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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation identifies similarities in identity formation in literature from 

medieval Iberia and present-day Mexico and United States border literature. The 

development of a fronterizo hybrid culture is exemplified in the texts where cultural 

exchange is achieved in many of the daily interchanges between the inhabitants of these 

communities.With the application of multicultural studies that suggest attention to 

cultural diversity as well as postcolonial theory as my theoretical framework, it was clear 

that with prolonged contract between multiple cultures a hybrid identity is attained.  

The texts that exemplify hybridity in al-Andalus included various romances 

fronterizos, Historia de Flores y Blancaflor, and El Abencerraje. Through these relevant 

works I was able to detect different themes such as war practices, intermarriage, garden 

motifs, and knightly values that were shared by individuals and determined the 

construction of a hybrid identity. Language and customs were adopted and adapted in this 

space and the literature reflects this fact by an exchange of Arabic and Spanish language 

references that lead the reader to determine the construction of hybridity.  

Similarly, the fronterizo literature from contemporary Mexico and the United 

States border demonstrates the construction of a fronterizo identity. The texts of Carlos 

Fuentes’ La frontera de cristal (The Glass Border), Yuri Herrera’s Señales que 

precederán al fin del mundo (Signs that will precede the end of the world), Sandra 

Cisneros’s short story “Mericans”, Luis Humberto Crosthwaite’s Estrella de la calle 

sexta (The star of Sixth Street), and Elmer Mendoza with Cóbraselo caro (Make him pay 

dearly), are clear examples of identity formation on the border. As in the literature from 
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medieval Iberia, the distinct language employed by frontier individuals confirms the 

fusion and creation of hybrity.   

I concluded that literature from borderlands no matter from which historical 

period, prove that with years of coexistence and exchange a hybrid fronterizo identity 

was developed that changed the landscape of this unique community. My research 

demonstrates how life on the border permits people to construct a culture that is enriched 

by multiple populations and can contribute to a new way of thinking. 
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CHAPTER 1 

FINDING IDENTITY IN A HYBRID CULTURE:  

CONNECTIONS BETWEEN FRONTERIZO MEDIEVAL LITERATURE AND 

MEXICAN AMERICAN LITERATURE 

Historically, in border areas where different cultures, races, and religions have 

been forced to co-exist a new social imaginary has often formed based on the 

transnational circulation of customs. A multiplicity of referents develops that is expressed 

in the sociocultural values, customs, traditions, and ideologies border populations share. 

The concept referred to as fronterizo has stimulated the emergence of literature that 

narrates the interchanges among border populations.1 Frontier literature represents a 

layered identity that emerges from the complex interactions of different ethnic, cultural, 

and religious groups. In Cultura e identidad en la region fronteriza Mexico-Estados 

Unidos, Roxana Rodríguez Ortiz notes that fronterizos assimilate foreign cultures and 

construct their own culture by emphasizing changes in their identity, social relations, and 

artistic expressions (13). 

 Rodríguez Ortiz argues that alterity is not a synonym for “different” but is a way 

of seeing yourself through the eyes of “the other” in order to learn how to reconcile the 

 
1 According to the Real Academia Española, the word fronterizo refers to a person 

who lives on a national border, “que está en la frontera” (https://dle.rae.es/fronterizo). 

Pablo Vila argues that fronterizo is a way a life, a state of being for those who live on the 

Mexican-American border (Border Identifications 34). 
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differences between frontier individuals and communities (Cultura e identidad 11). 

Gabriel Tarde speaks of how difference is connected to identity: 

To exist is to differ; difference, in a sense, is the substantial side of things, 

is what [individuals] have only to themselves and what they have most in 

common. One has to start the explanation from here, including the 

explanation of identity, taken often, mistakenly, for a starting point. 

Identity is but a minimal difference, and hence a type of difference, and a 

very rare type at that, in the same way as rest is a type of movement and 

circle a peculiar type of ellipse. (32) 

 

Tarde suggests that the starting point of identity—and what we have in common—is our 

differences. Therefore, alterity is an important part of the discourse when defining 

identity.2 

 The discourse of intercultural contact and exchange can be applied to any time in 

history where different civilizations and cultures converge. Thus, medieval Iberia and the 

present-day borderland of Mexico and the United States share linguistic and cultural 

traits. Both communities are characterized by a flow of constant migration that allows 

people to construct identities, customs, and traditions that are possible when such cultural 

contact occurs. Transnational circulation facilitates knowledge not only of others but also 

of oneself, enabling the construction of a unique identity. 

 Currently, both journalists and political figures propose relations that derive from 

hierarchical colonial and western interactions rather than eastern patterns. Many features 

of medieval Europe anticipated the ways Europeans colonized the New World. Arab 

techniques of producing sugar that were used in Sicily and Andalusia contributed to the 

 
2 The Oxford English Dictionary defines alterity as the state of being other or 

different. 
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development of slavery. Robin Blackburn notes that the colonizers of the Americas had 

roots in medieval kingdoms. Colonization in the New World was characterized by 

intolerance and persecution, territorial expansion, and theological justification of slavery 

(65). In late medieval Europe, infidels and pagans were generally marked as monstrous 

peoples as a way of justifying intolerance and persecution. Robert Bartlett observes that 

“Latin Christendom was an expansion force, and a powerful account of this expansion 

was explained by the mental habits and institutions of European racism and colonialism 

that were born out of the medieval world; the conquerors of Mexico knew the problem of 

the mudejar; the planters of Virginia had already been planters in Ireland” (313).3 

 However, in medieval Iberia, otherness and alterity developed differently. 

Because Muslims controlled the northern part of the Iberian Peninsula, slavery became 

less important there and eventually disappeared. A new social order developed with the 

expansion of Islam. In Making Difference in Medieval and Early Modern Iberia, Jean 

Dangler states that medieval alterity did not center on hierarchies of value among those 

who were esteemed and those who were not. While medieval people saw each other as 

different, powerful groups did not automatically seek to eradicate others. In her study of 

alterity in medieval Iberia, she identifies “two prominent tenets, multifaceted subject 

formation. . . . The embrace of contrasts and the negative distinguished medieval alterity 

from modern notions of otherness” (71). The social order was mutable, and the difference 

 
3 Encyclopedia Britannica defines mudejar as any Muslim who remained in Spain 

after the Christian reconquest of the Iberian Peninsula 

(www.britannica.com/topic/Mudejar. Accessed 10 February 2021). 
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between subjects was not always forged with the intention of elevating certain groups 

over others. 

 Medieval Iberia was a melting pot of civilizations and cultures that was marked 

by the coexistence of three religions: Christianity, Islam, and Judaism. From 711 to 1492 

AD, most of the Iberian Peninsula, whose Arabic name was al-Andalus, was under 

Muslim rule. According to Spanish historian Joaquin Vallvé Bermejo’s hypothesis, al-

Andalus was the enigmatic name associated with the name of the Atlantic Ocean and the 

diversity found in this intricate societal arrangement that developed between the Islamic 

and Christian kingdoms was as vast as the ocean (18). Dangler argues that al-Andalus is 

an ideal site for a study of alterity because its territory was multicultural (2). 

 Iberian society has a history of cultural interlinkage or interconnectedness that 

permits the recognition of common roots and similar attributes. In Cultural Symbiosis in 

Al-Andalus, Sanaa W. Osseiran writes that cultural linkage may also be viewed as 

interdependence: “When peoples and civilizations adopt and remodel each other’s 

expressions in ways which fit their own societal needs, the recognition of similar 

attributes and linkages permits the building of confidence instead of fear in the ‘other’” 

(4). Residents of al-Andalus embraced a diversity and ideological tolerance that 

emphasized pluralism.  

 In Pluralism in the Middle Ages, Ragnhild Johnsrud Zorgati writes that when 

different cultures come together, concepts such as acculturation, transculturation, 

hybridity, and métissage should be part of the discourse that describes the pluricultural 

society of medieval Iberia. He states: “Using these theoretical descriptions makes it 

possible to establish parallels between the Andalusi medieval past and our own 



5 

 

postmodern and pluricultural world” (2).4 In the view of Thomas Glick and Oriol Pi-

Sunyer, acculturation is the gradual assimilation of one cultural group to another. They 

argue that in order to understand acculturation it is necessary to understand what culture 

means. Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary defines as it “the customary beliefs, social 

forms, and material traits of a racial, religious, or social group.” Individual people are the 

carriers of culture and are the ones who make the decisions and choices that change 

culture. This is why culture is never static. Acculturation happens because of this 

permeability. Glick and Pi-Sunyer state that acculturation involves more than a change in 

cultural content:  

Given the need of two or more cultures to operate in a pluralistic setting, 

protected contact tends to result in mutual agreements. . . . Without such 

agreements and compromises the result could be a situation so restrictive that the 

survival of the individual can be achieved only at the price of sacrificing those 

values and organization forms that give a group its stability and its compass for 

the future. (141) 

 

Acculturation is an agreement to adapt and adopt a group’s cultural forms.  

 In medieval Iberia, acculturation was structured by the dominant group’s rules 

regarding religious conversion. Glick and Pi-Sunyer state that acculturation leads to 

transculturation because cultural contact involves reciprocal changes. According to 

Fernando Ortiz, transculturation is when the parties involved in cultural contact are 

transformed. Transculturation involves the loss of a previous culture and carries the idea 

 
4 The French word métissage originated in the late nineteenth century; it was first 

used in the Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute. It means cross-breeding or 

hybridity. (Oxford English and Spanish Dictionary, www.lexico.com). 
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of the creation of a new culture (103).5 The terms hybridity and métissage are used to 

describe the multicultural society of medieval Iberia. According to Robert Young, 

Bakhtin’s notion of hybridity indirectly relates to questions of power. Bhabha’s definition 

of hybridity also involved political agency. These theoretical perspectives make it 

possible to establish parallels between the Andalusi medieval past and our present 

pluricultural world (2). 

 Recently, critics have analyzed the formation of the Mexico-United States border 

with a focus on the history of border societies and the development of identities that have 

contributed to a multicultural society. This particular amalgamation of cultures has 

resulted in the development of a fronterizo mentality that has become politically 

important. Roxana Rodríguez Ortiz describes how citizens of this territory construct 

identity as part of a gradual, intercultural process between two liminal societies involved 

in daily exchanges (Alegoria de la frontera 36). 

 The concept of liminality is important when speaking of identity, hybridity, and 

transculturation.6 In “Rites of Passage,” ethnographer Arnold van Gennep demonstrates 

the role liminality plays in the process of change and in the course of change in the 

individual’s lifestyle. For Gennep, liminality as an indispensable part of any type of 

 

5 Ángel Rama notes that the description of transculturation made by Fernando 

Ortiz needs some correction because his definition is not taking into account the energy 

and creativity of a cultural community (45).  

6 Liminality derives from the Latin limen, meaning a threshold, a corridor 

between two different places (Gennep 25). 
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change, including changes in social status, age, country of residence, and locality. He lists 

three phases of such changes: phase one is separation, phase two is liminality, and phase 

three is union or incorporation. Gennep denotes an initial detachment from the temporal-

spatial setting into an ambivalent space, followed by an intermediate state or limbo that 

leads to the third space, where the individual incorporates into society in a transformed 

state (155). The liminal stage is a stage of transition, a medium, in-between place, an 

ambivalent zone. The anthropologist Victor Turner claims that an individual’s temporary 

detachment from their social structure gives them a vague social status and frees them 

from any laws, norms, and rules of behavior. Mihai Spariosu notes that “liminality for 

Turner is a form not only of transitivity, but of potentiality as well, for liminality shows 

not only isolation from hardened structures, but the potentialities of forming alternative 

structures” (133). Hybridity and transculturation occur in a space where individuals find 

themselves between worlds. According to Rodríguez Ortiz, fronterizo subjects live on the 

periphery and are confronted daily with “otherness”; they live beyond the physical border 

of two countries and form a hybrid culture (Cultura e identidad 40). 

 Modern fronterizo literature often confronts the search for identity in a chaotic 

manner. Leticia McDoniel notes frontier literature provides its readers with a view of the 

transformation of not only the fronterizo character but the space fronterizos inhabit: “Al 

igual que los sujetos fronterizos, la literatura fronteriza, es capaz de traspasar los límites 

y de romper con paradigmas nacionalistas” (Like the fronterizo subject, border literature 

is capable of crossing the limits and breaking with nationalist paradigms) (4). This 

transformation turns into knowledge that is transmitted in narratives of the border. These 

narratives have recently created a subgenre that has directed attention toward these 
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liminal communities and the way identity is constructed within them. Despite the 

richness of the content of this literature, few scholars have studied it and thus its 

important contributions are often overlooked. These narratives emphasize the search for 

identity and belonging by testing and destabilizing conventional limits. Multicultural 

awareness is imperative today because we live in a global world and need to understand 

that no culture is pure. In The Location of Culture, Homi Bhabha says that every culture 

is an original mix of every form of identity (54). Nestor García Canclini argues that 

hybridization is an unfinished process that is in a permanent state of construction: “The 

object of study is not hybridity but the ongoing processes of hybridization which leads to 

revitalizing the notion of identity” (xxviii). 

 In this study, I identify similarities related to identity, space, and the perceptions 

of people who by virtue of geography or birthright acquire dual cultures, languages, and 

citizenship. The distinct cultural development of medieval Iberia and the present-day 

cultures of borderlands of Mexico and the United States both inspired literature that 

enables us to discern similarities between these communities. I will examine the 

selections from the corpora produced in these spaces in order to detect a process of 

cultural exchange that has taken place over years of coexistence and has generated 

interactions that are far more complex and multifaceted than many scholars have argued. 

Texts that have emerged from these interchanges propose hybrids that blur cultural 

differences, allowing for multiple interpretations. My theoretical framework, which 

draws on the field of multicultural studies, emphasizes the importance and permanency of 

intercultural relations. I also draw on postcolonial theory, which proposes that we rethink 

the basic premises of time, race, and class in order to undermine hegemonic identities. 



9 

 

Although the postcolonial approach has been met with significant criticism because it has 

been applied to a specific time, Homi Bhabha explains that “postcolonial criticism bears 

witness to the unequal and uneven forces of cultural representation involved in the 

contest for political and social authority within the modern world order” (6). The theory 

is viewed as a discourse of modernity. Michelle R. Warren argues that it opens a window 

into any time or place where one social group dominates another (115). My research will 

demonstrate how life on the border permits people to construct a culture that is enriched 

by multiple populations and can contribute to a new way of thinking. 

 

Chapter Outline 

 The second chapter, “Defining the Border through Multicultural Studies,” will 

present the theorical framework of multicultural studies, primarily using Laurie 

Grobman’s Multicultural Hybridity, and the postcolonial approach, applying the concepts 

of Nadia R. Altschul and Jeffrey Jerome Cohen. Altschul argues that “postcolonialism 

engages with the myriad effects and interstices produced on all sides and between all 

elements of hierarchically uneven cultural contacts, and is engaged not only with the 

resistances but also with the collaborations, contradictions and legacies produced by 

colonial encounters” (7). While multicultural theory has traditionally emphasized the 

value of difference, focusing on the discourse and practices of immigrants and racial, 

ethnic, religious, and sexual minorities, Grobman explores the paradox of difference by 

theorizing hybridity. Her theoretical approach combines different positions within the 

discipline, including border theory and postcolonial theory. In her discussion of 

postcolonial theory, Altschul examines the postcolonial concept of transculturation as a 
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result of cultural contact. The postcolonial approach looks at all sides of the colonial 

encounter and what resulted from that contact. Postcolonial theory enables us to view the 

connection of medieval Iberia with contemporary struggles (Altschul 13). Jeffrey Jerome 

Cohen suggests that “postcolonial theory in practice has neglected the study of the 

‘distant’ past, which tends to function as a field of undifferentiated alterity against which 

modern regimes of power have arisen” (3). This exclusion denies the possibility that what 

was lived in the past might still linger in the formation of current identities. Applying 

postcolonial theory to the reading of medieval texts will open them up to a wider 

academic audience and will provide a connection to modern literature. Grobman’s 

theoretical views suggest multiple crossings or intersections of meaning that will allow 

for a transformative interpretation. 

 I also draw on the theory of alterity Jean Dangler has put forward in Making 

Difference in Medieval and Early Modern Iberia. Her approach takes into consideration 

the absence of boundaries around language, ethnicity, and geography in the medieval 

Iberian Peninsula and questions the modern paradigm of dominance and 

disempowerment, which contrasts with the concept of otherness founded on ideals of 

negotiation, balance, and integration found in medieval Iberia. According to Dangler, the 

period of Islamic occupation brought complex historical shifts that changed alterity, 

especially by the late fourteenth century, by creating ruptures between cultural groups 

and creating bitterness between their members. Even though divisions between subjects 

existed, efforts to separate people were not as predominant as they had been during the 
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reigns of the Castilian Catholic kings of the early modern nation-state.7 Dangler draws on 

Foucault, noting that “Michel Foucault suggests that where many medieval subjects saw 

mutual relations in diversity, early modern people witnessed division and duplicity” (5). 

 In the 1940s and 1950s, in a well-known debate, Américo Castro and Claudio 

Sánchez-Albornoz sought to link medieval culture and history to the national character of 

modern Spain. Castro believed that the convivencia (coexistence) of the three cultures in 

medieval Iberia dominated daily relations in al-Andalus. He suggested that modern 

Spanish identity was formulated out of this foundation of coexistence. He supported his 

idea of tolerance by pointing to the linguistic and cultural influences embedded in the 

literature of al-Andalus. In contrast, Sánchez-Albornoz denied that Spanish culture had 

any Islamic cultural influence and asserted that it was the Visigoths and not the Muslims 

who influenced Spanish identity even though Muslims had control of most of the Iberian 

Peninsula for many years. 

 The cultural arrangement of Iberian society demands a more refined discussion 

that should extend beyond the concepts of Spanish identity formation that Castro and 

Sánchez-Albornoz established. Ragnhild Zorgati has suggested that a thorough study of 

the concepts of mixture and hybridity that go beyond the boundaries traditional historians 

use is needed for the purpose of exploring the development of a Spanish identity (7). In 

 
7 In the period 1479 to 1516, the Catholic rulers Fernando II and Isabel created a 

polity that relied on society’s educated ranks to disseminate the state’s homogeneous 

values. These elites defined identity using absolute categories based on religious faith and 

ethnic origin (Dangler 97). 
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this dissertation, I seek to look at the issue of cultural pluralism as Zorgati suggests, using 

the lenses of multiculturalism and postcolonialism to arrive at a different point of view 

about the formation of border identity. The origin of Spanish identity has not been 

resolved and the scholarly tendency has been a continuous quest to prove one or another 

side of the debate. 

 Similarly, hybridity and alterity in the present-day fronterizo community of the 

Mexican-American border is palpable in everyday life as well as in the literature that this 

multicultural society has produced. In 1849, after the Mexican-American War, the border 

between Mexico and the United States was reinvented after the geographical border 

between the two countries was moved when a treaty awarded land to the United States. 

Roxana Rodríguez Ortiz argues that a multicultural border refers to the existence of two 

or more groups in a society where people’s views and practices generate a sense of 

collective identity (“Conformación de la Frontera” 10). This hybrid identity is a product 

of a community that is based on racial, ethnic, and linguistic disparities. Even though 

today many countries fit this definition of multiculturalism, it is more apparent in border 

communities where a distinct society shares a fronterizo way of life and thought. Aneta 

Barakoska asserts that culture is an inseparable part of a national identity and therefore 

multiculturalism is an important part of national identity: “multiculturalism is a 

fundamental organic part of every multi-national human community appreciating 

veneration, supporting connection, and cultural independence” (2). 

 The third chapter, titled “Fronterizo Mentality and Identity: Life on the Frontiers 

of Medieval Iberia and Contemporary Mexico-America,” will analyze not only the 

essence of border identity but everyday life in Medieval Iberian and Mexican American 
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frontier. Usually, the frontier between countries is a clearly delimited boundary, but many 

borders can exist beyond the confines of governments and nations. Communities have 

been defined by their internal segmentation as much as by their external perimeter, and 

border areas have usually been viewed as being culturally similar to the country they 

belong to. Recent social science research has posited that these spaces cannot have a clear 

definition because borders convey a sense of inherent duality. The proximity of one 

culture to another creates an affinity that shapes the fronterizo citizen and allows them to 

create a condition of hybridity. 

 The concepts of borders and boundaries have become important in many 

scholarly disciplines. They have been associated with research about cultural capital, 

cultural membership, and racial and ethnic group positioning. In “The Study of 

Boundaries in the Social Sciences,” Michèle Lamont and Virág Molnár note that 

boundaries or borders can be symbolic or social. They define symbolic boundaries as 

“conceptual distinctions made by social actors to categorize objects, people, practices, 

and even time and space” (168). Symbolic boundaries also separate people into groups 

and generate a feeling of group membership. Lamont and Molnár add that “social 

boundaries are objectified forms of social differences manifested in unequal access to and 

unequal distribution of resources and social opportunities” (168). Only when symbolic 

borders are widely agreed upon can they influence a pattern of social interaction in 

important ways. Social and symbolic borders exist beyond physical boundaries and are 

detected when cultures or groups of people come together. Fronterizo mentality carries a 

collective identity that is formed by the ability of people to adapt to their environment.  
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 In Social Identity, Richard Jenkins explains how collective identity is constituted 

by a dialectic interplay of processes of internal and external definition.  

On the one hand, individuals must be able to differentiate themselves from 

others by drawing on criteria of community and a sense of shared 

belonging within their subgroup. On the other hand, this internal 

identification process must be recognized by outsiders for an objectified 

collective identity to emerge. (25). 

 

Borders convey a sense of duality and promote overlapping identity where the interaction 

of individuals from many backgrounds generates hybridization. Lamont and Molnár 

argue that societies where different cultures associate develop new forms of cultural 

diversity. “These changes occur across a range of settings that blur boundaries such as 

territorial borders and cultural and symbolic boundaries of national communities” (185). 

 Rodríguez Ortiz, who analyzes the United States-Mexico border, has addressed 

the notion of a fronterizo region where people share economic strategies and construct 

and reconstruct a community. This notion of community implies a culture with a new 

structure that borrows from each culture to define itself and adopt similar social 

behaviors and cultural practices. A fronterizo subject destabilizes and reinvents the 

boundaries of national identities (Cultura e identidad 45). 

 The fourth chapter, “Finding Hybrid Culture in Medieval Iberian Texts,” shows 

how the cultural interactions between the characters in such texts allowed for the 

development of a far more complex identity than scholars have previously shown. Using 

the theoretical framework of multicuralism and postcolonialism, I will pursue a different 

reading of selected medieval texts in order to present a different point of view about the 

construction of a border identity. Glick and Pi-Sunyer indicate that acculturation is 

cultural change through cultural contact, implying that no culture is unique and that no 



15 

 

people are the sole or even the principal authors of their own existence (139). In The Arts 

of Intimacy: Christians, Jews, and Muslims in the Making of Castilian Culture, Jerrilynn 

Dodds, Maria Menocal and Abigail Balbale emphasize that culture contact not only 

changes the margins of a culture, it also profoundly transforms its core (85). They argue 

that Castilian culture is not an example of a Christian culture that was influenced by 

Jewish or Islamic elements but is instead a culture that grew out of the mutual 

transformations of Jewish, Christian, and Islamic cultures. 

 Romances fronterizos, or frontier ballads, are a clear example of transculturation. 

They are cultural artifacts that characterize life in Granada when it was controlled by the 

Muslims.8 Romances fronterizos are traditionally defined as ballads set on or near the 

fourteenth- and fifteenth-century frontier between Christian Spain and Islamic al-Andalus 

that were composed during the periods of trans-frontier warfare before the fall of the 

Kingdom of Granada in 1492. According to Paloma Díaz-Mas, romances fronterizos are 

historical sources that contain enough evidence to reflect overlapping identities as well as 

the conflict both Muslims and Christians faced in order to belong (31). In Frontier 

Memory: Cultural Conflict and Exchange in the Romancero Fronterizo, Şizen Yiacoup 

also conveys the idea of the two cultures searching for their identity: “They are narratives 

in which Muslim protagonists struggle to define their existence against a disappearing 

frontier world” (11). 

 
8 Frontier ballads, or romances fronterizos, are remarkably similar to historical 

ballads because they narrate legendary or actual events that took place on the frontier 

between the Christian and Muslim kingdoms (Díaz-Mas 180).  
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 Historia de Flores y Blancaflor illustrates an internal orientalist mode that is 

unique in Latin Christendom—the auto-exoticizing of Christian Iberian historical 

allegory.9 Carl Jubran coined the term internal orientalism with reference to modern 

Spain’s engagement with its Andalusi legacy. He defines it as the orientalizing process 

people perform on their own national history. 

Spanish Orientalism is an internal process which involves the celebration 

of the “other” within the historiography of Spanish national culture and 

identity. Although this represents a unique process which breaks down the 

model of binary oppositions presented by Said, and other postcolonial 

scholars, of the “East/West” “Christian/non-Christian”, it is still a process 

concerned with modernization through imperialist aspirations. In this 

manner, this new process could be called an “internal-Orientalism.” (45) 

 

Historia de Flores y Blancaflor is an excellent example of Jubran’s theory. It is the re-

appropriation of an ultra-Pyrenean Orientalizing narrative in the service of a Castilian 

royal history. As in the so-called Moorish novel (novela morisca),10 the Muslim 

protagonist is the mirror of Christian chivalry and is distinct from Christians only by 

 
9 The Castilian version of Flores and Blancaflor is said to be of Eastern origin; 

perhaps, as David Wacks suggests, of Byzantine, Persian, or Arabic origin. An early 

fragmented version exists in a late thirteenth-century manuscript. The mid-fourteenth-

century El Libro de buen amor also refers to the story, and the manuscript of the Estoria 

de España also includes a version of the story (1-2). 

10 The Moorish novel, or novela morisca, centers on the relationship between the 

Muslims and Christians in Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It is based on 

true events that would be recounted to narrate idealistic stories of the encounters between 

these two groups (Fuchs, “In Memory of Moors” 122). 
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religion and perhaps by outward appearance. As in modern Orientalist narratives, the 

Muslim other is the object of conversion and conquest. However, this Orientalizing 

narrative is different because the other is not simply dominated through conquest and 

conversion but ultimately assimilates to the main culture. This is what Jubran means by 

“internal Orientalism,” the exoticization and objectification of one’s own cultural history. 

The legend of Flores and Blancaflor speaks clearly of intercultural assimilation and 

characterizes a world in which boundaries between the faiths have become highly porous, 

leading toward the possibility of a hybrid culture. 

 The topic of identity is an important part of the sixteenth-century anonymous 

short novel El Abencerraje, which is also a novela morisca.11 Even though its historicity 

is far from exact, Francisco López Astrada and John Esten Keller concur in their 

introduction that the novel is “to a considerable degree in background, a description of 

the way of life on the Moorish frontier and even to some extent in historical events and 

personages” (15). El Abencerraje romanticizes the life of a courtier, idealizes love and 

beauty, and presents the Moorish character as an exotic ideal that does not correspond to 

the reality of the time. It promotes a mutual acceptance that gives us a glimpse of the 

Muslim personality and an exotic view of the “other.” Its idealization of Moorish culture 

contributed to a fictional idea of culture and made it difficult for the reader to get a true 

 
11 Different versions of El Abencerraje by different authors were published from 1560 to 

1565. There is an incomplete version in Parte de la corónica del ínclito infante don 

Fernando que ganó a Antequera. Another version is a re-edition that lacks the title page. 

There is also a version in the third edition of the Diana (Whinnom 507). 
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sense of the Muslim character. Harry Austin Deferrari argues that there are three different 

Moorish personages: “(1) the Moor as he appears to his own historians; (2) as he 

appeared to Spanish historians; and (3) as he appeared in Spanish literature” (12). It is my 

intention to portray the identity that resulted from the cultural fusion of Muslims and 

Christians. 

 The fifth chapter, “Identity in a Hybrid Culture: Looking at Modern-Day 

Literatura Fronteriza,” analyzes texts by Carlos Fuentes, Yuri Herrera, Luis Humberto 

Crosthwaite, Sandra Cisneros, and Elmer Mendoza. Modern border fronterizo narratives 

are rich in content and expression. Critics who have researched border literature agree 

that hybridity and identity are common topics of this sub-genre. This literature describes 

identities that arise from the fusion of the cultures of the Mexicans and Americans who 

coexist along the border between their two countries. Although some of the texts are from 

authors who are known for Chicano literature and narco literature, my emphasis is on the 

writings that stress the subjects of identity, fusion, and hybridity of cultures. 

 Carlos Fuentes published La frontera de cristal in 1995, a year after NAFTA was 

implemented. The novel provides examples of stereotypes Mexicans and Americans have 

of each other in order to allow the reader to find the intertextual nuances of the resulting 

hybrid culture. Fuentes’s work represents a space that is characterized by a constant 

negotiation for identity. It presents a hybrid space marked by an intersection of 

narratives, thoughts, and languages. His characters live a complex duality as they 

question where they belong and which culture they should identify with first when 

referring to or describing themselves. 
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 In Theories of Culture in Postmodern Times, Marvin Harris includes the ways 

people think and behave in his definition of culture (17). In Señales que precederán al fin 

del mundo, Yuri Herrera pays close attention to language as a source of the confrontation 

indigenous people and new arrivals experience. Herrera’s main character, Makina, 

perceives that the language changes as she gets closer to the frontier. The novel traces the 

evolution of the subtle change in identity that those who are confronted with another 

culture experience. 

 The city of Tijuana is the main character in Luis Humberto Crosthwaite’s novels. 

This is very palpable in Estrella de la calle sexta, where cultural interchanges involve the 

city and the situations of the characters of the novel. In his short stories, the fusion of 

cultures that leads to hybridity is clearly represented in the language and customs of his 

characters. Another important aspect of Crosthwaite’s stories is that both Mexican 

immigrants and Americans who live in this space where transculturation is possible 

undergo changes in identity. One American conveys his thoughts: “Ellos saben que yo no 

soy gringo, no como ellos me dicen, ¿ves? El gringo es otro rollo, se cree dueño del 

mundo; yo no, yo no más tengo esta esquina, este pedazo de banqueta que es mi 

universo” (They know I am not “gringo,” not like they mean. A “gringo” thinks he owns 

the world, but I don’t, I only have this corner, this piece of sidewalk which is my 

universe) (Crosthwaite 16). He endorses the heterogeneous culture he participates in: “Sí 

soy gringo y no soy gringo, hay más unión entre esta raza, entre los meseros y yo, que 

con toda la bola de gringos-güeros-atole-en-las-venas. Este es mi paraíso” (I am a 

“gringo,” and I am not. There is a union between these people, between the waiters and 

me and between the slow moving blond Americans. This is my paradise) (Crosthwaite 
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16). The moments in the text where characters step outside a story enable them to engage 

in self-recognition and reflection. 

 Along the same lines, Sandra Cisneros has expanded the concepts of bilingualism 

and biculturalism in her stories. Many critics have commented on the autobiographical 

nature of her writing, which has given a voice to the border area. Her short story 

“Mericans” uses metaliterature to contribute to the understanding of the complexities and 

contradictions of the traits of the characters who are trying to find who they are.12 

Cisneros sets her stories in San Antonio, Texas, straying away from the actual border and 

instead focusing on the spiritual conflict inside her characters. 

 Elmer Mendoza’s Cóbraselo caro uses the same formula as Estrella de la calle 

sexta. In these two novels the protagonists are US citizens who identify with American 

culture; through them, we can see the process of hybridization. In Mendoza’s novel, the 

protagonist, Nick, was taken as a young child from Mexico to America, where he grew 

up totally immersed in US culture. He never returned to Mexico and his parents did not 

teach him Mexican traditions and customs. When Nick has a midlife crisis, he begins to 

wonder about his roots. When he comes across a copy of the novel, Pedro Páramo by 

Juan Rulfo, Nick decides to go look for Pedro Páramo’s bones just as the protagonist in 

the novel did. Through his journey, which is reminiscent of Don Quixote’s quest, Nick is 

 
12 Metaliterature refers to literature within literature. Authors use it in several 

ways, in some cases to interrupt an argument. It is also used to clarify something about 

the work itself and its development. In some cases, it is used as a narrative technique 

where the character is addressing a problem and needs to clarify (Cachey 79). 
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trapped between the past and the present. In the process of looking for his Mexican 

identity, he gains a new, hybrid identity. Cóbraselo caro raises questions about 

reconstruction of identity as a vehicle for social transformation and how an individual’s 

identity is affected when two cultures unite. 

 In this dissertation, I demonstrate that when two cultures coexist, identities are 

formed that are different from either of the original cultures. My intention is to examine 

the development of identity within different cultures by examining texts. It is also 

important to establish interconnectivity in different literary genres that bring together 

civilizations that experience hybridization. The arguments I present throughout the 

dissertation will establish links between the texts and the topics of acculturation, 

hybridity and transculturation and will offer suggestions for further investigation. 
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CHAPTER 2 

  DEFINING THE BORDER THROUGH MULTICULTURAL STUDIES 

Alterity in Medieval Iberia and on the Mexican-American Border 

All human cultures articulate, situate themselves by 

categorizing the world. Such a predictive act necessarily 

involves a distinction between that which is allowed into 

the sphere of culture, and that which is excluded; the 

circumscription of cultural identity proceeds by silhouetting 

it against a contrastive background of Otherness. (Corbey 

and Leerssen vi) 

 

Raymond Corbey and Joep Leerssen’s research draws upon Michel Foucault’s influence 

in the social sciences and the reaction against Hegel’s construction of identity as 

something that unifies and harmonizes different things. The Hegelian school of thought 

moved toward assimilating all otherness when searching for identity (xi). Foucault argued 

against that idea: “the forceful exclusion and exorcism of what is Other is an act of 

identity formation” (xii).  

 In the texts that medievalists study, alterity, or difference, is a central part of 

identity. For medievalists and experts in other fields, alterity is entwined with issues of 

ethnic identity; they recognize that language and culture form an important role in 

identity construction. 

 The arrival of Muslims to the Iberian Peninsula changed the cultural and linguistic 

landscape.13 Al-Andalus, the Arabic name for the Iberian Peninsula during the Muslim 

 
13 The Umayyad governor of North Africa, Musa ibn Nusayr, appointed Tariq ibn 

Ziyad to lead an expedition to Spain. The Umayyad army, which was composed mainly 

of Berbers, the indigenous people of North Africa and Tariq, landed in 711 at the Rock of 
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occupation, experienced constant geographic, cultural, political, and economic 

negotiation between the Christian kingdoms in the north and the Islamic domain. 

Intercultural contact was a conspicuous part of life in al-Andalus, where absolute 

categories and boundaries in language, ethnicity, and gender often proved inaccurate. 

Because otherness in medieval Iberia was founded on ideals of negotiation, balance, and 

integration, Iberian society did not construct others as we do today and “otherness” was 

not homogeneous. 

 Jean Dangler notes the predominance of two principles or tenets that were an 

important part of how identity was built before the sixteenth century: multifaceted subject 

formation and the embrace of contrasts and the negative (4). These tenets pervaded 

medieval society and are present in literary genres such as epics and travel narratives in 

which people frequently were described in ambivalent ways. Medieval artists illustrated 

the tenets of alterity in cultural productions that included philosophical writing, 

entertaining literature, and iconography. Dangler writes that multifaceted subject 

formation was generally demonstrated “through bodily images that depicted people not as 

essentially whole in their makeup, but as composed of shifting desires and contrasting 

qualities” (14). Individual identity was based on elastic and mutable qualities. In art and 

literature from medieval Iberia, the self was fashioned as an inner package that was 

affected by external negative and positive qualities. This is represented in medieval 

manuscripts where the main text has a dependent relationship with marginal notes and 

 

Gibraltar and confronted King Rodrigo’s army. The Umayyads were more powerful and 

overthrew the king’s army. (Dodds, Menocal, and Balbale 13). 
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drawings. Marginal notes reveal both a need to clarify the text and a knowledge of textual 

content. 

 Evelyn Birge Vitz offers another model of medieval identity construction: 

“Medieval writers shaped individuals as fundamentally similar, yet different in their 

possession of the quantity of a certain quality” (16). It is common to see an enumeration 

of attributes of members of other groups that are presented as positive or writing that 

portrays a member of another group as admirable. In medieval times, the worth of an 

individual was measured along a vertical axis that would measure their value as higher or 

lower from others, but it was never meant to set them apart. Individuals remained on the 

same vertical axis which simultaneously signified similarity and difference. 

 The medieval confidence in assimilatio highly influenced subject formation since 

this notion implied continuity between subjects, language, and events. It centered on the 

similarities between things rather than the differences. James Burke states that “all facets 

of creation are aligned in a vast array of parallel systems that are hierarchically 

structured” (15). ,Assimilatio permitted medieval writers to regard human fault as part of 

the identity individuals constructed. In al-Andalus, identity was not based solely on 

ethnic or religious origins but also considered a person’s connections with members of 

other cultures. In Pluralism in the Middle Ages, Ragnhild Johnsrud Zorgati explains how 

identity was forged through a system that conserved kinship attributes. A person’s 

surname was a particularly important link between the place of origin of a family or the 

ethnic origin of a tribe. Converts to Islam, for whom Arab surnames indicated prestige, 

adopted new last names according to the tribal group that had granted them membership 

(171). This gave converts an identity based on tribal affiliation rather than their birth 
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origin. Along this same line, Muslims allowed integration through marriage, unlike 

Jewish and Christian people. 

 For the Muslims who sought to consolidate their power in the Iberian Peninsula, 

unions between Muslim men and non-Muslim women were desirable and had the clear 

advantages of legitimizing their position in society and increasing their wealth. Partnering 

with the Christian population in medieval Iberia constituted an important mechanism by 

which Muslims consolidated power, be it through marriage or through taking slave 

concubines. These practices were vital elements of the process of social and cultural 

change and played an important part in the construction of al-Andalus. Marriages 

between Muslim men and Christian women were permissible if the children were brought 

up in the Muslim religion. However, marriage between Muslim women and Christian 

men was strictly prohibited and was often condemned by corporal punishment and 

imprisonment.14  

 Simon Barton, who studies interfaith marriages at length in Conquerors, Brides, 

and Concubines: Interfaith Relations and Social Power in Medieval Iberia, provides 

details about marriages at all levels of Iberian society. He states that intermarriage was 

more common in the lower levels of society and was not always practiced for the purpose 

of making alliances. For the most part the children born to non-elite interfaith couples 

 
14 By the late twelfth century, laws designed to regulate social interaction had 

become more detailed. For example, the Teruel Code included a section titled “Of the 

woman who sleeps with a Moor,” which stated that if such a couple was caught, both 

parties were to be burned together (Gorosch 497). 
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were not brought up as Muslims. The details of these unions can be found in a set of 

Latin texts of the Christian martyrdom movement that stated that Umayyad authorities 

executed at least twelve Christians from religiously mixed families.15 Barton contends 

that elite Muslims used these unions to strengthen their kingdom: “A number of 

influential families went out of their way to seek brides who were not Muslim, and . . . in 

some cases they did so by arranging marriage alliances with the emerging Christian-ruled 

realms of the north” (22-25). 

 Interfaith social interaction was frequent because it was impossible for Muslims, 

Christians, and Jews to live in complete isolation from one another. According to Barton, 

normal, everyday activities were shared, which made it possible for members of the three 

cultures to socialize with each other. Although alterity existed, citizens of al-Andalus 

were neighbors and developed relationships; otherness was not the center of their 

relationships. Even though religious differences were respected, and boundaries were set, 

frontiers were sometimes crossed (143). Authorities were determined to raise barriers to 

relations between the different populations, as Robert I. Burns explains: 

The elite of each of the three groups obsessively feared assimilation. Each 

fostered its own world of symbol, praxis, and pervasive public expression 

while restricting entry into or sharing the religious defined societies of the 

other two peoples. The paradox of daily mingling, economic activities, 

and osmotic interchanges involving all three peoples did not cancel out 

this more elemental orientation. (xxvii) 

 
15 The martyrdom movement that appeared in Córdoba in the 850s was a response 

to the increasing rate of conversion of Andalusi Christians to Islam. According to the 

chronicles, at least forty-eight Christians publicly denounced Islam, an action that carried 

the penalty of death under Islamic law (Barton 22). 
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However, because of the many complex interactions of interfaith marriages and 

couplings, power and group identity converged and formed in medieval Iberia. Legal 

records demonstrate that passion pushed men and women to cross culturally demarcated 

lines. Barton notes that even though authorities of all three religious groups in medieval 

Iberia created policies to control interfaith sexuality and maintain cultural differentiation, 

a large number of Andalusians married across faiths (144). While legal, religious, and 

artistic sources and documents tell us about the strategies those in power used to prevent 

elite people from assimilating into other cultural groups, far less is known about the 

practices of people in lower social groups with regard to intimate relationships.  

 Dangler notes that the flexible medieval identity that included all aspects of the 

individual—the positive as well as the negative—led to an embrace of both contrasts and 

the negative. Medieval thought included contrasts of multiple diverse elements that were 

not necessarily binaries. The term “negative” had a philosophical and theological 

meaning that was not necessarily unpleasant; it could refer to absence, emptiness, silence, 

or obscurity, to name a few ideas. As Dangler points out, “the via negativa played a 

crucial part in identity, since negative or profane elements were required for the 

malleable forging of the subject” (18). The via negativa was an important part of the 

medieval discourse, an allegory writers and artists used to demonstrate the complexity of 

being. These artists aimed for balance by integrating the negative into their thinking and 

artistic processes. Medieval aesthetics and standards of beauty were shaped by the key 

concepts of symmetry and contrasting qualities. 

 The ideas of contrast and the negative were also important in pedagogy and were 

adopted by logicians and rhetoricians. In Deformed Discourse: The Function of the 
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Monsters in Medieval Thought and Literature, David Williams asserts that the via 

negativa was not seen as the opposite of the via affirmativa; rather, “the two modes 

offered complementary understandings of the same reality” (57). The positive and the 

negative existed equally in the same domain and were not always clearly defined. 

Dangler states that “the lack of distinction between [the positive and the negative] 

complicated medieval concepts of alterity and shows that making difference was complex 

and varied” (22). The story of Adam and Eve offers the best way to understand the 

function of the negative in medieval thought. The fundamental medieval belief that 

creation begins with the negative is illustrated in how Eve was created out of Adam’s 

want; his emptiness and loneliness made it necessary for Eve to exist. Along this same 

line, as Williams illustrates, monsters made it possible for beauty to be revealed: “the role 

of the deformed, truly and ironically revealed the divine through their negation of its 

beauty.” The fact that monsters were depicted on the border of medieval maps illustrates 

their connection to the divine, not that they were marginalized, since God existed in 

negation, outside of the world of forms (69).  

 Authors such as Ramon Llull, who wrote mystical texts, provides evidence of this 

complex relationship between the positive and the negative. Llull’s The Book of the Lover 

and the Beloved mentions the idea that the Beloved’s thoughts are pleasant when they are 

suffering a pain that brings delight (26). These mystical writings complicated the 

distinction between contrasted elements further by obscuring the limits between them. 

This relationship between the union and reunion of opposite characteristics in medieval 

thinking was crucial in the process of forming identity. 
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 Even though the “other” was always present in medieval Iberia, it was not until 

later in the period that it was pejoratively different. In the late Middle Ages, values based 

on the complementarity of opposites crumbled when the Catholic rulers Isabel and 

Fernando II created the Castilian nation-state. The repercussions involved separation of 

denigrated groups that is apparent in the literature from this time. Late medieval and 

modern writings such as didactic sermons condemned women and Jews and clearly 

outlined the social roles they should occupy. As Dangler states, “most writers no longer 

showed the kaleidoscopic oscillation of difference . . . or the complementary worth of the 

positive and negative” (25). The concept of separation outweighed former ideas and 

classification and hierarchies became increasingly pronounced. These principles 

coincided with the ideals of the Catholic kings and the Inquisition.16 Individual identity at 

this time was defined by absolute categories of religion and ethnic origin. Thus began a 

community focused on concepts of differences and purity of blood. 

 

Alterity along the Present-Day Border between Mexico and the United States 

 Despite the chronological interval between medieval Iberia and the present-day 

United States-Mexican border culture, similarities exist in the construction of identity and 

 
16 The classification of homogeneous subjects was strengthened by fifteenth- and 

sixteenth-century institutions that sought to unify the peninsula politically and culturally. 

The Catholic kings, who established the Inquisition in Castile in 1478, defined their 

identity by imposing categories of identity based on religion and ethnic origin (Dangler 

143). 
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alterity in these two communities. Any discussion of alterity in this century must begin 

with the encounter that took place between European colonizers and diverse Native 

populations on the North American continent. At the time of European colonization, the 

American continent was populated by hundreds of different tribes of Native Americans. 

Most of them spoke different languages and had different cultures. Elena Catrinescu 

notes that they named themselves with the collective term of Native Americans even 

though most of them identify with their tribal names. According to Catrinescu, “it is not 

casual that the term ‘native’ is ubiquitous in immigration discourse, as in various 

historical moments of the young American nation ‘nativity’ has constituted the central 

stand on which the alterity of new immigrants was construed” (11). This population was 

given a collective name of ‘indios’ which is not only geographically inaccurate but also 

misleading, because it refers to a homogeneous population when, on the contrary, the so-

called singular group of “indios” was actually composed of hundreds of different tribes 

with different cultures and languages.17 

 On the border between Mexico and the United States, alterity is not defined as 

difference but as a way of looking at the self through the eyes of the “other” (Cultura e 

identidad 33). José Valenzuela states that a migrant’s process of integrating into a 

community generates psychological transformations that favor the construction of 

 
17 Originally the word “indio” was used when referring to someone from India, 

but it took on a negative connotation when it was used to refer to indigenous people in 

North America. The word carries a racist and classist meaning and is considered an insult 

(Kearney 19). 
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identity. Migrants form loyalties with a group that recognizes them and that they feel 

identified with. Identity is formed as migrants construct subjective differences with other 

groups or individuals (¡A la brava ése! 32). Migrants from both sides of the border 

between the United States and Mexico certainly undergo a process of integration and 

adaptation that results in the development of a transnational, or fronterizo, culture. 

Constructing these frontier cultures cultivates substantial changes in the communities that 

exist along border areas. 

 Roxana Rodríguez Ortiz notes that in general, those who migrate from Mexico to 

the United States can be categorized as members of one of four main groups. The first 

group consists of migrants with US citizenship or the children of migrants with US 

citizenship; the second consists of legal migrants from a variety of countries who stay in 

the United States to work; the third group consists of undocumented migrants; and the 

last group is the population of Mexican origin (Cultura e identidad 31). People in all four 

of these groups who settle in US communities must withstand attacks from established 

groups and come together to form their own social movements. They work hard not only 

to become an important part of the economy but also to be active members of the 

decision-making process in the United States. Their huge numbers and ability to come 

together gives these minorities a voice and an ability to overcome the mechanism of 

oppression that leads them to a reconstruction of their identity. 

 For people who live on a border, be it the present-day Mexican-American border 

or in medieval Iberia, identity is constructed in a gradual process that is born from the 

constant cultural fusion of two liminal societies. Fronterizos have been able to establish 

themselves as a community through their constant social, economic, and artistic 
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activities. The transformation of identity that takes place in the context of frontier has 

psychosocial and sociopolitical dimensions (Cultura e identidad 13). 

 Thus, borderland subjectivity is characterized by “in-betweenness” that goes 

beyond a national identity. Fronterizos can navigate among, within, and between 

different cultures, languages, and systems. The constant linguistic, artistic, and economic 

exchange in border regions makes each culture dependent on the other. 

 There is a tendency to see the border region between the United States and 

Mexico as homogenous, but it must be remembered that this is a stretch of land that 

covers almost 2,000 miles and every border community is different.18 In both Mexico and 

the United States, migrants must travel some distance to reach other urban centers, where 

communities form identities that are specifically associated with a particular city. But 

because Ciudad Juárez and El Paso are so close to each other, they form one region that is 

divided only by an international bridge. This proximity has enabled residents to construct 

a frontier community that is very different from that of other border cities. This proximity 

also makes the region a good one to use for comparisons to the medieval Iberian 

Peninsula because in both cases, different cultures and customs co-existed (and co-exist) 

in close proximity. 

 
18 The border between Mexico and the United States stretches from the Gulf of 

Mexico to the Pacific Ocean and touches the states of California, Arizona, New Mexico, 

and Texas (www.history.com/news/everything-you-need-to-know-about-the-mexico-

united-states-border, accessed 1 March 2021). 
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 In “Tropos identitarios en la frontera México/Estados Unidos,” Pablo Vila writes 

extensively about issues of alterity and identity formation on this border. The process of 

constructing identity on the border is complicated by the way other people see the border 

community. On the Mexican side, people who live on the border are seen as different 

form the rest of the country. On the US side, the proximity to Mexico constantly reminds 

residents of El Paso of the poverty and corruption that characterizes this country, and 

they tend to associate Mexican migrants with those things. Vila describes this dynamic: 

En México el origen de la identidad Mexicoamericana, en vez de ser un 

capital simbólico valuado sobre el cual construir una identidad social 

valorada, puede ser una desventaja para aquellos mexicanoamericanos 

que construyen sus identidades no sólo diferenciándose de los anglos, sino 

también construyendo a los mexicanos como a los Otros. 

 

(In Mexico, the origin of the Mexican-American identity, instead of being 

a valued symbolic capital on which to build a valued social identity, can 

be a disadvantage for those Mexican-Americans who construct their 

identities not only by differentiating themselves from Anglos, but also by 

constructing Mexicans as “the others.”) (94) 

 

To the average American, everyone from Mexico is the same, but fronterizo communities 

are distinct from other parts of both countries.  

 Every day, fronterizos negotiate identity while being very aware of their alterity. 

Vila argues that constructing a fronterizo identity is important on the Mexican side of the 

border but not so much on the American side because proximity to a “First World” 

country gives a person social capital on the Mexican side, but on the American side the 

opposite is the case. Residents on the US side of the border live in proximity to a “Third 

World” country. Thus, although the borderland of Ciudad Juárez/El Paso is 83 percent 
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Hispanic, Mexicans form a fronterizo identity with more intensity than Americans do.19 

Vila notes that this combination of factors helps us understand why the term fronterizo is 

popular on this border and not in other borderlands (“Tropos identitarios” 95). As 

members of this fronterizo population construct their identities, they frequently 

emphasize differences between them and other Mexicans or Americans. The identity 

members of this community have forged has developed over many years of cultural 

exchange and has resulted in a common fronterizo identity. 

 

Characteristics of Multicultural Borders 

The word “border” is used in multiple ways and recently it has become difficult to 

differentiate from its multiple meanings. Typically, it refers to the lines that separate two 

territories. The concept of borders has also come to include psychological and emotional 

states of being. A global trend in mainstream politics makes a distinction between those 

who belong and those who do not that essentially forms figurative borders in everyday 

interactions Michèle Lamont and Virág Molnár have developed the idea of three major 

kinds of borders: those of territorial governance that manifest as borders between states, 

regions, or supranational entities; economic borders; and borders of political identity. The 

concept of a border of political identity includes issues related to nationalism, patriotism, 

racism, religions, and other similar topics (169). Borders enable us to narratively 

 
19 According to the U.S. census, in July 2019, 83 percent of the city of El Paso 

Texas was Hispanic and only 12 percent was white (US Census Bureau, “Quick Facts: El 

Paso, Texas,” www.census.gov/quickfacts/elpasocountytexas, accessed 1 March 2021). 
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construct our experiences in a liminal, in-between place that relates to time, space, norms, 

and subjectivity. Arnold van Gennep described liminality as a stage of transition, while 

Victor Turner defines it as “being-on-a-threshold, . . . a process which is betwixt-and-

between the normal, day-to-day cultural and social states and processes of getting and 

spending, preserving law and order, and registering structural status” (465). The concept 

of liminality suggests potentiality and a place of experimentation and non-confinement. 

The border is where people of different cultures, religions, or ethnic origins can meet and 

exchange their ideas and experiences.  

 In Theory of the Border, Thomas Nail argues that borders have four 

characteristics. The first one is that borders are in-between spaces because they are not 

just the sides of one system that touches another, they are a liminal place that theorists 

have identified as “neither/not, or both/and.” The second characteristic is that borders are 

always in motion, not because people and objects move across them but because they 

literally shift. Borders move with the movement of rivers and the shifting sands and tides 

along coastlines. The border is also moved by others during territorial and military 

conflicts. Nail quotes Nick Vaughan-Williams: “Borders are not natural, neutral nor static 

but historically contingent, politically charged, dynamic phenomena that first and 

foremost involve people and their everyday lives” (7). The third characteristic of borders 

is that they can only be understood in terms of circulation rather than in terms of 

inclusion or exclusion. Every day people cross borders, whether they are physical 

transitions from one location to another or symbolic shifts. The final characteristic in 

Nail’s border theory is that borders cannot be understood in terms of space alone because 

they are in between social spaces. Nail argues that the ordering of society is what is 
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produced by a series of divisions and circulations of motion made by the border. When 

borders are established, a new contextual framework comes into existence that introduces 

possibilities about the experiences that can unfold as these transitions are taking place (3-

9). The border determines the way we both define our own identity and distance 

ourselves from others. 

 Borders create conditions that enable people to start a process of identity 

formation and narration and set the stage for positioning oneself with a symbolic field. 

Raffaele De Luca Picione and Jaan Valsiner argue that borders have several functions: 

“to create a framework of sense, to diversify subjects and objects and to differentiate 

identities and positioning” (35). The ongoing construction of borders and the liminal 

process that accompanies it are necessary conditions of the psychological process within 

borderlands. According to Lawrence Douglas Taylor, the border is not just a place of 

separation or where you come to realize the differences that build your identity, it is also 

a place of active multicultural interaction (136).  

 The term multiculturalism points to a specific school of thought that analyzes 

cultural amalgamation and ethnic diversity. Multiculturalism produces an atmosphere in 

which two different cultures co-exist and contribute to the process of acculturation, or 

assimilation to a different culture (Zorgati 31), and ultimately of transculturation, or 

merging or converging with another culture (Ortiz 21). Acculturation and transculturation 

are not the same. When a person acculturates, they assimilate to another culture and leave 

their own culture behind. When a person undergoes transculturation, they integrate some 

elements of another culture. When the process of transculturation is gradual, the person 

preserves some aspects of their original culture. The major difference between the two 
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concepts is that acculturation involves a total loss of the original culture and it is usually 

an abrupt process. Multiculturalism refers to the approval of a local multiplicity based on 

respect for different cultural groups and their acceptance of the majority’s moral and 

cultural values, opinions, and views in a society where cultural interaction is present. It 

prompts self-understanding and encourages people to feel that they belong somewhere as 

an individual or as a member of a group that has similar perspectives. Multiculturalism is 

the appreciation, acceptance, and promotion of various cultures. It expresses a respect for 

diversity and advocates for equal status for distinct ethnic and religious groups. 

 When someone uses multicultural theory to read a text, they take ethnicity and 

culture into consideration. Many critics suggest that such readings reduce the texts to 

sociological or historical papers and limit the interpretive possibilities. In order to inform 

the reader about the richness of the texts, the reading must uncover the historical and 

cultural assumptions within the text. It is important to include dialogue from different 

ethnic, racial, and cultural backgrounds. Multicultural theory also examines the 

intersection of cultures and the resulting effects by studying cultures that live near 

borders.  

 Looking at borders enables us to observe a development of what James Banks 

refers to as “multiple acculturation,” the incorporation of different heritages into the 

identity development process (239).20 The concept of multiple acculturation encompasses 

 
20 Multiple acculturation refers to acculturation to two or more cultures. The 

multiple acculturation framework recognizes the amalgamation of multiple cultures and 
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the term “border crossings” that Gloria Anzaldúa used in Borderlands/La Frontera: The 

New Mestiza, a reference to moving across diverse borders such as race, gender, or 

geography (77). Maria Root argues that we can think about border crossings in four ways. 

Individuals can bridge borders by being part of the two groups, a choice that fragments a 

multicultural person’s existence. This person can be wholly immersed, respected, and 

accepted by two cultures simultaneously. A second way to think about border crossings is 

that the individual can shift foreground and background identities in order to cross 

borders defined by race and ethnicity. At different times, a person can choose to highlight 

one cultural background over another, depending on the environment they are living in. A 

third possibility is the individual who has gone through transculturation by appropriating 

cultural practices of another culture and choosing the major aspects of their own culture 

that they want to preserve. This individual is capable of understanding two cultures. This 

characteristic points to the liminality of frontiers. Individuals self-designate in a cultural 

category and invent a new or revised identity. The fourth type of border crossing is 

staying in one cultural group for an extended amount of time, not necessarily changing 

loyalties but adapting to the needs they might have at that time. This approach to border 

identity is useful and provides a framework for analyzing frontier texts and multicultural 

thinking (xxi). 

 Multicultural literary criticism is a response to the literary changes brought about 

by writers who explore the development of cultural identities created by cultural 

 

reconceptualizes the acculturation strategies and processes people use within a dynamic 

rather than a static framework (Gokhale 10). 
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interchanges in liminal spaces. In A Glossary of Cultural Theory, Peter Brooker argues 

that these writers establish viable identities to replace those thrust upon them (150). 

Multicultural literary criticism steps outside the traditional canon to draw on a rich body 

of works that explores the possibilities for alternative cultural traditions (153). It has 

unfolded a notion of difference and diversity within a culture. Multicultural theory 

responds to the demands of ethnic groups that they be represented in social history and 

has transformed how we understand literature. It has influenced literary study more 

generally by representing racialized ethnic groups.21 

 Multicultural theory expresses the importance of the co-mingling of cultures in a 

society and the richness of texts that draw upon the issues that make each culture unique. 

It explores the hybridity that is the result of multiple crossings or intersections of 

meaning and eliminates limiting binaries by considering the numerous relationships that 

exist both within a text and with other texts. 

 The multiculturalism school of thought adopts the approach of ethnic pluralism in 

which various ethnic groups collaborate and dialogue with each other while keeping their 

identities. It influences and produces an atmosphere in which two different cultures co-

exist and contribute to the process of acculturation. This theory assigns importance to all 

cultures in a society and includes people of different races, religions, languages, and 

 
21 Betsy Erkkila states that we have not yet achieved the goal of incorporating 

inclusivity and diversity based on race, ethnicity, gender, class, and sexual orientation in 

“American” literature. The dominant model in American literature and cultural studies is 

still “white studies” (587). 
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traditions. It considers all cultures worthy of study, as expressed by Valerian Rodrígues 

in his article “Is There a Case for Multiculturalism?” 

Multiculturalism draws our attention to the differences of our social 

existence and not merely what is common to all human beings. These 

differences are constitutive of what we are and wish to be although in 

many respects we may have the same concerns as others. (106) 

 

This school of thought advocates parallel and equal status for distinct cultural and 

religious groups. In Multicultural Citizenship, Will Kymlicka writes that “the basic 

premise of multiculturalism is that membership in a cultural community is essential to 

our personal identity and provides individuals with the necessary framework to exercise 

their true liberty” (82-83). 

 Smaro Kamboureli notes that “in response to the currency that multiculturalism 

has achieved in the political, social, and academic arenas, anthologies, critical studies, 

and course syllabi have gradually begun to include authors who have been traditionally 

excluded from mainstream representation” (3). According to Kamboureli, in this early 

phase, academics attempt to eradicate the concept of the “other” from the literary 

criticism that once held a significant position in the process of analyzing texts and 

selecting a critical approach. At the same time, they treat a few representative authors as 

token or iconic figures from the tradition of “other.” This is the very idea that gave way 

to differentiation in the first place. 

 Two approaches to multiculturalism—liberal multiculturalism and critical 

multiculturalism—reflect the politics of equal treatment of difference. Liberal 

multiculturalism is focused on giving people fair opportunities to pursue culture-related 

interests rather than on imposing duties to maintain any particular identity or way of life. 

It encourages people to have compassion for and understand those who are “different.” 
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Also, there is a tendency to see commonality in difference and to allow texts to speak to 

readers individually to the point that even unfamiliar cultures can be universalized 

through cross-cultural themes such as love, family, and other relationships. Critics of this 

strand of multiculturalism view it as ineffective and misguided; they feel that it 

encourages people to see cultural differences as only surface issues that cover up the 

sameness and similarities. Grobman writes that critics argue that liberal multiculturalism 

“conflate[s] otherness with diversity and representation, translating racial, ethnic, and 

sexual difference as cultural diversity, inequality as multiplicity.” She argues that 

acknowledging that everyone is different does not promote an understanding of the 

categories that form a basis of oppression and prejudice in our society. In fact, such an 

acknowledgment may mask genuine resistance to difference (11). 

 In contrast, critical multiculturalism explicitly addresses specific social categories 

of difference. It criticizes power relations that erode equality and attempts to distribute 

goods, power, and knowledge unequally. Critical multiculturalism suggests that reading a 

text requires an individual to confront the discomfort of differences in order to 

understand them. It examines when and to what extent Western paradigms are 

appropriate for multicultural texts. A critical multiculturalist approach must account for 

cultural, ethnic, and racial difference, which requires a reader to approach texts 

differently. However, Grobman states that critical multiculturalism falls short in resolving 

crucial issues of difference because even though we share a common humanity, our 

cultural experiences are different. 

 Multiculturalism has been broadly discussed in the scientific and public arenas 

where it has been adopted in order to deal with cultural diversity. It provides a stage 
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where individuals or cultural groups preserve their identity and can express themselves 

freely. In Multiculturalism: Roots and Realities, James Trotman argues that 

multiculturalism is valuable because it uses several disciplines to highlight 

neglected aspects of our social history, particularly the histories of women 

and minorities. . . . [It] promotes respect for the dignity of the lives and 

voices of the forgotten. By closing gaps, by raising consciousness about 

the past, multiculturalism tries to restore a sense of wholeness in a 

postmodern era that fragments human life and thought. (66) 

 

In addition, multiculturalism can balance unity with difference and omit simple binaries 

in favor of “unity in difference or diversity” (Giroux 191).22 Cultural studies has centered 

on deconstructing Eurocentric structures in order to recover historical voices that were 

overlooked. One of the best strategies for doing this has been identifying binaries such as 

self/other and colonizer/colonized; this has helped scholars depict the workings of 

oppression and establish a paradigm that would allow minority voices to be heard. In 

Beyond the Binary: Reconstructing Cultural Identity in a Multicultural Context, Timothy 

Powell writes that “the time has come . . . to initiate a new critical epoch, a period of 

cultural reconstruction in which ‘identity’ is reconfigured in the midst of a multiplicity of 

cultural influences” (1). This cultural reconstruction will help people theorize the fluidity, 

 
22 Unity in diversity is a concept that goes back hundreds of years in non-Western 

cultures. In premodern Western culture, it was implicit in the organic conceptions of the 

universe that were manifest from the time of the ancient Greek and Roman civilizations 

to Europe in the medieval period. Its meaning is best expressed by Michael Novak: 

“Unity of diversity is the highest possible attainment of a civilization, a testimony to the 

most noble possibilities of the human race. This attainment is made possible through 

passionate concern for choice, in an atmosphere of social trust” (qtd. in Birch 10).  
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multiplicity, and contradictions that form cultural identity. Iris Marion Young does 

research on modern democracies and social groups that are defined by primary identities 

such as race, sex, ethnicity, age, religion, and gender. These groups vie for resources and 

power based on a rational conception of difference that goes against the usual group 

difference of “otherness and exclusion.” Young writes, “When difference is defined as 

otherness, social groups are viewed as ‘mutually exclusive, categorically opposed’” 

(158). The articulation of differences from the point view of minorities is complex and is 

constantly being negotiated. 

 The term postcolonial is associated with linear time and marks history as a series 

of stages that move from precolonial to colonial to postcolonial. It refers to existence 

after colonialism, but Jeffrey Jerome Cohen argues that the unhyphenated term has 

“come to signify a temporal contiguity to, rather than an evolutionary difference from, 

the noun that forms its linguistic base” (5).23 The traditions and ideas that accompany 

colonization do not end with the withdrawal or downfall of an empire. Cohen notes that 

past and present communities are built out of colonial encounters and that there has never 

been a time before colonialism or when the colonial has been outgrown (3).24 Anne 

 
23 Yolanda Martínez-San Miguel argues that “post-colonialism . . . begins from 

the first moment of colonial contact. It is the discourse of oppositionality which 

colonialism brings into being” (168). 

24 Gayatri Spivak proposes replacing the term “postcolonial” with “neocolonial,” 

although she argues that “midcolonial” would be more accurate, which she defines as 
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McClintock has argued that postcolonialism centers on the binary opposition of 

colonial/postcolonial and that postcolonial theory has shifted from axes of power to the 

axis of time (86). This temporality lends itself to excluding events from the past that 

might linger and still be part of identity formation. Nadia Altschul notes that the 

postcolonial approach to studying the Middle Ages has been criticized because that time 

period does not belong to the spatial-temporal location that the theory belongs to. 

Another criticism for using this theory when referring to the Middle Ages is that the 

period lacked the concepts of individualism, nation, and biological race (6).  

 However, medieval societies exhibited many issues that are discussed in 

postcolonial theory and can be used when analyzing texts, especially when referring to 

identity formation, acculturation, and transculturation. As Altschul suggests: 

Postcolonialism engages with the myriad effects and interstices produced 

on all sides and between all elements of hierarchically uneven cultural 

contacts and is engaged not only with the resistances but also with the 

collaborations, contradictions and legacies produced by colonial 

encounters. (7) 

 

Postcolonial theory questions elements of the Iberian Middle Ages such as identity and 

categorizations. The implementation of postcolonial theories when looking at medieval 

Iberia centers on culture contact and the results of that contact. Homi Bhabha’s 

postcolonial approach underscores the fact that culture contact involves issues of 

subordination and dominion (37). Culture contact is likely to bring cultural change that 

 

“the time of ‘always-already’ and intermediacy that no narrative can pin to a single 

moment of history in its origin or end” (411). 
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involves both acculturation and transculturation because of external influences. Thomas 

Glick and Oriol Pi Sunyer state that 

while the province of acculturation studies is externally derived change, it 

should be noted that change from whatever direction tends to provide a 

demonstration effect that triggers change in other cultural sectors. . . . 

Change in itself is normative, the rate of change varies greatly from 

society to society and from one period to another. (139) 

 

The adoption and assimilation of a culture or acculturation causes the individual to leave 

their culture and change. Cultural change through acculturation is progressive and allows 

the individual to appropriate the cultural practices of another culture. 

 In Medieval Iberia there was evidence of the development of transculturation in 

art and language. In addition, because of mixed marriages and conversions, people’s lives 

were transformed through this culture contact. Transculturation has been critiqued in 

Latin American Studies because it maintained the structure of power of a criollo state. 

Altschul articulates this critique: “Ibero-medievalists can trace the anthropological 

aspects of transculturation while keeping alert to the dangers highlighted by the Latin 

American critique; especially the dangers of envisioning cultural synthesis and 

integration (hybridity, mestizaje, creolization, “Andalusi culture”) instead of 

heterogeneities and asynchronous histories” (Altschul 11). Jeffrey Jerome Cohen asks 

how medieval studies of the “distant” past can bring about new insights. Among his 

answers he suggests destabilizing hegemonic identities and, most important to this 

dissertation, a postcolonial Middle Ages with no frontiers and a heterogeneous 

borderland (6-7).  

 

  



46 

 

Hybridity Theory Applied to Identities in Medieval Iberia  

and among the Mexican-American Border Population 

 

Ironically, the concept of hybridity is embedded in a legacy of racism and hatred because 

it suggests an argument against the privilege of purity and focuses on the migrant 

experience. Its original meaning refers to a product of two different animals or plants; 

this idea was later expanded to include humans born of deliberate and “accidental” race 

mixing. Hybridity refers to a cultural mixing that results in something new. In Colonial 

Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race, Robert Young argues that hybridity is 

characterized by the “simultaneous process of unification and differentiation” (4). It is 

paradoxical that cultural hybridity has become a major paradigm for conceptualizing 

culture and working against racism. Homi Bhabha views hybridity as a space that 

produces challenge and resistance, a way to subvert hegemony (49). The concept of 

hybridity can accommodate both ideas of difference and the commonality approach that 

typifies multicultural theory. It has been a dominant paradigm since the 1960s and, as 

Michael A. Peters and Tina Besley note, it has influenced a range of social topics that 

include international development, immigration, and education (1). 

 In the nineteenth century, the term carried racist undertones and referred to the 

mixing of different races resulting in “impurity.”25 The concept of cultural hybridity 

 
25 The doctrine of “limpieza de sangre,” or blood cleansing, stated that Jewish and 

Muslim blood were inferior to Christian blood and that any amount of impurity made a 

person liable to commit heresy and engage in moral corruption. Anyone with impure 

blood was barred from joining the church, from many professions, and especially from 

marriage with Christians (Nirenberg, “Race and the Middle Ages” 75). 
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started to appear in the twentieth century when various disciplines, particularly sociology, 

anthropology, and history began to use it. It was used in sociologists’ study of urban 

migration, where it then took on negative or positive connotations, depending on the 

study. Phillip Wolfgang Stockhammer states that George Simmel and Alfred Schutz 

described migrants as marginal men living in two worlds in which they would remain 

strangers, giving the term a negative connotation. He notes that anthropologist and 

sociologist Gilberto Freyre analyzed cultural hybridity in positive terms:  

“Different racial and cultural contributions [meet] and generate a specific ethos and 

culture, full of harmonic and creative social relations.” Stockhammer wrote that 

“although Freyre had no doubts of the existence of racial differences . . . he regarded 

these as the cultural product of long-term climatic, economic, and ecological adaptations” 

(Stockhammer 7). 

 In recent cultural theory, hybridity has become a transitional concept that focuses 

on the experiences of the members of communities of different racial and cultural 

backgrounds. In “Cultural Identity and Diaspora, ” Stuart Hall described the liminality of 

hybrid spaces: 

You have to be familiar enough with [the center] to know how to move in 

it. But you have to be sufficiently outside it, so you can examine it and 

critically interrogate it. And it is this double move or, what I think one 

writer after another have called, the double consciousness of the exile, of 

the migrant, of the stranger who moves to another place, who has this 

double way of seeing it, from the inside and the outside. (381) 

 

 In effect, as Cristina Voicu writes in “Crossing Borders of Hybridity Beyond 

Marginality and Identity,” “it is common for the marginalized people perceived as 

‘others’, to develop a ‘double consciousness’ in the process of cultural hybridization” 

(185). Voicu draws on W. E. B. Du Bois’s concept of double consciousness, which 
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emphasizes self-perception and the formation of a collective racial identity. Voicu states: 

“After all, the formation of ‘double consciousness’ is a dynamic and never-ending 

process striving to remove varied ‘veils’ that inhibit true self-understanding in order to 

re-integrate one’s consciousness.” (172) Voicu argues that the notion of hybridity is 

limitless since it is about making meaning without the repression of a pre-existing 

normativity. It is an experience of privilege because it breaks down the paradigms of 

reality and the way we see ourselves. This concept has also been categorized as the edge 

or contact point of diaspora, “describing cultural mixture where the diasporized meets the 

host in the scene of migration” (173). There is an adoption of aspects of the host culture 

with a reconfiguration that produces a new hybrid culture or hybrid identity. 

 In his examination of hybridity, Stockhammer indicates how Mikhail Bakhtin’s 

distinction between intentional and organic hybridity. With organic hybridity the 

unintentional, unconscious, everyday mixing and fusing of diverse cultural elements, as 

for example in language, can be culturally productive because they are filled with 

potential new views. When this approach is applied it can be said that cultures evolve 

historically through unreflective borrowings, exchanges, and inventions (12). In contrast, 

intentional hybridity is a conscious opposition where one voice can unmask authoritative 

discourse (13). Intentional hybridity mixes two points of view and sets them against each 

other for the purpose of shocking and challenging. Stockhammer indicates that hybridity 

is a term that attempts to reconcile processes of cultural transformation in three 

metaphorical fields: borrowing, mixing, and translating. Cultural borrowing is often 

referred to as a negative trait because it indicates that the borrower’s culture is not 

sufficiently original and needs to take from another. Such concepts as appropriation, 
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acculturation, assimilation, and accommodation are associated with cultural borrowing. 

Some of these concepts have both negative and positive connotations. Mixing is what we 

think of when talking about hybridity. Stockhammer argues that “the concept of fusion 

has become widespread in contexts ranging from music to cuisine. The idea of ‘the 

melting pot,’ is, of course, not very far removed” (15). Examples are evident throughout 

history when two different cultures intermingled. The term mestizaje is a Spanish-

American conceptualization of hybridity. 

 The idea of cultural translation is useful in the humanities because it is linked to a 

linguistic turn that considers the text as culture. It is related to the idea of translating one 

culture to another and into a language of one’s own. Stockhammer states that “the notion 

of translation, has the further advantage of emphasizing the work that needs to be done in 

order to domesticate the alien, as well as the strategies and tactics employed” (17). While 

translation is a neutral term when it is used to refer to cultural relativism, we should 

remember that some cultures resist translation and that most of the time meaning is lost in 

the process. It directs attention toward the relations of power and the discourse of purity, 

while the focus also needs to be on complex struggles over power, identity, and the 

legitimate position that involves the transition to “impurity.” 

 In a multicultural text, the concept of hybridity focuses on the multiple origins of 

cultural identity. Grobman argues that while the theory of hybridity shares many 

characteristics with intertextuality, it is more appropriate for literary studies. First 

articulated by Julia Kristeva in the late 1960s, the concept of intertextuality generally 

refers to texts that are interconnected with other texts. Grobman asserts that 

“intertextuality may be, and has fruitfully been extended to encompass race and ethnicity, 
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hybridity is a much broader concept that originates in cross-racial and cross-cultural 

encounters” (34) Hybridity instead sheds light on the complexity of identity and 

textuality, giving us a fuller understanding of multicultural and cross-cultural concepts. 

The multicultural text contains many levels of hybridization, such as linguistic, cultural, 

political, racial, geographical, and economic. The text of a multicultural writer is an 

intersection of discursive systems. It requires a specific type of effort from readers, as 

Grobman indicates: 

It is incumbent upon readers, critics, and teachers to arm themselves with 

the cultural and literary knowledges to meet the text and its writer on his 

or her terms, and with the ever-changing literary and cultural landscapes in 

mind. Readings are thus bound by and made available by the text as it 

exists in and alters a cultural moment, creating new meanings, new 

moments, and new texts. (36-37) 

 

Multicultural hybrid theory opens knowledge and requires a more complex paradigm 

than the traditional binaries we are accustomed to. In other words, hybridity emerges not 

from an either/or paradigm or a this or that paradigm but is an assimilation of contrasts. It 

is a space that defies the imposition of preconceived categories (Bhabha, 145). 

 Hybridity shatters clear, absolute categories. As María P. Tajes, Emily Knudson-

Vilaseca, and Maureen Tobin Stanley note in Hybridity in Spanish Culture, because 

hybridity is a mixture of two or more new elements that results in a new creation, “it nods 

to the past, but points to the future” (vii). In medieval Iberian society, the fusion of 

cultures was prevalent and resulted in a hybrid environment. The hybrid society 

represented in the texts from this era blurred or erased the boundaries between definite 

categories, “between history and fiction, between disparate genres, between cultures, 

between languages, between eras, between male and female, between story and History, 

between national and transnational, between subjectivity and objectivity” (x). In 
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Representing Others in Medieval Iberian Literature, Michelle M. Hamilton uses the term 

“go between” to refer to the society that formed in the in-between hybrid cultural space 

that defined medieval Iberia. A go-between population arbitrates differences and 

successfully crosses linguistic, religious, cultural, and temporal borders (7). 

 Two concepts that I have used in my theorical framework require clarification. 

For Néstor García Canclini, hybridity means a process through which different cultural 

areas and practices come together and define new cultural forms. It lays out the 

foundation for studies that cut across the disciplines of anthropology, art history, and 

communication studies (7). Fernando Ortiz contends that the term transculturation better 

expresses the different phases of the process of transition from one culture to another 

because it means more than merely acquiring another culture; it also involves the loss of 

a previous culture (102). García Canclini maintains that transculturation is part of the 

network of concepts that includes hybridization. Fernando Coronil explains that while the 

difference between hybridization and transculturation is in the way García Canclini and 

Ortiz applied their concepts to their situations, in essence the meanings are similar. 

García Canclini’s concept of hybridization reshapes parts of the concept of 

transculturation so that it better fits the current context (152). Both García Canclini and 

Ortiz propose a multicultural vision when looking at texts that study cultural contact. 

 Medieval Iberia, or al-Andalus, presents a unique example of cultural and social 

change through the close contact three major cultures had from the eighth to the sixteenth 

centuries. Cultures blended, sometimes peacefully and sometimes with resistance, but 

they coexisted and shared both physical space and cultural space. Because power 

relations were ambiguous because of cultural change, the anxiety associated with social 
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and cultural adjustment can be detected in political and legal texts. The cultural 

interaction in medieval Iberia and the hybridity that can be detected through language is 

an example of Robert Young’s discussion of Bakhtin’s form of hybridity. Young argues 

that a significant model for cultural interaction sets different points of view against each 

other in a conflictual structure that retains a certain elemental, organic energy:  

Hybridity exists as the racial model, involves an antithetical movement of 

coalescence and antagonism, with the unconscious set against the 

intentional, the organic against the divisive, the generative against the 

undermining, it is itself an example of a double-ness that both brings 

together, fuses, but also maintains separation. (22) 

 

Bakhtin’s theories can apply to al-Andalus because although a culture of doubleness there 

fused through co-existence and interracial marriage, the government was vigilant about 

passing laws designed to maintain separation between cultures. 

 In Iberia, the Middle Ages was a period of social change and a locus of cultural 

contact that responded to boundaries that were in constant movement. These boundaries 

were negotiated at the margins of what distinguished “us” from “them.” Janina Safran’s 

research focuses on the dynamic space between juridical and popular opinion within this 

ever-changing community. She notes that jurisdictions are unclear when more than one 

legal concept may apply. Although in practice Islamic law applied only to Muslims, it 

extended to all that were thought of as “protected persons,” including Christians and 

Jews. In al-Andalus, broad social interaction extended to everyone in official, 

transactional, and personal contexts (209). In medieval Iberia, texts such as biographical 

literature provide insights into the changing social world. Historical chronicles provide 

both a political context for the changes that occurred and evidence of the fusion and 

hybridity that developed in al-Andalus. The blurred border, the fluidity of the 
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borderlands, and the changeability of identity generated a complicated society and an 

intricate way of life that included all aspects of language, culture, and the legal system.  

 Similarly, the Mexican-American border population undergoes a process of 

integration, adaptation, and construction of identity when two cultures come together. 

This process leads to a transnational or hybrid culture. The new culture or hybrid culture 

that results from this fusion generates identity transformations that include psychocultural 

and sociopolitical elements.. In The Dialectics of Our America, José David Saldívar 

traces a space in the border where the geopolitical lines of division are erased, “a new, 

trans-geographical conception of American culture—one more responsive to the 

hemisphere’s geographical ties and political crosscurrents than to narrow national 

ideologies” (xi). This erasure comes from the formation of a new culture that embraces 

different aspects of different cultures. Saldívar indicates that nowadays critics theorize 

not from a distance but from “a place of hybridity and betweenness in our global 

Borderlands composed of historically connected postcolonial spaces” (152). This point is 

crucial when referring to the frontier because it becomes a real space and the lines of 

division are obscured. 

 The essence of border culture is a distinctive cultural formation. In Hybrid 

Cultures, Néstor García Canclini analyzes mixtures of seemingly disparate elements of 

culture, expressing his understanding of hybridization as a sociological process in which 

discrete structures or practices that previously existed in separate forms are combined to 

generate new structures, objects, and practices (xxv). The hybrid culture that people who 

live on the modern Mexican-American border have constructed has been assigned the 

term Tercera Nación, or Third Nation because two countries, cultures, languages, and 
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traditions have come together to form a culture that has elements from each of the two 

but has developed new elements inside a third culture. Understanding fronterizo culture 

requires us to understand the complex patterns of interrelated inequality on the border 

because we are faced with cultures that bring different cultural and economic components 

to the table. Mexico is poorer than the United States, a disparity that is particularly 

noticeable to the rest of the world. Even though in the borderlands, the residents of the 

Mexican side are richer compared to the rest of their nation and those on the US side are 

poorer than the rest of their nation, that is not enough to overlook the complexity of the 

unequal exchanges that take place between these two groups every day. In “Culture 

Theory and the US-Mexico Border,” Josiah McC. Heyman argues that “both nations are 

complex, race and class stratified societies, so that a vast web of exchanges . . . takes 

place between variously situated actors” (60). These are the basis for the development of 

a binational, bicultural mix. The ability of residents of the borderlands to interact across 

the national boundary produces and maintains hybrid cultural content in a way that is less 

frequent in the national interior of either country. Interactions between members of two 

cultures along the border support the attainment of each other’s culture and reduces loss 

of the original culture and language. It produces a community that gains cultural and 

linguistic skills from each group and produces a distinct and different culture (McC. 

Heyman, 65). 

 The concept of hybridity includes the idea that traces of other cultures exist in 

every culture and active exchanges lead to a mutual transformation of both sides Edward 

Said notes that it is important to recognize the hybridity of every culture: 

Cultural experience or indeed every cultural form is radically, 

quintessentially hybrid, and if it has been the practice in the West since 
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Immanuel Kant to isolate cultural and aesthetic realms from the worldly 

domain, it is now time to rejoin them. (58) 

 

The cultures of both medieval Iberia and the fronterizo community that has developed on 

the present day border between Mexico and the United States are examples of how 

hybridity brought about a prolonged coexistence of cultures.
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CHAPTER 3 

FRONTERIZO MENTALITY AND IDENTITY: 

LIFE ON THE FRONTIERS OF MEDIEVAL IBERIA AND CONTEMPORARY 

MEXICO-AMERICA 

 

Life on the Frontier of Al-Andalus 

The frontier of the Iberian Peninsula was a place of social and institutional innovation 

that accommodated several social and economic systems. Each system had its own way 

of controlling people and lands. On the one hand, there were the Christian kingdoms of 

Aragon and Castile to the north, while on the other hand, there was multi-ethnical 

Muslim, Chistian, and Jewish al-Andalus, which experienced recurring episodes of 

territorial fragmentation that led to independent principalities centered on large cities.26  

 Whether or not the Christian, Jewish, and Muslim cultures coexisted peacefully is 

subject to interpretation. Two major critical stances regarding cultural contact exist. 

Some scholars maintain that tolerance was woven into the structure of al-Andalus, but 

others argue that a golden age of tolerance is a myth that was part of an ideological 

struggle between scholars in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Osseiran 7). The 

mixture of cultures in al-Andalus led to a multifaceted community, especially where 

frontiers and borders were permeable and mutable. The term convivencia, first coined by 

Americo Castro in 1948, is associated with life in medieval Iberia. Roughly translated, it 

 
26 For much of its history, al-Andalus was in conflict with the Christian kingdoms 

to the north. At first the Muslim rulers forced their Christian neighbors into subservience, 

but eventually the Christians overpowered their Muslim neighbors. In 1085, the armies of 

León and Castile captured Toledo, precipitating the gradual decline of al-Andalus (Glick 

37). 



57 

 

means “living together.” Castro thought of convivencia as the mental processes in the 

collective mind of the cultures living together in medieval al-Andalus. He saw it as 

tolerance brought about by conditions during the long process of reconquista. However, 

the term fails to capture the complexity of the issue (Hartmann 6). Castro’s version of the 

story of how Spanish culture was formed is traceable in documents, oral literature, and 

works of art (Hartman 10).  

 However, Castro’s convivencia has become controversial. Maya Soifer claims 

that it has become so devalued that it no longer retains any substance. She asks, “Why 

use a term weighted down by ideological contentiousness and corrupted by generalization 

and unprovable assumptions?” (quoted in Hartman 3). Thomas F. Glick argues that 

convivencia, a term used to refer to peaceful coexistence between cultures in medieval 

Iberia, is a social construct that describes the structure and evolutionary process of 

cultural change. Historians and critics agree that the term captures but does not explain 

the intriguing realities of cultural contact in medieval Spain. 

 Claudio Sánchez-Albornoz has a different perspective. He does not deny that 

three cultures lived side by side, but he rejects the idea that Spanish identity was formed 

by anything other than the Christian culture. Alex Novikoff explains Sánchez-Albornoz’s 

perspective: “In his view, there was a fundamental Spanish identity that could not be 

essentially altered by contact with other cultures; and this identity could be seen, not in 

the supposed tolerance of convivencia, but in the passion for divine war” (23). Ernest 

Gellner and John Breuilly disagree with Sánchez-Albornoz: “What do exist are cultures, 

often subtly grouped, shading into each other, overlapping, intertwined” (48-49). 
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Convivencia remains a heavily debated—and some would say optimistic—concept of 

identity construction in al-Andalus. 

 The Iberian Peninsula is an ideal location for studying the frontier phenomenon 

because two different social and economic systems coexisted there. The concept of the 

frontera, or frontier, existed in al-Andalus, where cultural contact was part of everyday 

life. Pascal Buresi notes that “the emergence in sources, chronicles or official acts of the 

Latin neologism frontera coincided with the emergence or disappearance of kingdoms or 

polities” (82). Buresi confirms that Fernando II used the term in a donation to the Order 

of Santiago in 1171; he used the language haitatores villarum et oppiderum de frontaria 

(“the inhabitants of villages and towns at the border”) (12). Phillipe Sénac notes that the 

term was first used in 1059 in a document by King Ramirez I concerning the frontier with 

Islam. Sénac states that although frontera did not necessarily refer to a linear frontier, 

geography could have played a role in its emergence. The first use of frontera related to 

military contact between any kingdom and Islam and referred only to borders with al-

Andalus. Although there are numerous theories about how the term frontera came to be, 

many scholars agree that the term originally concerned military officials who were in 

contact with al-Andalus. Buresi notes that the term did not spread throughout the 

peninsula until the beginning of the thirteenth century and that it referred to spaces under 

Muslim control where attacks could occur (3). 

 The common terms used to refer to the border such as fines, confines, extremitas, 

apply to al-Andalus because they signify a designated territory more than one with 

specific limits. The frontier in al-Andalus was a place of cultural contact, demographic 

growth, and warfare (Buresi 90). Because the frontier was not close to the Christian 
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kingdoms its residents had some advantages and disadvantages. The advantage was that 

they could control their territories and their subjects and could be free of any immediate 

conflict with al-Andalus. The disadvantage was their distance and isolation that left them 

unprepared for confrontations with their Muslim neighbors. 

 Although people who crossed the Iberian border in the Middle Ages did not have 

to contend with issues of illegal immigration that are so prevalent today, border crossings 

in al-Andalus raised important and timeless issues regarding religion, ethnic contact, and 

border societies (Corfis v). The border of al-Andalus does not fit the common definition 

of a border that is a physical line of division between territories. While its frontier 

changed throughout the years, cultural contact and identity continued. 

 During the early period of Muslim occupation, Arabic chronicles describe the 

territory where the Umayyad califate met with the Byzantium in the East as thu-ghur 

(borderland area). That area had a different administrative status. Later, this frontier 

territory was often raided as Muslims and Christians lost and regained control.27 Janina 

M. Safran, who has researched the juridical texts from border encounters in this region, 

notes that texts dedicated to matters of warfare discussed boundary issues between 

Muslims and non-Muslims in the area referred to as Dal al-Islam (the domain of Islam) 

and Dar al-Harb (the domain of war), respectively (10). In al-Andalus, the concept of 

ahl-al-dimma (people of the pact of protection) referred to the community where 

 
27 Thomas Glick observes that Arab geographers depicted a mountain chain to 

mark an idealized topographical border between Christian and Muslim territories where 

none existed (58). 
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Christians and Muslims interacted. Safran characterizes the people of ahl-al-dimma, or 

dhimmi, as “between enemy and friend.” This made difficult for people of the 

borderlands to see the difference between “us” and “them” (169). Sanaa Osseiran notes 

that the Muslims granted the status of protected people, or dhimma, to Jews and 

Christians since they were part of the faith of Abraham. 

 Another concept in Islam that allowed for the incorporation of many religions and 

races is umma, or community. “This concept by-passes codification of race, ethnicity, 

origin, nobility or wealth” (Osseiran 9). The quest for knowledge increased social bonds 

in al-Andalus, where men of learning were free to discuss their opinions no matter what 

their background was as long as they did not defame Islam (Osseiran 12). If a person was 

in the height of spirituality, the soul was master, and the mind was in constant 

development and tranquility. This tolerance led to increased interest in knowledge and 

the arts and increased the cultural bonds in the community. At the time of the Islamic 

conquest in the year 711, the Iberian Peninsula was largely rural. In 716, Muslims took 

Cordoba and established new towns. Arabs settled among Christians in towns and in the 

countryside. At the beginning of the Muslim settlement, most towns were Christian but a 

set of revolts in the middle of the ninth century changed the landscape of these growing 

cities. By the middle of the eighth century, the Umayyad Caliphate had brought in Syrian 

armies to help fight against a Berber rebellion. The result was a restructuring of the rural 

administration of the area. Syrian armies that were paid in exchange for providing 

protection became part of the landscape. Gradually, Muslim government officials, 

professional craftsmen, and tradesmen moved to towns in al-Andalus.  
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 The urban capital of Cordoba underwent intensive development. For a while, the 

city’s residents lived within walls. However, population growth led to a shift to life 

outside city walls (Safran 84). Cordoba remained the center of the Islamic regime 

throughout the eighth, ninth, and tenth centuries. It became increasingly Islamic and 

construction of Muslim mosques increased. According to Safran, “as Cordoba developed 

as the capital of a more centralized and ideologically defined Islamic rulership, the 

inhabitants of the city became increasingly aware of their submission to the rule” (86). 

Even though Christians and Jews recognized Umayyad rule, they understood authority 

differently. All three religious groups recognized the same seasonal calendar, but their 

communal lifeways and ritual calendars differed. As Safran notes, “occasions of public 

ceremony and formal ritual clearly delineated the dominant status of Islam and 

distinguished the privileged category of Muslim from non-Muslim” (89). 

 The culture in al-Andalus encouraged the different ethnic and religious groups to 

consider themselves as part of one society; by today’s standards, that is the definition of 

civic culture, one that accepts variations of race, culture, and customs. Osseiran states 

that “a civic culture can incorporate the specificity of a given group into a national and 

world culture” (8). Other characteristics of civic cultures, such as participation, 

interaction, equity, intellect, and economic well-being, existed in al-Andalus. 

Communication was so strong, according to Osseiran, that even after the fall of Granada 

in 1492, many Christians and Jews continued to speak Arabic and follow Arab/Muslim 

traditions (11). Thus, al-Andalus is considered a place that cultivated a true sense of 

citizenship. 
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 In many parts of the peninsula, people of all faiths lived and worked together. 

These relations were often amicable; interfaith interactions on the local level weighed 

against the broader territorial conflict between Christian and Muslim rulers. High-ranking 

patrons facilitated the transfer of artistic ideas in al-Andalus. In the royal courts, political, 

intellectual, and artistic elites gathered for cross-cultural interaction. In the thirteenth 

century, the court of King Alfonso X received people of all backgrounds. This diverse 

dynamic inspired creativity in all forms of artistic expression. The forms, materials, and 

techniques used in the architecture of this period is evidence that groups exchanged ideas. 

Julia Perratore notes that in cities such as Cordoba, Toledo, and Zaragoza, buildings and 

mosques incorporate elements used in Visigothic church architecture. Synagogues in 

Toledo were decorated with elaborate panels and geometric tile work that is characteristic 

of Islamic architecture (9). She states that “artisans trained in specific techniques, such as 

carved stucco, brickwork, or painting, facilitated the transfer of ideas among cultures, 

often working for patrons of different faiths” (10). Muslim and Christian craftspeople 

worked together in pottery workshops where the techniques of these potters met the 

decorative tastes of consumers. They created works using techniques developed in other 

parts of the world that soon became commonly used in the city of Malaga. 

 In al-Andalus, leaders and members of society adapted and changed in accordance 

with the needs of its community. Muslims who participated in their culture’s expansion 

took into consideration the ways of thinking and behavior of the populations they 
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encountered and recognized the value of the cultures of al-Andalus.28 They incorporated 

certain features of the cultures that co-existed. Literature, medicine, and science 

flourished and farming and irrigation developed. An appreciation for classical authors 

such as Aristotle, Plotinus, and Plato is another example of the cultural exchanges that 

typified this period; some authors who had been almost forgotten were read again after 

they were translated into Arabic.29 

 The frontier society of al-Andalus was transformed into a contact zone where an 

interchange of cultures was constantly taking place. Historians such as Julian Bishko, 

Robert I. Burns, and Robert Bartlett and Angus MacKay have centered their work on the 

concept of the medieval frontier to interpret the development of this society. Studies of 

frontier societies focus on militarization but they also analyze peaceful interactions for 

the purposes of arbitration, negotiation, and trade. According to Manzano Moreno, the 

combination of militarization and peaceful interactions created a type of life in the 

frontier zones of al-Andalus that was different from the central areas. In the frontier 

areas, there was greater freedom, self-reliance, and social fluidity, but the society was 

fragmented and people had multiple loyalties. 

 
28 Glick argues that “Medieval Iberia contained significant ecological frontiers in 

which the components of agroecosystem (farming, irrigation, herding, arboriculture) 

either differed or were conjoined” (52). 

29 Al-Andalus produced an extraordinary, vigorous culture that developed ethnic 

pluralism, religious tolerance, and secular poetry and secular philosophy (Menocal, 

“Culture in the Time” 6). 
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 The pluralistic society that coexisted under specific rules Muslim officials 

instituted, permitted some citizens to be successful in the professions regardless of their 

religious affiliation. Muslims, Christians, and Jews could become ambassadors, 

physicians, intellectuals, merchants, and artisans (Marín-Guzmán 92). During this period 

of Muslim presence, some Hispano-Romans converted to Islam because of their beliefs 

and others converted to improve their social status. Most Christians became strongly 

Islamicized and spoke only Arabic or both Arabic and Latin. This cultural exchange 

facilitated scientific exchange (Menéndez Pidal and Jover). Much discussion has taken 

place around the origin and true meaning of the term mozarabe, but most critics and 

authors agree that the term was used to mean Christians who were not Arab but were 

soon Arabized. Mozarabs preserved their religion and culture, but their knowledge of the 

Arabic language, literature, and culture was stronger than their knowledge of Latin and 

Christian literature (Marín-Guzmán 96). Christians copied several Arab customs, such as 

circumcision and Arab practices regarding food and drink. 

 Muslims and Christians often shared the same activities and jobs. Muslims often 

hired Christians in their businesses and shops. They also participated in some Christian 

traditional celebrations. An example of such celebrations is the celebration of the birth of 

Saint John the Baptist, when Christians and Muslims exchanged presents and special 

foods. Muslim rulers often had Christian or Jewish ambassadors and physicians in their 

courts. The rate of intermarriage between Christians and Muslims was so high that Pope 

Adrian I (772-795) sent a letter of protest to the bishops to remind them of the prohibition 

on marrying pagans or other persons who had not been baptized (Marín-Guzman 95). For 

Muslims, intermarriage was entirely permissible if the children born of that union were 
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brought up Muslim. According to Simon Barton, these interfaith marriages gave the 

Muslim elite two clear advantages. It consolidated power in al-Andalus because a 

Muslim lord who married a Christian woman legitimized his position. Also, a Muslim 

lord who married a Christian noblewoman acquired land: “Children born to such mixed 

marriages, who were to be raised as Muslims, stood to inherit the property of their 

Visigothic grandfathers, thorough their mothers, as well as the lands that their Muslim 

fathers might have won as the fruits of conquest”(17). Interfaith sexual mixing was so 

common that Barton states that “the proportion of Arab blood running through the veins 

of Umayyad caliphs of al-Andalus was in fact infinitesimal. According to this analysis, 

Andalusi society was ethnically and culturally hybrid to its very core” (23). Barton also 

argues that interfaith marriage bolstered the local autonomy of both Muslims and 

Christians from competing regional powers (45). Intermarriage promoted the mixing of 

cultures and religion and contributed to a hybrid culture that featured peaceful 

interactions between the populations of al-Andalus. 

 Intermarriage also contributed to the expansion of the Muslim religion. Janina 

Safran contends that mixed marriages increased contact among adherents of the three 

religions and contributed to other conversions to Islam (104). Officially interfaith 

marriages were commonly made because the husband had converted since wives were 

not required to convert. Even though the children of mixed marriages needed to be 

brought up Muslim because of the father, this was not always the case because the mother 
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kept her own faith and could very easily pass it on to her children.30 The chronicle of the 

early Muslim conquest mentions marriages between elite Christian women and men of 

the Umayyad lineage. At court, concubines rather than wives raised future emirs and 

caliphs (Safran 106). It is only natural that the future princes of the caliphs were raised in 

a multicultural environment. D. Fairchild Ruggles asks, “In what language were the 

lullabies that she sang to her children?” (75). It is logical to conclude that the offspring of 

such unions developed a transculturation and hybridity that came from a multicultural 

environment. 

 Frontier life in al-Andalus was highly stratified by gender a highly male-

dominated society. Men and women were expected to fill specific roles, positions, jobs 

and exhibit specific behaviors. Men monopolized leadership roles, while women were 

subordinate to men and took care of the household and helped feed of soldiers. Men and 

women alike spent most of their time with their own gender even after marriage. 

 Another large difference was drawn between the rich and the commoners that was 

easily detected by the occupations they held. Roberto Marín-Guzmán explains that the 

ruling class consisted mainly of people of Arab origin who owned the best land for 

agriculture and had the most profitable businesses, industry, and trade. The ruling class 

also included officials in the central administration. The elite was made up of both Arab 

 
30 D. Fairchild Ruggles states that the family tree of the Iberian Umayyads 

consisted of sons from an Arab patriarchal genealogy. In Arabic regions in the Middle 

Ages, men took the names of their male forebearers; the mother was never mentioned. 

However, the mothers of Umayyad heirs were predominantly Christian women (69). 
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nobility and important families in the administration who had inherited their positions 

and privileges. The common people consisted of artisans, small traders, peasants, and 

those employed in agriculture (101). Each of these two social classifications had several 

different strata. 

 The expansion of Islam in the Iberian Peninsula, especially in the frontier, led to a 

commercial revolution that linked sources of raw materials to centers of production and 

then to centers of consumption. This growth developed a middle-class subgroup that was 

the base of the commercial and industrial sectors.31 During the ninth and tenth centuries 

in Iberia, small, free proprietors gained economic freedom in villages through their 

ownership of mills and water rights. Sánchez-Albornoz has famously characterized the 

Duero Valley as an island of freeholders in feudal Europe (Glick 149). The frontier was 

settled by men with no obligations who had the freedom to move around. Peasants who 

paid their dues to their lords also had the right move to the border region.32 The social 

structure of the frontier not only provided economic growth but also served as a model 

for other parts of the Iberian Peninsula. Glick suggests that it was not uncommon to find 

 
31 The middle-class subgroup called the fuqaha staffed the judicial and executive 

offices in urban jurisdictions. Glick notes that these were “people of means” because they 

came from mercantile families (155). 

32 Homini excuse, or “excused men,” were individuals who settled the domains of 

a lord. This term appears in 941 in a charter of Fernán González that grants permission 

for the monastery of Cardeña to be settled with excused men rather than with men from 

the village (Sánchez-Albornoz 340). 
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individuals who had rights to access to water and mill shares “to acquire in a piecemeal 

way the monopolies characteristics of their European counterparts” (148). There is a 

connection established by the economic development and growth that border regions 

provide, regardless of the historical time, and this is clearly seen between medieval al-

Andalus and the Mexican-American frontier. 

 Until recently, scholars misinterpreted the nature of Islamic society because the 

role of kinship had been overlooked. Glick, who focuses on Pierre Guichard’s study of 

the tribal organization of Andalusi society, points out the existence of a clan society that 

contains several hundred tents or families linked agnatically (i.e., a kinship system that 

gives importance only to the males). In Arab society, endogamous marriages were 

viewed as ideal in order to retain power, prestige, and wealth. Guichard’s research 

demonstrates that the early Muslim residents of the peninsula settled in tribal groups and 

reconstituted their clans once they settled in al-Andalus (137-138). The political history 

of al-Andalus is characterized by tribal infighting and alliances among these families. 

Because the frontier freed people from these political constraints, people frequently 

migrated to the borderlands. Thus, the frontier was settled by men who were free from 

obligations to clans and lords (149). 

 Social mobility was possible and common in al-Andalus. An individual could 

achieve a better social position through education or marriage. Another way to move 

within society was to have a successful business, especially in trade. These movements 

were not necessarily for the purpose of acquiring wealth; some individuals sought 

prestige that could lead to connections, position, and finally, social status. This social 

mobility was available to everyone, not just the privileged. Although individuals who 
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became scholars, or ulama, improved their status by gaining prestige, they did not 

necessarily become wealthier. But ulama who travelled and studied with renowned 

scholars became famous and prestigious and had access to important positions that were 

well paid. Another way to improve one’s social position was with an ability in a specific 

field. Famous musicians, poets, and writers rose to important positions. Connections and 

patronage were also an important route to upward mobility, and positions of leadership 

and administration were readily available. People could also acquire social prestige 

through their piety regardless of their gender. In a society strongly dominated by men, 

women could increase their social status through their piety and religious experiences 

(Marín-Guzman 104). 

 While opinions differ about the degree of tolerance in al-Andalus, there is no 

doubt that it provided space for cultural symbiosis. This unique situation created a culture 

that contributed greatly to historic achievements. Juan Gutiérrez contends that civilization 

is indebted to achievements in science, philosophy, arts, literature, and agriculture that 

were accomplished in al-Andalus (13). Tolerance in al-Andalus was rooted in Islam, and 

even though there are different interpretations of what the term means, there is evidence 

of convivencia in the history of al-Andalus. Gutiérrez argues that “the memory of that 

epoch seems to be blurred among today’s Jewish, Muslim and Christian fundamentalism 

and has to be brought back as a message full of significance for the search for tolerance at 

all levels[;] this is one of the most decisive tasks for peace-making and peace-building 

today” (20-21). The cultural confluence achieved in al-Andalus contributed achievements 

in many aspects of life that has reached far beyond the medieval period. It provides a 

clear example of what is possible when cultures come together. 
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Life on the Border between Mexico and the United States 

 The creation of the Mexican American border follows a pattern that is similar to 

the creation of the frontier in al-Andalus. In both regions, conquerors desired to acquire 

power and territory. The decisive event in the formation of the frontier region between 

Mexico and the United States was the war of 1846 to 1848. Border lines were redrawn 

after this war; the terms of the peace treaty ceded parts of present-day New Mexico, 

California, Texas, Arizona, Colorado, California, Utah, and a large part of the border 

Mexican states to the United States.33 Alicia Castellanos notes that what followed the 

treaty was a series of indigenous invasions that the United States encouraged in order to 

gain power and more territory. Since 1848, the proximity of Mexico to the United States 

has set the frontier region apart. It has been a crucial factor in the events that followed in 

this border area (Ciudad Juárez 51-52). During the Civil War of the United States, 

interest in this area increased because the confederate army wanted to take over Mexican 

territory in order to reinforce their position in the war. However, the Union was able to 

 
33 The treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, signed on February 2, 1848, ended the war 

between the United States and Mexico. The terms of the treaty stipulated that Mexico 

cede 55 percent of its territory to the United States. The Mexicans who lived in these 

territories became independent citizens who were foreigners in their own land (Rodríguez 

Ortiz, “Conformación de la frontera” 24). 
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block the export of cotton and the Mexican government limited cotton imports from the 

United States. After the Civil War, the US business owners continued to be interested in 

Mexico because of tax incentives and low wages. Castellanos states that the relationship 

between these two countries is always changing. For many years, Mexican presidents 

were very focused on developing and modernizing agriculture, mining, and cattle raising 

because the US government was so interested in Mexico’s natural resources. Mexico’s 

construction of railroads was especially important for transporting resources and for 

establishing better communication not only within Mexican borders but also with the 

United States. Growth in the developing country centered in the cities near the border in 

order to facilitate exports to and imports from the United States. During this developing 

time, Mexico’s central government invested in the border regions in order to modernize 

agriculture and irrigation there (Ciudad Juárez 80-81). Because of this economic growth, 

border cities were, and continue to be, the main zones of export and population growth in 

Mexico. After World War II, the nature of the relationship between these countries 

changed to a focus on investment and technology. 

 The proximity of Ciudad Juárez to El Paso, Texas, makes this Mexican 

community important for both countries. These two border cities are dependent on each 

other: El Paso needs labor and Ciudad Juárez needs investment capital. In the middle of 

the twentieth century, the economic and cultural growth that Ciudad Juárez accomplished 

differentiated it from the rest of the country. To promote this growth, the Mexican 

government exempted Ciudad Juárez from some national regulations and restrictions. For 

example, the Mexican government declared the frontier belt with the United States a 

“free zone.” It gave tax incentives to industry as well as consumer goods to promote 
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consumption of imported products. The border belt cities experienced rapid growth, and 

although that was a positive situation for communities on both sides of the border, the 

uncontrolled nature of the growth was conducive to unlawful activities. In 1918, the 

prohibition of alcoholic beverages in El Paso intensified the growth of Ciudad Juárez. Its 

reputation as a center of vice was solidified by the fact that many American soldiers 

stationed in nearby Fort Bliss would cross into Mexico to drink and gamble. Ciudad 

Juárez was also a tourist attraction because it gave US visitors a peek into Mexico 

without requiring them to travel very far. During the day, families would visit the city 

center, shop at the market, and visit the racetrack and the bullring. During the Great 

Depression in the United States, border cities suffered because of their dependence on 

one another. Many people lost their jobs, tourism dropped drastically, and Ciudad Juárez 

suffered an economic crisis. In the 1940s and 1950s, rapid growth in Ciudad Juárez made 

it the most important border city in the frontier zone. Castellanos asserts that the 

attraction of frontier communities to both countries was and is the US demand for cheap 

labor, at first for agricultural labor, but now for every industry (109). 

 Exchange between countries through the border cities created a unique 

community that facilitated cultural exchange. Migration to the border from the interior of 

Mexico is very desirable. People in search of a better life and the “American dream” are 

drawn to Ciudad Juárez because of its closeness to the United States. As people settled 

into these frontier cities, a cultural and physical fusion occurred that has resulted in a 
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unique community.34 The border phenomenon gives rise to issues of displacement, 

cultural hybridity, and liminality. As Homi Bhabha asserts in The Location of Culture: 

“These ‘in-between’ spaces provide the terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhood . . . 

that initiate new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, 

in the act of defining the idea of society itself” (1-2). 

 Life in the frontier region has always been as changeable as its population, 

culture, and customs. Before the turn of the twentieth century, the area was 

predominantly Anglo-American because of the presence of North American companies, 

the railroad system, and heavy investments in the mining industry. In addition, these 

cities functioned as a gateway for those who wanted to cross the border between Mexico 

and the United States. Many people stayed in the urban area for a short while before 

moving on. Robert Fischer notes that during this time the area was like a harbor in the 

middle of the desert because it absorbed those waiting for employment, waiting for 

relatives, or waiting for an opportunity to cross (“Mobility and Morality at the Border” 

180). The composition of the population had changed by the end of the century; by that 

time, 70 percent of El Paso’s population was of Mexican descent. This growth has 

continued until the present day, and the Anglo-American community is now the minority 

in this Texas city. Fischer argues that El Paso has always served as a safe harbor for those 

 
34 Frederick Jackson Turner notes that the frontier life provided profound 

intellectual traits. Because of the harsh conditions there was a strengjth and 

inquisitiveness that its inhabitants developed. A practical , inventive mind quick to find 

solutions in an environment that was raw where traits of the frontier individual (58).  
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who want to escape the conflicts that the Mexican sister city has endured for many years. 

Examples include the Mexican Revolution, the implementation of the border regime, and 

the drug wars.  

 Before the intensification of the US border regime, Mexicans could cross the 

border with very few restrictions. Mexican workers who commuted to El Paso could 

easily cross the border every day and be on time to their place of employment. However, 

in the 1980s and 1990s, when illegal migration to America increased, the US border 

regime responded with increased manpower and technology. In 1993, the US Border 

Patrol established Operation Hold the Line in El Paso, Texas to guard the border from 

potential illegal crossers.35 Ciudad Juárez was, and currently is, an important gateway 

drug traffic into the United States. The proximity of these border cities has stimulated 

drug lords to fight for space. The escalation of the drug war has resulted in kidnappings, 

extortion, and thousands of deaths. This has driven people out of Ciudad Juárez and made 

it the most violent and dangerous city in the world. Crossing the bridge has become much 

more difficult and time consuming; commuters find it difficult to arrive on time to their 

jobs and students have trouble being on time to school. Fischer notes the amount of time 

people spend crossing the border has intensified, especially after 9/11. The fronterizo 

 
35 This information is from U.S. Customs and Border Protection, “Border Patrol 

History,” last modified 21 July, 2020, https://www.cbp.gov/border-security/along-us-

borders/history. 
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community is dependent on crossing the bridge, and any world event can impact this area 

and affect the way of life of its citizens. As Fischer notes, “a large part of the socio-

economic practices of morality and mobility center on the dynamic process of the daily 

crossing at the border and the spaces where the ‘Same’ and the ‘Other’ can intermingle” 

(185). 

 Life in any border city can get complicated because of the diversity of cultures, 

customs, and languages. Nowhere is this more noticeable than the border between El 

Paso, Texas, and Ciudad Juárez because of the large populations of these cities as well as 

their close proximity to each other. According to the U.S Census Bureau, in 2019 more 

than one million people lived in the southern Texas; approximately one million more 

lived across the border in Ciudad Juárez. Even though the citizens of these countries 

speak different languages and have a different cultural heritage, these cities are more 

closely tied to each other than to most people in the rest of their respective nations. Pablo 

Vila suggests that Ciudad Juárez reflects a complex history of European and indigenous 

cultures. While it is notorious for years of drug war violence and deep poverty it is also a 

place where members of a growing middle class are working, raising families, going to 

school, and finding beauty in art and new economic opportunities. On the US side, a 

resilient, modest-income community shares the experience of living in a harsh desert 

landscape (11). El Paso’s population is composed of hopeful immigrants of all 

socioeconomic backgrounds, a population that includes educators, ranchers, soldiers, 

entrepreneurs, and health care workers. Most, if not all, residents of this region have 

family and friends on both sides of the border. As Vila notes, the El Paso-Juárez region is 

connected by six international bridges along a 52-mile stretch of land. An estimated 
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100,000 vehicles and pedestrians cross those bridges each day so people can shop, work, 

go to school, and attend entertainment events (15). The territory is important for both 

economies; billions of dollars in trade cross in large trucks in both directions each year. 

For those who are not familiar with this border region, life can seem strange and 

threatening, but when you ask a borderlander about their experience they will say it is 

like living anywhere else, except that maybe the people are friendlier, the food is spicier, 

and you hear Spanish being spoken everywhere you go (Castellanos 131). 

 On the Mexican-American border, the construction of the fronterizo identity is 

intertwined with religious identification for Mexicans who, according to Pablo Vila, act 

like the conquering community. Vila writes, “I consider religion one of the most 

important subject positions people have to deal with on the border in order to construct a 

more or less coherent self” (Border Identifications 7). The way people practice their 

religion in this community sets them apart from others on both sides of the border and 

distinguishes difference between them. Fronterizos on the Mexican side are considered 

less traditional than people in the rest of Mexico; likewise, Mexican fronterizos consider 

Mexican Americans’ Catholic practices to be a real departure from the norm (Border 

Identifications 8). Religion is both a way of emphasizing the difference between the 

groups who live in this community and a way of emphasizing different class structures. 

The term “popular Catholicism” carries an association with the lower class, because the 

way a person practices the Catholic religion can determine their class affiliation. Vila 

notes, the extreme devotion to saints and the specific miracles they can perform as an 

example of “popular Catholicism.” Many of these Catholics believe more in the ability of 
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the saint to grant their request than having faith that God will do it (Border Identifications 

23). 

 There is a widely shared assumption that being Mexican is synonymous with 

being Catholic.36 However, Mexican identity is based not only on Catholicism but also on 

veneration of the Virgin of Guadalupe. Pablo Vila states that on the Ciudad Juárez-El 

Paso border, Catholic rituals have been adopted into the fronterizo culture. In this region, 

Día de los Muertos and Las Posadas are observed and los matachines celebrate the Virgin 

of Guadalupe. These celebrations are given the importance of a national holiday and 

workers are given the day off so that can attend the celebrations (Border Identifications 

21).37 Virgilio Elizondo argues that Catholic religious practices are the expression of 

 
36 The dissemination of the Catholic religion by various religious orders aided 

Spain in the colonization of the territory that we now call Mexico. Catholicism became 

part of the identity that was formed by the colonized (Elizondo 120). 

37 Día de los Muertos is celebrated on All Saints’ Day and All Souls’ Day. It is a 

minor holiday in the Catholic calendar. The root of this celebration comes from an Aztec 

ritual that was later adapted in the Catholic religion. Las Posadas is typically celebrated 

over nine days before Christmas Eve. It is a reenactment of the time when the holy 

couple was searching for a place for Mary to give birth. Los matachines celebrate the 

Virgin of Guadalupe. They are carnivalesque dance troupes that emerged in Spain in the 

early seventeenth century to venerate both the virgin and other saints (Robb 87). 
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people’s souls and are part of the important process by which Mexicans and Mexican 

Americans construct their identities (117). The identities fronterizos construct on the 

Mexico-United States border include the Catholic religion. As Vila notes: “A religious 

identity is not an identity that Mexicans choose freely; instead, it is an inherent part of 

ethnic and national belonging and remains a part of the identity” (Border Identities 22). 

 The unique structure of a border territory provides life scenarios that are only 

possible when two or more cultures come together and engage in everyday life. Residents 

of the al-Andalus frontier developed a complex community that, on the one hand, was 

engaged in war, and on the other had to learn how to coexist regardless of ethnic 

affiliation. Ahmed Chahlane lists the many instances when interactions across cultures 

occurred, including trade, participation in feasts, and interfaith marriage. He writes that 

“a nationalist feeling also developed that was interpreted by all parties according to their 

own interest[;] however, it was this nationalist feeling which brought forth a unique 

conviviality and sharing and productivity in the spirit in al-Andalus” (284). The same 

situation is demonstrated on the Ciudad Juárez-El Paso border today. The development of 

a fronterizo mentality is ever present in a society that is volatile but that also allows two 

communities to coexist. Pablo Vila suggests that border communities adapt and adopt 

some of their differences while at the same time acquiring a nationalist feeling of the 

dominant country or conqueror (“Tropos identitarios” 217). From the examples I have 

given about life on the border, it is a logical conclusion that time and space are not 

relevant and that when communities, cultures, and traditions come together there is a 

tendency to transform in order to exist side by side. 
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Characteristics of Border Identities 

Traditionally, the concepts of frontiers or borders are spatial. The term is based on the 

lines that separate one country from another that set the parameters for economic 

movement of goods. Although borders divide, they are also the places where 

relationships between countries are condensed and where interactions and conflicts 

develop based on differentiating between social groups economically, religiously, and 

linguistically. This constant including-while-excluding-space is a paradox. A border is 

broader than just a physical line that marks out social, cultural, ideological, and linguistic 

borders. Whether a border it spatial, physical, or psychological, it serves as a prism that 

mirrors many facets of identity. The concept of the frontier encompasses different social 

phenomenon that are a result of a constant exchange that, although easily crossed by 

ideas and economic flow, retains barriers. Frontier populations construct shared values 

that include traditions, customs, and signs and that contribute to identity construction. 

Understanding the result of this interplay is crucial to understanding the meaning of 

borders. Fronterizo culture is produced and re-produced. It creates plural expressions of 

identity and a singular imperative of belonging. 

 The new society that was established on the Iberian Peninsula after the Muslim 

occupation produced a unique political and cultural system. The interdependence brought 

about by the coexistence of different civilizations allowed the Andalusi community to 

adopt and remodel each other’s expressions to fit their own social needs and to build 

confidence about the “other” instead of fear. Arab leaders recognized that Christians and 

Jews were protected people; there was a respect for other groups that, in its essence, 

refused to exclude “others.” The citizens of al-Andalus were culturally one, but they did 

not forget the unique traits that made them different. Mikel de Epalza explains that the 
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conflicts and tensions that occurred in al-Andalus were due to ideological and political 

conflicts between central and regional powers but never to identity conflicts, as is the 

case in the present (“Military Conflicts, Tensions and Peace” 73). 

 The character of the frontier of al-Andalus can be seen through the aesthetic and 

artistic creations in the realms of architecture, music, and poetry that resulted from the 

encounter of different cultures and religions. Doudou Diène accurately presents the 

nature of this community: 

Its depth and duration were major features that made the Spain that was al-

Andalus a “live” cultural field, metaphorically switched on. It was because 

the political and the military dimensions, the forces of antagonism and the 

attraction, had to be transmuted, resolved, or translated into a constant 

process of cultural invention, that al-Andalus reached a cultural “critical 

mass” which literally radiated out through space and time. (8) 

 

The artistic creations reminiscent of al-Andalus are an important part of Spain today and 

still radiate with their beauty and are there to remind us of the cultural richness that 

resulted from the cultural fusion.  

 Moreover, the climate of convivencia produced many results. One was that Arabic 

language and literature became widespread among Christians and Jews alike. The rapid 

process of Arabization inspired works of art that are still relevant today. Another 

important consequence was the impact on language of the bilingualism and 

multilingualism that characterized the community. While everyone strove to be proficient 

in Arabic—a language that most authors, writers, and poets of all races and religions 

used—another multilingual feature was present in the literature from this region. 

Examples are the kharjas, poems written in romance languages present in the Andalusian 

muwashshahs. Muwashshahs are written in classic Arabic or Hebrew and usually consists 

of five stanzas of two parts each; the first part has its own rhyme, while the second part is 
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sometimes a leading verse that gets repeated in the structure of the poem (Deyermond, 

Historia de la literatura Española 28-29). 

 Religion, one of the most important topics when talking about society in al-

Andalus, developed unique forms with the fusion of cultures. Mohamed Benchrifa writes 

that the pluralism that existed in the Iberian Peninsula gave rise to religious dialogue and 

debate. He refers to Ibn Hazm, widely regarded as the founder of comparative religious 

history, whose work had an impact on Muslim religion in his own time and still influence 

critical Christian thought today. Benchrifa notes that the tolerance that characterized the 

coexisting cultures of al-Andalus is illustrated by the fact that Muslims in al-Andalus 

took part in Christian festivals, particularly those having to do with the birth of Christ. He 

writes, “The tradition of religious disputes and theological discussions organized between 

scholars and member of religious communities illustrates complex attitudes and 

willingness to adapt to the differences that existed between the religions that dwelled in 

al-Andalus.” This land was a place of dialogue that at times was serene but for the most 

part was lively (17). 

 The rationalist, philosophical, and scientific thought that the citizens of al-

Andalus inherited from ancient Persia and Greece is an important element of the essence 

of al-Andalus. Pierre Phillipe Rey writes that “the legacy obtained from Persia and 

Greece was a reformulation in the light of the universalism born of the fertile dialectic 

between the three great monotheistic religions whose coexistence it made possible” (22). 

Al-Andalus transmitted this new universal rationalism to North Europe mainly through 

Ibn Rushd (Averroes), a physician, jurist, and philosopher who was the culminating 

figure of this school of thought. Rey argues that universal reasoning came into being in 
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Andalusia, resulting in a great expansion of science and technology (25). The gradual 

construction of a plural identity and a common heritage in al-Andalus resolved or 

translated into a constant process of cultural invention that was only possible at this point 

in time. It is as an example that goes beyond coexistence; it was fusion. 

 Centuries later, after the United States annexed the northern Mexican territory and 

solidified the border between the two countries, the former Mexican inhabitants of the 

region were suddenly governed by the United States and became citizens. Along the 

border, economic, cultural, religious, linguistic, and social diversity reproduced and 

underscored the reality of borderland subjects and the prevailing notion of an uncertain 

identity that developed out of two cultures. As Tereza Jiroutova Kynčlová states, the 

traditional immigrant is deeply challenged by borderland residents: “they represent an 

immigration that is never conventionally ‘completed,’ for they cannot by definition ‘land 

in America’; they never ‘arrive,’ they have been present from the beginning” (23). For 

this community, the border crossed them; thus, their non-migrant belonging makes them 

uncategorizable. Ron Dungan writes that “in five decades, the border has changed from 

no border to an imaginary border to a disputed border to a negotiated border to a line on a 

map. This is the border’s history. The line that was nonexistent, imaginary, disputed, 

negotiated, drawn and unfindable” (27). However, despite many different viewpoints and 

opinions about this border community, it has developed into a collective fronterizo region 

that encompasses two cultures filled with both tradition and growth. 

 The Mexico-United States border is a place transformed by stylistic innovations 

that reform the concept of a modern city. In contrast, it has become an urban liminal 

place; an in-between space for its inhabitants that was constructed in an unplanned 



83 

 

territory as a result of accelerated development.38 According to Roxana Rodríguez Ortiz, 

the vision one has of the border changes and is dependent on the time of day, the 

neighborhood, who is narrating, and the historical time you are looking at. What does not 

change is the binational relation that makes up the frontier metropolis that stimulates your 

senses though art and literature (Alegoría de la Frontera 28). Fronterizo art consciously 

interrupts the canon, many times violently, and at the same time it is used as a form of 

protest and creative liberation. Literature of the border is characterized by the 

phenomenon of liminal urbanism. As María Socorro Tabuenca Córdoba states, “La 

literatura norte de México se escribe en/desde la frontera y no sobre la frontera” 

(Northern Mexican literature is written in/from the frontier and not over the frontier.) 

(105). Tabuenca Córdoba believes that the only way to authentically write about frontier 

life is to live and experience the everyday events in the borderland. In this literature the 

urban space becomes the main character through a non-textual discourse that includes 

graffiti, billboards, and linguistic idioms. Marc Augé suggests that “el espacio es un 

 
38 Peter Hasdell describes the effects of liminal urbanism, which he defines as 

“how urban systems and socio-spatial orders can emerge as liminal spaces when previous 

spaces are erased or are no longer functional”: “When cities legitimated systems are 

incapable of dealing with a particular condition, then liminal states can appear as 

transitional phenomena that disrupt the quotidian operation of the city. These liminal 

states manifest in different ways; as intangible, invisible or aleatory phenomena, or, on 

the contrary, they may be visible and tangible expressions of collective dissent, unrest or 

desire for change” (1). 
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lugar practicado, un cruce de elementos en movimiento donde se puede leer en parte o en 

su totalidad la identidad de los que lo ocupan, las relaciones que mantienen y la historia 

que comparten” (Space is a practiced place, a crossroads of moving elements where the 

identity of those who occupy it, the relationships they maintain, and the history they share 

can be read in part or in full.) (125). By the same token the city becomes part of the 

narration by becoming part of the social imagination needed to recreate the scenery in 

order to dramatize the narrative. The essence of the modern border composed of two 

cities, Ciudad Juárez and El Paso, can be felt in the community that produces a unique 

social culture that is created and recreated. 

 My analysis of borderland regions shows how they become markers of identity 

that people construct through social and cultural processes, legacies, myths, and 

institutions. Through the relations between human beings and religions that link war and 

peace, trade, and culture, we can establish connections that answer the questions that 

develop from contact with people who have different background, customs, religions, and 

cultures. Malcolm Anderson writes that “literature establishes that national borders form 

differentiating identities particular to the region and only border residents can fully 

understand the essence of border identities” (34). The frontier literature of al-Andalus and 

modern fronterizo literature of the Mexico-United States border provide insights into how 

communities on frontiers come together and build cultures of plural identity. In the next 

two chapters, I will analyze literary texts that provide evidence of the identity formed 

between these two communities and of the acculturation, transculturation, and hybridity 

created between them.
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDING HYBRID CULTURE IN MEDIEVAL IBERIAN TEXTS 

Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Medieval Iberia 

Muslims from North Africa were attracted to the Iberian Peninsula because they saw 

what seemed to be an easy opportunity for them to conquer the Visigoths.39 Under 

Visigoth rule, the territory was culturally fragmented, politically unstable, and divided in 

terms of religion and ethnicity. The vulnerability of the Visigoths allowed Muslims to 

take the territory in the early eighth century, except for the mountainous regions of the 

northwest Atlantic coast and the Pyrenees, which remained under Christian rule. Al-

Andalus became a new Islamic state. The Islamic conquest has been the topic of many 

debates, including its role in world trade. Thomas F. Glick notes that Henri Pirenne felt 

that the Islamic conquest of the eastern and southern shores of the Mediterranean 

restricted the movement of world trade that had flourished during the late Roman period. 

Glick disagrees; in his opinion, it opened the Mediterranean by connecting it with the 

Indian Ocean and allowing a period of economic and cultural prosperity. The economic 

blockade that Abd al-Malik put in place against the Byzantine Empire in 690 limited the 

flow of certain items, but most products traveled without any problems. Even in the 

 
39 The Islamic conquest of Visigothic Spain was a continuation of the process of 

Muslim expansion beyond the Arabian Peninsula that began in the mid-seventh century. 

The fact that the Visigoths lacked a stable monarchy (they had eighteen kings) 

fragmented and weakened their army. The Visigoths were ill equipped to counter the 

Muslim invasion of Iberia (Grieve, The Eve of Spain 85). 
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period 752 to 827, when a restored Byzantine Empire closed off trade, Spain was affected 

only minimally (19). 

 The degree of cultural development that occurred during the encounters of the 

different populations that inhabited al-Andalus is also a topic of discussion among 

literary critics. In al-Andalus, even though lines were drawn between faiths, the 

boundaries came in and out of focus depending on the priorities of the ruling power.40 

Although a variety of literary and legal texts from the Middle Ages provide evidence that 

boundaries were a powerful preoccupation, it is equally important to recognize such 

preoccupations would not have existed if boundaries had not been persistently and openly 

crossed. Over centuries of coexistence, cross-frontier military alliances, interreligious 

friendships, religious conversions, and cross-cultural sexual relationships questioned the 

boundaries of affiliations among Christians, Jews, and Muslims. 

 Al-Andalus was intellectually wealthy. The Great Library that Al-Hakam II 

established in Córdoba was said to have contained over 400,000 volumes. This library 

 
40 Ragnhild Johnsrud Zorgati outlines how laws that pertained to a Muslim man 

who married a Christian woman depended on the century and the view of those in power. 

In the eleventh century, the man would have faced a local jurisdiction and would likely 

have faced the death penalty. During the fifteenth century, when canon law had been 

developed and incorporated into such codes as the Siete Partidas, the Castilian statutory 

code, the man would have been required to convert but he would also have needed the 

consent of her father to marry, and the marriage would have been conceived as a 

sacrament (127). 
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was only one of seventy in al-Andalus. Books were so adored that a vast number of 

copyists were employed in the book market (Menocal 33). It was not uncommon for 

citizens of al-Andalus to be well versed in medicine, physics, and astrology. Language 

was an important area of cultural exchange for Muslims and Christians. Literacy was a 

priority for Muslim governments and knowledge of Arabic played a critical role in the 

region’s cultural development. Schools, universities, and libraries spread across Muslim 

cities and Arabic was considered a real art form in communities of different faiths. The 

classical works of Greek and other ancient philosophers and scientists might have been 

lost to Europeans if they had not been preserved in the Arabic language through the 

House of Wisdom, also known as the Grand Library of Baghdad. Muslims translated 

them and wrote comments and explanations as well as their own ideas. Susan Douglass 

notes that “the Spanish Muslim Ibn Rushd commented on Aristotle, as did the Jewish 

thinker Maimonides—both were born and worked in Muslim Spain” (13).  

 Cultural exchange happened not only in everyday life but also through literature, 

music, and art. The literature that is a product of al-Andalus explores the culture of the 

Iberian Peninsula during the period of Islamic rule. The earliest example is the 

muwashshah, an example of the hybridity that developed in that region. A similar form of 

early literature is the zajal, also a product of al-Andalus. Both types of poetry embody the 

region’s diversity. While the muwashshah was written in classical Arabic and the zajal in 

vernacular Arabic, the muwashshah contains a final stanza written in Andalusi Romance 
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or a colloquial language, giving it a bilingual characteristic.41 Tova Rosen writes that the 

muwashshah is both the product of and a microcosm of the cultural conditions in al-

Andalus: “it embodies the flexible and changing relation between the written languages, 

as well as the oral forms[;] it reflects life in the court and on the streets [and] the 

sociocultural relations between various ethnic groups.” Rosen cites the muwashshah as an 

example of plurality that recognizes all the different voices (166). Jean Dangler argues 

that the muwashshahs and the zajals exemplify the multifaceted subject formation 

characteristic of Medieval Iberia: “The poems juxtapose different voices, social, registers, 

genders, languages, and modes of expression in order to present a diverse range of poetic 

subjects” (37). 

 The final stanzas attached to muwashshahs, called kharjas, which contained entire 

phrases in the Romance language, proved to be a treasure from both a linguistic and a 

literary point of view. The bilingual kharjas prove the existence of words and 

combinations of languages that existed in the Andalusi community. Consuelo Lopez-

Morillas writes that “the kharjas are unique in their habit of interweaving Romance with 

Arabic, thus called bilingual. . . . Some scholars suggest that this a sign of the code-

 
41 Samuel Miklos Stern, an academic who specialized in Oriental Studies, was the 

first to decode kharjas, verses attached to muwashshahs, in 1948. Other academics had 

noticed that these verses had a different linguistic pattern, but no one had been able to 

translate them until Stern noted that the sequence of consonants created words that 

resembled the Romance language (López-Morillas 215). 
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switching in which many bilingual speakers indulge” (49).42 Although some scholars 

suggest that the kharjas constitute a genre of hybrid literature that does not reflect 

popular speech, others believe that they are rooted in popular forms of speech and that 

because they are attached to muwashshahs, they reflect the hybridity of al-Andalusian 

society. H. D. Miller enumerates the various bilingual artifacts that emerged from this 

society: “the bilingual epigraphs on the tombstones; the Latin signatures on Arabic legal 

documents; the Arabic glosses in Latin texts” (Miller 419). These early poems and 

writings reinforced multicultural identity and values and depicted the permeable subjects 

and voices that existed in al-Andalus. 

 The Iberian Peninsula, more specifically al-Andalus, does not easily fit into the 

narrative of European history. The fact that three religions played such important roles in 

the history and sociocultural formation of the territory has made it difficult for critics and 

historians to agree on many topics that have emerged from this multicultural landscape. 

Mark D. Meyerson notes that Spain has been called the land of “medieval 

multiculturalism.” He argues that it is a complicated task to describe the development of 

a society in which marginal groups had significant power and influence and were at the 

very center of political and cultural life. Legal and literary texts in which the “other” was 

 
42 According to Consuelo López-Morillas, kharjas or jarchas represent the voice 

of the Mozarabs, Iberian Christians who lived under Muslim rule in al-Andalus. She 

notes, however, that critics argue that if we insist on looking at them as reminiscent of the 

Mozarab dialect, there will be a tendency to falsely interpret manuscripts (212). 
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usually constructed became impractical because the “other” had become too familiar and 

at times was not the “other” anymore(xiii). 

 The multicultural environment that developed in al-Andalus is appropriate for 

postcolonial theory because that theory engages with the effects of uneven cultural 

contact.43 This includes not only resistance to such contact but also the collaborations and 

legacies that participants in colonial encounters created. Nadia Altschul argues that the 

legacies of colonialism do not end with a withdrawal of power: “Postcolonial studies is 

not meant as ‘after the end of colonization’ but ‘after colonial contact’” (7). The 

population of al-Andalus established a way of life that was ambiguous and uncommon. 

Convivencia was not always easy because there were tensions between religious groups. 

The three groups in al-Andalus had to establish social and intellectual boundaries, and 

when those boundaries were crossed, identity crises could develop within groups. The 

literature of the region reveals, directly or indirectly, the life and behavior that developed 

in Medieval Iberia, including the tensions and relationships that cultural contact 

engendered. My analysis of texts from el-Andalus will focus on the postcolonial concepts 

 
43 Recent work that combines postcolonial and medieval studies has opened new 

lines of thought regarding premodern forms of colonialism and imperialism. However, as 

Bruce W. Holsinger states, in certain areas of medievalist fields scholars had already 

engaged in studies that resonated with the critical impulses of postcolonialism. Border 

societies in other parts of the world also provide evidence that supports postcolonial 

concepts (1200). 
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of acculturation that led to transculturation and will explore the effects that cultural 

fusion had on this border community. 

 

Cultural Meanings of Romances Fronterizos 

Although many texts from medieval al-Andalus provide evidence that preserving cultural 

borders was important, they also depict how boundaries were breached. Culture is never 

static; any change or new experience can alter a culture. Acculturation develops when 

external influences cross boundaries. According to Thomas F. Glick and Oriol Pi-Sunyer, 

cultural contact produces acculturation but what is accepted or rejected depends on more 

than just contact. This is why cultures tend to build “boundary-maintaining mechanisms” 

such as language, ideologies, and religious beliefs that filter external stimuli and seek to 

preserve cultural integrity (140).44 Through texts that are a product of cultural contact we 

can see not only the acculturation (adapting and adopting to another culture, especially 

with the loss of the original culture) that developed out of this mixture but also 

transculturation (merging with another culture, a transformation that leads to the loss of 

the original culture but if done gradually can preserve some aspects of the original 

culture).45 

 
44 Zorgati expands the broad categories of “boundary-maintaining mechanisms” 

with subcategories that have a higher degree of “boundary maintainingness” such as laws 

regulating conversion and mixed marriages (7). 

45 Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary defines acculturation “as cultural 

modification of an individual, group, or people by adapting to or borrowing traits from 
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 The interaction of Muslim and Christian inhabitants of the frontier region is seen 

in cultural practices. The porous border between Castille and Granada was the birthplace 

of the romances fronterizos.46 The frontier is the principal agent of poetic creation in the 

romances fronterizos. Şizen Yiacoup asserts that frontier ballads express the Spanish 

national character: “They deliberately recall Spanish identity as inherently manifold, a 

layered identity composed through the complex, longstanding interaction of different 

ethnic, cultural, and religious groups” (3). Frontier ballads are characterized by empathy 

for “Moorish” subjects. Barbara Fuchs contends that they present an idealized vision of 

the Moor: “The genre trades in pathos and nostalgia and depends on a sympathetic 

identification with Moorish character” (“In Memory of Moors” 109).47 

 The ballads, which were composed to describe the events that took place in 

Granada from 1238 until it was conquered by Castile in 1492, reflect the military values 

and notable acts of heroism of the people who participated in the events of the frontier. 

 

another culture” (www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/acculturation). My definition of 

transculturation draws on Le Brun-Ricalens. 

46 Romance versification is characterized by a series of couplets that consist of a 

pair of octosyllabic hemistichs: “formal organization into strophes consisting of quatrains 

or sextets is often present, as usually in assonant rhyme” (Jacobs 605). 

47 Early modern Spain developed a literary fascination with Moors, or 

“Maurophilia,” that is evidenced in literature and in the nobility’s practice of dressing in 

Moorish clothing and participating in elaborate re-creations of Moorish games (Fuchs, 

“In Memory of Moors” 110). 
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Angus MacKay classifies them as a category of romances noticieros, which were usually 

composed by minstrels who had fought in the frontier armies (17).48 Scholars do not 

agree about exactly how many ballads should be classified as fronterizos, but Alan 

Deyermond says that there is a consensus that approximately twenty romances 

fronterizos exist. Some ballads that are not classified as fronterizos can be categorized as 

frontier ballads because of their subject matter, usually inter-religious and cross-cultural 

relations that were powerful and problematic in equal measure (226). 

 Romances fronterizos were used to communicate values that were important to 

the medieval public. They were used to transmit news and conflicts between groups and 

families. Romances conveyed magical myths and information about taboos to the 

medieval community. Paloma Díaz-Mas notes that romances were composed to talk 

about a topic that was important at the time. It might be a historical event, a biblical tale, 

or a depiction of an epic episode (23). Manuel Milá y Fontanals argues that the romance 

is not a romantic story but more an epic tale. Menéndez Pidal, the pioneer of the study of 

genres of romances, proposed a system for classifying them by theme and style. He was 

also the first to suggest studying each ballad on its own as opposed to part of a group. He 

argued that each ballad can be analyzed more thoroughly when we look at its different 

versions and the topics it develops (Díaz-Mas 36). Romances fronterizos are classified as 

 
48 The romances originate in the medieval cantares de gestas (or Carolingian 

romances) or the chansons de geste that were popularized in the fourteenth century. They 

were predominantly songs of historic, heroic deeds sung by minstrels who would adapt 

the narrative according to their audience (Martínez Iniesta 3). 
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historical ballads because most of them were based on real-life events that were idealized 

and became legends. Menéndez Pidal argued that each one recounts an important event in 

the bellicose territory of the frontier (Díaz-Mas). 

 The main theme of frontier ballads is the layered identities people create in the 

context of complex interactions among different ethnic, cultural, and religious groups 

over long periods of time. The profound mutual familiarity among Muslims and 

Christians was engendered by shared cultural practices, political alliances, and, in many 

cases, codependence. As Şizen Yiacoup indicates: 

The medieval frontier, for those who sang the romancero fronterizo in its 

original cultural context and for whom it possessed the greatest immediacy 

and resonance, signified not the periphery of their collective imagination 

but its very center, the point at which they could acknowledge and reflect 

upon their cultural identities in all their fullness and complexity. (3) 

 

Bautista Martínez Iniesta concurs: “el contenido de estos poemas populares refleja la 

intrahistoria de las dos comunidades enfrentadas, la historia personal de muchos 

fronteros con sus aciertos y sus errores, con sus triunfos y fracasos” (The contents of 

these popular poems reflect the history within the two opposing communities as well as 

the personal history of many frontiersmen with their successes and mistakes, with their 

triumphs and failures) (8). With the word “fronteros,” Martínez Iniesta reiterates the 

unique quality of the frontier population that developed out of combining cultures to 

create a hybrid culture. The Castilians who composed and performed the romances 

distinguished the frontier as the place where their collective identities were forged and 

subsequently negotiated. 

 The technique used to transmit the romances is noteworthy in the context of the 

study of hybridity. Romances, or ballads, were communicated orally and functioned as a 
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conceptual stage that enabled the listener to experience social and emotional 

contradictions. The listener or audience becomes an important part of the story; they can 

relate to the events and know the outcomes, so they are able to contribute to the oral 

aspect of the romances. Even though the root of a romance was a specific time and place, 

the way it was transmitted made it possible for it to be modified; oral communication 

permitted the discussion of the issues ballads raised.49 Ballads invite those who hear them 

to collaborate in the artistic creation: “Medieval hearers, listeners, to oral poetry, know 

ballads just as well as the singers—the audience and the singers were one and the same” 

(Armistead Part 2). Yiacoup observes that oral ballads allowed singers to reformulate 

them every time they sang them. The repetition and parallelism of the structure of ballads 

articulated personal and collective experiences of disruption (4). Romances fronterizos 

use the past as way of expressing, developing, or coming to terms with a collective 

identity in the present. 

 Frontier ballads transmitted cultural memory, “an expression indicating the 

collective understandings of the past as they are held by communities in a given social 

 
49 According to María Soledad Carrasco Urgoiti, the ballads were written down 

much later than when they were composed orally. Often, sixteenth-century poets 

composed an artistic ending for an old romance. These additions were usually an effort to 

accentuate the story, but sometimes they consist of simple versifications of historical or 

romantic stories. Menéndez Pidal states that the latter additions take away from the 

informative nature of ballads and transforms it to a fictional novelization that many times 

contradict the historical facts (34). 
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and historical setting” (Yiacoup 6). The historian Jan Assmann argues that the term 

“cultural memory” encompasses two different concepts: ‘“memory culture’,” which he 

defines as the way a society ensures cultural continuity by passing its collective 

knowledge from one generation to the next, and “‘references to the past’.” Memory 

culture makes it possible for later generations to reconstruct their cultural identity, while 

reference to the past reassures members of a society of their collective identity and gives 

them a sense of unity (19). In “The Invention of Cultural Memory,” Dietrich Harth 

explains the connective structure of Assmann’s cultural theory as a reflection that 

connects the descriptive language to the inner form of that being described. Harth states: 

“Assmann argues that every culture connects every one of its individual subjects on the 

basis of shared norm (rules), and stories (memories) to the experience of a commonly 

inhabited meaningful world” (86). Shared stories and memories that link individuals are 

an important part of how people construct identity. For the fronteros of al-Andalus, the 

stories and language of ballads served as a construction of the identity that developed out 

of the cultural hybridity that was a common part of their everyday lives. 

 Although romances fronterizos present only a partial history of the frontier, they 

are regarded as national literature because of the themes they present of war and the 

problems that developed in a region with permeable boundaries. Events described in the 

romances are heightened to favor the narrator or, as in most historical documents, the 

victor in a conflict. MacKay discusses the limitations of the content of the ballads: “The 

romances fronterizos tell us something about the twenty-five years of war but next to 

nothing about the eighty-five years of peace. . . . Events covered by ballads speak of the 

resistance but none of these ballads say anything about the frontier at peace” (21). What 
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is clear is that this literature recognizes the collective identities that were forged and 

negotiated on the frontier. Yiacoup suggests that “if frontier ballads express national 

character as so many scholars and commentators have suggested . . . one must concede 

that they deliberately recall Spanish identity as inherently manifold, a layered identity 

composed through the complex, long-standing interactions of different ethnic, cultural 

and religious groups” (3).  

 The types of warfare depicted in the poems illustrate cultural transfer. For 

example, both Christians and Muslims preferred quick raids rather than the large, pitched 

battles that were typical in the rest of Europe. Angus MacKay writes, “Time and again 

the chronicles and documents reveal the penchant for raid which would lay waste on 

enemy territory, hit hard and fast at strategic targets, and ensure the winning of plenty of 

booty” (21). Another military strategy both cultures used was targeting mills and crops in 

order to damage the economic system of a township. The “Romance de Moclín” 

mentions this strategy: “Allá la van a hacer a esos molinos de Huelma. Derrocaban los 

molinos, derramaban la cibera, prendían los molineros cuantos hay en la ribera.” (There 

they go, they are going to make it to those mills in Huelma. They would overthrow the 

mills, they spilled grain, they set on fire as many mills as they found on the riverbank.) 

This strategy would leave a village vulnerable to hunger and economic disarray. 

 Another similarity among Christian and Muslim military practices was the way 

they dressed for war. Instead of donning the heavy suits of armor and using the saddles 

with long stirrups that were suitable for shock combat, they wore light armor and used a 

low saddle with short stirrups to facilitate speed and mobility. Maintaining agility while 

in battle enabled them to strike rapidly. MacKay notes that they both used a similar early 
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warning system to protect mills, crops, and livestock: “Scouts were placed in strategic 

positions near the points of interests, news and information about enemy movements 

travelled swiftly [,] and the sensing of trouble at night immediately led to the lighting of 

warning beacons” (25).  

 Both militaries also used people known as intermediaries who could move freely 

between cultures. These agents spoke the languages used on the frontier and were 

knowledgeable about all the cultures. Such individuals are clear examples of the 

hybridity that existed on the border. These emissaries had specific functions within the 

community. Men known as alfaqueques arranged for the ransom, exchange, or return of 

captives and missing persons. Alfaqueques were above frontier scrutiny and had 

something much like diplomatic immunity. They were free to enter enemy territory and 

find the persons or prisoners they were looking for, then report back to the authorities 

they answered to.50  

 Another example of evidence of hybridity is the trujamanes, individuals who 

functioned as interpreters and were indispensable to frontier life. MacKay notes that 

alliances were made during the comings and goings of frontier inhabitants and says that it 

is not surprising that the fusion of Christian and Muslim influences was present in every 

 
50 The role of the alfaqueque is described in the Siete Partidas. It describes the 

qualities a man needed to become an alfaqueque. He needed to be honest, brave, and 

fluent in Arabic; he needed to have higher motives than personal gain or a quest for 

power; and he needed to have a patrimony as a guarantee of the funds he would manage 

(Alfonso el Sabio, Title 30). 
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aspect of life (28). Fronterizo communities were bound to each another through a 

mutually dependent way of life that was achieved as a result of a constant cultural 

exchange.  

 This transculturation is exemplified in the literature of al-Andalus. In the corpus 

of the romances fronterizos, we also find evidence of sexual relations in the forms of 

seduction, rape, and cross-cultural kinship. The romances also provide evidence of hybrid 

ethnic and religious identities. “Abenámar” describes the protagonist as the product of a 

bi-religious relationship: “Abenámar, Abenámar, moro de la morería / hijo eres de un 

moro perro y de una cristiana cautiva” (Abenámar, Abenámar, moor of the morería / son 

of a Moorish dog and a captive Christian) (“Abenámar” 189).51 Yiacoup notes that 

figures of mixed origin such as Abenámar “embody junctures where race, culture, 

religion, and customs meet, and would seem necessarily to problematize the preservation 

of boundaries between Muslims and Christians” (20).  

 Personification of a city is present in several of the romances. In “Abenámar,” 

King John II of Castile is so enthralled with the Islamic city of Granada that he says he 

would marry it if he could, exhibiting both appreciation for the city’s beauty and the need 

to conquer it in order to obtain its wealth and cultural identity: “Granada si tú quisieses, 

contigo me casaría / darte yo en arraz y dote a Córdoba y a Sevilla / y a Jerez de la 

Frontera que cabo sí la tenía / Granada, si más quisiese, mucho más yo te daría” 

(Granada if you wanted, I would marry you / give you in coins and dowry to Córdoba and 

Seville / and Jerez de la Frontera which I had / Granada, if you wanted more, I would 

 
51 “Morería” refers to a neighborhood that was Moorish territory. 
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give you much more)52 (“Abenámar” 191). In proposing the idea of matrimony to 

Granada, King John II acknowledges his desire to appropriate her cultural identity. 

Granada rejects the king’s proposal: “Casada soy, el rey don Juan, casada soy que no 

viuda / el moro que a mí me tiene bien defenderme querría” (I am married to King John, I 

am married and not a widow/ the Moor that has me will defend me) (“Abenámar” 191). 

The city says that her allegiance belongs to a Moor, which is implies that her religious 

and cultural identities are determined by “the man who possesses her and are, as such, 

intrinsically hybrid in their lack of fixity resulting in a hybrid condition of love and by 

implication, of both dominance and subjection” (Yiacoup 21). King John II’s culturally 

heterogenous origins establish a bond between him and Abenámar, bringing their 

opposing identities closer together: 

Closer scrutiny of the ballad reveals that they are both rooted in a world of 

porous ethnic and religious boundaries and both attracted to that which is 

culturally divergent from the monolithic identities socially assigned to 

them, therefore revealing more fluid identities beneath the ostensibly fixed 

surface. (Yiacoup 21) 

 

This romance challenges the demand for religious and cultural purity religious leaders 

and governments imposed in the sixteenth-century Morisco community that was so 

important in that era.53 

 
52 The term “arraz,” which I translated as “coins,” refers to the symbolic coins 

given at a Hispanic Catholic wedding to express the wish that the couple will never be 

deprived of money. But there is no exact translation. 

53 The term morisco refers to Muslims who converted to Christianity. Leonard 

Patrick Harvey notes that the term began to appear in texts in the first half of the 
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 “Abenámar” is one of the most popular and most widely studied of the romances 

fronterizos, so it is not surprising that there are different versions of the ballad.54 Critics 

disagree about how to analyze the ambiguity of the encounter and the exchange between 

the king and Abenámar: 

 “Abenámar, Abenámar, moro de la morería  

 hijo eres de un moro perro y de una cristiana cautiva, 

a tu padre llaman Hali y a tu madre Catalina; 

cuando tú naciste, moro, la luna esta crecida 

y la mar estaba en calma, viento no la rebullía.”  

 

Abenámar, Abenámar, moor of the morería 

son of a Moorish dog and a captive Christian 

They call your father Hali and your mother Catalina; 

When you were born, Moor, the moon was full  

and the sea was calm, the wind did not stir. (“Abenámar” 190) 

Díaz-Mas explains that although it seems that the king’s description of the calmness of 

the time Abenámar was born, in medieval folklore, praise was used as a way of 

criticizing perfection that could at any time turn into a natural disaster (190).  

 The next lines of the romance suggest that the king has dominance over 

Abenámar: “Moro que en tal signo nasce no debe decir mentira. Preso tengo un hijo 

tuyo, yo le otorgaré la vida si me dices la verdad de lo que te preguntaría” (A Moor who 

is born in such a sign should not tell a lie. I have a son of yours prisoner; I will grant him 

 

sixteenth century. In 1517, it was used to identify Muslim converts to Christianity in 

Granada and Castille (2-5). 

54 The best-known version of “El Romance de Abenámar” is the one included in 

Pérez de Hita’s Guerras civiles de Granada. Díaz-Mas states that is the most abbreviated 

version and it is preferred by modern editors because of its poetic density (189). 
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life if you tell me the truth of what I am about to ask) (“Abenámar” 190). Yiacoup 

suggests that this reveals that the king’s threats are based on his limited ability to obtain 

knowledge about and access to Granada: 

It is Abenámar who by birth has access to the truth not only because of the 

signs that distinguished his birth, or the sincerity instilled in him by his 

Christian mother, but because he is uniquely placed at the point at which 

two cultures converge, his position at the crossroad of identities granting 

him access to the ineffable mystery of the Alhambra which the king wants 

yet cannot understand without guidance. Abenámar can thus be conceived 

of not only as the hinge between the two cultures but as the very 

personification of the complex processes of cultural exchange that shaped 

and defined medieval Iberian culture. (Yiacoup 32) 

 

The complexity of the ballad allows the audience to look at both the positive and negative 

consequences of cross-cultural contact. The arguments in the story serve as an example 

for Christian, Jewish, and Muslim communities who were experiencing the frontier as a 

contradictory site of unity and division, just as the figures in the ballad did. 

 Intermarriage is an important part of the production of hybrid cultures. It is 

present as a theme in “Abenámar” and other texts. Identities emerge through these 

couplings. In lands Muslims controlled, marriages between Muslim men and Christian 

women were permissible if the children were brought up in the Muslim religion. But 

marriage between Muslim women and Christian men was strictly prohibited and, in many 

cases, condemned by corporal punishment and imprisonment. For the Muslims who 

sought to consolidate their power in the Iberian Peninsula, unions between Muslim men 

and non-Muslim women had the advantages of legitimizing the imposition of new lords 

and augmenting wealth. 
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 “Romance del asalto de Baeza” features an interfaith relationship. The ballad, 

which is narrated from the Muslim perspective, is the story of the abduction of the 

daughter of the city’s defender, Pero Díaz, after Muslims seize the city: 

Derribédesme a Baeza—esa ciudad torreada 

y los viejos y las Viejas—los meted todos a espada 

y los mozos y las mozas—los traed en cabalgada 

y la hija de Pero Díaz,—par ser mi enamorada. 

y a su hermana Leonor,—de quien sea acompañada 

Id vos, capitán Venegas,—porque venga más honrada 

Porque, enviándoos a vos,—no recelo en la tornada.  

 

Take me down to Baeza—the city of towers. 

Kill the old men and the old women—with the sword. 

And the boys and the girls—bring them on horseback 

And the daughter of Pero Díaz-is to be my girlfriend 

And her sister Leonor—by whom she is accompanied 

Go get her Captain Venegas—so she maintains her honor 

I have no doubt that if I send you will return) (“Romance del asalto de 

Baeza” 356) 

 

This is a clear example of the use of certain unions to strengthen the position of Muslims 

in the kingdom. The ballad emphasizes the importance of keeping the daughter of Pero 

Díaz not only safe but pure, an indication that she will be used to validate a position of 

power. Simon Barton provides examples of Muslim elites using such unions to strengthen 

their kingdom: “a number of influential families went out of their way to seek brides who 

were not Muslim, and . . . in some cases they did so by arranging marriage alliances with 

the emerging Christian-ruled realms of the north” (25). Barton also mentions that multi-

ethnic marriages were widespread in lower social circles and were not always made for 

the purpose of making political alliances. There is evidence that the children born to these 

families were not always raised Muslim. Documentation of contracts, agreements, or 
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negotiations for the marriages of for freeborn Christian women is not available.55 Very 

few Muslim women are known to have taken a Christian husband. Barton records special 

cases of female members of the Banu Qasi who married prominent Christians. 

Documentation of these relationships is rare and Barton believes that such unions only 

happened in special circumstances (27). 

 Other evidence of hybrid identity exists in the dramatization of the conquest of 

the city of Antequera in the frontier ballad “El Moro de Antequera.” This romance 

narrates the battle for Antequera from the point of view of both Muslims and Christians. 

The ballad begins with the story of the Muslim emissary who is on a journey to tell his 

king of an impending battle: “De Antequera partió el moro tres horas antes del día con 

cartas en la su mano en que socorro pedía” (The Moor left Antequera three hours before 

daybreak with letters in his hand asking for help) (“El Moro de Antequera” 184). The 

first part of the romance bombards the audience with references to Muslim culture: “toca 

llevaba tocada, muy grande precio valía . . . alhaleme en su cabeza con borlas de seda 

fina” (He was wearing a headdress, it was very valuable, “alhaleme” on her head made 

out of fine silk tassels) (“El Moro de Antequera” 184). The terms toca and alhaleme refer 

to the headdress Muslims used to cover the head. A few verses later there is a mention of 

the Muslim god, Alá, and the term añafiles, which refers to Moorish trumpets. The 

 
55 Simon Barton affirms that even though documentation is not available for 

marriage negotiations, there is a brief reference in the Chronicle of the Kings of León, 

written between 1121 and 1132. Bishop Pelayo of Oviedo composed this account of the 

arrangement for Vermudo II of León’s daughter “for the sake of peace” (27). 
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attention to detail in the description of the Muslim characters suggests that their courage, 

loyalty, and moral virtues make them equals to Christians in the art of war. The audience 

is given the Christian point of view from verse thirty-seven until the end of the romance. 

According to Díaz-Mas, this part of the romance is inspired by Crónica de Juan II, which 

narrates the story of the battle from the Christian point of view (184). Mentioning that the 

battle takes place on the day of St. John’s feast and attributing victory to the Virgin Mary 

suggest a Christian perspective. 

 Although “El Moro de Antequera” recounts an important frontier battle that 

Christians won, the ballad displays the perspectives of two cultures and shows the 

audience a hybrid frontier.56 The ballad omits finer details, however. Yiacoup suggests 

that this “is a result of the fact that [ballads] deal with episodes whose outcome is already 

known to their audience; far more significant is their dramatic appeal by recreating 

intense emotions caused by human conflict” (111).  

 It is through loss that identities are blurred and interwoven. Stockhammer, 

following Bhabha, states that cultural hybridization is the process of symbolic interaction; 

it is the connective tissue that constructs differences and the passage that allows identities 

to transform in a liminal space (45). In “El Moro de Antequera,” the liminal space is the 

city where respected cultures come together in a struggle, where agreements were made 

and honored: “después dieron el Castillo los moros a pleitesía que libres con sus 

 
56 There are two versions of the “Romance del moro de Antequera,” one short and 

one long. Joan Mahiques Climent concurs with Menéndez Pidal that the version found in 

the Crónica de Juan II is the one to use (197). 
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haciendas el infante los pornía” (Then the Moors gave the Castle in homage so the 

infante would free them with their estates) (“El Moro de Antequera” 186). The ballad 

gives equal value to warriors from different cultures. Emphasizing the other culture and 

honoring members of another culture for their noble values is part of the hybridity that is 

attained when communities are in sync with each other. 

 Cultural hybridity establishes a system of values that is shared by the community. 

When these values and way of life are threatened, the population of such a community 

can experience a sense of loss and mourning. Romances fronterizo recall the time when 

the chivalric way of life of the frontier was coming to an end. The frontier people of al-

Andalus shared a collective awareness of the greatness of the cities lost in battle and the 

knowledge that nothing would remain the same. The loss experienced in the battles 

described in the romances fronterizos also reveals the loss of oneself, of one’s identity 

and culture. Fronteros live in an in-between space where they learn to come to terms with 

transculturation. They become familiar with one another that the loss experienced in 

battle is part of their cultural blending or hybrid identity. Yiacoup argues that by 

emphasizing loss and frequently exhibiting a tone of lamentation, romances fronterizos 

recognize and perpetuate cultural exchange through a continuous process of recollection 

(101). The loss that is present either explicitly or implicitly throughout the romances 

fronterizos would have been recognized by audience members who had experienced loss 

and could relate to these sentiments. 

 Frontier ballads usually describe a battle where a city is taken. The ballad 

“Pérdida de Alhama” deals with an episode in Alhama, a town where Castile’s war with 
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Granada began.57 Led by Don Rodrigo Ponce de León, the Marqués de Cádiz, Christians 

took the fortress of the town of Alhama in a surprise attack on February 28, 1482 

(Leonard Patrick Harvey 270). The loss of this town was so greatly lamented that, “¡Ay 

de mi Alhama!” became a popular phrase and is documented as proverbial in the 

Portuguese phrase “minha Alfama” (“Pérdida de Alhama” 198). The defeat Alhama 

suffered was such a shock that it generated multiple ballads. In order to come to terms 

with the loss, there was a need to explain the reasons for the attack. Yiacoup notes that 

the ballads do this “by highlighting the fact that long-respected cross-frontier traditions 

which had facilitated coexistence between Christians and Muslims up to that point have 

been rejected suddenly and without prior warning by the Castilian authorities” (Yiacoup 

106). 

 The beginning of the romance describes the great sense of loss that the king 

(Muley Hacén, the ruler of Granada) felt when he was given the news: “echo mano a sus 

cabellos y las sus barbas mesaba” (With his hands he pulled his hair and his beard). Jan 

Gilbert states that the king’s action of pulling his hair and beard was a sign to the 

audience of his anger, sense of desperation, and grief (1002).58 A series of motifs are 

 
57 There are three versions of “La pérdida de Alhama.” The first one is found in 

canciones, pliegos sueltos, and silvas. Versions two and three are from Part I of Ginés 

Pérez de Hita’s Guerras civiles de Granada, which was published in 1595 (Gilbert 1000). 

58 Muley Hacén was the king of Granada from 1464-1482 and from 1483-1485. 

His son Boabdil was responsible for the loss of Granada to the Catholic Kings, Ferdinand 

II and Isabella in 1492 (Díaz-Mas 198). 
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presented to stress the trauma of loss: the letters that bring bad news, the burning of the 

letters, and the killing of the messenger: 

Paseába se el rey moro por la ciudad de Granada 

Cartas le fueron venidas cómo Alhama era ganada; 

Las cartas echó en el fuego, y al mensajero matara.  

 

The Moorish king was strolling through the city of Granada.  

He received a letter informing him of the loss of Alhama;  

he burned the letters and killed the messenger. (“Pérdida de Alhama” 198) 

 

Taking or sparing a messenger’s life was a widely used topos in many romances.59 It is 

safe to say that a messenger who brought bad news knew that he was arriving at his last 

destination in life. There is a connection between the written word and death, and this is 

seen in the reaction of the king, who destroys the letter and kills the messenger. 

According to Jan Gilbert, this reaction is what Sigmund Freud calls derealization, a 

defense mechanism of destroying the object or person that reminds you of the dreadful 

event so you can disavow reality. The behavior of the monarch demonstrates his need to 

fight his feeling of helplessness to the situation (1005). Yiacoup cites Pérez de Hita’s 

contention that this romance caused such great sorrow among the Muslim people that it 

stopped being recounted: 

Este romance se hizo en aquella ocasión de la pérdida de Alhama, la qual 

era en aquella lengua muy doloroso y triste, tanto, que vino a vedarse en 

 
59 Many critics feel that the term topos is not precise enough because it can be 

used to mean a theme but sometimes is used to mean a metaphor, an idea, or a pattern. 

Paolo A. Cherchi suggests that topoi are the elements for outlining the morphology of 

tradition: “the commonplaces. They are any theme, conceptual motif, image or stylistic 

pattern which recur repeatedly in varying forms at different period” (285). 
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Granada que no se cantase, porque cada vez que lo cantaban en cualquier 

parte, provocaba llanto y dolor, aunque después se cantó otra en lengua 

castellana de la misma materia.  

 

This romance was made on the occasion of the loss of Alhama, which was 

very painful and sad for the Moors. So much so that it was forbidden to 

sing the ballad about the loss of Granada because every time it was sung 

anywhere, it caused tears and pain, although later it was sung in Castilian 

language about the same subject. (110) 

 

 The profound sympathy the ballad displays for the Muslims for the loss of 

Granada suggests that frontier ballads express Castilians’ identification with such events. 

Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo explains that this identification between cultures points to 

the acculturation of frontier societies (125). Another character that continues with this 

theme is an old Muslim, “alguacil de Granada,” or “governor of Granada.” This man 

alludes to the great loss and even though he assigns blame to the king by mentioning 

some deeds that might have brought the loss upon them: 

¿A qué nos llamaste, rey, a qué fue nuestra llamada? . . . 

Señor, bien se te empleaba por matar los Bencerrajes que eran la flor de 

Granada. . . .  

Degollaste un caballero persona muy estimada. 

Muchos se te despidieron por tu condición trocada.  

 

Why did you call us, king, what were we called for…? 

Sir, you deserve what you got for killing the Bencerrajes that were the 

flower of Granada. 

You beheaded a knight, a very esteemed person. 

Many abandoned you for your bartered condition. (“Pérdida de Alhama” 

199) 

 

The chronicle of the Bencerrajes told the story of a well-known event, and the audience 

would have been able to recognize the sorrow felt for the massacre of these soldiers. 

Blaming the king and mentioning all his offenses intensifies the sense of tragedy and 

loss, leaving all those who listened to the tale with as much uncertainty as the king, “el 
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rey no pudo más, triste se volvió a Granada” (The king could not take it anymore and 

with sorrow he returned to Granada) (“Pérdida de Alhama” 200). 

 “Pérdida de Alhama” was the first in a series of romances fronterizos dedicated to 

the conquest of Granada. “El alcaide de Alhama” continues the theme of the loss of the 

town of Alhama and also depicts the profound sorrow felt with the loss of the city. The 

short ballad relates how King Muley Hacén demanded that the governor, or alcaide, of 

the town take responsibility for the loss of Alhama. In the romance, the governor had left 

his family in Alhama while he traveled to attend a wedding. The alcaide is distraught not 

only about the loss of Alhama but also about the loss of his family: “Si el rey perdió su 

ciudad yo perdí cuanto tenía; perdí mi mujer y hijos, la cosa que más quería” (If the king 

lost his city, I lost everything I had; I lost my wife and children, the things I loved the 

most) (“El alcaide de Alhama” 201). The alcaide’s personal loss elicits compassion for a 

defeated member of another group. Yiacoup proposes that the tragedy the governor 

experienced accentuates emotional and cultural values that were part of both traditions: 

“The alcaide’s loss undoubtedly lies at the very core of the ballad and reveals, yet again, 

the romance fronterizo’s capacity for and continued affirmation of a strong emotional and 

cultural identification with the figure of the Hispano-Muslim” (116). 

 Through concepts such as personification of cities as females and the emphasis on 

the grief and loss members of another group experience, we can recognize the connection 

of Christian and Muslim cultures and the hybridity they formed on the frontier. Yiacoup 

insists that “frontier ballads do not simply create a poetic space in which the memory of 

diversity or ‘otherness’ can be preserved in the face of hostility but implicitly recognize 
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the difference as a fundamental component of Spanish identity in the present” (Yiacoup 

117). 

 Although the brief romance novelesco “La morilla burlada” (“Yo m’era mora 

Moraima”) is not always categorized as a frontier ballad, Roger Wright argues that it 

belongs in that group because of its depiction of powerful and problematic interreligious, 

cross-cultural relations between a young Hispano Muslim girl and a Christian charlatan 

(44).60 Şizen Yiacoup concurs: “The ballad of la morilla burlada is not only a valid but 

essential, even archetypal, component of the romance fronterizo, highlighting as it does 

the permeability of cultural and physical boundaries through its allusion to Moraimas’s 

violation” (36). Although there is no overt description of a war-like event, as in many of 

the romances fronterizos, hostility is evident in a verbal confrontation between 

characters. The ambivalence about whether “La morilla burlada” describes a rape or a 

seduction elicits questions about the nature of the Christian-Muslim power relations and 

the ambiguity and fragility of frontiers. This ambiguity is clearly seen in these lines of the 

ballad that offer no certainty about the true nature of the encounter with the perpetrator 

after Moraima opens the door: “Cuando esto oí, cuitada. Comencéme a levantar / 

vistiérame una almejía no hallando mi brial / fuérame para la puerta y abríla de par en 

 
60 Paloma Díaz-Mas notes that as a romance novelesco, “La morilla burlada” had 

various origins. Some came from French literature, others came from international 

ballads, and many developed topics that came from medieval legends. Some romances 

under this category were related to Arab poetry and still others were born in Italian 

cultural circles (263). 
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par” (When I heard this, carefully I got up / got dressed with an almejia, not being able to 

find my brial. / I went to the door and opened it fully.)61 (“La morilla burlada” 335). 

 J. M. Solá-Solé points to a series of linguistic features that show that the author 

had to have been familiar with both cultures. The male character identifies himself as 

moro Mazote (Moor Mazote): “Yo soy moro Mazote, hermano de la tu madre” (I am a 

Mazote Moor, the brother of your mother) (“La morilla burlada” 335).62 For Solá-Solé, 

‘hermano de la tu madre’ would be expressed with the term ahu ‘ummiki’ which 

translates to uncle. Based on this linguistic variation, he defends the Arabic origin of the 

romance (145-146). Such linguistic nuances clearly reveal that both the composer and the 

audience would have been fluent in both Arabic and Castilian or at least familiar enough 

with both. 

 “La morilla burlada” centers on the deception of a man who knocks on Moraima’s 

door. Louise Mirrer-Singer describes how the man deceives Moraima to gain entry to her 

house with an elaborate linguistic falsehood: “The Christian is presented as having so 

successfully appropriated both the language and the culture of the Moors that he is able to 

pass for no less than the brother of the Moorish woman’s mother.” Mirrer-Singer 

suggests that the ballad uses the direct discourse mode, which allows the protagonists to 

 
61 An almejía is a cloak that poor Muslims wore. A brial is a garment made of silk 

that covered the body from the waist to the feet (Díaz-Mas 335). 

62 “Mazote” is a typical Arab name, a stereotypical name. 
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speak for themselves, as a way of reinforcing the deception (160).63 Yiacoup notes that 

fluency in both languages was typical in the frontier region and in other ethnically and 

religiously mixed areas in Castile: 

The linguistic features of the ballad can thus be said to register a conscious 

effort on the part of the original composer and of successive performers to 

reflect and actively recall the ethnic and religious diversity characterizing 

the socio-cultural environment from which the poem would have emerged. 

. . . It is a representation of the permeability of cultural boundaries. 

(Yiacoup 41) 

 

The ballad implies that the outcome of the relations between the Christian and Muslim 

characters is culturally disorienting and psychologically destructive. The morilla’s self-

abnegating declaration betrays the enormity and irreversibility of the changes that have 

occurred in the dynamics of cross-cultural encounter: 

“Yo m’era mora Moraima / morilla d’un bel catar” 

Cristiano vino a mi puerta, cuitada, por m’engañar; 

hablóme en algarabía como aquel que la bien sabe.  

 

I am Moraima the Moor, a Moor that can sign beautifully.  

A Christian came to my door, I was worried he would deceive me. 

He spoke to me in Arab like a native. (“La morilla burlada” 314) 

The male Christian posing as Moraima’s Muslim uncle is a reminder of the cultural 

duality Christians and Muslims experienced. The “morilla’s” internal exile was shown by 

her implied abuse or rape. Maria Soleda Carrasco Urgoiti notes that the romance depicts 

 
63 Mirrer-Singer notes that direct discourse is the medium for creating the 

impression that protagonists of a ballad are speaking for themselves. She points out that 

in “La morilla burlada,” “a full ten verses are reserved for presenting the dialogue 

between the Christian and Moraima[,] giving the effect of a dramatic focus on the 

dynamic of a conversational exchange” (160). 
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situations that the majority of sixteenth-century Moriscos experienced (55). “La morilla 

burlada” uses a common formula in the literature of medieval Iberia: interfaith or cross-

cultural relationships that people pursue even though they may be dangerous. Yiacoup 

describes how “the longing for cross-cultural encounter and exchange, regardless of their 

potentially punitive, even ruinous consequences, was still actively expressed in the 

collective cultural form of the ballad” (Yiacoup 22). Although the romance offers 

evidence of the cultural exchange between Muslim and Christian communities, it also 

touches on the uncertainty associated with intercultural sexual, religious, and social 

relationships. 

 Another romance that merits attention is “Seducción de La Cava,” even though it 

is not usually classified as a romance fronterizo. However, it represents conflicts between 

Christians and Muslims that resulted from a sexual encounter much like the one in the 

ballad of “La morilla burlada.” As Yiacoup notes, “the female figure is once again the 

site of cultural and moral ambiguity, with La Cava functioning as a personified trope of 

the frontier—the invisible boundary made visible and, indeed culpable” (46). “Seducción 

de La Cava” is part of the cycle of poems that refer to King Rodrigo (ruled 710-711), the 

last king of the Spanish Visigoths.64 The ballad centers on the encounter of King Rodrigo 

 
64 According to John R. Burt, although the “Romancero del Rey Rodrigo” has 

three disparate origins, the important unifying feature pertains to the loss of Spain and the 

fall of man. It has six important themes: Spain before the conquest, forbidden fruit, 

Rodrigo’s encounters with La Cava, seduction, the loss of Spain, and the serpent that 

brings poetic justice to Rodrigo (435). 
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with Florinda, the daughter of Count Julian, governor of Ceuta, a Spanish city on the 

north coast of Africa.65 Critics differ on why the young lady happens to be with King 

Rodrigo. Patricia Grieve suggests that the count entrusted his daughter to the king’s 

court, since it was customary for nobles to do so. Removing his daughter from North 

Africa would give her protection and the comfort of the court (22). However, another 

version of the ballad states that the king sent for her so she could join the other noble 

young ladies at his palace, leaving Count Julian with no choice but to send her (Yiacoup 

46). 

 The ballad chronicles Rodrigo’s seduction and rape of Florinda and blames her 

for the fall of kingdom: “La malvada de la Cava a su padre lo ha contado / don Julián, 

que es traidor, con los moros se ha concertado / que destruyesen a España por lo haber 

así injurado” (The evil Cava has told her father about it; Julian has treacherously 

conspired with the Moors to destroy Spain on account of the dishonor done to him) 

(“Seducción de La Cava” 136). Even though the king takes Florinda by force— “cumplió 

el rey su voluntad más por fuerza que por grado” (The king fulfilled his will more by 

 
65 I include La Cava as an example of hybridization because it seems clear that 

she was familiar with Muslim culture. Her father was the Spanish governor of Ceuta who 

had been living there for some time. Some scholars argue that she grew up in Ceuta and 

developed a hybrid culture there. One interpretation argues that Florinda grew up in 

Ceuta and that her beauty attracted King Rodrigo when she became a young lady. 

Another interpretation is that noble young ladies were often sent to court. 
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force than willingness)66—the ballad refers to her as malvada (evil woman) (“Seducción 

de La Cava,” 135). After the king violates Florinda, the ballad uses the Arabic term caba 

or cava (prostitute or dishonorable woman), or La Cava, to refer to her. After the 

violation, the tone of the ballad changes. Now La Cava is evil (malvada) because when 

she tells her father what she has suffered, he responds by asking the Moors to help him 

fight King Rodrigo and his army (“Seducción de La Cava,” 134). 

 The ballad also demonstrates the contradictory notion of giving La Cava traits of 

modesty and gentleness at the beginning of the tale yet suggesting that she is solely 

responsible for the fall of Spain at the end of the story. The legend associates La Cava 

with Eve and the fall from grace and expulsion from paradise. Patricia Grieve argues that 

not only is this female figure blamed for the loss of Spain to the Muslims, but she also 

becomes the representation of the dangerous and unscrupulous woman (83). Although the 

ballad states that the king raped Florinda, it has also been inferred that Florinda’s beauty 

and seductive behavior make her responsible for the king’s actions. Grieve notes that 

the ballad exists in multiple versions, but all maintain the storyline that the 

king singles out La Cava, parries verbally with her, and despite her wise 

responses that should have restrained him, rapes her. Nevertheless, [in one 

of the versions], a curiously ambiguous line appears to throw some doubt 

on the rape. (The Eve of Spain 131) 

 
66 This line is very difficult to translate because the last part— “fuerza que por 

grado”—is an expression that refer to another expression “mas a fuerzas que con ganas,” 

meaning that she was reluctant, and he had his way with her whether she wanted it or not. 
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 Cultural exchange is implied throughout the ballad. Although La Cava is 

Christian, her father is the Count of Ceuta, where she has lived and was exposed to 

Muslim customs (Yiacoup 47). Patricia Grieve explains that critics have offered multiple 

explanations of why this female character has been viewed as representing Muslim 

culture. While Yiacoup argues that her exposure to Muslim culture in Ceuta made her 

Muslim, other interpretations suggest that Florinda had such a fascination for this exotic 

culture that she was regarded as Muslim. Yet another analysis, the one Grieve subscribes 

to, is that her father solicited help from the Muslim community to avenge her dishonor 

because he had a relationship with that community, thus opening the door for Muslims to 

invade Spain (185). There is evidence in the romance to support this interpretation: “Ella 

hincada de rodillas, él estála enamorando / sacándole está aradore de las sus jarifes 

manos” (She is down on her knees, he is making love to her / grooming her beautiful 

hands) (“Seducción de La Cava” 135.)67 The word jarifes means “beautiful” and 

“elegant” in Castilian Spanish Arabic; this word is what characterizes Florinda/La Cava 

as Muslim. 

 The ballad suggests that Florinda is a young Muslim woman from a noble family 

whose seductively exotic Arabized body was the cause of the king’s infraction. Yiacoup 

 
67 The last phrase is difficult to translate because the word aradores refers to arar, 

or plow. In medieval Iberia, there was a custom of scraping the skin to get rid of any skin 

disease. This was a very intimate thing that was done between mother and child or 

between lovers (Díaz-Mas 135). 
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expands the idea that the ballad presents Florinda as Arab by noting Pedro del Corral’s 

account of La Cava’s connection to Arab North Africa: “this connection is emphasized 

by her predilection for seductive Islamic clothing such as the short sleeved, silken jubbah, 

a connection further strengthened in Hispano-Arabic popular tradition” (48). When she 

becomes La Cava, a name that labeled her as a wicked and immoral temptress, “the 

semantic shift . . . suggests that moral reprehensibility proceeds not only from La Cava’s 

duplicitous femininity, but also from the ambiguity of her cultural background” (Yiacoup 

47). The questionable identity critics have uncovered in “La Seducción de la Cava” 

reflects a cultural hybridity that can be acquired by exposure to different customs and 

cultures that develop in permeable frontier territories. 

 

Analysis and Discussion of Historia de Flores y Blancaflor and El Abencerraje 

Hybridity in Historia de Flores y Blancaflor 

One of the most popular romantic stories in the Middle Ages is the romance of Flores y 

Blancaflor. In the period 1200-1350, its plot became one of the most famous storylines in 

this genre. Different versions of the story were told in many vernacular languages.68 

Patricia Grieve identifies the Spanish version as the earliest, since it was composed in 

 
68 Translations exist in Spanish, Italian, French, Old Norse, Middle English, and 

Greek (Kinoshita 253). The oldest version is the French Li Conte de Floire et 

Blancheflor, which appeared in the period 1147-1150. This version is best known as the 

“aristocratic version” (Sánchez Ameijeiras 2163). 
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about the ninth century (Floire and Blancheflor 18). This romance is also depicted in 

visual art. Rocío Sánchez Ameijeiras found visual evidence in a long-lost manuscript at 

the Bibliothèque nationale in Paris (Ms. Français 1447, ff. 1r-20v). In addition, the 

ceiling of the Alhambra, among other places, has representations in marble that allude to 

the romance (2165).  

 The ballad tells a story of an intermarriage that comes from a thirteenth-century 

account of the struggles of the kings of Asturias with the Umayyad caliphate in Cordova 

in the eighth and ninth centuries. In the story, a French countess in the third trimester of 

pregnancy is on pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela. She is attacked by Muslim raiders 

from al-Andalus, who capture her and take her to the court of King Fines, the Muslim 

king of Almería, whose wife also happens to be pregnant. The countess and the queen 

give birth on the same day. The countess nurses both Flores, the son of the Muslim king, 

and Blancaflor, the daughter of the Christian countess, and the children are raised 

together at court. Flores and Blancaflor eventually fall in love, but King Fines fakes 

Blancaflor’s death and sells her into slavery in order to separate the two lovers. Flores 

proceeds to find and rescue Blancaflor. He marries her and converts not only himself but 

his entire kingdom to Christianity. 

 The tale of the lovers includes an in-depth description of the deep bond that 

developed between their mothers while awaiting their births. The Christian countess 

Topacia, mother of Blancaflor, is in a continuous state of suffering because of the fate she 

suffered that ultimately brought her to the queen. While she was on pilgrimage to 

Santiago de Compostela to give thanks for her long-awaited pregnancy, her husband was 

killed, and she was taken by the Moors. She grieved for everything she lost for the sake 
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of the baby she was carrying. Even though the countess was a Christian, the Muslim 

queen was so taken by her that she treated her as her equal and developed a relationship 

of love and family with her. The first chapters of the story describe their relationship in 

detail. The women became so close that they ended up giving birth on the same day, the 

Pascua Florida, for which they named their children.69 The intimacy of the friendship 

generated cultural exchange and fusion. The queen addressed the countess as “hermana 

mía,” forming a familial bond with her.  

 As their relationship developed, the queen came to share the sorrow that Topacia 

felt about the loss of her home and her husband. This shared feeling aided in the 

evolution of the hybridity that emerged while the two women lived together. The sorrow 

they felt in a common, understandable situation is felt by all people who share similar 

losses. The queen felt the countess’s pain and wanted to ease it whenever Topacia 

showed her suffering: “Hermana mía, baste ya de dolor y pena; no te fatigues ni 

desconsueles, que por Mahoma te juro ampararte y protegerte en cuanto mi poder 

alcance” (My sister, enough of pain and sorrow; do not tire or grieve, for by Muhammad 

I swear to protect you as much as my power allows) (Historia de Flores y Blancaflor 7). 

The friendship and love that the queen felt was so deep that she ordered her servants to 

treat Topacia as if she were a queen and gave her the authority to do everything she 

 
69 “Pascua Florida” translates as “flowery festival” or “feast of flowers.” Although 

it commemorates the date that Juan Ponce de Léon arrived in Florida in the early 1500s, 

in the chronicle it probably referred to Easter time (Sánchez Ameijeiras 2163). 
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wanted to do in the palace: “Fué tanto el amor que la Reyna tomó a Topacia, que no se 

hacia en el Palacio otra cosa, que lo que Topacia mandaba” (The queen loved Topacia 

so much that nothing was done in the Palace unless Topacia commanded it) (Historia de 

Flores y Blancaflor 8). The intimacy the women developed went beyond the personal and 

extended into the domestic and diurnal activities described in the story. 

 Accordingly, the relationship that grew between these women illustrates how a 

communal identity can develop as a product of intercultural exchange. Marla Segol 

argues that the Spanish version has a tendency to characterize the environment of the 

court as racially pure because of the dynastic line that will be a product of the union of 

the young lovers (“Floire and Blancheflor” 237). Nonetheless, the women’s daily life 

together produced a fusion of cultures. Their clothing offers a clear example. The queen 

provided Topacia with the same royal cloth she used not only for Topacia’s clothes but 

also for the babies they were expecting: “la Reyna mando disponer todas las vestiduras 

necesarias para cuando naciera la criatura, de las mismas telas que le havian prevenido 

á la Reyna” (The queen ordered to have all the necessary clothes for when the child was 

born, they were to be the same as the ones given to the queen) (Historia de Flores y 

Blancaflor 8). The story implies that these clothes were a product of the intimacy they 

shared. They were beautiful and carefully made with golden embroidery and special 

brocades befitting royalty. 

 The motif of pilgrimage is important in the story. Topacia undertook the journey 

to mark a life-changing event. Blancaflor’s parents, who were nobility, prayed to the 

apostle Santiago for a baby. When their prayers were answered, the couple decided to 

thank the saint and go on a pilgrimage to his shrine: “Y que si le daba licencia quería 
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ofrecerle al Apóstol Santiago, si se hacía preñada, visitar su Santuario. . . . No bien 

habian pasado quince dias cuando se sintio embarazada” (If he were given permission, 

he wanted to offer the Apostle Santiago, if she became pregnant they would visit his 

shrine. . . . Fifteen days had not passed when she felt pregnant) (Historia de Flores y 

Blancaflor 4). The nobleman left his earthly belonging to his servants and joined his wife 

to fulfill the promise she made to the apostle. Their pilgrimage to the shrine coincides 

with an unexplained Muslim raid that brought the death of the nobleman (Segol “Floire 

and Blancheflor” 246).  

 Similarly, Flores sets out on a pilgrimage to find Blancaflor after she is sold into 

slavery. He finds out she is being held captive in Alexandria and goes to find her. 

Blancaflor is thus the focal point of two pilgrimages. The similarities between these 

pilgrimages exemplify mimicry as a literary tool. Segol argues that these mimetic 

qualities of the pilgrimage frame the story, set the plot in motion, and use preexisting 

ideological structures to communicate new ones (“Floire and Blancheflor” 245). Within 

postcolonial theory, mimicry denotes an imitation of the dominant culture, as Nadia 

Altschul explains in the context of al-Andalus: “Mimicry offers a flexible and complex 

frame of interpretation, nuancing the notion of Andalusi culture as a so-called melting 

pot, and providing a prism through which to approach conflicts and frictions” (12). In 

other words, as Altschul argues, mimicry not only imitates; it also resists the dominant 

culture, allowing for modification (13). If we apply this theory to the pilgrimages that 

were presented in the chronicle, we could say that even though the events seem to be 

similar even to a point of imitation each other, the mimetic aspect produces outcomes that 

lead the protagonists to a different cultural perspective. Another mimetic aspect of these 
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pilgrimages is that they are done for love of the same person, Blancaflor. Topacia 

undertook a pilgrimage to give thanks for the conception of her child and Flores did so to 

rescue Blancaflor. Topacia’s pilgrimage led her to an encounter with the dominant 

culture that she adopted. And her close relationship with the queen led to a different 

culture in the palace. Similarly, Flores’s expedition to free Blancaflor from slavery 

concludes in the marriage of the lovers and the formation of a Christian kingdom 

different from the one his father had bequeathed him. 

 In the story, the garden is a place where cultural exchange occurs. The two 

women and their children spend countless hours in the garden developing close 

relationships. The women would work on the garden and exchange cultural ideas about 

the flora they were working with, which suggests that they developed a hybrid garden: 

“en esta forma vivian la Reyna y Topacia divirtiendose en su jardin pasando dias 

enteros” (This is the way they lived, the queen and Topacia spent their days enjoying the 

garden) (Historia de Flores y Blancaflor 8). According to Marla Segol, who analyzes the 

communal and local identities people create through material culture, cultural hybridity 

can develop through everyday activities, particularly those related to food, clothing, and 

the ways of doing certain activities (“Floire and Blancheflor” 265). The garden 

landscape, filled with growing plants and flowers, suggested the growth of their 

relationships. For the women it represented their friendship and understanding and for the 

children it represented their progression toward adulthood. Segol states that this place 

where life developed was a site of negotiation of individual and social identity. The 

garden setting is also a vehicle for communication of cultural knowledge and history 

(“Floire and Blancheflor” 250). 
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 Thus, the garden is a crucial space for the exchange between the mothers of the 

protagonists. Gardens are also an important aspect of the Iberian horticultural aesthetic. 

Iberian gardens were vastly different from those of their Western neighbors. They 

featured a greater variety of plants, including many that were imported and combined 

with what existed in the Iberian Peninsula. The result of these combinations was many 

hybrid varieties. Iberian gardens emphasized ornamentation and typically featured trees 

and water features. Iberian poetry describes how visitors to gardens derived a feeling of 

pleasure from the blurring of boundaries between nature and artifice (John Hooper 

Harvey 23). In Flores y Blancaflor, the garden becomes a focal point where relationships 

flourish. The reference to flowers not only in both their names but also in the story 

establishes the importance of the flora motif. In Historia de Flores y Blancaflor, 

Blancaflor is being held captive in Alexandria and Flores goes to rescue her. The method 

he uses to communicate with her is putting a note inside a basket of flowers, which 

expands on the flower theme. Similarly, in Crónica de Flores y Blancaflor this same 

episode is described with Blancaflor receiving the basket of flowers with Flores inside 

the basket.70 Both versions indicate the importance of flowers and gardens in the union of 

 
70 Marla Segol states that the version of Crónica de Flores y Blancaflor is in a late 

fourteenth or early fifteenth century manuscript of Alfonso el Sabio’s history of Spain, 

Primera Cronica General (233). She notes that there are some aspects of this version that 

are different from the other version. Flores’s father King Fines raids the coast of Galicia 

to estblish sovereignty. Also, Topacia’s name is Berta in the Crónica, which is the name 

given to the daughter of Flores and Blancaflor (235). 
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the young protagonists. It is an inhabited space where both cultures were represented: 

“gardens [set] the conditions for social interaction, and hybrid structures themselves, 

[celebrate] . . . cultural cross-pollination as ideal” (Segol “Medieval Cosmopolitanism” 

3). Barbara Fuchs notes that Castilians quickly incorporated Andalusi architecture, 

gardens, poetry, horsemanship, furnishings, and fashion in their culture. This intense 

embrace of forms provided the foundation for a hybridized culture (“The Abencerraje” 

3). The story implies that the children developed in the garden; it is where they grew up, 

where their tutors transmitted classical literature, and where acculturation flourished. 

Segol draws an important implication from this evidence: “thus, their love itself, a 

product of culture, is hybridly engendered” (Segol, “Religious Conversion” 150). 

Similarly, the identity of each woman was transformed through their love and 

companionship. The connection between the women became greatly intertwined as their 

children were raised with the same care by the same nursemaids. The queen’s love for 

Topacia showed in everything they did, especially in the terms of endearment that the 

queen used when speaking to her. She would always refer to Topacia as “hermana” or 

“hermana mia.” The connection was so deep between them that they even shared the 

sorrow that Topacia displayed when she would remember her husband and the home she 

left behind.  

 The cultural transfer between the mothers in this tale is also present from the 

beginning in the children’s relationship and in their education. For the first three years of 

their lives, they were exposed to a Muslim curriculum because they were raised and 
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educated by the same caregivers: “mandó, que a Blancaflor la atendiesen y cuidasen con 

el mismo esmero que á su hijo, en cuya forma se ejecutó hasta que Flores y Blancaflor 

tuvieron tres años” (He ordered that Blancaflor be cared for the same way as his son until 

they were three years old) (Historia de Flores y Blancaflor 11). As they grew older, the 

king ordered that Flores be given a Muslim caregiver and teacher and Blancaflor a 

Christian one so they each could learn about their cultures. The children were exposed to 

both cultures and religions at different times of their lives, be it by a teacher, their 

parents, or through each other. The profound friendship that the mothers shared made 

them so close that they not only considered themselves to be equals, but they became “the 

same.” Flores and Blancaflor’s connection was similarly deep. They loved each other so 

much that they shared everything. The transformation the women experienced would 

transfer to their children. This is a radical reminder that behind the veil of otherness lies 

similarity. Segol argues that “the writer [of the chronicle] asserts an alternative vision of 

communal identity by depicting it as a product of intercultural relation. . . . The lovers are 

depicted as part of the same genealogical community as they are both linked biologically 

to Blancaflor’s Christian mother by sharing her breastmilk” (“Floire and Blancheflor” 

238). 

 Religion was constantly discussed and negotiated in the Iberian Peninsula. This is 

seen in the tale of Flores and Blancaflor. Both children were subject to acculturation in 

their different beliefs and customs. An important factor that contributes to the hybrid 

development of the protagonists is the idea that both were nursed by the countess, the 
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mother of Blancaflor.71 This fact is especially important in the development of Flores, 

because as a Muslim child, he was able to assimilate to the Christian religion through the 

countess. David Wacks argues that Flores was predisposed to Christianity and that his 

decision to convert came naturally to him: “This idea of a biological/chemical basis for 

religious identity predates by some centuries the concept of limpieza de sangre [the idea 

that Muslim and/or Jewish ancestry persisted in one’s bloodline even after conversion].” 

The familiar trope of attributing the attainment of virtue, moral character, and physical 

beauty through the breastmilk of a Christian woman seen in Spanish literature. Christian 

breastmilk embodies moral excellence and the goal of conversion, which was the 

dominant ideology of the period (279). 

 In addition, the marriage of Flores and Blancaflor suggests a fusion of cultures, 

and even though Flores converts to Christianity, it is expected that the children of this 

marriage will be of mixed heritage and will be exposed to both cultures. Wacks notes that 

in Spain, it was common for Muslim kings to be born of Christian mothers. It was not 

unheard of in that society during this period to have “multiconfessional” families (274).72 

 
71 Through the countess’s milk, the children shared a pseudo-kinship that suggests 

a conception of Christendom and Islam as sibling societies (Kinoshita 84). 

72 “Multiconfessional” is defined as being tolerant of many religions. Janina 

Safran explains that it was normal to find families where several faiths would converge in 

al-Andalus, where boundaries were being crossed, blurred, and ignored (“Identity and 

Differentiation” 597). 

 



128 

 

 

Historia de Flores y Blancaflor is an allegory of Iberian history. Wacks insists that 

although at first glance, the story appears to be a narration of the struggle of two lovers, it 

is also an important tale “of the struggle of the Asturian kings to move their border with 

al-Andalus south. Thus, the love story between Christian and Muslim is textually fused 

with the foundational narrative of Christian Spain” (280). The union of Flores and 

Blancaflor was not only a merging of two cultures; it also creates a separate symbolic and 

figurative space. Marla Segol emphasizes that Flores leaves his physical home in a quest 

to find his beloved and that when they are reunited, they settle in the land of Blancaflor’s 

father, which was a new place for both. Blancaflor, a stranger in her society because she 

was displaced from her home, chooses to unite with a foreigner who sees himself (and is 

perceived by others) as identical to her (254). The protagonists represent cultural 

differences and an outlook that is distinct from other members of their communities. 

Even though they each represent their culture, they are very much removed from their 

community. This provides a platform in which the next logical step is the creation of their 

own hybrid space. 

 The story culminates with Flores’s conversion to Christianity. He is thus the same 

as Blancaflor. They are the hybrid couple who, as legend has it, would be Charlamagne’s 

grandparents. The characters achieve transculturation through their cross-racial and cross-

cultural upbringing. The two characters possess a cultural affinity. Their simultaneous 

birth, their nearly identical names, and their shared upbringing implies a similar identity. 

The conditions in which they were raised, sharing everything, set the stage for the 

development of a hybrid identity. Their co-education asserted a similar set of values that 
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they developed into a difference that only they could understand due to the circumstances 

that made them simultaneously similar to and very different from their own cultures. 

 Although literary critics have generally considered Historia de Flores y 

Blancaflor to be an idyllic romance with protagonists who are unconcerned with the 

courtly or the political, the story is filled with references to these subjects. As soon as the 

queen recognizes Topacia’s lineage and position, she treats her as not only her equal but 

as her sister. The queen promises to take care of Blancaflor as her own, but when 

Blancaflor’s love for Flores threatens the kingdom, King Fines exiles her and sells her 

into slavery. The Crónica de Flores y Blancaflor is a version of the romance that 

develops the political concerns in a courtly adventure novel. Wacks notes how this 

version of the romance narrates the struggles of the Kings of Asturias with the Umayyad 

Caliphate in Cordova (1). While the tale clearly has political undertones, as did much of 

the literature at that time, it is also a clear example of acculturation and transculturation. 

Historia de Flores y Blancaflor is an example of the change that occurs when cultures 

come together.  

 

El Abencerraje 

 Barbara Fuchs argues that “while the maurophile novellas may be idealizing in their 

focus on chivalry and exalted feeling, they also chart the vivid presence of the Andalusi 

heritage in quotidian Spanish culture” (Fuchs, “The Abencerraje” 5). The short novel El 



130 

 

 

Abencerraje, a romance fronterizo that is also a novela morisca, depicts a life on the 

frontier that was often involved in conflict.73 

 William Childers argues that knowledge about the last four decades of the 

sixteenth century on the Iberian Peninsula is particularly important for understanding its 

historical significance of El Abencerraje (195). The fact that the novel presents a 

distorted idea of tolerance toward the Muslim “other” opens a space for a public debate 

about the issue of the Morisco minority in early modern Spain (196-197). Victor De 

Lama and Emilio Peral Vega explain that after the Spanish Catholic kings occupied 

Granada, radical changes took place, especially for Muslims. It is during this period that 

the author of El Abencerraje proposes a hypothetical, peaceful relationship between 

cultures (12). Fuchs states that the novel was a powerful and controversial text in a time 

of increasing repression. It expresses a political and economic preference for tolerance of 

a particular class (Fuchs, “The Abencerraje” 9). The story includes the Muslim 

protagonist Abindarráez, a handsome knight of the Abencerraje lineage who is in love 

with the beautiful Jarifa, and who falls prisoner to a Spanish captain Rodrigo de Narváez. 

 
73 Legend has it that the famous Hall of the Abencerrajes in the Alhambra of 

Granada was the scene of the murder of a very important clan of knights in the political 

life of the period. One of the knights of the Abencerrajes’ family was accused of having a 

love affair with the wife of Muley Hacén, the sultan of Granada, who in response ordered 

that all the knights in the accused knight’s family be put to death (Fuchs, “The 

Abencerraje” 23). 
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While the characters are presented as archetypes that fit into Christian beliefs, Rodrigo de 

Narváez is assigned all the attributes of a traditional epic hero and Abindarráez resembles 

a hero in the style of the romantic ballads. The image of these characters is consistent 

with the ambivalent relations that Spain maintained with the Moors over many years. 

 The beginning of the story establishes that Rodrigo de Narváez is a virtuous 

knight who finds value in the art of war. For Rodrigo, there is no time to rest because he 

believes that a good soldier should always be practicing for a potential attack: “paréceme, 

hijosdalgo, señores y hermanos míos, que ninguna cosa despierta tanto los corazones de 

los hombres como el continou ejercicio de las armas” (It seems to me, my dear children, 

my lords and brothers, that nothing awakens the hearts of men so much as the continual 

exercise of arms) (El Abencerraje 350). He reminds his soldiers that virtuous and brave 

men should never pass the time idly. Soldiers have their first encounter with Abindarráez 

while they are on watch: “él era grande de cuerpo y hermoso de rostro, y parecía muy 

bien a caballo” (He was big and handsome, and he looked very good on horseback) (El 

Abencerraje 351). The description of Abindarráez’s clothes categorizes him as a Muslim 

soldier. Both his clothing and his disposition fit in with romanticized Moor characters. 

The language of the novel creates a mixture and hybridity of cultures. As Victor De Lama 

and Emilio Peral Vega suggest, “junto a los términos patrimoniales proliferan los 

vocablos de origen árabe asumidos por nuestra lengua. Así, al describir a Abindarráez, 

el autor de El Abencerraje utiliza términos como «marlota», «carmesí», «albornoz», 

«cimitarra», etc., que nos remiten, de inmediato, a la cultura musulmana” (Together with 

the patrimonial terms, the words of Arabic origin proliferate, assumed by our language. 

Thus, when describing Abindarráez, the author of El Abencerraje uses terms such as 
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“marlota,” “carmesí,” albornoz,” “cimitarra,” etc., which immediately refer us to Muslim 

culture) (29).74 The soldiers and Abindarráez charge each other in battle and, true to 

form, the Moor kills several soldiers before he himself is wounded. The Spanish soldier 

Rodrigo de Narváez sees the bravery and skill of this warrior as he fights soldiers of the 

Spanish army. Rodrigo’s admiration for the Abencerraje prompts him to care for the 

stranger’s wounds and befriend him. 

 Rodrigo de Narváez and Abindarráez tell each other their stories. They find 

affinity and friendship as they learn about each other. As two brave and virtuous soldiers, 

they admire each other and find common ground in the knightly virtues they both value: 

“generosity, tenacity, gallantry and loyalty came alive in the characters, just as a precious 

stone is more brilliant than the setting in which it is placed, so virtue often outshines the 

individual who exhibit it” (Glenn 204). Abindarráez explains that he is part of the great 

Abencerrajes lineage and describes how they have been falsely accused and persecuted. 

Then he tells Rodrigo de Narváez the story of his love for the beautiful Jarifa and the 

 
74 The term marlota is older than the Hispanic-Arabic word mallúta, which is older than 

the Arabic word mallūṭah. It is a term for a Moorish garment that adjusts to the body. 

Carmesí translates as “crimson” and derives from the word kermes in Old Spanish. 

Kermes was the word for an insect that was used to make a deep red dye. An albornoz is 

a bathrobe; the term precedes the Hispanic word burnús or barnús, from the classic 

Arabic burnūs. The word cimitarra is possibly older than the Arab ṣimaṣām[ah] ṭāri'a, 

meaning a gypsy sword (Real Academia Española, www.dle.rae.es). 
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promise he has made to find her and marry her. After hearing this story, Rodrigo decides 

to let Abindarráez go so he can fulfill his promise to his beautiful lady, with the condition 

that Abindarráez will return after three days to be Rodrigo’s prisoner. Abindarráez is so 

moved by this gesture that he goes down on his knees to thank him and promises that he 

will return. Rodrigo reciprocal gesture seals their friendship even though it is made by a 

conqueror to a prisoner: “tomando la mano derecha entre las dos suyas al moro, le dijo . . 

. id con la buena ventura, y si para vuestro negocio tenéis necesidad de mi persona, o de 

otra cosa alguna, también se hará” (Taking the Moor’s right hand between his two, he 

said…go and good luck, if you need me for you anything, I will be there [it will be done]) 

(El Abencerraje 353). This episode provides a glimpse into how the protagonists’ 

relationship evolved into something different. Israel Burshatin argues that Rodrigo 

Narváez has always had the upper hand in the text, from his initial defeat of Abindarráez 

in their first encounter to his ability to decide on the fate of the lovers (“Power, 

Discourse, and Metaphor” 203). The construction of a hybrid set of values can be seen 

through the specific knightly virtues both men had developed. These values were the 

pillars by which they conducted themselves and they were the only ones who understood 

the value of upholding these specific virtues.75 

 
75 The knightly virtues Rodrigo valued were not normal or common. In the ballad, 

he tells his men that they should always be practicing without rest. The same is true for 

Abindarráez; the ballad’s description of his robust body meant that he also valued the 

knightly virtue of physical fitness above all. Another place where we see both knights 

exhibiting an unusual virtue is when Rodrigo trusts Abindarráez when he gives his word 
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 Other characters in the story do not easily understand the respect and admiration 

the protagonists have for each other. For example, Jarifa cannot fathom the idea that 

Abindarráez wants to return to be a prisoner. Abindarráez explains that while he is a 

prisoner of her love, he is also a prisoner of obligation and friendship: “vuestro cautivo lo 

es también del alcaide de Álora” (Your captive is also the governor of Álora) (El 

Abencerraje 354). When he returns to fulfill the promise he has made, Rodrigo is very 

happy to see him: “Yo no sé cuál de vosotros debe más al otro: más yo debo mucho a los 

dos. Entrad y reposaréis en esta vuestra casa, y tenedla de aquí adelante por tal, pues lo 

es su dueño” (I do not know which of you owes more to the other: but I owe a lot to both 

of you. Enter and rest in this your house, and keep it from now on as yours, for it is its 

owner) (El Abencerraje 354). The respect and admiration the protagonists gave each 

other puts them in a position of equality. When Rodrigo offers Abindarráez his home, he 

refers not only to his house but also to himself. The last sentence of the tale seals the idea 

of the hybrid bond that was achieved through this unlikely friendship: “de esta manera 

quedaron los unos de los otros más satisfechos y contentos, y trabados con estrecha 

amistad, que les duró toda la vida” (In this manner, they were both satisfied and happy 

with each other, and bounded by a close friendship, which lasted their whole lives) (El 

Abencerraje 355). 

 

that he will return. This was unusual for both cultures; Jarifa could not understand why 

Abindarráez did not just pay the ransom. 
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 Throughout the novel Jarifa is an energetic participant, not only in her own story 

with Abindarráez but also in the story of Abindarráez and Rodrigo. Her actions define the 

nature of the protagonists’ friendship. She proposes that Abindarráez break his word and 

send Rodrigo ransom in exchange for his freedom “no te congojes, que yo tomo el 

remedio de tu rescate a mi cargo . . . cualquier caballero que diere la palabra de volver 

a la prisión, cumplirá con enviar el rescate que se le puede pedir” (Do not be distressed, 

I will take care of your rescue. Any knight who gives his word to return to prison, will 

comply by sending the ransom that was requested) (El Abencerraje 354). This is 

presented as a lack of virtue on her part. She continues to try to convince her lover by 

describing the situation as a business venture, suggesting that once Rodrigo receives the 

money, the matter would be resolved. Abindarráez is offended by her proposition: “¡Bien 

parece señora mía, que lo mucho que queréis no os deja que me aconsejéis bien! . . . Yo 

volveré a Álora y me pondré en las manos del alcaide de ella, y tras hacer yo lo que 

debo, haga él lo que quisiere” (It seems, my lady, that the love you have for me does not 

allow you to advise me well. . . . I will return to Álora and put myself in the hands of her 

commander, and after doing what I must, he will do what he wants) (El Abencerraje 

354). Abindarráez suggests that not even the love that he feels for her will deter him from 

fulfilling his oath to Rodrigo. Rosalie Hernández-Pecoraro suggests that Abindarráez is 

determined to keep his oath to Rodrigo out of a sense of duty because of the priority 

placed on the sanctity of a gentleman’s word. But if that is true, why is he not as 

concerned about upholding his virtue when he marries Jarifa against her father’s wishes? 

If his word and his core values were so important, then he should have given Jarifa’s 

father the same priority as the promise he made to Rodrigo (438). 
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 It is easy to conclude that the relationship with Rodrigo was far more important to 

Abindarráez than any other relationship. He wanted Rodrigo to know that the virtues of 

honesty, loyalty, and honor that they shared would never be broken, not even for love. 

Hernández- Pecoraro mentions Walter Holzinger’s categorization of Jarifa’s actions as 

ignoble ones that stemmed from passionate, sexual love. Holzinger highlights the 

relationship between the protagonists as the one, true example of pure love. Hernández- 

Pecoraro writes, “From this perspective, then, Rodrigo and Abindarráez, the Christian 

self and its reformed Moorish other, are privileged once more as examples of noble men, 

with Jarifa’s will and agency portrayed as a manifestation of feminine lust and carnality” 

(439). This supports the idea of the hybrid relationship that Rodrigo and Abindarráez 

developed that grew out of the knightly virtues that they shared and that was only 

understood by each other. 

 Jarifa and Abindarráez’s happiness is constantly threatened because they do not 

share the same virtues. Throughout the chronicle, Rodrigo de Narváez and Abindarráez 

are placed on a pedestal of honor and great knightly virtues. The protagonists are men 

like no other and both would do anything to maintain their ideals. It is Jarifa who displays 

dishonesty and dishonor when, behind her father’s back, she marries Abindarráez and 

offers him her father’s money and position: “yo tengo las llaves de las riquezas de mi 

padre y yo os las pondré en vuestro poder” (I have the keys to my father’s treasure and I 

will put it at your disposal) (El Abencerraje 354). The difference in the values of the 

lovers suggests that their relationship will be in constant peril. For Abindarráez, virtue is 

of the utmost importance, even to the point of giving his life for it, but Jarifa seems to be 

the opposite. It would have been difficult for Abindarráez to reconcile this fact, and in the 
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story, it is Rodrigo’s involvement that eventually settles the matter. One of the issues is 

Jarifa’s proposal that Abindarráez break his word and send Rodrigo ransom money in 

exchange for his freedom. Rodrigo responds to the payment in a letter to Jarifa: 

Hermosa Jarifa, no ha querido Abindarráez dejarme gozar del verdadero 

triunfo de su prisión que consiste en perdonar y hacer bien…los caballos 

y armas recibo yo, para ayudarle a defender de sus enemigos; y si en 

enviarme el oro se mostró caballero generoso, en recibirlo yo pareciera 

codicioso mercade. Yo os sirvo con ello en pago de la merced que me 

hiciste en serviros de mí en mi Castillo; y también, señora yo no 

acostumbro a robar damas, sino servirlas y honrarlas.  

 

Beautiful Jarifa, Abindarráez has not permitted me to enjoy the true 

triumph of his prison[,] which consists in forgiving and doing good. The 

horses and weapons that I have will help him defend against his enemies; 

and if in sending me the gold he showed himself as a generous gentleman, 

in receiving it I would seem a greedy merchant. I serve you in payment of 

the mercy that you bestowed upon me in serving you in my castle; and, 

madam, I do not steal from ladies, but serve them and honor them. (El 

Abencerraje 355) 

 

With this letter Rodrigo not only frees Abindarráez from his obligation but also excuses 

Jarifa’s lack of virtue. The words that Rodrigo writes to Jarifa emphasize his noble 

characteristics and provide the proof of his virtues once again. Another issue that Rodrigo 

solves is the problem with Jarifa’s father. Rodrigo writes a letter to the king asking him to 

convince Jarifa’s father to accept the marriage to Abindarráez. After reading the letter, 

the king says: 

No te congojes, aunque tengas por qué; sábete que ninguna cosa me 

pedirá el alcaide de Álora que yo no lo haga; y así te mando que vayas a 

Álora y te veas con él, y perdones tus hijos, y los lleves a tu casa, que en 

pago de este servicio, a ellos y a ti haré siempre merced.  

 

Do not stress, even if you have a reason; Know that there is nothing that 

the governor of Álora can ask that I will not do; and so I command you to 

go to Álora and meet with him, forgive your children and take them home, 

in payment for this service, I will always have mercy on you and on them. 

(El Abencerraje 355) 
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Every event in the story magnifies the qualities of the two protagonists that make them 

pure and knightly. 

 My analysis of El Abencerraje focuses on the hybridity that Abindarráez and 

Rodrigo forged out of a set of common values. These men, each of whom had their own 

distinct views, came together and developed a set of codes that made them friends. 

However, Laura Bass argues that the protagonists’ fidelity was also due to a set of 

masculinist codes by which they lived their lives. She states that the anthropologist Gayle 

Rubin has identified “the containment of heterosexual desire in favor of homosocial 

bonding” as a feature of a traditional male-dominant social order (454). Rodrigo upholds 

his code in every situation but is threatened by the presence of women because he feels 

the need to negotiate his position of power. Jarifa tries to take control when she offers to 

pay for Abindarráez’s freedom. In this scene, we are privy to the Moor’s code when he is 

offended by her offer: “Por cierto no caeré yo en tan gran yerro porque si, cuando venía 

a verme con vos, que iba por mí solo, estaba obligado a cumplir la palabra, ahora que 

soy vuestro se me ha doblado la obligación” (By the way[,] I will not commit the mistake 

of not keeping my word. When I was on my way to meet with you I was obligated to 

keep my word, now that I am yours my obligation has doubled) (El Abencerraje 354). 

Rodrigo regains control by solving the couple’s problem with a letter to the king: 

“Consolaos, que yo os prometo de hacer en ello cuanto pudiere, y tomando en tinta y 

papel, escribió una carta al rey” (Do not worry, I promise to do as much as I can, and 

taking ink and paper he wrote a letter to the king) (El Abencerraje 354). In the eyes of 

Rodrigo, when Jarifa disrupts the relationship between the male characters she becomes 

an active rival by taking charge of the situation. 
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 Power shifts between Rodrigo and Jarifa as the story progresses. At some point, 

Jarifa takes control of Abindarráez’s freedom. As López Estrada states in the introduction 

to the novel, Jarifa imitates the language of the men when she suggests making 

arrangements for a payoff in exchange for his freedom by proposing to pay the ransom 

and then by stating that she has control over her father’s treasure (El Abencerraje 330). 

Likewise, Rodrigo secures his hold over his friend by offering him hospitality while they 

wait for the king to respond to Rodrigo’s letter with a pardon for Abindarráez: “Entrad y 

reposaséis en esta vuestra casa, y tenedla de aquí adelante por tal, pues lo es su dueño” 

(Come in and rest in this your home and from now on treat it as it was yours) (El 

Abencerraje 354). With the action of writing the letter to procure Abindarráez’s freedom, 

Rodrigo regains control over the situation. It is clear that the homosocial bond between 

the protagonists is threatened by a female presence. The bond the men formed developed 

into a hybrid understanding that grew out of the common values they shared. 

 Israel Burshatin argues that El Abencerraje “is a self-flattering depiction of 

Christian control over the Moor and his world” (“Power, Discourse, and Metaphor” 197). 

He insists that Rodrigo de Narváez is the ultimate manipulator and that this is seen in the 

mercy he shows the Moor when he defeats him in their first encounter. Rodrigo treats 

Abindarráez with magnanimity when he helps him get to his beloved. In Burshatin’s 

analysis, Rodrigo’s decision to release Abindarráez is a demonstration of his cultural 

hegemony. There initial confrontation of the protagonists establishes a hierarchy of 

power. Rodrigo controls the discourse between captor and captive, having acquitted 

himself in fighting Abindarráez (203): 

Caballero, date por vencido, sino matarte he. . . . El alcaide no paro en el 

misterio con que se decían estas palabras, y usando en aquel punto de su 
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acostumbrada virtud, le ayudo a levantar, porque de la herida que le dio 

el escudero en el muslo . . . hecho esto le hizo subir en un caballo de un 

escudero, porque el suyo estaba herido.  

 

Knight, give up or I will kill you. . . . The governor saying these words 

and using his customary virtue, he helped him up because he had been 

wounded by the squire he fought. Having done this, he put him on the 

squire’s horse because his horse was hurt. (El Abencerraje 330) 

 

 Rodrigo establishes himself in the Moor’s life and comes to dominate it. 

Burshatin sees this as evidence of unequal power: “The ability to destroy or to do good 

deeds are the alternatives available to the conqueror; still, the choice is an act of power” 

(Burshatin, “Power, Discourse, and Metaphor” 204). Along the same line, David 

Boruchoff argues that Rodrigo is the examplar of Christian values and that the novella 

uses the virtues of nobility and knighthood as didactic tools (212). He sees El 

Abencerraje as a Christian novel that is part of a subgenre of literature conversa.76  

 These different interpretations of El Abencerraje correlate with the different 

versions of the novel. One of the versions focuses on the emotional conflicts between 

Jarifa and Abindarráez by adding dialogue and songs that emphasize this motif. Another 

version focuses on the Christian protagonist Rodrigo de Narváez and exalts his heroic 

characteristics (Burshatin, “Power, Discourse, and Metaphor” 189). Because of these 

differences, scholarly analyses emphasize different traits of the protagonists. The 

historical context of the time the story was written adds to the diverse interpretations. 

 
76 Literatura conversa is literature with a didactic purpose written by converts to 

Christianity. In contrast, literatura de conversos is about converts (Fine 309). 
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 The anonymous author of The Abencerraje attempts to strengthen Christian 

identity by presenting a similar yet contrasting Muslim character who allows the reader to 

understand how Christians viewed themselves. According to Mary B. Quinn, “El 

Abencerraje . . . interweaves the pre-Reconquest and Muslim and Christian characters in 

a thematic interdependence throughout the work” (15). The novel exalts the values of 

friendship, honor, and, above all, love. Virtue comes alive through characters who exhibit 

generosity, tenacity, gallantry, and loyalty. Virtue, or virtud, was said to strengthen the 

body and the character of a person. El Abencerraje interprets virtud broadly to include 

politeness, generosity, and altruism. The person who possessed virtue was required to 

treat others, who included the “other,” properly. Many times, the “other” referred to a 

national and religious enemy. The novella expands the meaning of strength to include 

courage, the primary element of nobility. Through the exaltation of these core values, 

nobility acquires a universal characteristic; the novel uplifts human values that are shared 

through the very unlikely friendship that develops between the protagonists. Richard F. 

Glenn notes that “a Moor, as well as a Christian, is characterized as noble without having 

to renounce his faith,” commenting that “it is extraordinary that a work such as this 

should argue that members of the two races can retain their inherent nobility and virtues 

without abandoning their basic religious principle” (203). The peaceful exchange 

between Abindarráez and Rodrigo de Narváez represents cooperation between races and 

suggests the development of a friendship that implies a hybrid relationship. The values 

both protagonists share contribute to the exchange of culture. The author of the novella 

gives the main characters similar values despite the fact that they have different cultures 
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and religions. The story is unique in its presentation of natural enemies who recognize the 

human dignity in each other. 

 My analysis of selected texts from Medieval Iberia demonstrate that identity was 

part of the discourse. A variety of genres provides evidence that acculturation and 

transculturation occurred in the many years of coexistence. This is seen in the description 

of characters and the values that they share despite their religious and cultural 

differences. The works presented here give entry into worlds the poets who wrote them 

could only imagine as they thought creatively about history, the self and the “other,” and 

the relations between them.



143 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

IDENTITY IN A HYBRID CULTURE: 

LOOKING AT MODERN-DAY LITERATURA FRONTERIZA 

 

Historical Background of the Mexican-American Border 

The current Mexican-American border has undergone many changes through the years 

due to political and social unrest. In 1821, when Mexico declared independence from 

Spain, its territory included California, Texas, and the land in between. In 1836, 

Americans who had moved to northern Mexico seceded to form the Republic of Texas. 

The United States annexed Texas in 1845. To maintain the borders of their new country, 

Texans formed the Texas Rangers, also known as the Frontier Battalion. Miguel Levario 

Angel notes that they are an early example of a group that used violence to maintain the 

border between Texas and Mexico. Although at that time this battalion was mostly 

responsible for removing Native Americans from Texas, through the years it became the 

Texas Rangers that we know now (38). The border as we see it today was established 

after the Mexican-American War in 1848, when the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

transferred 55 percent of Mexico to the United States. 

 In 1882, the Chinese Exclusion Act became the first federal law to determine 

which immigrants could enter the United States.77 It stated that only students, merchants, 

 
77 The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 was the first significant law to restrict 

immigration into the United States. Although the Chinese accounted for only .002 percent 

of the nation’s population, Congress passed the exclusion act to placate worker demands 

and address concerns about maintaining white “racial purity” (“Chinese Exclusion Act,” 

https://www.history.com/topics/immigration/chinese-exclusion-act-1882.) 
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or diplomats from China could enter the country. Chinese immigrants began to enter the 

country illegally, mostly through Mexico, and for this reason the United States began to 

focus heavily on the Mexican-American border in the 1880s by placing immigration 

officials along it to screen people. However, there was no concerted effort to keep 

Mexicans from migrating to the United States until the Mexican Revolution began in 

1910. At first, the United States Army monitored the border to prevent violent 

revolutionary conflicts from spilling over into the United States. However, once 

Mexicans began to escape the conflict by immigrating to the United States in large 

numbers, other law enforcement groups formed to keep them out. When the Border 

Patrol was established in 1924, its primary goal was to impede illegal Mexican and Asian 

immigration. Levario Angel points out that nothing has changed in 100 years: security 

with Mexico has not really evolved, and the only change has been the amount of money 

and the number of agents needed to control the border (40). 

 In the mid-1970s, the United States reinforced the border. The US government 

limited the quota resident visas for Mexicans to 20,000 a year and stopped giving 

temporary work visas. This is also the time when the canine program began; ex-military 

dogs and handlers were trained to prevent illegal items, especially drugs, from entering 

the United States. At the same time, immigration from the global South, especially of 

undocumented migrants, became a threat to US national security. The border with 

Mexico is the US point of contact with the so-called Third World. In the 1980s, when 

drug trafficking increased, the United States tightened its control of the border. Timothy 

Dunn notes that “the implementation of a wide range of measures during the 1989-1992 

period by a variety of US government agencies to address the issues of undocumented 
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immigration and illegal international drug trafficking resulted in the gradual 

militarization of the US-Mexico border region” (13). The United States needed 

sophisticated equipment to increase the area the Border Patrol patrolled, including fences 

that were signs of its control of the border. 

 The growth of population in the northern Mexican borderlands was rapid, 

particularly after 1982, when export-oriented assembly industries, or maquiladoras, 

expanded.78 At that time, US investors dominated many of them, but over the years this 

changed and many foreign companies began to invest in maquiladoras. The United States 

strengthened the border which became less accessible and more hostile to workers from 

the South. After the terrorist attacks of 9/11, when everything on the border changed. 

Crossing the border— already a difficult process—became an almost impossible task. 

Many Mexicans have created lives that require them to regularly spend time on both sides 

of the border. Mexicans and fronterizos contend with the humiliating treatment of the US 

immigration officers at the international bridges. However, Mexico shares part of the 

responsibility since many Mexicans are motivated to migrate by poor living conditions. 

 The border became economically prosperous due to growth in manufacturing that 

was established on the Mexican side and the increase in drug trafficking. As a result, 

there is more money circulating and a dramatic increase in crime. The need for 

manufacturing labor created a surge of migration from the interior of Mexico to the 

 
78 Manufacturing plants, or maquiladoras, are an important part of Mexico’s 

international trade picture. Maquiladora plants are responsible for more than 40 percent 

of Mexico’s exports (Taylor 22). 
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border cities. With unprecedented growth came an increase in the social problems that for 

some time have taken over border cities. Crime has surged, especially in Ciudad Juarez 

and El Paso, Texas, where the exploitation and murder of female maquiladora workers 

have become topics of global concern. 

 Frontier cities on both sides of the border are interdependent, especially in 

language and cultural influences. The border between the United States and Mexico is a 

place of fusion and hybridity. However, many critics on both sides of the border differ in 

their view of the frontier community. Some agree that the close proximity of cultures 

does not mean that the border is homogeneously bilingual and bicultural. The Mexican 

critic Gómez Montero argues that Mexicans have a resistance to the US capitalist 

consumerism and a strong identification with Mexicans on both sides of the border, 

implying that they refuse to be part of the multicultural community (25). The border 

regions include several social categories, and Mexicans and Americans not only share 

aspects of their classification systems, they also belong to their own national societies.  

 Nonetheless, the border is the space where these differences meet. An important 

characteristic of frontier society is the daily negotiation of differences and similarities. 

According to Pablo Vila, Mexicans use the region they come from as the main way of 

classifying themselves, while Americans stress race and ethnicity: “The border offers a 

unique opportunity to look at the complex process of identity construction and its 

constant use of arbitrary classification systems to make sense of people’s social 

identities” (Crossing Borders 21). For modern-day fronterizos, the “other” has many 

faces and is forged out of a complex system that includes, racial, ethnic, regional, 
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national, religious, gender, age, and class identity. Thomas Wilson and Hastings Donnan 

argue that 

because of their liminal and frequently contested nature, borders tend to be 

characterized by identities which are shifting and multiple, in ways which 

are framed by the specific state configurations which encompass them and 

within which people must attribute meaning to their experience of border 

life. . . . This is true not only of national identity but also of other identities 

such as ethnicity, class, gender and sexuality, identities often constructed 

at borders in ways which are different from, and shed light on, how these 

identities are constructed elsewhere in the state. (13) 

 

The in-between space that the border provides can get complicated when trying to define 

identity because of all the factors that must be taken into consideration.  

 Therefore, borders offer a unique opportunity to look at the complex process of 

identity construction. Citizens of the frontier are constantly coming and going, and for 

this reason they are constantly negotiating their identity and the definition of the “other.” 

Because the cities are divided only by an international bridge, residents of the area are 

constantly commuting from one country to the other. Much of the population in this 

community lives on one side and can very easily, work, go to school, shop, and socially 

interact on the other side. 

 Some theories suggest that border dwellers live on the periphery and are made 

aware of their differences when they encounter the “other.” When they encounter this 

space, they engage in performative behavior that allows them to step in and out of 

character as if they were on stage. They become subjects that transgress the limits and 

transform this liminal space by constantly putting on a show in order to move freely in 

the “in-between.” Shuddabrata Sengupta describes this phenomenon as “un espectáculo, 

una situación que se ha perfeccionado durante décadas de maduración de las 

hostilidades” (It is a spectacle, a situation that has been perfected during decades of 
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maturing hostilities) (qtd. in Rodríguez Ortiz, Cultura e identidad 40). I disagree. 

Fronterizos are exposed to two different cultures, and it would be exceedingly difficult to 

keep up an appearance every time they come in and out of the frontier space since they 

are continuously coming and going. What happens with time is that they acquire 

knowledge of both cultures and develop a hybridity that becomes part of their natural 

behavior and way of thinking. Pablo Vila notes that both Mexicans and Americans are 

part of national societies that use geographical categories to identify people, such as 

southerner, northerner or resident of a border region and similarities and differences meet 

on the border. He argues that when this happens, people are forced to move from one 

regional classification to another many times a day. While it may seem like they learn to 

behave a certain way in this space, the way they reconcile these differences is by 

adopting a new cultural behavior (30). 

 Modern border analysis can get complicated because of the many identities that 

are present in border cultures. People use a complex system to identify themselves that 

includes many factors such as ways of life, traditions, music, and artistic and cultural 

expressions. The list of identities includes Mexicans in Mexico, immigrants from 

southern Mexico, Northerners (people from Mexico’s northern border state), Juarenses 

(people from Ciudad Juárez, fronterizos, Chilangos (residents of Mexico City), Mexican 

immigrants to the United States, Mexican Americans, pochos (a Mexican American who 

is neither one nor the other and speaks both Spanish and English poorly), Chicanos, 

Americans, and Anglos. This chapter will focus on finding evidence of a hybrid identity 

in selected literary texts from the borderlands. 
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Analysis and Discussion of Texts by Carlos Fuentes, Yuri Herrera, 

Luis Humberto Crosthwaite, Sandra Cisneros, and Elmer Mendoza 

 

The frontier is the space where creativity has no boundaries. It is a place that is 

transformed and can transform the people who encounter it. Frontier writers experiment 

with different genres to create their own stories (Rodríguez Ortiz, Alegoría de la frontera 

28). Frontier literature is characterized by a liminality that exists not only in physical 

space but also inside the minds of fronterizos. Authors of frontier stories use the city not 

only as the setting but also as the main character where the individual recognizes his 

language, the language of the “other”, and the newly formed one between them. 

According to Rodríguez Ortiz, the writing space the fronterizo author inhabits is divided 

in two themes. The first is the narration of migration experiences, historical events, social 

movements, and the recovery of mythical origins. The second, Rodríguez Ortiz states, “es 

la necesidad deconstruir el discurso colonizador y de cuestionar la posmodernidad (y 

modernidad) desde su trinchera, en una sociedad globalizada” (is the need to deconstruct 

the colonizing discourse and to question postmodernity (and modernity) from the 

trenches, in a globalized society) (Alegoría de la frontera 32). The themes Rodríguez 

Ortiz describes require authors to write from their own experiences as fronterizos, to 

write critically about the settings of their stories (in the case of fronterizo authors, the 

border), and to emphasize character development over plot. 

 There are some similarities between the literary texts of al-Andalus and modern-

day texts from the borderlands of Mexico and the United States. The medieval texts 

emerged in a time characterized by war and religious differences. Although the violent 

setting of the romances fronterizos might not suggest cultural exchange, characters in that 

literature achieved hybridity through their years of constant contact and coexistence. 
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Boundaries that were clearly demarcated between cultures and religions were 

continuously breached through relationships that developed through everyday 

interactions. Relationships that emerged from friendships, commercial exchange, and 

marriages created a cultural exchange that was continually being negotiated. Similarly, 

present-day texts from the US-Mexico border include themes of religious difference and 

violence and depict hybridity that develops even in the context of difficult situations. 

They describe the layered identities people create when different traditions, languages, 

and beliefs come together. 

 La frontera de cristal (The Glass Border), by Carlos Fuentes, depicts a hybrid 

culture and is constructed as a hybrid text. The novel is divided into nine short stories 

with recurring characters whose stories come together in the final story. Fuentes uses 

poetic prose to bind the narratives and characters together. The text, which is 

simultaneously a novel, a short story, and a poem, inhabits a space between genres and 

finds its own hybrid voice. Fuentes’s work occupies the frontier world between countries 

and describes the identities that are formed on both sides of the “río Grande/río Bravo.”79 

Ana Pérez-Manrique states that “el texto bilingue y bi-conceptual que experimenta su 

autor/a al moverse continuamente entre dos mundos (uno a cada lado de la frontera) o 

entre dos sistemas referenciales permite un tercer desarrollo cultural” (The bilingual and 

 
79 As Carlos Fuentes suggests, even the name of the river that flows between the 

two countries indicates the separation. The name Rio Grande is used on the United States 

side and Río Bravo on the Mexican side. This controversy suggests the content of the 

story (189). 
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bi-conceptual text that its author experiences when moving continuously between two 

worlds (one on each side of the border) or between two referential systems allows a third 

cultural development) (29). Her comment reminds us that individual cultures come 

together to form a third culture in frontier areas. 

 La frontera de cristal was published in 1995 and translated to English in 1997. 

Carlos Fuentes had an international reputation as an author. He wrote novels, short 

stories, and plays was often on the list of candidates for the Nobel Prize in Literature 

(although he never won). He was also a critic and a diplomat. Fuentes was an advocate of 

Mexican culture and was an important influence in the Latin American Boom.80 Much of 

his work spoke about Mexican oppression in one way or another by depicting the 

differences between the lower and upper classes and the constant search to define 

Mexican identity. Fuentes was born in Panama in 1928 and lived in various Latin 

American cities because his father was a Mexican diplomat. He also lived in the United 

States, where he attended school, learned fluent English, and started writing his own 

magazine. Fuentes did not live in Mexico until he was 16. He studied law there and later 

went to Geneva to study at the Graduate Institute of International Studies. Fuentes was a 

multicultural and multilingual individual who defended Mexican culture but fully 

 
80 The Latin American Boom was a literary political movement of the 1960s and 

1970s that included the work of a group of young novelists that became widely circulated 

around the world. The group included Julio Cortázar, Mario Vargas Llosa, and Gabriel 

García Márquez (Poblete 203). 
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understood other cultures and the fronterizo community that was in a constant search for 

identity. 

 La frontera de cristal is a collection of nine stories in which characters form links 

between countries and cultures through their associations with each other. The common 

thread through the book is the character of Leonardo Barroso, one of the main characters 

of the story titled “La capitalina.” He is a successful businessman who lives on the 

Mexican side of the border but does business on both sides. The short story is about the 

marriage between Michelina Laborde and Mariano Barroso, Leonardo Barroso’s son. It is 

Leonardo who introduces the young woman to his son because she comes from a good 

family. They marry, but later, Michelina becomes Leonardo’s lover. In the second story 

Juan Zamora, a gay Mexican medical student, goes to Cornell University on a scholarship 

Leonardo Barroso gives him. During his stay, he has a failed relationship with an 

American student and confronts negative stereotypes about his race and culture. In the 

third story, Dionisio Rangel is a famous chef on a journey back to Mexico. Along the 

way, he strips away all the American consumerist baggage that he has acquired during his 

stay in the country. He harshly critiques the food, the language, and the beliefs of US 

culture until he senses the familiar smells of his kitchen in Guerrero. 

 The fourth story presents the internal monologue of Emiliano Barroso, 

Leonardo’s brother, who is paralyzed and cannot talk. Emiliano tells the story of his 

relationship with his brother and with his children, whom he considers to be pochos 

because they live in the United States and are constantly criticizing Mexico and thanking 

God for making them American. The story presents multiple visions about Mexico and its 

history and identity. The main characters of the fifth story are Marina, a young woman 
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who works in a maquiladora in Ciudad Juárez, who has a relationship with Rolando 

Rozas, a playboy with shady business ventures on both sides of the border. The story is a 

trenchant criticism of the maquiladora industry and its workers, especially women, who 

suffer abuse and denigration.81 Leonardo Barroso is one of the owners of the 

maquiladora where Marina and her friends work, and he and the other powerful men 

mistreat their workers, especially the women. The next story unfolds in the city of 

Chicago, where an American woman develops an unlikely friendship with Josefina, her 

Mexican maid. This story emphasizes how a relationship changes once people get to 

know each other and become familiar with their cultural differences. Lisandro Chaves, 

the protagonist of the seventh story, is taken to New York with a group of workers from 

Leonardo Barroso’s company to clean the windows of a crystal skyscraper. Encarnación 

and Leandro Reyes are lovers who work as tour bus guides and are in constant contact 

with foreigners who visit Mexico. Leandro, who becomes Leonardo Barroso’s driver, 

dies in of a freak accident. In the final story, all the characters come together for a poetic 

 
81 “The word maquiladora comes from colonial Mexico, when millers charged a 

maquila for processing other people’s grain.” Today the term is used to describe 

companies that convert raw materials imported into Mexico for export (“The 

Maquiladora Industry,” Made in Mexico, 

https://www.madeinmexicoinc.com/maquiladora-

industry/#:~:text=The%20word%20Maquiladoras%20comes%20from,usually%20to%20

the%20United%20States). 
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resolution. It is here that the protagonist who has been the reoccurring character of all 

these tales meets a tragic end when he is shot and killed. 

 The readers of this novel play an active role in identifying the pieces of this 

literary puzzle because as they read the stories, they connect the characters and events 

and it is not until the end that everything comes together. The romances fronterizos had 

an aspect of orality that made the audience an essential part of the ballad. The listeners 

would know the history and the events related and were part of the story being told. The 

same can be said about La frontera de cristal, where the reader plays a crucial part in the 

literary game that Carlos Fuentes is playing. It is up to the reader to identify the parts and 

establish the “nooks and crannies” of each story, making it possible to view this work as 

a short story and a novel at the same time. As Ana Pérez-Manrique states, “el lector se 

convierte a su vez en un sujeto fronterizo, pues ha de cruzar las fronteras que el texto le 

propone, participar de los distintos códigos referenciales y adoptar al mismo tiempo su 

propia posición y la del ‘otro’” (The reader in turn becomes a fronterizo subject, since he 

has to cross the borders that the text proposes, participate in the different referential 

codes, and adopt at the same time his own position and that of the “other.”) (30). This 

aspect makes the novel a fronterizo text that includes the audience in the construction of a 

third plane of understanding.  

 Even though La frontera de cristal offers a critical view of the history and the 

relationship that has evolved between the two countries and displays all the stereotypes 

that are used when speaking about Mexicans and American and their views of each other, 

it also is an example of a fusion that occurs when two distinct cultures come together. 

The concluding story, which describes the moment when all the characters of the stories 
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meet their destinies and where relationships are brought to light, provides the space that 

has been developing along the way (Kabalen de Bichara 656). Power relations that had 

been established in the other eight stories are understood and the reader is able to identify 

how the characters, who have been carrying their own borders inside, are able to find 

their identities in one another. The title of the novel becomes clear if we think of the 

characters as crystals that finally unite to become one mirror. 

 Migration to achieve the highly valued “American Dream” features prominently 

in the literature of the US-Mexico frontier. One novel that explores this theme is Yuri 

Herrera’s Señales que precederán al fin del mundo (Signs that will precede the end of the 

world). Herrera, who was born in Ocotlán, Mexico in 1970, has been able to bring 

complexity to the frontier narrative. Herrera, a political scientist who obtained his 

master’s degree at the University of Texas at El Paso, has experience first-hand life at the 

border and is part of the fronterizo community. In an interview with Elizabeth Sulis Kim, 

Herrera summed up what the border means to him: “La frontera es un laboratorio de 

nuevas formas lingüísticas, prácticas políticas e identidades. Es un lugar, o una suma de 

lugares, que es un desafío todo el tiempo.” (The border is a laboratory for new linguistic 

forms, political practices, identities. It is a place, or a sum of places, that is challenging 

all the time.) (“Entrevista a Yuri Herrera”). Señales que precederán al fin del mundo, first 

published in 2009, won the Best Translated Book Award in 2016. It also made The 

Guardian’s Best Fiction list and NBC News’s list of Ten Great Latino Books. In this 

novel, Yuri Herrera is not only narrating a simple tale of a Mexican trying to get to the 

United States, but he is also describing a personal journey that transforms the main 

character. 
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 The protagonist of the novel, Makina, sets out on a quest to find her brother who 

has opted for a better life on the other side of the border. Her venture is driven by her 

mother’s need to have her son return home. “Acerquese a los duros” (get close to the 

powerful), or solicit help from the powerful men in town, La Cora, Makina’s mother, tells 

her. These men have the power to facilitate her crossing at different stages of her 

expedition as well as her return in exchange for her promise to deliver a mysterious 

package that will open doors on her journey. One by one, Makina visits these men and 

the question is always the same: “¿vas a cruzar?” (Are you going to cross?), meaning 

will she cross the border or perhaps meaning will Makina cross and adapt to a new 

culture. 

 Makina’s travels take her through nine stages that correspond to the nine regions 

of Mictlán, the underworld of Aztec mythology. The title of each chapter is the name of 

one of these stages from the mythology. The Aztecs believed that the dead needed to 

journey through these nine levels in order to get to other side, “under the celestial column 

of the gods.” An example of this parallelism is Makina’s crossing of the river to get to 

“Gabacho.” A man named “Chucho” (slang for dog) helps her. This stage of the journey 

in Aztec mythology also requires the help of a dog.  

 Many aspects of Makina’s nature explain her behavior; for example, the fact that 

she is a quiet indigenous woman who usually follows orders even though she is smart 

brave, tough-minded, and capable. In her hometown, she was the telephone operator for a 

town that only had one telephone line for communicating with the outside world was 

made. In this job, her subdued nature was helpful because all day she was the silent third 

party in many conversations.  
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 The setting of the novel is not specified but the text implies that she comes from a 

rural town somewhere in the middle of Mexico. She travels first to the capital city 

(Mexico D.F.) and eventually crosses the border somewhere in the frontier belt of 

Mexico and the United States. She observed the struggles of the migrants, beginning with 

what it takes to cross the border, which requires migrants to allow themselves to be 

abused by the coyote (the slang word for a person who charges money to take migrants to 

the United States) or the members of the Border Patrol who are waiting to arrest them.  

 Everyone Makina encounters on her journey asks her if she is crossing the border. 

When a migrant is asked “¿Vas a cruzar?” (Are you going across?), the question is really 

about whether someone is planning to cross the border and not return. Makina has every 

intention of returning; that is not an issue that she needs to think about. It is not until the 

end of the novel that she truly crosses over and lets go of what she left behind. When 

Makina accepts that there is a life that is different from what she knows, she has truly 

crossed over. The adventure that any immigrant has is always based on an exchange of 

knowledge: knowledge guides them into the unknown with some sort of power. 

Knowledge of the land, of the language, and of the border-crossing process makes an 

immigrant less likely to be exploited. Makina’s knowledge stems from the relationships 

she has with the people who can get her to her destination and her ability to communicate 

and move in these liminal spaces. 

 Makina’s communication skills derive from that fact that she is multilingual; she 

speaks three languages: “Makina sabía la lengua, la lengua latina y la lengua gabacha y 

en las tres sabía callarse” (Makina knew the language, the Latin language and the 

Gabacha [English] and she know how to be silent in all three.) (19). Makina knew that 
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her fluency in Spanish, English, and her indigenous language gave her, and she knew 

when to speak up and when to keep quiet in all three. She was already a hybrid individual 

because of her linguistic competence; as Marwan Kraidy notes that language is an 

important characteristic of hybridity. He recognizes that the study of hybridity involves 

the three interconnected realms of language, race, and ethnicity (2). Language was also 

an important characteristic that suggested hybridity in the literature from al-Andalus. 

Many Arabic words that derived from the fusion of cultures in Medieval Iberia became 

essential parts of everyday vocabulary. Language is a crucial part of achieving hybridity 

in a multicultural environment. 

 Some terms and language that Makina uses leave the reader wondering about their 

meaning. This is another example of how readers or audiences to participate in 

deciphering the meaning of the language used. Only fronterizos would be familiar with 

phrases such as “el gran Chilango” to refer to the capital city of Mexico or “el Gabacho” 

to refer to the United States.82 Phrases and words in the novel that are categorized as 

slang, such as referring to the rich and powerful as “duros” and fellow citizens as 

“paisanos” are part of a cultural exchange that is happening between the reader and the 

characters of the book. As in the ballads that were sung and recounted in Medieval Iberia, 

 
82 Gabriel Zaid agrees with other critics that the word chilango originated for the 

Nahuatl language and that it meant “donde estan los colorados” (where the red-skin 

people are). The nahuas who lived in the Gulf of Mexico used this name for the Aztecs in 

what is now Mexico City, who had a peculiar-colored skin because of the cold weather 

(2). 
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the reader must have cultural knowledge to understand all the layers of meaning. The 

literature of both al-Andalus and the modern-day frontier between the United States and 

Mexico require audiences to be familiar with the history and jargon that comes with the 

transculturation that develops in regions where different cultures come together. 

 Another word in the novel—jarchar—has to do with a linguistic neologism. The 

reader is left to figure out the definition of this verb, whch is used throughout the story. It 

is clear that the word is the author’s invention because it does not exist in the dictionary. 

Characters use jarchar in different situations, and the reader can construct its definition 

only by analyzing the contexts in which it is used. The first time the word is mentioned is 

when Makina’s brother is leaving to the United States and his mother expresses her 

discontent about his departure: 

Déjalo que se vaya y aprenda a defenderse con sus propios pantaloncitos, 

y él dudo por un instante antes de jarchar, y en la duda que le cruzó los 

ojos pudo verse que pasaba toda su vida por ahí empujando las lágrimas, 

pero antes de dejar que afloraran ya se había dado la vuelta y había 

jarchado para no volver sino en forma de dos o tres recados escuetos que 

mucho tiempo después les mandó. 

 

Let him go and learn to defend himself, and he hesitated for a moment 

before jarchar, and in the doubt that crossed his mind he could see himself 

all his life pushing away tears, but before letting them out he had turned 

around and left to never come back again only two or three brief letters 

that he sent after a long time. (Herrera, Señales que precederán al fin del 

mundo 32) 

 

In this passage the reader can make out that the word has something to do with leaving 

for the final time, never to return. Throughout the novel, the word is used in instances 

where someone is arriving at or leaving a place or circumstances but with a sense of 

finality. Jarchar becomes the word characters use when someone is crossing not only 

physical but also metaphoric frontiers. It is interesting to note that jarcha is the Spanish 
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word for the bilingual kharjas in the last stanzas of muwashshahs in the literature of al-

Andalus. The word has an Arabic etymological root that means “ending” or “final.” The 

fact that kharjas are appended to muwashshahs suggests that they are hybrid texts; 

kharjas were written in a popular Romance dialect called Mozarabic. Another 

characteristic of kharjas is that the poetic voice was that of a woman who was typically 

saying goodbye. Nathan Richardson states that “Mozarabic jarchas were both a sign 

preceding the end of an old world and the sign of the birth of a new one” (20). This is 

similar to Makina’s experience of leaving everything she knew, all that was familiar, to 

be part of a new life. 

 Kharjas are an important connection between medieval Iberian and modern 

fronterizo literature. In al-Andalus, the kharjas evoked the existence of a fronterizo world 

where different cultures united through poetry. Kharjas usually expressed the sorrow and 

lamentation of a female who longed for her beloved. The same can be said about Señales 

que precederán al fin del mundo, since the main theme of Makina’s journey is motivated 

by the yearning of her mother for a son who has left. Both this novel and the medieval 

kharjas express heartache about the absence of a man. Herrera’s novel centers on the 

deep regret Makina and her mother feel about Makina’s brother’ absence. Mario Jiménez 

Chacon points out that lamentation creates a void and brings chaos to the community in 

Herrera’s novel and in kharjas. In both cases, there is a constant search to fill the void. 

He explains that medieval kharjas created a linguistic rupture because they are not 

written in classic Arabic. Señales que precederán al fin del mundo also creates a rupture, 

not only with its language but also with the actions of the protagonist (46). Both the 

frontier novel and kharjas are works that cross cultural and linguistic frontiers. They 
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navigate and negotiate multicultural codes by presenting a world that is constantly 

evolving. 

 The novel begins with Makina’s words “estoy muerta” (I am dead). During her 

journey, the reader might wonder if she is in fact dead and is going through the steps to 

get to the other side or if this journey is taking her to a physical and spiritual death that 

will ultimately transform her. The same can be said about anyone who decides to go on 

this expedition; there must be a death of the person who started the journey in order to 

become the person who arrives at “utopia.” With every stage of the journey, Makina loses 

a little bit of herself, and at the end she becomes a different person. This loss is apparent 

when she finds her brother; she can see that he has totally crossed over and has adapted to 

the new hybrid identity. All immigrants experience the loss of self when they encounter 

another culture and begin the process of adaptation. At the end of her journey, Makina 

expresses her exasperation in the form of a speech that encompasses the struggle that 

undocumented immigrants must endure. Throughout her quest to find her brother, 

Makina remained on the margins, never allowing herself to get involved, feeling like she 

did not belong. However, she knows she has come to the end of her journey when she 

allows herself to be part of her new surroundings. The moment when Makina decides to 

function as an interpreter for others, her attitude changes, and this is when she considers 

herself part of the new culture. She has ended her pilgrimage and has undergone a 

spiritual as well as a physical change. After witnessing the struggles of immigrants and 

the abuses they endure, she writes words that express her anguish about how Americans 

see her and other Mexicans who cross the border: 

Nosotros somos los culpables de esta destrucción. Los que no hablamos su 

lengua ni sabemos estar en silencio. Los que no llegamos en barco, los 
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que ensuciamos de polvo sus portales, los que rompemos sus alambradas. 

Los que venimos a quitarles el trabajo, los que aspiramos a limpiar su 

mierda, los que anhelamos trabajar a deshoras. Los que llenamos de olor 

a comida sus calles tan limpias, los que les trajimos violencia que no 

conocían, los que transportamos sus remedios, los que merecemos ser 

amarrados del cuello y de los pies; nosotros, a los que no nos importa 

morir por ustedes, ¿cómo podía ser de otro modo? Los que quien sabe qué 

aguardamos. Nosotros los oscuros, los chaparros, los grasientos, los 

mustios, los obesos, los anémicos. Nosotros, los bárbaros. 

 

We are to blame for this destruction. Those of us who do not speak their 

language or know how to be silent. Those of us who did not arrive by 

boat, those who littered their doorways with dust, those who broke their 

barbed wire. Those of us who come to take away their jobs, those of us 

who aspire to clean up their shit, those who yearn to work after hours. 

Those of us who fill their clean streets with the smell of food, those of us 

who brought them violence they did not know, those of us who 

transported their medicines, those of us who deserve to be tied by the neck 

and feet; we who don’t mind dying for you, how could it be otherwise? 

Those who know what awaits us. We are the dark ones, the short, the 

greasy, the withered, the obese, the anemic. We the barbarians. (Herrera, 

Señales que precederán al fin del mundo 115) 

 

Makina has been changed by her journey and there is no going back to the familiar life 

and surroundings she once knew. Now she sees things she did not see before; now she 

knows first-hand what she did not know. It is implicit in Makina’s manifesto that, we are 

responsible for what we allow them to do to us and we can never go back. This is what all 

immigrants learn: they can never go back without being changed, and although it is a 

high price to pay, there is no choice if they want to survive. 

 Sandra Cisneros’s short story “Mericans” is a brief account of a moment in the 

life of a family that reveals how a border identity affects adults and children. Cisneros, 

who was born in Chicago in 1954, was the only girl in a family of seven children. Her 

parents, who were from Mexico, had another daughter that died in infancy. After 

Cisneros finished her studies, she became a teacher and a counselor for Latino youth. She 

is best known for her novel The House on Mango Street (1984), which won the American 
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Book Award from the Before Columbus Foundation. The short story “Mericans” is 

included in Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories, which was published in 1991 and 

is also an award-winning book that the Los Angeles Times nominated for the Best Book 

of Fiction in 1991. In her work, Cisneros draws from early life experiences of isolation as 

an only daughter in a large family that was in constant migration between Mexico and the 

United States. She develops topics that have to do with identity, especially the challenges 

of being caught between two cultures and experiencing poverty. 

 “Mericans” takes the reader into a short episode in the lives of Micaela and her 

family, who are Mexican American. Micaela and her brothers are left outside the church 

of La Divina Providencia, waiting for their grandmother, who is inside praying. Micaela 

feels trapped in the world of her religious grandmother, who seems to be faithful to her 

Mexican roots by maintaining the traditions of her ancestors. There is also resentment 

because the children never attend Mass and are not invited inside the sanctuary. Micaela 

and her brothers were born in the United States, and Micaela, who narrates the story, 

suggests that the grandmother resents the United States. She says: “The awful 

grandmother knits the names of the dead and the living into one long prayer fringed with 

the grandchildren born in that barbaric country with its barbarian ways” (“Mericans” 2). 

Further along in the story Micaela expresses resentment toward her grandmother for 

speaking to her in Spanish: “The awful grandmother says it all in Spanish, which I 

understand when I’m paying attention. ‘What?’ I say, though it’s neither proper nor 

polite. ‘What?’ which the awful grandmother hears as ¿Guat?”( 2).  

 While the children wait outside the church, an American tourist approaches 

Micaela’s brother Junior. She offers him gum and asks if she can take his picture. The 
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sacred site of the church becomes just a place where Micaela and her brothers play games 

and tourists wander around, devaluing the sanctity of the place. Mary Brady argues that 

“when a place is transformed into a mere ‘tourist site, an object of veneration and 

curiosity,’ it becomes frozen in the past[;] it loses its sacred purpose of maintaining 

relationships between members of a community” (128). This is shown by both the 

tourist’s disregard for the sacred site and by the children, who wander around eating 

cookies, buying treats from vendors, and climbing the steps of the church. 

 “Mericans” contains many underlying conflicts between members of two very 

distinct cultures. On the one hand, the “awful grandmother” (17) represents conservative, 

religious Mexicans who see the United States as a cruel and unsophisticated place. The 

grandmother views it as her duty to pray to La Virgen de Guadalupe for the family 

because of the awful culture they were born into. Insaf Khémiri argues that religious 

border crossing can be a way to resist acculturation; she suggests that La Virgen de 

Guadalupe is a leading “ethnic” figure of a hybrid culture (Khémiri 713). What Khémiri 

is proposing as ethnic refers to the Mexican association with Aztec culture. The virgin 

was not accepted as a symbol of the country until she became a mixture of indigenous 

and Spanish cultures. It is interesting that cultural hybridity is achieved when speaking of 

Mexican ancestors but it becomes problematic when the term is associated with Mexican 

American culture. 

 As seen in medieval Iberia, religion was an important aspect of the division 

between the population in al-Andalus just as it is in the society along the US-Mexican 

border of today. It is also a determining element in identity formation and an important 

factor in the fight for control of the land and government. In al-Andalus, it was crucial to 
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be Muslim if you wanted power and control, and although there was a mixture of 

cultures, religion did not change; rather, it was adopted by individuals to maintain peace. 

In the US-Mexican border society of today, religion plays an important part in fronterizo 

identity because, as Pablo Vila notes, being Mexican and being Catholic are almost 

synonymous. He suggests that fusion between a particular religion, such as Catholicism, 

and a nationality can be achieved through specific elements such as the figure of the 

Virgin of Guadalupe. Vila also observes that religious traditions such as Día de los 

Muertos, Las Posadas, and los matachines are part of the celebrations in the fronterizo 

region (Border Identification 21).83 Because religious traditions are an important part of 

Mexican culture, when there is cultural mixing like that observed on the border, aspects 

of religious life are transferred and become an important part of the new culture. 

 “Mericans” looks at how language shapes the children’s identities. In the story the 

tourist is shocked when she learns that the children speak perfect English; she is not 

familiar with frontier dynamics, which makes it difficult for her to understand this 

community. The tourists make assumptions based on the way the children look and they 

are surprised when they discover that they are American. Junior’s fluent English, his 

 
83 In Mexico, Día de los Muertos is celebrated on November 1, when altars to 

commemorate the departed are built in each home. Las Posadas is a Mexican tradition 

that remembers the holy family’s search for a place to stay. Los matachines is an ancient 

tradition shared by both Hispanic and Native people. Its roots can be traced to the Middle 

Ages in Europe and the participants’ costumes are influenced by Muslim culture in al-

Andalus (Robb 25). 
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appearance, and his self-designation as Merican enable the tourist to change her 

expectations: “Junior shifts from a commodifiable representation of Mexicanidad, or 

‘Mexicannes,’ to a boy whose national, cultural, and linguistic identity bridges the US-

Mexico border” (Szeghi 162). The “Merican” identity that the children proclaim is a 

representation of a hybrid identity along the Mexican-American border. 

 The setting of the story is not clear, but Tereza Szeghi suggest that it is 

somewhere in a Mexico City plaza (162). Szeghi notes that Westerners can travel to the 

exotic without fear of losing their identity, but non-Westerners must contend with 

pressure to maintain restrictive cultural purity. For the tourists, their encounter with 

Junior is an inauthentic travel experience, Szeghi argues: “When we read Junior’s 

encounter with the Euro-American woman within this frame, we can appreciate that the 

revelation of Junior’s hybrid Mexican and (US) American identity may undermine her 

hope of locating a culturally pure site” (164). 

 Equally important in the story is the acculturation that is conveyed by the way the 

children play. The boys pretend they are B-52 bombers and are firing invisible machine 

guns; they also pretend to be Flash Gordon and the Lone Ranger. Clearly the children are 

familiar with these elements of US culture. They come naturally to them; they have not 

only assimilated them but have also made them part of their identity. They have even 

changed their names: Micaela, Alfredo, and Enrique have become Michele, Keeks, and 

Junior. The children understand that they belong to both cultures and have managed to 

find a hybrid identity. For them, the use of different languages has become part of their 

hybrid identity. Junior says, “Hey, Michele, Keeks, you guys want gum?” And the tourist 

exclaims, “But you speak English!” Junior responds, “Yeah, . . . we’re Mericans” (2). It 
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is through language that people construct and reconstruct their own social identities as 

well as their social relationships with others. Language practices are constituted within, 

and in turn, constitute what is socially acceptable in language, thoughts, feelings, beliefs, 

and actions. 

 The frontier can also be a symbolic place. Rodolfo Rincones defines the frontier 

as a place for 

interacción, negociación y reforzamiento de los nacionalismos de sus 

respectivos pobladores; es decir, esta frontera se define no por el hecho 

geográfico sino por las interacciones que tienen lugar entre las naciones 

contiguas y por el dinamismo económico, social y cultural que se 

establece de manera rutinaria. 

 

interaction, negotiation and reinforcement of the nationalisms of their 

respective inhabitants. In other words, this border is defined not by 

geography but by the interactions that take place between contiguous 

nations and by the economic, social, and cultural dynamism that is 

routinely established. (5) 

 

The frontier is normally associated with an actual line of division or with a specific place 

or city. Medieval romances fronterizos usually depicted the city where the action 

occurred and gave it a protagonist role in the narrative. Similarly, Luis Humberto 

Crosthwaite uses the city of Tijuana as one of his main characters in Estrella de la calle 

sexta (The star of Sixth Street) (2000).  

 Crosthwaite was born in Tijuana in 1962 and spent most of his childhood there 

until he moved to San Diego, California. He is an award-winning writer whose work has 

attracted attention because of his ability to describe the complexities of life in the 

Mexican-American border region. Estrella de la calle sexta consists of three episodes 

that take the reader into this city where boundaries are blurred, and identity is formed. 

Tijuana is one of the border cities with more traffic than any other in the world. This fact 
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allows the reader to get a glimpse of the people who traverse the city and undoubtedly 

leave their mark. 

 The characteristics of the frontier are evident in this book, specifically in the short 

story “Sabaditos en la noche.” The story revolves around a specific street and place in 

Tijuana. The mention of names of actual restaurants, bars, and hotels gives the tale a 

touch of reality, leaving the reader to wonder if it is a true story or fiction. The 

protagonist, whose name is not known (we only know the nickname everyone uses to 

identify him, “el gringo”), provides a unique view of the city that has become his friend, 

his family, and a refuge that he visits every Saturday. The story enables the reader to 

experience the perspective of someone who is a permanent fixture in the environment of 

Tijuana and can recount the tales of the men, women, and children who live and suffer 

the reality that is the frontier world. Tijuana is where this character feels he belongs, even 

though his nickname marks him as an outsider. The word “gringo” carries a derogatory 

connotation that, legend has it, derived from people yelling “Green go home! to the 

invading American soldiers, a reference to their green uniforms (Wise 20). The difference 

in this character compared to the other protagonists found in border literature is that “el 

gringo” comes from a culturally mixed family but he looks and identifies as American. 

The reader learns that he has left behind his American persona and everything that goes 

with it—economic stability, family, routine—when he lost the people he loved the most. 

Every Saturday, “el gringo” sits on the same corner on the same street in the city of 

Tijuana, watching the people passing by and trying to get women to sleep with him. 

 The reader learns about his life when the character expresses the way that he truly 

feels about the people who live on the other side of the border. The protagonist is 
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constantly complaining about his identity. He denies his similarity to any other race and 

while he knows that everyone sees him as an American, he denies this identification 

when he compares himself to his “gringo” boss: 

Mi patrón, ese güey si es gringo, para que veas, a pein in da faquin as. Yo 

soy otra onda. Claro que no soy de por aquí, cómo explicarlo, sí soy 

gringo y no soy gringo, ¿me entiendes? Hay más unión entre esta raza, 

entre los meseros y yo, que con toda la bola de gringo-güeros-atole-en-

las-venas. Éste es mi paraíso. El pasado agrio lo dejo allá en el norte, del 

otro lado de la frontera, como se dice.  

 

My boss, that guy is a “gringo[,]” so you see he is a pein in da faquin as. I 

am another thing. Of course, I’m not from around here, how can I explain 

it? Yes, I’m “gringo”, but I’m not “gringo, do you understand me? There 

is more union between these people, between the waiter and me, than with 

the whole ball of “gringo-gueros-atole-in-the-veins.” This is my paradise. 

The sour past left him there in the north, on the other side of the border, as 

they say.84 (Crosthwaite, Estrella de la calle sexta 16) 

 

With this statement he recognizes that he is part of an in-between place because of his 

background, but he feels a union with the people from Tijuana who frequent his little 

corner of the world. “El gringo” convinces himself that they know he is not the same as 

the other Americans and accepts the names his friends give him, “me dicen ‘gringo loco’ 

se ríen como si fuera muy chistoso . . . ellos saben que yo no soy ‘gringo’, no como ellos 

me dicen . . . el es otro rollo no se cree dueño del mundo” (The call me ‘crazy gringo’ 

and they laugh as if it were funny . . . they know that I am not “gringo,” not as they tell 

me. . . . That is something else, the “gringo” thinks he owns the world) (Crosthwaite, 

Estrella de la calle sexta 16). This character, who is seen by everyone as American has 

 
84 Atole is a thick corn-flour drink. The meaning of the phrase “pein in da faquin 

as” is just what it sounds like. 
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formed his own hybrid identity where he can exist, because when he is outside of this 

place, he is just going through the motions. 

 Estrella de la calle sexta is another example of the important part that language 

plays in the formation of a hybrid identity. Many critics agree that this novel is a 

powerful source of fiction when speaking of the identity of frontier culture. The 

fronterizo language is made up of an ample vocabulary that includes common usage of 

northern references, anglicisms, and slang from both cultures, which is in constant 

movement and changes as much as the population that inhabits this space. “Sabaditos” 

criticizes those that only speak one language because they only live one life. That is why 

the protagonist uses the two languages, and the author purposely writes the languages as 

they are pronounced, word by word: “Lanzaba mi major verbo, cantaleava una melodiía 

cursilona de los Beatles, les bailaba como da biguest ful on da jil, les cantaba un 

chistecito, les preguntaba “Javen ay sin yu bifor?” Todo el chou y nada” (It transgresses 

the conjugation and juxtaposition of the two languages in the use of certain words that 

maintain the phonetics of English above the morphological) (Crosthwaite, Estrella de la 

calle sexta 22). Language is the tool used in this liminal space to identify with “the other” 

that has become “the same.” Roxana Rodrígues Ortiz analyzes how Crossthwaite uses 

language as his biggest weapon of acculturation: “transgrede la conjugación y 

yuxtaposición de los dos lenguajes en el empleo de ciertas palabras que mantienen la 

fonética del ingles por encima de lo morfológico” (It transgresses the conjugation and 

juxtaposition of two languages with the use of certain words that maintain the phonetics 

of English above the morphological) (Cultura e identidad 87).  
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 Many critics have labeled this means of expression on the border Spanglish or 

Espanish, but there are many variations of expression, and the continuous evolution in the 

language of the fronterizo’s space makes those terms obsolete. It is important to consider 

other factors in the evolution of language. For example, the many social groups that 

shape the border contribute to the variations in the way people communicate. Another 

important factor is the intention of the people who come into border cities: are they 

staying or are they just passing through on their way to the United States? Despite the 

obstacles that the community might have, language continues to be the most effective 

way to detect the different cultural references, and even though it is ever changing and 

there are many ways to communicate within this space, the only certainty is that a person 

with a hybrid identity acquires shared cultural references that make understanding 

possible. 

 The three stories in Estrella de la calle sexta, “Sabaditos en la noche” (Saturday 

night), “Todos los barcos” (All the ships), and “El gran pretender” (The great pretender) 

revolve around the same axis, the city of Tijuana. The characters in these stories are 

examples of the social stereotypes that are associated with the border, including “el 

cholo” and “el gringo.” The characters share cultural references that are exemplified in 

the expressions people use when they communicate using the fronterizo language. The 

novel combines realistic linguistic language and a literary language, a reflection of the 

society that has formed among the diverse communities that are in constant movement. 

The spoken-word discourse conveys intensity, intonation, and other elements of orality. 

Therefore, signs are imitated, transformed, deconstructed, and transcribed, allowing for 

the re-creation of the language of the border and of the identities that are formed: “Esta 
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niña, ¿observa esa sonrisa? Mi-jiiiii-ta. Ripit after mi: mi-jiiiii-ta. . . . Y esta mujer, 

mirala bien, mira sus ojos, Es-poooo-sa. Sus ojos” (This girl look at that smile? . . . My 

girl [mi-jiiiii-ta]. Repeat after me: my girl [mi-jiiiii-ta]. . . . And this woman, look at her 

carefully, look into her eyes, Wife [Es-poooo-sa]. Her eyes.) (Crosthwaite, Estrella de la 

calle sexta 40-41). In this example the sounds of the frontier language can be heard. 

 The coming-of-age story “Todos los barcos” is a brief glimpse into the lives of 

four young men—Steve, Ken, Mark, and Bob—who decide to cross the border for a night 

of wild entertainment. Steve and Ken are brothers, and It is Ken’s eighteenth birthday, so 

his brother Steve and their two friends decide to take him over the border where he is 

able to drink and visit prostitutes. This story humanizes the people who offer their 

services to the visiting tourists who have the option of participating in the fronterizo 

game. The young men are typical teenagers who have access to a place without rules. 

Ken spends the night pining for his lost girlfriend and wishing he were at home playing 

video games, but he must play the part and pretend he is interested. This coming-of-age 

story suggests a different view from the others included in Estrella de la calle sexta. The 

reader is given an example of four young men who share an identity and decide not to 

allow any fusion when they encounter people they see as “the other. It is a negative view 

of the night life of the border offers, where young men can find everything that is 

prohibited on their side of the border. 

 “El gran pretender” features a protagonist named El Saico who is a “cholo” in the 

Tijuana neighborhoods. El Saico is respected because he battered another powerful 

member of his neighborhood, Millas. Because of that, José Arnulfo became el Saico, “el 

bato mas felón del barrio” (the worst criminal in the neighborhood) (Crosthwaite, 
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Estrella de la calle sexta 82). He is an admirer of the musical group The Platters and 

knows everything about the “oldies but goodies.” He is married to China, his “waifa,” 

(wife) his “jaina (girlfriend)” and they rule the neighborhood. El Saico keeps his 

treasures under his bed in a box where no one can touch them. The box contains “Una 

cadena de tiempo de una ranfla modelo 62, unos viejos cacles que le heredó su jefe, una 

foto autografiada del campeón Alfonso Zamora” (a timing belt from a 1962 car, some old 

shoes his father gave him, and an autographed photo of Alfonso Zamora) (92). Each item 

represents something different: he used to hit his friend Jeremias with the timing belt; the 

shoes were the only ones his father wore; and the photograph is dedicated to Bety, an old 

girlfriend. Essentially, the story narrates the height of the “cholo” movement until its 

disappearance due to police repression because of an event where one of the “cholos” 

raped and murdered a young girl. 

 The title of this short story, “El gran pretender,” comes from the song by The 

Platters by the same name; it suggests that José Arnulfo is pretending to be someone he is 

not. He is pretending to be El Saico, the most feared “cholo” of the neighborhood. The 

lyrics of the song describe exactly what he is doing, “Oh yes, I’m the great pretender, 

pretending that I’m doing well, my need is such I pretend too much, I’m lonely but no 

one can tell” (Crosthwaite, Estrella de la calle sexta 84). There is a play on words all 

through the story that shows the fronterizo identity and the coexistence of that identity 

with US culture and its language. The reader can detect transcultural elements that are 

evidence of the identity that is formed at the border. El Saico only drives a Ford Galaxy, 

only drinks beer (but it must be Tecate), only listens to oldies on the radio, and only eats 

tuna that was processed in Ensenada, Baja California. The choices that he makes in 
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everything he does have influences from both cultures. He expresses his dislike of 

“chilangos”: “se estacionan sobre las banquetas, los que se pasan los altos, los que 

presumen que son chilangos hablándole en inglés” (They park on the sidewalks. The 

ones who think they are better than us, they brag about being chilangos [from the capital 

of Mexico] and speak to him in English). He also dislike “emigrados,” those who work 

legally in the United States: “batos que jalan legalmente en Estados Unidos y que vienen 

a presumir su feria y sus ranflas último modelo, compradas a crédito, y luego no se 

mochan con las cervezas” (guys who work legally in the United States and come to show 

off their money and new cars they bought on credit and they don’t even buy us beers) 

(83). El Saico lives by rules and philosophies: “su filosofía de la vida, el que no pistea 

anda mal; al que no le gustan las Viejas anda mal; el que no escucha a los Platters 

andan mal” (his philosophy of life; the one who doesn’t drink has something wrong, the 

one who doesn’t like women has something wrong, the one who doesn’t listen to the 

Platters has something wrong.) (84). All these classifications demonstrate an array of 

cultures and of identities of people who live on the border and try to maintain their 

Mexican nationality but ultimately meet somewhere in the middle to identify with each 

other. 

 Another important component of the stories in Estrella de la calle sexta is the 

treatment of the police. They play an important role in how protagonists behave and the 

way Crosthwaite writes about them allows the readers to see how members of the new 

hybrid culture view the law as it pertains to them. When “el gringo” describes the corner 

in Tijuana where he feels at home, he lists everyone he encounters in his small part of the 

world. He mentions “las morras gringas,” the princesses who ignore him because they 
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see him as beneath them and ignore him even though he speaks to them in their language. 

He sees “gringos gritones,” who come in a pack and go into the bar and come out drunk 

and more stupid than when they started. “Los polis” are the policemen that patrol the 

streets. “El gringo” knows them by name and says that he sometimes gets into trouble 

because “no soy monedita de oro para caerle bien a todos” (I am not a gold coin to be 

liked by everyone) (Crosthwaite, Estrella de la calle sexta 22). 

 The use of Mexican idiomatic expressions reveals to the reader that the 

protagonist needs to establish his Mexican roots. “El gringo” says that the patrolmen who 

are there all night are not only his friends but also keep him straight. In “El gran 

pretender,” the reader gets a different view of the law. In this story, they are the enemy. 

The characters of the story are always hiding from the police, and even if they are not 

doing anything wrong, the police treat them as suspicious. An episode in the story that 

describes the rape of a girl and although the responsible party was not a “cholo,” they 

blame him for the crime: “La placa no supo diferenciar. Se llevaron a la raza de este 

barrio. Los cholos siempre pagan culpables o no. La chota se cobra con ellos. . . . Un 

cholo más, un cholo menos, dice la chota” (The police [the badge] could not tell the 

difference. They took everyone from the neighborhood. Cholos always pay[,] guilty or 

not. The police [la chota] pay themselves with them. One more cholo[,] one less cholo, it 

doesn’t matter, say the police [la chota].) (Crosthwaite, Estrella de la calle sexta 98). 

Because cholos were ostracized, they created their own culture and community where 

they could have a sense of belonging. The cholos’ negative attitude toward the police 

comes from the history of the cholo who had a bad reputation, was always getting 
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arrested and was always part of the crime scene. These arrests took a toll on the cholo 

community and the police drove them out of the barrios. 

 The “cholo” is one of the most stereotyped and stigmatized characters at the 

border between Mexico and the United States. They have a very peculiar way of dressing 

and speaking and they are usually young men from migrant families with limited 

economic resources. These men make their living in the barrio, and even though they do 

not usually belong to a gang, they become a group that respects each of its members.85 

“Cholos” construct their own identity with elements from their maternal culture, which 

they fuse with the values that the “cholo” society has established. They create a hybrid 

culture that is separate from the hybrid culture that forms at the frontier (Tabuenca 

Córdoba 100). Jose Manuel Valenzuela Arce notes that although “el cholismo” had 

existed in the chicano neighborhoods of Los Angeles since the 1960s, it did not appear on 

the border until the 1990s. Valenzuela Arce lists the social factors that led to the 

development of “cholo” identity in Mexico. The economic crisis when the Mexican 

currency suffered a great devaluation in 1976 caused a deterioration of the standard of 

living on the frontier. Other factors include migration as a process of transculturation and 

unemployment (¡A la brava ése! 56). Mass media was responsible for disseminating a 

negative view of the members of this movement by associating them with drug addiction, 

violence, delinquency, and promiscuity. 

 
85 Gina M. Pérez notes that barrios are “precious spaces that affirm cultural identities,  

 

nurture popular cultural production, and provide sanctuary for people with long histories  

 

of displacement, land loss, repression, and collective struggle” (18). 
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 The novel Cóbraselo caro (Make him pay dearly) (2005) by Elmer Mendoza 

presents the American point of view of the hybridization process that occurs when 

cultures meet at the frontier, be it physical or emotional change. Mendoza, who was born 

in the state of Sinaloa in Mexico in 1949, is known for his work in the narcoliteratura 

genre.86 Mendoza states that it is not surprising that he would be involved in this genre 

because he is a native of a state in Mexico where there is an abundance of illegal drug 

activity; it is what he knows and how he grew up (Marístain). He has written a few novels 

that deal with the topic of identity, and even though he has no firsthand experience with 

the topic of border identity, he has received various awards for his writing on the subject. 

 The narrative begins with the protagonist Nicolás Pureco, the son of humble 

immigrants who came from the Mexican state of Michoacán. Nick has attended the 

University of Michigan with a full scholarship acquired by his ability to play football. He 

lives with his wife in the suburbs of Chicago and owns three restaurants that serve 

Mexican food. He has a particularly good life, and if that is not enough, “había ganado 

una demanda por siete millones de dólares a una empresa refresquera por la pérdida de 

sus dientes” (He has won seven million dollars in a lawsuit against a soft drink company 

for the loss of his teeth) (Mendoza 31). He lives a charmed life until his midlife crisis hits 

 
86 Narcoliteratura is a literary genre that examines the social, political, economic, 

and cultural phenomenon of drug trafficking. This literary movement has been around 

since the 1960s, but it was not until the 1980s, with the increase problem of drug 

trafficking on the border between Mexico and the United States, that it grew in 

popularity. The genre has become important in the literary world. (Orozco). 
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and he begins questioning his identity. Nick needs to know where he is from and where 

he belongs. He wants to know about Mexican roots that his parents did not disclose to 

him, “salvo venerar a la virgen de Guadalupe, cumplir mi palabra y no denunciar a los 

migrantes, mo me exigieron gran cosa. Nunca me hablaron de mexicanidad, Benito 

Juárez o Tata Lázaro” (My parents did not demand much from me except to venerate the 

Virgin of Guadalupe, keep my word and not denounce the migrants. They never spoke to 

me about my Mexican roots, Benito Juárez or Tata Lazaro.)87 (32). Nick decides to look 

for answers, but the only object that he has from his parents is a copy of the book Pedro 

Páramo, which, according to Nick’s aunt, his parents used to leaf through every night, 

maybe because they could not read or write. His parents would look at each other when 

they had the book and would comment on the episodes of the book that resembled their 

life in Mexico: “Se desternillaban de risa, con los ojos llorosos terminaban diciendo que 

lo que ahí se contaba era igualito a lo que le había ocurrido a algún amigo y no a pocos 

miembros de la familia” (They would laugh so much and with teary eyes they ended up 

saying that what was told in the book was the same as what had happened to a friend or 

to many family members.) (32). Nick’s aunt tells him that at the end of their lives, his 

 
87 Benito Juárez, the twenty-sixth president of Mexico (1858-1872), was the first 

president of indigenous origin. It was the first time Mexicans had someone in office who 

resembled them, so he was very important. One of his accomplishments while in office 

was the separation of church and state. Tata Lazaro refers to Lazaro Cardenas, the fifty-

first president of Mexico (1934-1940), who had a reputation as father to the marginalized 

(hence the term “tata,” an indigenous word for father). 
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parents seemed to confuse their reality with the reality in the book, “A veces pienso que 

era cosa del demonio…me contaban por hacerme desatinar de un pueblo donde vivían 

puros muertos, gente que aunque enterrada seguían platicando” (Sometimes I think it 

was the devil’s work. . . . They would tell me these foolish things about a town where the 

dead lived and that even though they were buried they kept on having conversations 

among them) (39). 

 Nick decides to read the book to see if anything sounds familiar or gives him 

some sense of belonging. In Pedro Parámo, Juan Preciado looks for stones that represent 

the bones of Pedro Parámo so he can reconstruct his skeleton and bury it. Nick decides to 

do the same and goes on a quest to locate stones that represent the bones of Páramo. A 

disassociating Nick is guided by Macedonio Fernández, a dead Argentine poet, and Dr. 

Campuzano, a biochemist. He travels through the desert landscape that Juan Rulfo, the 

author of Pedro Páramo, cites, which is the place where Nick spent his childhood. Along 

the way he meets with people he sees as the images of the characters in Rulfo’s book. 

Nick’s reality gets lost as he immerses himself in the quest to reunite the stones of Pedro 

Páramo. The story gets complicated when one of the fictional characters steps out of the 

realm of fantasy and Nick encounters him in a restaurant in Chicago. Nick becomes 

confused and needs to reconcile reality with fantasy, but fantasy takes over. The story 

implies that Nick has collected the stones and has rebuilt Pedro Páramo’s skeleton, but 

every morning he finds that parts are missing from the skeleton or have been moved so 

that it becomes impossible for him to complete his goal. At the end of the story, Nick 

goes back to the land of his parents and loses everything he had built in Chicago, 
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including his wife. The narrative suggests that he is dead and is going on a spiritual 

journey back to his roots. 

 This novel presents a different point of view about hybridity. The reader is 

presented with a protagonist who is by all accounts an American because that is what he 

remembers and that is how he identifies himself. For fifty years he has never questioned 

his identity, but Nick’s life still revolved around his roots: the fact that he owned several 

Mexican restaurants kept him close to his ancestors, even though he was not aware of that 

closeness. His unconscious had reconciled his hybridity, but this fact had never caught up 

with his conscious. Through the fusion of Nick’s identity with the stones that represent 

both Pedro Páramo’s bones and “the other,” the Mexican culture that was so unfamiliar to 

him has given him a new hybrid culture. Nick loses his mind and he is seen roaming 

around Mexico. In his new reality, this is his hybrid existence. Another aspect of 

hybridity in this narrative is lamentation or sorrow that can tie different cultures together. 

One aspect of Pedro Páramo’s story is the lamentation for and respect for the dead. In his 

insanity, Nick finds an affinity with his Mexican relatives and friend not only through the 

sorrow express for Pedro Páramo but also through Nick’s pain about losing his parents. 

The novel Cóbraselo caro and the novel Pedro Páramo both feature an overall darkness 

that stems from their main themes of death and revenge. This shared anguish makes it 

possible for the protagonists of both novels to find themselves. 

 Fronterizo literature is characterized by infringing on the limits not only of 

physical and emotional frontiers. It is also characterized by a discourse that is filled with 

melancholy and satire. It experiments with forms and especially with language, including 

Anglo-Saxon idioms that are adapted to the style that is constructed by members of the 
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hybrid culture it inhabits. There is a rich essence of frontier expression that develops into 

a hybrid prose. This literature often focuses on urban settings that allow the authors to 

depict the language, values, and culture expressed by the liminal subjects who inhabit 

their narrations. This play with linguistic forms evokes a colloquial reality that is created 

daily in fronterizo society.
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CONCLUSION 

 This dissertation has examined identity formation in two border societies where 

people developed hybrid identities. The literature I have analyzed provides examples of 

both acculturation, which was achieved due to cultural exchange over years of 

coexistence, and transculturation. The identities that were enriched by the cultures that 

synthesized within al-Andalus and on the Mexican-American frontier contributed to a 

different way of living, thinking, and socializing. In both cultures, people were able to 

fuse into a community that shares a fronterizo way of being.  

 Alterity includes the ability of an individual to see themselves through the 

perception of the “other.” Identity was created differently in al-Andalus. An example of 

this is stated by David Nirenberg, who finds no evidence of racial categories in the early 

Middle Ages and argues that converts were not referred to as “racially impure” until 

around the fifteenth century (“Race and the Middle Ages” 144). The lack of racial 

classification suggests that in Medieval Iberia, otherness was constructed differently from 

what we see nowadays. My research shows that similar processes of identity formation 

exist on the current Mexican-American border. The society of al-Andalus interwove 

elements that Christians, Muslims, and Jews contributed through social interactions, 

commerce, and language. Cultural exchange is clearly seen in the poetic and literary 

genres that they shared that show clear evidence of hybridity.  

 Difference in al-Andalus was integrated into an interdependent whole. Jean 

Dangler identifies two core concepts of the discourse of identity in al-Andalus: 

multifaceted subject formation and the embrace of contrasts and the negative. These are 

illustrated in the philosophical writing, entertaining literature, and iconography of the 
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time. People formed identities based on mutable and flexible qualities rather than on 

static categories. Embracing contrasts and negatives is another important characteristic in 

medieval identity. These ideas include the theological meanings of absence, silence, 

emptiness, or vagueness. Contrasts and the negative had legitimate value for medieval 

Christian scholars and artists. 

 Using principles drawn from multiculturalism and postcolonial theory, I examined 

selected literary works to see if cultural fusion and a hybrid culture was achieved through 

the prolonged contact of multiple cultures. As I noted in Chapter 2 multiculturalism 

values ethnic diversity and cultural fusion and requires a different approach to the study 

of the texts presented in this study. Multicultural theory opens the door to attention to 

cultural diversity. The reader becomes aware of the cultures that are portrayed. Ethnic, 

racial, and cultural voices are present in the texts that reflect the heterogenous frontier. 

Similarly, the postcolonial term of transculturation is based on the formation of a 

different culture when two cultures exchange traits. Nadia Altschul argues that even 

though there are many critics of the opinion that the postcolonial theory pertains only to 

modern settings, “Medieval societies in fact have more wide-ranging resonances with 

issues discussed in postcoloniality” (6).  

 Just as was the case in al-Andalus, the process of identity formation on the 

Mexican-American frontier provides an environment characterized by transformation 

forged through continuous years of coexistence. Alterity is present in the status of the 

migrants who eventually contribute to the construction of the fronterizo identity. Frontier 

identity is composed of distinct cultures that have gone through a process of 

transculturation and has formed a new culture, a hybrid identity that forms from the 
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blending of two or more cultural characteristics. Hybridity leads to a wide range of 

differences, including language and religion. Roxana Rodríguez Ortiz enumerates the 

steps by which fronterizo identity is achieved: 

Durante el proceso de socialización con la comunidad estadounidense, los 

migrantes mexicanos primero se enfrentan a un proceso de amnesia 

identitaria que consiste en renegar de sus orígenes; posteriormente, de 

mimesis, donde copian los comportamientos de la sociedad industrial en 

la que cohabitan; y, finalmente, de aculturación con la sociedad 

dominante, donde armonizan elementos de ambas culturas para erigirse 

como una sociedad que difiere de la estadounidense y de la mexicana.  

 

During the process of socialization with the American community, 

Mexican migrants face a process of identity amnesia that consists of 

denying their origins; then, of mimesis, where they copy the behaviors of 

the industrial society in which they coexist; and, finally, of acculturation 

with the dominant society, where elements of both cultures harmonize to 

establish itself as a society that differs from Mexican and American 

society. (Cultura e identidad 35) 

 

This description of the process of attaining a hybrid identity is applicable to communities 

that live in the liminal spaces where cultures come together and achieve an interaction 

that eventually changes the cultural environment. 

 Language plays an important part in the development of a hybrid culture. Intricate 

cultural connections are forged when fronterizos share linguistic categories and 

boundaries to create modes of communication. In medieval Iberia, people communicated 

with each other in the context of a multifaceted linguistic network. The fact that it was 

common for Christians, Jews, and Arabs to speak in Andalusi Arabic, the primary written 

language and oral language, is evidence of the linguistic and cultural linking that 

developed in al-Andalus (López-Morillas, “Language” 34). Similarly, although the 

predominant language on the Mexican-American frontier stems from the dominant 

American culture, it has acquired nuances that make it a hybrid, fronterizo language. 
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Many idiomatic expressions and words that are different from regular English can be 

understood only by the community that inhabits the liminal space. Border dwellers insert 

English words into Spanish with slight changes that give them an English connotation. 

Examples of this practice are words such as parkear, troca, lonche, libreria, and suera.88 

Roxana Rodríguez Ortiz explains that the hybridity the language has acquired in the 

border region is a system of signs that require philosophical, esthetic, and cultural 

translations to decipher the process of interchange that changes the language (Cultura e 

identidad 76). Exchanging words from Spanish to English and English to Spanish 

enriches both languages, creating a common language in which the hybrid population can 

communicate. 

 My analysis shows that the border communities in this study share many 

characteristics that facilitated a blending of cultures and formed a hybrid way of living. 

Both borders derived from a violent environment. The frontier of al-Andalus was in 

constant war until the Christian reconquista of the Iberian Peninsula in 1492. The 

Mexican-American border has been engulfed in social violence and disarray since the 

mid-nineteenth century. Another characteristic both border societies share is a strong 

emphasis on religion. In Medieval Iberia, Christians, Muslims, and Jews coexisted until 

the reconquista, which removed the Muslim government and emphasized the differences 

 
88 Parkear means to park; in Spanish it would be estacionar. Troca means truck 

(Sp. camioneta). Lonche means sandwich in Spanish, but fronterizos used it to refer to 

lunchtime. Libreria means bookstore in Spanish, but fronterizos use it to mean library. 

Suera means sweater (Sp. suéter).  
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among these three religious communities. Throughout the greater part of eight hundred 

years of coexistence, members of these three religious communities lived and worked 

together and formed economic and personal relationships. Many of these relationships led 

to a fusion of cultural values; some led to interfaith marriages that produced offspring 

who were raised learning the religions and cultures of both parents. As discussed in 

Chapter 2, these unique interactions facilitated artistic expressions in which the 

transference of culture and religious values is easily detected. The society of al-Andalus 

promoted a community where people of all faiths could work and live together. Although 

there were periods of conflict, for the most part, the Andalusi community maintained a 

society where the arts, technology, and education could flourish.  

 The Mexican-American frontier was formed out of the desire of the United States 

for power and territory. This liminal space where the fronterizo community has cultivated 

its own artistic expressions, language, and culture is not free from conflict and has 

struggled to define its own identity. Catholicism defines Mexican culture. Pablo Vila 

argues that religion is necessary for fronterizos who seek to construct a coherent self. For 

many years, being Mexican meant being Catholic, but now Mexican identity includes 

other religions. The fact is that Mexicans are religious people, and religion is 

incorporated into their identity (Border Identifications 7). Religion is thus part of the 

hybrid culture that is formed on the frontier. Both Mexicans and Americans on the border 

celebrate the popular religious holidays that are unique to the fronterizo culture. These 

celebrations are also hybridized and have been adapted to the border identity. An 

example of this is Día de los Muertos. The altars that people set up in their homes reflect 
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the background of each family; although they derive from Mexican culture, each family 

adapts their altar to incorporate their background.  

 I have analyzed literary works from medieval Iberia and the Mexican-American 

frontier that provide evidence of transculturation and the construction of a hybrid culture. 

Examples include the Romance-language kharjas that are attached to the final stanzas of 

muwashshahs written in Arabic. These verses are evidence of a bilingual and 

multicultural society. Robert W. Felkel emphasizes that muwashshahs arose in a bilingual 

culture. Felkel describes three characteristics of this poetry: “the muwashshah had a 

variety of rhymes, it was based on stanzas, and it had a romance couplet at the end” (24).  

 Another example of a bilingual and bicultural point of view is the frontier ballad 

“El Moro de Antequera,” which starts telling the story of the battle of Antequera from a 

Muslim point of view and then changes in the middle of the tale to finish with a Christian 

narration. Romances fronterizos provide evidence of the development of a unique society 

that a multicultural community created. Frontier ballads were also known as romances 

noticieros. They were sung to audiences to inform them of the events that were taking 

place on the battlefront. At first glance, it would seem that the hostility between 

Christians and Muslims would not be a likely environment for a hybrid community to 

develop, but the romances fronterizos provide examples and themes that prove otherwise. 

First, both Christians and Muslims used military tactics that were specific to the society 

of al-Andalus. Both groups wore light military clothing and used rapid raids and light 

military clothing, revealing not only acculturation but also the development of innovative 

wartime tactics. The “Romance de los moros de Moclín” speaks of the strategy both 

groups used of targeting the economy of a town in order to leave it devastated and weak.  
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 Second, the ballads provide evidence that sexual relationships and romantic 

connections promoted the development of a hybrid culture in al-Andalus. “La morilla 

burlada,” “Seduccion de la Cava,” Historia de Flores y Blancaflor, and El Abencerraje 

describe relationships that demonstrate a hybrid exchange. The stories and characters in 

these narratives use language and or cultural references that provide evidence of cultural 

fusion. “La morilla burlada” and “Seduccion de la Cava” are romances that revolve 

around a forceful sexual encounter that propose a violent acculturation. Historia de 

Flores y Blancaflor, and El Abencerraje are two tales that portray love stories and 

friendships that demonstrate a hybridity obtained through love and mutual respect. 

 The third theme of ballads that provides evidence of hybridity is sorrow. The 

feeling of despair brought upon by a lost battle, the loss of a loved one, or nostalgia 

enables characters from different cultures to enter a distinctive space that is created when 

they come together to mourn. This mourning for what was lost and a time that will never 

come again allows cultural exchange.  

 Furthermore, the audience plays an especially important part in the narration of 

the romances. The audience is a crucial part of the hybrid discourse. To understand and 

receive the information presented, they became part of the new culture that has developed 

from the fusion. Audiences were well informed and could relate to the stories the 

minstrels were reciting. The same is true in the literature of the current Mexican-

American frontier. To comprehend and identify with the narratives and characters, 

readers need to have knowledge of the community built by the fusion of cultures.  

 Additionally, both societies place importance on the cities and spaces that lead to 

a personification of the territory. In the romances fronterizos, cities such as Granada, 
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Alhama, and Antequera were brought to life and became characters in the narratives. As 

such, they expressed a hybrid point of view, suggesting that they were aware of the 

cultural exchange happening around them. The same is true in the fronterizo literature 

from the Mexican-American border. In Luis Humberto Crosthwaite’s Estrella de la calle 

sexta, the city of Tijuana comes to life in the stories. This character is mindful of the 

unique events and people it contains and the constant cultural exchange occurring every 

day. In a similar way, in Señales que precederán al fin del mundo, Yuri Herrera uses the 

cities and spaces the protagonist visits as characters and companions during the quest. 

Readers experience not only their point of view but the acculturation they contribute to 

the story.  

 Language use is another characteristic of hybridity. The protagonists in the 

literature of the Mexico-US border consciously use words to depict difference and create 

a different space. It is through their expressions and the way words change meaning that 

they realize they are part of a different community. This is seen in “Mericans,” when the 

children announce to the tourist their identity is defined by the language they speak rather 

than the way they look.  

 Religion also forms part of the fronterizo discourse. Mentioning a particular saint 

or a feast day or the Virgin, God, and Allah are important parts of the hybrid 

conversations in the narratives presented in this study. As I analyzed in Chapter 5, the 

short story “Mericans” demonstrated how religious practices characterize a specific 

culture. The grandmother in the story visits the church and prays to the Virgen de 

Guadalupe, suggesting that she retains a strong Mexican identity. In Cóbraselo Caro, 

Nick accepts the existence of spirits and is guided by them in his journey to find the body 
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of Pedro Pápramo. Nick was introduced as an American with all the qualities that identity 

entails, but as he sets off on his journey to find the culture of his parents, elements such 

as religion suggest that he is becoming more Mexican. The presence of religious artifacts 

to protect the protagonists in the tales of La frontera de cristal emphasizes the importance 

of Mexican identity in this hybrid text. For the characters who live within the fronterizo 

and the characters in medieval Iberian literature, religion provides a reminder of their 

cultural background as they move between two different cultures.  

 The literature I have analyzed provides evidence of a fronterizo mentality within 

the characters and in the situations the texts describe. It is clear that the protagonists of 

both medieval Iberian and Mexican-American literature follow similar thought processes. 

Members of both of these societies live in a liminal territory where their cultural norms 

are negotiated and transformed. In al-Andalus, specific characters demonstrated their 

ability to move in the in-between space. The specific duties of alfaqueques and 

trujamanes allowed them to navigate the liminal area that was the frontier. These men are 

exemplars of multiculturalism because of their facility with multiple languages and their 

deep knowledge of customs in multiple communities. Similarly, the fronterizo character 

in modern Mexican-American border possesses the cultural knowledge to navigate the 

frontier space.  

 Throughout this dissertation I have provided examples in literary works that 

demonstrate how hybridity is achieved when cultures coexist. I chose texts from 

medieval Iberia and the contemporary Mexican-American border to find out if hybridity 

can be achieved despite the circumstances that bring cultures together. Because of the 

similar topics I have identified in both literatures, I have determined that regardless of the 
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historical period or the conflicts of the time, different cultural communities find a way to 

coexist and create a space where they are able to work together and flourish. Identity 

formation is important to all individuals, and when cultures come together with dissimilar 

characteristics, people tend to find a way to relate to and identify with each other. 

Through the formation of a hybrid culture and a hybrid language, people develop in the 

liminal, in-between spaces that are formed on the frontiers.
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