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Abstract: Mother-daughter relations have been an ongoing discussion within gender studies
since the second wave of feminism, yet the character of this debate is very much dependent on
the generation and the ethnicity of the people involved. This paper is part of a larger project
devoted to the research of the female ancestor’s role, specifically grandmothers and mothers, in
ethnic women’s writing — mostly Latinx and African American authors. Cherrie Moraga, along
with Ruth Behar and Sandra Cisneros among Latina writers, or Alice Walker, bell hooks, and
Toni Morrison as African American representatives, all belong to the same generation of authors,
who in their early years tended to be in the opposition to their mothers and grandmothers as
the “gatekeepers for patriarchy,” but who at the later stages of their creation (re)discovered the
cultural significance of this intergenerational bond. The article analyzes the recent publication
by Cherrie Moraga, her memoir Native Country of the Heart (2019), in which she decided to
record her mother’s life within Mexican American history in the US and more broadly within
“an impossible patriarchy” (20) to “hold one thickly braided cord as a story — my queer self
and my writer self, and each would bring me home to my Mexicanism” (3). In that sense
intergenerational storytelling plays a representative role of not only an individual’s biography
but becomes the “conscious historical connection” between generations in a diaspora and a path
to identity formation. The mothers’ stories serve as a beginning of a journey towards ethnic
writers’ self-discovery and personal growth.
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Most associations with Cherrie Moraga concern her activism and writing about being
a Chicana lesbian and her subsequent liberation (Loving in the War Years: lo que
nunca paso por sus labios (1983), Xicana Codex of Changing Consciousness. Writings
2000-2010 (2011)), queer motherhood (Waiting in the Wings: Portrait of a Queer
Motherhood (1997)), as well as the role she played as the co-editor of an anthology
This Bridge Called my Back (1981) in the lives of many women/lesbians of color. Even
the recent volume Chicana Portraits: Critical Biographies of Twelve Chicana Writers
(2023) in the chapter devoted to Moraga begins with the author’s (Lourdes Torres’)
recollection of how Moraga’s queer writing “saved her life” Apart from that, Moraga
is mostly famous for her plays for which she has received numerous awards, among
others: a National Endowment for the Arts Theater Playwriting Fellowship Award,
A United States Artist Rockefeller Fellowship for Literature, the American Studies
Association Lifetime Achievement Award and many other honors. Moreover, some of
her essays such as “La Giiera” or “A Long Line of Vendidas” enjoy global recognition
and are taught in gender and women’s studies courses worldwide. Nonetheless, there
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is a part of her creation that in my opinion was not given due attention and this is
the topic that I have been interested in for some time now, namely mother-daughter
relations in the literature of women of color. Generally, mother-daughter relations
have been an ongoing discussion within gender studies since the second wave of
feminism, yet the character of this debate is very much dependent on the generation
and the ethnicity of the people involved. In fact, this work is part of a larger project
devoted to the research of the female ancestor’s role, specifically grandmothers and
mothers, in ethnic women’s writing — mostly Latinx and African American authors.
Cherrie Moraga, along with Ruth Behar and Sandra Cisneros among Latina writers,
or Alice Walker, bell hooks, and Toni Morrison as African American representatives,
all belong to the same generation of authors, who in their early years tended to
be in the opposition to their mothers and grandmothers as the “gatekeepers for
patriarchy,” but who at the later stages of their creation (re)discovered the cultural
significance of this intergenerational bond. Subsequently, in this paper, the meaning
of the word ancestor has more of a symbolic and cultural dimension than a traditional
and historical meaning to show a long lineage of people who we descend from in the
past. Similarly, the analysis of the mother-daughter relation in Moraga’s memoir will
serve to underline the importance of passing on the family/ethnic group stories from
generation to generation of women to keep the group memory alive.

Alice Walker in her essay “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens” (1983) from
the collection under the same title reflects how her mother’s stories shaped her ethnic
and cultural awareness and “handed on the creative spark.” She writes:

Yet so many of the stories that I write, that we all write, are my mother’s stories.
Only recently did I fully realize this: that through years of listening to my
mother’s stories of her life, I have absorbed not only the stories themselves, but
something of the manner in which she spoke, something of the urgency that

involves the knowledge that her stories — like her life - must be recorded. (240)

Subsequently, she points out that “our mothers and grandmothers, ourselves have
not perished in the wilderness” (235), but are still alive thanks to the work of their
daughters — artists — which is very important not only in terms of carrying on the
legacy of the generations, but also for the daughters themselves “who in search of
[their] mothers’ garden, found [their] own” (243).

Similarly, Cherrie Moraga in the prologue to her memoir Native Country
of the Heart (2019) writes “My mother - and her generation of Mexican American
women - was to disappear quietly, unmarked by the letter of memory ... But when
our storytellers go, taking their unrecorded memory with them, we their descendants
go too (3). Hence, Moraga decided to record her mother’s life and place it within
Mexican American history in the US and more broadly within “an impossible
patriarchy” (20) to “hold one thickly braided cord as a story — my queer self and
my writer self, and each would bring me home to my Mexicanism” (3). In that sense,
intergenerational storytelling plays a representative role of not only an individual’s
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biography but becomes the “conscious historical connection” between generations
in a diaspora and a path to identity formation: “We breathe in the last exhale of our
mother’s breath. This is what they bequeath to us. And they also bequeath their
stories” (5). Therefore, the mothers’ stories serve as the beginning of a journey
toward writers’ self-discovery and personal growth. Moraga writes:

Through the act of writing that so-called autobiography, I learned that a
story well told is a story embellished and re-visioned just like the stories
that poured from my mother’s mouth in our family kitchen some forty years
earlier. The fiction of our lives — how we conceive our histories by heart -
can sometimes provide a truth far greater than any telling of a tale frozen
to the fact. (A Xicana Codex 4)

Moraga’s memoir Native Country of the Heart (2019) is divided into 4 parts. In the
first one, she boldly describes both her and her sister JoAnn’s sometimes painful,
sometimes happy childhood up to the point of their growing up and leaving home
- JoAnn to get married and Cherrie to escape home as a result of her coming out.
She describes the pains of being a female in a traditional Mexican Catholic family
with a mother who is totally devoted to God and her husband. At the same time,
Cherrie realizes how difficult her mother’s - Elvira’s - life was when as a little child
she worked in the fields, since her own father exploited his children due to the
family’s poverty but also his drunkenness. Then Moraga’s grandfather decided to
move the family to Mexico during the period of the Great Depression and this was
the moment when Elvira had to leave school forever, which made her illiterate (the
fact described by Cherrie in her essay “La Giiera”) and was an open wound in her
life (Native 11). Instead of going to school, she worked in a Mexican casino selling
cigarettes and candies for Mr. Bowman who was her protector — Patron - but at
the same time an old predator for a young girl’s sexuality. The splendor of this life
- meeting famous Hollywood stars but also criminals like Al Capone, in the words
of Cherrie, “ruined her mother,” making “an ordinary Mexican life in the United
States impossible” (Native 13). Therefore, she struggled most of her life with being
an ordinary Mexican woman trying to hold her extended family together, at times
cruel to her daughters, yet desperately loving them and trying to protect them:

La fuerza de Elvira. I cast the character of my mother in Spanish because all
that T understand as strong, as capable, as having principled values, resided
firstin the one-hundred pound mestiza body of my mother. She was someone
who could handle so much and so many in the world. In our extended familia,
she served as the planet around which our near-hundred relations hovered
like orbiting moons. Over the years, I came to realize that what kept us all
gravitating to the sphere of my mother’s kitchen was our shared sense de su
fuerza incansable. She was not always right, but she was always, until the

last days of her life “present.” In the very way my father was not. (Native 48)
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Even when Cherrie is leaving home due to her “secret” and the mother initially tries
to stop her, when Moraga says “Don’t make me choose, Mama. Because if I have to
choose between this life and my family, I have to choose my life,” Elvira answers: “How
could you think that there is anything in this life you could do that you wouldn’t be
my daughter” As a result, [they] “did not lose each other by pretending we were other
than who we were” (84-85).

The second part of the memoir is mostly devoted to the description of
the progressing deterioration of Elvira’s health due to dementia, later diagnosed as
Alzheimer’s, presented within the context of Mexican familism, “impossible patriarchy”
and Mexican mothers’ blind devotion to their sons, which is the common theme in
Chicana literature. As Phillipa Kafka claims, the problem with Mexican/Chicana
mothers is that they abuse their daughters, as they not only play “a crucial role in
perpetuating the culture” (10), but also in the indoctrination of young women in terms
of women’s roles and duties within the patriarchal model of the family. Latina girls are
raised to identify with their mothers, encouraged to serve their father and brothers, and
denied the right to follow their own path in life. In Caramelo, Sandra Cisneros’ second
novel, one of the main characters is Soledad, a grandmother, whose nickname is “Awful,”
yet not without a reason. She not only watches over family tradition and stories but is a
despotic and cruel figure to her daughter, Aunty-Light-Skin, whom she hardly notices,
but keeps complaining about her independence and selfishness: “You've always done
what you wanted with your life, always, always, always. I hate you,” while all her daughter
wants is love: “Is that too much to ask one’s mother?” (267). Soledad also despises her
Mexican-American daughters-in-law, criticizing their Spanish, cooking, and American
lifestyle. Moreover, the grandmother is also austere for her granddaughters:

It seemed to the Grandmother that the girls had too much of everything -
clothes, spending money, boyfriends, and their parents indulging them further
with each birthday. She tried to give them some badly needed instruction, but
they were lazy, ungrateful girls, beyond reach.

- Always, always, keep a neat bed, the Grandmother said, pinching and tugging
the chartreuse bedspread until it was taut. - You can tell the character of a
woman by how she makes her bed. Show me her bed, and I'll tell you who she
is. Anything the Grandmother said always made Amor and Paz miserable....
- An unmade bed is the sign of una mujer cochina, the kind who catches lice,
do you hear me? No man wants to marry a woman who can’t make a decent
bed (292-293).

Kafka calls such grandmothers “gatekeepers of patriarchy,” who, treating young
women with neglect, prepare them to assume the traditional female roles of a wife
and mother, watching over patriarchal rules and regulations:

Stand up straight, Celaya. I can’t stand looking at you walking about like the
hunchback of Notre Dame. Why do you insist on wearing your hair like that?
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Can’t you at least pin back your bangs? You look like a sheep dog. The last
time I saw you, you were a normal little girl. And now look. You're as big as a
Russian. Don’t you think you should exercise and try to look more feminine?
(Cisneros 262).

Such women, instead of offering an empowering model of identity to their kin,
become castrating figures for young Latinas, suppressing the possibility of enacting
an alternative identity of a woman as an individual. Accordingly, in Caramelo Sandra
Cisneros searches for the explanation of this lack of unity and understanding
between generations of Mexican women. The main reason for it she sees in the
Mexican mothers’ preference and devotion to their sons who make the future of the
familia, and subsequent neglect of daughters and daughters-in-law. This devotion
is mutual, since Mexican men always favor their mothers over “their” women: “No
Mexican man would choose his wife over his own mother!” (239). As a result, sons
enjoy a high degree of privilege and power within the family, while their mothers
are both respected and subjugated by them:

Mama. Calling her made him feel safer. - Mama, Mama. There is nothing
Mexican men revere more than their mamas; they are the most devoted of
sons, perhaps because their mamas are the most devoted of mamas ... when it

comes to their boys (Cisneros 130).

Similarly, Cherrie Moraga, in her essay “A Long Line of Vendidas” in the part
significantly titled “My brother’s sex was white, Mine, brown,” recollects how her
brother was waited by her and her sister, and actually this situation kept repeating
through most of their lives, and “the only thing that earned by brother [her] servitude
was his maleness” (Loving 82). This behavior was a repetition of what her mother had
been doing to her brothers and their friends. The role division in Mexican family was
clearly defined - women were cooking and serving and men were watching them:
“Elvira, my mother knew she was being watched by the men and loved it. Her slim
hips moved patiently beneath the apron. Her deep thick-lidded eyes never caught
theirs as she was swept back into the kitchen by my abuelita’s call” (Loving 83).

In the second part of the Native Country of the Heart, it is the sisters -
JoAnn and Cherrie — who have to deal with their mother’s progressing illness, yet
it is their brother James, who visits his parents maybe twice a year - American-like
style — and is married to an American woman who disrespects her mother-in-law,
that is listened to by Elvira, who talking to him “puts on that same coquettish face
she had for the stranger-doctors” and leans to him “like a lover” (121). Subsequently,
Cherrie observes:

My brother’s authority, as the eldest and a male, went unchallenged within
our family. In this respect, James remained inextricably Mexican; for it was

my mother who had crafted my brother into the role of patriarch, the same
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role her elder brother and father had occupied in her life. His long absences
notwithstanding, my brother’s word was law. In all aspects of our cultura, James

was, as he once described it, “just passing through” (122)

Moraga traces this female devotion to their men in Mexican culture to the threat
from the outside that the Anglo world is posing to it. In the “Long Line of Vendidas,”
she writes: “The Chicana’s sexual commitment to the Chicano male - is proof of her
fidelity to her people” (Loving 97), and continues:

The family, then, becomes all the more ardently protected by oppressed
peoples, and the sanctity of this institution is infused like blood into the veins
of the Chicano. At all costs la familia must be preserved ... We believe the more
severely we protect the sex roles within the family, the stronger we will be as a

unit in opposition to the anglo threat. (Loving 101)

Hence, she sees the heterosexism of her family and community as intrinsically tied to
preserving the culture, which makes the life of Chicanas really hard. This reinforced
male privilege resurfaces again at the end of Moraga’s mother’s life when her brother
James wants to make all the decisions around Elvira’s illness and death, though he
was little present in the whole process. At the same time, Cherrie knows that to
be critical of one’s culture does not mean betraying it and that “it’s the daughters
who remain loyal to the mother, although this loyalty is not always reciprocated”
(foreword to the second edition of Loving xiii), which is illustrated in the third part
of Native Country of the Heart, that is the story of Moraga’s mother’s last months,
first in the psychiatric ward of the hospital and then in the institution for elderly
people which Elvira desperately tries to escape and return home. Realizing how
fast her amnesia is progressing Cherrie wants to preserve as many of her mother’s
stories as possible. Yet, she discovers, as Alice Walker did, that “ostensibly in search
of my mother’s history, it was my own buried remains I sought” (Native 174) and
subsequently dwells on some events from her own life vis-a-vis Elvira’s story.

In the fourth part of the memoir when the mother dies on 29 July 2005,
Cherrie dares her brother and provides a truer to life history of Elvira Moraga
Lawrence in her eulogy, than the romanticized version of James, whose speech was
“a love treatise to our mother” (Native 227). Yet, despite his praise of “the history in
her hands, her hardworking ways ... and her dignity of bearing” all the relatives are
confused with his eulogy and wonder: “Had he felt that way, why had he never told
her so? Why had he spent a lifetime separated from her? Why had he allowed her
to suffer his absence?” (227). At first, Cherrie feels betrayed and speechless by the
falsehood of her mother’s and hence all Mexican women’s depiction presented by
James which she describes the following way: “I'm staring not only on my mother’s
portrait, but at the portrait of my own prison: my absolute impotence as a Mexican
woman under the ultimate authority of my brother’s words. They render me guilty
and shamed” (237). Nonetheless, despite this initial numbness and the feeling that
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James stole something from her and her sister JoAnn, she decides to challenge him
and her own eulogy becomes her rebellion. It is a heartbreaking moment that ends the
relationship between brother and sister, but at the same time, Moraga also discloses
and fights against this “impossible patriarchy” interwoven in her culture. She writes:

The amazing efficacy of patriarchy is that it is a covert operation. It is entre
nos, just between us — man and woman, sister and brother, father and daughter,
queer and not so queer. It takes place behind closed doors, inside la hacienda
and back there in the slave quarters. It is so seamlessly woven into the fiber
of our lives that to pull at the dangling thread of inequity is to rip open an
entire life. (223)

Therefore, the moment she is given the authority to speak she takes her chance and
speaks for herself, JoAnn, and Elvira claiming “she was not requited in this life”
(225), thus paying homage to all fierce fighter Mexican women.

Conclusions

To conclude, Lourdes Torres writes that Cherrie Moraga’s work “has always been
radical, ahead of its time, taking on complex topics and creating a space for us to
have conversations that were not being had in different eras” and that her writing
is “intimately personal while simultaneously broadly structural” (220). Therefore,
her memoir Native Country of the Heart is not only a personal attempt to come
to terms with the loss of a beloved, though problematic, mother, but a conscious
endeavor into the Mexican and indigenous past with a gendered dimension. When
in the Epilogue to the memoir Moraga writes: “To disappear into Mexicanism is not
enough; to disappear into Latinidad is even less of who we are; to disappear into
AngloAmerica, our colonization is complete. We were not supposed to remember”
(238), she links her family story to the ancestral memory of her people.

Similarly, Toni Morrison claimed that: “These ancestors are not just parents,
they are sort of timeless people whose relationship to the characters is benevolent,
instructive, and protective, and they provide a certain kind of wisdom” (496) and
that “If we don’t keep in touch with the ancestor we are, in fact, lost .... When you
kill the ancestor, you kill yourself” (497).

Consequently, in the beginning of her memoir, Moraga says: “Elvira’s is the
story of our forgotten, the landscape of loss paved over by American dreams come
true. And maybe that’s the worst of it (or what I fear) - that our dreams can come
true in ‘America, but at the cost of a profound senility of spirit. If we forget ourselves,
who will be left to remember us?” (Native, 5-6) only to conclude the book with a
statement “I return with these pages” (238), yet who she means by the “I” is not so
evident - the mother whom she paid homage to, herself or the whole panorama of
generations of Mexican/indigenous women, silenced, but not mute, thanks to their
daughters who did not let them “disappear quietly”
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