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Humor (and Borderlands of Joy) in Chicana Poetry in Spanish

By: Isabel Diaz Sanchez

The Chicana challenge in the Chicano movement and post-movement

This essay analyzes how humor reflects the challenges confronted by Chicanas during the
Chicano movement and beyond, focusing specifically on the 1980s. The Chicano movement,
which unfolded from approximately 1965 to 1975, coincided with the broader struggle for civil
rights in the US, particularly concerning ethnic minorities and women. This movement was
predicated on the profound social injustices and oppressive conditions experienced by the Chicano
community. It was a heterogeneous social movement that, in its totality, claimed the cultural
identity of the Chicano people. Politics and literature collided during the Chicano movement;
however, Chicanas were left behind in this process of change: “The rise of the Chicana movement
can be seen as the response to the frustration that comes when hard work and dedication to a cause
go unrecognized. As the Chicano movement unfolded in the late 1960s, it became increasingly
clear that these needs and concerns were not being recognized or met” (Mirand¢ and Enriquez,
234). In this sense, as demonstrated by numerous studies on the Chicano movement, the
foundations of “El Plan Espiritual de Aztlan” —adopted in 1969 at the First National Chicano
Liberation Youth Conference, held in Denver, Colorado— obscured Chicanas, both in articulating
what the Chicano nation was, and who belonged within it. During the Chicano movement,
Chicanas not only challenged the racist and homophobic US context, but also pointed to the
discrimination within Chicano nationalism that, in addition to reclaiming Aztlan as the heritage of
the Chicano community, involved the historical reclamation of the cultural roots of Mexican
Americans culture swept away after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848. Although “El Plan
Espiritual de Aztlan” marked the self-affirmation of the Chicano community in the US, it failed in
addressing Chicana issues. As Lee Bebout observed “El Plan Espiritual de Aztlan” imagined
community and raised social and cultural consciousness via the mythohistorical bronzed
brotherhood, it simultaneously lowered consciousness of gender and sexuality-based
discrimination” (21). The issue of ethnicity and national identity (Aztlan) occupied a central
position in the corpus of Chicana literature produced during the movement, as questions of myth
and historiography proved to be of crucial significance in the understanding of Chicano culture.

The Chicana poets of the Movement and post-movement analyzed in this essay,
Margarita Cota-Cardenas and Lucha Corpi, demonstrate how humor is employed to redefine the
Chicanismo offered by dominant poets of the Chicano movement, such as Rodolfo “Corky”
Gonzales, José Montoya, Tino Villanueva, and Ricardo Sanchez, among others. Their Chicanismo
was partially based, among other aspects, on unearthing indigenous cultural roots, which serve as
the foundation for Chicano identity. However, as Rafael Pérez-Torres observes, for Chicana poets
of the 1980s, Aztlan becomes “a site fully marked by a history that is not fully empowering” (11).
In this sense, in the decade following the Chicano movement, poets, specifically Gloria Anzaldua,
proposed the space of the borderlands as the site for the Chicana imaginary; that is, the borderlands
would become the emblem of the very existence of the Chicano community.

The present study posits the hypothesis that humor is not necessarily frivolous or superficial
for Cota-Cardenas and Corpi. This phenomenon can be regarded as a form of linguistic and cultural
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resistance, as well as one of the most intrinsic vertices of Chicana feminism. The study also
explores the connection between the decision to write in Spanish and the process of identity
reaffirmation. Additionally, it analyzes how Chicana poets have responded to and contributed to
the sociopolitical discourse during the movement. While the broader movement sought civil rights
and cultural affirmation for Chicanos, Chicana poets addressed the additional layers of gender,
sexuality, and intersectional identity. This essay analyzes the works of foundational poets such as
Margarita Cota-Cérdenas and Lucha Corpi, emphasizing how their poetry, written in Spanish and
with the use of humor, created a space for feminist resistance within a male-dominated movement
and broader Anglo-American society.

A critical analysis of Chicana poetry reveals that satire serves not merely as a mirror
reflecting the experiences of others, but as a lens that refracts the struggles of Chicana women
within their community and in the racist context of the US during the Chicano
movement. Generally, the use of irony and satire is motivated by theneed for certain
circumstances to undergo change, modification, or elimination. Above all, the
satirist aims to engage the reader’s mind to influence attitudes, beliefs, and actions. As Dustin
Griffin points out, “the satirist writes in order to discover, to explore, to survey, to attempt to
clarify” (39). From this perspective, the primary objective of satire is to reveal the fundamental
flaws or ethical deficiencies inherent in each situation or system, advocating for changes that are
deemed necessary or morally imperative. In this regard, Ronald Paulson asserts that “satire’s
purpose ordinarily is not to create something new but to expose the real evil in the existing” (2).
The application of humor is a multifaceted phenomenon that entails the disclosure of social and
psychological relations, cognitive processes, cultural “norms,” and judgments. Consequently, the
fundamental purpose of employing humor is to provide entertainment, although this is not
invariably the anticipated outcome.

The reception of a joke, for instance, is subjective and intuitive, as it is influenced by the
individual’s cultural and psychological background. In this context, Sigmund Freud proposes in
Jokes and their Relation to the Unconscious that jokes can be formed in the unconscious and “have
not received nearly as much philosophical consideration as they deserve in view of the part they
play in our mental life.” (9). Furthermore, in his observation of jokes and the unconscious, he
claims that they represent a fight against authority, and they become a liberation from the
oppression suffered by that authority (105). Moreover, Freud’s observations on the role of
“authority” in humor will prove instrumental in examining the dynamics of feminism during the
Chicano movement. In order to establish a distinctive voice, Chicanas needed to challenge
“authority,” a principle that is reflected in their poems. To this end, during the Chicano movement,
literary and cultural manifestations functioned as a space of freedom and vindication for Chicana
women writers. In this sense, the use of humor by Chicana writers (not only poets) engages with
the struggles of feminism during and after the Chicano movement. For instance, the advent of
periodicals such as Regeneracion (1970-1973), El Grito del Norte (1968-1973), and Las hijas de
Cuauhtémoc (1971-1974) was instrumental in this undertaking, serving as a medium through
which Chicana women were able to articulate their experiences and aspirations, thereby fostering
a sense of collective identity and catalyzing a range of opportunities.

As will be demonstrated subsequently in this essay, despite the challenges in categorizing
the Chicano literature of that period, in the Chicana poetry of the movement and post-movement
era, women could express themselves directly, without mediation, with power and sentiment.
Drawing on Mikhail Bakhtin’s conceptualization of poetry in The Dialogic Imagination, we
observe that “in poetic genres, artistic consciousness—understood as a unity of the author’s



Label Me Latina/o 2025 Special Issue Volume 15: Healing Wounds in the Borderlands 3

semantic and expressive intentions—fully realizes itself within its own language; in them alone is
such consciousness fully immanent, expressing itself in it directly and without mediation, without
conditions and without distance” (285). In this sense, Chicana poetry needed to exist without the
mediation of Chicano authors during e/ Movimiento to establish a distinctive voice, be heard, and
be read. Chicana women writers, particularly poets, exhibited a strong sense of agency, rejecting
the confines of domesticity and motherhood. In Chicana Feminist Thought, Alma G. Garcia
explores how the social construction of Chicana feminism started in the turbulent years of the
Chicano movement. Garcia reiterates Fernanda Flores’s compelling assertion that Chicana women
should be incorporated into the movement as primary forces, rather than secondary ones:

[Chicanas] can no longer remain in a subservient role or as auxiliary forces in the [Chicano]
movement. They must be included in the front line of communication, leadership, and
organizational responsibility.... The issue of equality, freedom, and self-determination of
the Chicana, like the right of self-determination, equality, and liberation of the Mexican
[Chicano] community, is not negotiable. Anyone opposing the right of women to organize
into their own form of organization has no place in the leadership of the movement. (19)

It was therefore vital that Chicanas also occupied the public sphere and played a relevant role in
the decision-making processes of the Chicano movement. The subaltern position within the
Chicano community had become untenable, and the principles of justice and equality served as a
banner for the burgeoning Chicano feminism.

This essay also explores the use of Spanish in Chicano poetry, examining how it serves as
a liminal space where the linguistic and cultural borderlands converge. During the period of the
Chicano movement, many writers strategically employed the Spanish language as a means of
expressing identity and belonging in the face of pervasive discrimination and oppression from
mainstream Anglo culture. Moreover, women were expected to be the primary custodians of
Mexican-American “tradition” in the domestic space, and the use of Spanish within the family
environment served as a further indication of the maintenance of cultural heritage. In this sense,
the use of language became a transgressive element, even if the price to be paid was very high.
Nevertheless, the border between the “you” and the “I” is vividly captured in the poetry of Chicana
poets through a display of beauty, criticism, joy, and humor.

Some Chicana writers had to open small publishing houses to publish their works. This is
the case of Margarita Cota-Cardenas, who founded Scorpion Press together with Eliana Sudrez
Rivero. A few Chicana poets adopted an ideological stance within the border space, a position that
occupies a particularly tenuous terrain to the heritage of the former conqueror and oppressor. This
“border” position was already being advanced by some of the Chicana poets of the Chicano
movement within the sociocultural and linguistic parameters of the Chicano community. They will
be regarded as the precursors of the renowned Chicana writers and scholars of the eighties and
nineties, including Gloria Anzaldta, Cherrie Moraga, Emma Pérez, and Maria Herrera-Sobek,
among others.

In order to identify the thematic lines of Chicana’s poetry in this particular period, it is
essential to consider that the term “Chicana” itself was reclaimed during the Chicano movement
to assert a distinct identity rooted in indigenous, mestiza, and working-class histories. Furthermore,
within the activist circles, the role of women was frequently constrained to support positions,
echoing traditional gender norms. Chicanas experienced a sense of alienation within the Chicano
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movement, primarily due to their exclusion from leadership roles and the oversight of gender-
related concerns in the “revolutionary” movement. Contemporary Chicana poets, particularly
those who emerged during the movement era or those who followed, have challenged these
limitations by advocating for a more inclusive conception of liberation. As Alfredo Mirandé and
Evangelina Enriquez point out, “It was said [the Chicano movement] to concentrate on concerns
common to all Chicanos, but in fact focused on male issues and for the most part ignored the
problems of women” (2). Chicanas asserted their autonomy and resistance to the heteropatriarchy
that seemingly dictated their lives. Their work emerged not only in literary anthologies and
university presses but also in grassroots publications, murals, and spoken word performances. The
objective of denouncing Chicana women as a minority and subaltern group was a central
component of the artistic and ideological project of those poets who employed humor as the central
axis of their poetry. As Alma M. Garcia observes, “throughout the 1970s, this initial generation of
self-proclaimed Chicana feminists viewed the struggle against sexism within the Chicano
movement and the struggle against racism in the larger society as central ideological components
of their feminist thought” (Garcia 19). In this context, humor was the perfect medium for some
Chicana poets because, as Ronald Wallace asserts, “the lyric and the comic may derive from the
same emotional burst of intensity, focusing and releasing the same exuberance” (Wallace 11). In
this sense, humor functions in Chicana poetry as an effective catalyst for the development of
thematic lines that focus on identity and gender reaffirmation. Chicana poems serve to reinforce a
wounded voice or one that is susceptible to being wounded, with firmness.

Humor and Identity in Chicana Poetry

The study of humor has received little attention in the works of ethnic and decolonial
writers. A thorough examination of this line of argument reveals that, in addition to the
marginalization of humor and ethnic writers, humor and gender have also been significantly
relegated. In this sense, Dianna C. Niebylski in her study of humor and Latin American women
writers, observes that “views of humor practices and comic worldviews have echoed or
supplemented each other in excluding or censoring women from the production and reception of
humor” (14). It is imperative to acknowledge the scarcity of research on humor and Chicana
writers, as well as to emphasize the necessity for further investigation. Since the advent of the 20th
century, with the seminal studies on humor by Sigmund Freud and Henry Bergson, the field of
humor studies has historically excluded women as subjects. This exclusion can be attributed to the
prevailing assumption that women were not capable of “doing” or “receiving” humorous or comic
situations. Niebylski underscores this point by asserting that the humor of women writers possesses
significant transgressive potential: “The constant shifts between the denials of the existence of
women’s humor and the many censoring mechanisms targeted at women who might dare show a
sense of it (humor or wit) loudly announce the potential transgressiveness of women’s humor”
(25). For Chicana writers, the employment of irony, parody, satire, and the grotesque serves as a
medium that challenges and subverts dominant constructions, thereby offering new perspectives
and possibilities through relief, creation, transformation, and healing. Sometimes, humor is used
abruptly to shock audiences, but it can also serve as a bridge to solidarity and effective
communication. This is exemplified by Chicana poets during (and after) the Chicano movement.

The development of Chicano poetry during this period echoes the traditions of other ethnic
communities in the United States, particularly the Black poetry of Langston Hughes from the
1930s and 1940s. For example, in his poems “Harlem,” “The Jester,” and “Little Lyric (of Great
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Importance),” Hughes offers a celebration of the survival, endurance, joy, and pain of Black lives
in the US. This type of humor is primarily subversive and disruptive of accepted values and
systems concerning ethnicity and identity; therefore, readers also express bitter or ironic laughter,
amusement, and even horror or disgust. In this sense, Hughes notes that “humor is a weapon, too
(...) Think what colored people in the United States could do with a magazine devoted to satire
and fun” (12). Humor serves to reveal the prevailing racism in the US with both subtlety and
sharpness, as well as with determination.! In this context, Hughes’ humor and the poetry of the
Chicanas Margarita Cota-Cérdenas or Lucha Corpi, reject the theory of superiority, one of the
intrinsic theories of humor. The theory of superiority proposes that the pleasure derived from
humor is rooted in the perception of another individual as inferior. In essence, the act of laughing
is attributed to the subjective feeling of superiority towards the subject of derision. Contexts
characterized by prejudice, such as racism, homophobia, and sexism, are particularly salient
examples that align with the principles of this superiority theory (Trousdale 8). Regarding the
Chicano community, a substantial body of literature documents the prevalence of jokes and
mockery throughout history. For instance, the satire employed by Luis Valdés in Teatro
Campesino undoubtedly reflects this parameter. In the acts “Las dos caras del patroncito” (1965)
or “Los Vendidos” (1967), stereotypical characters such as the “Mexican-American” or the “Farm
Worker” are presented as products for sale, thereby satirizing how U.S. society classifies and
exploits Latinxs.

For Chicana writers, humor plays a pivotal role in the preservation and reaffirmation of
identity during the Chicano movement. It serves as a cohesive force, binding group members
together and fostering a sense of shared experience and understanding. However, a pivotal aspect
of Chicanas’ use of humor lies in the reclamation of visibility that has been obscured within the
context of the Chicano movement itself. Consequently, the evolution of feminist thought assumes
paramount importance during the 1970s, as these groups are compelled to grapple with entrenched
prejudices against both race and gender. As Alma M. Garcia notes:

Chicana feminists, as active participants in the Chicano movement, experienced the
immediate constraints of male domination in their daily lives. Their writings express their
concern with traditional gender roles within Chicano families that relegated women into
secondary roles. Chicana feminist challenged the portrait of the so-called “Ideal Chicana”
drawn by Chicano cultural nationalists. This portrayal was inspired by a cultural
nationalism that indiscriminately equated Chicano cultural survival with the glorification
of traditional gender roles for Chicanas. (19).

Chicana poets of the movement generation have openly denounced the secondary role of women
in this nationalist affirmation of Chicano identity. Moreover, they have strongly revolted against
the “ideal” role of the traditional wife and mother in the Chicano community. This underscores the
necessity for Chicana women to overcome significant obstacles to secure their place in literary and
cultural circles, despite the cultural awakening that characterized the movement. A notable
example of this struggle is the Flor y Canto festival, which served as a platform for Chicana women
to express their cultural identity and participate in literary events. As Cherrie Moraga asserts in
The Last Generation, “as some of us became involved in feminist, gay, and lesbian concerns in
the late seventies and early eighties, our literature was forced to expand to reflect the multifaceted
nature of the Chicano experience” (57).
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Humor can function as a vehicle for articulating and disseminating experiences of rejection,
denial, and oppression faced by ethnic communities (Hughes). In this sense, the poems analyzed
in this essay show the liberating element represented by humor and its connection to gender.
Moreover, humor trusts in the imagination of its creators and the audience’s approval of that
imagination to succeed. Also, as Guillermo E. Hernandez observes in Chicano Satire, Chicana
humor takes root in the dialogical discourse between the Anglo and Latin American worlds, the
minority and mainstream voices, the conventional and nonconventional, or the old and new
standards (Hernandez, 9). Chicana poetry written in Spanish determines how humor conveys the
subtle nuances of the reaffirmation of Chicana identity.

This analysis illustrates the Chicana poets’ rejection of the mainstream and explores how
the use of humor serves as a powerful mechanism for denouncing invisibility and oppression both
within the Anglo-American society and the Chicano community. Chicana/Latina writers (as well
as other ethnic writers) have been neglected in both scholarly studies and anthologies of American
poetry, as well as in studies devoted to humor in its various manifestations. In this sense, Chicanas,
like other American women writers, employ humor to articulate their marginalization within a
patriarchal cultural context, thereby conveying feelings of frustration and anguish. As Nancy A.
Walker points out in 4 Very Serious Thing: Women’s Humor and American Culture:

Humor functions for them more as a means of communication than as a means of self-
representation, a sharing of experience rather than a demonstration of
cleverness...women’s humorous expression is almost never purely comic or absurd...it
carries with it not the lighthearted feeling that is the privilege of the powerful, but instead
a subtext of anguish and frustration. (xiii).

In this sense, the humorous side of Chicana poets is a field worthy of study because the literature
of the Chicano movement was rich and outstanding, but it left out “humorous” Chicana poets. As
Tey Diana Rebolledo asserts, “the humor of women... has neither been carefully collected or
studied” (91); therefore, it is crucial to examine the most salient features of humor— predominantly
through the use of irony— as the transformative axis of the new mestiza consciousness that Gloria
Anzaldua would develop a decade later.

The selected poetic corpus in my essay demonstrates Chicanas’ roles and values during the
Chicano movement, and more specifically, their relationship with Chicano sociocultural reality in
the United States. Mahadev L. Apte examines how humor is the result of cultural paradigms and
how being familiar with specific cultural codes is mandatory for the understanding of irony, wit,
parody, or satire:

Humor is culture based in the sense that the individual cultural systems significantly
influence the mechanism that triggers the humor experience (...) If the foundation of most
humor is cultural, then understanding how humorous experiences are cognitively
formulated, either intentionally or accidentally, should lead us to better insight into the
cultural system” (16-17).

Chicana poets represent this “dialogical discourse” expressed before by Guillermo Hernandez in
Chicano Satire (1991) when he refers to the discrepancies between the Anglo and the Hispanic
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spheres. Still, they also reflect in their creative process how the collective and individual memory
is the result of a particular historical, social, and cultural context.

“Atrevidas alas”: The Poetry of Margarita Cota-Cardenas

It is essential to acknowledge that in some of the most significant studies of Chicano poetry
to date, Juan Bruce-Novoa’s Chicano Poetry: A Response to Chaos (1982), Cordelia Candelaria’s
Chicano Poetry: A Critical Introduction (1986), Rafael Pérez-Torres’s Movements in Chicano
Poetry (1995), or Claire Joysmith’s anthology, Cantar de Espejos: poesia testimonial chicana de
mujeres (2012), Chicana poetry written in Spanish has been analyzed in a very tangential manner.
While these seminal studies encompass prominent poets such as Inés Hernandez Tovar, Bernice
Zamora, and Lorna Dee Cervantes, the oeuvre of Chicana poet and novelist Margarita Cota-
Cardenas remains conspicuously absent from this discourse. Margarita Cota-Cardenas was born
in the Imperial Valley, California, in 1941. Her family background is that of migrant workers, who
had already established themselves in the US before her birth. In the 1970s, she completed her
university education at the University of Arizona. Thereafter, she assumed a professorial position
at Arizona State University, which she maintained until her retirement. Cota Cardenas published
her first book of poetry in 1977, although the poems were composed from 1970 onwards
(Rebolledo 31). However, Cervantes’s Emplumada and Bernice Zamora’s Restless Serpents were
published on the verge of 1980. Therefore, when trying to delimit the chronological time of this
generation, whether or not they belong to poets of the Chicano movement, it should be noted that
Cota-Cérdenas did write her first collection of poems during the Chicano movement and that her
generational peers began to publish a little later, once the Chicano movement was well underway.

For some Chicana poets such as Cota-Céardenas and Lucha Corpi, humor was a way of
writing and a way of living. In this sense, “humorous poetry” was the perfect tool to critique both
patriarchal Chicano and white-dominant culture, and it created a space for alternatives and
freedom. Humor served as a medium for individual and collective catharsis, while concurrently
fostering resilience. While much of the movement was male-dominated, Chicana poets (Lorna Dee
Cervantes, Miriam Borstein-Somoza, Angela de Hoyos, among others) emerged as vital voices
who both participated in and critiqued the movement —particularly by addressing gender
inequality, cultural identity, and social justice. In this context, Cota-Cardenas employs comic
resources such as irony and wit in a style that some scholarship would term “white humor™?: it is
emphatic and tolerant. Firstly, Cota-Cardenas’s poetry presents well-defined and visible thematic
areas. On the one hand, it is observed that anger and frustration are due to a life experience full of
patriarchal oppression, gender inequality, and injustice. On the other hand, the poetic corpus in
Spanish of Cota-Cardenas reflects the social and ideological commitment to the Chicana/o
community.

As examined in the previous sections of this essay, being a humorous Chicana poet during
the 1970s and early 1980s made gaining visibility inside and outside the Chicano community very
difficult. For example, Quinto Sol was the most important publication of the 1970s, where many
Chicano writers were able to obtain the Premio Quinto Sol, and Chicana writers were insignificant.
The Quinto Sol Literary Award was an annual literary prize awarded between 1970 and 1974 by
the Quinto Sol Publishing Company, based in Berkeley, California. This publishing house was the
first in the United States dedicated exclusively to publishing works by Chicano writers. It sought
to give voice to writers who were ignored by the Anglo American and mainstream literary canon.
The award encouraged works that reflected the struggles, history, culture, language, and identity
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of the Chicano experience. In this regard, Estela Portillo-Trambley was the only Chicana to receive
an honorable mention in 1974. In a comparison between Rolando Hinojosa’s Estampas del Valle
and Estela Portillo-Trambley’s Rain of Scorpions, John Alba Cutler observes:

Estampas del Valle enjoys more prestige than Estela Portillo Trambley’s novella Rain of
Scorpions, a fact that suggests Quinto Sol’s canonizing power. Where Estampas won the
final Premio competition, Rain of Scorpions merited only an honorable mention. Moreover,
Rain of Scorpions was never issued by Quinto Sol itself, appearing instead under Romano’s
Tonatiuh International imprint in 1975, immediately after Quinto Sol’s dissolution” (282).

This example underscores the significant disparity between what should be “canonized” in
Chicano literature, thereby serving to validate the hypothesis regarding the prevalence of sexism
within the Chicano literary and cultural community. However, it should be noted that the notion
of poetry written with a satirical or ironic tone being regarded as minor literature within the domain
of Chicana/o literature was also the “norm” in the US. In general, this challenge has been a
recurring one for women writers throughout history.

Cota-Cardenas’s two collections of poems, Noches despertando inconciencias (1977) and
Marchitas de mayo (1989), offer numerous examples of conscious and courageous poetry. The
majority of the poems in Noches were written during the Chicano movement between 1969 and
1975, and the majority of those in Marchitas de mayo was written a decade later, between 1975
and 1985. Moreover, the poet herself already warns readers in the introduction to Marchitas de
mayo that the first section of the book is “personal considerations about the status and progress of
ideals of the Movement” (np.,). In the poem “El son de dos caras IV (“The two-sided son”), the
poetic voice addresses her mother (“Mamita’”) and provides a rationale for the persistent nature of
the Chicano movement and the continued oppression of Chicana women by patriarchal society.
These verses, “todavia hay cazadores / que en nombre de todas las cau(z)as / esperan acechan / a
que metas la pata / mutilarte / y trasquilarte las atrevidas alas™ [there are still hunters / who in the
name of all the causes / wait in wait / for you to blunder / mutilate you / and shear off your bold
wings]® (Marchitas, 5-6) articulate a profound sense of disquietude with men who, despite the
legitimate advocacy for civil rights in the Chicano movement, persist in perpetuating a culture of
machismo towards Chicana women.

In the poem “BUITRES” [“VULTURES”], Cota-Cardenas continues to explore the theme
of the Chicano movement, although in this instance the use of irony is more effective than in the
previous poem. This irony is fundamental to the poem’s rhythm, and it serves to underscore the
explicit fear that the men of the Chicano movement will ultimately become oppressors. It is
predicted that, as a result, they will assimilate into American culture: “Para esto tanto dolor y
Movimiento / que después de todo / nos andamos hiriendo, acuchillando, matando / el uno al otro?”
[For this so much pain and Movement / that after all / we go around hurting, stabbing, killing /
each other?] (Marchitas 16-17). In the final section of the poem, there is an explicit reference to
the theme of language, as the poetic voice is identified with Spanish. The assertion that the poet’s
deepest feelings are expressed in the Spanish language is supported by the evidence presented in
the line, “lo que siento, / lo siento en espafiol” [What I feel I feel in Spanish] (Marchitas 16-17).
However, the author employs humor once more as she concludes the poem by stating that it was
the Mexican nuns who instructed her in the act of prayer in English, “Pero en el Valle aca / las
monjas mexicanas / nos enseflaron a rezar / en inglés” [But in the Valley here / the Mexican nuns
/ taught us how to pray / in English] (Marchitas 16-17). These two poems, “El son de dos caras [V
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and “BUITRES,” tell us of the pain and fear of the Chicana within the American racist context and
the Chicano movement. Cota-Cardenas’s poems explore and lie in the intersections of ethnicity,
sexuality, gender, and cultural assimilation. Yet she uses irony and satire to address the Chicano
patriarchal audience. For example, using the vocatives “Mamita” in “El son de dos caras IV” and
“hermanitos” in “Buitres”, the poet specifically criticizes the Chicano movement or La Causa and
the invisibility of women writers in the Chicano community. As Enriqueta “Henry” Chavez asserts
in Regeneracion in 1971, “We have worked together and we have marched and sung together. This
has brought about a change in the concept of the Chicana. Most of us are no longer inclined to
merely fill secondary positions. We want to be considered for important positions and we also
want to be respected” (14). Consequently, Cota-Cardenas’s poetry collections embody this
overarching concept, signifying a shift in which Chicana women are no longer willing to assume
a marginalized position within the Movement’s struggle, nor do they aspire to observe from a
passive standpoint merely. Therefore, the poet is immersed in a process of self-affirmation; in the
poem “El son de dos caras IV,” the lyric voice explicitly denounces gender inequality within the
Chicano community, highlighting the hardships endured by Chicana women who dare to have
“atrevidas alas.”

These thematic strands are recurrent in other poets of her generation, such as Angela de
Hoyos, Inés Hernandez Tovar, Bernice Zamora, Lucha Corpi, Pat Mora, or Lorna Dee Cervantes,
but what is striking is that Cota-Cardenas incorporates the lyrical object of the Chicano movement
so early and with such biting irony. A close examination of the corpus of poems under
consideration reveals the employment of linguistic devices such as diminutives, neologisms, and
occasional code-switching. The use of rhetorical strategies, such as irony and humor, serves to
emphasize the theme of the oppressive conditions experienced by Chicana women during the
Chicano movement. This phenomenon is also observed in the following poem, “CICLO
CACADEMICO I” [CACADEMIC CYCLE I]: The poem starts with “Oda a un rabano” [Ode to
a radish], and it is addressed to the Mexicanists in academia who are a fraud. In the title, the
“cacadémico” pun serves as the basis for the author’s satirical critique, which is directed at Chicano
presumptuous academics who leverage their identity to gain an advantage within the academic
milieu. Therefore, the title is pivotal for the interpretation of the poem: the term “cacadémico”
[poopacademic, or poopademic] is phonetically subverted with “caca” (“poop”), thereby
introducing the scatological element from the outset. The combination of elements suggests a
critique of academia, potentially with a focus on Chicano studies, as evidenced by the context of
the poem. The term “caca” (“poop”) functions as a reductive and corrosive element, serving to
desacralize university knowledge. The poet employs the classic Juvenalian satire to target human
vices and flaws to correct this aspect of some Chicano “cacademics”. In this poem, sharp and
incongruous contrasts, prosopopeia “Oda a un rabano” (“Ode to a radish”), and juxtapositions are
observed. The poem is constructed as a parodic ode; in other words, the traditionally noble and
laudatory form of the ode is ironically applied to the modest object of the radish. The tone is ironic,
acidic, and deliberately provocative. Not only is the scatological evident in the vocabulary
(“poop”), but also the inversion of values that is characteristic of the satire: the noble, the
“academy” or the “cacademy”, is lowered to the coarse and vegetal. The poem’s critique is directed
towards three specific forms of cultural and social criticism. Firstly, it is argued that academic
“colonialism” is a pervasive force that exerts a profound influence on the cultural landscape.
Secondly, the poem draws attention to the superficial consumption of culture, which is represented
by the radish. This vegetable is considered aesthetically pleasing on the exterior, yet is found to be
insipid and uncooked on the interior: “eres tan rojizo y suave / por fuera / y tan (c)rudo y blanco /
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por dentro” [you are so reddish and smooth / on the outside / and so (c)rude and white / on the
inside]. Thirdly, the poem highlights the issue of those who seek to exploit the Chicano identity
by presenting a false facade. Thus, the juxtaposition of the adjectives “rojo” and “suave” with
“(c)rudo” and “blanco” serves as a rhetorical device employed to articulate a vehement critique of
both the Anglo and Chicano worlds. The poem is also situated within a grotesque and
carnivalesque tradition, in the Bakhtinian line, by the explicit degradation of the elevated: the
academy and the ode are reduced to excrement and root vegetables.

Another significant dimension of the analysis of the poetic corpus of Chicana writers is the
fact that from the 1970s onwards, some Chicana poets opted to write in Spanish. This tendency
may be considered, at least in part, as a response to the influence of Latin American avant-garde
poetry, exemplified by the experimental and occasionally anti-poetic works of Roque Dalton,
Nicanor Parra, and Ernesto Cardenal. This experimentation is observed in the poetry of Cota-
Céardenas at the use of free verse, the lexical-semantic level (idioms, double entendre, epigrams,
colloquialisms, code-switching), the grammatical level (suspension of punctuation marks), the
phonic-phonological level (use of alliteration to give rhythm to the poem) or at the visual level of
the poem. All this breaks with traditional or canonical poetic forms in Spanish and produces an
expression that, together with a particular Chicano theme, contributes to receiving this poetic
corpus with emotion, commitment, and empathy. On the other hand, these poets employ the
Spanish language as a means of ideological reaffirmation in the face of racial and linguistic
discrimination by white, English-speaking America.

In this context, the works of Margarita Cota-Cardenas and Lucha Corpi have not been as
widely disseminated or “canonized” in Chicano studies because they were written in Spanish, at
least until they were translated into English. Therefore, Spanish does not serve for literary creation
in the United States to the same extent as English. This is evident when comparing the publications
in Spanish with those in English. In this context, the use of the Spanish language in their poetry
reveals a firm ideological position and the reaffirmation of their identity. For many Chicanas
whose Spanish is secondary to English, or for those for whom Spanish is a “home” language —a
private or intimate form of expression rather than a public one— literary creation in Spanish is more
difficult. In this sense, Maria Herrera-Sobek and Helena Maria Viramontes enlighten us when they
observe that “[o]ne of Corpi’s major contributions to Chicana poetry is to insist (by her actions)
that Spanish is part of our literary cultural heritage and we should never forget it. This is indeed a
strong political stance (...) as a poet wishing to communicate, therefore, she is taking a risk in
challenging the English-speaking world with her Spanish-written poetry” (11). In addition to
articulating a definitive stance on the reaffirmation of the identity of Chicana writers who opted to
write in Spanish, it is also accurate to assert that this choice entailed the risk of exclusion and
“elitism”. Exclusion of these works was primarily due to the rarity of publication in Spanish within
the Chicano and US market during that period. Furthermore, the language was perceived as elitist
due to its association with the language of the oppressor and its proximity to the Latin American
literary tradition, rather than Chicano biculturalism. Indeed, as Erlinda Gonzales-Berry observes
in her own experience, “I had noted in my academic studies on other Chicano writers that those
who in fact did write in Spanish were, in the main, college professors formally trained in that
language, and that their use of Spanish as the primary vehicle for creative expression in a sense
constituted an elitist phenomenon” (124). In other words, the use of language for many Chicana
writers of that generation was a problematic issue because it accounts for the multiplicity of
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experiences that existed in the Chicana/o community. Consequently, it is not feasible to discuss
Chicana/o literature in terms of a singular form of expression. In this regard, emerging Chicana
writers of the 1970s and 1980s faced the challenge of either following or altering the linguistic
style established by their predecessors, who had already attained distinction in the field. Erlinda
Gonzales-Berry discusses the challenges involved in selecting an appropriate language to articulate
the intricacies of the Chicano experience. In this manner, she elucidates her reservations
concerning the composition of her novel, Paletitas de guayaba:

And what of the conflict that surely must assault writers who choose the colonizer’s
language to reveal the cultural reality of the colonized? If it was authenticity I wanted, was
codeswitching not the more appropriate vehicle? How many Chicanas/os did I know who
could resist the urge to subvert the English language system, to violate its formal
constraints with a sound dosage of Spanish syntax, phonology, and lexicon? (124).

It is also noteworthy that Cota-Cardenas initially published her poetry collections and her novel
Puppet (1985) in Spanish, although a decade later, it appeared in a bilingual version. Similarly,
Corpi employs Spanish in her poetry and English in her fiction. Specifically, as in the case of Cota-
Cérdenas, Corpi first published Palabras de mediodia, her collection of poems in Spanish in 1980,
and then with the English translation in 2001 by Catherine Rodriguez-Nieto.

Domestic Humor in Cota-Cardenas and Lucha Corpi

A close examination of the poetic corpus of these Chicana poets reveals that their poetry
and humor draw upon the tradition of American domestic humor. This tradition is exemplified by
writers such as Edna St. Vicent Millay, Shirley Jackson, Flannery O’Connor, and Erma Bombeck,
among others. In this sense, Chicana poets take the tradition of these precursors, and, for example,
the poetic universe of Lucha Corpi reveals the challenges women writers face in balancing
household chores with writing verse. Corpi is widely regarded as one of the Chicana cardinal poets
in Spanish. Although her debut in poetry was in 1976 when she was included in Fireflight: Three
Latin American Poets, it would not be until 1990 with the bilingual publication of Variaciones
sobre una tempestad/Variations on a storm and with her semi-autobiographical novel, Delia’s
Song (1989), that she became a recognized writer in the Chicana scene. However, in 1980, Corpi
published her first collection of poems, Palabras de mediodia/Noon Words, in which she
demonstrates the inevitable influence of Latin American writers such as Pablo Neruda. As Juan
José Arreola states in the book’s prologue, her lyricism is reminiscent of “a Sor Juana Inés de la
Cruz, a Juana de Ibarborou, a Alfonsina Storni” (xxvi). Born in Jaltipan, Mexico, she emigrated to
the United States at the age of 19, settling in Berkeley, California. This biographical information
is pertinent to the consideration of her literary background, given that she received a formal
education in Spanish from an early age. This fact would later exert a significant influence on her
poetic universe.

Corpi develops one of the thematic elements of Cota-Cardenas’s poetry: the
incompatibility of domestic chores—traditionally assigned to women—with the composition of
poetry, which is also part of the tradition of American women’s humor. As Nancy A. Walker
states: “The common theme of women’s desire to claim autonomy and power is central to
American women’s humor” (Walker 4). The category of “domestic humor” is present in Corpi’s
Palabras de mediodia/Noon Words. In the poem “Protocolo de verduras”, the lyric voice questions
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the role of women as homemakers in contradiction to women as poets. An initial examination of
the poem’s opening lines reveals an element of irony: “El mundo exige / diplomacia estricta” [The
world demands / strict diplomacy] (Palabras 48); it is denounced that even in the most quotidian
domestic tasks, such as the washing of beans and the ironing of clothes, women are compelled to
adhere to a rigid “protocol”. The lyric voice articulates the challenge of balancing poetic
composition with domestic responsibilities, highlighting the competing demands on time and
energy: “porque debo atender / los asuntos / del dia de plancha / y escribir versos / cuando puedo
/ entre el ir y venir / de la tempestad / en el lavadero” [because I must attend / to the business / of
the ironing day / and write verses / when I can / between the coming and going / of the storm / in
the laundry room] (Palabras 48). In the poem, the theory of incongruity is observed when
incorporating the resource of humor. The poetic voice uses the following images to demonstrate
the incompatibility of the “protocol” of household chores with the work of writing poetry: “Asi,
no me reproches / si te recuerdo / en el agua sucia / cuando riego las plantas / entre el repollo y la
pimienta / a la hora de la cena / si te leo entrelineas / de la Civilizacion / y sus descontentos” [So,
don’t blame me / if I remember you / in the dirty water / when I water the plants / between cabbage
and pepper / at dinner time / if I read you between the lines / of Civilization / and Its discontents]
(Palabras 48). The incongruity is exemplified by the juxtaposition of household chores and the
reading of Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents. The reference to Freud’s work is incongruous
because it appears in a place that does not correspond to the expected context. The poet plays with
the surprise factor by including this work in the last line of the poem, in a place where it should
not appear, that is, in the middle of cooking a cabbage. In this sense, Corpi reveals in her article
“La experiencia cotidiana, el amor y la amistad” how, in her childhood, she was instilled with the
belief that the performance of domestic chores was an obligation inherent to her gender. In this
passage, she elucidates her relationship with domesticity and literary creation:

Para la mayoria de los hombres, como para mi padre, las tareas domésticas son propias de
la mujer (...) para mi, como para la mayoria de las mujeres en el mundo, el quehacer
doméstico es una realidad intransigente, una guerra sin tregua (...) Mi respuesta es simple:
toda la casa es mi laboratorio poético; ahi se crea lo positivo de lo negativo; se identifica
el mal, se lo expone a la luz, y se lo cura con infusiones verbales. Al igual que Sherazada,
se obtiene asi la liberacion bajo palabra. (Corpi 1993, 51)

Another example that aligns with the scope of our analysis includes Cota-Cardenas’s poem, “Lirica
fanatica” [Fanatic lyric] (Despertando, n.p, 1975). In the poem, the lyrical voice directly addresses
its interlocutor: poetry. With the lines “te hablo en serio / poesia / si en paz no me dejas / no / se
lavaran los platos / ni caritas consentidas / no/ se hardn camas / nit areas / ni comidas [I'm serious
/ poetry / if you don't leave me alone / no / dishes will be washed / no pampered faces / no / beds
will be made / no chores / no meals will be made] (Despertando n.p), the concept of poetry is not
invoked as an idealized muse, but rather as an invasive subject that disrupts the domestic order.
This disruption engenders a destabilization of the organization of the intimate space and the
emotional balance of the lyrical voice. Indeed, the intruder is confronted with a direct “threat”:
“Tu déspota / déjame un par de dias / 0 yano / no te dejaré entrar / mi tnico huésped / a mi roperito
[You despot / let me have a couple of days / or else / I won’t let you in / my only guest / to my
little closet] (Despertando n.p). Poetry is regarded as a genuine interlocutor, a persistent “guest”
that defies the constraints of quotidian life. Poetry is accused of being “despot”, of talking
excessively, and of preventing the “roperito” (intimate space) from functioning effectively.
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Nevertheless, this lamentation evolves into a poetic expression in itself because the very act of
complaint is already a poetic composition. The language employed is direct and oral, reminiscent
of a diary. However, this orality is characterized by a distinct poetic sophistication, marked by
elements of rhythm, emphasis, and a discernible awareness of humour as a form of resistance. The
poem is inscribed within the contemporary tradition of humorous poetry that explores the domestic
sphere not as a minor stage, but as a stage of tension between the creative and the quotidian. It is
also necessary to note the apostrophic or appellative lyrical attitude that highlights the satirical
message the poet intends to convey. Corpi’s “Protocolo de verduras” and Cota-Cardenas’s “Lirica
fanatica” offer a meta-poetic perspective, denouncing the complexity of writing verse as a task
particularly challenging for women. This complexity is poignantly captured in the following verses
of “Lirica fanatica™: “te hablo / en serio / poesia/ si en paz no me dejas / no / se lavaran los platos
/ ni caritas consentidas” [“I'm talking to you / seriously / poetry / if in peace you don’t leave me /
no / dishes will be washed / nor spoiled little faces.”] (Despertando, n.p). The poem proclaims a
hymn to the liberty that women required to write poetry. Cota-Cardenas attributes the intrusion of
poetry, manifested through the medium of personification, to the disruption of her domestic
responsibilities. In this sense, the poet’s “roperito” is analogous to “a room of one’s own” which
Virginia Woolf declared at the onset of the 20th century to be a metaphor for the autonomy women
needed to become writers.

In Cota-Cardenas’s poetry, a discernible restlessness regarding poetic creation is evident.
This is accompanied by a desacralization of the poet’s figure, manifested by irony in the depiction
of housework and poetic composition. Corpi’s and Cota-Cardenas’s poetic universe would be
classified as belonging to the tradition of colloquial or conversational poetry. In this sense, as
previously mentioned, the influence of the Latin American conversational poets of the 1960s can
be appreciated: Roberto Fernandez Retamar, Roque Dalton, Jaime Sabines, Ernesto Cardenal, or
Mario Benedetti. These two Chicana poets want the reader to approach their poetry in the same
way as they write verse, in a colloquial, mundane way, but without losing their intimate tone. The
fundamental elements of this poetic style are threefold: firstly, the presence of a narrative;
secondly, the search for a connection with the reader; and thirdly, the clear and accessible
exposition of poetic expression.

The corpora of poetry produced by Chicana women in the 1970s and 1980s provides a
valuable lens through which to examine the challenges faced by women seeking to carve out a
career in poetry. As Rebolledo and Rivero assert, “The fact that many Chicana texts were not
published until the mid 1970s, and the great onset of Chicana publications does not begin until the
1980s, does not belie the fact that Chicanas were writing during this early period. They were
writing, but, having been silenced for long periods, the authors found breaking that silence into a
public act difficult” (20). Corpi’s poems in Palabras de mediodia, “De mi casa,” “Labor de
retazos,” “Receta de invierno,” “Oda al polvo,” or “Protocolo de verduras,” reveal how Chicana
poets of that era were compelled to challenge the prevailing social and cultural conventions that
effectively relegated them to the roles of caretakers within the home and the family.

As previously mentioned, Chicana poets, both during and following the Chicano
movement, have been influenced by American women writers who, in the 1950s and 1960s,
developed the concept of “domestic humor” to address the challenges faced by middle-class
housewives. Nancy Walker and Zita Dresner examine this issue, and they assert that “these women
were cut off from the public world of business and enterprise that their husbands inhabited and
restricted to a routine of domestic chores and child rearing. Domestic humor provided a way for
both writer and audience to minimize through laughter and, thereby, better cope with the
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frustrations and demands of their lives” (xxxi). A compelling illustration of the marginalization of
women poets who construct their poetic corpora around the genre of light verse and humor is
evident in the case of the American “suburban” poet Phyllis McGinley. Given her endeavors to
secure a dignified and fair recognition of her “domestic” and satiric poetry, she could be considered
a precursor of Chicana poets. Despite her 1961 Pulitzer Prize win, she was not included in
anthologies of American poetry for an extended period. Even one of her successors, Sylvia Plath,
rejected her poetry for its light verse, yet the value of McGinley’s poems is unquestionable.

A parallel can be drawn between the poem “Occupation: Housewife” and the poems of
Cota-Cardenas and Corpi previously analyzed. From these lines, “Has two well-nourished
children-daughter and son- / Just now away at school / Her house, with chintzes / Expensively
curtained, animates the caller”, it is evident that the poetic voice articulates the perfection of
domestic tasks. However, in the final lines, there is a renunciation of the intellectual and artistic
world: “She often says she might have been a painter / Or maybe writer, but she married young. /
She diets. And with Contract she delays / The encroaching desolation of the days” (Walker and
Dresner 304). In this poem, McGinley reconciles herself with the goodness of housewifery in a
witty and ironic way. She, the so-called “the Poet Laureate of Suburbia” celebrates the life of the
housewife but at the same time denounces her aspirations to be a writer and the agony of the same,
unchanging days of her status as the “perfect wife.” In a similar manner to McGingley, Corpi
employs a powerful and melancholic tone in her poetry to describe her home and daily life. This
is exemplified in the poem “De mi casa” where the honest and clear expressiveness of the lyrical
voice can be observed. The lyrical subject is characterized by its use of beautiful imagery, which
serves to unravel the central theme of the poem, which is none other than the description of the
home and of women’s lives at that time. Additionally, the poem’s opening lines bear a resemblance
to Antonio Machado’s renowned poem, “Retrato” in Campos de Castilla: “Mi infancia son
recuerdos de un patio de Sevilla, / y un huerto claro donde madura el limonero”. In Corpi’s poem,
the first image, “Mi casa es asi / con sus florilegios / de contrapuntos,” (Palabras 36) announces
the poem’s theme. However, the term “florilegio” refers to either a compendium or anthology of
literary works or to a bouquet full of “counterpoints.” However, without delving into the intricacies
of translation, it is noteworthy that in her 2001 translation of the poems, Catherine Rodriguez-
Nieto opted to render “florilegios” as “bouquets,” rather than as a compendium of literary works.
The central lines of the poem delineate the quotidian routine, replete with family and domestic
tasks: “A mediodia llena / de crateres / que a las tres / revientan de risas, / de criaturas, / de
legumbres / y asados / y olor a tarde” [At noon full / of craters / that at three o'clock / burst with
laughter, / of creatures, / of vegetables / and roasts / and the smell of afternoon] (Palabras 36).
The poem culminates in the arrival of nightfall when the space and the moment for literary creation
arrives: “Mi casa soy / con sus quijotes / melancoélicos / y sus dioses declinantes, / murales de
palabras / y antiguos amores / en lo profundo / de la noche” [My house I am / with its quixotes /
melancholy / and its fading gods, / murals of words / and old loves / in the depths / of the night]
(Palabras 36). Therefore, the poem reveals a clear introspection of the poet, as evidenced by the
composition of unadorned verses. However, the poem is also eager to communicate and express
her universe clearly and authentically. Corpi transforms the home into a sensorial and affective
space, in which time, memory, corporeality and cultural heritage are condensed. This metaphorical
twist in the final stanza integrates the identity dimension: the house is not only a refuge, but also
an extension of the self. The house is believed to be haunted, with the presence of “word murals”,
which allude to the act of writing itself. The words “quixotes” and “declining gods” introduce an
elegiac, nostalgic tone that juxtaposes with the vitality of the afternoon. The house thus becomes
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the setting for a multiplicity of temporalities, encompassing the domains of childhood, love, loss,
and language. In essence, Corpi employs domestic poetry to demonstrate that the home can
function as a poetic space of resistance, memory, and creation. She introduces sensorial spaces
charged with affectivity and emotion in order to transform the quotidian into the universe of a
culturally rooted and literarily sophisticated poetics.

Chicana Poetry, Chicana Humour, Chicana Power

Chicana poets of yesterday and today have diverse and polyphonic aesthetic universes
but with the common denominator of great expressive force in English and Spanish or a mixture
of both. Chicana poetry interprets how collective (and individual) memory in the present is the
result of a past scarred by the wounds and suffering of colonial times, the Mexican Revolution, the
migratory diaspora, the Chicano movement, or the racial and gender discrimination in the United
States. This essay has analyzed the poetry written in Spanish during and after the Chicano
movement, with a particular focus on a minority strand in American poetry: the poetic creation
and humor. Through irony or satire, Chicana poets of the 1970s and 1980s innovated the Chicana
literature that their Chicano peers had already successfully published and disseminated. It can be
concluded that the selection of both humor and writing in Spanish have been two elements that
have received minimal exploration from critics. However, they deserve to be recognized as means
to express, among other aspects, the criticism and denunciation of the Chicano experience during
those decades of the twentieth century. We have yet to analyze other corpora, both by Cota-
Cérdenas and Corpi and by other poets of their generation, where the thematic aspects of
childhood, trauma, gender, sex, the Chicano movement, or the labyrinths of memory are
masterfully deploy

! Langston Hughes notably engages with humor and satire in his work to shed light on racism and its machinations. I
read the work of Chicana poets in a similar vein.

2 For example, the studies of Henry Bergson, Salvatore Attardo, John Morreall, or Simon Critchley.

3 All translations of the poems are mine; any inconsistencies/errors between the original and the translation are my
own.
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