions of 

cultural diversity and multiculturalism have no import for students learning to write 

academic discourse. In Save the World on Your Own Time, Stanley Fish (2008) explains 

that he begins a writing course by telling students “we are not interested in ideas…except 

how propositions or participles or relative pronouns function” (40). By Fish’s definition, 

the rules of grammar signify the entirety of teaching writing; this definition reduces the 

scope of the field of Composition Studies drastically, while imposing an ideology that 

does not account for cultural difference. Culture falls into the catch-all of “ideas” not 

worth discussing, even in the context of course readings that possess themes relevant to 

the culture of the students.  

While Fish argues that his classes are content-free, he focuses on grammar to 

make his students better writers. In doing so, Fish ignores the fact that students reading 

and writing about culturally relevant issues also become better writers. Quaintly, Fish 

describes a semester-long project that he assigns to his class, which is to create a new 

language. By Fish’s definition, creating a grammar for a language does not constitute his 

students coming up with ideas. By emphasizing the rules that regulate and authorize 

language according to a colonial ideal, Fish stresses the tension between language and 

culture embodied in the trope of poch@. Simply stated, Fish argues “composition courses 

should teach grammar and rhetoric and nothing else” (44). The inclusion of rhetoric by 

Fish seems to ignore the ideologies and politics that choosing a framework for rhetoric 

imply. Since Foucault, it is almost impossible to discuss rhetoric without acknowledging 

how power moves through discourse—that power constitutes the dominant ideology 
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imposed on students whether recognized or not. For many Latin@ and non-Latin@ 

instructors, the desire to better educate Latin@ student writers possess cultural 

implications because of social and institutional inequalities educators must work against. 

Fish’s argument is neither new, nor is it novel. In 1992, a similar argument arose 

in Rhetoric and Composition Studies in response to the growing number of first-year 

writing courses moving away from the influence of literary studies to politically-oriented 

multicultural curriculum. In “Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching Writing,” Maxine 

Hairston attributed the influx of “higher purposes” into composition classrooms as a 

result of deficient training on the part of graduate teaching assistants. Hairston explains 

that,  

[t]oo often they [graduate students] haven’t been well trained in how to 

teach writing and are at a loss about what they should be doing with their 

students. How easy then to focus the course on their own interests, which 

are often highly political. Unfortunately, when they try to teach an 

introductory composition course by concentrating on issues rather than on 

craft and critical thinking, large numbers of their students end up feeling 

confused, angry—and cheated. (185) 

Hairston’s indictment of integrating critical issues of race, class, and gender demonstrates 

insecurity with discussing these topics. Demonstrating a narrow understanding of cultural 

diversity, she asks, “What about Hispanic culture? Can the teacher who knows something 

of Mexico generalize about traditions of other Hispanic cultures?” (190). When Hairston 
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advocated for craft and critical thinking, the student population she no doubt envisioned 

as her students were predominantly white, responding well to readings, teaching, and 

metaphors about writing  by predominantly white scholars. However, the demographics 

of the US populations have changed in the last two decades, which should precipitate 

more college attendance by students of color. Still, Hairston’s argument for teaching 

critical thinking as something not related to culturally relevant curriculum cannot simply 

be regarded as ideology-free. Like Fish, even when Hairston preaches for an absence of 

politics, her argument reflects an ideology of privilege that does not meet the needs of 

today’s changing student population. When those in power advocate against culture in 

education, they further espouse dominant, white culture, history, and ways of knowing. 

On a local level in Arizona, the case of House Bill 2281, which outlaws Tucson Unified 

School District’s Mexican American Studies, demonstrates how the silencing of culture 

negatively impacts the education of Latin@s. 

For Latin@s in the Southwest, especially those who identify as Chican@, the 

epistemology associated with the culture of the geographic space provokes more 

academic engagement than traditional education.20 By epistemology, I refer to the 

knowledge embodied by the culture and the history of Latin@s in the Americas, as well 

as the memory pre-dating the Conquest of the Americas. Consciousness of Latin@ 

experiences in the US often illuminates institutional inequality and bias that affects the 

education of Latin@s. For Chican@s, the mythology, epistemology, poetic metaphor, 

                                                           
20

 See Chapter 5 for a complete discussion of culturally relevant pedagogy for Latin@ students. 
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and tropes of Aztlán present different ways of knowing that are relevant to the diverse 

nature of Chican@ experiences. In rhetoric and composition, Latin@ scholars (Baca 

2008; Mejía 2004a21, 2004b22; Villanueva 1993) have argued for more attention to 

rhetoric of the Americas and culturally relevant writing practices for Latin@ students. 

However, Stanley Fish became something of a mouthpiece for English Studies in the 

public discourse when he advocated on behalf of omitting the critical engagement of race, 

class, gender, and other social justice related agendas. When Fish argues “[o]nly bad 

teaching is a political act,” (70) he rejects an instructor’s attempts to integrate the culture 

of a geographic space and the beliefs of the people entrenched in the political landscape. 

Decades before Fish, Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind made similarly 

reductive arguments about the role of higher education. Bloom squarely comes down 

against “cultural” texts; instead, he argues for focusing specifically on the “Great Books” 

tradition. Advocating an “old, dead, white men” curriculum, Bloom argues that steps 

forward in racial desegregation in higher learning via affirmative action  contribute not 

only to the deterioration of the university, but also to “the relations between the races in 

America” (97). By hedging arguments against affirmative action within claims about race 

relations, Bloom makes it possible to draw parallels between championing the “Great 

Books” and the prejudicial rejection of programs aimed at countering systemic inequality 

by diversifying what is taught for the greater purpose of student retention. Bloom’s 

                                                           
21

 “Arts of the US-Mexico Contact Zone” in Crossing Borderlands: Composition and Postcolonial Studies, 

edited by Andrea A. Lunsford and Lahoucine Ouzgane. 

22
 “Bridging rhetoric and composition studies with Chicano and Chicana studies : a turn to critical 

pedagogy” in Latino/a Discourses: On Language, Identity & Literacy Education, edited by Michelle H. 

Kells, Valerie M. Balester, and Victor Villanueva. 
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“Great Books” advocacy and Fish’s “grammar and rhetoric” argument dismiss the 

generative heuristic culture provides for underrepresented student populations, ignoring 

students who are disenfranchised by the kind of rote writing instruction occurring in 

under-funded and over-crowed spaces of elementary and secondary education.  

For primarily English-speaking Latin@s who are born in the United States, or 

poch@s, traditional institutional education undermines and opposes the desire to learn 

about Latin@ culture. Ignoring the heuristic of culture for Latin@s in the US, educators 

following Fish’s advocacy of grammar and rhetoric actively stifle academic curiosity and 

reinforce negative stereotypes about education negatively impacting the cultural identities 

of students. Addressing the generative strategies present in culturally relevant writing of 

Latin@ students, this discussion builds on previous discussions of culturally relevant 

writing assignments engaging the desire of poch@s to learn about their “lost” culture. In 

Pochoroman, Spencer R. Herrera (2007) points out how self-described poch@ writers 

often become educated in order “to reclaim their cultural identity, voice, and history” 

(viii). Extending previous advocacy of culturally relevant writing, this piece examines the 

rhetorical strategies exhibited by poch@s in their writing as they response to a prompt 

that includes Spanish dichos.   

The narrow definition of composition that Fish outlines in Save the World s 

challenges more contemporary, student-centered pedagogical practices, often engaging 

with the cultures of underrepresented student populations. Gloria Ladson-Billings and 

William F. I. V. Tate (1995) trace the development and reasoning behind culture-oriented 
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pedagogical practices, discussing the transition from responding to culture to the 

integration of material that reflects the culture of students. Ladson-Billings and Tate 

come to the notion of culturally-relevant pedagogy following Au and Jordan’s (1981) 

discussion of “culturally appropriate” pedagogy of teachers in Hawaiian school 

permitting student to use talk story (466), Mohatt and Erickson’s (1981) “culturally 

congruent” focus on Native American and Anglo “mixed forms” (466). Discussing the 

different forms of curriculum and pedagogy, Ladson-Billings and Tate explain “culturally 

appropriate, culturally congruent, and culturally compatible—seem to connote 

accommodation of student culture to mainstream culture…culturally responsive appears 

to refer to a more dynamic or synergistic relationship between home/community culture 

and school culture” (467). Even though this discussion is framed by the term culturally 

relevant, the advocacy to be inclusive of culture stems from the need to better educate 

and retain diverse student populations—the “grammar and rhetoric only” paradigm Fish 

espouses has already proven inadequate. 

In “Arts of the US-Mexico Contact Zone,” rhetoric and composition scholar 

Jaime Armin Mejía advocates for the field’s integration of culturally relevant material in 

order to benefit students of color. Mejía argues that these materials possess the potential 

for bilingual and bicultural students from the region near the US-Mexico border to 

reverse the negative effects of institutionalized education. Advocating for relevant 

assignments, Mejía writes, 
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Assigning culturally-based topics that borderlands students of color can 

identify with and which are based on readings legitimized by Western 

educational institutions and languages (i.e. legitimized forms of academic 

discourse) changes the culture of scholarship we might unconsciously be 

engaged in. Within English studies, we have choices about what kinds of 

assignments to create and what kind of effect these assignments will have 

on our students’ thinking about the world and the cultures they originate 

from. (“Arts of the US-Mexico Contact Zone” 194) 

Mejia’s indictment of scholarship in addition to assignments undergirds notions raised by 

the poch[@]teca, especially given the interdisciplinary nature of the rhetorical strategies 

presented, and the blurring of boundaries between rhetoric and composition, and other 

areas of English Studies.  Mejia’s challenge to the field not only possesses curricular 

implications, but his provocation also illuminates the potential of increased inclusivity of 

research related to students of color.  

The culturally-based writing assignments, for which Mejia advocates, inform the 

following discussion of a student publication of writing by Latin@ students. To succeed 

in the “contact zone” of southern Arizona high schools, Latin@ students in Tucson 

deploy strategies of subversive complicity as they work within spaces of ideological 

opposition to their success. In a publication of essays written by high school students in 

Tucson, This We Believe/Nuestros Refranes, some students use culturally relevant dichos, 

or proverb-like sayings in Spanish, which represent discursive mantras and truisms that 
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name the strategies they perform. In Nuestros Refranes, the writing illustrates both the 

use of culturally relevant dichos and the rhetorical strategies that I conceptualize as 

poch[@]teca, which students practice while overcoming educational barriers. The 

purposeful inclusion of dichos in the writing prompt for the student publication follows 

what Mejia notes as the current lack of attention given to these kinds of rhetorical 

productions: “The truth, of course, is that corridos (ballads), dichos (proverbial sayings), 

and tallas (jokes) do exist; yet rhetorical studies of these texts remain to be conducted” 

(Mejia 175”Contact Zone”). The inclusion of cultural knowledge into the educational 

practices of Latin@ students has been championed by scholars teaching Latin@ students 

in Tucson. In Funds of Knowledge, Norma González, Luis Moll, and Cathy Amanti 

(2005) advocate for engaging with students’ culture to improve educational practices for 

Latin@s in Tucson. González, Moll, and  Amanti focus on the “strengths and resources” 

of home and community pedagogies, explaining that “cultural practices and resources 

mediate the development of thinking” in Tucson’s Latin@ student population (4-5). 

Unlike Funds of Knowledge, the following analysis of Nuestros Refranes specifically 

focuses on the writing, and the identifiable performance of strategies of subversive 

complicity. Examining student writing, unlike the ethnographic methods of Funds of 

Knowledge, shifts the focus to the discursive productions that are crafted to answer the 

prompt of how they succeed. Cultural relevance comes from the explicit inclusion of 

dichos that provoke the cultural knowledge of students as they consider their academic 

strategies. 
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For the analysis of culturally relevant writing by Latin@ students, Emma Pérez’s 

theoretical framework of the decolonial imaginary makes it possible to identify instances 

of subversive complicity, the working from within while working against the system. The 

publication of Nuestros Refranes by a third-party grant apart from school functions as the 

interstitial space or “silence” that becomes “the negotiating spaces for the decolonizing 

subject” (Pérez 5). The decolonial imaginary also facilitates the evaluation of discursive 

productions given that “writing, for most school children, is nearly always school-

sponsored and inevitably, therefore, reflects the culture of the school system and 

reproduces culturally preferred discourse styles” (Leki 124). As a methodology, the 

decolonial imaginary applies a theory for interpreting and re-imagining the agency of 

students facing obstacles. Within colonial narratives, Latin@ students are too frequently 

regarded as possessing educational deficits which dismiss systemic inequality. The use of 

dichos in the writing prompt of Nuestros Refranes provides students with a point of 

departure through which to engage with their cultural heritage. In cases where students 

might have been unfamiliar with dichos, they were encouraged to use their community 

resources of friends and family; in addition to prompting students to write and discover 

more about themselves through their culture, students also engaged their community with 

writing through culturally relevant discussions. 

Nuestros Refranes and Strategies of Subversive Complicity  

The Pocho Handbook provides context and a point of departure into the writing of 

Latin@ students in the middle of a contested space, as in Tucson, AZ where the 
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citizenship and education of Latin@s are called into question and outlawed respectively. 

Specifically, the Handbook has import in this discussion of the culturally-relevant student 

publication I co-edited because the poch@ identifier can be attributed to the high 

percentage of Latin@ students living in the US and writing in English. During the spring 

of 2010, the student publication This We Believe/Nuestros Refranes came about as a joint 

venture between the University of Arizona’s College of the Humanities, the US 

Department of Education Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate 

Programs (GEAR UP), and the Tucson and Sunnyside School Districts. Because the 

student populations of these districts are predominantly Latin@, with Tucson at 61%23 

and Sunnyside at 90%24 respectively, the discussion of poch@, as predominantly English-

speaking Mexican Americans, has significance when discussing the writing in Nuestros 

Refranes. Breaking from the colonial connotation of “cultural traitor” that Gloria 

Anzaldúa (1987) and Richard Rodriguez (1982) identify in their writing, I define poch@ 

in this chapter as the populations of English-speaking Latin@s under the influence of 

Anglo society in the US The trope of poch@ is salient to this discussion because it 

broadly describes the student populations in Tucson. Even more salient to this discussion 

of decolonial resistance, Nuestros Refranes constitutes what Licona describes as sitios, 

lenguas y tecnologías de resistencia, y transformación in the face of Arizona legislation 

(105). 
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 According to Tucson Unified School Districts “Enrollment by Ethnicity” at tusdstats.tusd.k12.az.us. 

24
 According to “Project Graduation: The Digital Advantage,” a case study by the Sunnyside School 

District. 
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At the time of the writing and publication of Nuestros Refranes, Arizona’s 

ultraconservative government enacted legislation targeting Latin@s as a part of the much 

longer tradition of subjugation of Latin@s in the Southwest.25 During the 2009-10 

school-year, when Nuestros Refranes was produced, Senate Bill 1070 passed, allowing 

for local police to question people suspected of being “illegal” for documents proving 

their citizenship. SB 1070 called the legitimacy of all Latin@s into question by allowing 

for racial profiling and the heightened policing of brown bodies; students with whom I 

interacted in South Tucson high schools were concerned that SB 1070 would affect them 

or people close to them and would affect the families of friends as well. In 2010, Arizona 

legislature also passed House Bill 2281, a house bill written to dismantle courses 

designed to teach Chican@ students through the implementation of culturally relevant 

curricula that addressed issues of racial and class oppression26. Despite the fact that the 

Ethnic Studies program had demonstrated increased numbers of students graduating and 

improved state test scores27, the ex-Superintendent of Education in Arizona, Tom Horne 

explicitly targeted Tucson Magnet High School with HB 2281. Horne’s successor John 

Huppenthal subsequently ratified and enforced HB 2281 solely on Tucson Unified 

School District, and threatened to cut 10% from the district’s funding if the Ethnic 

Studies program were not dismantled.  

                                                           
25

 See Jane Hill’s 1993 article “Hasta la Vista, Baby: Anglo Spanish in the American Southwest.” 

26
 See Chapter five for a more detailed analysis of the legal discourse House Bill 2281. 

27
 See Chapter five for an extensive discussion of Cambium’s Audit of TUSD Ethnic Studies. 
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Therefore, the writing and publication of Nuestros Refranes during the spring of 

2010 took place amid legislation, negative public discourse in the media, and student 

activism and protests supporting the culturally-relevant Mexican American Studies 

Program. One of the central arguments for analyzing Latin@ student essays as a part of 

the poch[@]teca discussion is the assertion that writing originating from a culturally-

relevant prompt about dichos includes generative strategies for succeeding in school. As 

the researcher, I experienced the dynamic relationship of encountering material that 

illuminated and undergirded existing strategies formulating what I name as the 

poch[@]teca.  Dichos, as a genre of proverbial sayings and expressions, transmit advice 

or insight from speakers to audiences; for the student publication discussed below, 

students were specifically asked to write about the dicho they thought about or that 

represented their mindset when they experienced obstacles. In This We Believe/Nuestros 

Refranes, the strategies range from the use of code-switching to demonstrate inclusivity 

for a community of readers (Ferguson 1971), rascuache repurposing and appropriation 

like the reclaiming of poch@ as a term of empowerment (Tomas Ybarra-Frausto 1991; 

Gómez-Peña 2000; Spener 2010), transas (transactions) of social capital and movidas 

(moves) of individuals within support networks (Valenzuela 1999; Urrieta 2009). All of 

these strategies reinforce the subversive complicity of the poch[@]teca supporting those 

who chose to play the game while subverting and working against it.  

In Subtractive Schooling, Angela Valenzuela (1999) studies a predominantly 

Latin@ high school and comes to multiple conclusions; Valenzuela finds that institutions 

“schooling” Latin@ students actually subtract from students’ lived knowledges. Also, 
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Latin@ students do not feel that they experience genuine “caring” about them or their 

academic success in comparison to the inclusive concept of educacíon in Mexico, which 

includes concern for a students’ well being. In addition, Valenzuela identifies the strategy 

of successful students with a “pro-school ethos” who are like-minded about succeeding 

academically and supporting one another. This strategy of creating and working within a 

community can be traced to the Pre-Columbian pochteca merchant that collaborated, 

traveled and traded within an entire class of merchants (Lockhart 1992).  

In terms of language, the strategy of code-switching is something that both the 

poch@ and pochteca deploy. Code-switching as a linguistic ability is similar to the 

practices of the pochteca who crossed between territories, speaking the languages of the 

foreign territories. In book nine of the Florentine Codex, Bernadino de Sahagún explains 

that the pochteca educated themselves with the linguistic knowledge of the foreign 

territories in order not to be detected when crossing boundaries: “they learned their 

tongue to enter in disguise” (Sahagún 21). Culturally relevant assignments, including the 

use of home languages, build students’ confidence by validating their linguistic diversity 

that is often framed as a deficiency. Discussing the use of code-switching in literature, 

Lourdes Torres (2007) explains the complexity of the strategy and the variety of access it 

allows: 

Through strategies that range from very infrequent and transparent use of 

Spanish to prose that requires a bilingual reader, Latino/a authors 

negotiate their relationships to homelands, languages, and transnational 
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identifications. The strategies they use lend themselves to multiple 

readings and differing levels of accessibility. (76) 

For this reason, the strategy of code-switching can be seen as a subversive performance 

of Latin@ culture in a discursive production, taking place within an academic institution 

that schools students in the dominant culture. 

 Working within seemingly foreign and academic institutions not valuing culture, 

students require the ability to survive, often needing to make do with available resources. 

In "Movidas Rascuaches: Strategies of Migrant Resistance at the Mexico-US Border," 

David Spener looks at the strategy of rascuache that he identifies performed during the 

journey of migrants. Spener describes rascuache as, “the sensibility of los de abajo (the 

underdogs), whose resourcefulness and ingenuity permit them to overcome adversity by 

stitching together the tools needed to survive from whatever materials they have at hand” 

(Spener 9). As with the other strategies, rascuache fits within the performance of 

subversive complicity, by appropriating from dominant ideologies in order to challenge 

the hegemony. With regard to the poch[@]teca, the reimagining of the term poch@ 

embodies the rascuache sensibility of refashioning that which is negative into a unifying 

symbol, imbuing poch@ with resistance to widely held misconceptions about Latin@s in 

the US 

 The strength of rascuache comes from the improvisation an individual may 

perform, whereas other strategies like transas rely on collaborating with and around 

colleagues and those in power. Scholar Luis Urrieta defines transas literally as a 
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“transaction,” “which in Mexican folk knowledge are strategic and commonly known, 

but usually clandestine, practices used by people with less power to subvert, or get 

around, the system” (11). The transa strategy has relevance to the production of the 

student publication This We Believe/Nuestros Refranes because it came about as a result 

of a necessary transaction with administrative power. Through the grant funding the 

student publication, I worked within the institutional systems, performing the transa of 

volunteering my time, effort, and leadership to co-edit the text with the intention of 

producing a collection that represents the culture of the students; until then, individuals in 

the administration of the grant had been prepared to discontinue the student publication. 

Fortunately, a facilitator was convinced that credit could be claimed for the production of 

the book to the national advisors of the grant, by simply allotting the funds for printing.  

 In addition to transa, the strategy that relies on collaboration among like-minded 

people is that of movida. Urrieta discusses movidas “as ‘moves’ rather than movements 

because moves emphasize the active nature of a movida to carry out a carefully 

strategized plan” (170). Implementing a culturally relevant writing prompt for Nuestros 

Refranes was a goal achieved by multiple people working on the grant, actively engaged 

with the lives, languages, cultures of the Latin@ students served in Tucson. The 

centrality of Spanish in the prompt which asks for students to write about a dicho they 

think of when facing obstacles subverted the standard for academic discourse which 

privileges Standard English. Calling for Spanish dichos in the writing prompt, the grant 

employees enacted a movida, subverting hegemonic expectations of what student writing 

should entail.  
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As a complicit collaborator with Tucson high schools, the GEAR UP grant 

subverted existing controversies about culturally relevant class work by trading (transa) 

in the prestige of my home university and the parent US Department of Education grant. 

By collaborating with grant colleagues possessing similar viewpoints about integrating 

Latin@ culture in the publication of student essays, I helped craft a prompt with bilingual 

Latin@ and non-Latin@ colleagues. Together, the work of my colleagues characterized a 

movida (movement) of working against Arizona’s anti-Latin@ sentiment while serving 

as complicit representatives of the higher education system. The students from numerous 

high schools in Tucson responded to the prompt on Spanish dichos, or proverb-like 

sayings with advice, which in turn revealed strategies of Latin@ students that informed 

how I have come to think about the rhetorical strategies of the poch[@]teca. 

Nuestros Refranes 

In addition to analyzing This We Believe/Nuestros Refranes using Emma Pérez’s 

decolonial imaginary, I write from the unique role of not only having served on the grant 

sponsoring the publication of the student essays, but also having participated in the 

editorial process once the essays had been written, revised and submitted. While I did not 

have direct contact with the essays of the students during the writing process, I had 

opportunities to visit the majority of schools taking part and interacted with different 

cohorts of students during the academic year when the book was published. Despite the 

fact that students were aware their essays would become a part of a published collection, 

I refrain from using students’ names because of their ages. I also avoid calling attention 
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to the gender of students as a part of the inclusivity of the bracketed “@” in poch[@]teca. 

The themes, subjects, and topics students address in Nuestros Refranes are as diverse as 

the dichos they discuss. Writing in the context of an academic institution can influence 

the themes addressed; however, in the writing of students, the issues and strategies 

perform subversive complicity with an emphasis on survival as students describe how 

they overcome obstacles. The analysis of the writing in Nuestros Refranes with the 

decolonial imaginary as a framework breaks from colonial assumptions about South 

Tucson while identifying the generative strategies of students in their own words.  

Because poch[@]teca can serve as a trope for students and educators, the writing 

of an adult “college coach” shows how writing with dichos relates to culture and 

education. In the introduction to the school where she served as a “college coach,” Karen 

Rosales writes, “‘Dime con quién andas y te dire quién eres,’…[t]he people you surround 

yourself with have an impact in your daily life”(67). Using a dicho that addresses one’s 

community and the importance of aligning oneself with others who share similar stances 

towards succeeding, Rosales advises using the strategy of support networks of like-

minded students. As an adult in a position of power relative to the students writing for the 

collection, the poch[@]teca college coach recognizes her agency and ability to inspire 

movidas among students at different points in their academic careers. Considering the 

different levels of power within a community, it should be noted that poch[@]teca 

strategies and practices apply to people at different levels of power as visible and 

invisible participants in movidas, working together to accomplish a task that benefits an 

individual within the movida, or the community as a whole.  
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Rosales’ writing demonstrates the subversive complicity of the poch[@]teca as 

she praises the writing of students, while at the same time acknowledging the obstacles 

students face. Rosales explains that, “[t]he entries you find in this book demonstrate their 

dreams, motivations, and struggles” (67). The performance of subversive complicity can 

be seen in the epideictic rhetoric Rosales employs to garner recognition for the writing, 

although the inclusion of “struggle” following the positive signifiers of “dreams” and 

“motivations” alludes to the necessity of resistance. In the rhetoric of the Chican@ Civil 

Rights Movement of the 1960s, also referred to as El Movimiento, the term “struggle” 

signifies the numerous individual and collective acts of resistance to oppression in white 

institutions (Rosales 1996). Whether the use of the term “struggle” by the college coach 

was a conscious decision, the term nonetheless echoes the subversive message in the 

tradition of El Movimiento and alludes to contemporary issues. 

For Latin@ students in Tucson, struggle can refer to the students’ survival in and 

out of academic institutions, thereby demonstrating the need for the poch[@]teca strategy 

of the rascuache. A student in South Tucson engages with a dicho which takes on a more 

literal discussion of survival when writing,  

La vida es muy corta. La vida no se termina…Tu la terminas [Life is very 

short. Life doesn’t end itself, you do]! This is the dicho that my mom 

always tells me. She tells me this when I make bad decisions and when I 

expose myself to danger…[my cousin] is involved in gang[sic] and 

everyday he is a danger to himself. Last month my Tia, my cousin’s 

mother, went to my mom’s work pleading for help. My Tia asked for 
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some money to send Juanito to another state because there were people 

looking for him to assassinate him. (brackets author’s translation 

“Consequences” 36)  

While the rascuache strategy of appropriation for the purpose of survival relates to the 

life-or-death theme of the students’ dicho, the linguistic shift into Spanish in the 

beginning demonstrates a conscious code-switch. The linguistic strategy of code-

switching includes “the use of two or more languages in the same conversation or 

utterance” (Gardner-Chloros 361). Because the writing prompt from the publication is 

primarily in English, but asks students about the culturally-relevant Spanish term dicho, 

the potential for the presence of code-switching in the students’ writing increases 

significantly. Still, the presence of code-switching plays an important role in the cultural 

allegiance and engagement demonstrated in Nuestros Refranes (Ferguson 1971). The 

students’ rhetorical choice of dicho draws parallels between becoming educated and 

acknowledging the agency of self-determinism. At the same time, the emphasis on the 

theme of education, through the use of the cousin as a precautionary tale, serves as a 

reminder of the goal of better educating Latin@ in composition studies through the use of 

culturally relevant writing.  

 Culturally relevant writing also creates a space for students migrating to the US, 

like the border-crossing of the pochteca traveling merchant, to write narratives about 

literacy with crossing cultures as subtext. In “Receiving and Sharing Kindness,” a student 

consciously avoids using a Spanish dicho while recounting the difficulties that were 

experienced when moving from Mexico and not being able to speak English. In a 
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demonstration of the student’s cultivated abilities to speak the tongues of foreign 

territories, the Mexico-born student responds entirely in English: 

[W]hen I first moved here from Mexico; I didn’t know any English and I 

was scared that I would never be able to learn it. School was a scary 

situation, but I soon found all those kids who, like me, needed a friend to 

carry on. We all stuck together and hung on to each other as if we were 

drowning…During my loner years in middle school…I thought that if I 

talked I would be punished. (“Receiving and Sharing Kindness” 81) 

The experience in “Receiving and Sharing Kindness” speaks to and represents the 

tradition of migration, a highly politicized subject in the spatial-temporal context of SB 

1070. Language may serve as an ethnic marker; however, in the context of Arizona, it 

also serves the racial profiling instituted by SB 1070. The topic of linguistic insecurity 

also remains a central issue of the poch@ experience (Acosta 1972; Rodriguez 1982; 

Anzaldúa 1987). In “How to Tame a Wild Tongue,” Anzaldúa recounts how campaigns 

against Spanish were instituted in school; she explains, “speaking Spanish at recess—that 

was good for three licks on the knuckles with a sharp ruler” (75). Even though the student 

from Mexico is not punished as Anzaldúa was for speaking Spanish in school, the fear of 

punishment endures decades later, no doubt in response to legislation like SB 1070. At 

the same time, the avoidance of using a Spanish dicho demonstrates how the student has 

internalized the subversive complicity of the poch[@]teca, speaking only the language of 

the different territory like the pochteca. 
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Like the pochteca, communicating in the language of the foreign territory is a 

necessary skill for passing through the US institution. When the student in “Receiving 

and Sharing Kindness” explains that they “stuck together” with other recent migrants to 

“carry on,” the student identifies the strategy of participating in support networks of 

students with a pro-school ethos (Valenzuela 1999). The writer identifies “those kids 

who, like me needed a friend” (81) as the support network who shared the same 

experience as the author, continuing in school and opposing the perceived peril. Much 

like the pochteca merchants who traveled together, and even invaded foreign territories as 

the frontline attack (Sahagún 1950; Berdan 2005), the students rely on one another as a 

survival strategy for negotiating and successfully overcoming the foreign academic 

institution. Unlike the pochteca, conquering territory is not a motivation of migrant 

students, despite the description of the effects of immigration by Arizona’s 

Superintendent of Public Education John Huppenthal as a “nuclear blast of illegal aliens” 

(Palos 2011). 

A salient aspect of the messages from the culturally relevant genre of dichos is 

that the themes frequently intersect with a pro-school ethos in numerous student texts. In 

“You Can’t Whistle and Eat Pinole,” a student responds to the culturally relevant prompt 

with a profoundly culturally-specific dicho. The student writes, “No puedes chiflar y 

comer pinole means that you can’t be doing twenty things at a time” (104). This dicho, 

which incorporates the coarsely ground flour pinole, could be read as advocating an 

ascetic life or embodying the pro-school ethos strategy because it recommends focusing 

on doing what’s necessary, foregoing extraneous, and even pleasurable, distractions. 
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Beyond the surface message, the code-switching that takes place in this particular dicho 

does not possess an exact English translation. The inclusion of “pinole” adds a layer of 

meaning due to the linguistic mestizaje, mixing of Spanish and Indigenous language, 

performed in this dicho. Similar to etymological connection between poch@ and 

pochteca, pinole can be traced to an Aztec, or Nahuatl, root word. According to the book 

with the title Pinole, “[t]he Native Americans gave the Spanish a gift of a ground 

foodstuff made of acorns, seeds, and grain, which Father Crespi recorded as pinolli, an 

Aztec word for flour meal” (Marrioti et al.13). The integration of Spanish dichos in 

writing assignments brings with added complexities, including the added richness of 

Indigenous language; in addition, these kinds of hermeneutic practices teach students to 

learn about language through cultural reference points with which they are familiar. 

 Language resurfaces in the writing of Latin@ students experiencing problems in 

school, which illuminate other strategies of subversive complicity for overcoming 

institutional opposition. In “Manifest,” a student confronts the issue of language 

insecurity while demonstrating a pro-school ethos and “prove them wrong” strategy of 

subversive complicity. The student writes, 

I used to struggle speaking English. I felt as if I was a nobody, as if I was 

the red vase that screamed to be recognized in the all white room…They 

would make fun of me and tease me, saying that I would never be able to 

speak English. I knew I had to find a technique or method to catch up to 

them and that was my goal. So I started by going to tutoring and putting 
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my free time into studying…I did everything in my power to show them I 

had a great mind and I had the capability of speaking English. (“Manifest” 

86) 

From the outset, the student’s description follows the linguistic terrorism that Anzaldúa 

experiences when she explains, “if you want to really hurt me, talk badly about my 

language” (81).  The student’s inexperience with the English language caused her to feel 

like a “nobody,” which is an indictment of the institutional culture where those in the 

most need of learning feel marginalized. Still, the students’ decision to seek out tutoring 

in English despite negative experiences with the language performs subversive 

complicity, where the student demonstrates a willingness to work within the system in 

order to acquire “power to show them I had a great mind,” thus proving the arbiters of the 

system wrong. Like the poch[@]teca practice of acquiring linguistic abilities, the student 

proves wrong those who teased the student about their characterizations of her cognitive 

abilities. In an acknowledgement of success, the student explains, “I’m bilingual and I’m 

not shy about it. In fact, I see it as a benefit to my education and career…Knowledge 

makes life easier” (“Manifest” 86). These statements also reflect the value of speaking 

the multiple languages like the pochteca (Saignes 1945; German 1974; Kristan-Graham 

1993; Townsend 2000; Berdan 2005), but also embody the pro-school ethos that 

performs the differential consciousness of working within academic institutions—an 

necessary component of subversive complicity.  
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 The theme of overcoming obstacles in the pursuit of academic knowledge and 

success outside the classroom resonates in the depiction of strategies student use in their 

navigation of circumstances out of their control. The resilience of the students in 

Nuestros Refranes deserves recognition not only because of the life obstacles that they 

recount; they also deserve recognition for their ability to navigate the underfunded and 

overcrowded academic institutions in a state that subjugates Latin@s through oppressive 

legislative policy. One student encompasses this sentiment well when writing that the 

important thing to do in life is to take risks “and learning to improve. Push yourself for 

goals to be reached and always remember never to back down from success. If you never 

take a risk, you will never grasp on to what you are aiming for” (61). The message of 

encouragement to succeed in the context of learning resonates. 

Conclusion 

In the context of Tucson, Arizona, where HB 2281 outlawed ethnic studies 

courses that help Latin@ students build knowledge from their own experiences, 

knowledge is viewed as subversive. At the same time, the passing of the anti-Ethnic 

Studies bill demonstrates the fear felt by those benefiting from the unequal distribution of 

privilege. In her interview with Andrea Lunsford, Gloria Anzaldúa illuminates why 

knowledge for Chicanos is viewed as dangerous by those in power benefiting from the 

subjugation of people of color: 

[C]onocimiento, the Spanish word for knowledge, for ways of knowing. 

Those ideas come to me in Spanish and in visuals. So when I think 
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“conocimiento,” I see a little serpent for counter-knowledge. This is how it 

comes to me that this knowledge, this “counter-knowledge,” is not 

acceptable, that it’s the knowledge of the serpent of the garden of Eden. 

It’s not acceptable to eat the fruit of knowledge; it makes you too aware, 

too self-reflective. (Lunsford and Anzaldúa 53)  

HB 2281 shades this discussion of culturally relevant writing and curriculum because of 

the bill’s effect on making Mexican American Studies an illegal, and therefore 

“undocumented,” curriculum. The passing of HB 2281 confirms Anzaldúa’s claim about 

the kind of self-reflection and awareness that takes place in Nuestros Refranes and that is 

perceived as dangerous for Latin@s by supporters of HB 2281. Subsequently, this bill 

and other legislation like it reaffirm the necessity for poch[@]teca subversive complicity 

and the crossing of ideological borders while gathering necessary skills and information 

for the strengthening of Latin@ communities. At present, academic success remains 

subversive and avoids drawing attention from those in power who seek to police the 

knowledge available to Latin@s.  

 The historical moment that overshadows the authorization of Latin@ identity and 

education in Arizona informs my experiences as an educator and scholar. By analyzing 

students’ text through a decolonial lens, this discussion of the generative strategies of 

Latin@s is made possible in a third space decolonial imaginary, apart from colonial 

discourse, while simultaneously joining a larger conversation about the subjugation of 

people of color. In the Crossing Borderlands collection, Andrea Lunsford and Lahoucine 
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Ouzgane acknowledge the role of writing in the subjugation of students of color. They 

recognize the need to resist colonial identity construction as a part of subjugation:  

[S]cholars in rhetoric and composition led efforts to understand the ways 

in which students (and student writings) are variously constructed, 

subjugated, and turned into obedient subjects, both within and outside the 

academy, and to find ways of enabling resistance to such forces. (Lunsford 

and Ouzgane 1) 

In opposition to Stanley Fish’s arguments about writing classes without “ideas,” 

researchers and educators integrate culture in opposition to the schooling and 

institutionalization that frame students of color as falling short of colonial imitation.  

Jaime Armin Mejía supports the use of culturally relevant writing assignments as 

a method of resisting subjugation. Mejía posits that “[b]y introducing readings and topics 

these students can more readily identify with, compositionists can offer students a set of 

problematics which unquestionably have the potential of empowering them, thereby 

helping to reverse the process of self-doubt” (194). The poch[@]teca strategies aim to 

empower Latin@ students to feel more confident navigating academic institutions. The 

student texts in Nuestros Refranes reflect on different dichos that demonstrate the 

existing rhetorical strategies students make use of, although the naming of the 

poch[@]teca as an inclusive trope gives a name to those performances of subversive 

complicity that could bring a community of students together through shared culture. 
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In spite of attacks like HB 2281 on culturally-relevant classroom material, it 

should continue to serves as a practice and strategy of poch[@]teca instructors. The 

writing in Nuestros Refranes and the different ways the communities of students with 

pro-school ethos show the willingness and desire of students to succeed; as instructors, 

we have the responsibility to meet that desire and equip students with conventions that 

will further allow them to navigate the academic system. Like the motivation of the 

poch[@]teca, culturally relevant material support students in “negotiating the academic 

demands of school while demonstrating cultural competence… [and] provide a way for 

students to maintain their cultural integrity while succeeding academically” (Ladson-

Billings and Tate 476). Because composition is a recursive process, culturally-relevant 

writing assignments equip students while serving as discursive productions from which 

strategies for negotiating academic institutions become apparent.  

For instructors, it is important to keep in mind that movidas include the 

coordinated efforts made by like-minded persons at different levels of power working 

toward the same goal. Movidas fit within the subversive complicity of the poch[@]teca 

because movidas are not limited to a particular community, but can take place within 

institutions among students, educators and administrators. In Pochoroman: The Birth of 

the Chicano Writer, Spencer Herrera (2007) reaffirms the persuasive power of culturally 

relevant writing in his discussion of the process of Chicano writers becoming artists. 

Herrera notes the intersection of culture and language: 
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Despite all the cultural nuances associated with Pocho, the term is mostly 

defined by the loss of language, specifically the inability to speak Spanish 

fluently. Ironically, if it is language (Spanish) that Chicanos have lost, 

then it is language (English) that they will use to reclaim their cultural 

identity, voice, and history. (vii-viii) 

As in the Pocho Handbook, cultural memory has a profound influence over Latin@ 

writers no matter the proficiency of language. Even as poch@s receive criticism for not 

knowing the colonial language of Spanish, culture endures as a powerful motivator for 

becoming educated.  

At the Benson Latino Collection at University of Texas, Austin, I turned in slips 

of paper with the call numbers of archival material to an older Latina woman at the 

collection desk. The stern manner with which she dealt with the bureaucratic process of 

accepting slips and retrieving material reminded me of the hours spent at my abuela’s 

kitchen table, complying with the rote, cursive writing lessons that she took it upon 

herself to assign and supervise. The disagreeable disposition of the Señora at the Benson 

Collections might have been influenced by my retrieval of the Pocho Handbook, a 

decidedly more pejorative term for older generations of Latin@s. Though she might very 

well be tired, my interaction with the Señora makes me wonder if she were one of the 

English-speaking Latin@s in the Southwest who had been called pocha, had called 

someone poch@, or both, at some point in her life? If that were the case, could I have 

persuaded her into reimagining the meaning for its empowering connection with the Pre-
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Columbian pochteca? Perhaps the disparaging glances across the pin-drop quiet 

collection reading room were unrelated to the Pocho Handbook. Still, I imagine an 

insightful discussion from the knowledge of her experience and discoveries in my 

research in much the same way I imagine having learned more from my grandmother’s 

experiences than penmanship in those moments at her kitchen table. I continued 

searching the Benson Collection’s archive as a younger man took over for the Señora. 

The young man was much friendlier, and perhaps he recognized the experience I was 

amid, learning about myself as much as I gathered research. The younger attendant was 

decidedly less mired down by the institutional memory and the multiple steps mandated 

to seek knowledge. 

 While Nuestros Refranes and the Pocho Handbook provide generative examples 

of rhetorical strategies in culturally relevant writing in traditional print texts, the 

rhetorical strategies of Latin@ students can and should also be identified in digital 

writing. Given the migration from print literacy to digital literacy in educational 

institutions, the following discussion and analysis of Twitter posts by students in a 

predominantly Latin@ bridge program resists rhetoric about Latin@s with regard to 

education and technology. At the same time, the linguistic diversity performed by 

students in the digital writing context of Twitter demonstrates how the culture of students 

can be honored by writing educators while using technology.
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CHAPTER 4: TWEETING TEC@: RHETORICAL APPROPRIATION OF 

TECHNOLOGY 

Hello queridos yuppies, turistas, voyeuristas, antropólogos aficionados, 

perplexed citizens of the end of the century. This is the voice of El Aztec 

High Tech broadcasting from the heights of WXYZ-FM, 93 megahertz 

above reality. I'm the representative of the Liberated Republic of Aztlán in 

the signing of an Accord de Free Cultura among the artistas/activistas of 

the New World Border, ¿qué no? I'm here with Super-Pocho Dos, el vato 

más loco de Pacoima, in a promotional tour across the Americas. I warn 

you. This ain't performance art but pure Chicano science fiction. 

Anygüeyes, comenzamos sin translation cha-cha!”--Guillermo Gómez-

Peña, New World Border 

Deficiency rhetoric about Latin@s and education have become more intertwined 

with discourses framing Latin@s as lacking technological savvy as computers and online 

spaces gain prominence in academic instruction and literacy.  In 2010, the American 

Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research reported that Latin@ students “lagged” 

behind white student graduation rates at all levels of university selection. The percentage 

of white students graduating ahead of Latina\o students varied from 6% to 9 % depending 

on type of institution (Kelley and Schneider 2010). While this statistic gives cause for 

concern, the headline “Hispanic Graduation Rates Lag Whites’ at All Levels of 
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Admission Selectivity” on the table used to promote the study perpetuates deficiency 

rhetoric about Latin@ students. As in education, discussions of Latin@s and technology 

tend to focus on issues of inequality like the digital divide and access to technology by 

people of color (Banks 2006; Monroe 2004); however, the tec@ aspect of the 

poch[@]teca serves the function of illuminating Latin@s using technology to succeed in 

education, by articulating sites of resistance to deficiency rhetoric about Latin@s. The 

tec@ component of the poch[@]teca is grounded in the inclusivity of the “@” sign which 

brings together the “a/o” binary represented in “Latina\o.”
28

 In addition, tec@ also 

represents the growing necessary new media rhetorical practices building on existing 

cultural knowledges and strategies of resistance and survival. 

 Discussing the rhetorical strategies of the tec@, I focus primarily on the strategy 

of rascuache
29

 appropriation of technology, namely Twitter, by Latin@s students to 

support existing community-oriented practices. As an Information Communication 

Technology (ICT), Twitter possesses the potential to expedite communication between 

users, helping them to become aware of opportunities, mobilize efforts for community 

knowledge-building while creating a supportive space for expressing the frustrations of 

students’ experience. Acknowledging the rhetoric of deficiency, Gómez-Peña expresses 

                                                           
28

 Similar to Sandra Soto’s (2010) explanation of the “@” as an alphabetic performance that emphasizes 

political unity and moves away from previous “a/o” binaries, I similarly use the “@” at the end of 

poch[@]teca as a performance of gender inclusivity and as another reminder of layered rhetorical literacy. 

29
 I define rascuache as the repurposing and appropriation of available materials, in some cases for survival, 

while in other cases referring to a Chicana/o aesthetic that makes use of a bawdy style (Ybarra-Frausto; 

Amalia Mesa-Bains, Alicia Gaspar de Alba, and Yolanda Broyles-González). 
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his own frustrations with perceived technological deficiencies because of his Latin@ 

identity: 

I resent the fact that I am constantly told that as a “Latino” I am 

supposedly culturally handicapped or somehow unfit to handle high 

technology; yet once I have it right in front of me, I am propelled to work 

against it, to question it, to expose it, to subvert it, to imbue it with humor, 

linguas polutas—Spanglish, Frangle, gringonol, and radical politics. (“The 

Virtual Barrio @ the Other Frontier (or The Chicano Interneta)” 192) 

As a performance artist, Gómez-Peña responds to and plays on public beliefs, values and 

assumptions, challenging and subverting negative discourses and rhetoric with his work. 

Similarly, the quote from Gómez-Peña’s performance piece at the beginning of this 

discussion includes the characters of the High-Tech Aztec and Super Pocho Dos, and 

mirrors the poch[@]teca refashioning of the concepts of poch@, Aztec, and technology 

in a way that responds to the perceived deficiency regarding Latin@s, culture and 

technology. 

Latin@ identity and technology are at the heart of the “Tec@” aspect of the 

poch[@]teca rhetorical strategies. While these strategies can be practiced by Latin@ 

students and educators, the poch[@]teca comes from the inspiration of Chican@ artists 

and writers who have re-imagined and re-appropriated the poch@ in virtual and 

technological space. Gómez-Peña’s (1996) use of “El Aztec High Tech” and “Super-

Pocho” (24) demonstrates how technology has been a contested space for Latin@s and 
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appeals to empathy of his audiences. Use of the Super-Pocho moniker in tandem with El 

Aztec High Tech shows the existing connection between the anglicized Latin@ and tech-

savvy identity informed by cultural memory; the tec@ travels among new media users as 

they subvert international copyright laws in their ideological boundary crossing of digital 

borders, burrowing under and around firewalls, avoiding virus-laden Trojan horses of 

online banditos. 

Grounded in the historical tradition of the pochteca, the tec@ aspect of the 

poch[@]teca identifies strategies Latin@ students deploy in appropriation of technology 

and reimagining uses of technology at hand. For the tec@ aspect, technology signifies a 

range of definitions similar to Sandoval’s arguments (2000), including theories, methods, 

strategies and the traditional technological/computer hardware/software, electronic 

gadgets used in traditional and non-traditional rascuache movidas by individuals and 

micro-communities. As a communication technology, Twitter embodies a tec@ practice, 

facilitating communication between networks of users, repurposes technology of cell 

phones for increased communication, and allows for the performance of ethnicity like 

code-switching which demonstrates allegiance within a micro-community and validates 

the user’s culture. 

  Rhetoric and composition scholars Gail Hawisher, Cynthia Selfe, Yi-Huey Guo, 

and Lu Liu (2006) note how network communities and literacy practices are supported by 

individual users: “computer networks increasingly serve as sites within which people 

from around the world design and redesign their lives through literacy practices” (619). 
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In the context of tec@, Twitter enables real communities of, to borrow a term from 

Gómez-Peña, High-Tech Aztecs the ability to extend the limits of support networks based 

on existing technology.  In Technicolor: Race, Technology and Everyday Life, Alondra 

Nelson, Thuy Linh N. and Alicia Headlam Hines explain that the appropriation of 

communication technology like Twitter by Latin@ students is not just the process of new 

media, but an established strategy: “[b]y “refunctioning” old/obsolete technologies or 

inventing new uses for common ones, communities in many places have fashioned 

technologies to fit their needs and priorities” (8). Gómez-Peña describes this strategy of 

“refunctioning” as a part of the rascuache aesthetic and methodology that Latin@s 

employ while engaging with new media. Like the reclaiming of poch@, the strategy of 

rascuache serves the poch[@]teca by taking existing cultural artifacts and knowledge, 

and applying them in the negotiation of institutional and technological border crossings 

as learning spaces expand into the virtual, beyond the tangible classroom walls. 

Rascuache Strategy  

The role of rascuache in the tec@ component of poch[@]teca strategies has to do 

with the spirit and ethos of resistance. While the poch[@]teca deploys a differential 

consciousness in the subversive complicity and negotiation of opposing ideologies, 

rascuache speaks to the fundamental motive of survival, reminding tec@ practitioners 

that they are expected to trail behind their white counterparts. For the poch[@]teca, 

achievement matters not just to the individual, but also is a concern of community. In 
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“Appropriating Technology” Alondra Nelson, Thuy Linh N. Tu, and Vivek Bald examine 

how refashioning has been a strategy within minority communities. They explain, 

[T]his “DIY” approach to technology has always existed in poor 

communities, communities of color, Third World communities, out of 

sheer necessity. With limited resources and limited access, people have 

been using whatever technology they can get their hands on—secondhand, 

outdated, busted down, whatever—and have been pushing it, stretching it, 

redefining it, and usually getting it to do much more than it was ever 

meant to do. (Nelson, Tu and Bald 89) 

While the strength of the rascuache strategy is the re-appropriation and refashioning of 

existing resources, Twitter would not work as a tec@ application of the rascuache 

strategy if the existing strategy of support networks were not already in place.  

The poch[@]teca strategy of movidas involves working within communities of 

students and educators with a shared goal of academic success. Movidas, as a strategy, 

has been discussed as the deployment of social capital by Tara J. Yosso (2006) and 

framed by Angela Valenzuela (1999) as “pro-school ethos.”  In “Movidas Rascuaches: 

Strategies of Migrant Resistance at the Mexico-US Border,” David Spener (2010) 

demonstrates characteristics of subversive complicity, focusing on the “resourcefulness 

and ingenuity allowing the oppressed to overcome adversity…[and]survive from 

whatever materials they have at hand” (Spener 9). Spener notes that within migrant 

communities, members tend to rely on other members for support, often pooling 
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resources, as well as sharing information and building knowledge beneficial to 

individuals and the group. The strategy of rascuache is in no way singularly tied to art 

and technology; Spener’s use of the term appears in discussion of coyotes helping 

immigrants cross through Mexico into el norte
30

:  

Rigo used the terms rascuachón and rascuaches pejoratively, albeit with 

some affection, to describe the coyotes he had in mind… talking with 

other people from La Cancha, it seemed to me that a good translation for 

coyotes rascuaches might be “seat-of-the-pants coyotes,” meaning that 

they operated on a no-frills, ad hoc basis. (Spener 13) 

According to art critic Ramón Garcia, use of the term rascuache is in and of itself an act 

of re-appropriation: 

It [rascuache] comes from the Chicano critics and artists that appropriate it 

and make it positive and unthreatening. For nobody wants to be rascuache 

in a material way, because it is simply a lack of resources and funds and it 

implies bad taste. After all, calling someone rascuache is an insult, in the 

same way that calling someone Naco is an insult; they are demeaning 

designations. (Garcia 214) 

Much like poch@, the term rascuache can possess pejorative connotations while 

maintaining a sense of affection. The rascuache appropriation of a technology like 

                                                           
30

 El norte is a common term in Spanish used to represent the United States, given that the geographic 

perspective of Latin Americans is from the south. 
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Twitter makes sense because of the ability to communicate with immediacy and 

improvise mobilization of members within the community. 

In Andrea Lunsford’s interview with Gloria Anzaldúa, Anzaldúa describes her 

writing process in a way that evokes a rascuache methodology. Anzaldúa explains, “The 

act of writing for me is this kind of dismembering of everything that I am feeling, taking 

it apart to examine it and then reconstituting it or recomposing it in a new way” (“Toward 

a Mestiz@ Rhetoric” 44). Even though Anzaldúa does not use rascuache to identify her 

writing process, the process of dismembering and reconstituting with which Anzaldúa 

describes the methods of the rascuache strategy. There are similarities with how 

Anzaldúa discusses writing and how artist Gómez-Peña (2000) describes the techno-

rascuache performance methodology: 

The ethno-cyborgs have also invaded the realms of video and 

radio…These strategies of recycling and recontextualizing ideas, images 

and texts continue to be central aspect of our performance methodology, 

consistent with the techno-rascuache nature of our aesthetic. (56) 

Using the strategy of rascuache as analytical framework for engaging in discussion of 

Latin@s and technology, Gómez-Peña demonstrates how Latin@s can appropriate and 

repurpose technology like Twitter. Because the use of information communication 

technology (ICT) like Twitter is aligned with dominant ideological practices, the 

repurposing of Twitter to serve Latin@ students and support networks performs a 
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rascuache strategy a part of subversive complicity that works both within and against 

dominant systems. 

Tec@ of a Twitter Supported Community 

As a survival strategy, rascuache resists oppressive forces which make subversive 

complicity necessary while empowering the new media user to effect change through 

materials at hand. Tec@ appropriates and makes use of technologies including but not 

limited to cell phones, blogs, e-mail, online video production and social media which 

facilitate communication, communal knowledge-building, and the networking of support 

groups. One of the main reasons Twitter provides a useful platform of tec@ strategies is 

that it enables users to communicate via cell phone texting, allowing users to form and 

communicate within micro-communities. Recent PEW research shows 35% of Latin@ 

youth accesses the internet using cell phones, as opposed to 21% of white youth (Lenhart 

2010). As an Information Communication Technology (ICT), Twitter has been defined as 

“a microblogging service less than three years old, commands more than 41 million users 

as of July 2009 and is growing fast. Twitter users tweet about any topic within the 140-

character limit and follow others to receive their tweets” (Kwak et al., 2009). A 

microblog accessible through cell phones, Twitter has benefited corporations and 

individuals in the development of public identities, sharing daily experiences and 

commentary (Java et al., 2009). Twitter offers this performative aspect of identity most 

notably in the non-academic space it creates for diverse linguistic practices like code-

switching, which allows students to demonstrate inclusivity within their support 
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communities. For Latin@ students, communicating in a supportive network and 

authoring a public identity contribute to academic achievement (Urrieta 2009).  

 Twitter allows networks of students to communicate via text-messaging on their 

cell phones. This capability is important due to the developing communication practices 

of students who “enjoy sending each other short messages that are often not considered e-

mail or telephone worthy”(Quan-Haase 109). The text-messaging ability of Twitter also 

provides more potential for knowledge building within a close network, given the fact 

that “[u]sing network analysis, communication researchers have successfully linked 

technologies with relationship strength (weak vs. strong ties). Mobile phones (including 

mobile e-mail) and landline phones have been linked to strong ties” (Van Cleemput 77). 

Because text-messaging has been shown to be a communication practice among people 

with close ties, tweeting on cell phones has the added potential of creating a greater sense 

of community among users who may begin their support network relationship with 

relatively weak ties. 

In the field of composition, text messaging has shown to not only provide a 

communication platform, but also as a dominant method for discursive practices. In Jeff 

Grabill’s (2011) Inside Higher Ed piece “Is Texting Writing,” he finds students write the 

most while text-messaging and value the writing in text messages:  

Texting was particularly important, as participants reported doing it 

frequently and valuing it highly…Cell phones have become a writing 

technology. Students use phones for texting, sure, but they also use them 
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for a range of other writing practices, even occasionally for academic 

genres including notes and academic papers. We have been witnessing an 

explosion of writing activity driven by networked computing devices for 

some time now, and so we are living through a period of particularly rapid 

changes in how we write. In many respects, the cell phone is the new 

pencil. (Grabill) 

While this discussion of tec@ does not seek to argue whether the cell phone will replace 

the pencil, the value students ascribe to writing practices with cell phones deserves 

attention for its potential to improve literacy practices.  

Discussing the emerging importance of technology in Writing Matters, Andrea 

Lunsford acknowledges that for students who are digital natives,  

“writing” goes far beyond the traditional book, in fact, comprises such 

digital language, from blogs, wikis, and instant messages to cell phones 

with visual capabilities, Web texts such as zines, and online comics. These 

forms of writing are most often performative and highly visual, and they 

tend increasingly not to rely on, or even to need, traditional print text. 

(xiii-xiv) 

Because technology and writing with computers do not provide a panacea in the 

composition classroom, it should be noted when technologies that students respond to 

and value are identified. 



 148 

 

Latin@ Community  

 Even though so much of the tec@ engages with contemporary writing 

technologies, the ethos and motivation behind the strategies serve the success of 

community. An emphasis and role of community for Latin@s might be traced to 

Bernadino de Sahagún’s account of Pre-Columbian Nahua history, the Florentine Codex. 

Sahagún describes the pochteca as: “principal merchants [who] were especially friendly; 

they greatly esteemed one another. Alike were they in mode of behavior; they loved one 

another greatly” (23). The Florentine Codex demonstrates the community strategies that 

endure; these strategies can be better illuminated outide of the context of colonial 

narratives that subjugate through the promulgation of deficiencies attributed to the 

colonized, such as their child-like in-fighting and low technological capabilities. Like 

Gómez-Peña’s El Aztec High-Tech, the tec@ aspect of the poch[@]teca relies on Pre-

Columbian history to subvert and resist false conceptions about Latin@s and technology.  

Technology facilitates the connectivity of like-minded students that students of 

color might not experience when feeling isolated in academic institutions (Villanueva 

2004). Critical race scholars recognize the significance of community to students of 

color, especially the role of friends as support networks:  

[F]riends we might consider part of our familia. From these kinship ties, 

we learn the importance of maintaining a healthy connection to our 

community and its resources…Social capital can be understood as 

networks of people and community resources…drawing on social contacts 
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and community resources may help a student identify and attain a college 

scholarship. These networks can help a student in preparing the 

scholarship application itself, while also reassuring the student 

emotionally that she or he is not alone in the process of pursuing higher 

education. (Dixson and Rousseau 177-8) 

As a social networking technology accessible through cell phones, Twitter serves as 

technical support for pre-existing community-oriented core values of Latin@ students. 

Latin@ critical race (LatCrit) scholar Tara Yosso (2006) similarly addresses the 

importance of community building for the success of Latin@ students when she writes 

that “Chicana/o students tend to rely on their peers and social networks to navigate 

through this level of the pipeline” (60). Expanding collaborative networks into online 

space, Twitter provides a method for maintaining connection with the members of the 

community even when physical interaction is not possible.  As an informal space for 

class discussion, Twitter provides students with not just a forum to share ideas and ask 

for help, but it also serves as a space for linguistic performances like code-switching.  

Along with collaborative and linguistic performance space, Twitter offers the 

ability to construct and disperse knowledge within micro-communities, thereby situating 

students as knowledge-makers. The presence of a community has the power to transform 

how students think, and more importantly, think of themselves. Valenzuela notes that: 

[b]eyond helping individuals attain such human capital as education and 

skills, social capital fosters the development of trust, norms, and 
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expectations among youth who come to share a similar goal-orientation 

toward schooling. Exchanges of various kinds—like having access to 

another's homework or word-processor, or belonging to a study group—

enable youth to create and recreate a pro-school ethos. (Valenzuela 28)  

 Valenzuela argues that students with what she describes as a “pro-school ethos” often 

rely upon collaborative networks and social capital for success, sharing the common 

interest of succeeding in school. One of the first stages of creating these kinds of 

networks could start in the building of classroom community. Twitter accentuates the 

productivity and the potential for other collaborative projects.  

 What Valenzuela terms a “pro-school ethos,” Hawisher et al. use the Chinese term 

“guanxi” to describe the social capital and support students receive from networks online. 

Hawisher et al. explain that the guanxi in students’ lives “often took the form of academic 

connections of parents and friends that facilitated their studies abroad, supported their 

developing sophistication in the use of information technologies, and finally became 

crucial to their literacy development” (Hawisher et al. 633-634). Using Twitter with 

Latin@ students similarly builds on the strategies discussed in Teaching Writing with 

Latino/a Students by instructors at a Hispanic-Serving Institutions.  Jody Millward, 

Sandra Starkey, and David Starkey discuss the importance of “building a classroom 

community, linking students to campus resources, promoting student participation within 

the academic community, and encouraging students to build bridges between the 

academy and their familial, cultural, and linguistic communities”( 37). Twitter provides a 
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technology that can be applied to support these pedagogical strategies while at the same 

time providing a platform for creating the digital bridges between homes and institutions. 

 The use of Twitter among Latin@ students for the community purpose of support 

and knowledge-building intersects with legitimizing knowledge produced outside of 

hegemonic institutions. Critical scholars like Carl Herndl (2004) advocate for localized 

contexts for addressing racial difference in order to address the production of knowledge 

overlooked when privileging positivism-driven large scale studies of communication. 

Cultural studies further complicates the issue of singularity of meaning and voice, calling 

for a broader understanding of legitimate knowledge outside of political, social, and 

cultural pressures. Assuming that legitimized knowledge can be produced in radically 

contextualized spaces, we are able to see how networks of students using ICTs can 

collaboratively build knowledge. Since ICTs allow for communication within small 

networks of interconnected users, Twitter can create a culturally relevant support system 

for Latin@ students. At the same time, Twitter allows students to perform linguistic 

variations indicative of their ethnicities, creating increased inclusiveness, clarity and 

social constructions of knowledge. In her analysis of zines as sites of agency, Adela 

Licona illuminates how written technology can undergird feminist practices that generate 

knowledge in virtual communities:  

Girls and women [who] strategize tactics of resistance that serve to build 

communities and instantiate other ways of being in the world. They 

demonstrate a decolonized imaginary in their expressions of these third-
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space communities. Reproduced resistant practices generate new 

knowledge in virtual communities constructed by zinesters in dialogue 

with one another. (121) 

As a literacy practice supplementary to traditional writing assignments, Twitter de-

centers the production of knowledge, transmitting information in radical spaces of 

counter and non-hegemonic discursive production. 

Methodology  

 The methodology for this discussion integrates the aforementioned techno-

rascuache methodology of appropriation of technology for survival along with methods 

from Chela Sandoval’s (1999) Methodology of the Oppressed and Emma Pérez’s (1999) 

Decolonial Imaginary. Sandoval’s concept of differential consciousness provides a 

method for understanding the appropriation of dominant technology without 

wholeheartedly buying into the ideology of this technology. Sandoval’s methodology “is 

a set of processes, procedures, and technologies for decolonizing the imagination” 

(Sandoval 69). The theoretical framework that undergirds the analysis of these tweets 

comes from Pérez’s decolonial imaginary that resists the colonial narratives framing the 

linguistic diversity of bilingual students as a deficiency. Resisting colonial narratives, 

Perez identifies the decolonial imaginary as a way that “can help us rethink history in a 

way that makes Chicana/o agency transformative” (xviii) Pérez’s method of re-reading 

history in order to decolonize and uncover the contributions of Chicanas in history 
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provides this discussion with an analytical frame for identifying and analyzing the pieces 

of writing demonstrating strategies of the poch[@]teca on Twitter. 

 The textual sites of analysis come from the public Twitter posts, or tweets, of 

Latin@s which contribute  to the strategies Latin@ students use to succeed in education. 

The theoretical method for analysis based on Emma Pérez’s Decolonial Imaginary, 

establishes framework for analyzing data outside of potentially negative perspectives 

about colonized people that are common in public discussions. Pérez’s decolonial 

imaginary creates space for resisting political and social narratives presented as historical 

knowledge, allowing analysis of data outside of colonial binary paradigms: “decolonial 

imaginary is that time lag between the colonial and postcolonial, that interstitial space 

where differential politics and social dilemmas are negotiated” (Perez 6). The students 

who write these texts serve as subjects with experiences and knowledge, rather than 

objects to be categorized according to deficiencies assigned by those benefiting from 

framing Latin@s as lacking. This kind of framework for analysis is necessary because the 

poch[@]teca project mirrors Perez’s assertion that “[h]istorical knowledge is the 

production of normative history through discursive practice” (7). The writing of history 

normalizes and controls knowledge while analysis of student texts within a decolonial 

imaginary authorizes students as creators of knowledge and not objects to pathologize. In 

this discussion, Twitter provides an alternate space for the construction of knowledge 

between Latin@ students outside of the academic institution even though the discursive 

productions are in partnership with academic endeavors.  



 154 

 

Applying differential consciousness, I work in complicity with a technological 

ideology put to use by many within dominant ideology, from capitalistic purposes to 

church and government communication; Twitter serves an apparatus-like role in 

hegemonic systems of power. Differential consciousness allows for the use of such 

dominant technologies and practices, even when the purpose works in opposition to the 

ideology represented or embodied in the technology used. The method of appropriation 

of the Tec@ aspect of the Poch[@]teca stems from Chela Sandoval’s Methodology of the 

Oppressed, advocating for subjugated subjects to appropriate  “dominant ideological 

forms, and using them whole in order to transform them” (83). While appropriation 

possesses negative connotation because it often refers to hegemonic exploitation, 

Sandoval’s use of appropriation speaks to the strategic use of adopting dominant 

practices by minoritized and oppressed persons as a form of subversive complicity.  

Using Twitter in writing and rhetoric courses, I address the potential uses of 

Twitter and communities creating knowledge through the emphasis in higher education 

on information literacy (Katz et al. 2010). I look at the use of ICTs like Twitter as sites 

for addressing how delegitimized knowledge production, communication, and 

performance of group inclusivity occurs. While teaching a rhetorical analysis class for a 

predominantly Latin@ bridge program, I engaged with the issue of language diversity 

through the use of Twitter. Creating interconnected networks of students following one 

another, Twitter served as a site where the predominantly Latin@ class posted on topics 

extending beyond the general guidelines of class assignments and activities related to the 

summer program and events happening in town. As a part of broader discussions of 
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technology and discourses of deficiency with regard to Latin@s and language diversity, 

Twitter provided a space for an academically-oriented micro-community of Latin@ 

students. With Twitter, students build knowledge and can rely on it as a collaborative 

support network to succeed; in doing so, they maintain a positive stance towards 

education, and provide a performance space for rhetorical strategies Latin@ students use 

to work within academic systems and overcome obstacles. 

As Lunsford (2007) points out in Writing Matters, educators need to better 

understand digital writing technologies in order to better implement, evaluate and assess 

them in composition courses. The assumption for the poch[@]teca educator is that their 

humility and ethos is such that students’ digital literacy production can and will 

sometimes exceed instructor ability. By the same token, poch[@]teca educators should 

disarm students’ insecurities about technology and encourage student collaboration so 

that the technologically fluent will contribute to the community and inform the abilities 

of others. Digital technologies like Twitter never supplement the desire of educators. 

They extend pedagogical impulses by complementing the resistance to the colonial 

imaginary positioning Latin@s as lacking. 

Twitter Data and Analysis   

During a predominantly Latin@ summer bridge course on rhetorical analysis, 

students signed up for Twitter and posted before and after class sessions. Students had 

general guidelines, mentioned above, about the kinds of tweets (140 character Twitter 

posts), although the students exceeded the potential for knowledge and community-
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building that motivated me to implement Twitter into this rhetoric course with an 

emphasis on technology. Of the fifteen students, the twelve Latin@ students were made 

up of nine females and three males; of the nine Latinas in the majority, all were Chicana 

except for a Peru-born Latina. Twitter participation varied with the least amount of tweets 

being eight and the most being 66 over the course of the semester. In the following 

examples, I left the spelling, grammar and sentence structure as the students tweeted. 

Using the public Twitter posts (tweets) of students as sites of analysis, I categorize 

student Twitter posts, or tweets, according to community-oriented, class-related, tweets 

directed to me, and what I consider ‘venting.’ In my analysis of student tweets, instances 

in which students performed language diversity, either code-switching between English 

and Spanish, or posting entirely in Spanish served as method for identifying tec@ 

strategies. The type of tweets students posted while code-switching often provided 

contextual cues which indicated why a linguistic performance of ethnic identity took 

place; however, applying the theory of the decolonial imaginary, the utterances of 

Spanish serve as sites of differential resistance, but they reflect the agency of Latin@ 

students within digital and academic spaces.  

 Within the category of community-oriented tweets, students tweeted about 

meeting for study sessions, food deals on campus, local music events and opportunities to 

serve the community. These tweets follow most closely to the kinds of posts I suggested, 

although they also exceed the level of community coordination the connectivity within a 

network of cell phones provided. My role of instructor and the use of Twitter to extend 

classroom discussions online made students aware of my presence, although there was 
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only occasion when I intervened in the posting of a student who made a disparaging 

comment that I saw as potentially offensive or aggressive to the community space of 

Twitter. 

Some of the community-oriented tweets served to express the message of the 

individual Latina while offering advice to the class: “After multiple attempts to tweak out 

my video  i give up.. keeping it simple never fails :)” Even though this tweet does not 

code-switch, the student concludes her tweet with a reassuring message, letting other 

students they are not alone in their struggles. The student’s advice to “keep it simple” 

reminds the other students with pro-school ethos in her network not to become 

overwhelmed by a single assignment. Linguistically, the lack of capitalization and use 

informal language like “tweak” contribute to a positive environment for discussing 

difficulties, effectively easing the concerns of other student potentially experiencing 

similar frustrations. 

  Organizing her fellow students in a study group, one Latina deploys Spanish in an 

attempt to call for attention. She tweets: “Otra Ves: English 102. Study Tonight @ 5pm. 

We meet up in the Great Room.” The “Great Room” refers to a community room in the 

student dorm and the phrase “otra ves” signals to the other students to pay attention to the 

tweet. The student’s code-switching tweet mimics how a teacher, parent or grandparent 

would code-switch in speech, calling attention by saying ‘one more time’ or ‘once again’ 

to children who are not listening. What is important to consider is that code-switching 

does not occur without reason. In code-switching, Mendoza-Denton (1999) points out 
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switches in languages will occur within “structurally stable systems that have been 

developed and learned by succeeding generations of speaker” (377). The student’s 

limited use of Spanish can be interpreted as an ethnic contact-dialect model, deploying 

Spanish in much the same way that other bilingual speakers have done for generations. In 

this instance, this kind of racially-marked language diversity achieves an added level of 

clarity for its intended audience, conveying an academically-oriented message in a 

performance of latinidad. By latinidad, I refer to the numerous ways in which Latin@ 

identity is performed, most notable is the use of Spanish (Caminero-Santangelo 2007), 

but not specific to Mexican American identity given the presence of the Peruvian student.  

 While this discussion focuses on the tweets of a predominantly Latin@ class, the 

use of Twitter in subsequent semesters with mostly Anglo students has not resulted in the 

same amount or quality of tweets that build knowledge and community. In their tweets, 

students achieved a contextualized clarity while demonstrating a sense of community. 

Angela Valenzuela (1999) and Tara Yosso (2006) discuss the important role social 

capital, a component of the movida strategy, plays in the success of Latin@ students. One 

Latina student employs social capital when she code switches as she asks for help with an 

assignment. She tweets, “Can someone give me their email so they can print out my 

proposal and give it to Mr.Cruz? I wnt be at escuela manana.. :/” Similar to the previous 

tweet, the code switch takes place like a tag at the end of the sentence. In this example, 

the code-switching tweet functions as a space for an inclusive appeal for help from the 

extended community of students. This tweet also illustrates how Spanish represents a 

valid communicative variation on Standard English as the standard linguistic practice 
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within this micro-community’s discursive performance. Not only is the message clear, 

but it could be considered even more rhetorically effective within the context of this 

student community.  

While tweets possessing code-switches demonstrate a performance of linguistic 

diversity, the “poch@” aspect of the poch[@]teca recognizes that not all Latin@s in the 

US speak or rhetorically employ Spanish. Still, reading the tweets of Latin@ student in 

the summer bridge course, the movida strategy becomes apparent in discussions of class 

assignments. Using the Twitter network to build knowledge, one student asks for help: 

“Starting the paper is what most often gets to me. Any advice on how to begin? Any 

useful approaches?” In this example, Twitter provides a space for students to engage in 

the writing process of invention. Instead of building knowledge and inventing ideas 

through oral transmission, students engage in a similar process of coming up with ideas 

through tweets. 

 In another instance of students using Twitter for assistance with invention related 

to class assignments, one student point blank asks, “Can anyone help me with[sic] with a 

topic for my presentation??” The significance of this text is the foundational level of help 

the student requires. Without a support network, this student would possibly experience 

isolation. Another tweet came out regarding the same presentation, this time a student 

who had completed it still felt unsure: “So im doing my presentation for tommorow but I 

need someone here with me to give me feedback..Anyone want to get togheter [sic] to 
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study and such?” In this tweet, the user calls on in-person connections supported by the 

virtual network. 

 The category of tweets that I categorize as ‘venting’ has similarities with the 

“chatty” users that Java et al. (2009) categorize; although it should be noted that even 

these kinds of tweets serve community construction. An example of this is when a Latina 

student communicates with another Latina student about her lost phone: “jeessiiicaaa! me 

telephono! me estoy muriendo! :d” As a code-switch, it is interesting to note the English 

spelling of “me,” which is meant to express the Spanish “mi” or “my” in English. This 

could perhaps be attributed to Spanish-English code-switching and texting literacy, which 

transmits messages in texting shorthand, thereby meshing an alternative literacy tied to an 

auditory translation. Similarly, Carmen K Lee’s (2007) study points out that Standard 

English does not serve text-messaging users. Lee paraphrases a participant, Lo, who 

assertively says “she would not use standard English in IM because she simply wanted to 

keep her messages short and concise, which also revealed that to Lo, standard English 

does not afford brevity in language” (237). In this instance, the student’s emphasis is the 

expression of her message to her specific audience of the other students that can decode 

her linguistic variations. The use the Spanish phrase “estoy muriendo” has greater 

idiomatic implications than the exact English translation of “I’m dying.” Calling on 

another student in the class, the Tweet sender makes use of Twitter’s accessibility 

through computers given the loss of the student’s cell phone. With the option to tweet by 

either phone or computer, Twitter helps users not to feel isolated and a part of a larger 
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community. With multiple points of access to their communities, members can appeal for 

assistance through a wider range of technologies. 

Like the student’s use of the phrase “estoy muriendo” above, the use of Spanish is 

more than an aspect of translation and brevity. As a strategy, code-switching allows 

members of a group to demonstrate allegiance and create knowledge specific to a 

community proficient in the chosen linguistic variance. A poch[@]teca deployment of 

subversive complicity, code-switching performs “strategies [that] subvert the 

commodification of Spanish and gratify the bilingual, bicultural reader” (Torres 78). 

Code-switching can be viewed as a subversive act within institutions where Standard 

English is the dominant discourse, and code-switching between English and Spanish for 

Latin@ students performs an ethnically marked linguistic variance that demonstrates an 

inclusiveness within a community building knowledge intrinsically linked to time and 

space despite the potential distance between users. However, students who do not know 

Spanish did not comment negatively on the use of Spanish, grasping enough from 

contextual cues or experience from high school classes. 

 In another example, a Latina student uses Twitter to express her meta-critical 

feelings of distress during a difficult experience related to a technology-based 

assignment. Venting about her difficulty with accessing a wireless internet network, she 

tweets: “Im patheticly sitting in the McDonalds parking lot using their internet to upload 

my video :( and its taking 4ever!!!PORQUE!!” As in the other instances, Spanish 

functions as an emphasis that is more expressive for Latinas. Simultaneously, she 

indicates to other students where to find an internet hotspot while venting about the 
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challenges technology poses. Java et al. note that these kinds of tweets serve to build a 

collective experience: “people in one community have certain common interests and they 

also share with each other about their personal feeling and daily experience” (Java et al. 

6). While Java et al. note 20 % of users qualify as “chatty,” even the tweets possessing 

chatty qualities demonstrate a positive performance of racial identity and community 

inclusion. Unlike the tweets of the students asking for help or organizing study sessions, 

the student venting about uploading a video in the McDonald’s parking lot is not asking 

for a response; instead, he shares her frustrations, avoiding experiencing feelings of 

isolation students of color can face (Kniffin 2007).  

In similar fashion, a noteworthy issue relating to the tweet of the student 

uploading her video at McDonalds is the lack of access facing people of color. Rhetorical 

scholar Adam Banks (2006) addresses the issue in Race, Rhetoric and Technology: 

Searching for Higher Ground, arguing that the digital divide functions as a metonym for 

the broader racial divide in the US Another student broaches the issue of access when 

asking, “does anyone know how to text for free via internt?” Asking the network for 

technological resources, the student performs a rascuache strategy by attempting to 

repurpose available technology for other purposes. Economic forces are among those 

affecting students, demonstrating another important advantage of using Twitter. The 

ability to tweet and receive tweets via cell phone increases the accessibility of the 

technology for users. 
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At the close of the semester, there was a distinct drop off in Twitter posts. This 

drop off in Twitter use shows the potential lack of universal appeal of social media like 

Twitter even when users note its positive effect on community. This finding is in line 

with Hawisher and Selfe’s (1991) enduring criticism of the rhetoric of technology, 

recognizing technology is not a cure all in every writing classroom. However, research on 

students’ use of ICTs (Van 2010) note that communication within student networks tends 

to overlap: even if students no longer post tweets on the public forum of Twitter, they 

could still be interacting through Facebook, instant messaging, text messaging or email. 

As sites of resistance and positive ethnic representation, these kinds of supplementary 

literacy practices for Latin@s and other students of color should be more widely 

integrated into curricula because they allow students to communicate and perform ethnic 

identity in a modality other than traditional composition literacy. Despite the drop off at 

the end of the semester, I am optimistic about students keeping in contact because 

students maintain “a lot of “overlapping relations”; students used a wide array of media 

to talk to all their communication partners” (Van Cleemput 77). And the use of Twitter 

by students seems connected with physical interaction; in one of the last tweets of the 

semester, one of the students posted a message about an organization where they 

volunteered: “CHRPA (Community Home Repair Projects of Arizona). Phone: 520-745-

2055. If you have any questions about this organization, let me know! ” Tweets posted by 

students correlate to action in real life and the community-oriented nature of Twitter is 

illuminated by its Latin@ users. Even in situations where use of online participation lulls, 

in internet culture there is a 90-9-1 % rule which asserts that 90% of internet users do not 
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post, with 9% posting occasionally and 1% avid contributors (Madupu and Cooley 2010); 

the majority of users read the posts of others, accounting for the passive participation of 

seemingly inactive users. 

Conclusion 

An important message to come away with from this discussion of Twitter as a 

Tec@ technology supporting existing rhetorical strategies of Latin@s is that technology 

should be appropriated by communities to resist arguments framing Latin@s as deficient 

with regard to education and technology. Urrieta reminds Chican@s working for change 

that “Chicana and Chicano activist educators, however, were creative and innovative in 

negotiating these agendas for social change…their social justice agendas against the 

institutional boundaries and constraints of the whitestream schools” (13). Technology is a 

part of this tradition of creativity to work within and adjacent to institutional boundaries, 

and communities can put technology to work when it extends strategies already in 

practice. 

In the poch[@]teca, discussion of the technological practices of tec@ are not 

limited to Twitter. However, the tec@ strategies outlined in this discussion are also not 

limited to educational contexts. As Miriam Williams explains, “although a technology 

might cure a particular problem in one part of the world or in one part of a process, the 

advances can be applied for purposes beyond those for which they were initially 

intended” (Williams 451). ICTs like Twitter possess the potential to collapse the time and 

space to communicate and transmit policy throughout the public discourse. At the same 
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time, there are numerous other technologies available to Latin@ students that make use 

of cultural practices; future research should look at the storytelling tradition within 

Latin@ cultures and its application to digital narratives supplementing traditional writing 

practices. 

With the increase in digital writing, tec@ will remain an important site of 

production, study, and analysis because of the emergence of culturally relevant writing 

genres like digital testimonio. In the following chapter, the discussion of writing moves 

to the pedagogical practices of Latin@ educators who want to incorporate relevant 

writing and reading curriculum to engage students with curriculum that reflects their 

culture. Chapter five begins with an analysis of the rhetoric that frames Tucson Unified 

School District’s Ethnic Studies program despite its success; following this analysis, I 

apply concepts from Ethnic Studies teacher Curtis Acosta’s curriculum to rhetoric and 

composition assignments for the purpose of engaging and retaining Latin@ students. 
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CHAPTER 5: BROWN PEDAGOGY, HB 2281, ETHNIC STUDIES IN ARIZONA, 

AND CULTURALLY RELEVANT CURRICULUM 

I’ve never seen students act rudely and in defiance of authority, except in 

this one unhappy case. I believe the students did not learn this rudeness at 

home, but from their Raza teachers. The students are being ill 

served...creating a hostile atmosphere in the school for the other students, 

who were not born into their “race.”—“Open Letter”
31

 Tom Horne 

Being a White student in those classes, it doesn’t even make a significant 

difference. I still relate to all the topics even though I’m not Mexican 

American; it’s still my community where I live and I’m a part of that.—

Cambium Audit Focus Group Interview with Ethnic Studies Student  

Without language to name our experience, we inevitably become 

instruments of the language of others. –James Berlin, Rhetorics  

 

When it comes to Latin@s and education, the question often arises from 

educators, “How do we teach Latin@ students so they succeed academically?”
32

 The 

following pedagogical discussion engages with this issue, beginning with a critical 

analysis of the discourse of Arizona’s House Bill (HB) 2281 and its proponents’ attack on 

a program designed to better educate a predominantly Latin@ population
33

. HB 2281 

                                                           
31

 Tom Horne’s complete open letter can be found in the Appendix. 

32
 The American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research report “Rising to the Challenge: Hispanic 

College Graduation Rates as National Priority” (2010) identifies Latin@s as the population in greatest need 

of raising graduation rates. 

33
 Hispanic students make up 60% of TUSD and Hispanic student enrollment in Mexican American Studies 

Department programs make up 90% of students (Cambium Curriculum Audit 5-6) 
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targets Tucson Unified School District’s Mexican American Studies Department (TUSD 

MASD) alternately referred to by its metonymy Raza Studies and synecdoche Ethnic 

Studies, even though the program has proven to increase retention and state test scores. 

Analysis of HB 2281 with the application of Latin@ Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) 

illuminates assumptions embedded in dominant legislative apparatus and public discourse 

constructed to misrepresent a beneficial program for Latin@ students. Along with 

analysis of discourse, I connect theories, concepts and practices of Ethnic Studies to 

composition and rhetoric. Both adopting and extending concepts of Tucson High school 

Ethnic Studies teacher Curtis Acosta’s “Xikano Paradigm,” I enter this discussion 

critically reflecting on numerous exchanges with Acosta
34

 as well my pedagogical 

experiences in a predominantly Latin@ college bridge program in Tucson. As a part of 

the culturally relevant pedagogy I extend, the concepts and terminology outlined in this 

discussion for college level writing assignments create an academic refuge for a 

curriculum made illegal, or “undocumented” by HB 2281. Referring to Raza Studies as 

becoming “undocumented” by HB 2281, I invoke and call into question the use of 

discourse meant to dehumanize Latin@s in discussion of migration and policy like 

Arizona Senate Bill 1070, which legalizes the racial-profiling of Latin@s. In addition, I 

use the same assignment titles that have been a part of composition and rhetoric-focused 

courses with predominantly White student populations focusing on the history and 

epistemology of the geographic space they inhabit.  

                                                           
34

 These pedagogical discussions included conference panels, graduate seminars, one-on-one dialogues and 

e-mail exchanges.  
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A department of the TUSD Ethnic Studies Program, MASD stems from 

collaboratively developed pedagogy, syllabus, and curriculum, drawing from the 

knowledge of community elders to engage and serve the predominantly Latin@ student 

population. The success of Raza Studies and the resulting political allegations of racism 

against the program bring to light the salience of James Berlin’s unapologetic description 

of the classroom as the intersection of multiple disciplinary theories and practices with 

democratic interests (Rhetorics xxi).. To offer further context of HB 2281 and the 

dominant ideological discourse at work in the public, I introduce a letter by then Arizona 

Superintendant of Public Instruction, Tom Horne
35

 which demonstrates how Ethnic 

Studies has been negatively portrayed despite its success.  

To Begin at the End 

In 2010, longtime opponent of Tucson Magnet High School Ethnic Studies 

program Tom Horne advocated for House Bill 2281, written and proposed by John 

Huppenthal, creating legislation designed to outlaw the Mexican American Studies 

literature and history components of TUSD MASD. According to The Washington Post, 

six United Nations human rights experts released a statement expressing concerns about 

the measure’s condemnation of people’s rights to learn about their cultural and linguistic 

heritage in light of Governor Jan Brewer signing HB 2281 into law (“Arizona officials go 

after Mexican studies program”). Using intentionally reductive misinterpretations of the 

“Raza Studies” metaphor, Huppenthal, Horne and supporters of HB 2281 allege that the 
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 Currently Arizona Attorney General 
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program segregates students according to race, characterizes the program as anti-

American and empowering students with hate speech, and encourages racial inequality. 

Specifically, the legislation prohibits: 

1. Promote the overthrow of the United States government. 

2. Promote resentment toward a race or class of people.  

3. Are designed primarily for pupils of a particular ethnic group.  

4. Advocate ethnic solidarity instead of the treatment of pupils as 

individuals. (HB 2281s 1) 

Even though HB 2281 does not explicitly identify Tucson’s Ethnic Studies programs, the 

policies outlined were written according to how opponents like Horne and Huppenthal 

falsely mischaracterized the Ethnic Studies programs. HB 2281 frames the Ethnic Studies 

programs through its description of policies, and in particular the Raza Studies program, 

as teaching hate. From the Declaration of Policy, author of the bill Huppenthal defines 

the Ethnic Studies programs in lines five through seven of the bill as motivated by a 

pedagogical agenda of racial resentment: “The legislature finds and declares that public 

school pupils should be taught to treat and value each other as individuals and not be 

taught to resent or hate other races or classes of people” (1). The notion of treating “each 

other as individuals” stems from neoconservative blindness to cultural differences based 

on “bootstrap” mentalities which espouse supposed accomplishments of individuals. 

Individual and bootstrap rhetoric dismiss the support of community, and unearned class, 

racial, and gender privileges. By legislating against the teaching of hating other races, the 

embedded assumption about the Ethnic Studies program is that it does just that. In the 
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legislative context of the bill, the rhetorical use of “hate” also functions as an ideograph, 

signaling the invalidity and illegality of speech not protected by the First Amendment. 

The ethos of the bill stems from the logical appeal to a general, fair-minded audience 

invested in the notion of the individual vis-à-vis the mention of hate directed toward 

“other races or classes of people”; however, the insidiousness of the bill’s purpose stems 

from the assumption of an ethical agenda. HB 2281 possesses ethos because it extends 

the continuum of Arizona’s subjugation of racially-marked bodies, evident in Governor 

Jan Brewer signing of the anti-Latin@ and migrant Senate Bill 1070
36

. Following in the 

historical trajectory of SB 1070’s racially-motivated legislation, HB 2281 consciously 

misrepresents Ethnic Studies educators and students as deficient in culture, beliefs, and 

values. The vilification of the subjugated “Other” in the colonial discourse justifies HB 

2281 as a part of the colonial narrative which gives authority of the bill’s writers to 

evaluate what constitutes knowledge without studies to support their allegations.  

 In Part A of HB 2281, items one through four, the fear-provoking message of the 

Declaration of Policy becomes more explicit; the outline of the bill’s points allege 

governmental overthrow (line 12), racism and classism coded as “resentment”(line 13) 

while conflating culturally situated curriculum and empowerment through the study of 

cultural knowledge as violations. Explicitly provoking fear of Ethnic Studies programs 

with the allegation of governmental overthrow, HB 2281 reveals its purpose as an 

apparatus of hegemonic control. These allegations serve as gross misinterpretations of 

                                                           
36

 SB 1070 wrote into law the ability of law enforcement to ask persons suspected of being illegal for proof 

of residence. Opponents of the bill point out that the rights and citizenship of all people of color is called 

into question because the bill legalizes racial profiling. 
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cultural studies program, which investigate a minority group’s culture, history and 

experience, often in the context of US history. However, Ethnic Studies teaches students 

to critically engage with historical narratives to make them better prepared to take part in 

the democratic process; this differs drastically from the implied extremist plots of 

governmental overthrow. But the damage is done by these unfounded allegations because 

HB 2281 appeals to assumptions about deficiencies in people of color. Fear of essentialist 

views of minority populations are supported by and intrinsically linked to the projects of 

white supremacy and the discursive spread of misinformation.   

Threatening to cut TUSD’s “budget by $36 million a year if they continue to 

teach ethnic studies courses,” Horne is quoted on the PBS News Hour as seeking to 

punish critical perspectives, reducing their argument to “the entire governmental system 

is solely the product of the white power structure” (“Arizona Bans Ethnic Studies for K-

12
th

 Students”). In essence, Horne ideologically appeals to a conservative, white audience 

while effectively enforcing the control of knowledge and brown bodies through 

hegemonic financial apparatus.  

 When examining HB 2281 through a critical lens, it becomes easier to understand 

why educational leadership would actively labor against the academic achievement of 

programs helping Latin@ students succeed. The academic ethos of TUSD’s Ethnic 

Studies program, which Horne, Huppenthal, and HB 2281 call into question, is 
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undergirded by the results of Cambium Learning’s third party audit
37

  of TUSD. In light 

of the audit’s findings, the discourse and allegations in HB 2281 following the same 

arguments in Tom Horne’s “Open Letter,” reveal discourse protecting hegemonic control 

by the intentional conflation of race and racism. To demonstrate the positive outcomes of 

TUSD MASD, I defer to the independent 2011 audit of the Mexican American Studies 

program: 

In each of the last six years, students who failed the reading and writing 

AIMS subtests in their sophomore year and then took a MASD course 

during their junior year were indeed more likely than the comparison 

group to pass these two AIMS subjects by the end of their junior year. (45) 

The audit’s findings demonstrate the positive impact on standardized testing for students 

in the Ethnic Studies program. In addition to the positive gains of TUSD MASD students 

in the middle of their high school careers, an increase in graduation rates demonstrates a 

sustained academic improvement: 

[S]tudents enrolled in MASD courses in high school graduate in the very 

least at a rate of 5% more than their counterparts in 2005, and at the most, 

a rate of 11% more in 2010. Students who complete a MASD course 

during their senior year of high school are more likely to graduate than 

compared to non-MASD counterparts. (47) 

                                                           
37

 The methodology of Cambium Learning’s “Curriculum Audit of the Mexican American Studies 

Department Tucson Unified School District” included “independent analysis of three data sources inclusive 

of documents, focus group interviews and site visits” (12). 
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Increases in standardized test scores and graduation rates would seemingly serve the 

goals of the office of the Superintendent of Education; however, the show of aggression 

against the Mexican American Studies program alludes to much more unsettling 

motivations of HB 2281. The implications of Cambium’s audit of TUSD MASD infer 

that HB 2281 did not manifest from a concern for education, but instead from an ulterior 

ideological maintenance of racial superiority. But this is not the first of these kinds of 

accusations in Tucson and the greater Southwest. Anthropologist Jane Hill (1993) uses 

Tucson as a site for linguistic analysis of the pejorative register of Spanish as a 

component of a larger project, “of a durable regional political economy based on racial 

hierarchy, that requires Whites to produce and reproduce the subordination of Spanish-

speaking and Native American populations who have a prior claim to the resources of the 

region” (147). Hill bases her argument on the assumption that “Whites were utterly 

confident of their own racial and cultural superiority” (148). While my argument stems 

from the advocacy of culturally-situated pedagogy and curriculum, I am confronted with 

the larger project of racial subordination in the Southwest, rationalized by the myth of 

white supremacy. HB 2281 becomes recognizable as a part of the jamais vu (almost seen) 

project of white supremacy outlawing programs based on ethnicity while authorizing 

courses such as Advanced Placement European History, and British Literature due to the 

legitimated status of the knowledge. 

 Within the sociopolitical landscape of Tucson, accusations of racism misrepresent 

the knowledge belonging to people of color persist from positions of power. In the field 

of rhetoric and composition, Race, Rhetoric and Composition (1999) complicates theories 
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of race as “more than the language of racism” while examining race in shifting 

intellectual and sociopolitical communities (Gilyard ix). Historically speaking, the 

question of legitimate knowledge is something the field of rhetoric and composition has 

dealt with since its formation. The struggle for control of knowledge informs Mina 

Shaughnessy’s (1976) categories of composition instructors who “guard the tower” and 

“convert the natives” (234-5). Resisting departmental pressures to teach students literary 

analysis, Shaughnessy describes how the field engages critically with systems of power, 

revealing the protection of hegemonic privilege. In a perverse turn, HB 2281 enforces the 

protection of the academy’s ivory tower by disarming the natives at the gates. 

Because Tucson’s Ethnic Studies program educates students with knowledge 

stemming from geographic place and culture, James Berlin’s explanation of social-

epistemic rhetoric provides a heuristic for understanding culturally relevant pedagogy. 

Berlin asserts that knowledge stems from people in a particular place. As the production 

of knowledge through the dialectical relationship between the observer and the discourse 

community, Tucson’s Ethnic Studies program actively de-centers power while valuing 

the knowledge-making community (“Rhetoric and Ideology in the Writing Class” 488). 

And while much student-centered pedagogy creates protective spaces for knowledge-

production, Henry Giroux (2006) argues that ultra-conservative policing of knowledge 

shows “the university can no longer defend such intrusions by appealing to the principle 

of academic freedom” (Giroux 10). Critical race scholars describe attacks like HB 2281, 

and what Giroux predicts for higher education, as the “apartheid of knowledge” and 
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“epistemological racism” which relegates critical interrogation of hegemony and 

racialized knowledge-production to the margins (Dixson and Rousseau 36). 

Even though this space is dedicated to the extension of pedagogical theory 

recovered from Chican@ cultural memory, I cannot avoid legislative forces creating a 

moment of kairos with their support of Arizona House Bill 2281. And it is within this 

context of educational and racial oppression that I analyze HB 2281 and Tom Horne’s 

public discourse using Latin@ Critical Race Theory (LatCrit). Stemming from Critical 

Race theory, with its central focus on how laws disproportionately affect people of color 

with regard to property ownership and education, LatCrit challenges dominant 

“colorblind” ideologies that dismiss the lived experience of people of color and protect 

white privilege.
38

 The purpose of HB 2281 effectively puts into law the dismissal of the 

experience, knowledge and culture of people of color. It is important to note how the 

education of people of color, and their different ways of knowing, is framed as a threat by 

former Arizona Department of Education Superintendent of Public Instruction Tom 

Horne and bill supporters.
39

 

Poetics of Race 

While the accusation of governmental overthrow appeals to both liberal and 

conservative audiences, the crux of the arguments embedded in HB 2281 is based on 

                                                           
38

 The tenets of LatCrit are: 1) The centrality of race and racism and their intersectionality with other forms 

of subordination, 2) The challenge to dominant ideology, 3) The commitment to social justice, 4) The 

centrality of experiential knowledge, 5) The transdisciplinary perspective (“Critical Race and LatCrit 

Theory and Method” 472-3) 

39
 HB 2281 introduced by “Representatives Montenegro, Gowan, Seel, Stevens: Antenori, Goodale, Weiers 

JP”( http://www.azleg.gov/legtext/49leg/2r/bills/hb2281s.pdf) and signed by Governor Jan Brewer. 
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over-reduction interpretations unsupported by research. The colonial nature of HB 2281 

and its discursive power stems from the intentional misinterpretation of “raza,” thereby 

asserting authority over the colonized by making claims to moral superiority. LatCrit 

theory shows how Latin@ bodies are controlled by apparatus like legislation affecting 

education that normalizes unbalanced systems of power. Even though Tom Horne’s name 

does not appear under “Introduced by” on HB 2281, his role in the bill can be traced to 

his 2007 “An Open Letter to the Citizens of Tucson,” in which he makes clear his 

accusations about racial segregation against Ethnic Studies that later resurface in the 

legislative discourse.  

In his June 11, 2007 “An Open Letter to the Citizens of Tucson,” Horne 

incorporates colorblind rhetoric into his argument, assuaging his audience of not 

recognizing the experience of people of color. In doing so, he conflates racial prejudice 

with the access of students to cultural knowledge. Horne writes, 

I believe people are individuals, not exemplars of racial groups. What is 

important about people is what they know, what they can do, their ability 

to appreciate beauty, their character, and not what race into which they are 

born. They are entitled to be treated that way. It is fundamentally wrong to 

divide students up according to their racial group, and teach them 

separately...Martin Luther King stated that he wanted his children to be 

judged by the content of their character rather than the color of their skin. 

That has been a fundamental principal for me my entire life, and Ethnic 

Studies teaches the opposite. (1) 

Invoking the name of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Horne appeals to the ideographical 

persuasiveness of Dr. King and the legacy of the Civil Rights Movement while attacking 
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the educational programs made possible by these protests against racial inequality. 

Horne’s accusation of segregation is also based on the false assumption that students are 

placed into courses, when in actuality they self-select.
40

  

Instead of considering multiplicity of meaning, Horne translates Raza Studies, a 

common name used for Mexican American Studies, as “race studies”
41

; this reductive 

interpretation appears in Horne’s “Open Letter” and reappears three years later in the 

discourse of HB 2281. In Horne’s letter, he misrepresents the MASD Raza Studies 

program as jingoistic, saying “The very name “Raza” is translated as “the race”” (Horne 

2). He actively misinterprets “raza” by adding the seemingly innocuous article “the” in 

front of race so as to create a false singular emphasis, in turn supporting his allegation of 

“racial chauvinism” and “ethnocentrism.” As Keith Gilyard (1999) points out in the 

preface of Race, Rhetoric and Composition, race can be viewed as, and reduced to, the 

language of racism. Still, in order to protect white privilege, discussions of race are 

frequently and immediately dismissed as racist so as to avoid interrogation of systems 

and apparatus of power like HB 2281 that control people of color (Ladson-Billings and 

Tate 1995). 

Had Horne and John Huppenthal looked into the origins and uses of “raza,” they 

would have found that “Raza connotes a people with a similar experience with 

oppression, a history of invasion, and a commitment to struggle for self-dignity and 
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 “The Mexican American Studies Department classes are offered to all students and enrollment is by 

student choice” (Curriculum Audit—Mexican American Studies Department—Tucson Unified School 

District 6) 

41
 John Huppenthal ran his political campaign with the phrase “Stop la raza!”(quote?) 
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liberation” and raza “does not seek racial superiority, but rather equality within the 

system where raza have been oppressed” (Urrieta 173). Luis Urrieta clarifies the 

misinterpretation Horne posits, illuminating Horne’s unfamiliarity with Chican@ 

literature and the poetic metaphor of its epistemological tradition. 

 Because of poetic ambiguity, the essentialized meaning of raza can obfuscate the 

metaphoric intent. As Kenneth Burke notes in Rhetoric of Motives “poetic language is a 

symbolic action” (42); Horne dismisses symbolism in his superficial translation since it 

protects hegemony’s privilege by ignoring the motivation for the symbolic killing of 

hegemony’s naming practices. The “raza” in the Raza Studies moniker originates in José 

Vasconcelos’ utopian text The Cosmic Race/La raza cósmica. Didier T. Jaén, the 

translator of Vasconcelos’ Cosmic Race, breathes life into the metaphor when he explains 

“raza” implies that, 

[e]thnic barriers will lose their force, and the mixture of the races, already 

in progress, will increase to the point that a new, fully mixed race will 

emerge, in which the better qualities of all the previous races will survive 

by the natural selection of love. This new race, in which all the present 

races will become diffused and eventually disappear, and which will be 

gifted with the power of creative fantasy over reason. (Jaén x) 

The misinterpretation Horne derives from Vasconcelos’ text from which “Raza Studies” 

takes its title, stems from an oversimplified literal reading of a metaphoric utopian text. 

Many times the utopian texts that endure do so because of the questions they provoke and 

universal themes they address which remain relevant and possess influential 
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philosophies, sometimes inspiring schools of thought. The influence and symbolism of 

The Cosmic Race/La raza cósmica could be compared to Plato’s Republic because both 

utopian texts address controversial issues with assumptions worth exploring in the ideals 

they present. Because Plato’s Republic is symbolic of the Great Books tradition that 

canonizes bourgeois “high art” sensibilities, the fact that the Republic advocates 

segregation and censorship is disregarded; Plato submits that the lower-class guardians 

should be separated at birth while also espousing the expulsion of poets to avoid 

subversive influences. Very much a poet, Vasconcelos has been misunderstood for his 

“pseudo-scientific style,” which has contributed to misinterpretations even though Jaén 

explains “this idea of a superior Latin American or Hispanic race was not in 

Vasconcelos’ thesis… it is divinatory and inspirational, and thus should it be read” (xi). 

With that being said Horne’s intentional misinterpretation is neither novel, nor inventive. 

Instead, it can be seen as an intentional misrepresentation by Horne, which hurts his 

ethos, given the wide range of scholarship available to his position as superintendent of 

education.  

Critical analysis reveals Horne’s arguments to be little more than the repetition of 

the hegemonic argument that labels all discussions of race as racist in order to protect 

those who benefit from silencing the voices of color calling into question unequal 

systems of power (Ladson-Billings and Tate 1995). Henry Giroux identifies attacks like 

HB 2281 on liberal academics like TUSD MASD as the work of “right-wing extremists 

[who] have labored to put into place an ultra-conservative re-education machine, an 

apparatus for producing and disseminating a public pedagogy in which everything tainted 
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with the stamp of liberal origin and the word ‘public’ would be contested and destroyed” 

(Giroux 6). For those in rhetoric and composition, it is no longer enough to recognize the 

right of students to their language; instead, the attack on academic freedom should be 

acknowledged, of which HB 2281 serves as synecdoche, and so the ways educators 

engage Latin@ students need to be re-imagined so students become aware and contest 

conservative re-education machinery. 

Applying LatCrit  

Critical discourse analysis of HB 2281 illuminates the ways in which ideology 

intersects with the protection of hegemonic interests, revealing supremacy agendas 

contrary to the surface message of equality. The application of Latino Critical Race 

Theory (LatCrit) provides framework for analyzing the intersection of the law, education, 

and race, all factors at play in the case of HB 2281 and Ethnic Studies in Tucson Unified 

School District. Daniel G. Solórzano and Tara J. Yosso (2001) define LatCrit as a theory 

designed for situations like HB 2281’s attack on Ethnic Studies:  

A LatCrit theory in education is a framework that can be used to theorize 

and examine the ways in which race and racism explicitly and implicitly 

impact on the educational structures, processes, and discourses that affect 

People of Color generally and Latinas\os specifically. (479)  

With Chican@ culture, history and knowledge at the heart of the Ethnic Studies program, 

LatCrit rejects the dismissal of race and racism by dominant voices.  When LatCrit 

educators ask how educational institutions function to maintain racism, sexism, and 

classism, the agenda of HB 2281 and similar legislation becomes too obvious to ignore. 
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James Berlin points out that the effort to enforce English as the dominant language and 

culture is similarly “buttressed by the ‘scientific’ studies that established the ‘racial’ 

superiority of the White-Saxon tribes” (Rhetorics 26). As a legal document, HB 2281 

possesses a quasi-scientific ethos due to the implied neutrality of technical 

communication like legislation. The discourse of legislation attempts to present an 

“instrumental model of professional discourse [which] holds that technical discourse 

must strive for and can achieve clarity, unambiguity, and singularity of 

meaning”(Grobman 429). However, in “A Genealogy of Modern Racism,” Cornel West 

(2002) explains that “the very structure of modern discourse at its inception produced 

forms of rationality, scientificity, and objectivity as well as aesthetic and cultural ideals 

which require the constitution of the idea of white supremacy” (47). Examination of a 

law, which targets a program successfully educating Latin@s, illuminates how systems of 

subjugation maintain myths of superiority and deficiency rhetoric regarding Latin@s and 

education. 

 Applying LatCrit theory to the experiences of students of color, an 

epistemological shift takes place, de-centering the privilege of scientific knowledge in 

favor of experiential knowledge. Daniel G. Sólorzano, Octavio Villalpando and Leticia 

Oseguera (2005) outline tenets of CRT which include “centrality of experiential 

knowledge” and “historical context and interdisciplinary perspective” (275). The course 

material and ways of knowing presented in TUSD MASD emphasize the creation of 

knowledge by students reflecting on their own experiences; at the same time, historical 

context remains at the heart of Mexican American studies courses that examine the 
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contested space of the Southwest, as well as the historical and literary narratives related 

to the geographic space. 

The manifestation of HB 2281 legally enforces attacks on, and prosecution of, 

programs not conforming to the authorized histories, literature and ways of interpreting 

and knowing the world. In “The Intellectuals” Antonio Gramsci prophetically describes 

this form of legislation as, “[t]he apparatus of state coercive power which ‘legally’ 

enforces discipline on those groups who do not ‘consent’ either actively or passively” 

(Gramsci, Hoare and Nowell-Smith 12). It is when Horne’s “Open Letter” goes without 

enforcement that his slanderous attack on Ethnic Studies amplifies, with his hegemonic 

discourse reifying into law. As Superintendent of Education in Arizona, Horne seeks to 

homogenize curricula as an ideological project of how power should be distributed in a 

society (“Rhetoric and Ideology in the Writing Class” 479). HB 2281 comes as a result of 

public discourse by Horne in which he fulfills his role of reinforcing systems of power as 

an authorized agent.  

Third Party Audit 

 As a counterpoint to Tom Horne’s “Open Letter,” the third party audit of Tucson 

Unified School District Mexican American Studies Department (TUSD MAS) by 

Cambium Learning National Academic Educational Partners reveals Horne’s accusations 

embedded in Huppenthal’s discourse of HB 2281 to be false. Cambium conducted an 

audit of TUSD MAS program according to the legislative regulations of HB 2281, and 

the Ethnic Studies program was found not to be in violation of the mischaracterizations of 

the bill. Where Horne’s letter asserts “ethnic studies in the Tucson Unified School 
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District teaches a kind of destructive ethnic chauvinism” (2), Cambium Learning’s 

findings conclude otherwise. Refuting Horne’s claims, the audit finds no promotion of 

racial resentment (55). In addition, the audit finds positive measurable results in state test 

scores and graduation rates, which suggests students’ higher rates of academic 

achievement (49).  In response to Horne’s appeal to ideological fears, no curriculum, 

teaching materials or focus group interviews suggested overthrow of the government 

(53). 

Cambium’s audit quotes MAS program syllabi at length which describes the 

mission of the Ethnic Studies programs, incorporating culture as a component of 

preparing students to be engaged citizens. Cambium’s curriculum audit quotes from the 

MASD syllabi: 

At the core of this course is the idea that ALL people should not be 

required to give up their ethnic and cultural traditions in order to become 

part of mainstream American society. People have the moral and legal 

right to maintain the knowledge and identification of their own race, 

ethnicity, culture, traditions, history, and language. Culture is a major 

indicator in the ways in which individuals communicate, seek assistance, 

seek recognition, intellectually process and disseminate information and it 

significantly impacts the way individuals learn. (20) 

This quote is a part of MASD syllabi at all levels, demonstrating culturally situated 

pedagogy’s inclusivity, respect of diversity and recognition of different traditions. 
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Directly reading the mission of TUSD MASD from their program-wide syllabi 

illuminates Tom Horne’s misrepresentation of ethnic studies as teaching “ethnic 

chauvinism,” mischaracterizing the program as “destructive” in an attempt to imply 

impending violence.  

 Unlike the “destructive” influence that Horne uses to characterize Ethnic Studies 

instructors, the program emphasizes seeing the world through a social justice lens, 

evaluating the students’ actions in society as a reflection of self. One piece of reoccurring 

Ethnic Studies curriculum that directly addresses equal treatment of individuals is the 

Mayan concept of “in lak’ech.” In the MASD, the poem “Tu eres mi otro yo,”(you are 

my other me) is widely used in TUSD MAS courses as not just subject matter, but also as 

a philosophy for living in the world. The poem expresses a message of viewing others 

with mutual respect and provides a philosophy of viewing the world through a non-

essentialist lens. Cambriums’ audit quotes from an instructor’s syllabus which explains 

they “will not allow any behavior that goes against the principles of In Lak’ech or the 

Four Tezcatlipokas. All students will be required to memorize and understand these 

concepts” (21).  

This way of viewing the world applies to the interpretation of literature that Horne 

criticizes in the subheading of his open letter entitled “Teaching the Wrong Things About 

Literature.” In this section, Horne responds to a student letter that makes the point of not 

wanting to simply read only ‘dead, white men;’ however, Horne once again advocates for 

a dominant way of knowing, arguing, “I believe schools should teach the students to 
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judge literature by its content and not by the race or gender of the author” (3). By making 

the case that he does not believe that the race or gender a writer should be considered, he 

dismisses inclusivity, justifying the presence of literature by predominantly white male 

authors. In doing so, Horne places all-encompassing restrictions on what all “individuals” 

should value as knowledge. By dismissing literature and history through an educational 

lens connected to the culture of the student, Horne expresses the ‘lack of caring’ about 

the person as a whole which Latin@ student experience (Valenzuela 1999). As a result of 

dismissing the knowledge associated with a culture, students care less about education 

because they see their teachers and schools affected by district and state laws that seek to 

institutionalize ways of knowing. After meeting with a focus group on pedagogy at 

Tucson High School, the auditors quote a speaker addressing engagement and the 

perception of caring by teachers: 

The courses that have the greatest impact are where the teachers have high 

expectations, where they actively engage students, and where they have a 

real defined set of—not only expectations but objectives…you have a 

tendency to see students who are engaged in their learning…an attitude in 

the class where failure is not an option. (24)  

Even though these pedagogical decisions and practices stem from the incorporation of 

cultural ways of knowing like in lak’ech, the comments of the focus group participant 

espouse the strength of including cultural memory in curriculum and pedagogy. By 

cultural memory refers to the memory of identity that Victor Villanueva (2004) says is 
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important to people of color for resisting how colonization impacts the construction of 

identity (12). Jan Assman and John Czaplicka (1995) describe cultural memory as a 

reconstruction of knowledge relating to a contemporary cultural situation, which explains 

the conscious work of Ethnic Studies educators to represent culturally relevant courses. 

Cultural Memory and Social Epistemic  

 Although cultural memory is not extensively addressed in rhetoric and 

composition, James Berlin’s discussion of the social epistemic connects notions of 

epistemology with history of geographic space. In “Rhetoric and Ideology in the Writing 

Class,” Berlin’s explanation supports analysis of law and discourse in order to understand 

how knowledge connects historically to place:  

This means that in studying rhetoric—the ways discourse is generated—

we are studying the ways in which knowledge comes into existence. 

Knowledge, after all, is an historically bound social fabrication rather than 

an eternal and invariable phenomenon located in some uncomplicated 

repository—in the material object or in the subject or in the social realm. 

(489) 

Understanding knowledge as a cultural production related to the history of a culture, both 

the need to integrate culture of students becomes more salient and the necessity to 

critically understand historical space arises. 
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 The situation in Tucson with HB 2281 is not an abnormality in terms of how 

pedagogy and curriculum maintain systems of inequality. Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-

Claude Passeron (1990) point out how educational programs like Ethnic Studies are 

perceived as challenges to dominant systems of subjugation. Bourdieu and Passeron 

write, 

A situation of nascent crisis is an opportunity to discern the hidden 

presuppositions of a traditional system and the mechanisms capable of 

perpetuating it when the prerequisites of its functioning are no longer 

completely fulfilled. It is when the perfect attunement between the 

educational system and its chosen public begins to break down that the 

‘pre-established harmony’ which upheld the system so perfectly as to 

exclude all inquiry into its basis is revealed. (99)  

By drawing attention to Ethnic Studies, Horne reveals that low state test scores and 

graduation rates were integral to the ‘pre-established harmony’ between Tucson School 

District and its 60% Latin@ student population. The empowerment and increased 

academic achievement of Latin@ students create an impetus of crisis for those in power 

charged with maintaining systemic inequality. The authors provide an explanation of 

hegemony’s rationale, claiming an increase of “working-class students entering 

university” would offset “the educational handicaps related to the unequal social-class 

distribution of linguistic and cultural capital” (Bourdieu and Passeron 76). Increased 

academic achievement of Latin@ students upsets the balance of power in unfavorable 
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terms relative to Tom Horne and the office of the Superintendent of Education in 

Arizona. 

As a main component of a culturally-situated pedagogy and what has become an 

“undocumented” curriculum, cultural memory plays an integral role in countering 

internalized colonial rhetoric of deficiency. Deficiency rhetoric is embedded in colonial 

discourse framing the colonized as lacking, making them susceptible to being the subject 

of mockery and stereotypes. In Moctezuma’s Mexico, Mexican American anthropologist 

David Carrasco illustrates how the recognition of culture through the study of Pre-

Columbian artifacts serves as a disruption of the colonial narrative: 

As the feeling took shape in my mind, I became aware of a deep emotional 

self undergoing an agitation, revealing a division in my heart. I was 

feeling both intense pride and cutting shame at my Mexican ancestry…I 

realized I had been taught that Mexico was a country valued only for its 

defeats, jokes and folklore but not for its civilization. These messages 

repeated aggressively and subtly, had registered in me as a Mexican 

American the conviction that ancestral dignity came from the civilized 

Romans, Greeks and even the Egyptians. Moctezuma’s Mexico was not 

meant to be a source of cultural pride or intellectual interest. (Carrasco 

176)  

Focusing on how the internalized narrative of Mexican history, culture and knowledge 

negatively impact his identity, Carrasco’s experience with pre-Columbian cultural 
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artifacts allows him to re-imagine the epistemology of his culture. The use of history to 

heal traumatic pasts is what Yolanda Leyva advocates for communities of color because 

they “have begun finding ways to reclaim and use history in order to restore our 

humanity and to recover from the devastation of our traumatic past” (10). Despite the fact 

that Leyva echoes Inés Hernández Ávila explanation that history “es una gran limpia,” 

Leyva recognizes the generative power of history as a site of cultural identification and 

reconciliation. In the field of rhetoric and composition, the use of curriculum that reflects 

students’ cultural identities should come as no surprise considering Kenneth Burke’s 

(1955) work with the rhetorical effectiveness of identification. Yet, Latin@ scholars 

(Mejía 2004; Baca 2008; Baca & Villanueva 2009) are still required to serve as advocates 

in the field. Moving to discuss brown pedagogy, which incorporates cultural memory, 

knowledge and practices for rhetoric and composition educators, the work of Tucson 

High Ethnic Studies teacher Curtis Acosta provides a generative framework for engaging 

with different ways of knowing.  

A “Xikano Paradigm” 

A few years before House Bill 2281 was enacted at the end of 2010, TUSD 

MASD teacher Curtis Acosta wrote “Developing Critical Consciousness: Resistance 

Literature in a Chicano Literature Class” (2007). In his article, Acosta outlines his 

culturally relevant syllabus and curriculum for Ethnic Studies literature courses. As an 

Ethnic Studies teacher at Tucson High School, Acosta has been a part of the success of 
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constructing poch[@]teca student identities
42

 through what he terms a “Xikano 

Paradigm.”
43

 Acosta situates his Latin American literature courses within an Aztec 

historical context and epistemology. According to Aztec mythology, the Southwestern 

states of the US make up Aztlán, the origin of the Aztec people and a tangible time and 

space to reconnect with as an epistemological tradition in the Americas. At the high 

school level, Acosta responds to Jaime Mejía’s warning in Latino/a Discourses: On 

Language, Identity & Literacy Education (2004) about integrating students’ culture 

memory. Mejía explains that, “rhetoric and composition pedagogies that fail to 

incorporate our students’ ethnic identities and cultures can and will have adverse effects 

on our students’ academic success” (Mejía 51). In addition to Acosta’s work, Mejía’s 

proclamation serves as motivation for a brown pedagogy, addressing the academic needs 

of this growing population of Latin@s.
44

 A brown pedagogy disrupts deficiency 

discourses about students and writers of color, by challenging the hierarchical privilege 

of the “high culture” Great Books tradition Latin@ students traditionally excluding “low 

culture” writers of color whose writing pedagogically engages students in a way other 

strategies for teaching and discussing the lived experience of racially-marked students 

                                                           
42

 Poch[o]teca refers to the concept I posit in earlier chapters illustrating the rhetorical strategies 

contributing to academic achievement of Latin@s in the academy. 

43
 The term “Xikano” comes from the Nahuatl term “Mexica,” in which the “x” is pronounced as a “sh” 

sound; Mexica is the term the people referred to as Aztec used to name themselves. 

44
 According to a Pew Hispanic Center Population Projection (2008): “The Latino population, already the 

nation’s largest minority group, will triple in size and will account for most of the nation’s population 

growth from 2005 through 2050. Hispanics will make up 29% of the US population in 2050, compared 

with 14% in 2005” (i).  
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whose academic literacy is influenced by the reflection of their culture in the ways of 

knowing expressed in the classroom. 

One of the strengths of Acosta’s Xikano Paradigm comes from the application of 

Aztec mythological figures to curricular and pedagogical practices. His course deals with 

themes of resistance in Latin@ literature, while analyzing this literature through the 

tropes of Aztec mythology. Quetzalkoatl (precious, beautiful knowledge), Tezkatlipoka 

(the smoking mirror) and Huitzilopochtli (hummingbird to the left/the will to act) are 

foundational concepts involving Chican@ tradition that go beyond providing students 

with tools for textual analysis and situate students as creators of knowledge (37). In 

addition to serving as the titles for written assignments, these mythological tropes present 

analytical ways of knowing through which to read class texts. The metaphoric properties 

of the tropes serve as theoretical interpretations of these mythological Aztec figures. 

Respectively these tropes present course themes beginning with cultural respect and 

appreciation of knowledge and learning (Quetzalkoatl); self-reflection serves as a process 

of acquiring knowledge and learning about oneself (Tezkatlipoka); and the will to act 

(Huitzilopochtli). Under the overarching theme of resistance, the courses introduce 

students to culturally relevant texts by Chican@, African American, and Native 

American writers, thereby engaging students through a responsibility to community and 

respect of diverse heritages.  

For Acosta and other Ethnic Studies instructors incorporating the hermeneutics of 

the smoking mirror, beautiful knowledge, the will to act embodied in the Nahuatl names 
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relate explicitly to the community ethos of the teachings. Seeing their culture and heritage 

represented in the courses as valued and legitimized ways of knowing, students engage 

with the concepts because“[t]he Xikano Paradigm originates from the Aztec sun stone or 

calendario and the teachings of elders and maestros within our community” (Acosta 37). 

In the Xikano Paradigm, renaming serves as a constant reminder of the change in 

philosophy that aligns the pride in Latin@ ancestry with the cultivation of an academic 

identity. In addition to using these Nahuatl tropes for essay assignments, Acosta’s Xikano 

Paradigm provides a new way of interpreting texts, student identities, and the world that 

situates students as agents of change, as well as holders of historical knowledge in their 

communities. The Xikano Paradigm presents a new vocabulary in order to change and 

signify the symbolic re-imagining of traditional assignment titles that have not proven to 

benefit Chican@ students; in doing so, re-naming breaks from institutionalized schooling 

entrenched in traditions of deficiency rhetoric. Un-identifying with institutionally-

authored and authorized names allows for the renaming of a world with which students 

can construct an identity outside of educational deficiency paradigms.   

 One of the main similarities between a brown pedagogy as a poch[@]teca 

application is the emphasis on both the positive reconstruction of academic identities and 

community knowledge-building. Acosta’s Xikano Paradigm focuses on the communal 

reimagining of students’ academic identities that reconnects with their culture’s reverence 

for knowledge. He explains that “[f]or students to forge an academic identity and desire 

to learn, we base our study on four elements of historical and cultural importance to our 

pre-Columbian heritage” (37). While Latin@ come under attack for lagging behind other 
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racial groups with regard to educational achievement, along with the assumption that 

Latin@s do not value education, the success of TUSD Ethnic Studies shows Latin@ 

students would respond well if given the opportunity. 

In rhetoric and composition, Damian Baca (2008) espouses the study of Pre-

Columbian rhetoric as a project of epistemological coevaluation, which represents 

embodied rhetoric in historical tropes and generative cultural memory. In Baca’s 

Mestiz@ Scripts, “Mestiz@ memory” is the Pre-Columbian cultural memory of 

Indigenous and European roots, which Baca argues “symbolically opposes the triumph of 

conquest and assimilation” (11). By changing pedagogical lens, educators rename the 

world of the classroom for students. The critical hope is that students acknowledge their 

agency as subjects in a cultural tradition of knowledge-building that reaches beyond the 

dominant rhetoric of the Conquest. Educators working with Latin@ students could 

increase their efficacy by channeling the ethos of the Xikano Paradigm as well as 

Acosta’s pathos. Acosta touts that his Chican@ students “have blown away the test-score 

gap between themselves and their European American peers” (42). Because test scores 

have been shown to be culturally biased, the strengths and accomplishments of TUSD 

Ethnic Studies programs should be supported, protected, and channeled into composition 

and rhetoric’s pedagogical practices. As James Berlin reminds us, “[t]he important 

consideration here is not only the texts in themselves, but the texts in relation to certain 

methods of interpreting them” (Rhetorics, Poetics, and Cultures Berlin 117). 

Brown Pedagogy in Rhetoric and Composition 
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 The application of Ethnic and Cultural Studies to the field of rhetoric and 

composition studies is not a novel proposition. In 2004, Jaime Mejía argues, 

Rhetoric and Composition Studies integrally combined with Ethnic 

Studies that also focus on the literacy of not just Latinos/as but also of the 

indigenous folk in the United States, could significantly revitalize and 

change the colonialist nature of discourse and, more important, literacy 

studies in the Southwest and throughout the country. (52) 

Following Mejía’s call to integrate curriculum and pedagogy for the benefit of Latin@ 

and Native American student populations, the application of the Xikano Paradigm comes 

at a kairotic moment in the context of HB 2281. At a time when Latin@s are the fastest 

growing population in the United States
45

, HB 2281’s onslaught against TUSD Ethnic 

Studies brings to the attention of the public and academy an example of effective 

application of culturally situated methods. In many ways, a brown pedagogy’s 

application of the Xikano Paradigm parallels James Berlin’s argument that “a curriculum 

undertakes the creation of consciousness and behavior. A curriculum does not do this on 

its own, free of outside influence” (Rhetorics 17). A brown pedagogy considers the 

classroom and broader geographic space, placing the focus on the cultural values and 

issues facing a community in order to show the connection to knowledge-building.  

                                                           
45

 “The Latino population, already the nation’s largest minority group, will triple in size and will account 

for most of the nation’s population growth from 2005 through 2050. Hispanics will make up 29% of the US 

population in 2050, compared with 14% in 2005.” (Hispanic Pew Center i)  
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As a function of a poch[@]teca pedagogical practice, I identify this brown 

pedagogy as a rejection of the bourgeois pretense with which Tom Horne champions a 

dead, white male curriculum and hides behind in order to authorize designated cultural 

productions and de-authorize others. Curtis Márez’s “brown style” resists such systemic 

control, creating “a critical discourse that simultaneously counters Anglo repressions, 

opposes the white supremacist assumptions of highbrow taste, and affirms the qualities of 

Chicano difference” (Márez 109). For a pedagogy grounded in the pre-Columbian 

epistemological tradition, a brown pedagogy provides rhetoric and composition teaching 

practices conceptualized through the co-evaluation of pre-Columbian rhetorical tropes. 

The interpretive flexibility enacted to evaluate literacy and rhetorical practices of the pre-

Columbian Americas relies on a differential negotiation of high and low cultural 

productions. The call to apply a brown pedagogy comes from the same response to 

categories of what literature could be according to a bourgeois “taste” and “sensibility” 

(Rhetorics Berlin 5) that marginalized composition within a literature based paradigm of 

English Studies and is “related to historically conditioned economic and political 

interests”(Rhetorics xviii). By breaking down the black and white binary of high and low 

culture, brown pedagogy takes into consideration best practices unconstrained by an 

unnecessary emphasis on “high” culture. 

A brown pedagogy identifies those elements from the high school-oriented 

Xikano Paradigm possessing potential for transference to courses in higher education. In 

a brown pedagogy, Tezkatlipoka, which embodies the self-reflection and analysis of 

experience, provides a generative heuristic for assignments ranging from literacy 
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narratives at the first year composition level to reflection assignments for graduate 

students. Addressing both “memory as well as self-reflection” and “the active journey to 

find our inner self,” Tezkatlipoka requires students to develop their critical lens for 

interpreting “the obstacles in our lives,” not excluding issues of race, class, and gender 

(37). The self-reflective trope of Tezkatlipoka addresses the necessary study of self and 

understanding of identity that provide students with opportunities to recognize and resist 

constructions framing them as deficient.  Another act of naming is the appropriation of 

brown from Curtis Márez’s (1996) “Brown: the Politics of Working-Class Chicano 

Style.” Deploying Márez’s trope “brown style,” brown pedagogy “names the process of 

constructing and valorizing racial identities in the context of economic and political 

oppression” (Márez 121). Using the concept of brown style to describes the diverse 

population represented by Latin@ and non-Latin@ students, I extend Márez’s definition 

by additionally focusing on the rhetorical constructs of identity. Brown style 

demonstrates and performs a Chican@ sensibility that contests tradition high-low culture 

binaries. However, brown pedagogy, as a part of the poch[@]teca, emphasizes the 

symbolic actions of naming and self-identifying for the purpose of acknowledging 

agency. 

Bringing in the theory of LatCrit and feminist ways of knowing, a brown 

pedagogy considers knowledge woven from the social and historic fabric of location, as 

well as knowledge based on the lived experiences of students. A cultural memory of 

Aztec mythology, the concept of Tezkatlipoka incorporates traditional storytelling 

practices that inform the positive construction of self-identification. Through this trope, 
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the students’ “experiences are the focus of analysis” (Acosta 38), allowing them to 

develop their analytical skills on a subject on which they are experts, while creating a 

foundation for later units on textual analysis. The genre of reflective narrative writing has 

a cultural importance because of roots in the Latina\o storytelling traditions of cuentas 

and testimonio. In "Critical Race Theory, Latino Critical Theory, and Critical Raced-

Gendered Epistemologies: Recognizing Students of Color As Holders and Creators of 

Knowledge," Dolores Delgado Bernal argues that experience, and its application to 

storytelling, serves as a knowledge-building practice. Advocating for students of color, 

Delgado Bernal explains the value of storytelling related to feminist ways of knowing: 

Chicana feminist ways of knowing and understanding are partially shaped 

by collective experiences and community memory. Community and 

family knowledge is taught to youth through legends, corridos, and 

storytelling. It is through culturally specific ways of teaching and learning 

that ancestors and elders share the knowledge of conquest, segregation, 

patriarchy, homophobia, assimilation and resistance. (113)  

Having students express their own experiences not only demonstrates their agency as 

creators of knowledge, but storytelling also engages in the critical practice of speaking 

back to hegemonic systems of power. In the process of realizing agency and critical 

consciousness, students better recognize obstacles when they become aware of the 

traditions of oppression. Assignments asking students to reflect on their experiences, 

creating narratives from their literacy process and experiences present students with a 

culturally relatable motivation for knowledge-building. Coming to see knowledge as 
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something they can engage in the creation of, students begin to perceive themselves as 

knowledge-builders and recognize knowledge-building potential of shared storytelling 

traditions.  

Delgado Bernal also describes the trope of trenzas y mestizaje to explain the 

braiding and mixing of education with a much larger production of culture and societal 

construction of identity. Delgado Bernal posits trenzas y mestizaje as an explanation of 

“how gendered cultural socialization and educacíon, as cultural knowledge and practices, 

braid young Mexicana identities and social formations” (28). Critical pedagogies like 

Acosta’s which emphasize the process of coming into consciousness ask students to not 

just see the practical application of their education, but to see the interplay of culture and 

education, as well as the awareness of how society privileges certain knowledge; when 

critical pedagogues incorporate critical investigation of a culture’s socialization of 

gender, students resist the neoliberal celebration of culture. In his literature course, 

Acosta assigns Feminism is for Everybody by bell hooks in the Tezkatlipoka section, 

presenting students with arguments for equality of the genders while reflecting on their 

own sense of identity construction. Instead, students braid (trenzas) cultural ways of 

knowing with an awareness of identity constructions potentially working against a 

community’s potential. As a theoretical base, the Xikano Paradigm undergirds a brown 

pedagogy, inviting students to take ownership of their education that at once values their 

culture and is valued by their culture because their heritage and lived experience serve as 

the source of educational material. 
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The process of coming into consciousness similarly reflects the experience and 

necessary progression of knowledge-building in education. Presenting analysis as the 

creation of knowledge, Quetzalkoatl, or beautiful knowledge, embodies the New World 

rhetorical move to reevaluate history as a practice of pursuing knowledge cultural 

memory. In Darker Side of the Renaissance, Walter Mignolo outlines how knowledge 

from Aztec culture has been transmitted and expanded through efforts of scholars 

evaluating non-Western literacy practices, which is helpful in contextualizing the 

necessary historical aspect of this pedagogy: 

Ixtlilxochitl’s written Spanish was quite impressive, even though he 

always criticized the Spanish interpretation of Mexican history. As a 

historian writing in agreement with the conventions of Western 

historiography and alphabetic writing, he found his source of information 

in ancient painted amoxtli as well as in oral reports and the memories of 

elders (huehue). In order to find out the truth about the past of New Spain, 

Ixtlilxochitl could not trust the contradictory opinions of various authors 

(most, if not all, Spainards) who wrote its history. He decided to look into 

the painted records of the Mexicans themselves, as well as to the songs 

they used to register their memories (“y de los cantos con que las 

observaban, autores muy graves en su modo de ciencia y facultad”). The 

authority, according to Ixtlilxochitl, was in the hands of the “most 

distinguished and wise people” [gente muy ilustre y entendida], who 

looked at the events as carefully and intelligently as “the most serious and 
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trustworthy authors and historians of the world” [los más graves y 

fidedignos autores y históricos del mundo]. (Author’s italics and brackets 

Mignolo 93) 

Mignolo’s discussion of Ixtlilxochitl focuses on the origins of the epistemological 

genealogy in the Pre-Columbian Americas, while calling attention to the evaluation of 

literacy practices like those found in the amoxtli. The expression of alternative literacy 

practices, other than traditional print writing, and creating discursive productions has 

been a consideration in composition as in fact a goal of what writing can achieve. Peter 

Elbow (1987) addresses this when he writes “ Yet discourse implies more media than 

words… one of our most mature uses of language is for building verbal pictures and 

structures for their own sake—not just for communicating with others” (Elbow 58). 

Viewing visual imagery as a goal of communication, Elbow mirrors Mignolo’s 

explanation of the amoxtli as a literacy practice transmitting wisdom and knowledge. 

 Mignolo’s work embodies a purpose much like the concept of Quetzalkoatl—

drawing attention to the beautiful knowledge layered in Pre-Columbian history and 

epistemology. For students, the ability to re-imagine themselves within a far-reaching 

historical and geographical location facilitates the positive construction of public and 

academic identities. With this motivation, in the “Xikano Paradigm,” Acosta couches the 

concept of Quetzalkoatl as a part of the process of becoming “more fully realized human 

beings” (37) because of the necessary emphasis on positive identity conceptualization. 

Even though self-realization might sound like a high aspiration for instructors in 
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understaffed institutions, it parallels one of the broad mission statements in higher 

education of preparing members of society to take part in the democratic process. 

As a heuristic, Quetzalkoatl also represents a conceptualization of a cultural entry 

point for reimagining education, simultaneously giving students a reason to continue 

educating themselves, while accounting for the use of culture in the composition 

classroom. While Tezkatlipoka (reflection) informs a writer about their learning processes 

and Queztlkoatl (beautiful knowledge) reinforces historical context and cultural reverence 

of epistemology and engagement with texts, Huitzilopochtli (the will to act) corresponds 

with rhetoric at its most fundamental level of moving audiences to act. In the context of a 

composition course, the will to act involves the process of coming into critical 

consciousness and understanding that texts allow us to reflect on self (Tezkatlipokai), 

recognize the beauty of knowledge (Queztlkoatl), but also recognize and respond to those 

texts identifying themes of social justice. In the context of Tom Horne’s letter and HB 

2281, the teachings of Huitzilopochtli and the will to act serve as the most public 

representations of these ways of knowing. The will to act asks students to respond and 

resist the traditions of subjugation in the Southwest that hides in the plain sight of public 

policy.  

Positioning Students with Different Ways of Knowing 

 The issue of “high” Great Books and “dead, white male” culture and “low” 

writers of color culture is representative of the systemic issue of class which is 

recognized in a brown pedagogy. The teaching of class should come from the desire to 
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de-center the assumption of authority by White culture. Acknowledging differences of 

race, class, and gender contributes to the promotion of equality, empowering students to 

achieve, more so than if myths of superiority go unchallenged. And contrary to Tom 

Horne’s accusations of “promoting resentment,” Ethnic Studies teacher Curtis Acosta 

describes his pedagogical philosophy as based on love. Aiming for authentic caring, 

Acosta explains, “[w]hether it is love for our cultural heritage and the beauty of our 

gente, a love of learning, or the respect and love within our classroom, it is love that is 

the seed for the tree”(39). Like Acosta’s “Xikano Paradigm,” a brown pedagogy is 

undergirded by the technology and methodology of love
46

. In Chela Sandoval’s (2000) 

Methodology of the Oppressed, she defines love as “the forms and contents of [a] 

dissident consciousness” and  “reinvented as a political technology, as a body of 

knowledges, arts, practices, and procedures for re-forming the self and the self and the 

world” (3). Sandoval situates love in opposition to issues like academic apartheid, which 

are particularly poignant in the context of attacks like HB 2281 that targets a program 

helping Latin@ students. In a brown pedagogy, love manifests itself in the support and 

resistance taught to students. Much like the “caring” Valenzuela (1999) discusses in her 

explanation of the inclusive concept of educacíon, love serves as a methodology for 

countering deficiency rhetoric used to frame Latin@ students and education. In the case 

of HB 2281 and TUSD MASD, love is the force resisting the oppressive mechanisms of 

legislation seeking to erase the positive representation of Latin@ culture in the context of 
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education. Love is at the heart of in lak’ esh, asking students to see themselves in others 

and to love them as they love themselves. Love is a part of a brown pedagogy of caring 

with the teaching style and practices that engage students into critical consciousness, so 

much so they recognize the difference and resist the hegemonic forces attacking it.
47

 If 

instructors model love for students, culture, and subject matter, then instructors present 

the stance they encourage students to embrace. But this cannot be simply diagramed in an 

appendix or suggested reading list. Much like Jerry Farber in “Learning How to Teach: A 

Progress Report,” a brown pedagogy supports the argument that, “[i]f love messes up 

your classroom…[then we’re] going to have to learn to live with the mess”(141). 

Instructors begin teaching because of a particular passion they possess for the subject 

matter that they first study as students before teaching to students. If instructors are able 

to reveal their passion for course material, themes or culture, then students become 

inspired by the contagious excitement performed by the instructor. 

When asking students to critically analyze misrepresentations of their culture, 

teaching as an expression of love takes the form of teaching students to resist. Teaching 

students concepts like in lak’ esh force them to reflect on how they see themselves, 

causing false representations of Latin@s to become more apparent. Exposing students to 

negative representations of their ethnic population illuminates sites of resistance. With 

regard to raising consciousness of media misrepresentations of Latin@ students, Tara J. 

Yosso (2002) outlines the use of films with stereotypical representations of Latin@ 
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 At a city council meeting in May 2011 when votes were to be made regarding the future of TUSD Ethnic 

Studies, current and former Ethnic Studies students peaceably took over and chained themselves to desks 

and chairs, receiving national attention. 
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students as thugs and gangbangers
48

. Yosso claims that students recognize how they are 

characterized in the media and become motivated to ‘prove them wrong.’ While 

motivating students to prove false representation to be wrong might not sound like an 

expression of love, teaching students to resist comes from the desire to inspire hope. 

Effective pedagogy and curriculum can be subjective depending on the ethos the 

instructor brings, but an emphasis on consciousness-raising as a goal beyond the 

culturally-specific subject material provides motivation for studying accurate 

representations of culture. In Working from Within, Luis Urrieta Jr. advocates for creating 

spaces where students are able to recognize their agency to “author” themselves: 

“Curricula that center the accomplishments and contributions of people of color and 

analyze the foundational inequality of US society can provide spaces for students of color 

to author themselves” (167). Brown pedagogues then recognize their responsibility to 

create a supportive space where deficiency rhetoric can be exposed along with embedded 

assumptions.  

As a part of Latin@ students’ culture, popular culture provides misrepresentations 

embedded with assumptions and stereotypes from which to build knowledge through 

critical analysis. However, a film like Sin Nombre which humanizes the immigration 

experience for students who might believe misconceptions from their limited exposure to 

what a large number of the working poor in the United States endure. Sin Nombre deals 

with gang culture in Mexico as a factor directly influenced by class and gender in a 
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realistic depiction of a lifestyle that is neither apologetic, nor glamorous. With the 

majority of men of working age migrating to the U.S, following the flow of capital, 

generations of young men enter into gangs which provide their own distorted and 

dysfunctional communities united by violence and crime. The attempted assault against 

the young female protagonist in Sin Nombre demonstrates how the entrenched gendered 

roles of women are reinforced by cultures of violence. The motivating factor of 

transnational migration to the US for work also provides cause for discussion about the 

impact of the US’s low cost labor force on Latin America, and what is caused and 

endured in the pursuit of capital. 

Because the migrant experience is a part of the collective memory of Latin@s, Sin 

Nombre provides students with a more culturally relevant representation for the often 

discussed American Dream. Still, a brown pedagogy recognizes not only the diversity of 

Latin@ experiences in the US, but also the diversity of Latin@ experiences outside the 

US A film like Tambien la Lluvia dealing with the exploitation of Indigenous peoples in 

South America helps students to become more conscious of Latin@ experiences 

primarily impacted by the capitalistic enterprises attempting to use Indigenous peoples in 

South America for their labor while robbing them of the natural resources on the lands 

they have inhabited for many generations. Both films also highlight the diversity of 

brown experiences—for Chican@ and non-Chican@ students alike, the themes of race, 

class and gender disprove superficial stereotypes and assumptions about monolithic 

concepts of Latin@ culture. As with any critical pedagogy, films and texts should not be 

approached with an overly simplistic, neoliberal “celebration” of all things Latin@. 
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Extending Curtis Acosta’s Xikano Paradigm, a brown pedagogy introduces students to 

course materials validate their experiences and speak to issues of race, class and gender. 

Sometimes students do not relate local and national politics to the culture they participate. 

For this reason, brown pedagogy’s application of brown style as a non-bourgeois 

aesthetic encourages educators to assign readings from writers of color like Gloria 

Anzaldúa, who uses language to challenge constructs of gender, white privilege and 

history of the Southwest.  

Similarly, Jimmy Santiago Baca writes about his own experiences with education 

and literacy that provide students with an example of someone who succeeds 

academically despite institutional inequality. Native American writer Sherman Alexie 

addresses issues of class, race and intersections of both in language students engage with; 

bell hooks writes about race, class, gender and feminism in a way that is simultaneously 

accessible and powerful; the artwork of Guillermo Gómez-Peña and Lalo Alcaraz is 

respectively conceptual and familiar, and irreverent and politically charged in a way that 

make discussions of race and class difficult to avoid. Some of these writers present 

counter stories to dominant narratives, but all “illuminate the diversity and complexity of 

life as a member of a historically oppressed population” (Acosta 39). Analyzing texts by 

writers of color, students encounter experiences similar to their own which serve as 

generative themes and the building blocks for the construction of knowledge. 

 Much like students authoring their realities, the purpose of writing assignments, 

readings and film analyses relating to the culture of Latin@ students includes teaching 
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students strategies for succeeding in school based on their home culture. As pedagogy 

interrelated with the notion of poch[@]teca, brown pedagogy emphasizes the role of the 

instructor in presenting subversive resistance and negotiation within academic institutions 

through what Luis Urrieta (2009) terms “playing the game.” In Teaching Writing with 

Latino/a Students, numerous instructors advocate the weaving of academic knowledge 

and practical knowledge that helps students to navigate through the obstacles of higher 

education’s hidden curriculum: 

[S]ome [Latin@ students] feel pressured to succeed in order to please the 

family; some feel pressured to place family above academics. The key is 

to show students how to negotiate between their different communities—

their different linguistic, familial, class, and cultural identities. We use 

assignments that allow them to see that the skills or talents they develop in 

one arena can support their success in another. (Millward, Starkey and 

Starkey 50) 

Assigning course material which aids students in the recognition of a priori skills and 

talents directly relates to the concept of “funds of knowledge” which draws on cultural 

and home knowledge that can be applied in students’ academic practices (González, 

Moll, and Amanti 2005). Applying a brown pedagogy, as with drawing on students’ 

funds of knowledge, requires instructors to “acquire, or appropriate, certain specialized 

tools to conduct research that come to mediate their thinking about matters” (González, 

Moll, and Amanti 19). Not all pedagogues necessarily identify as researchers, although 
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this discounts the intellectual labor that all instructors engage in while endeavoring to 

improve practices and student achievement.  

Conclusion 

In spite of Cambium’s audit of TUSD MASD, John Huppenthal declared the 

program to be in violation of HB 2281 in January of 2011. My analysis of HB 2281 

serves as a cautionary example of abuses of power and the continued projects of 

institutionalized racism. Successful programs come under attack as a result of systemic 

subordination seeking to maintain the normalization of poor academic success of 

Latin@s. As a response to HB 2281, this piece addresses the kind of broader-reaching 

attack on liberal education that Henry Giroux describes as “an all-out assault on academic 

freedom, [and] critical scholarship” (14). Even though HB 2281 focuses on curriculum on 

the high school level, it validates similar legislative actions which tend to spread, 

challenging “the very idea of the university as a place to question and think” (Giroux 14). 

Critical and cultural theorists and scholarship represent a vital body of knowledge, 

constructed from the memories of cultural communities woven into the fabric of 

geographic location.  

False accusations reducing meaning to narrow interpretations that ignore 

generative metaphors should not academically and cognitively deny other ways of 

knowing. The desire to better educate the growing population of Latin@ students requires 

not only progressive philosophies toward teaching, but also a concern for material that 

engages cultural memory, echoing a much more complex and contested collective 
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memory and consciousness. For educators, memory serves as a reminder of the passion 

they themselves possessed as students. Like the mutual respect of the Mayan “in 

lak’ech,” the desire of educators to learn the material that inspires students should mirror 

the passion for subject matter that compelled them to become educators in the first place. 

For those already practicing critical pedagogies with culturally relevant curricula, let this 

serve as a positive affirmation of shared philosophy.   

Because this discussion trades in various theoretical abstractions, it should be 

noted the pedagogy outlined here comes from experiential praxis. While this does not 

provide a -prescriptive curriculum and step-by-step account of how to apply a brown 

pedagogy in all composition and rhetoric courses, I present alternative ways of 

conceptualizing the complex subject of Latin@s and education. The matter of how best to 

educate Latin@s remains heavily impacted by contextual issues of geographic space, 

institutional resources, and historical trajectories of institutional racism, but this is why 

pedagogues should find inspiration in projects reimagining concepts and practices of 

educacíon. My hope is that this brown pedagogy will not only influence and inspire, but 

also that others will recognize their agency and the will to act in contexts of varying 

academic freedom and empower students to effect change through knowledge-building. 

Afterword  

To avoid further silencing Chicana voices in Tucson, I would like to offer a 

postscript that takes into account more recent developments of what has happened in 

relation to Tucson High School’s Mexican American Studies program, specifically the 
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film Precious Knowledge. On the March 22, 2013, a young woman posted a piece called 

“Girl Code, Responsibility, Accountability and In Lak Ech” on Malintzine: An Online 

Zine By Radical/Women/Queer/People of Color about the sexual violence that was 

perpetrated against a young woman in the Ethnic Studies movement. Without explicitly 

explaining how, the film Precious Knowledge has been implicated in the cover up of a 

rape. The young woman writes, 

We all went to a film premiere and then to a local bar for drinks and 

dancing.  He was a creep. He was drunk and sloppy and grabbing on 

women half his age, he wanted to dance; he wanted to celebrate and be the 

center of attention. Women’s attention….I think for the most part there 

were young women who never believed her (and still don’t), young 

women who always have, and those of us who thought nothing at all — 

who wanted to be neutral. Neutral on rape. 

I am quoting from the online piece in order to not be “neutral” and to not perpetuate the 

silencing of Chicanas in the name of an educational movement that has nothing to do 

violence. The writer of the online piece continues: 

Folks around the country would call me as a respectable mujer and ask if 

they could show the film to raise money, they heard there was controversy 

and wanted to hear it from me. I would call one of my teacher/mentor 

from the movement and let them know and usually my answer was “yes– 

Yes, if I were you I’d show the movie.” I’m really struggling now with 
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how sick it all sounds because it was all sick. But I was willing to do 

anything for Ethnic Studies, ANYTHING. I would’ve then and I will do as 

much now as long as I’m not negotiating anyone’s dignity in the process. 

As someone who has heard of this controversy, I agree with the author of “Girl Code” 

that violence against women should not be silenced and no one’s dignity should be 

negotiated or sacrificed. Because the film documents the attack on Ethnic Studies, 

particularly Tucson Magnet High School, to ignore the controversy associated with the 

film would only continue the marginalization of Chicanas in Tucson. While the film 

documents the struggle over TUSD Ethnic Studies program, I offer this afterword as a 

complication to the on-going fight for Ethnic Studies because violence against women is 

not a part of any social justice curriculum. The voices, dignity, and rights of Chicanas 

should not be sacrificed in order to simplify and homogenize narratives of history. 

It is important to remember that neither Precious Knowledge nor the filmmakers 

have any impact on the social justice ethos of the program, and the program’s mission to 

educate Latin@ students in a social, political, and economic landscape that has 

traditionally subjugated this population. TUSD MAS program serves as a symbol and 

outcome of the civil rights movement that continues to inspire coming generations of 

student activists and activist educators who will not let the voices of marginalized 

populations be silenced. 
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APPENDIX A: SENATE BILL 1070 
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APPENDIX B: HOUSE BILL 2281 
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APPENDIX C: OPEN LETTER FROM TOM HORNE 
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