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ABSTRACT 

 
 This dissertation investigates the production and reception of a modern 

transnational pan-indigenous ideology and multi-plex identity, through the acquisition of 

Danza Azteca expressive cultural practices.  My research is situated within the 

Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli Danza Azteca group, based in Sacramento, California. I argue that 

through the embodied act of dancing, danzantes are able to access, reconstruct, and 

express socio-historical memories, feelings, and their sense of space and place, 

effectively creating a Mexica identity and way of life based in a pan-indigenous ideology, 

a decolonized consciousness.  I explore the expressive cultural practices and the 

processes that each danzante participates in to create this pan-indigenous ideology and 

identity.   

  I explore the transformative power and habitus of Danza Azteca, an emergent 

social movement, and I investigate its ability to act as a vehicle for self-representation for 

individual danzantes as well as the larger Chicana/o and Native communities in which it 

is situated.  Danza encompasses more than just the physical act of dancing.   Danzantes 

are engaged in the movement, music, as well as the multiple visual representations of 

danza.  A danzante may utilize one or more of danza’s expressive cultural practices to 

produce and express the various manifestations of their multi-plex indigenous identities.  

Danza is seen not as a dance or a religion, it is viewed among the danzantes as a way of 

life: as prayer, tradition, heritage, history and dancing identity.  I argue that through the 

expression and reception of danza at Danza Azteca dance events, the indigenous ideology 

acquired, and the expressive cultural practices shared by the danzantes, grant them the  
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power to construct, produce and express a highly politicized pan-indigenous identity.  

The production of this pan-indigenous identity and ideology confronts past geo-political 

and ethnic boundaries and is grounded in the specific socio-political relationships the 

Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group is embedded in and the corresponding ideology of the 

Maestro of the Danza group.   

  I explore how the danzantes connect with socio-historical memories via 

movement, as well as in Danza art vis-`a-vis the images and symbols on their trajes and 

armas.  I show how danzantes employ Nahua art and symbolism as representations of 

their gendered, social and cultural identity.   I focus upon the body as the site where 

memories are stored, accessed, and expressed.  The performance, experience, and 

reception of dance is a particularly powerful site for the embodiment, expression and 

reception of identity and memory.  

  I employ an interdisciplinary approach that utilizes methodologies which speak 

to the complexities of the Danza as a socio-historical and culturally constructed 

phenomenon, and as a social movement as well. I utilize medical anthropology 

epistemology and theories on memory recuperation, retention, and invention to 

investigate the remembering and performance of tradition and identity through Danza.  I 

employ performance, dance, and ritual theory to analyze the current Danza Azteca 

movement as a meta-transformative practice. I utilized ethnographic methods such as 

participant observation, auto-ethnography, semi-structured face-to-face interviews, visual 

and phenomenological methods. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Research Question: 

 

 This dissertation investigates the production and reception of a modern 

transnational pan-indigenous ideology and multi-plex identity, through the acquisition of 

Danza Azteca expressive cultural practices.  My research is situated within the 

Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli Danza Azteca group, based in Sacramento, California
1
, the group on 

which I will be focussing on throughout the dissertation.  I argue that through the 

embodied act of dancing, danzantes
2
 are able to access, reconstruct, and express socio-

historical memories, feelings, and their sense of space and place, effectively creating a 

Mexica
3
 identity and way of life based in a pan-indigenous ideology, a decolonized 

consciousness
4
.  I explore the expressive cultural practices and the processes that each 

danzante participates in to create this pan-indigenous ideology and identity.  The 

                                                           
1
 There are six Danza Azteca groups in Sacramento, California, and although each group 

practices Danza Azteca style, no two groups practice Danza exactly the same.The danzas 

(dances) and steps of the danzas are similar but, slight differentiation among some steps 

and stylization of the dance can be attributed to the Maestro/a’s or the group’s dance 

lineage. Major differences do appear in the practice of and ideology of each group, which 

varies in accordance with the Jefe or Maestro/a’s danza ideology.  
2
 A danzante is an individual who dances, practices, and shares in the expressive cultural 

and social practices of a particular danza Azteca group. See the glossary for further 

definition. 
3
 Term used by the Aztecs to describe themselves.  Mexica are the people who resided in  

Mexico-Tenochtitlan See glossary for further explanation of its relation to Nahua, Aztec, 

Toltec and other Uto-Aztecan speaking peoples. 
4
 The idea of a decolonized consciousness is adapted from Frantz Fanon’s concept of a 

“colonized consciousness”.   
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reception of the new identities and ideology, spoken of during the presentations, 

practicas
5
, and ceremonies are analyzed along with the performance of history, tradition, 

and identity during the cultural and political act of danza
6
.   I explore the transformative 

power and habitus of Danza Azteca, an emergent social movement, and I investigate its 

ability to act as a vehicle for self-representation for individual danzantes as well as the 

larger Chicana/o and Native communities in which it is situated.    

 Danza encompasses more than just the physical act of dancing.  Danzantes are 

engaged in the movement, music, as well as the multiple visual representations of danza.  

A danzante may utilize one or more of danza’s expressive cultural practices to produce 

and express the various manifestations of their multi-plex indigenous identities.  Danza is 

seen not as a dance or a religion, it is viewed among the danzantes as a way of life.  This 

sentiment is shared by all of the danzantes and is clearly expressed by Guillermo Aranda, 

the Maestro of the White Hawk dance group based in Watsonville, California “The danza 

is not a religion, it’s a view and understanding of the universe.  It’s a tool to help us 

understand our place on this earth, in the universe” (personal communication: Aranda 

2004).  Jesus Ortiz, the Maestro of the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli danza group echoes this 

statement when he describes Danza as  “a spiritual movement, life movement...Danza’s 

not just one thing, Danza’s life, Danza’s everything...A danza is a form of prayer.  Each 

                                                           
5
 A practica is the practice session the danza group holds weekly, sometimes bi-weekly.  

A practica is also a type of danza event, see Chapter 4 for more information on this and 

the other two types of danza events. 
6
 Danza is a term employed to describe and encompass multiple indigenous dance 

practices of Mexico.  There is Danza Azteca, Conchero Danza, Danza Chichimeca. 

Danza denotes more than just the expressive cultural practices, it encompasses the 

ideology, and way of life of a danzante. It is used here solely in reference to Danza 

Azteca expressive cultural practices and ideological beliefs. When addressing other types 

of danza I will use the full name, i.e. Conchero Danza. 
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danza has its own meaning, story, power and direction.” (personal communication: J. 

Ortiz 2011).   Danza is viewed as prayer, tradition, heritage, history and dancing identity.  

A danzante within the dance circle is encircled by family, prayers, and one’s history.  I 

argue that through the expression and reception of danza at Danza Azteca dance events, 

the indigenous ideology acquired, and the expressive cultural practices shared by the 

danzantes, grant them the power to construct, produce and express a highly politicized 

pan-indigenous identity. 

 My research demonstrates that the emergent pan-indigenous identity present in 

this region encompasses indigenous people of multiple nations including but not limited 

to the regional California and Nevada tribes: the Miwok, Maidu, Pomo, Wintu, and 

WaShoe; people of Pacific Islander descent
7
; the native communities of the southwest; as 

well as the indigenous people of North, Central and South America.  This pan-indigenous 

identity is spoken of and portrayed within multiple Danza Azteca and Native American 

social, cultural, and political dance events and gatherings, such as big times, sweats, 

temescales, and multi-cultural presentations, festivals and ceremonies.  The production of 

this pan-indigenous identity and ideology confronts past geo-political and ethnic 

boundaries and is grounded in the specific socio-political relationships the Quetzalcoatl-

Citlalli group is embedded in and the corresponding ideology of the Maestro of the 

Danza group.   

 One of the objectives of this research project is to analyze the evolution of Danza 

in this Sacramento based Danza group based upon their particular socio-political context 

and group positionalities, and how have they redefined and reshaped danza to speak to 

                                                           
7
 Here I am speaking primarily of the local Hawaiian Halaus that participate in two 

regional Big Times, in Shingle Springs, California, and Auburn, California. 
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the specific concerns and interests of their danza group and community.  I explore how 

danza practices and their individual and communal representations have evolved in this 

pan-indigenous community. I will show how ethnic and cultural specifics are maintained 

and valorized but a familial sense of belonging to a larger family of indigenous “brothers 

and sisters” is shared. 

Paul Connerton argues that “our experiences of the present largely depend upon 

our knowledge of the past, and our images of the past commonly serve to legitimate a 

present social order” (1989: 3-4).  Secondly, Connerton and other scholars argue that a 

society’s memory is critical because past factors can influence and distort an individual’s 

experience of the present (Connerton 1989: 1-2, Murguia 200, Climo and Cattel 2002).  I 

focus on the remembering and rewriting of history, tradition and identity through the 

recovery of socio-historical and cultural memories via danza’s expressive cultural 

practices.  The remembering of socio-historical memories has been shown to benefit a 

given society, and both Murguia and Connerton show us that memory and more 

specifically the remembering and reinvention of memory are critical in decolonizing 

efforts and when reclaiming a socio-historical past. Furthermore, scholars point out that 

these constructed memories have the ability to heal and bring together a community, and, 

in the same breath, “tear a community apart”  (Climo and Cattel 2002: 5). I examine how 

the danzante described remembering and “prayer through movement” transforms 

danzantes’ identities. 

I explore how the danzantes connect with socio-historical memories via 

movement, as well as in Danza art vis-`a-vis the images and symbols on their trajes
8
 and 

                                                           
8
 Trajes are the regalia, attire, the danzantes wear for presentations and ceremonies. 
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armas
9
.  I show how danzantes employ indigenous North, South and Central American  

art and symbolism within danza art and trajes as representations of their gendered, social 

and cultural identity.   I focus upon the body as the site where memories are stored, 

accessed, and expressed.  The body is a powerful site for the dissemination of 

information, and has been used in both sacred and secular contexts throughout time to 

write one’s memory and identity into history, for in the words of Climo and Cattel, 

“memories are not stored solely in the brain, but in the body and bodily practices”.  They 

go on to point out that “Memories reside in many mnemonic sites and practices-in 

language, songs, and ceremonies, bodies and bodily practices, places and things” (Climo 

and Cattel 2002: 17, 19). The performance, experience and reception of dance is a 

particularly powerful site for the embodiment, expression and reception of identity and 

memory.  I utilize medical anthropology epistemology and theories on memory 

recuperation, retention, and invention to investigate the remembering, rewriting, and 

performance of tradition and identity through Danza Azteca, as a movement system and 

governing ideology.  I employ performance, dance, and ritual theory to analyze the 

current Danza Azteca movement as a meta-transformative practice.   

Methodology / Fieldwork Context: 

 

  When I returned to Sacramento, California to begin my dissertation fieldwork I 

was speaking with a Native American informant who knew of my interest in researching 

Danza Azteca.  She told me I should speak with Jesus Ortiz, stating “he is the Maestro
10

 

of a danza group in town.  Everyone knows Jesus, he’s been around forever.  Involved 

                                                           
9
 Armas are the tools and instruments a danzante carries with them at all danza events, i.e. 

ayacachtli. 
10

 
10

 A maestro is a teacher, advisor, the group leader. 
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during the old Chicano Movement days at Sac State, he’s really active in Native events, 

he would be a great contact for you.” (PCA, personal communication: March 2009)  I 

thought that this sounded great, and I gave him a call and explained who I was and what I 

intended to research.  He was very inviting and advised me, “if you want to understand 

Danza, you have to do it, you have to dance” (J. Ortiz, personal communication: March, 

2009).  He invited me to join them at their Thursday night practices which were tailored 

to beginner dancers.  The class focused on one or two dances, and broke the dances down 

into the specific steps of each dance.  This was March of 2009 and I have danced with 

them continuously over the past three years. 

 I began my research as a cultural and visual anthropology graduate student intent 

on researching Danza Azteca in my hometown of Sacramento, California.  I am now a 

danzante myself, a member of the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli Danza Azteca group, a mother, 

an anthropologist and a photographer and videographer.  I began dancing when I was 

pregnant and when she was born I danced with my daughter in my arms and now as a 

toddler she dances next to me during presentations, practicas and ceremonies. My status 

as a danzante within the danza group allows me to access parts of the circle during 

ceremonies, as well as access to danzantes dancing in the inner circles, which are 

normally not recorded or previously not allowed to be recorded.  Being a danzante 

myself also grants me further insight into how and when to film, what shots may best 

convey the movement, smoke, drums, and danza art all intertwining in at the danza 

practicas, presentations, and ceremonies.  I utilized video, photography, and data 

gathered as a danzante and in semi-structured face-to-face interviews with danzantes 

from the group.   
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 Group Demographics: 

 I began dancing with Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli, a Sacramento based Danza Azteca 

group, in March of 2009.    The danza group is comprised of thirty-seven danzantes: men, 

women, minors, elders, pregnant women(variable), and undergraduate, and graduate 

students of varying economic status and ethnicities, ranging from self-described identity 

categories of Caucasian, Mexican-American, Chicano/a, Ecuadorian, El Salvadorian, 

Peruvian, and Native American backgrounds.  At any given time there are approximately 

thirty active danza members.  Currently there are seventeen adult members and thirteen 

minor members.  The adult male to female ratio is six to eleven, and the minor male to 

female ratio is two to eleven.   I attribute the large difference between the adult male to 

female ratio and minor male to female ratio to the stigmatized nature of male dancers in 

the US.  Overall the active group is composed of seventy-three percent female and 

twenty-seven percent male. The group also has a significant number of “visiting” 

danzantes who regularly attend practicas and dance and drum with the group at their 

practicas, presentations and ceremonies, but who belong to other regional Danza groups. 

  Eighty percent of the adult danzantes are middle class educated working 

professionals.  Of the seventeen “active” adults in the group ten have graduate level 

degrees.  In addition, five more members have attended college but never completed their 

respective degree programs.  Of the eighty percent of the danzantes who are educated 

working professionals eighty percent of them are working as educators in either 

elementary school education, secondary education, university education or special needs 

education.   
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 The group has eight “non-active” danzantes.  Non-active danzantes are group 

members who are committed to the group and were active danzantes for a consistent 

amount of time in the past, but for work, school, or familial reasons are not able to attend 

practicas or ceremonies on a regular basis.   All current “active” danzantes are 

participants who regularly participate in the practicas, presentations, and ceremonial 

dances year round and are included in the study, unless they requested not to participate.   

Several of the participants I interviewed are children and are a vital demographic in my 

research.  Children are a significant portion of the “active” participant population and as 

such are heavily involved in the danza group’s various activities.  This population often 

continues to dance through adulthood and has been shown to enroll their children in 

Danza when they have their own children.   

 I actively danced with the group from March of 2009 until August of 2009, when 

I took maternity leave, until January of 2010.  Upon my return the group welcomed me 

and my baby back, and I began to dance with my baby at all danza events.  The group is 

primarily composed of seven families.  Of the thirty-seven active members twenty of 

them are families participating together.  The group has a very active and strong support 

system for families and children and the teaching of indigenous ideology to the children 

of the group is heavily emphasized by the Maestro of the group 

Methodology: 

Prior to my dissertation research, I conducted two phases of preliminary 

dissertation research that endowed me with numerous community contacts as well as 

access to a vast network of danzantes.  During the summer of 2003 I traveled through 

Mexico, following Danzantes from Sacramento, California, as they made their pilgrimage 
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through Mexico, visiting Mexica and Mayan historical sites throughout the country, 

culminating in their dancing at a ceremony in the Zocalo in Mexico City with their sister 

Danza group based in Mexico.  I also conducted preliminary dissertation research while I 

lived in Oahu, Hawai’i.  I interviewed three hula dancers, one of whom was a also a 

chanter, as well as a Kumu Hula of high standing, who now primarily teaches traditional 

hula and chanting.  Within the research I conducted many parrallels arose in relation to 

the development of and practice of each “traditional dance style”. Danza Azteca and 

Traditional Hula were both revitalized during their respective cultural renaissance 

movements in the 1970s and interestingly enough they are both practiced by populations 

that are largely not fluent in the languages used to sing and chant.  There are also now 

strong similarities in the commodification of danza within the Mexican tourism industry 

which mirrors the commodification Hula underwent in the past. 

   The range of danzantes I spoke to during my two phases of preliminary 

dissertation research enabled me to design a cohesive and efficient research plan and 

timeline, as well as greatly informed my selection of ethnographic methodologies.  My 

research project requires an interdisciplinary approach that utilizes methodologies which 

speak to the complexities of the Danza as a socio-historical and culturally constructed 

phenomenon, and as a social movement as well.  In response to the multi-faceted nature 

of my research topic I have utilized ethnographic methods such as participant 

observation, auto-ethnography, life-histories, and structured open-ended interviews.  I 

have also placed a heavy emphasis on visual and phenomenological methods often 

utilized within the anthropology of the senses, the anthropology of the body, the 

anthropology of human movement, and visual anthropology.  



 

10 
 

  I began semi-structured face-to-face interviews in May of 2010.  I purposefully 

did not begin the interviews right away so I could construct a more meaningful interview 

questionnaire from my experience as a danzante and participant observer.  As an active 

participant, I danced, and continue to dance, with the group in their weekly practicas, and 

at their dance events.  The danza group has a very active dance schedule, sometimes 

dancing at three different events in one weekend as well as multiple events during the 

week.  The group holds presentations at conferences, graduations, multiple Native 

American events, elementary school assemblies, city festivals, marchas
11

 and at the youth 

authorities
12

 in the area.  The group also dances at more than twenty Mexica ceremonies
13

 

each year.    

 I conducted thirty semi-structured face-to-face interviews with sixteen danza 

interviewees.  Multiple follow-up interviews were conducted with several danzantes who 

had an extensive history of dancing with the group.  Interviews began in May of 2010 

and concluded in February of 2012.  I interviewed danzantes with differing dance 

experience, children, elders, women, and men of varying economic status, education and 

ethnicities in order to obtain a multi-dimensional view of the meaning, function, and 

complexities involved in the Danza for each individual and group. In addition to the 

thirty Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli interviews mentioned above, I conducted ten additional 

interviews.  I interviewed the original founder of the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group, Senora 
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 Marchas are events where local populations gather to support or protest a specific 

cause, event or person,  they may be socially or politically motivated.  
12

 Youth authorities are similar to juvenile halls.  Detention centers for underage youth. 
13

 A Mexica ceremony is a danza dance event.  The group attends ceremonies that are 

held throughout the state.  Each ceremony is in honor of and a celebration of different 

gods, seasons, initiation ceremonies, in honor of elders or children.  See chapter 4 for a 

more thorough discussion and description of ceremonies.  
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Angel Berta Cobb, as well as the Maestro of the White Hawk Dance Group, Guillermo 

Aranda, the Chairwoman and five members of a local Native American tribe the group 

often dances with and also shares members with. 

    As an active participant over the past three years, I have regularly danced and 

shared in the group’s practicas, ceremonies, and presentations.  Throughout the entire 

period I wrote experiential narratives, which I have utilized in my study.   Fraleigh shows 

that experiential narratives of dancers are critical because, in her words, these  

“descriptions of dancing always illuminate the lived experience, [and] what happens in 

the psychic, somatic life of movement in the moment of performance,” (Fraleigh 2004: 

xii).  Employing phenomenological methods, such as lived experience narratives and 

approaches to understanding the processes of embodiment, allow me to delve more 

deeply into the role and meaning of Danza within the group.  As a participant observer I 

also would write, as part of my fieldnotes, a short lived experience narrative for the 

ceremonies and presentations I attended.  For example, at the Xantotl ceremony
14

 in 

Santa Rosa, California I decided not to dance and solely observed the ceremony as a 

spectator, and in my fieldnotes I wrote about the differences in attending ceremonia as an 

observer, as opposed to participating in the ceremony as a danzante.  When I came and 

did not dance it was deemed “Aztec watching” by the Maestro of the group.  Despite the 

fact that, I am a danzante and had danced at numerous ceremonies before I was viewed as 

an outside observer, a non-danzante.  This reaction was very different from the other 

danza events I filmed and photographed as a danzante and videographer, which was 

wholeheartedly embraced.  Not participating, but filming alone, was not liked and carried 

                                                           
14

 This was the first observance of the Xantotl ceremony in Santa Rosa, California.  It is 

in observance of the four directions. 



 

12 
 

some backlash with it.  A danzante dances, but as an anthropologist I had to view these 

events from all angles and perspectives, insider and outsider.  I gained a lot of insight at 

the ceremony by refraining from dancing about audience conversations, the running of 

ceremonies, the view of the circles and traditions from the outside, as well as the group’s 

stance on outside observers. 

  At most danza presentations, ceremonies, and practicas it is not uncommon to see 

multiple audience members taking danzantes pictures or recording the dances.  Some of 

those whom take these recordings and pictures ask for permission and some do not, 

which is highly frowned upon.  I have asked and received signed permission to film and 

photograph the group’s danzas and the danzantes during danza presentations and 

ceremonies. All those who appear in this publication have given their written permission 

to be recorded (photographically, audio, and video).    

  I employed visual theory and utilized video and photography as ethnographic 

tools in the field. I took photographs and video from inside the circle as well as from 

outside the circles for the Guerreros
15

 ceremony on October 8, 2011.  I videotaped and 

photographed the creation of the main altar for the ceremony as well as the four 

supporting altars.  I videotaped the ceremony from inside the circle looking out and in, 

and from outside the circle looking in to ensure that I addressed every angle of reception 

and observation.  I gathered fliers and leaflets from each ceremony and presentation 

where they were present to later analyze what symbols and meanings they were explicitly 

and self-consciously addressing. 
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 The Guerreros ceremony is held annually by the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group in 

Sacramento, California.  It is the male initiation, or coming of age ceremony. 
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  I utilize the visual and textual mediums to show that the Danza should be viewed 

as a “dance event” and “dance culture,” as defined by Kealiinohomoku (cited in Royce 

1977: 10).    The visual medium allows me to return to the field site and, combined with 

the original visual and textual data I gathered on the day of the event, I am able to 

conduct further visual, kinesthetic, and textual analysis of the dance event.  Danza Azteca 

dance events encompass more than just the performance of the dance: these events are 

fluid and include the place and space surrounding it, the interplay between the actors and 

recipients, as well as the music.  All aspects of a dance event influence the meaning 

garnered by the danzante and audience because, in the words of Sheets-Johnstone, 

“Movement is unique among the media of expression…We produce sound 

kinesthetically, via muscular movement, but we hear it aurally, we paint kinesthetically 

but review it visually.  While the results of movement can be seen and heard, they are 

primarily received by the person doing it as felt experience, as kinesthesia” (1980: 73).   

As a participant or as an observer at danza events the multi-sensory nature of movement 

at Danza events that Sheets-Johnstone speaks about is clearly evident.   Danza Azteca 

presentations and ceremonies require that we utilize each of our senses.  As soon as you 

enter the location of any ceremonial site, as a danzante or observer your senses are 

overtaken by the sounds of the armas
16

, drums, xayayotes
17

, and conversations, all taking 

place simultaneously.  You are at once immersed in the sight of danzantes performing 

their readying rituals, dressing, lacing up their xayayotes, putting their feathers in their 
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 Armas are the instruments a danzante carries with them at all danza events, for example 

an ayacachtli. 
17

 Xayayotes: Seed pods tied together on the ankles that when stomped keep the beat of 

the dance. 
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kopillis
18

.  One also can hear the xayayotes ringing as danzantes are walking around, and 

you smell the copal or sage burning in the sahumador
19

, and see the smoke in the air as 

the sahumadoras
20

 bless the altars and danzantes. Then the caracoles are called and the 

drums begin to beat.  The heartbeat is set and the ayacachtlis
21

 and xayayotes carry the 

beat.  Everyone begins to move in unison and the movement has begun.  Songs and 

blessings are said in English, Nahuatl, Spanish and sometimes Miwok. Every sense is 

overtaken by a multitude of happenings and because of this I as a danzante and 

anthropologist utilize video, lived experience narratives, photography, and conduct 

interviews on the ceremonies soon after the ceremony concludes to gain as much critical 

data as I can from the events. 

 My varied methodologies allow me to conduct a multi-level analysis. With this 

multi-level analysis I am able to see how multiple cultural, social, and political aspects of 

the Chicano/Mexicano community permeate the dance events, and grant meaning to these 

events.  It is essential to not rely on any single medium but on all three visual, 

phenomenological, and  textual (material culture).  Each medium feeds into the meaning 

of another and through the combination of all three: I am able to construct a more 

thorough analysis and understanding of the significance of the dance event. 
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 Kopilli:  Headdress typically worn for ceremonies, presentations, or ensayo real.  They 

can vary in size and shape, but all consist of a multitude of feathers (Macaw, Rooster, or 

pheasant feathers). 
19

 The vessel, that a sahumadora uses to burn the copal or sage, it holds or carries the 

sacred fire. 
20

 Sahumadora: The name used for the person who carries the smoke for the group.  

Important role within the group, person who takes care of the danzantes; cares for their 

prayers, emotions, and protects the group from inside or outside ill intentioned forces.  

Typically uses copal or sage, sometimes, lavender, burns on the sahumador, blesses 

danzantes before, during and after a dance. 
21

 Ayacachtli (sonaja): Rattle held to keep the beat of the dance.  Can be made of wood, 

bone, or metal. 
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Theoretical and Literature Reviews: 

 

In order to address all aspects and aims of my research project I build upon the 

theory of anthropological subfields, including 1) the anthropology of the body, medical 

anthropology and the anthropology of the senses; 2) the anthropology of human 

movement, phenomenology and visual anthropology; and 3) the politics of cultural 

identity.  In addition, I utilize the anthropological literature pertaining to social 

movements, identity politics, globalization, transnationalism, feminist theory, heritage, 

and folklore. Due to the multi-faceted and complex nature of danza Azteca, and the 

coinciding lack of ethnographic investigation within the discipline of anthropology in this 

subject area, I will also utilize literature from disciplines such as Chicana/o, Native 

American, and border studies.  

The Anthropology of the Body/Medical Anthropology/the Anthropology of the 

Senses 

The theoretical and epistemological approaches of medical anthropologists, such 

as Martin, Scheper-Hughes, Lock, Lindenbaum, and Good, aid in my investigation of 

Danza Azteca because their respective theories take into account various aspects and 

consequences of the production and consumption of new knowledges.  One must place 

events in their particular social and historical context because the political economy of a 

specific historical period affects the practice and performance of the dance and value 

bestowed by the shared community, as well as the reception of the dance within the larger 

community they are embedded in.   

The problematized notion of the body first developed within the anthropology of 

the body, a relatively new sub-discipline of anthropology created during the theoretical 
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boom of the 1980s.  The theory that developed from research into the body and the 

problematized notion of Cartesian dualism opened the door to groundbreaking work in a 

number of anthropological fields such as the anthropology of human movement, the 

anthropology of the senses, and critical medical anthropology. As outlined by Scheper-

Hughes and Lock, the anthropology of the body “has its antecedents in physical, 

psychological, and symbolic anthropology, as well as in ethnoscience, phenomenology, 

and semiotics” (1987: 208). 

The anthropology of the body and critical medical anthropology are useful 

theoretically and epistemologically to my research project because they debunk the 

epistemological tradition of Cartesian dualism by beginning from what Scheper-Hughes 

and Lock see as “an assumption of the body as simultaneously a physical and symbolic 

artifact, as both naturally and culturally produced, and as securely anchored in a 

particular historical moment,” (1987: 208).  Both the anthropology of the body and 

medical anthropology effectively suspend, in the words of Scheper-Hughes and Lock 

“our usual belief and cultural commitment to the mind/body, seen/unseen, 

natural/supernatural, magical/rational, rational/irrational, and real/unreal oppositions and 

assumptions that have characterized ethnomedical anthropology to date” (1987: 208). 

Scheper-Hughes and Lock problematized the notion of the body, and in their words 

“emphasize[ing] the body as a social construction rather than a biological entity”, they 

further problematized the body by situating the body within three separate, yet 

interwoven and contested units of analysis known as the individual body, the social body 

and the body politic (1987: 208). As expressed by Scheper-Hughes and Lock, “The ‘three 

bodies’ represent not only three separate and overlapping units of analysis, but also three 
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different theoretical approaches and epistemologies: phenomenology (individual 

body/lived self), structuralism and symbolism (the social body), and post-

structuralism(the body politic)” (1987: 209).  Scheper-Hughes and Lock assert that the 

individual body deals with the “phenomenological sense of the lived experience of the 

body-self…[and assume] that all people share at least some intuitive sense of the 

embodied self as existing apart from other individual bodies” (1987: 209).  Scheper-

Hughes and Lock argue that the social body reflects “the representational uses of the 

body as a natural symbol with which to think about nature, society, and culture” (1987: 

209), and what they refer to as the body politic encompasses the “regulation, surveillance, 

and control of bodies (individual and collective) in reproduction and sexuality, in work 

and in leisure, in sickness and other forms of deviance and human difference” (1987: 

209).  The “three bodies” outlined by Scheper-Hughes and Lock  are all essential to the 

investigation of Danza but their conceptualization of the body politic is the most dynamic 

because, as Scheper-Hughes and Lock note, it “suggests why and how certain kinds of 

bodies are socially produced” (1987: 209). I will utilize each conceptualization of the 

“three bodies” to highlight the various processes the danzante undergoes while acquiring 

and performing the new knowledge system. 

Scheper-Hughes and Lock propose that previous scholarship, which turned away from 

the epistemological tradition of the Cartesian dualism, and focused solely on the body as 

subject, failed in that it did not address the concept of the “mindful body”.  Scheper-

Hughes and Lock argue that critical medical anthropology provides “the key toward the 

development of a new epistemology and metaphysics of the mindful body and of the 

emotional, social and political sources of illness and healing” (1987: 220).   
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Furthermore, Lindenbaum and Lock have shown that “medical knowledge is the 

product of a particular place at a particular time,” and that scholars should focus on how 

knowledge is produced and whether the production of new knowledge alters the 

individual’s sense of self (1993: 79-80).  Studies within medical anthropology also 

remind me that I must be mindful of how I approach my investigation of the Danza 

because, as Scheper-Hughes and Lock have shown, past research conducted on the body, 

where researchers consciously attempted, “to temper the materialism and the 

reductionism of biomedical science often end up inadvertently recreating the mind/body 

opposition in a new form” (1987: 211). 

Anthropology of Human Movement:  

 The study of dance within anthropology underwent a major paradigm shift during 

the 1970s (Farnell 1999, Kaeppler 1978, Williams 2004, Reed 1998).   Farnell asserts that 

it switched its focus from an “observationist view of behavior to a conception of the body 

movement as dynamically embodied action” (1999: 341, see also Buckland 1999, Reed 

1998).  Similar to work in the anthropology of the body and medical anthropology, dance 

anthropologists such as Farnell began to focus on “talk from the body’ as a dynamically 

embodied action in semantically rich spaces” as opposed to the past considerations of “ 

‘talk about the body’ as a cultural object, and to ‘talk of the body’ as a phenomenological 

realm of subjective experience” (1999: 342).  Current anthropological theory defines 

dance and other rhythmic or patterned movement systems as dynamically embodied 

signifying acts, and choreographed action sign systems (Farnell 1999: 341).  Farnell 

argues that these choreographed action sign systems are acts that “generate an enormous 

variety of forms of embodied knowledge, systematized in various ways and to varying 
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degrees, involving cultural convention as well as creative performativity” (1999: 343).  

She them goes on to argue that when these choreographed action sign systems are 

performed in sacred or secular rituals, ceremonies or in other symbolically rich spaces 

they become “the dialogical, intersubjective means by which persons, social institutions, 

and cultural knowledge’s are socially constructed, historically transmitted, and revised 

and so are constitutive of culture and self” (1999: 343).  

Reed and Williams state that dance and other movement systems are an effective 

mode of communication, which may be used to express an individual’s gender, class, 

ethnic, cultural, and/or national identities.  Ness argues that multiple identities are 

accessible through the performance and reception of dance because, “In dance, the 

mind’s “I” can become variable, and, may inhabit the person in an infinite number of 

ways,” (Ness 1992).  In Hughes-Freeland and Crain we see that,  “Dancing is more than 

physical activity…in many societies, dancing is a visual metaphor for effective access to, 

and understanding of, the exemplary forms of being” (1998: 105).  

Within the anthropology of human movement, anthropologists such as Reed, 

Giurchescu, Royce, Daniel, and Desmond assert that dance is also portrayed as a tool 

used locally by marginalized populations to express their ethnic solidarity and identity, as 

well as utilized as a tool of political resistance (Reed 1998, Giurchescu 2001, Royce 

1977, Daniel 1999. Desmond).  These same anthropologists argue that it can also be used 

as a unifying and controlling tool in accordance with various nation-state ideologies 

(Reed 1998, Cowann 1990, Royce 1977, Daniel 1999, Sten 1990).   

In performance theory dance as ritual also has transformative powers, and is 

viewed as a tool for granting one access to transportation and transformation (Carrasco 
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1991: 145-148).  Richard Schechner defines transportation as a performance where 

performers are changed and transportation is a performance where dancers are taken to 

another place in time and body, but in the end, they re-enter ordinary life.   

Transformation performance is often used in initiation rituals where the objective 

is to transform people from one status or social identity to another (Turner, Carrasco 

1991).  The ritual initiation marks the change in the individual and is the means by which 

the change is made.  

Despite the discipline’s initial interest in dance, several anthropologists, such as 

Ness, Sklar, Howes, Williams and Reed have noted that it has remained shallowly 

explored and virtually unexplored critically in ensuing years due to the stigmatized nature 

of the study of sensuous activities (Ness 1992, Sklar 2001, Howes 2004, Williams 2000, 

Reed 1998).  When we compound this with my focus on the transnational Chicano and 

Mexicano indigenous dance communities, we have an area in anthropology in which little 

ethnographic research has been attempted.  My work here will help to fill this gap in 

anthropological literature. 

My work will build upon the current literature that links the anthropology of 

human movement, the anthropology of the senses, and linguistic anthropology with 

phenomenology.  I am not attempting to define Danza or to place borders upon it, but 

rather I problematize the notion of what dance is and entails. Current anthropological 

theory concerning human movement is based within a linguistic paradigm.  The 

acquisition and socialization process for entry into the Danza group greatly coincides 

with linguistic acquisition and socialization. Each dancer is socialized into the Danza 

group/collective, and first acquires knowledge of the basic movement system, followed 



 

21 
 

by the acquisition of the philosophy of the Danza, based in the cosmology and 

intellectual traditions, or ideology of the Aztecs.  Combined, they allow the dancers to 

transmit and receive encoded meaning through the embodiment of dance.  

This study should broaden the scope of what dance entails anthropologically to 

include concepts such as kinesthetic literacy and kinesthetic communication, based 

within the linguistic concepts of language socialization, literacy, and language 

revitalization, as well as in phenomenological methodology.  I believe that dance can 

convey or communicate as much knowledge as oral or written communication.  

Phenomenology: 

Many anthropologists are embracing phenomenological theory and methodology. 

Michael Jackson, Sally Ann Ness, C. Nadia Seremetakis, Diedre Sklar and Thomas 

Csordas are just a few to date who have utilized and re-fashioned phenomenological 

theory and methods in their work (Ness 1992, Fraleigh 2004, Sklar 2001, Jackson 1996, 

Csordas 2002, 1994, Farnell 1999, Serematakis 1994).  Thomas Csordas presents a 

cultural phenomenological approach to the study of the self based heavily in Merleau-

Ponty’s notion of embodiment, and believes that a “phenomenology grounded in 

embodiment could be the starting point for the broader analysis of culture and history” as 

well as serve as a “counter-weight and complement to interpretive anthropology’s 

emphasis on sign and symbol” (Csordas 1994: 4).  Csordas’ work on embodiment and 

cultural phenomenology is incorporated into a number of studies focusing on the 

anthropology of the body.  He effectively deconstructs the dualistic notion of the body 

and promotes embodiment as the methodological paradigm where “bodily experience is 

understood as the existential ground of culture and the sacred” (Csordas 1994: 5).  
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  As many sensuous anthropologists and anthropologists of human movement have 

demonstrated, phenomenological theory is an effective theoretical framework because, 

there is overwhelming evidence that kinesthetic experience is beyond the grasp of the 

written word. (Ness 1992, Fraleigh 2004, Sklar 2001, Jackson 1996, Csordas 2002, 1994, 

Farnell 1999, Serematakis 1994, Howes 2004)  John Berger puts it most succinctly when 

he states that “life outstrips our vocabulary” ( cited in Jackson 1995: 5).  When scholars 

deal with experiential research it is vital to use theory that recognizes the limitations of 

the word because, as Jackson points out “Concepts represent experience at the cost of 

leaving a lot unsaid.  So long as we use concepts to cut up experience, giving value to 

some things at the expense of others, we inhibit our sense of plentitude of being” (1995: 

5).  

In today’s world of globalization and transnationalism, a static and plastic theory 

does not have the ability to thoroughly investigate anthropological inquiries.   Moran 

demonstrates that contemporary phenomenology is especially conducive to work 

pertaining to Danza Azteca because it “incorporate[s] postmodern, gender, and even 

environmental elements in its efforts to understand the nature of living in the age of 

global technology and interculturalism” (2002: 4).  And perhaps more importantly, 

contemporary phenomenology is not a rigid theoretical construct, but rather it continues 

to evolve and develop new theory and methodologies, so as peoples’ conscious 

experiences change so does the theory, to more closely understand reality and 

consciousness ( see Spiegelberg 1976, Stewart and Mickunas 1990, Moran 2002). These 

methods unlock the primarily visually based methodologies of anthropology in the past, 

granting the researcher new avenues into the body and mind of the dancer.   I focus on 
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the embodiment of socio-historical memories through dance, danza art, ritual, and song, 

and study the remembering and reconstruction of memory and, in turn, identity, through 

the embodied act of dancing and prayer.  I use intersubjectivity as a unifying theoretical 

concept because, as Fraleigh has shown, intersubjectivity is useful as a “concept that 

links phenomenological research with ethnological research. It lets go of the dominant 

place of the author, seeking a more inclusive perspective” (2004: xii).  I believe that 

intersubjectivity and the processes involved in capturing and connecting multiple 

perspectives will aid me in building a multivocal ethnography: as a danzante and 

participant in the danza events, as an observer of other danzantes and drummers, as well 

as through collecting reception data sets from the audience.  

Visual Anthropology: 

Sarah Pink states that visual anthropology is utilized in a number of ways within 

academic research: it has been employed as a “research technique…a field of study…a 

teaching tool…a means of publication, and…as a new approach to anthropological 

knowledge” (2001: 61).  Pink argues “that video is not simply a ‘data collecting tool’ but 

a technology that participates in the negotiation of social relationships and a medium 

through which ethnographic knowledge is produced” (2001: 138).  Additionally, 

Buckland argues that Hughes-Freeland uses “film to present sound-images of dance as 

processual and socially situated action.  Hughes-Freeland states that through sensual 

perception of the dance and its social production, audience reaction to film ethnography 

may assist in decentering the power of the researcher by incorporating the voices of the 

researched into the final product” (Buckland citing Hughes-Freeland, 1999: 7). 
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Studying dance in particular necessitates the extensive use of mediums such as 

video because of the lack of a universal notation system.  However, as Pink points out, 

“the use of video for ethnographic representation should be informed by an understanding 

of the nature of video as a medium, and the type of knowledge it best represents” (Pink 

2001: 142), before an anthropologist delves into the use of film as an ethnographic tool.  

To keep from essentializing the multiplex Danza community in Sacramento, California I 

employ an inter-disciplinary approach that utilizes visual, phenomenological and 

anthropological methodologies which speak to the complexities of the danzantes 

indigenous identities, and Danza Azteca as a socio-historical and culturally constructed 

phenomena and social movement. Danza Azteca continues to evolve.  It has undergone 

numerous transformations while under differing pressures, varying from complete 

prohibition, to the revitalization of the Danza in both Mexico and the United States, but it 

has to date remained shallowly explored academically.  My project will provide the 

Chicano/a community with a written and visual account of the evolution and impact of 

Danza Azteca. 

Chapter Outline: 

 

 In chapter two, the “Historical Contextualization: An Overview of the Evolution 

of Danza Azteca,” I review the historical representations, reception, and practices of 

Danza Azteca in five major time periods.  The first is the Pre-Contact era, more 

specifically the Post-Classic Mexica civilization.  I review how secular and sacred dance 

developed, and danzas role and the specific functions it held within this hierarchical 

militaristic civilization.  I briefly touch upon its role as a source of oral and kinesthetic 

history, cosmological and religious observance, as well as a tool used to enforce and 
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convey relations of power within their imperial domain.  I look at the contested notions of 

heritage and indigenous identity in the colonial era in and around Mexico City.  In this 

time period danza practices shift from a very inclusive form of national dance which 

incorporated the dance styles from each tribe the Mexica conquered, to the complete 

abolishment of Danza Azteca and drumming.  During the colonial regime Danza Azteca 

undergoes major transformations resulting in the creation of Conchero Danza.  This 

syncretic form of Danza Azteca kept Danza alive for five centuries while danza Azteca 

was forbidden.  The return of Danza Azteca, or Danza Mexica, came during the height of 

the indigenismo movement in Mexico during the 1930s.  During this time period, 

indigenous identity and Danza are revalorized and become symbols of Mexican national 

identity.  Present day Danza Azteca in Northern California has varied manifestations 

dependent on the socio-political context and ideology of each danza groups’ Maestra/o.  

There are a broad range of group ideologies, ranging from cultural nationalists, to groups 

like Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli who support a pan-Indigenous identity and ideology. Within 

each of these major time periods, with the exception of the first era, I analyze Danza 

Azteca as a site of resistance to Spanish Colonialism and the conversion efforts of the 

Catholic Church, as well as an exemplary site for the expression of a shared indigenous 

identity based in a non-European, non-colonized consciousness and expressive cultural 

practice.  I utilize first and second hand historical data, consisting of Spanish, Franciscan, 

and  the Vatican historical documents, and a semi-structured face-to-face interview with a 

participant in the “Festival del Indio” in Mexico City in 1938, and the founder of Grupo 

Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli in 1938.  I employ the scholarly literature of the anthropology of 

Latin America, Latina/o Studies, Chicana/o Studies and borderland studies.  
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 In chapter three, “Socio-historical Memory: Re-membering and Rewriting the 

Past through Dance”,  I first briefly review some critical human movement theory and 

utilize language socialization theory as a model for the dance socialization process I 

observed in Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli.  I investigate the naming practices of the 

danzantes’ children as a cultural and political act.  I review the political economy of 

Danza Languages and argue that the shared danza language (acquired dance language, 

communicative competence), Nahuatl, and Spanish are wielded as oppositional and 

resistance linguistic practices of danzantes and their families.  Lastly, I develop the 

concepts of kinesthetic literacy and kinesthetic communication which are based within 

the linguistic concepts of language socialization, literacy, and language revitalization, as 

well as in phenomenological methodology.  I will argue that dance can convey or 

communicate as much knowledge as oral or written communication.  I utilize scholarly 

literature from the anthropology of the senses, anthropology of human movement, 

anthropology of the body, medical anthropology, phenomenology, and critical literature 

from borderland studies, Chicana/o studies and linguistic anthropology.  I employ data 

gathered from the photographs and video I shot of each type of danza event including 

ceremonies, presentations, big times and gatherings over the past three years .  I also 

utilize the experiential data gathered from the semi-strucutred face-to-face interviews and 

several follow up interviews I conducted with danzantes from the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli 

danza group and the Maestro of the White Hawk dance group.   

 I then focus upon the remembering and re-appropriation of danzantes socio-

historical memories based in Mexica history.  I explore how danzantes access and express 

these socio-historical memories through the embodied act of dancing, thereby creating a 
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pan-indigenous identity.  The Dance, and each movement within the dance, are seen as 

words to a prayer.  Through the movements, and the utilization of the kinesthetic sense, 

the danzantes are able to experience in unison the remembering of socio-historical 

memories and the creation and expression of a new pan-indigenous representation. I 

argue that this has led to the formation of a new identity and sense of space and place 

based in a pan-indigenous ideology. Here I utilize the literature of the anthropology of 

human movement, and the anthropology of experience and phenomenology as well as 

experiential data gathered in the semi-structured face-to-face interviews I conducted over 

the past two years, and from data gathered from the video I shot during several 

ceremonies and presentations over the past three years. 

 In chapter four, “Poetry / Songs / Drumming: Oral history and Auditory Sense 

Explorations”,  I utilize the anthropology of music, linguistic anthropology, the 

anthropology of the senses, phenomenology and Chicana/o studies literature, as well as 

data gathered from the video and photographic footage I shot over the past three years, 

and the  semi-structured face-to-face interviews I conducted with danzantes as well as 

with the Miwok traditional dancers the danzantes often dance with. In this chapter I focus 

on the production and performance of socio-historical and cultural memories, identity 

production, history and tradition within the songs, drumming and poetry of danza, 

danzante musicians and poets, and Chicana/o poets. In pre-contact Nahua society socio-

historical memories, traditions, values, morals, geneaologies,  and the history and 

migration of the Mexica nation were passed down orally via poems and songs. Each 

successive generation taught the next and some of these cantos and poems have 

continued to be sung and recited since the pre-contact era. I analyze the continuance of 
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oral traditions and expressive practices through danza cantos, alabanzas, and ensayos, as 

well as through Chicana and danzante poetry.  I investigate the role of music in danza 

events and practices.  The singing, drumming, and sounds of the armas are important and 

powerful forces utilized in both sacred and secular events.  The sounds of danza; the 

songs; drums, flutes, mandolins, and other armas have agency, the means to send and 

receive encoded meaning, and produce socially and culturally constructed knowledge.   I 

then move on and explore how Chicano Movement leaders often utilized poetry and 

songs for the dissemination and legitimation of socio-historical information and 

knowledge, which informed the gendered political,Chicana/o identity during the Chicano 

Movement.   I then analyze how Chicana Feministas and one danzante poetess in Grupo 

Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli employ poetry to counter the patriarchal machismo of the Chicano 

Movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s, and utilize their indigenous heritage.  More 

specifically, they invoke the Mexica, Mayan, and other Nahua gods and godesses within 

their  poetry and literature as a way to reconnect with their indigenous heritage and 

identity, and to combat the oppression and subjugation they have felt and fought. 

  In chapter five, “Transforming Identity Through Danza: Sacred and Secular 

Rituals”,  I utilize the anthropology of experience, performance and ritual theory as well 

as reception and representation studies to explore identity production and the reception 

and representation of Danza Azteca at each of their respective dance events: practicas, 

presentations, and ceremonies.  I focus on two ceremonies that the group attends each 

year; the Xilonen ceremony, the female initiation ceremony and the Guerrero ceremony, 

the male initiation ceremony. I utilize video and photographic footage from these events 
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as well as data gathered from the semi-structured face-to-face interviews I conducted 

with danzantes.  

  I examine these three danza events (practicas, presentations, and ceremonies), as 

sacred and secular ritual processes, with the intent of locating what ideologies and 

identity constructions are constructed and disseminated during the performances within 

each type of danza event. I situate each event in its particular social and historical context 

because these factors have an affect on the practice and performance of the dance, the 

value bestowed on it by the shared community, as well as the reception of the dance 

within the larger Chicana/o and indigenous community it is embedded.  The performance 

of danza at danza events are powerful sites for the embodiment, performance, and 

reception of the group and danzantes’ identities. Analysis of the performance of danza, 

song and dance, in each particular danza event is critical because each type of danza 

event has a particular propensity to elicit different aspects and formations of the 

danzantes multi-plex identities (see Chapter Seven for further discussion on multi-plex 

indigenous identities).   

  Lastly, I have a detailed study of the reception and representation of danza and 

danza representations at a multicultural danza presentation at an elementary school in Elk 

Grove, California.  I analyze the reception and representations of danza in 1st, 3rd, and 

6th grade drawing and in the writing “lived experience” narratives.   

 In chapter six, “Visual Representations of Danza: Nahua Symbolism in Danza 

Art, Armas, and Body Ornamentation”, In chapter five I investigate the danzantes as 

agents of change,  utilizing visual anthropology theory and more specifically Alfred 

Gell’s anthropological theory of art, which speaks of art as a system of action that has 
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intention, causation, result, transformation, and most importantly agency (Gell 1998: 6). 

Viewed within Gell’s anthropological theory of art, the danzantes are agents of change 

constructing, expressing, and producing a Mexica identity, through the utilization of 

ancient Nahua material culture; by displaying Nahua symbolism, they publicly declare 

their Mexica identity.  Danzantes use Nahua art and symbolism within danza art and 

armas, as representations of their gendered, social and cultural identity.  I then explore 

the various genres of body art, tattooing, face painting, and body ornamentation, 

employed by danzantes as a forum for self-representation within the danzante population.  

Lastly, I discuss native authorship issues I encountered during my dissertation research 

while filming and photographing each of type danza event. 

 In chapter seven, “Exploring Pan-Indigenous Identity in a Northern California 

Indigenous Community: Confronting Notions of Purity and Authenticity”, I look at the 

contested notions of an “authentic” heritage and indigenous identity. I explore why the 

pan-indigenous consciousness is prevalent among Northern California indigenous groups, 

and I investigate danza azteca as a political, social and cultural movement based within a 

pan-Indigenous consciousness. Not all indigenous nations support this ideology but in my 

research within the northern California region a pan-indigenous identity, the idea that we 

as indigenous people regardless of ethnicity, tribal affiliation, or nationality, are all 

connected as “indigenous brothers and sisters from the North and South”, “natives of the 

Americas” is embraced and respected.  Lastly, I review how the danzantes confront both 

geo-political and cultural borders, and engage in multiplex identities as well as heritage 

and identity production through dance and song.   
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   I utilize interviews with danzantes as well as with Miwok traditional dancers who 

are members of a local northern California federally recognized Native American tribe 

and who regularly dance with the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group at presentations and Big 

Times, in each others ceremonies, as well as share dance members with each other.  I 

utilize literature from the anthropology of the body, anthropology of the borderlands, 

Chicana/o Studies, Latina/o Studies, identity politics, Native American studies, 

postcolonial studies, and folklore studies. 

 In chapter eight, I conclude the dissertation first with a brief review of the 

arguments and conclusions of the previous chapters.  I argue that ultimately danza, its 

practices and its traditions will persist, but will continue to evolve, because Danza is not a 

static entity.  Danza will continue, sustaining its inherent meanings and traditions, while 

incorporating that which enhances the danza for each particular locality.  I also address 

some concerns currently facing the danza community: for example, the you-tube 

phenomenon, and how I see these issues affecting the practice of danza in the future.  

Lastly, I address the commodification of danza and danza art.  Danza and Danza art 

forms were commodified long before the present day.  Danza and danza art forms are not 

restricted to sacred events.  There has been in the past and there is now a burgeoning 

microeconomy of Danza art and regalia at danza events and on the internet. I also briefly 

touch upon the recent involvement of two Hula Halaus participating in two Big Times in 

the Northern California region, and the significance of the role of Hawaiian heritage and 

its connection with the pan-indigenous, pan-ethnic, native identities in the Northern 

California region. 
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CHAPTER 2 

HISTORICAL CONTEXTUALIZATION: AN OVERVIEW OF THE 

EVOLUTION OF DANZA AZTECA 

 

 In this chapter I review the historical representations, reception, and practices of 

Danza Azteca in five major time periods.  I review the role and function of danza as a 

secular and sacred art form in the Post-Classic Mexica civilization.  I briefly touch upon 

its role as a source of oral and kinesthetic history, cosmological and religious observance, 

as well as a tool used to enforce and convey relations of power within their imperial 

domain.  I look at the contested notions of heritage and indigenous identity in the colonial 

era in and around Mexico City.  In this time period danza practices shift from a very 

inclusive form of national dance which incorporated the dance styles from each tribe the 

Mexica conquered, to the complete abolishment of Danza and drumming.  During the 

colonial regime Danza Azteca undergoes major transformations resulting in the creation 

of Conchero Danza
22

.  This syncretic form of Danza Azteca kept Danza alive for five 

centuries while Danza Azteca was forbidden.  The return of Danza Azteca  came during 

the height of the indigenismo movement in Mexico during the 1930s.  During this time 

period, indigenous identity and Danza are revalorized and become symbols of Mexican 

national identity. I then review present day manifestations of Danza Azteca in 

Sacramento, California, within the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group.  There are a broad range 

of group ideologies, ranging from cultural nationalists, to groups like Quetzalcoatl-

                                                           
22

 Conchero style danza is typically performed at a slower rhythm.  Usually danced 

without a drum, the beat is tapped out through the feet and xallolletes each danzante 

wears.  the danzantes also play the mandolin rather than use a ayacachtli.  Began during 

the colonial era in Mexico and is still danced today. 
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Citlalli who support a pan-Indigenous identity and ideology.  I utilize first and second 

hand historical data, consisting of Spanish, Franciscan, and Vatican historical documents 

as well as a semi-structured face-to-face interview with a participant in the “Festival del 

Indio” in Mexico City in 1938, and the founder of Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli in 1938.  I 

employ scholarly literature from the anthropology of Latin America, Latina/o Studies, 

Chicana/o Studies and borderland studies.   

 Within each of these major time periods, with the exception of the first era, I 

analyze Danza Azteca as a site of resistance to Spanish Colonialism and the conversion 

efforts of the Catholic Church, as well as an exemplary site for the expression of a shared 

indigenous identity based in a non-European, non-colonized consciousness and 

expressive cultural practice.  The anthropology of dance has theorized dance in multiple 

contexts throughout the past several decades.  Dance is a powerful mode of 

communication which conveys relations of power within a given socio-historical context, 

can serve as a site of resistance, as well as an expression of one’s ethnic, national, 

cultural, gendered, or class identity (Reed 1998, Ness 1992, Buck 1993, Buckland 1999, 

2001, Spencer 1985, Kaeppler 1978, Farnell 1999, Fraleigh 1987, Giurchescu).  I argue 

throughout this chapter that Danza Azteca conveys the relations of power within each 

major era.  Within each era I review the evolution and transformation of the popular 

representations of Danza Azteca from pre-Contact Danza to the Colonial era abolishment 

of Danza that resulted in the rise of the Conchero Movement; I will then address the 

rebirth of Danza Azteca during the Indigenismo movement in Mexico which lasted from 

1920 through the 1940s, but was most prevalent during Cardenas’ Presidency from 1934-

1940s, and trace out the transnational expansion throughout California and the southwest 
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in the late 1970s.  Lastly, I will trace Danza Azteca’s rapid expansion and proliferation 

throughout the United States today.  The popular representation and reception of Danza 

Azteca has undergone numerous transformations over the centuries, ranging from a dance 

emblematic of the Aztec militarized and imperial power, as well as a reflection of Nahua 

cosmology and history in the pre-contact era, to a suppressed, belittled, and eventually 

forbidden dance form in the colonial era.  Danza then underwent its transformation into 

the syncretic form of Conchero Danza; then its reincarnation as a symbolic form of 

Mexican National identity during the Indigenismo movement, to its present 

transformation into a source of cultural, political, and ethnic pride and identity and a way 

of life for the Chicana/o, Latina/o, and indigenous people throughout the United States 

and abroad.   

Pre-Contact: 
23

 

 

 Danza Azteca developed in a society that was highly hierarchisized and 

militarized.  The Mexica social, cultural, and religious traditions and beliefs were highly 

codified, and a strict system of norms was present, and, if broken, offenders were 

severely punished.  The dances of the Mexica, in turn, not only reflected these strict 

codes and stratifications but also reinforced said norms as described by Marti, for 

example “the ceremonial dances and music of the Aztecs, like their art, had a hieratic, 

intense, and stylized character.” (Marti 1964: 15).  Mexica Scholars and dance 

ethnologists, such as Marti & Kurath, Sten, and Maritnez-Hunter, have asserted that one’s 

status in society was reflected through dance, in the feathers, colors and textiles they were 

allowed to wear, to the placement of dancers in the dance circle (Marti & Kurath 1964, 
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 Please refer to Appendix B for a chart on the Pre-Classic, Classical and Post-Classical 

Civilizations present in each era, and the years they were present 
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Sten 1990, Martinez-Hunter 1985).  Their relationships to their gods, each other, the 

cosmos, their identity and emotions were all expressed through Danza, through the 

movement, what they wore and who they interacted with or did not interact with, while 

dancing all relayed important information about their gendered, social and political status 

within Mexica society. (Marti & Kurath 1964, Sten 1990, Edmonson 1974, Leon-Portilla 

1992, Martinez-Hunter 1985). 

 Dance in Nahua society was a collective act.  The entire community participated 

in dance celebrations and ceremonies, but each individual could only participate to the 

extent that individuals of their social position were allowed to participate.  Their status 

was visible in what dances they were and were not allowed to participate in, and who 

they could and could not interact with during a dance.  Royalty and nobles only danced in 

the very important dances, and the dance circles progressed outward with the principal 

dancers in the center, the nobles in the next ring, the priests then encircling that ring, then 

the warriors, peasants and so forth.  Each class was strictly forbidden to mix with an 

upper or lower class.  The type of material their trajes  (regalia or vestments) were made 

of indexed whether they were of noble status or not.  The upper classes were outfitted in 

the finest materials, with bracelets and anklets of gold or turquoise, while the lower 

classes were outfitted with animalistic themes.  They used the materials and resources 

readily available to them, like the feathers of the bird or skins of the animals they were 

trying to depict.  During the dance what they were allowed to partake of (i.e. alcohol, 

mushrooms, etc.) was a social marker also.  Peasants were forbidden from drinking wine, 

while the upper classes were allowed to drink and eat mushrooms to transport them to a 

higher level of worship.  Only the males were allowed to participate in ritual dance, and 
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no bodily contact between the sexes was accepted when they danced together unless it 

was a fertility ceremony.  Not only were they not allowed to touch but they also had very 

distinctive movements for each sex (Marti & Kurath 1964, Martinez-Hunter 1985, 

Pasztory 1983). 

 One is able to see just how important dance was to the Nahua people of the classic 

period through the abundance of images in their codices, reliefs, temple paintings, and 

sculptures of danzantes.  The image of a danzante in movement on various reliefs portray 

the Nahua belief that dance and mobility represents life, while immobility is equated with 

death (Marti 1964, Pasztory 1983, Martinez-Hunter 1985). 

 Martinez-Hunter argues that the songs and dances of the Nahua were of the 

utmost importance in the maintenance and effectual organization of their civilization.  

Song and dance were an integral component in Mexica post-classic civilization for 

several reasons, the first of which is ritual observances which ensured the continued 

prosperity of the civilization both agriculturally and militaristically.  Martinez-Hunter 

states  

 ...for the ancient Mexicans there was nothing more vitally important [than] these 

 motions, these songs, dances...these things assured the regular succession of the 

 seasons, the coming of the rains, the springing of the plants upon which they 

 lived, and the resurrection of the sun...in a perpetual collective effort without 

 [which] nature itself would be destroyed...the gravest of life’s occupations, [it 

 was] the most imperative of duties.  (Martinez-Hunter 1985, 3) 

 

Dance is clearly a vital component for the perpetuation of their civilizations survival.  

Dance not only influences and reflects their religious observances, but commemorates 

nature, and fertility, which was vital to their survival and existence.  Kurath elaborates on 

this aspect of dance’s utility in Mexica society when she asserts that, “The Aztecs 

addressed ceremonies to their major deities, largely for rain, germination, and the 
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ripening of corn, but also for flowers, war victory, the hunt and the tribal dead.” (Kurath 

1964: 9).  Dance also was employed in Nahua society to maintaining the hierarchical 

division of power, as well as a form of entertainment for the nobility and peasant classes. 

 No other expressive cultural practice other than dance and song encompasses to 

such a large degree what their life experience was all about.  Dance was viewed as an 

obligatory activity for everyone in the society.  Nahua society consisted of a number of 

widely spreadout states, each consisting of a multitude of conquered tribes, and Marti 

argues that, “like the Romans, the Aztecs adopted and venerated the gods of the peoples 

whom they dominated... Just about the time that the Maya Centers were abandoned, 

Nahua-speaking tribes migrated from the north, conquered the residents, absorbed much 

of their culture and infused it with some of their own.” (Marti & Kurath 1964, 6,15.)   As 

stated previously by Marti and Kurath, in order to control their growing empire, the 

Aztecs adopted and worshipped the Gods of the people they conquered, more specifically 

they “borrowed local gods, [such as]-Quetzalcoatl from the Nonoalcas, Tezcatlipoca from 

the Toltecs, Mixcoatl from the Otomi, Toci-Tlazolteotl from the Huastec, Xilonen fron 

the Huichol, Xipe-Totec from the Zapotecs, Tepeyollotl from the Olmecs.” (Marti 1964, 

9)   Additionally,  the various city-states that comprised the Mexica empire, (Mexico-

Tenochtitlan, Mexico-Tlatelolco, Tlacopan, and Tlaxcala) would focus festivals and ritual 

worship on their specific gods, similar to the worship of patron saints of cities in the 

Spanish Empire. Marti further elaborates on this practice by proclaiming that the 

“inhabitants of Xochimilco specialized in festivals for Xochipilli and Xochiquetzal.” 

(Marti 1964, 9). 
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  According to Marti, the incorporation these Gods not only made it easier to 

control the widespread population, in Marti’s words, “this resulted in a constant 

interaction of the styles of chants and dances from the different petty states of Anahuac, 

which is the Nahuatl name of what is now Mexico.” (Marti 1964, 15.)  I believe this 

interaction and continual exchange and incorporation of styles in both song and dance is a 

practice that has continued over the past five hundred years and is clearly evident in the 

song and dance practices of the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group (see Chapter 3 for further 

discussion and analysis on the evolution of song practices within the grupo Quetzalcoatl-

Citlalli).  

 In the anthropology of human movement, one of the ways dance has been 

theorized is as a unifying and controlling tool in accordance with various nation-state 

ideologies (Reed 1998, Cowann 1990, Royce 1977, Daniel 1999, Sten 1990).  The 

objective of the Aztec hierarchy was to unite the various states, bound by one language 

(Nahuatl), with a strong central government, hence the strict social and cultural hierarchy 

and norms of society to keep everyone in their place and to suppress the chances of a 

rebellion.  Marti, Kurath, and Pasztory argue that the strict adherence to and observance 

of all expressive cultural practices rules and regulations was primarily for 

surveillance
24

purposes.   Aztec art, which is seen in every aspect of their cultural life, 

followed a very strict code and form.  Any deviation from the strict codes and norms 

were easily identifiable (Marti & Kurath 1964, Pasztory 1983).   Marti asserts that this is 

what, in his words, “explains the fanaticism, hieratism, and formalism that typified Aztec 

art...People over a large area shared the theocratic organization and seasonal ceremonies” 
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(Marti 1964: 15, 9).   The Mexica empire was large and composed of multiple city-

states
25

 so one of the ways they enforced control was through the strict codes in dance, 

song, and other artistic practices.  Surveillance of expressive cultural practices was one of 

the conduits through which they maintained and enforced the present power structures.    

 Although dance was an obligatory activity for everyone, and held multiple 

functions and roles to ensure the regulation of power and propagation of agriculture 

within the Mexica empire, not everyone was allowed to dance, as to dance was a 

privilege and an honor.  Marti asserts that “The Aztecs believed dancing to be 

meritorious, like deeds of charity and of penance. In these religious festivals and their 

dances, they [Nahua] not only called on and honored and praised their gods with song but 

also with the heart and with the movements of the body.  In order to do this properly, they 

had and used many patterns, not only in the movements of the head, of the arms and of 

the feet but with all their body...and this they called maceualiztli, penance and good 

deed.” (Marti 1964, 25). Dance and song were also seen as entertainment for all classes, 

and it was believed to be a privilege to partake in festivals, ceremonies, and dances 

(sacred and secular events).  

 To be forbidden to dance was a grave punishment for those who stepped outside 

the strict codes and norms of the times. An example of a punishment given to a young 

man who took out a young servant girl without asking for the consent of her matrons is 

provided by Mexica scholar Maria Sten: 

 They would beat him, singe his head, chastise him, and he would never be able to 

 dance  or sing again.  And for the girl with whom he was with would also not be 
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 Reign over Mexico City and the surrounding region (alliance of city-states), stretching 

throughout central and south Mexico.  See map in appendix. 
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 able to be in the company of the others and never be able to dance or sing again 

 either.  (Sten 1990, 45, translation is mine.) 

 

This punishment was taken very seriously, as to be forbidden to dance dictated that one 

would not be allowed to honor and earn favors from the gods who ruled the times.  Dance 

was such an integral part of their life that in essence, to be forbidden to dance was to, in 

fact, be excommunicated from the rest of the community, who saw dance as life 

sustaining. 

 Much care was taken by each Nahua generation to preserve and pass down the 

songs and dances.  The elders taught and lectured the youth of each generation to 

memorize, recite, and perform the songs and dances because one’s history and memories 

were contained within the poems/songs and movements.   The songs and dances of the 

Nahua carried memories, individual and communal history, and prayer.  The 

ethnographic work of the Franciscan and Dominican friars speaks about multiple 

practices in which Nahua history, memories, values and morals are maintained and 

preserved for each successive generation.  Nahua knowledge, history, memories, values 

and morals were preserved for generations to come within their songs and dances, in the 

images of the codices, on the walls of their temples, and in the huehuetlatolli.  According 

to Edmonson the “huehuetlatolli...were the rhetorical orations in general-the prayers, 

discourses, salutations, and congratulatory speeches- in which traditional religious, 

moral, and social concepts handed down from generation to generation were expressed in 

traditional language.” (Edmonson 1974: 82)  The huehuetlatolli are addressed in greater 

depth in Chapter Four. 
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Sacred Dance: 

 I will briefly describe and review the precolonial Nahua view of what constitutes 

sacred and secular dance events.  Sacred and secular dance events were widely divergent 

in regards to their meaning and function. 

 Sacred dance events revolved around an eighteen month ceremonial calendar.  

Every month in the Mexica calendar was dedicated to a certain god and there was a 

corresponding festival and ceremony. The first month was Cuahuitl Ehua, meaning the 

“tree is raised”  began in February and all prayers were addressed to Tlaloc, the Nahua 

rain god. (Kurath 1964: 68).  The second month in their calendar was Tlacaxipehualiztli.  

Kurath describes in great detail the main danzantes, themes, and function of each of these 

ceremonial events.  In her words,  

 the second festival, (was performed for the arrival of) young vegetation, Xipe 

 Toltec, the main actors were young nobles.  The underlying theme was conflict 

 between summer and winter, sky and earth, light and dark, (and they were) 

 impersonated but Eagle and Jaguar knights...The dualism of this struggle shows in 

 a schematic reduction, with an alignment of priests and captives, warriors and 

 captives, two groups of warriors (of Tenochtitlan and Tlaltelolco), old and young 

 warriors , male and female dancers.  Other ceremonies feature a similar dualism, 

 not always equally pronounced (Kurath 1964, 68-69).  

 

 Each successive month also had a patron god and corresponding ceremonies and 

festivals.   

 Danza was also performed by the Mexica before and after they returned from war 

and before and after a sacrifice.  Kurath asserts that within her work as a dance 

ethnologists she has observed that, “In all ceremonial dances the Indians [Nahua] express 

their devotion to gods and land.  They love their fiestas, but they put their heart and soul 

into dances inherited from their fathers for rain and crops.  In these they retain memories 
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of the past.” (Kurath 1964: 170).  Ceremonial dance events were then and still remain 

important and revered practices in a danzante’s  life. 

Secular Dances: 

 Within scholarly literature pertaining to the anthropology of Latin America, 

Mexica and  Nahua studies, and Chicana/o studies, Danza Azteca is largely known for its 

rich ceremonial dance calendar and war dances.  The secular dances of precolonial Nahua 

society have not garnered as much attention as the ritualistic and ceremonial 

performances of danzas.   Marti is one of the only scholars who has written extensively 

on secular music and dance in precolonial Nahua civilization.  He asserts that there were 

multiple types of secular dances and music: songs for love, grief, happiness; additionally 

there were any number of songs and dances composed for the entertainment of the 

nobility and peasant classes.  Marti quotes Duran (1867) as he describes the secular 

dances in contrast to the ceremonial dances: “There were other dances less solemn, less 

serious and gayer, that were dances and songs of pleasure, [they] called them ‘youth 

dances’ (telpochmacehualiztli) and in them they sang of love and wooing, as they sing 

them today when they are in a happy mood” (Marti 1964: 62).   Dance and song are 

integral sites for the expression of unity and identity and the maintenance of power, but 

they are also performed for pleasure and entertainment, and to express an individual’s 

innermost feelings.  Everyone who could dance in  precolonial Nahua society did.  They 

also had an extensive professional class of musicians, dancers, poets, and actors who 

were commissioned by nobles for mostly lavish dances and festivals, or intimate dinners 

(Marti & Kurath 1964).  Marti quotes Sahagun’s description of the secular dances and 

theatrical performances below:  
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 Sahagun informs us (Ch14), “There was another hall which was called 

 Mixcoacalli.  In this place the singers of Mexico and Tlatilulco met to await the 

 commands of the Principal [in case] he wished to [have them] dance, rehearse, or 

 hear the newly composed songs. They had at hand all the vestments for the 

 dances (areito), drum (huehuetl), slitdrum (teponaztli), with the accessories to 

 play them, and some rattles called ayacachtli, and a tetzilacatli (gong), and a 

 omichicahuaztli (bone notched stick), and also several flutes.  [There were 

 present] all the master musicians and singers and dancers” (Marti 1964: 60). 

 

This professional class of dancers, singers, musicians, and actors were highly sought after 

by the nobility because dance, song and poetry were highly valued in Nahua society, for 

religious and socio-political reasons, but also for pleasure and entertainment
26

.  Marti also 

describes the theatrical performances that were put on by these same professional 

dancers, singers, actors and musicians.  In Marti’s words, “they not only practiced 

singing and dancing but also represented comedies and tragedies based on some event of 

their valiant deeds.  Thus, they had many kinds of dances.  Sometimes they sang the 

praises of the ruler and sometimes those of some great hero or Principal or perhaps of the 

deity which they were honoring, and in some other songs victories were commemorated.” 

(Marti 1964: 63)  Nahua expressive cultural practices, encompassing  the theater, danza 

and song, in sacred and secular venues were highly codified and valued in the precolonial 

Mexica empire.   

Danza in Spanish Colonial Mexico: 

 

 Below I will briefly review the imperial Spanish colonial policies regarding the 

colonization and conversion of the Nahua population in and around Mexico City.  More 

specifically, I will focus on the policies pertaining to Danza and its respective expressive 

cultural practices, and how these policies were enforced by the Spanish Crown and the 
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 The Mixcoacalli was pillaged and burned along with the majority of the professional 

musicians, dancers and actors inside by the Spanish military after the fall of the Mexica 

empire.  
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Catholic Church to ensure the conversion and colonization of the Nahua populations.  In 

order to assess what resources the Spanish had obtained in Mexico, they ordered a 

Descripcion de Nueva Espana 
27

, an intensive study of the land, it’s geographical 

holdings, exploitable populations, mineral resources, and a sociological study of the 

populations so as to better determine how they should control and govern the extremely 

large and widely spread out native populations of Mexico from Central Mexico to what is 

now present day Guatemala (Baudot 1995: xviii)..  The first Descripcion ordered by the 

Spanish crown began immediately after the conquest of the Mexica empire in 1521 

(Baudot 1995, Edmonson 1974, Leon-Portilla 1992).  There were multiple Descripciones 

completed throughout the rest of the sixteenth century, each under different leadership, 

councils, researchers, and research goals.  These first descripciones (studies) focused on 

the areas in and around the cities surrounding Mexico-Tenochtitlan.  Once these were 

completed the Spanish crown requested further geographic descripcion of Mexico from 

Colima to Guatemala, an area spanning 2000 kilometers (Baudot 1995, Edmonson 1974).  

 The first complete descripcion was completed in 1832, but it did not reach the 

Council of the Indies until years later and it was believed to be deficient in many arenas 

(Baudot 1995).  Baudot’s argues that the essentially ethnographic “deficiencies were no 

more than a reflection of a state of awareness, of a consciousness of a need to know the 

workings of the native societies in order to control their destinies and, even more, to 

organize their exploitation.” (Baudot 1995: 38-39) The Spanish Crown was aware that a 

                                                           
27

 The Descripcion ordered by the Spanish Crown was an extensive study of Mexico’s 

geographical area from central Mexico through Guatemala, it’s populace in each region, 

the (monetary) resources of the current nobility, as well as the mineral holdings they 

could exploit. 
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larger more through ethnographic investigation was needed.   New instructions were 

dispersed by the Spanish Crown via the Vatican to Mexico.    

 The new Descripcion de Nueva Espana was now primarily under the control of 

the Franciscan and Dominican Orders.   The Franciscan and Dominican missionaries 

were having difficulty converting the Nahua populations, and they were cognizant of the 

fact that it was due in part to their (the Nahua) social, cultural, and religious beliefs and 

system of transmission through song, dance, and their oral traditions
28

.   For this reason, 

Baudot states that Bishop Ramirez de Fuen Leal, the first Bishop to gain control over the 

descripcion, advised the crown on exactly what should be added to the ethnographic 

study, primarily a larger sociological investigation of the Nahua (Baudot 1995: 40). 

 Leon-Portilla shows us that church and crown for the most part suppressed and 

destroyed Nahua culture and history.  He argues that “Since much of Nahua culture was 

considered to be the work of the devil, most church officials attempted to suppress what 

constituted the very conscience of that culture: their codices, songs, and poems” (Leon-

Portilla 1992: 75).  It was only the work of a few of the friars like Sahagun, Olmos, and 

Duran, who preserved the teachings and a few of the original codices.  According to 

Leon-Portilla, Sahagun:  

 devoted himself as no one else to the study of the cultural institutions of the 

 precontact world...Among other themes, he included questions about the rites, 

 priests, gods, feasts, customs, the heavens, the count of the years, the hereafter, 

 human  affairs, kinship, customs of the lords, occupations, insignia, legends, 

 formal education, child-rearing practices, sexual morals, astrology, the crafts, 

 intellectuals, philosophical ideas, law, medicine, nutrition, botany, animals, 

 precious metals, stones, ethnic origins, literature, proverbs, refrains, moral and 

 theological discourses, hymns and songs, and even a native version of the history 

 of the conquest. (Leon-Portilla 1992: 76-77). 
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 The oral traditions of the Nahua encompassed oral practices such as recited and sung 

poetry, the huehuetlatolli, codices, and other painted manuscripts. 
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Sahagun, perhaps today the most famous of the Franciscan friars, completed hundreds of 

smaller studies but is most well known for his Historia General.  However, much of his 

work, as well as that of the work of other friars was confiscated  in 1577.  The 

confiscation and termination of all work pertaining to the indigenous populations of all of 

the Americas was ordered by King Phillip II of Spain, due to the Spanish Crown’s fear 

that the friars’ humanistic writings would incite native revolts in their colonies ( Baudot 

1995, Edmonson 1974). 

 Baudot argues that the purpose of the Catholic Church’s ethnographic 

investigation, that is, their role and reasons for undertaking the work of the general 

descripcion, was for the express purpose of “understanding the culture and the social 

institutions of the Mexicans-to better convert them and to preserve the originality of those 

elements of their social organization that were worth saving in order to build a new 

Christianity” (Baudot 1995:33).  The Catholic Church believed their conversion efforts 

would go more smoothly and that the eradication of the “pagan” Nahua religious belief 

system would be final if they had a better understanding of how not only their cosmology 

and religious observances worked, but full knowledge of their kinship systems, social and 

cultural customs, morals, values, education system, ideologies, and laws (Baudot 1995, 

Edmonson 1974, Leon-Portilla 1992).  Edmonson states that: 

 [Sahagun]chose as specific purposes of his work the knowledge of the former 

 religion, in order to prevent the return to idolatry (as did Acosta 

 1962:14,45,215,278,et al), the recording of an extensive nahuatl vocabulary which 

 would help in preaching, and the disclosure of the old customs in order to correct 

 the false opinion that the natives possessed a low cultural level before the arrival 

 of the Spanish” (Edmonson 1995: 112-113). 
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Sahagun and his Nahua scholars went even further than any previous scholarship and 

compiled studies on all aspects of Nahua civilization.  Leon-Portilla asserts that they were 

responsible for recording, “the rites, priests, gods, feasts, customs, the heavens, the count 

of the years, the hereafter, human affairs, kinship, customs of the lords, occupations, 

insignia, legends, formal education, child-rearing practices, sexual morals, astrology, the 

crafts, intellectuals, philosophical ideas, law, medicine, nutrition, botany, animals, 

precious metals, stones, ethnic origins, literature, proverbs, refrains, moral and 

theological discourses, hymns and songs, and even a native version of the history of the 

conquest.” (Leon-Portilla 1992: 77).   

 The Franciscan and Dominican orders, in the words of Edmonson, “were obliged 

to convert the natives by persuasion or by force...[and] deal with linguistic problems and 

semantic differences: for example they saw that the natives had unique modes of 

conceiving and explaining concepts.” (Edmonson 1974:)  The linguistic difficulties and 

the fact that they were not allowed access to a sizable amount of the Nahua population 

necessitated the utilization of Nahua researchers.  These Nahua scholars, trained at the 

Franciscan College of Santa Cruz in Tlatelolco, conducted the fieldwork necessary to 

compile the General Descripcion ordered by the Spanish Crown. (Leon-Portilla 1992, 

Baudot 1995, Edmonson 1974).  

Nahua Scholars in Colonial Mexico: 

 

 Much of the scholarship about precolonial danza is credited to the Franciscan 

scholars. The Franciscan and Dominican missionaries are credited with being the first 

historians to record Aztec history, but, in fact, pre-colonial Nahua had a large class of 
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educated professionals who did record Nahua history (Leon-Portilla, Klor de Alva 1989, 

Edmonson 1974).  According to Leon-Portilla: 

Those who lived in ancient times-not only the Mexicas (Aztecs), their neighbors 

the Tezcocans, Tlaxcalans, and many others, but also their predecessors, the 

extraordinary artisans, the Toltecs-preserved the memory of their past by means 

of oral tradition and through their ancient painted manuscripts, or codices...[the] 

history of their origins and migrations along with representations of the evolution 

of their culture in the many chronicles, myths, legends, and poems that are 

preserved in museums and libraries throughout Mexico. (Leon-Portilla 1992: 3).   

 

When the Spanish arrived they destroyed the majority of the codices, with the exception 

of a few preserved original sources.  The Franciscan missionaries saw the importance of 

these historical and cultural sources for a wide variety of reasons.  Baudot explains that 

the Missionaries believed “it was necessary first to convert them, but also to know them 

and at the same time to preserve what was fundamental in their originality and what 

would protect them from the Spanish culture the Franciscans considered to be a 

perversion.” (Baudot 1995:xi)   This sentiment of preservation of the “pure” elements of 

Nahua culture, and using it in defense of the degenerate and sinful Spanish military 

behavior is echoed in the work of Edmonson. 

 The Franciscan and Dominican friars are credited with the preservation of Nahua 

history and culture, but the scholars who did much of the research on Nahua society and 

the culture of the Nahua civilizations were Nahua scholars who were trained at the 

College of Santa Cruz in Tlatelolco, a Franciscan University staring in 1536 (Edmonson 

1974: 226, Leon-Portilla 1992: 75).  They were trilingual, Christianized scholars who 

wrote extensively on the huehuetlatolli, and the songs and dances of the Nahua.  

Edmonson asserts that the Franciscan research methods were to employ these trained 

Nahua scholars to use “a variety of informants, [and] seek(ing) out older people for 
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traditional religious lore, females for herbal and medicinal information, calpixqui 

(mayordomos) or tonalpouhque (diviners) for esoteric data.” .  Edmonson also states that 

one of the primary reasons the “native Nahua” scholars were used is because “access to 

the priestly class was limited and that it was principally with the pochteca (merchant) 

class that his (Friar) contacts were extensive and sustained.” (Edmonson 1974: 5) 

  The work for Sahagun’s Historia General de Las Cosas de Nueva Espana was 

conducted primarily by Nahua scholars Antonio Valeriano of Azcapotzalco, Martin 

Jacobita, Andres Leonardo of Tlatelolco, Alonso Vegerano, and Pedro de San 

Buenaventura of Cuauhtitlan, who were trained at the College of Santa Cruz in Tlatelolco 

in and around Mexico City in Tepepulco, Tlatelolco, and Mexico-Tenochtitlan (Leon-

Portilla 1992: 77).   

 According to Baudot the ethnographic work of the Nahua scholars and the 

Franciscan missionaries revealed that dance and song expressed and reinforced their 

social structure, culture, cosmology, history, military traditions (war and victory dances), 

religious traditions, and each dancer’s status within society. (Baudot 1995, Leon-Portilla 

1992) 

Anthropology of Dance: 

 The anthropology of dance has shown that the suppression, prohibition, and 

regulation of indigenous dances under colonial regimes are an index of the significance 

of dance as a site of political and moral anxiety for the colonizers.  Dance practices were 

believed to be a threat of political resistance, a signifier of indigenous political order, as 

well as a medium for rebellion.  Dances forms that were collective performances were an 

even bigger threat as they were believed to increase unity and power within the colonized 
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populations (Reed 1998: 506-510).   Throughout history, historians have chronicled the 

abolishment of sacred and secular dances performed by multiple marginalized 

populations.  This anxiety and abolishment of dance which is equated with potential civil 

unrest is due primarily to the fact that, as Giurchescu has asserted,  “Dance has a unifying 

power.  It has the power to integrate individuals or groups of different social, political, 

and ethnic affiliations” (2001: 114), and are therefore powerful sites of resistance used by 

marginalized populations to challenge the existing hegemonic power structures.   

 This scholarly literature on dance has given voice to the importance of dance as a 

tool for both the colonizers and indigenous populations.  The forbiddance of dance was a 

tool used by multiple colonizing projects in their respective “civilizing processes” in 

order to control and regulate disorderly practices (Reed 1998: 503-510).  Both the 

Spanish Empire
29

, and the Mexica Empire
30

 were cognizant of this fact and both 

strategically enforced policies to maintain their respective imperial rule over colonized 

populations.  While the Mexica actively incorporated each colonized nation’s danza and 

cosmological practices during their reign, the Spanish enforced a strict abolishment of 

Nahua danza and their religious practices
31

.    

                                                           
29

 The beginning of their colonial reign started in 1521with the fall of Mexico City 
30

 The Mexica arose to power in the post-classic period.  The Mexica settled in Mexico- 

Tenochtitlan in 1325.  They formed the triple alliance (see apppendix for further 

discussion) and they were at the height of their power from the early 1400s-1521. 
31

 Danza was first tolerated by the Catholic Church and Spanish crown, but the Church 

saw that dance and song were hindering the conversion efforts so they advised the crown 

to abolish all dance and song practice.  This abolishment was primarily enforced in and 

around Mexico City or near the various outposts they held in other states, but dance and 

song in the remote regions of Mexico continued to be practiced because there was no one 

to enforce the crown’s abolishment of danza and the other expressive cultural practices 

that were deemed “heathen and works of the devil” 
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  The practice of suppressing collective dance forms associated with the 

unification of marginalized populations is apparent in the devalorization, belittling, and 

eventual abolishment of Danza Azteca during the colonial era
32

.  Not only was Danza 

forbidden, but to play the drum was forbidden also.  Danza Azteca was a powerful force 

that Spanish authorities felt needed to be contested, contained, and finally abolished.  

Anthropologist Anca Giurchescu has stated that, “The unifying power (of Dance) lies in 

the shared dance language” (Giurchescu 2001: 114).  This theory is effectively displayed 

by the suppression of Danza Azteca in this time period, as well as by the oppression and 

subjugation of the indigenous populations participating in the dance events.   

 Dance is a powerful force, so much so that early studies in the anthropology of 

dance focused primarily on dance in formerly colonized areas of the world throughout the 

the colonial era.   Much of anthropological research pertaining to colonial and pre-contact 

dance in formerly colonized areas of the world, such as Danza Azteca, have focused on 

music and dance’s ability to incite as well as record social change of the given socio-

historical time period.  Danza Azteca expresses and incites social, political, and cultural 

change, in this as well as in other socio-historical time periods. 

Creation of Conchero Danza: 

 

 This is the people’s response to the power of the gods and potentates: the values 

 of community, the love of the earth and nature, work, and respect for one another.  

 Even when their cities withered and died, the people survived.  And so, perhaps 

 more mysteriously, did their art, even when it was not humanistic or popular art at 

 all, but rather an awesome, unearthly celebration of the divine, of death, and of 

 time. (Fuentes 1992: 107). 
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 Abolished fairly early on in the colonial era, and Danza Azteca was not popularized 

again until the 1930s, although it was practiced, Conchero was more visible in the cities 

and Danza was popular in the remote regions of Mexico. 
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 After the conquest of Mexico, the colonizing and conversion efforts of the 

Spanish deeply transformed the popular representation and reception of Danza Azteca.   

Danzantes initially experienced minor barriers to the practice and performance of Danza 

and its respective expressive cultural practices (song and drumming).  The Spanish held a 

general mistrust and dislike for anything associated with indigenous expressive cultural 

practices, but in order to convert the indigenous populations the missionaries, at first 

allowed the incorporation of their “pagan” dances and songs into the Catholic ceremonies 

and rites. The Nahua would substitute Catholic imagery: The Virgin Mary, the Holy 

Trinity and other patron saints in for the Gods they had previously worshipped.  One of 

the most famous and powerful of these transformations is that of Tonantzin, the all 

powerful goddess “mother earth”, who was worshipped as La Virgen de Guadalupe.   

Tonantzin and the Virgen de Guadalupe are still celebrated side by side each year, on 

December twelfth, in both Mexico and the United States.  The god of Spring and Corn 

was worshipped as San Isidro. And Ehecatl was worshipped as Senor de Santiago.   After 

the descripcion was well underway and the Nahua religious and cultural systems of belief 

were known, the Franciscan missionaries advised the Spanish Crown to enforce the full 

abolishment of Danza and the playing of the drum.  A strict forbiddance of dance, 

drumming, and song was then enforced, and for anyone caught dancing or drumming the 

penalty was incarceration or death. 

  The abolishment of Danza and the connected expressive cultural practices 

(poems, songs, and drumming), and the conversion efforts of the Catholic missionaries 

gave rise to the Conchero Movement.  Conchero Danza is a syncretic movement, where 

danzantes abandoned the abolished danza movements and the drum, and instead utilized 
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the mandolin and alabanzas (translated Catholicized versions of danza songs and poems 

set within the Catholic hymnal tradition, see Chapter Four for a more detailed description 

an analysis of alabanzas and the practice of singing alabanzas in Grupo Quetzalcoatl-

Citlalli) in their danza practices. 

 After danza and drumming were abolished under Imperial Spanish rule, a new 

form of danza arose, Conchero Danza, a syncretic form of Danza set to catholic hymns 

and the mandolin.    Addressing Conchero dancing in contemporary Mexico, Rostas 

provides the following assessment: 

The Concheros’ dance is part of a long tradition of ritual Mexican dances which, 

although they often use Christian themes, are pre-Hispanic in origin...The 

religiosity of the Concheros is syncretic, like that of most present day indigenous 

religions.  It consists of a fusing of Catholicism with various autochthonous 

traditions: possible remnants of the practices of the Mexica and more particularly 

of the Aztecs....Predominantly, however, the religious tradition of the Concheros 

has been creatively constructed from the many indigenous traditions and Christian 

influences in the central region of Mexico...Some groups are ostensibly more 

Catholic than others, especially those with an older membership, which often also 

comes from small towns or rural communities.  Most Concheros claim to be 

believers (creyentes) of the Catholic Church, although much of their ritual and 

many of their beliefs are particular to themselves.  They do, however, use 

Catholic Saints‘ fiestas and dance outside churches.  Often, however, these are 

churches that were built on the sites of Aztec temples, and the Concheros  are 

very aware of  this.” (Rostas 1991: 5-6).       

  

In the 1930s , Manuel Gamio, the head of the Dirrecion de Antropologia, states that in 

1930s Mexico, the Catholicism practiced by the indigenous and rural populations in 

Mexico was a “pagan catholicism”, he stated that the conversion efforts of the Catholic 

Church “failed to impart any true knowledge of the Christian gospel to the Mexican 

Indians, since all that occurred after the conquest was the substitution of pagan idols by 

Catholic images. To this day (1930s) the natives practiced ‘a course polytheism...a 

strange hybrid of superstition and idolatrous religious concepts, very far from the 
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principles of Roman Catholicism.” (Brading 1988: 85)  A “Pagan Catholicism” was well 

known of in the beginning of the colonial era and was heavily documented, by the 

Franciscan friars.   And, according to Gamio, continued for over five hundred years in the 

remote regions of Mexico.  This statement is echoed by Senora Angel Berta Cobb, the 

founder of Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli.  She grew up in a village in the high Sierras of 

Puebla and to her knowledge the Danza practiced by her family and village, is the same 

Danza that has been practiced from generations past.  This is a Danza Azteca style and 

not Conchero Danza, so although Danza Azteca was abolished in the beginning of the 

Colonial Era, it continued to be practiced in her village in Puebla.  I believe this is due to 

the fact that it was very remote and difficult for the Spanish to access these remote 

villages.  

Indigenismo Movement in Mexico:  

 

 The Concheros kept Danza alive for four hundred years, while the representation 

of Nahua people and Nahua practices were suppressed and devalorized.   Prior to the 

Mexican Revolution Brading argues that most of the, “Indigenous population(s) were not 

considered to be a part of the Mexican nation, they were ‘other’ ” (Brading 1988: 76).  

The national representation of the indigenous people and their practices underwent a 

major transformation beginning with and, during the time of the Mexican Revolution 

(1910-1920).  The devalued and belittled representation of the indigenous people 

transformed once again, and the rise of the indigenismo movement was also beginning to 

take shape during this time period. (Brading 1988, Dawson 1998, Fuentes 1992).  But it 

was not until much later during the Lazaro Cardenas presidency, from 1934-1940, that 

the indigenismo movement fully blossomed.  The representation of “the Mexica”  then 
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became a source of national pride and the indigenous people of Mexico were viewed as 

historically powerful, intelligent, and “the Mexica” were looked upon as venerated 

masters of art and architecture on par with Western Civilization by the Mexican national 

public.  The indigenismo movement progressed and the principles and values of the 

national movement were not only present in the political sphere, but in the social, cultural 

and artistic spheres as well. 

 Dawson concisely summarizes the rise of the indigenismo movement during the  

post-revolution years below: 

 Post-revolutionary Indigenismo gained prominence as a nationalist endeavor in a 

 society seeking to recreate itself after a decade of civil war.  Drawing their 

 symbolic capital from the increasing authority of social scientific methods, the 

 activism of an interventionist state, and the Mexican Cultural Renaissance, 

 Indigenistas were uniquely situated to redefine the relationship between ‘nation’ 

 and ‘Indian’ in Mexico.  From this privileged position they not only celebrated the 

 ancient Indian past as the source of the Mexican nation, but also connected living 

 Indians to that past, and acclaimed them for the first time as an integral part of the 

 modern nation.  In doing this the Indigenistas became one of the most powerful 

 voices in explaining culture and society in post-revolutionary Mexico. (Dawson 

 1998: 279-280) 

 

Indigenismo in the post-revolutionary era was different from past indigenismo 

movements becasue it was the first time that the modern Indigenous population was not 

seen as a “relic of the past, an Indian other”.  The Indigenismo movement was heavily 

supported through official government agencies, such as the Dirrecion de Antropologia, 

as well as through popular movements of the time.  Anthropology in Mexico at this time 

played a pivotal role in Nation-building.  Leon-Portilla argues that anthropology in 

Mexico in the past “...has been primarily applied and, especially when focused on the 

precontact period, barely distinguishable from the nation-forging historical period that 

encompassed it...anthropology in Mexico has always been centered on its indigenous 
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populations and closely tied to the nation-building project and, as such, can be 

characterized as the national discipline”(Leon-Portilla 1992: xiv-xv).  One of the most 

famous of the Mexican anthropologists, who was a founder of anthropology in Mexico 

was Manuel Gamio.   

  Manuel Gamio the “father of Mexican anthropology”, Lucio Mendieta y Nunez, 

Carlos Basauri, and Miguel Othon de Mendizabal all advocated for the advancement and 

integration of the indigenous populations into “modern” society (Dawson 1998: 281).  

Manuel Gamio the head of the Dirrecion de Antropologia, as stated by Brading, 

“reinstated Anahuac as the glorious foundation of Mexican history and culture, thus 

reversing a century of Liberal scorn.  Equally important he rejected neo-classical canons 

of aesthetic judgement and demanded a revaluation of native art-forms.” (Brading 1988: 

76).  Gamio’s policies were later critiqued as policies which revered the indigenous 

populations, but his policies pushed for the assimilation of the indigenous populations.  

The overarching purpose of Gamio’s policies were to “Mexicanize” the Indigenous 

population.  This resulted in the loss of indigenous languages, as well as the cultural and 

artistic practices they were now nationally revered for.    

 Indigenismo was not only a national political movement, indigenismo influenced 

the social, cultural and artistic movements of post-revolutionary Mexico also.  Many of 

the great Mexican artists of this era, were Indigenistas, who explored these topics in their 

art.  The most famous of the Mexican artists of the time were Diego Rivera, Sisquieros 

and Orozco all of whom were very active indigenistas.  Each one of them glorified the 

indigenous image from a historical as well as modern day viewpoint.  They utilized the 

same history and indigenista topics but their techniques, political viewpoints and 
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modalities they used to portray the tenets of indigenismo differed greatly, which led to 

discord between the three.   Bitter feuds erupted between the artistic powerhouses.  

Sisquieros and Orozco largely feuded with Rivera because both Sisquieros and Orozco 

believed Rivera romanticized their indigenous past for commissions sponsored by various 

national agencies, and they believed he altered his political beliefs to cater to foreign 

powers that commissioned his artwork. 

Lazaro Cardenas (1934-1940) / “Festival del Indio” (1938): 

 

  Danza Azteca was also embraced once again in Mexico during the indigenismo 

movement and especially during the Lazaro Cardenas presidency from 1934-1940.  

Lazaro Cardenas took office after the staunchly conservative and anti-Catholic 

presidential reign of Plutarco Elias Calles.   Weston Jr. argues that Cardenas “presided 

over the most radical phase of the Mexican Revolution, or what some historians call the 

‘Second Revolution’.  He was instrumental in organizing industrial workers and peasants 

at the national level...and greatly expanded the distribution of land to the peasantry, 

established new welfare programs,” (Weston Jr. 1983: 383). However, what he is most 

well-known for is the commercialization and nationalization of  the Mexican Oil 

industry.  Cardenas came into his presidency advocating for laborer and peasant rights, 

but by the 1930s the push for indigenous equality and rights had subsided.  Weston Jr. 

asserts that “By the early 1930s the Mexican Revolution had reached an impasse owing 

to the fact that political leadership had largely abandoned any sustained effort to carry out 

agrarian, labor, and political reform” (Weston Jr. 1983: 383).   

 Cardenas’ lasting legacy resides in his work to commodify the nation’s oil 

reserve.   In 1938, Lazaro Cardenas invited the World Powers to Mexico City to 
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commercialize the nation’s oil reserves.  In order to impress the foreign nations, and aid 

in his sale of the nation’s oil, he organized the “Festival del Indio”. The world powers 

were to be shown the glory and magnificence of Mexican indigenous art, song and dance.  

Cardenas sent out recruiters to all regions of Mexico to bring back Indigenous dancers, 

artists, and performers.  Danzantes and artists were brought from across the country to 

perform for the World Powers.  

 I interviewed Senora Angel Berta Cobb, the founder of Grupo Quetzalcoatl-

Citlalli and participant in the “Festival del Indio” in Mexico City in 1938.  Senora Angel 

Berta Cobb one of the recruited dancers, and, as noted earlier she was born in the High 

Sierras of Puebla, Mexico. Government officials came to her village to ask dancers to 

come with them to perform their regional dances in Mexico City for the aforementioned 

“Festival del Indio”.   She agreed to go and was “brought from Puebla to show the world 

Indio Ways” (Cobb 2011).   The festival lasted for two months, during which time she 

performed, taught, and also took classes from other dance teachers at the “Festival”. At 

the Festival Senora Cobb learned Folklorico style dance while she was commissioned to 

teach Danza Azteca.  Cardenas held this “festival” for the express purpose of entertaining 

and establishing Mexico as a world power, with as rich of an artistic and cultural history 

based in their non-European, non-colonized, indigenous (Mexica) history. 

 

 1970s: Chicana/o Movement / Cultural Renaissance / Transnational Expansion 

 

today we are thousands of Mexicanos who are becoming aware and conscious of 

our rich ancestral heritage that flourished in our lands and soon we will be 

millions who are ready to rebuild Mexico; devastated by colonialism and 

neocolonialism, so that, as predicted by our grandparents, raise up our beloved 

mother earth, Anahuac, with great force to realize its great destiny. (Kuauhkoatl 

2007: 9 translation mine). 
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 Following the indigenismo movement in Mexico, the practice of Danza Azteca 

increased and continued to grow in popularity over the next four decades.  In the 1960s 

Florencio Llescas (Danza Azteca Jefe from Mexico) and Senora Cobb brought Danza 

Azteca to the United States.  Senora Cobb began dancing in the United States in 1960 and 

she stated that Florencio Llescas was here in the 1950s but he was primarily on the East 

Coast at that time, and started teaching in California much later (Cobb 2011). In the 

literature pertaining to Danza in the United States Florencio Llescas is the person 

primarily given credit for bringing Danza Azteca to the United States.  Senora Cobb 

stated that she believes this is because her group was composed primarily of her family 

so her group did not receive as much attention as Florencio’s group (Cobb 2011).  

 Danza Azteca’s transnational expansion came during a revolutionary time period 

for Chicana/os.   In the United States, during the Chicano Movement of the 1960s and 

1970s, Chicanas/os went in search of their indigenous past as a source and knowledge 

base to redefine and re-write their ethnic, cultural and political identity.  They searched 

out a pre-conquest and pre-colonial time in their history, and rooted their identity and 

history in Aztlan and the Mexica and Nahua civilizations of Mexico.  Leon-Portilla 

outlines the story of Aztlan and the journey of the Aztecs, and its centrality to the 

Chicano Movement in the following way: 

 [The story of Aztlan and the journey of the Aztecs has an epic plot whose 

 beginning is found in ancient times, when a humble tribe was banished- by the 

 original Aztecs (Castillo 1908)- from a mysterious homeland it called Aztlan 

 (place of the herons) or Chicomoztoc (place of the seven caves).  During their 

 long exile the Mexicas wandered  among hostile strangers while anxiously 

 searching for the divine sign whose presence, prophesied by their god, would 

 mark their arrival in the promised land.  The tale continues with the discovery of 

 the omen and the subsequent founding of Mexico-Tenochtitlan at the sacred site.  

 With the description of the rise of the city the legendary account begins to shade 

 into partisan history, as reports of hard won triumphs against oppressive and then 
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 fearful adversaries conclude with lists of accomplishments leading to the 

 organization of a formidable empire. In turn, this brief but glorious period of 

 expansion and consolidation, which every Mexican is taught to identify as his or 

 her historical past, serves as the moral background against which the defeat of the 

 perplexed Mexicas is unforgivably narrated as the result of the treachery of cruel 

 and dissolute Spaniards.  (Leon-Portilla 1992: xv) 

 

The Chicana/os based their history and collective ethnic identities in an indigenous past, 

more specifically the Mexica of Tenochitlan, in the pre-conquest time period thereby 

asserting their claim to a past free of the colonial restraints and repercussions historically 

placed upon them.  

The mid 1960s and early 1970s in the United States were characterized as a time 

of social revolution.  Revolutionary ideas and popular movements abounded in all arenas, 

starting in 1958 with the Civil Rights Movement, and continuing through the mid 1960s 

with the beginning of the Chicano and Black Power Movements.  During the late 1960s 

and continuing into the 1970s, we see the burgeoning American Indian Movement 

(AIM), Hawaiian Cultural Renaissance, Farm Workers Movement, the anti-war, anti-

imperialism and feminist movements gripping the nation’s consciousness. It was also a 

time of “cultural renaissance” for Chicana/o, Pacific Islander, Native American, and 

African-Americans.    

  These and other popular movements helped to create an environment in numerous 

social circles in the United States whereby long held canons of belief were questioned, 

and in academia this promoted the questioning of the theoretical foundations of the past 

and produced a generation of academics with budding ideas and new perspectives for the 

future of anthropological theory.  Chicana/o Studies programs began during the late 

1960s and 1970s alongside the burgeoning Chicano Movement and each heavily 

influenced the development of the other.   Leon-Portilla argues that during the 1960s and 
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1970s the ethnic and cultural identity of Chicana/os was based in an indigenous 

consciousness, in Mexica or Nahua history, and the mythic homeland of the Mexica, 

Aztlan, which resided somewhere in the southwest of the United States was heavily 

publicized and  employed by Chicano scholars and artists within the movement.  Leon-

Portilla states that,  “Chicano artists, scholars, and activists sought to identify Aztlan with 

either the southwest of the United States or any other area where Chicanos resided”, and 

he goes on to state that “the Mexican national project, north and south of the border, has 

been amply nourished by Nahua thought and culture” (Leon-Portilla 1992: xvi).   Aztlan 

and an identity based in a Mexica or Nahua history were key components in creating a 

decolonized indigenous consciousness (see Chapter Seven for further discussion on 

decolonized consciousness and the pan-indigenous identity of the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli 

group). 

 During this exciting and revolutionary time period Danza Azteca was 

wholeheartedly embraced by the movement, as well as by Latina/o and indigenous people 

not involved with the socio-political movement.  Danza was utilized by community 

leaders and by national party organizers.  Danza continued to grow exponentially in the 

following decades.  Danza Azteca began in California with only two groups in the 1970s.  

Today there are over a hundred groups in California alone.   There are a multitude of 

groups in the southwest, where the Latina/o population is prevalent, but Danza Azteca 

can also now be seen across the northwest, mid-west and the east coast of the United 

States.  Although the danzas (dances) and pasos (steps within each dance) of each group 

are similar, distinctions can be seen depending on the dance genealogy of each group.  In 

addition, Danza Azteca groups’ respective ideologies may vary from group to group 
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depending on the socio-political context each group is embedded in, as well as the 

positionalities of the group and their Maestra/os’ 
33

(teacher or leader of a danza group)  

or Jefes’ (leaders and teachers of a danza group) ideology.   There are groups whose 

lineage derives from Florencio Llescas and his teachings of “Esplendor Azteca” Danza.  

There are groups who mainly dance at ceremonies, and others who have a large 

presentation calendar in addition to ceremonial dance.  Some groups dance for 

community-based organizations, various social, political or cultural causes, and festivals, 

while others take a more political stance and dance at marchas (mobilize  to show 

support and grant visibility for a social, political, or cultural cause), and other political 

events in their area.  

 Dance is an effective mode of communication used to transmit multiple ethnic, 

cultural and national identities.  It is a tool used locally and globally by marginalized 

populations to express their ethnic solidarity and identity.  It is also utilized as a tool of 

political resistance.  On the national level, it is also used as a unifying and controlling 

tool in accordance with various nation-state ideologies.  Danza functions as a tool used in 

the continuation of tradition or may be appropriated and resignified to represent the 

shifting social and political norms of a given historical time period.  Marti argues that 

within the Nahua communities in Mexico, “Music and the dance were and continue to be 

vital forces in the life of the indigenous community, expressing its faith, hopes and 

fears.” (Marti 1964, 25).  Dance and song are powerful forces and are key sites for the 

expression and reception of history, gendered political, social and ethnic identity.  Dances 

may express individual feelings, a community’s or nation’s history.  It is a particularly 
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 Male and female leaders and teachers.  There are a large number of women danza 

leaders in California.  



 

63 
 

powerful site because of its ability to express and publicly declare one’s identity and 

sense of space and place, and collective dances, the shared experience creates a 

supportive environment for the expression, reception and acknowledgement of multiple 

identities or history. 

 Danza’s malleability, versatility, and ability to continually alter its function and 

meaning is exactly what makes it such a powerful force.  In the next chapter I define how 

the danza group creates a shared danza language and I review the political economy of 

Danza languages.  I argue that the shared danza language (acquired dance language or 

communicative competence), Nahuatl, and Spanish are wielded as oppositional and 

resistance linguistic practices of danzantes and their families.  I develop the concepts of 

kinesthetic literacy and kinesthetic communication which are based within the linguistic 

concepts of language socialization, literacy, and language revitalization, as well as in 

phenomenological methodology.  I will argue that dance can convey or communicate as 

much knowledge as oral or written communication. 

  I explore how danzantes access and express socio-historical memories, based in 

Mexica history, through the embodied act of dancing, thereby creating a pan-indigenous 

identity.  Dance, and each movement within the dances, are seen as words to a prayer.  

Through the movements, and the utilization of the kinesthetic sense, the danzantes are 

able to experience in unison the remembering of socio-historical memories and the 

creation and expression of a new pan-indigenous representation. I argue that this has led 

to the formation of a new identity and sense of space and place based in a pan-indigenous 

ideology.  Throughout the chapter I utilize the literature of the anthropology of human 

movement, the anthropology of experience, linguistic anthropology and phenomenology 



 

64 
 

as well as experiential data gathered in the semi-structured face-to-face interviews I 

conducted over the past two years, as well as from data gathered from the video I shot 

during several ceremonies and presentations over the past three years. 
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CHAPTER 3 

SOCIO-HISTORICAL MEMORY: REMEMBERING AND REWRITING THE 

PAST THROUGH DANCE 

 

 

All artistry originates in keen use of the Human senses, which also gives each 

religious devotion its shape, strength, its assurance...such devotions spring from 

the depths of the human heart as expressions of its innermost vitality, and as each 

changes over time and space, so do its expressions in art. (Loza 2009: 11) 

 

 

 In this chapter I first briefly review some critical human movement theory and 

utilize language socialization theory as a model for the dance socialization process I 

observed in Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli.  I then investigate the naming practices of 

danzantes’ children as a cultural and political act.  I review the political economy of 

Danza Languages and argue that the shared danza language
34

 ( or acquired dance 

language, and communicability in danza steps and teachings, Nahuatl, and Spanish are 

wielded as oppositional and resistance linguistic practices of danzantes and their families.  

Lastly, I develop the concepts of kinesthetic literacy and kinesthetic communication 

which are based within the linguistic concepts of language socialization, literacy, and 

language revitalization, as well as in phenomenological methodology.  I argue that dance 

can convey or communicate as much knowledge as oral or written communication.  I 

utilize scholarly literature from the anthropology of the senses, anthropology of human 

movement, anthropology of the body, medical anthropology, phenomenology, and 

critical literature from borderland studies, Chicana/o studies and linguistic anthropology.  

I employ data gathered from the photographs and video I shot of each type of danza event 

including ceremonies, presentations, big times and gatherings over the past three years.  I 
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 acquired communicative competence in danza 
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also utilize the experiential data gathered from the semi-structured face-to-face interviews 

and several follow up interviews I conducted with danzantes from the Quetzalcoatl-

Citlalli danza group and the Maestro of the White Hawk dance group.   

  I then focus upon the danzantes remembering and re-appropriation of socio-

historical memories, based in Nahua history, through the expressive cultural practices of 

Danza Azteca, for the dissemination and legitimation of socio-historical information and 

knowledge, which informs the danzantes’ gendered, political, and cultural identity.  I 

explore how the danzantes access and reconstruct socio-historical memories thereby 

creating a pan-indigenous identity and way of life through the embodied act of dancing.  

The dances, and each movement within the dances, are seen as words to a prayer.  

Through the movements 
35

 the danzantes are able to experience in unison, the 

remembering of socio-historical memories and create a new pan-indigenous ideology and 

representation.  This shared pan-indigenous ideology and identity acquired through danza 

events and expressive cultural practices aids the danzantes in creating and expressing 

various aspects of their multi-plex identity (see Chapter Seven for more on multi-plex 

identities). I utilize the literature of the anthropology of human movement, the 

anthropology of experience and phenomenology as well as experiential data gathered in 

the semi-structured face-to-face interviews I conducted over the past two years, as well as  

from data gathered from the video footage I shot during several ceremonies and 

presentations over the past three years. 
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 Danzantes incorporate and utilize all of their senses during danza, the kinesthetic 

visual, audio, and olfactory senses but in this chapter I focus solely on the movement of 

danza.  See Chapter Four for a focus on the auditory expressions, music, songs, and 

drumming, and Chapter Five for a multi-sensory exploration of danza events, and 

Chapter Six for a focus on the visual representations of danza. 
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Shared Dance Language: Acquisition and Socialization: 

 

 This section will build upon the current literature that links the anthropology of 

human movement, anthropology of the senses, and linguistic anthropology with 

phenomenology.  I am not attempting to define Danza or to place borders upon it; rather I 

problematize the notion of what dance is and entails. Current anthropological theory 

concerning human movement is based within a linguistic paradigm.  The acquisition and 

socialization process for entry into the Danza group greatly coincides with linguistic 

acquisition and socialization theory. Each danzante is socialized and first acquires the 

shared danza language and knowledge of the movement system.  This is followed by the 

acquisition of the philosophy and history of Danza.  Knowledge of these two processes 

and knowledge systems (dance language and Nahua history) allows the danzante to 

transmit as well as receive encoded meaning through the embodiment of the dance.  The 

socialization process of danzantes coincides greatly with linguistic acquisition.  During 

the socialization process dancers learn not only the movement system but also the 

cosmology and intellectual traditions of the Nahua, which grants them a new worldview 

and way of life based in the Nahua belief system. 

This study should broaden the scope of what dance entails anthropologically, to 

include concepts such as kinesthetic (dance) literacy and kinesthetic communication, 

through a shared Danza language, which is based within the linguistic concepts of 

language socialization, literacy, and language revitalization. I propose that the danzantes 

belong to a group which utilizes multiple modes of communication, including orality, 

literacy and kinesthetic communication; however, I believe the group privileges orality 
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and kinesthetic literacy when teaching danza, its expressive cultural practices (song, 

dance, visual art), and danza philosophy. 

  The relationship between language and experience is a complicated encounter 

when the individual is multi-lingual.  I explore how an individual perceives and gives 

meaning to an experience through language if they are multi-lingual.  Sapir states that 

language “defines experience for us by reason of its formal completeness and because of 

our unconscious projection of its implicit expectations into the field of experience” (Sapir 

1964: 128). 

 Language bestows meaning onto an individual’s experience and shapes how they 

perceive the world around them.  Sapir argues that language determines an individual’s 

perception of the world around them, but he does not address how multi-lingual speakers 

shape the world around them, nor does he address how multi-modal speakers, (i.e. dance 

language) create their habitual worldview.  It is well known that different modes of 

communication, structure modes of consciousness, so it is safe to assume that knowledge 

of a shared dance language (danza language) will alter a danzantes’ perception of the 

world around them.     

 Monolingual speakers have been studied extensively in linguistic anthropology 

but native multi-lingual speakers in multi-lingual environments have not had the same 

breath of literature.  How does an individual who is raised in a multi-lingual environment 

and is a native speaker of more than one language and mode of communication perceive 

the world?  Do the two languages and modes of communication compete for the 

worldview?  Does one language or mode of communication take precedence over the 

other in certain situations and how is that choice made? I believe that the these multi-
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lingual and multi-modal individuals create a hybrid, multi-plex world view and have the 

ability to alter their linguistic choices in accordance with where the event is situated, an 

din accordance with whose social hierarchy is valued or deemed valid in each location, 

because different venues or social situations may harbor different values and can attribute 

more power, prestige and agency to different languages and modes of communication. 

 In danza events one sees that linguistic choices are made either; in accordance 

with the knowledge base of the other speaker in the specific encounter, or that the 

linguistic choice may be made in relation to the dynamics of power in the given social 

interaction or dance event.  Danzantes are agents who make educated choices as to which 

discourse, linguistic utterance or mode of communication should be used within each 

situated locality.  They may choose from multiple languages and multiple modes of 

communication ( dance, music, Nahuatl, Spanish, English).  These decisions are based 

upon what choice will best suit the context of the situation, in order to maintain or 

enhance their power and prestige.   

 For example, danza presentations occur in multiple venues throughout the region.  

They may be at elementary schools, youth authorities (juvenile halls), business meetings, 

graduations, Native American events, weddings or funerals.  The presentation of danza 

and the contextualization of the dance event shifts in accordance with the context of the 

situation.  The dances chosen to be danced will be different at a wedding then the dances 

chosen for a funeral.  The language used at a Mexica or Native American event will be 

different from the language chosen for an elementary school.  The Maestro of the group 

makes educated choices about which language should be used and how to contextualize 
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an event for the knowledge bases or lack thereof as it pertains to the audience in 

attendance.   

Communicative competence within the danza mode of communication also comes 

into play when choosing which dances to dance at presentations.  Danzantes have a 

shared danza language. The danza language may shift slightly between different danza 

groups.  This difference is due to the varying danza lineages.  Danza groups have very 

specific dance lineages, some of which can be traced to the 1600s.  So variation in dance 

steps and styling are clearly distinguishable if one has the acquired communicative 

competence in danza language
36

.  Within the group a communicative competence is 

achieved once a danzante has acquired the danza language.  It is well known among 

danzantes that most audiences they dance in front of do not have the shared danza 

language nor do they have communicative competence in danza so if a danzante misses a 

step or two no one in the audience usually sees the mistake.  For example, I attended a 

big time in Auburn in 2011 and was unable to dance because I was injured, but I came to 

show support.  Danzantes verbalized to me that they were nervous because I was 

watching and I would know if mistakes were made.  In these situations when the Maestro 

is contextualizing the event for non- danzantes he will sometimes explain about a dance 

for Ehecatl (the wind god), but dance the dance for Tlaloc (the rain god).  In 

presentational contexts where there are other danzantes present this would not happen.  

He would dance the exact dance he was speaking about. However, this nervousness does 

not occur in ceremonial contexts, when the danzantes are surrounded by other 
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 I would describe the difference in languages as mirroring Spanish spoken in Spain and 

Spanish spoken in Mexico; and the English spoken in England and English spoken in the 

United States.   
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knowledgable danzantes (competent “speakers”); rather, I have only observed this in 

presentational contexts. 

Next, I analyze the development and privileging of alternate modes of 

communication: orality and kinesthetic literacy.   I am in no way stating that the group 

does not utilize or value literacy.  Literacy is highly valued.  Academic research is 

another way danzantes gain knowledge about the Nahua belief system, as is evident in 

the high percentage of danzantes who have graduate level degrees and work in education.  

However, in the majority of everyday interactions and danza experiences, orality and 

kinesthetic communication are privileged.  Depending on the presiding set of ideologies 

and socio-historical circumstances, each community will be more or less receptive to the 

introduction of these new modes of communication.  I take into account the ideologies 

and set of experiences that each individual and community has when entering the 

situation. Various ideological beliefs will in turn influence the shared meaning of the 

encounter and communication whether it be oral, written, or kinesthetic (dance), and 

one’s preceding knowledge and ideological background greatly influences what meaning 

if any is gleaned from each encounter.   

Ewald states that some societies
37

 preferred oral communication because it was 

face-to-face and grounded in their cultural milieu.  Oral communication successfully 

sustained the “dynamics of their political life” (Ewald 1988: 202-203).  I argue that the 

danzantes in grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli, are revitalizing and employing orality, as 

reflected in the cantos and alabanzas (danza songs; see Chapter Four for in depth 

description and analysis of the alabanzas), as well as kinesthetic literacy, as reflected in 
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 His linguistic work dealt with an indigenous community in Malta 
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shared danza language.  The problem that has arisen in terms of the orality of the songs, 

poems, and cantos is one of language, as the songs are in Nahuatl and Spanish.  A 

significant portion of the danza community in this group does not speak Spanish fluently 

and only one person is fluent in Nahuatl, the groups’s original founder Senora Cobb.  

Language revitalization classes were introduced for a brief amount if time in 2009, but 

they were soon discontinued because the teacher lost his availability to teach the class.  

The Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group is now holding monthly cantos workshops where they 

thoroughly analyze, dissect and sing one song each night. See Chapter Four for further 

discussion on cantos and their recent revitalization within the group.  The songs they 

discuss may be written in either Nahuatl, English or Spanish.  A recent emergence is the 

translation of Spanish alabanzas directly into Nahuatl and English.    

 Re-appropriating danza and orality (the songs and poems of the Nahua), in an 

alternate modes of communication and language not based in the dominant language is 

highly important among a large constituency of danzantes.  This is evidenced in the 

frequent practice among danzantes to name their children Nahuatl names. This is a highly 

politicized and conscious choice to name their children in a non-dominant language.  

Naming practices apply to both first and middle names.  Some choose Nahuatl over 

Spanish names and others use Nahuatl in conjunction with a Spanish name, but English 

names are rarely chosen.  Danzantes sometimes also are gifted a Nahuatl name after they 

have danced for a significant amount of years, although in recent years some danzantes 

have paid for the creation of a Nahuatl name. 

Ewald argues that “particular modes of communication structure modes of 

consciousness” (Ewald 1988: 205), and that our mode of communication has biased our 
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analysis of societies that privilege alternate or multiple modes of communication, and 

perhaps influenced us to ignore other prevalent modes of communication such as orality 

and kinesthetic communication in the form of a shared danza language and the 

communicative competence attained by communities, such as the danza group, in these 

alternate modes of communication.  I include kinesthetic communication in the form of a 

shared danza language, as a viable and comprehensive form of communication.  I believe 

that through kinesthetic communication, that is, through danza, one can communicate and 

receive as much meaning and knowledge as through oral and written communication.  

Kinesthetic communication was a primary mode of communication in the Mexica empire.  

Danzantes conveyed information about their gendered, social and political identities, and 

they also expressed their belief system through dance (see Chapter Two for pre-contact 

historical contextualization) 

  Today the shared danza language is used not only as a means of communication 

but it is also used as a tool for asserting and maintaining symbolic power.  The danzantes 

linguistic habitus determines what is seen as a valid and “normal” set of linguistic 

practices.  Bourdieu asserts that the symbolic power of a language choice, be it dance, 

Nahuatl naming, or Spanish over English in ceremonies, depends upon the contexts in 

which they are uttered.  Once the danzantes master the alternate languages and modes of 

communication they can effectively maneuver and manipulate their utterances.  

Danzantes may alter their language styles and choose which to deploy in each situation, 

effectively maintaining symbolic power.  Language carries power, in the forms of 

symbolic, cultural and economic capital.  Linguistic power and capital is acknowledged 

within the Danza community.   At ceremonies there are groups who will only address the 
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dance circle in Nahuatl, and others in English and Spanish, and still others in Spanish 

only.  These choices are consciously made and the decision making process is different 

for each group.  Some groups have danzantes who are bilingual in English and Spanish, 

but little to no working knowledge of Nahuatl, so they may focus their utterance in 

Spanish as it has more symbolic capital.  Other groups like the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli 

group have a large constituency who are not fluently bilingual and are fluent in English 

only so they will minimally use Spanish and Nahuatl.  There are only a few groups who 

use Nahuatl only and they maintain the highest degree of symbolic and cultural capital.   

 Ewald states that “a particular act of communication derives authority according to how 

writers and readers, speakers and audiences evaluate their relationships” (Ewald 1988).  

Some danzantes have mastered multiple modes of communication.  They may utilize the 

English language, Danza language, Nahua visual symbolism, songs or Spanish. 

Within academia scholars are granted access to these and other linguistic theories 

that have shown how language has been utilized as a weapon to exercise symbolic 

violence, and used as a form of symbolic domination.  This theory is well known within 

the danza group, and is heavily debated among danzante members.  A large portion of the 

Danza population are educated professionals and language choice, maintenance, and 

revitalization are heavily debated topics within group workshops.  Bourdieu’s theory 

states that the legitimate language of a society grants access and power to those who have 

mastered the language.  The language which is privileged within the group is the shared 

danza language.  When asked if Nahuatl was important to understanding danza and the 

songs, the danzantes for the most part asserted that the Nahuatl language was important, 

as it was important to understand some Nahuatl, but that the Nahuatl language was not as 
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important as the dance itself.  They stated the movement and the feeling of danza was 

more important, because danza is a spiritual movement.   This is clearly illustrated by 

SOA, a longstanding member of the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group, and according to her, 

Danza “[is] about spirit, it’s about what you feel the danza.  But yes as far as knowing 

what people are saying and how they communicate, I think it’s important to know 

Nahuatl, not know it, know it, but to know words and to understand what they mean 

because it’s Danza Mexica” (SOA, personal communication: February, 2011).  SOA 

demonstrates above that fluency in Nahuatl is not the primary goal of Danza.  Nahuatl is 

important and a highly valued knowledge system, because Danza Azteca is a Mexica 

practice based in a Nahua belief system but fluency in danza in the shared danza 

language is more important to the community.  TQR another danzante originally form 

another group but now a member of the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli Danza Group also shared 

that: 

I think danza for me, like I was sharing earlier, is a call from your spirit.  You 

know it’s your spirit that is speaking to you.  So I don’t think that the language, 

whether it’s Nahuatl, whether they’re saying words in Nahuatl, because 

sometimes people are saying things and it could be just saying it like oh I know 

Nahuatl.  But do you feel it?  It doesn’t matter to me that you know Nahuatl or 

that you know Spanish, or what have you.  Are you feeling your prayer, are you 

feeling your spirit and taking care of yourself spiritually?  Are you able to express 

your words because your spirit is speaking through your words, that’s what 

matters to me.  It doesn’t matter to me if it’s in Nahuatl or not.  I’ve heard people 

speak in Nahuatl, and I personally can’t feel, they might be feeling the spirit but I 

can’t feel it.  Sometimes when I say things in English I feel it (the spirit), 

sometimes I feel it in Spanish, just whatever comes to me, but personally I don’t 

think any one language makes it. (TQR, personal communication:  August, 2011)  

 

The language issues, including knowledge and utilization of Spanish, Nahuatl or English 

were all secondary to knowing and understanding danza as a shared dance language, a 



 

76 
 

form of kinesthetic communication that grants access to the danzantes spirit through the 

embodied act of dancing.   

The qualifier to both of these utterances was the admitted fact that although 

danza’s meaning and understanding of its practices is contingent on fluency in Spanish or 

Nahuatl, there is a concerted effort and acknowledgement behind the reclamation of 

languages like Nahuatl for which historically efforts were made to rid the world of the 

indigenous language.   Danzantes understood the linguistic politics at play in reference to 

Nahuatl and Spanish in the United States.  Each of these informants also named their 

children both a Nahuatl and a Spanish name.   

Another instance where language choice is highlighted is in the linguistic choice 

danzantes make when they choose between Ometeotl
38

 (Is the Nahua god, “god of 

duality”), and El es Dios during palabra 
39

.  One informant who shared that he was not a 

practicing Catholic but he preferred to say El es Dios “to show [that the] Catholic Church 

was involved, Concheros kept [Danza] alive, he says [El es Dios to] show danzantes to 

not forget or discard this fact because then we lose another part of danza.. I don’t want to 

lose any more danza history, Conchero
40

 or Azteca” (ROA, personal communication: 

January 2012).  Some danzantes say Ometeotl and El es Dios, LPS, a practicing Catholic 

spoke about her evolution with the statement: 

I’ve evolved in this...In the beginning I would only say Ometeotl.  I was only 

 comfortable saying Ometeotl and now, because I just wasn’t sure at the beginning 

 coming in as a Catholic how much overlapping I was comfortable with...I didn’t 

                                                           
38

 Ometeotl is the Nahua god, “god of duality”, or creator god, and symbolizes the duality 

within nature and life.  Ometeotl is often used in palabra. 
39

 Palabra is the meeting and prayer that each practica, presentation and ceremony begins 

and ends with. 
40 See Chapter Two for history of Conchero Danza. 
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 know how I felt about it but now I’m totally ok with it.  I probably say El es Dios 

 more than Ometeotl. (LPS, personal communication: January, 2012) 

 

Like LPS other informants shared that they say both Ometeotl and El es Dios at different 

times in their lives, and they said it meant the same thing to them. But for the informants 

who only say Ometeotl, these informants shared that they prefer Ometeotl, and strictly 

say Ometeotl at palabra to show and to publicly declare their knowledge of and support 

of Nahua ideologies, not the ideologies of the Spanish colonizers.  They specifically 

chose not to use the Spanish statement El es Dios because it indexes the Spanish and 

Catholic Church responsible for the conquest and colonization of Mexico and South 

America. (TQR, personal communication: August 2011 and J. Ortiz, personal 

communication: March, 2012) 

Remembering: 

 

   Paul Connerton argues that “our experience of the present largely depend upon 

our knowledge of the past, and that our images of the past commonly serve to legitimate 

a present social order” (Connerton 1989: 3-4).  Secondly, a society’s memory is critical 

because past factors can influence and distort an individual’s experience of the present 

(Connerton 1989: 1-2, Murguia 200, Climo and Cattel 2002).  My research focuses on the 

dissolution of imposed colonial socio-historical and cultural memories because both 

Murguia and Connerton show us that memory and more specifically the re-membering 

and re-invention of memory are critical in decolonizing efforts and when re-claiming a 

“decolonized” socio-historical past.  

  Edward Said calls attention to the lasting effects of the colonial regime on the 

colonized populations when he states that colonization “is a fate with lasting, indeed 
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grotesquely unfair results” (Said 1989: 207).  Fanon argues in favor of a decolonizing 

consciousness, stating that this process of “decolonization necessarily involves the 

creation of a national consciousness engaged in the recuperation of the past…[and that 

this] becomes an act of resistance and self-determination that destabilizes and releases the 

colonized subject from the minds of the subjugated communities” (Fanon cited in 

Aldama and Quinonez 2002: 254).  

  As shown above, the erasure of memory has many consequences and has been 

studied by anthropologists and scholars across disciplines (Connerton 1989, Howes 2004, 

Murguia 2000, Climo and Cattel 2002, Churchill 2004, Aldama and Quinonez 2002). 

Why is memory, and more importantly, why is the dissolution and reacquisition of one’s 

cultural and historical memory so important? Climo and Cattel have asserted that, 

“Memory is the foundation of self and society...and without it there can be no self, no 

identity.  Without memory, the world would cease to exist in any meaningful way” 

(Climo and Cattel 2002: 1).  Furthermore, it is important to remember that, as argued by 

Climo and Cattel,  “memory, whether individual or collective, is constructed and 

reconstructed by the dialectics of remembering and forgetting, shaped by semantic and 

interpretive frames, and subject to a panoply of distortions” (Climo and Cattel 2002: 1).  I 

argue that the danzantes are reconstructing socio-historical memories based in a Nahua 

belief system and accessed through the embodied act of dancing.  I draw from 

postcolonial studies and Chicano Studies literature, which states that, although the 

Spanish and  United States colonial and neocolonial powers effectively erased their 

indigenous history from national consciousness, they were unable to erase cultural 

memories and knowledge bases situated within the body.  Paul Connerton has shown that 
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“images of the past and recollected knowledge of the past…are conveyed and sustained 

by (more or less) ritual performances” (1989: 1-2).  I investigate sacred and secular 

rituals in my research.  I have observed the Danza group in the process of reclaiming 

their indigenous past.   I focus on the dissolution and re-appropration of socio-historical 

and cultural memories, because many scholars have shown us that memory and more 

specifically the re-membering and re-invention of memory are critical in decolonizing 

efforts and when re-claiming a socio-historical past (Connerton 1989, Murguia 2002, 

Anzaldua 1999, Climo and Cattel 2002, Smith 1992, Halbwach 1992).  The group is 

invested in remembering and reconstructing key socio-historical memories which 

combats Fanon’s notion of a colonized consciousness.  The Maestro of the group speaks 

frequently on the importance of remembering “...your history because if you do not know 

your history, if you don’t know where you come from you can’t move forward, your lost 

without it” (J. Ortiz, personal communication: August 2011). 

The literature in the anthropology of the borderlands, Chicano Studies and 

transnationalism and globalization highlight the continual deconstruction and 

renegotiation of political, social, cultural and gendered identities in the American 

southwest and among border cultures the world over (Alvarez Jr. 1995, Paz 1961, 

Murguia 2002, Cisneros 1991, Anzaldua 1999, Vigil 1980, Limon 1994, Herzfeld 1986, 

2001, Smith 1992, Fenton and May 2002, Perez Jr. 1999).  Alvarez Jr. asserts that 

borderland “ authors detail the duality and often the multiplexity of divergent strands of 

sexual, ethnic, national, and cultural identity” (Alvarez Jr 1995: 461). See Chapter Seven 

for further discussion and analysis on the production and performance of multi-plex 

identities in indigenous traditional dance groups in northern California. 
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It is a foundational assertion within the anthropological and cultural studies 

literatures that the act of colonization has produced conflict and destruction on multiple 

levels: physically, economically, intellectually, spiritually, and with respect to the loss of 

socio-historical memories (Connerton 1989, Anzaldua 1999, Churchill 2004, Murguia 

2000). Recent literature in socio-cultural anthropology focuses on the present day 

manifestations of the colonizers’ destructive practices, and the resulting resistance 

practices of the colonized population (Aldama –Quinonez 2002, Churchill 2004, 

Anzaldua 1999, Cantu and Najera-Ramirez 2002, LaDuke 2005).  Aldama and Quinonez 

argue that “colonialism distorts, disfigures, and destroys the past and effectively 

transforms the present and future of oppressed people” (2002: 224). The destruction and 

loss of memory affects identity formation which then results in an ongoing contentious 

relationship between the colonizers and colonized that has had lasting devastating effects 

on the colonized population (Connerton 1989, Churchill 2004, Gandhi 1998, Aldama and 

Quinonez 2002, Fuentes 1992, Vigil 1998). 

According to Halbwachs, when accessing historical memory, “the person does not 

remember events directly; the process can only be stimulated in indirect ways through 

reading or listening, or in commemoration and festive occasions when people gather 

together to remember in common the deeds and accomplishments of long-departed 

members of the group.” (Halbwachs 1992: 24).  Thus Halbwachs is making an argument 

that during the performance and/or reception of these cultural practices, long-held canons 

of belief are deconstructed through the erasure or “historical forgetting” (Herzfeld 1991) 

of the colonized consciousness and the re-appropriation of historical memories based in 

an indigenous past.  These collective memories are not a given; rather, they are socially 
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and culturally constructed through the performance and reception of cultural practices.  

Connerton states that “embodied memories and the transmission of social memory 

through bodily practices such as posture, gesture, and habit, and commemorative 

ceremonies, which he views as ritual reenactments of meaningful cultural experiences or 

performative memory” (Connerton 1989: 71).  

 I will now discuss how danzantes utilize the embodied act of danza as a means to 

remember and reconstruct socio-historical memories.  I utilize phenomenological 

methods to analyze dance;  and the act of remembering and rewriting the danzantes 

identity and sense of space and place. 

Phenomenology and Anthropology of the Senses: 

 

Dance is for some powerful reasons, the most shallowly interpreted art form in 

contemporary United States.  It is a stigmatized art form whose practicioners are 

given only a marginal economic, intellectual, and political place in US society 

(Ness 2004: 20). 

 

Anthropologists investigating sensuous activities and practices such as Danza Azteca, 

which heavily rely on the kinesthetic, visual, audio and olfactory senses to transmit and 

receive encoded messages and meanings, have a greater chance at unearthing said 

meaning in their fieldwork when employing phenomenological methods in conjunction 

with anthropological theory.  Anthropologists are now using new ethnographic methods, 

based within a phenomenological paradigm, utilizing concepts and methods from 

phenomenology such as poetry, experiential narratives, and bracketing. 

Sally Ann Ness points out that within anthropology “there is a general tendency to 

assume that the mind of a human being is the same thing as its brain, that human 

intelligence lives and flourishes only inside the area of the cerebral cortex, and that 
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human learning is a process that must necessarily involve the sense of sight or the sense 

of hearing, and the echoes of those senses we call “imagination,” but preferably no 

others” (Ness 1992: 6).  This misconception is still prevalent throughout Western 

scholarship despite the fact that, as Howes argues “sensuous experience is not opposed to 

reason, rather it is replete with logic and meaning, both personal and communal” (Howes 

2004: 43).  This is direct evidence of the still prevalent and widely accepted notion of the 

Cartesian dualism that permeates European thinking on the body and underlies the 

establishment of canonical approaches to the body.  Cartesian dualism is the belief in the 

separation of the mind and the body, whereby the mind is given superiority over the 

body.  Cartesian dualism shifted philosophical investigation away from conscious 

experience to objective realities, effectively eliminating future investigations of 

consciousness and subjective experiences.  Despite the influx of new scholarship within 

the anthropology of the body, the anthropology of human movement and critical medical 

anthropology, which  deconstructs the cultural assumptions embedded in this approach, 

there remains a palpable bias towards the body and bodily activities such as dance. This 

philosophic theory has had a lasting and widespread effect on the study of and 

interpretation of studies pertaining to the senses and more specifically to studies 

pertaining to the kinesthetic sense, such as Danza Azteca. 

According to Moran, “Phenomenology describes, in its own terms, the essential 

and irreducible nature of the experience of consciousness in the world.” (Moran 2002: 2) 

When researching dance, a methodology that focuses on the experience of the world is 

paramount in extracting data on the embodiment of dance. 
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Husserl states that “phenomenology is accordingly the theory of experiences in 

general, inclusive of all matters, whether real or intentional...[it] makes no empirical 

assertions, it propounds no judgements...it establishes no truths concerning natural 

realities...it takes all apperceptions and judgemental assertions ...and treats them purely as 

the experiences they are in themselves: it subjects them to a purely immanent, purely 

descriptive examination into essence.” (Husserl cited in Moran 2002: 7).  This concern 

with the descriptive lived experience, and the bracketing of all judgements and previous 

assertions is essential when working with embodied research topics such as Danza 

Azteca. 

Phenomenology is a versatile and successful school of thought because of its 

capability to transform and conform itself within the specifics of each locality and set of 

academic inquiries.  In today’s transnational and globalized world a static and plastic 

theory does not have the ability to thoroughly investigate anthropological inquiries.  

Jackson states that, “The phenomenological method involves “placing in brackets’ or 

setting aside questions concerning the rational, ontological, or objective status of ideas 

and beliefs in order to fully describe and do justice to the ways in which people actually 

live, experience, and use them-the ways in which they appear to consciousness.” 

(Jackson1996: 10)  Phenomenologists like Jackson focus on the experience of 

consciousness, and, in order to not yield to the pitfalls of past philosophers, Husserl 

focused on methodologies free from presuppositions and prejudice.  He steered away 

from idealism and positivism.  He employed concepts and methodologies such as the 

phenomenological epoche, phenomenological reduction and bracketing.  Husserl’s 

phenomenological methods were descriptive in essence.  Each of these concepts allows 
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one to describe an experience while suspending one’s presuppositions, by placing in 

brackets or setting aside the “natural attitude” of the world, and becoming a non-

participating observer of conscious experiences of the world ( see Stewart and Mickunas 

1990: 36).  Anthropologists utilizing phenomenological methods are less likely to place 

their biases onto their research. 

 

Michael Jackson emphasizes the “autonomy of verbal and sensual (non-verbal) 

modes of thought and communication.  According to Jackson, many things can be 

communicated through  the body without having to make recourse to words” (Jackson 

cited in Howes 2004: 32-33).   C. Nadia Seremetakis, in The Senses Still, states that “the 

anthropology of the senses is a central passageway into a self-reflexive epistemology of 

the modern life-world.  The senses in modernity are the switching place where the 

structure of experience and the structure of knowledge converge and cross” (Seremetakis 

1994: vii).  Seremetakis and other anthropologists investigating the senses drew heavily 

from phenomenological theory and methodology.  Phenomenological theory was an 

effective theoretical framework.  Contemporary phenomenology was conducive in work 

pertaining to the senses because, according to Moran, it “incorporated postmodern, 

gender, and even environmental elements in its efforts to understand the nature of living 

in the age of global technology and interculturalism” (Moran 2002: 4).  And perhaps 

more importantly, contemporary phenomenology continues to evolve and develop new 

theory and methodologies, the movement is not static, so as people’s conscious 

experience changes so does the theory, to more closely understand the reality and 

consciousness. 
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Rewriting: 

 

Danzantes are actively engaged in remembering and rewriting socio-historical 

memories and are constructing new identities and a sense of space and place based in a 

pan-indigneous ideology.  We reviewed before how the act of dancing or performing in 

collective ritual or performance grants cultural producers, and in this case danzantes, the 

ability and an avenue to access multiple levels of meaning-making.  According to Turino, 

this embodied process “allow(s) people to intimately feel themselves part of the 

community through the realization of  shared cultural knowledge and style and through 

the very act of participating together in performance”. (Turino 2008: 2).  ZMA, a member 

of the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group,  shared with me the process she undergoes during 

danza ceremonies: 

 I think understanding it is one thing and dancing it is another.  Taking it to that 

 spiritual level is, is really grand.  I don’t think a lot of them [danzantes] have 

 experienced it, I personally haven’t experienced it all the time. Although like I 

 said if I start praying and I’m really tired and I get to that level where exhaustion 

 hits, people can call them hallucinations whatever you want to, but there are a lot 

 of things that you see differently, you know, you’ll turn and you’ll notice that 

 child sitting over there, and all of a sudden everything blanks out, and all of a 

 sudden life is beautiful, life is grand, you really notice the leaves, not just the tree, 

 I think to take it to that level you have to put your mind in that frame...when you 

 concentrate on the significance of it all, and how our ancestors used to do it for 

 way more longer than we did.  Then it gives you a different sense of reality and 

 you start to appreciate it at that level, and you really have to invoke yourself into 

 it to really appreciate the significance of it all, not just to dance it but to really 

 focus on exactly what it is that you’re doing, and i think you can do that but not a 

 lot of people really know how, and the ones that do know how you can’t kind of 

 say this is how you’re going to go about it because everyone is so individually 

 different.  it’s not something that you can teach it’s something that you 

 experience. (ZMA, personal communication: February 2012) 

 

As she danced she was transported to another realm, and she experienced a sense of unity 

and connection not only with those around her participating in the ceremonial ritual with 

her, but also she felt a connection to her ancestors.  She felt a connection to her ancestors 
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who danced the same dances she was dancing.  Chicana/o identity, like that of their 

ancestors, is stored and transmitted through the body, through Danza 

 John MacAloon states that cultural performances are “occasions in which as a 

culture or society we reflect upon and define ourselves, dramatize our collective myths 

and histories, present ourselves with alternatives, and eventually change in some ways 

while remaining the same in others” (MacAloon cited in Herzfeld 2001: 254).  The 

danzantes in grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli mirror this statement, and SOA a member of 

Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli, asserts that: 

 I just wanted to come to danza and learn and I was there and I was so excited that 

 I was there and I felt this is what it was about and being connected to my people 

 and I missed it, I really felt like the first twenty-three years of my life, I was 

 missing something.  I mean, granted I had other traditions, other things going on 

 but that part wasn’t there...I was taking all the classes I could (Chicano art/

 history), because I was just like I need to be close to finding out, who I’m about 

 and what I’m about, who I’m connected to.” (SOA, personal communication: 

 February, 2011). 

  

SOA states that the practice of danza, the embodied act of dancing connects her with: her 

history, her community both past and present and connects her to own sense of self; her 

individual, cultural and social identity is constructed and shared through the dance.  

Ninety percent of the danzantes I interviewed expressed emotions like this.  They 

expressed a feeling and sense of home, of being lost and finding their space and place in 

history, in the worldview, and they found these through danza, the act of dancing.  

 The body has been used by a myriad of cultures, societies, and nations, throughout the 

milennia, and essentially used to write one’s memory and identity into history, for as 

articulated by Climo and Cattel, “memories are not stored solely in the brain, but in the 

body and bodily practices…Memories reside in many mnemonic sites and practices-in 

language, songs, and ceremonies, bodies and bodily practices, places and things” (2002: 
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19,17).  Many self-described “sensuous anthropologists”, such as, Paul Connerton, 

Thomas Csordas, Paul Stoller, and Sally Ann Ness have shown that memories grant 

access to one’s identity and are embodied and expressed through the senses in bodily 

practices such as dance, ritual, gesture, smell, and taste (Connerton 1989, Csordas 1994 

and 2004, Ness 1992, Howes 2004, Jackson 1996). For example, Paul Stoller describes 

how “cultural memories are embedded in the smells, sounds and sights of Songhay spirit 

possession ceremonies” (Stoller 1997: 65).   These “sensuous productions” and narratives 

of self and one’s sense of history and place in the cosmos are just as powerful as written 

constructions of memory and identity.   

During the Chicano Movement one of the primary modes of communication 

utilized to disseminate socio-historical and cultural knowledge and information to both 

rural and urban Latino communities was through cultural practices such as dance, poetry, 

and visual art.  A number of anthropology, Chicano and Latino Studies scholars have 

emphasized the efficacy of employing visual and kinesthetic cultural practices as sites for 

the dissemination and legitimation of a new historicized and highly politicized gendered 

and ethnic identity (Rosaldo 1985, Paz 1961, Murguia 2002, Cisneros 1991, Anzaldua 

1999, Vigil 1980, Limon 1994).   I focus on the production and performance of socio-

historical and cultural memories within Danza Azteca. 

Robert Desjarlais argues that “...experience, which many take to be universal, 

natural, and supremely authentic, is not an existential given but rather a historically and 

culturally constituted process predicated on a range of cultural, social, and political 

forces” (cited in Jackson 1996: 70). The experience and reception of Danza Azteca is a 
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particularly powerful site for the embodiment, expression and reception of identity and 

memory. 

Within Chicana/o Studies and Borderland literature, Maciel, Ortiz, and Herrera-

Sobek, show that “...borderland immigrants have dramatically maintained an expressive 

cultural tradition, which is often insurgent and nearly always synthesizes the 

individualistic with the collective.  Such tradition is manifested in music, poetry, 

literature, theater, and graphic art...cultural practices of Mexican people in the borderland 

are an expression of their political and personal experience” (Maciel, Ortiz, Herrera-

Sobek 2000: 53).   Stuart Hall argues that identity is a “production, which is never 

complete, always in process” (Hall cited in Velez-Ibanez and Sampaio: 85).  The 

experience and reception of dance is a particularly powerful site for the embodiment, 

expression and reception of identity and memory because, as argued by Williams,  

“When people dance they are organizing, attaining, experiencing, communicating, or 

representing knowledge and belief” (Williams 2004: 35). I have participated and 

observed the Danza group in the process of reclaiming their indigenous past.  The Danza 

group is invested in remembering socio-historical memories, and  through the act of 

dance they are rewriting their gendered political, social and cultural identities.  The group 

has redefined and reshaped the Danza’s ideology and traditions to speak to the specific 

concerns and interests of their community and the corresponding ideology of the 

Maestro.  

Turino argues that, “Through moving and sounding together in synchrony people 

can experience a feeling of oneness with others. Signs of social intimacy are experienced 

directly -body to body- and thus in the moment reflect to be true.”  (Turino 2008: 2)  The 
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danzantes I interviewed all expressed feelings of unity and family when speaking about 

the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli danza group.  The collective act of dancing together, in unison 

in such a supportive environment created a sense of home and family, a Mexica identity 

and sense of space and place based within a Nahua belief system. 

The danzantes all spoke of instances when they were transported to another realm, 

they transcended through the dance, or felt transformed, but a stronger theme that came 

up time and again in the interviews and within the group palabras after practica was the 

creation of a danza family, a sense of belonging, and of being home.  ROA a regular 

visitor to the group
41

, stated early on that the “group is more my family than my actual 

family” (ROA, personal communication: June, 2010)  These sentiments of being home 

and a feeling of being lost in the world without it is an overarching theme throughout my 

dissertation.   

 Numerous danzantes stated that they had no knowledge of their history nor did 

they have a connection to their ancestry.  SOA asserts that the danza has given her a 

connection to her ancestry, “I feel blessed, I feel tied to our people.  Danza is part of our 

culture, part of our people and I’m just so appreciative of it...for me it’s fulfilled a void 

and I think that’s just not really knowing myself, it’s helped me to understand...about 

where I come from” (SOA, personal communication: February, 2011). Danza has 

provided the avenue to remember their socio-historical memories and an indigenous 

belief system.  With the history and knowledge of their past danzantes are able to produce 

and express this shared notion of a Mexica identity based within a Nahua belief system. 

                                                           
41

 ROA is a member of a San Francisco Danza Azteca group but he is married to a 

member of the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group so he regularly attends the groups practicas, 

presentations and ceremonies. 
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  In this chapter I reviewed the political economy of Danza Languages and argue 

that the shared danza (acquired dance) language, Nahuatl, and Spanish are wielded as 

oppositional and resistance languages of danzantes and their families.  I also developed 

the concepts of kinesthetic communication and communicative competence in the shared 

danza language, which is based within the linguistic concepts of language socialization, 

literacy, and language revitalization, as well as in phenomenological methodology.  I 

argued that dance can convey or communicate as much knowledge as oral or written 

communication.   

 Once the idea of a shared danza language and communicative competence among 

the danzantes was established I was able to focus upon the remembering and re-

appropriation of danzantes socio-historical memories through the embodied act of 

dancing.  I explored how danzantes access and express these socio-historical memories 

through the embodied act of dancing, thereby creating a pan-indigenous identity.  The 

Dance, and each movement within the dance, are seen as words to a prayer.  Through the 

movements, and the utilization of the kinesthetic sense, the danzantes are able to 

experience in unison the remembering of socio-historical memories and the creation and 

expression of a new pan-indigenous representation. I argued that this has led to the 

formation of a new identity and sense of space and place based in a pan-indigenous 

ideology. 

  In Chapter Four, I will focus on the production and performance of socio-

historical and cultural memories, identity production, history and tradition within the 

songs, drumming and poetry of danza, danzante musicians and poets, and Chicana/o 

poets. I will analyze the continuance of oral traditions and expressive practices through 
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Chicana and danzante poetry as well as through danza cantos, alabanzas, and ensayos.  I 

investigated the role of music in danza events and practices.  The singing, drumming, and 

sounds of the armas are important and powerful forces utilized in both sacred and secular 

events.  The sounds of danza including the songs, drums, flutes, mandolins, and other 

armas, have agency, encompassing the means to send and receive encoded meaning, and 

produce socially and culturally constructed knowledge. I utilize the anthropology of 

music, linguistic anthropology, anthropology of the senses, phenomenology and 

Chicana/o studies scholarly literature, as well as data gathered from the video and semi-

structured face-to-face interviews with danzantes as well as with the Miwok traditional 

dancers the Quetzalzoatl-Citlalli group often dances with.   
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CHAPTER 4 

DRUMMING, SONGS, POETRY: ORALITY IN THE NAHUA AND CHICANA/O 

EXPERIENCE 

 

 Songs represent prayer, story, history, creation, healing, continuation of generations 

 and more.  We’re singing songs and dances that have surpassed generations of war, 

 history, conquest, invasions and we still have them...we’re writing about it, and 

 studying it, and living with it. Continuing our lives and honoring and acknowledging 

 our existence. (J. Ortiz, personal communication: August, 2011, original emphasis). 

 

 In pre-contact Nahua society socio-historical memories, traditions, values, morals 

and the histories of individual families (genealogies) as well as the history and migration 

of the Mexica nation were passed down orally via poems and songs. Each successive 

generation taught the next and some of these cantos
42

 and poems have continued to be 

sung and recited since the pre-contact era.  I analyze the continuing oral tradition through 

Danza cantos and alabanzas
43

 as well as through Chicana and danzante poetry.  

  In this chapter I focus on the production and performance of socio-historical and 

cultural memories, identity production, history and tradition within the songs, drumming, 

and the poetry of danza, danzante musicians, and Chicana/o and danzante poets. I utilize 

the anthropology of music, linguistic anthropology, the anthropology of the senses, 

phenomenology and Chicana/o studies literature, as well as data gathered from the video 

and photographic footage I shot over the past three years, as well as semi-structured face-

                                                           
42

 Cantos are the songs sung by danza groups.  Can be of two major origins: the Nahuatl 

songs or alabanzas.  alabanzas are the Nahua cantos adapted into Spanish, and Catholic 

Hymnal formatting and phrasing, but they carried over the meaning from the original 

songs, usually containing the hidden meaning within. 
43

 Alabanzas are the songs or cantos sung during danza, or at velaciones.  This type of 

song is primarily written in Spanish and written in a Catholic hymnal tradition/ phrasing. 
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to-face interviews I conducted with danzantes as well as with Miwok
44

 traditional dancers 

(one of the regional Native American traditional dance groups) who the danzantes often 

dance with.  I investigate the role of music in danza events and practices.  The singing, 

drumming, and sounds of the armas
45

 are important and powerful forces utilized in both 

sacred and secular events.  The sounds of danza; the songs, drums, flutes, mandolins, and 

other armas have agency; the means to send and receive encoded meaning, and produce 

socially and culturally constructed knowledge.   I then move on and explore how Chicano 

Movement leaders often utilized poetry and songs for the dissemination and legitimation 

of socio-historical information and knowledge, which informed the gendered political, 

Chicana/o identity during the Chicano Movement.   I then analyze how Chicana 

Feministas
46

 and one danzante poetess in grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli employ poetry to 

counter the patriarchal machismo of the Chicano Movement of the late 1960s and early 

1970s, and utilize their indigenous heritage, more specifically invoking the Mexica, 

Mayan, and other Nahua gods and godesses within their  poetry and literature, as a way to 

reconnect with their indigenous heritage and identity, and to combat the oppression and 

subjugation they have felt and fought. 

Music / Drumming / Songs: 

 

   Feld and Fox outline the evolution of the investigation of music within 

anthropological studies pertaining to music.  They have noted a shift away from a study 

                                                           
44

 The Miwok are a California Native American federally recognized tribe.  There are 

multiple Miwok bands throughout Northern and Central California, as well as on the 

coast. 
45

 Armas are the instruments and tools a danzante possesses and carries with them at all 

danza events, an ayacachtli and caracol are two examples.  
46

 Were Chicanas who were a part of the Chicana Feminista Movement, also referred to 

as Xicanisma.  
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of music as a part and parcel of culture, society, and history, towards an investigation of 

music “as culture, society and history, ethnomusicological perspectives are increasingly 

social, linking the structure and practice”  (Feld and Fox1994.)   Current anthropological 

research conducted on music, songs, and drumming has focused on drumming and 

music’s ability to incite as well as record social change in the given socio-historical time 

period.  Music may operate simultaneously as a unifying and oppositional practice.  For 

example, Turino describes the role that songs and anthems played in the Civil Rights 

Movement, and she states that “Almost all commentators suggest that mass singing was 

one of the primary forces that helped unite people to action and bolster courage in the 

face of white oppression and violence during the first decade of the movement...Every 

new chapter of the struggle produced its own songs” (Turino 2008: 215).  Within the 

lyrics of these songs history was being recorded, the actions people were taking and the 

results were written down and sung repeatedly.   Additionally,  Martin Stokes reviews the 

idea of musical hybridity over the past two decades, and he argues that musical hybridity 

“provides evidence of diasporic cultural and political strategies in which migrants, 

refugees, and diaspora populations detached from nation-states situate themselves in 

global flows and build new homes for themselves” (Stokes 2004 : 59)  I will explore how 

Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli utilizes not only Danza songs and music, but they actually 

more often sing Native North American songs at Velaciones and ceremonies.  In fact the 

alabanzas in particular are rarely sung by the group, while the cantos are sometimes 

sung.  Eighty percent of the time if songs are sung by the group they are usually sweat 

songs, California traditional songs, Sun Dance or peyote meeting songs. 
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  Anthropology, Chicano and Latino Studies scholars have shown how effective 

expressive cultural practices such as music and poetry are as sites for the dissemination 

and legitimation of a new historicized and highly politicized gendered and multi-plex 

ethnic identity (Rosaldo 1985, Paz 1961, Murguia 2002, Cisneros 1991, Anzaldua 1999, 

Vigil 1980, Limon 1994).    

Music: 

   Music production is a complex and powerful site and experience.  In particular. 

the drum has special significance and has often been called the heartbeat of a community, 

as it carries the heart and energy of a community or a movement.  The drum is a key 

component within danza events and danza movement systems.  The movement, the 

dancing, and the drumming are inextricably linked: they co-exist, each influences the 

other in turn, the dance is dependent on the drum and the drum is dependent on the 

dancers.  

  Singing and drumming are nearly always spoken of with reverence and awe. 

Informants would often fall short of words, and move to describe their feelings, or use 

sensory words and phrases.  For example, when asked about how the drum made her feel 

the first time she heard it BCR, a danzante in Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli stated that, 

“The drum it gives you that feeling of..it makes your heart race, that thunderous sound 

and it gives you the chills.  that’s what it gave me the chills.” (BCR, personal 

communication: June, 2010).  Turino describes music production and sounds as a 

“special kind of communication, and experience that draw[s] upon and draw[s] out 

different parts of the self” (Turino 2008: 2).  My informants, both the danzante and 

Native American informants, echoed these sentiments, often stating that the music, the 

songs and drumming brought about feelings ranging from a sense of home and safeness, 
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to sadness. More often than not, they stated that the drums produced something that was 

hard to put into spoken words; feelings were more often deployed when addressing and 

describing the drum, its sounds, and the emotions and meaning it produces for each 

danzante.   

Danza Sounds: 

Musical sounds are a powerful human resource, often at the heart of our most 

profound social occasions and experiences. (Turino 2008: 1). 

 

 Sound plays an integral role in all danza events.  Danza has several distinct 

sounds: the beating of the drum in the familiar rhythm and beats of each danza or 

permiso; the rattling of the ayacachtlis (rattles made of wood, metal, or bone), which 

keep time with the drum beat; the clicking sounds of the xallallotes (seed pods tied 

together on leather strips, tied around the ankle area), as they are walking and getting 

ready, or in unison with the drum and ayacachtli.  Each of the drums, the huehuetl and 

teponaztli, are made differently and create two distinct tones and sound ranges.  The 

huehuetl, the drum more commonly played at danza events, is a vertical wooden drum 

that comes right above the waist of the standing drummers. The top of the huehuetl is 

covered by cured leather, and they are either carved, painted or covered with patterned 

cloth or leather. The drums’ sound carries over large distances.  The teponaztli is a 

horizontal wooden drum that can be anywhere from 1-2ft in length.  It makes a different 

sound from the huehuetl because it is all wood and the sound does not carry as far. 

 The sounds produced while getting ready are as distinct as the sounds of the 

armas and danza while the danza event is underway.  At danza events,  if you have the 

acquired danza language (see Chapter Three), the sounds of danza can clearly distinguish 

at what point the event is at.  The ritual preparations have as distinct a sound as do the 
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entrance beats, and the sounds of the armas and drum in unison are powerful during the 

ceremony.  As the danzantes are readying themselves you hear the sound of the voices of 

danzantes greeting each other; interspersed amidst the general sound of voices immersed 

in conversation one will hear the intermittent sound of xayayotes clicking as people walk 

by, even the pace of their walking can be determined by the beat the xayayotes click out; 

one also hears the  drummers testing out beats on their drums.  But as soon as the sound 

of the concha being played by one or several danzantes, the ritual preparations wrap up 

as do the conversations.  The concha calls to everyone, and signals the start of the danza 

event.  Danzantes line up and the drums start beating the rhythm for the entrance or 

permiso, the danzantes start to move, the ayacachtlis and xayayotes now sound in unison 

with the drum beat and the permiso begins as the danzantes enter the practica, 

presentation or ceremony.  Steven Loza describes how at an event, the sounds of the 

event can become more effective than the words of songs, in so far as the sounds of 

people playing and sounding, or moving in unison, a palpable sense of “Oneness is 

achieved through the sounds” (Loza 2009: 78).    This “oneness” is achieved through the 

sounds of danza.  It starts with the sounds of the xayayotes clicking in unison as the 

danzantes move, and is solidified when the drums begin.  The majority of my informants  

referred to this “oneness” being achieved through the drums.  They referred to the sound 

of the drum creating a sense of home, of safeness, and of connectedness between the 

traditional California dance group and the Danza Azteca group.   

 As the dancers dance in unison at a ceremony, presentation, or practica, whether 

in a gym, hall, on stage, in an open field, youth authority, or in a conference room, the 

sounds vary in accordance with each venue and each sound event is unique and clearly 
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distinguishable
47

.  The sound of the drums and concha indoors are very overpowering as 

they are built  to be heard and carry over long distances in large open spaces.  The drums, 

xayayotes and ayacachtlis bounce off the walls reverberating back and forth as the danza 

continues.  When each of the danzantes is dancing in unison the sound of danza is doubly 

amplified.   In the springtime the group practices outside in a park, across the street from 

the Virgen de Guadalupe Catholic Church.   At every practice there would be at least five 

to ten people who were walking by the park, out running or enjoying the park’s 

playground.  At these practices the dancers are not in full regalia, the men in shorts and 

the women in skirts but each has on their armas and the sound of the drum and the 

movement pulls people over to the circle.  They often stay a half hour or more and watch.  

Some ask questions, who we are and what we are dancing for, and others ask to join in 

the dancing.  The drum is often the first thing people say drew them to the circle.  “We 

heard the drum from across the park and came to see what was happening”.  (park guest, 

2011, Southside Park)  The music in the park, the drums, and the sounds of danza at once 

distinguish the danzantes as a separate social, cultural, and ethnic group.  The drum not 

only brings together the inner circle of danzantes, it draws people who are not involved in 

danza or the group; the sound of the drums and armas has been known to give them a 

sense of space and place, and identity.   

  Below I analyze Danza drumming and songs as a source and means to record and 

perform history, tradition, prayer, and a mulit-plex identity.  Music and dance are key 

sites for the production, maintenance and reception of social, political, and cultural 

                                                           
47

 I.E., a sound event can be distinguished via indoor decibels, or the sheer power of 

hundreds of danzantes moving for a ceremony.  At ceremonies there may be twenty 

drummers versus two to five drummers at a practice.  
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identities, history, rites, traditions and spiritual communication /invocation.  Numerous 

anthropologists, ethnomusicologists, and Native American scholars testify to the fact that 

music in Native American communities has multiple meanings and functions, and that 

music may operate in a social, political and sacred (religious/spiritual) capacity on 

different occasions depending on the situated event and audience.  Cobb and Fowler state 

that music production in Native American communities is meaningful on multiple levels, 

as these are complex productions that may be, in their words,  

 transformed into methods of protest against the presence of oppressive outside forces in 

 daily life, these [musical performances] continued to function internally as ways of 

 articulating individual, clan, and community identities, communing with the sacred, 

 and, in some cases, providing entertainment...as it continues to do today, musical 

 performance fostered intense competition at intertribal powwows, mediated tensions, 

 and healed or reconstituted individuals and communities.” (Cobb and Fowler 93). 

 

Drumming: 

 When interviewing informants on danza and their first experience or their first 

remembrance of seeing danza at any type of event, nearly all (ninety percent) of the 

informants spoke of their memory of and reaction to the drum.  They did speak of the 

regalia, the feathers, the colors, and movement of the dancers and feathers together but 

when they spoke of what drew them into danza, what pulled them to the dancing was the 

sound of the drumbeat.  The danzantes as well as the California traditional dancers spoke 

about the drum with reverence and awe.  They see the drum as key component in what 

brings us together as a community, as a danza community and in the larger sense as a 

pan-indigenous community.    

 A traditional California dancer who has never danced Danza Azteca spoke of the 

danza and the drum’s first impression on her at a Native event as a youth, twenty years 

ago, “It was around the time when I started dancing, which was around age twelve, 
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thirteen.  It just became like a part of me...It was at a Gathering and I said ok, because it 

was different from our style, and I was like that’s different oh they’re different.  Then the 

music and the drums start and I said OH that’s just like us, you know it was kind of like I 

felt it here [points to her heart], you guys are just like us.” (CRB, personal 

communication: July 2011)  She and each of the other traditional dancers that I spoke to 

emphasized how they were at first cognizant of the difference between the styles, 

primarily because of the difference in regalia.  But as soon as the drums started they each 

felt a connection and feeling of sameness and a sense that although the movement styles 

were quite different, the essence of the song and dances were the same, the role and 

function of the song and dance in each of their traditional dances was connected, and the 

integral component in making this connection was the sound of the drum.  Another 

traditional dancer I interviewed spoke of his feelings about the role of the drum, and he 

stated that,   

 What’s always gotten me watching them is the drummers, like with our dancing 

 it’s when we’re dancing in our roundhouse, that’s the only place where we 

 actually have a drum, or even when i’ve danced a few times and other dancers 

 have used drums for me, I, it’s something, like there’s a connection for me.  I’ve 

 always remembered watching their drummers.  The drums have always just, 

 they’ve always moved me. (DCR, personal communication: August, 2011)  

  

 This traditional dancer echoed what other traditional dancers and danzantes have also 

felt.  The drum, as I said earlier is the heartbeat of the people, it references feelings of 

home and safeness. The drum is integral to danza, and the danzantes movement: they co-

exist and are dependent on each other.   
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Songs:  

 

The faithful transmission and proper instruction of the ancient songs, to students 

and the general public, was the special duty of another class or category of priests, 

who bore the title of Tlahpixcatzin, that is, “caretaker” or “guardian.”  The 

caretaker’s mission was to teach the people the divine songs, watching that 

nobody erred in their learning. 

  The guardian 

  had in his care the songs of the gods, 

  all the divine songs. 

  So that no one would err, 

  he took great care 

  in teaching the people 

  the divine songs in all quarters. 

  He made the public announcements 

  so that the people of the town would gather  

  and learn the songs well (Leon-Portilla 1958, 93)  

 

 

 Throughout history, across continents and cultural divides, one of the primary 

modes of communication utilized to disseminate socio-historical and cultural knowledge, 

influence national identity, and inform rural and urban communities was, and still is, 

through cultural practices such as songs, poetry, dance, and drumming.  Turino states 

that,  

 songs have the capacity to condense huge realms of meaning in an economical 

 form through layered indexical meanings as well as the juxtaposition of varied 

 ideas as indexical clusters without the requirements  of rational ordering or 

 argument.  Through indexical snowballing, a song can also become associated 

 with various social movements through time and so index earlier aspirations and 

 struggles. (Turino :218) 

 

 Danza songs come from two main sources: cantos, the traditional Nahua songs, poems, 

and lullabies; alabanzas (Catholic hymnal tradition) written and sung in Spanish and 

connected with the conquest, colonization, and conversion of the Nahua and other 

indigenous populations of Mexico, Central and South America.   The Quetzalcoatl-

Citllali danza group also sings Native North American songs in place of the cantos and 
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alabanzas at danza events, including but not limited to sweat songs, sun dance songs, and 

peyote meeting songs. These songs have been shared by the regional traditional dancers 

with whom the group often dances, sweats and engages at various social, cultural and 

political events in the area. 

  Leon-Portilla describes the destruction and suppression of Nahua culture and 

tradition, including the songs, poems and huehuetlatolli, and the lengths to which some 

Nahua scholars and Franciscan priests went to recover and preserve the same practices 

that were suppressed.  Leon-Portilla describes below the destruction and later the 

retrieval of Nahua culture and tradition: 

 Since much of Nahua culture was considered to be the work of the devil, most 

 church  officials attempted to suppress what constituted the very conscience of that 

 culture: their codices, songs, and poems...a few missionary priests, who were 

 greatly influenced by  Renaissance humanism, came to discover the native 

 approach to the preservation of the Nahua past and its art of memory.  Those 

 priests including Olmos, Sahagun, Duran, and Mendieta and their disciples, such 

 as the famous group of native students of the Indian College of Santa Cruz in 

 Tlatelolco, and later the native and mestizo historians like Alvarado Tezozomoc, 

 Pomar, Tovar, Ixtlilxochitl, Chimalpahin, and Munoz Camargo-knew how to 

 make use of what remained of the codices and songs...Traveling through towns, 

 interrogating old men who had studied at the calmecac, collecting codices, and 

 reducing the memorized texts to an alphabetic writing sufficiently  adapted to 

 represent the phonemes of Nahuatl, they gathered a considerable store of firsthand 

 documentation about the history, cultural institutions, and way of life of the 

 Nahua  peoples.(Leon-Portilla 1992: 75) 

 

The songs, poems, and huehuetlatolli, that these Nahua scholars saved are now the 

sources from which danzantes are relearning their culture.   

  In the rest of the chapter I review the songs of danza, the alabanza, cantos, as 

well as the practice of singing Native American songs, sweat songs, sun dance songs, 

peyote songs, traditional Native California songs, instead of the alabanzas.    Martin 

Stokes reviews the new conception of musical hybridity in ethnomusicology.  Stokes 
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states that recent ethnomusicologists,  “...stress that all music is, of its very nature, 

hybrid.  In this view, all music bears the mark of interactions and exchanges between as 

well as within groups, and to declare otherwise is absurd...Even in societies in which 

extraordinarily strenuous efforts are made to disavow their social, cultural, and historical 

entanglements with others, and exception often is made for music” (Stokes 2004 : 60).   

This idea that music
48

 is hybrid and has evolved over the years and will continue to 

evolve is heavily supported and clearly evident within the group’s practice of singing 

Native American songs at danza events.  The group does not declare that these songs are 

their own but they do often sing them instead of singing the alabanzas and cantos which 

are traditional danza songs.  The group readily dispels the notion that danza is a static 

entity, and they are fully aware of the transformations danza has undergone, not only over 

the past five hundred years, but even within the past two decades; changes in the 

practices of danza are clearly evident and the use of Native American songs are only one 

of those examples I will be discussing.  

Cantos and Alabanzas: 

 Cantos are danza songs.  They can be either Nahuatl songs, lullabies or poems, or 

alabanzas.  I make a distinction between the alabanzas, which are written and sung in 

Spanish and contain strong Catholic themes and imagery.  The alabanzas were the first 

songs sung by the group when it came under the leadership of Jesus Ortiz.   The 

alabanzas are songs which arose during the Conchero movement, and are heavily 

influenced by Catholicism and its hymnal phrasing.  Alabanzas are believed to be the 

translated versions of the original Nahuatl danza songs.  These songs were translated in 

                                                           
48

This concept of musical hybridity can be carried over to the other expressive cultural 

practices within danza. I would include dance styling, and regalia; there is sharing within 

the featherwork and leather working of traditional regalia and trajes.  
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the 1500s during the rise of the Conchero Movement in the 1500s. The Catholic influence 

indexes the colonization of the indigenous populations and the  conversion efforts of the 

Catholic Church and their role in the colonization of the indigenous populations as well.  

For this reason the practice of singing alabanzas has been a controversial undertaking 

within the group.  When asked why songs were not practiced the Maestro of the group 

stated that there was “no interest in singing these songs, these Catholic songs because 

they represented the invasion, the pillaging, the plundering, the land grab, that border that 

separates our people.  It had a lot of negative representation attached to it a lot of stigma 

attached to it” (J. Ortiz, personal communication: March, 2012)  It is primarily for this 

reason that the alabanzas have been shied away from for the last two decades. However, 

it should be noted that not all danzantes were adverse to singing the Catholic alabanzas.  

There are danzantes in the group who have no problem singing them because they are 

Catholic.  While the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group turned to singing Native songs, there are 

other groups who did not stop singing alabanzas, and still other groups who sing both 

alabanzas and cantos.   

  From the mid-1980s until this past year the group stopped singing alabanzas and 

cantos collectively at practicas and velaciones
49

.   Individual dancers who knew cantos 

would sing them occasionally at a practica or velacion but for the most part, singing did 

cease for nearly two decades.  Multiple reasons have been given for the abrupt departure 

from song within danza.  Some claimed to not like to sing in public, others were never 

taught cantos because they joined the group when song was not practiced. Another issue 

                                                           
49

 A velacion is the ritualistic beginning, opening of a ceremony, typically held the night 

before through the morning of the ceremony. It is a ritualistic ceremony held to bless the 

coming ceremony.  The groups each sing a welcoming song and a song of choice, and 

each individual is blessed at the close of the ceremony. 
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that may have played a factor in the stoppage of singing alabanzas was the fact that they 

are sung in Spanish, and a significant portion of the danza group Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli 

does not speak Spanish.  Language also may have played a role in why the group stopped 

singing Nahuatl cantos.  Only one person in the group speaks Nahuatl fluently and the 

songs were not known by the rest of the group.   

However, a recent emergence within the group is a return to song within danza, 

both cantos and alabanzas. Current alabanzas have recently been translated into Nahuatl 

and some of the lyrics in the Spanish versions, have been altered to represent the return to 

an indigenous  (Mexica) consciousness and the social and historical context of present 

day danzantes.  The Maestro spoke about the songs “now coming full circle...now we 

sing songs but the words have been changed, lyrics have been changed”  (J. Ortiz, 

personal communication: March, 2012).  He spoke about this shift and cited one of the 

most notable shifts within the alabanzas.  One of the most popular “new” alabanzas 

containing this altered historical consciousness is “Cuando Nuestro America Fue 

Conquistado” “When Our America Was Conquered”.  This alabanza title has been 

changed to “Cuando Nuestro America Fue Invadido” “When Our America Was 

Invaded”. New alabanzas contain the indigenous version of the conquest and colonization 

of Mexico, not the Spanish version so we are seeing alabanzas about the land being taken 

back by the indigenous of the Americas.  Other example of this shift in alabanza style are, 

“Cancion para mi America (Dale tu mano al indio)”, “Canto a La Virgen”, and 

“Chicano”.  (See Appendix D for full versions of these two cantos as well as additional 

Danza and Conchero alabanzas).   
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“Canto a La Virgen” 

Virgen morenita 

de Tepeyohacan 

Que para el Mestizo 

Fue su Majestad.... 

 

“Chicano” 

 

Chicano 

Soy Chicano 

‘Cause I’m brown  

And I’m proud 

And I’ll make it  

In my own way..... 

 

These newest version of cantos and alabanzas speak to the present identity politics.  I 

believe there is a resurgence, a return to song because the danzantes speak regularly 

about how important the songs are, due to the information and knowledge carried within 

the songs.  When asked about the importance of song to danza the Maestro stated that, 

  singing...it’s an equal part of dancing because the songs tell the prayer, the songs 

 tell the story. They go hand in hand.  Song and dance. Song and dance. They just 

 go together.  And for a long time a lot of groups  separated them..a lot of our 

 dance members in our group don’t even know song.  So I’m bringing it back.  I’m 

 bringing it back so that our kids and their kids can have these songs back (J. 

 Ortiz, personal communication: March, 2012).  

 

The Maestro of the group goes on to say that we are now returning to singing alabanzas 

and cantos because of what they offer us.  J. Ortiz argues that, “Songs are offered for 

healing, for praying...we must maintain and preserve songs and dances...[for the] 

continuation of life, because we have to know who were are and where we come from to 

know where we are going” (J. Ortiz, personal communication: March, 2012). 

 The tribal chair of the local Miwok tribe shares this belief that song is of the utmost 

importance because, in her words, “if you don’t have your song, your drum, your words, 

you don’t have a people, you don’t have something to carry on, something that gives you 
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that pride, something that gives you that uniqueness, and if you don’t have that then I 

think you get kind of lost” (PCA, personal communication: August 2011).  The idea, 

articulated by CRB a California traditional dancer, that “nobody else possesses it [songs 

and dance of their nation]...[and that we] have to share because if we don’t how will 

people know we existed”  (CRB, personal communication: July 2011), is also prevalent 

among the danzante and Native North American dancers. 

  Regular song meetings are now being held every month, and the focus of the 

night is on learning the songs, their meaning and history.  Within these meetings some 

discord over the alabanzas has been voiced.  Despite the new alabanzas and translation 

into Nahuatl of some of the alabanzas, not everyone wishes to sing the alabanzas because 

they feel they still contain the Catholic messages within.  Catholicism and Spanish will 

forever index the conquest and colonization of Mexico and strong feelings are expressed 

and still felt regarding these topics.  One informant speaks candidly about the fact that 

most danzantes are trying to hide from and forget about our past, the colonization and 

conversion of the Natives of the Americas.  He says that “this is where it gets 

complicated with Danza [i.e. Conchero tradition and colonialism]...that’s a dirty secret of 

our history that we were colonized and we were stripped of our history,  but if you could 

get past that and see that survival of it, it’s a big breath of fresh air.”  There is an implicit 

sentiment here that, in order to move forward, we have to recognize and be 

knowledgeable about every aspect of our history.   

Another dancer who does not have a problem with singing alabanzas and is a 

stated practicing Catholic, stated the following: “I don’t see them in conflict.  And maybe 

I don’t see them in conflict because if I did I’d see conflict in myself.  Both are equally a 
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part of the history of the making of me...[You can] make what you want of your 

experiences.”  (JDV)   However, this type of response is more the exception than the rule 

when it comes to alabanzas and the Conchero and Catholic influence.  Most danzantes 

are hesitant about reviving the alabanzas, and strong feelings and concerns have been 

voiced on either side of this longstanding debate about the Catholic Church’s influence 

and role in the colonizing and conversion efforts of the Spanish, and the far reaching and 

lasting effect that it has had on their’s and other colonized populations.  It will be 

interesting to see where this progresses in the future. 

  Songs index and incite many feelings, experiences, and histories.  Songs have the 

power to make you feel: whether sad or happy, they may bring back memories of a time 

in your life, or speak of an individual or group history.  Turino states that the power of 

song resides in  the collective power of voice, he states that, “The very fact of many 

voices sounding together creates the experience of unity, directly and concretely 

felt...The constant repetition of a few simple ideas in the texts cement them in people’s 

minds as truth, and thus help generate courage to act on that truth in the face of 

opposition” (Turino 2008:217).   I agree with this wholeheartedly, and I would add that, 

when you add in the sound of the drum and armas, with the visuality of the movements of 

the danzantes moving and sounding in unison, and the visuality and smell of the copal, 

with the smoke drifting up from the sacred fire at the altar; this visual, auditory, and 

kinesthetic event, creates a multi-sensory overload, and creates a hyper-sense of 

awareness and experience.  Another traditional dancer described the danza as “powerful 

and strong but with the feathers and costumes it’s fluid, has both, balanced beauty and 

strength” (JAA, personal communication: August, 2011).  
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Orality: 

 

Cultural collective memory does not merely devolve from textual inscriptions-a 

modernist conceit.  It stems from stories (the oral traditions); it emerges from 

somewhere behind the eyes; it is squeezed from the sound (Seremetakis 1994: 

110). 

 

 It is well known in linguistic anthropology that different modes of communication 

structure modes of consciousness and that language gives meaning to an individual’s 

experiences and shapes how they perceive and shape the world around them.  Sapir 

argues that language determines each individual’s perception, but he does not address 

how multi-lingual speakers shape the world around them, nor does he address how multi-

modal speakers, with respect to  dance language, and other non-verbal languages, create 

their habitual worldview.   

 Danzantes are individuals, agents who make an educated choice as to what 

discourse, language or mode of communication to use in each context laden event and 

particular locality.  This choice is made in accordance with what choice will best suit the 

context of the situation in order to maintain or enhance their power and prestige, or 

whichever is the most comfortable for the other speaker to interpret (if language is an 

issue).  Danzantes are able to choose from multiple languages, (Spanish, Nahuatl, 

English) and multiple modes of communication ( dance language, music, written).  Each 

language, as Foley argues, has “diverse structures and systems of grammatical categories, 

[and] are led by these linguistic frames of reference to differing construals of 

experience”, as well as, he argues, “differences in interpretation of these events” (Foley 

1997: 214).  One example of this mediated choice is when groups choose to introduce 

themselves at ceremony in Nahuatl and employ only Nahuatl for counting or other ritual 
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duties.  This choice to forgo both English and Spanish is a statement of their indigenous 

knowledge.   

Ewald states that some societies preferred oral communication because it was 

face-to-face and grounded in their cultural milieu.  Referring to such societies, Ewald 

further states that oral communication successfully sustained the “dynamics of their 

political life” (Ewald 1988: 202-203).  I argue that the danzantes in grupo Quetzalcoatl-

Citlalli are continuing the oral traditions of the ancient Nahua society, employing orality 

through the ensayos, cantos, alabanzas, and poetry of danzante and Chicana poets.  The 

alabanzas and cantos speak of the history, values, traditions, cosmology, genealogies and 

stories from generations long past. A problem that has arisen in terms of orality, and the 

practice of singing the original Nahuatl cantos, is one of language death: these songs are 

in Nahuatl and the only fluent Nahuatl speaker is Senora Cobb, the groups original 

founder.   

Nahua Socio-Historical Memory: Poetry, Codices, Huehuetlatolli, Songs 

  

Because the custom of composing hymns and poems was a very ancient practice, 

what the Nahuas of the fifteenth century thought about their ancestors, the 

Toltecs, could very easily be applied to them:  “they were singers, they composed 

songs; they made them known, they retained them in their memory; they deified 

with their heart the marvelous songs they composed” (Sahagun 1905-1907, fol. 

192v)....Thus, making use of their books of pictures and commentaries in the form 

of poems and songs, whose rhythmic text facilitated their memorization, the 

Nahuas preserved through the centuries a rich cultural heritage, which grew each 

day...They succeeded in preserving in this manner innumerable facts about their 

religious practices, historical deeds, calendars and astronomical observations, 

legends and stories, and the pragmatic ordering of their administrative life.  

(Leon-Portilla 1992: 75) 

 

  Traditionally socio-historical memories and Mexica history were passed down via 

poems and songs.  Franciscan scholars in the colonial era recorded several poems and 
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cantos in the huehuetlatolli 
50

(history and teachings of elders to the younger generations 

on the morals, rites and values held in high regard within society; within a specified oral 

tradition).  The huehuetlatolli have been described by Leon-Portilla as “the didactic or 

exhortative speeches aimed at instilling basic moral principles, contained in the ancient 

doctrines and traditions, in the minds of children, young people, and adults” (Leon-

Portilla 1992:75). Edmonson further defines huehuetlatolli as the “rhetorical orations in 

general-the prayers, discourses, salutations, and congratulatory speeches- in which 

traditional religious, moral, and social concepts handed down from generation to 

generation were expressed in traditional language” (Edmonson 1974: 82).  Most of the 

huehuetlatolli that remain are focused on the orations of parents, more specifically from 

fathers to their sons.  Edmonson describes four of the remaining huehuetlatolli below: 

 Four of these are addressed by the father to his sons.  In the first, he instructs them 

 in their duties as possible future rulers, exhorting them above all to be diligent in 

 their devotions and in the propitiation of the gods, which will help them merit the 

 kingship or else some high rank, for they were born to govern.  Their task is to see 

 to the ritual dancing and singing which give pleasure to the gods.  They should 

 also give attention to the crafts-featherwork, goldsmithery, and stonecutting- 

 which in time of difficulty can buy food and drink for the people. (Edmonson 

 1974: 91). 

 

  The various Nahua states passed down their history, memories, values and morals 

through multiple modes of communication; orally (through huehuetlatolli, songs and 

poems), kinesthetically (through dance) and through written sources (codices).  Each 

successive generation taught the next and these cantos and poems have continued to be 

                                                           
50

 As defined by Edmonson the huehuetlatolli were the “ancient history or sayings of the 

elders” (Edmonson 1974: 80). He also goes on to describe the specifics on where and 

how these orations were transmitted, in particular to the male students in the Calmecac or 

Telpochcalli.  He states that these “didactic discourses, or exhortations [were]addressed 

to the boys of the Calmecac or Telpochcalli, as well as to adults, upon such occasions as 

marriage and funeral rites, for the purpose of inculcating moral ideas and principle.”  

(Edmonson 1974: 80). 
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sung and recited since the pre-contact era.  Leon-Portilla describes the complex 

interconnections and mutual influences of the various peoples influencing oral traditions: 

Those who lived in ancient times-not only the Mexicas (Aztecs), their neighbors 

the Tezcocans, Tlaxcalans, and many others, but also their predecessors, the  

extraordinary artisans, the Toltecs-preserved the memory of their past by means 

fooral tradition and through their ancient painted manuscripts, or codices.”  

  (LeonPortilla 1992: 3) 

 

 Here, I will focus on and analyze this continuing oral tradition in Chicana and danzante 

poetry as well as through Danza cantos and alabanzas.   

 Memory, in written, oral, and artistic forms, has been held in the highest regard 

then as well as now.  Memory, whether personal or socio-historical, an individual’s 

familial, cultural, societal or national memory has been regarded as highly important 

throughout history and across nations because without memory an individual or society 

loses their sense of self, their place in the universe.  The following is a text written by 

Nahua scholar Fernando Alvarado Tezozomoc in the beginning of the seventeenth 

century.  Nahua scholars were trained by the Franciscan missionaries to read and write in 

a latinized version of Nahua in order to aid in the colonizing and conversion efforts of the 

entire indigenous population in Mexico.  The Nahua scholars were trilingual, 

Christianized and, although they were trained by the Franciscans to convert and colonize 

the indigenous popualtions, they were the ones largely responsible for the preservation of 

Nahua history, myths,  religious rites, kinship, social-historical memory, cosmology, 

political, and medicinal information of the various Nahua nations. (as discussed in  

Chapter Two).   

 Historically, the Nahua used an oral and pictographic form of writing in the 

codices to transmit and record Nahua history, memory, values and morals.  Furthermore, 
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multiple Nahua scholars have spoken to the complexities of Aztec iconography, as 

argued by Pasztory, 

 Aztec iconography did not express meaning in precise and limited forms.  The 

 meaning of the individual motifs in art could have multiple associations and, as in 

 poetry, the meaning of the whole included several messages simultaneously 

 transmitted on different levels.  Such multiple meanings and associations were 

 admired by the Aztecs, whose rhetorical speeches and poems abound in 

 metaphors...Even glyphs may have several meanings-a major source of confusion 

 for us,  but multiple and metaphoric meanings were a sign of profundity and truth 

 for the Aztecs.(Pasztory 1983: 72). 

 

 

  The new texts first written in Nahua (i.e. Latinized version of Nahua) and later 

translated into Spanish granted future scholars and successive Nahua generations a 

written and oral method to record memory. Leon-Portilla pays tribute to Alvarado 

Tezozomoc a Nahua scholar, stating that his “perennial interest in preserving the memory 

of [his] [Mexica ancestors] grandeur resounds, mixed with pride for his [ i.e. Alvarado 

Tezozomoc’s] Mexica ancestors.” (Leon-Portilla 1992: 80). Leon-Portilla praises 

Alvarado Tezozomoc’s work in preserving Nahua history and traditions as close to their 

original, traditional modes of communication.  Leon-Portilla cites Tezozomoc as writing 

 an eloquent summary of the Nahua mode of preserving history and of the interest 

 the peoples of ancient Mexico had in doing so:  

 

 Thus they came to pronounce,  

 thus they set it down in their account,  

 and they came to draw it on their papers for us,  

 the old men, the old women. 

 They were our grandfathers, our grandmothers, 

 our great-grandfathers, our great-grandmothers, 

 our great-great-grandfathers, our ancestors, 

 their account was repeated like a discourse,  

 they left it for us,  

 and they bequeathed it 

 to those of us now living, 

 to those of us who came from them. 
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 It will never be lost, it will never be forgotten,  

 that which they came to do, 

 that which they came to set down in the pictures; 

 their renown, their history, their memory. 

 Thus in the future 

 it will never perish, it will never be forgotten, 

 we will always keep it, 

 we their sons, their grandsons, 

  brothers, great-grandsons, great-great-grandsons, descendants, 

 we who have their blood and their color, 

 we are going to tell it, we are going to pass it on 

 to those who are yet to live, who have yet to be born, 

 the sons of Mexicas, the sons of the Tenochcas. 

 

 And this account was preserved by Tenochtitlan,  

 when they came to rule, all the great, 

 honorable old men, the Tenochca lords and kings. 

 But Tlateloco 

 will never take it away from us,  

 because in truth it is not their legacy. 

 This ancient oral account,  

 this ancient account painted in the codices, 

 they left it for us in Mexico,  

 to be preserved here.... 

 

 Here, [Mexicas,] Tenochcas, you will learn how it started, 

 the renowned, the great city, 

 Mexico-Tenochtitlan, 

 in the middle of the waters, among the tules, 

 among the reeds, where we live, 

 where we were born, 

 we Tenochcas. 

 (Alvarado Tezozomoc 1975a, 4-6 in Leon-Portilla 1992: 80-81) 

 

 

The words in the text above are resoundingly similar to the ensayos, speeches and 

teachings that are often spoken and  taught by the Maestro of Grupo Quetzalcoatl-

Citlalli.  He speaks in presentations and at practicas about the prayers and teachings of 

our ancestors invoking the following sentiments: “these are the prayers passed down from 

our ancestors, from generation to generation we teach our children, and they teach our 

children’s children and that is how our tradition, prayers and memories and continued, 



 

115 
 

will never die” (J. Ortiz, personal communication: March 2012).  This practice is praised 

by the danzantes within the group as well as among the Native Americans with whom the 

group dances.  The Maestro is one of the few who contextualizes the dances, their 

meanings, where they come from, why we perform them and when we do it, as well as 

explains what the armas are and their role and function in Danza. 

Chicana Writers and Poets: 

 

Continuing Orality, Continuing Oral History Traditions, Storytelling and Poetry as 

Means of Communication 

So how does one access or re-construct memory and identity today? A number of 

Chicano and Latino scholars emphasize writing ourselves into history (Anzaldua 1999, 

Cisneros1991, Murguia 2000, Fuentes 1992, Aldama and Quinonez 2002). Alejandro 

Murguia states that “only if we write ourselves into history, expropriate it in a sense, 

redefine it, rewrite it even, can [history] be liberating, as a means of breaking down 

oppression and confusion” (Murguia 2000: ix). This sentiment is a commonly held belief 

and is expressed throughout Latino literature.   Isabel Allende states that, “my life is 

created as I narrate, and my memory grows stronger with writing” (Climo and Cattel 

2002: 15). These constructed memories have the ability to heal and bring together a 

community, and in the same breath, as argued by Climo and Cattel, “tear a community 

apart” (Climo and Cattel 2002: 5).  

During the Chicano Movement leaders often utilized poetry, visual arts, and songs 

for the dissemination and legitimation of socio-historical information and knowledge, 

which informed the gendered political Chicana/o identity during the Chicano Movement. 

Chicana/os looked to art, poetry, song and dance as a way to reconnect with their 
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indigenous heritage and identity. In particular, Chicana Feministas employ poetry or 

testimonios to counter the patriarchal machismo of the Chicano Movement of the late 

1960s and early 1970s.  Alicia Gaspar de Alba states that “in the early years of “el” 

movimiento, Chicanas were granted one of two patriarchally defined identities.  They 

were either “Adelitas”, depicted in the popular Mexican Revolution song as loyal 

supporters of their men, or they were “Malinches”, Eve-like traitors of La Causa, 

perniciously pursuing their own individual interests” (Cypess: 48).  The poem below is a 

poem written by Jacqueline Diaz, a danzante in Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli.  This poem 

is Jacqueline’s response to “I Am Joaquin” or “Yo Soy Joaquin,
51

” a famous poem 

written by Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales
52

.  Gonzales’ poem was one of the most famous 

and widely circulated poems during the Chicano Movement, and was one of the defining 

pieces of literature from the movement.  The poem addressed major issues Chicanos had 

historically faced as well as in the present, but it was heavily criticized in later years by 

Chicanas in the Feminista Movement
53

 because the female voice, the Chicana 

experience, was never addressed or expressed throughout the poem.  The  Chicanas 

voiced their discontent with the Chicano Movement as being full of Machismo
54

.  The 

Chicanos were accused of being Machistas (male chauvinists), and of being guilty of 

ignoring the Chicana experience and thw agency of Chicanas within the Movement. They 

                                                           
51

 This poem addressed the Chicano experience in the United States. Broaching issues 

pertaining to the loss of a sense of space and place, suppression and oppression.  And an 

expression of searching for their identity, turn to Aztlan and an indigenous history and 

identity.  Production of a “cosmic raza”, as per Vasconcelos’ concept of la raza cosmica.  
52

 see appendix x, for the original poem by Rodolfo Gonzales.  
53

 Chicana Feminist Movement or Xicanisma.  Addressed the machismo of the Chicano 

movement as well as the machismo and other issues facing women of color, within their 

social, political and cultural lives. 
54

 Male chauvinism 
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wanted a movement that included and fought for their rights as well as the rights of 

Chicano; they were no longer willing to stand in the background and be supportive, but 

have none of the oppression and subjugation they felt be addressed. 

Jacqueline Diaz, a published poetess, and an active Chicana danzante within 

Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli wrote “Where is Joaquina” as a response to Gonzales’ poem 

“Yo Soy Joaquin” as part of her Masters Thesis in English Literature.   

Where Is Joaquina? 
  

I’ve been searching for Joaquina 

tú sabes, no? 

The sister of Joaquin, 

el hijo de Aztlán 

disciple of Cuauhtemoc. 

  

Don’t you remember 

Her. You know, 

before she was airbrushed 

onto cars with grossly 

disproportionate tits and ass? 

You know, before Juan Diego 

replaced her with La Virgen. 

  

Remember when she was 

a Goddess— 

snakes, sex and overwhelming 

Love-Queen of contradiction. 

Woman of beauty and disgust. 

Where is she? Where is She? 

Desaparecida! 

  

No me la escoden, porque yo 

muy fácil la librare de su encierro. 

She too is Azteca Princess, 

birth of scorn, manipulation, 

suppression of Mother of economic 

burden and hardship— 

sweating as her brother. 

by Jacqueline Diaz 
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 In this poem Diaz addresses the invisibility of the Chicanas experience in “Yo 

Soy Joaquin” and during the early years of the Chicano Movement.  She also critiques the 

past and current depiction of women, Chicanas, either as highly sexualized or as virgin 

mothers.  This either or dichotomy is also repeatedly addressed in other Chicana writing. 

She also invoked the indigenous goddesses within her work and gives voice and agency 

to Chicanas.  She defines what it is to be a Chicana today and re-imagines Chicana 

women as Mexica goddesses, who embodied multiple aspects of life and death, mother 

and lover, qualities common among Nahua gods and goddesses. 

Other Chicana feministas mirror these sentiments in their work.  Teresa Cordova 

argues that the value of Chicana feminist writing is in its “speaking secrets”.  Cordova 

assets that by finding one’s voice and agency, first through the expression of pain and 

personal experiences, then by renaming oneself in her own image through the recovery of 

the mythic and historic female symbols of La Malinche and Tonantzin.  Lastly Cordova 

learns to celebrate and love herself, which challenges the current structure of power and 

colonial patriarchy. (Cordova 279-280).  Cordova states that this was accomplished by 

working class Chicanas in the University, who employed essays, poetry, and literature 

(Cordova :280).   

 In the 1980s Chicana poets and scholars turned to poetry, literature, stream of 

consciousness writing, and auto-biographical testimonios to express, explore and 

counteract the oppression they faced during the patriarchal Chicano movement, as well as 

with respect to institutional, social, familial, and interpersonal injustices.  They explored 

topics pertaining to border consciousness, mestiza identity, family, sexuality, racism, and 

violence (Aldama and Quinonez eds. 2002; Arredondo, Hurtado, Klahn, Najera-Ramirez, 
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and Zavella, eds. 2003; Broyles-Gonzalez 2001; Anzaldua 1999; Cypess 1991; Cisneros 

1991).  In the words of Alvarez Jr., “The [Chicana feminist] authors detail the duality and 

often the multiplexcity of divergent strands of sexual, ethnic, national, and cultural 

identity” (Alvarez Jr., 1995: 461).   According to Aldama and Quinonez , these Chicana 

writers “participate in cultural resistance by utilizing their cultural production to reclaim 

buried histories. They also resist dominant discourse by appropriating, reconfiguring, and 

transforming it as part of their own”, and they further argue that they do this through the 

revisioning and rewriting of La Malinche
55

, La Llorona
56

 and the Virgen de Guadalupe
57

 

(Aldama and Quinonez eds. 2002:)  

 A wonderful example of Xicanisma writing is that of Sandra Cisneros. In the 

segment below we see her address the hardships faced by Chicanas and the oppression of 

women she associated with colonization of Mexico.  She reveals in her writing her 

awakening, and her belief in an indigenous consciousness, which heals her. 

Sandra Cisneros: 

 

 Virgencita de Guadelupe. For a long time I wouldn’t let you in my  

 house...Couldn’t look at you without blaming you for all the pain my mother and 

 her mother and all our mothers’ mothers have put up with in the name of God.  

 Couldn’t let you in my house. 

  I wanted you bare-breasted, snakes in your hands.  I wanted you leaping 

 and somersaulting the backs of bulls.  I wanted you swallowing raw hearts and 
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 La Malinche, also known as Malintzin, and Dona Marina.  She was Cortes’ translator 

and often criticized as betraying her people.  A malinche is also another term for 

Sahumadora. 
56

 La Llorona, is the fabilized tale of a mother who killed her children, by drowning, and 

wanders around at night searching for her lost children.  She weeps and wails and steals 

any children she may come across 
57

 The Virgen de Guadalupe.  Tonantzin is the Virgen and theVirgen is Tonantzin.  The 

mother Mary in Mexico. Patron saint of Mexico, symbol of national pride.  Her patron 

saint day bring smillions of observers to her cathedral, which is also the original temple 

site for Tonantzin, at Tepeyac, Mexico 
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 rattling volcanic ash.  I wasn’t going to be my mother or my grandma.  All that 

 self-sacrifice, all that silent suffering.  Hell no. Not here.  Not me.... 

  I don’t know how it all fell into place.  How I finally understood who you 

 are.  No longer Mary the mild, but our mother Tonantzin. your church at Tepeyac 

 built on the site of her temple.  Sacred ground no matter whose goddess claims it. 

  That you could have the power to rally a people when a country was born, 

 and again during civil war, and during a farmworkers’ strike in California made 

 me think maybe there is power in mother’s patience, strength in my 

 grandmother’s endurance.  Because those who suffer have a special power, don’t 

 they? the power of understanding someone else’s pain.  And understanding is the 

 beginning of healing. 

  When I learned your real name is Coatlaxopeuh, she Who Has Dominion 

 over Serpents, when I recognized you as Tonantzin, and learned your names are 

 Teteoinnan, Toci, Xochiquetzal, Tlazolteotl, Coatlicue, Chalchiuhtlicue, 

 Coyolxauhqui, Huixtocihuatl, Chicomecoatl, Cihuacoatl, when I could see 

 you as Nuestra Senora de la Soledad, Nuestra Senora de los Remedios, Nuestra 

 Senora del Perpetuo Socorro, Nuestra Senora de  San Juan de los Lagos, Our 

 Lady of Lourdes, Our Lady of Mount Carmel, Our Lady of the Rosary, Our Lady 

 of Sorrows, I wasn’t ashamed, then, to be my mother’s daughter, my 

 grandmother’s granddaughter, my ancestor’s child.   

  When I could see you in all facets, all at once the Buddha,....the Spirit, the 

 Light, the Universe, I could love you, and, finally, learn to love me.”   (Cisneros 

 1991:127-128) 

 

In this piece of literature when Cisneros adopts the indigenous consciousness she starts to  

utilize a nahua writing technique: the idea, is articulated by (Pasztory that “where in the 

profundity of names for an energy, spirit, person showcased the multiple sides of them, 

balance, profundity shows truths” (Pasztory, Esther: 1983). 

 Two representations are often invoked in Chicana Feminist writing, that of 

Tonantzin and La Virgen de Guadalupe.  These two iconic women can be seen in dances 

performed around the world, in musical compositions and sacred and secular artwork.  In 

Tlazolteotl, Jacqueline Diaz, writes about Tlazolteotl.  She is a goddess associated with 

human fertility, midwives and sexuality.  She is a mother earth goddess and therefore 

sometimes also associated with Tonantzin, one of the oldest manifestations of a mother-

earth goddess.   
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Tlazolteotl 

  
My sister Tlazolteotl sits there in the mirror and I see her watching me. "Sister," she says, 

"bear down against earth. There is quiet here. There is tenderness stretching us open for 

miles." 

  

"I hear your voice floating higher and frantic. Look into my eyes, know that you will not 

remember this after long." 

  

I remember the last time you were here. I was lost in Quetzalcoatl’s hissing at my spine 

and how each time he fled past, I felt the snake and not the feathers.  

  

"This time will be different." 

  

This time I am clutching your lavender. This time I am howling contently. With me, Toci 

pressing at my hips. 

  

Now I am Itzcuintli, down on all fours but traveling towards life. The sun is out 

and under me Spring. 

by Jacqueline Diaz 

 
 This poem was written after Jacqueline became a danzante.  The overarching 

theme in her work was danza and the appropriation of an indigenous way of life.  In 

“Native Mother”, the book this poem is pulled from, she explores her life experiences 

through danza themes.  She invokes Nahua goddesses to represent different aspects of 

herself and her multi-plex identity.  In Chapter Seven I analyze and  discuss the 

production of the danzante’s pan-indigenous and multi-plex identities. 

 From the time of the Chicano movement through the present Chicano art 

movement, Chicana/o artists have been and are still heavily influenced by pre-Colombian 

art work and the use iconic women such as the Virgen de Guadalupe, La Malinche, La 

Llorona, and since the 1980s, Frida Khalo.  Representations of these iconic women are 

also seen performed in dances throughout the Southwest. 

 There are many other expressive cultural practices which serve to disseminate and 

legitimate socially and culturally constructed knowledge and information pertaining to 
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the shifting identities of Chicana/os in California, but here I focused exclusively on the 

production and performance of socio-historical and cultural memories, identity 

production, and tradition within the songs, drumming and poetry of danza, danzante 

musicians and poets and Chicana/o poets. 

 It is important to remember that these expressive practices do not operate 

exclusively in a single genre, with the exception of written poetry.  The danza sounds and 

music operate together with the movement, and other happenings surrounding each 

particular danza event.  Meaning is created through the shared experience of the danza 

event as a whole.  This concept is clearly described below, in an interview that I 

conducted with CRB .  CRB is a self-identified Native American and Mexican, Miwok 

traditional dancer.  In 2011 we sat down to discuss her first impressions of Danza Azteca.   

Me: What connected with you when you first saw Danza,  the dancing, the drumming, the 

dancers, the movement? 

CRB: “everything about the dancers the way that they moved, their dance steps, the, what 

are the things, that you have on your ankles?” 

Me: “Xayayotes, cha chas” 

CRB: “it almost reminded me of our clapper sticks the same beat. The drum, the 

heartbeat, you know that’s universal to everyone. So it’s something that’s like, it’s almost 

like I’m home, like a home feeling, I’m safe, I’m secure, everything is ok.  That’s what I 

actually feel when, whether it’s my dance group, somebody else’s dance group, Maidus, 

Pomos, Aztecs whoever it is.  We’re different but we’re essentially the same.  And 

through the dance, through the song, that’s where it feels, the differences just don’t, they 

don’t exist really, we’re the same.  So it’s everything the regalia, the sound, the dance 
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steps, all of it, all of it pulls me in not just one element of the dance.” (CRB, personal 

communication: August 2011). 

 In the event CRB describes above she references multiple aspects of the event. 

The drums create a heightened sense of awareness amplified by the rush of the sights 

(colors of the trajes, feathers, kopillis, face painting, smoke) the smells (sage, copal from 

the smoke) and the felt, embodied movement of the dancers.  Danza events are by 

definition multi-sensory events. 

 In particular, the drum is seen as a universal heartbeat, that creates a powerful 

sense of home and safeness.  This idea is prevalent among all of the danzantes and 

traditional California dancers. The song and dance of the Danza Azteca group showcases 

how their identities and histories are connected. The song and dances, these traditional 

expressive cultural practices are extremely important aspects in their indigenous identity.  

She also highlights the idea of an emergent pan-indigenous identity.  This sense of 

connectedness and relatedness she expresses, with not only other California tribes, but a 

strong sense of connectedness and social and historical ties to Danza Azteca danzantes.  I 

will explore this concept of a pan-indigenous identity and ideology in greater depth in 

Chapter Seven.    

  In Chapter Five I utilize the anthropology of experience, performance and ritual 

theory as well as reception and representation studies to explore identity production and 

the reception and representation of Danza Azteca at each of their respective dance events: 

practicas, presentations, and ceremonies.   I describe how each event lends itself to 

different productions of their cultural, social, and political identity.  I situate each event in 

its particular social and historical context because these factors have an effect on the 
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practice and performance of the dance, the value bestowed on it by the shared 

community, as well as the reception of the dance within the larger Chicana/o and 

indigenous community within which it is embedded.  I also analyze the reception and 

representation of danza and danza representations in 1st, 3rd, and 6th grade drawing and 

writing “lived experience” narratives.  I utilize video and photographic footage from 

these events as well as data gathered from the semi-structured face-to-face interviews I 

conducted with danzantes.  
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Figure 1: Ensayo at the Washington Neighborhood Center, Sacramento, California.  

January 2012. 
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Figure 2: Presentation for Indigenous Days at Sacramento City College.  Friendship 

Dance at the end of the presentation. April 2010. 
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Figure 3: Palabra before our presentation at the Shingle Springs Big Time.  August 2010. 
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Figure 4:  Danzantes lined up and ready to enter and dance at the Auburn Big Time, 

Auburn, California, 2010. 
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Figure 5: Dancing at the presentation for the Wa She Shu It Deh Native American Arts 

Festival, at the Tallac Historic Site.  South Lake Tahoe, California. July 2011.  
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Figure 6: Dancing at the presentation for the Wa She Shu It Deh Native American Arts 

Festival, at the Tallac Historic Site.  South Lake Tahoe, California. July 2011.  
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Figure 7: Dancing at the presentation for the Wa She Shu It Deh Native American Arts 

Festival, at the Tallac Historic Site.  South Lake Tahoe, California. July 2011.  
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Figure 8:  Guerrero Ceremony, Sacramento, California. This was the children’s dance  

during the ceremony, led by a youth dancer in the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group.  October  

2011. 
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Figure 9:  Future Xilonens from Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli aid in creating the main altar 

for the Guerrero Ceremony during the sunrise ceremony in Sacramento, California. 

October 2011. 
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Figure 10: Building the main altar during the sunrise ceremony prior to the 

Guerrero Ceremony in Sacramento, California.  Creation led by the Sahumadoras 

of Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli. October 2011. 
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Figure 11:  Entering the Mayahuel Ceremony in San Francisco, California.  September 

2011.  
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Figure 12: Mayahuel Ceremony in San Francisco, California. September 2011. 
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Figure 13:  Xilonen Ceremony, Watsonville, California.  July, 2010. 
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Figure 14:  Demarcated perimeters of the Xilonen Ceremony in Watsonville, California.   

July 2010. 
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Figure 15:  Demarcated entrance and three of the four directions and perimeters of the  

Xantotl Ceremony in Santa Rosa, California. August 2011. 
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Figure 16:  Demarcated perimeters for the four directions during the Xantotl Ceremony. 

Santa Rosa, California. August 2011. 
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Figure 17:  Four directions prior to a presentation at the Buena Vista Child Development 

Center.  Sacramento, California. April 2010. 
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Figure 18:  Sahuamdora leading the procession to the presentation at the Buena Vista 

Child Development Center.  Sacramento, California. April 2010. 
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Figure 19:  Huehuetl in position for a presentation in Ceasar Chavez park.  Opening for 

Jammin’ in the Park Event: Malo Concert.  Sacramento, California. May 2010. 
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Figure 20:  Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli member setting up the Teponatzli for a presentation at  

the Auburn Big Time.  Auburn, California. October 2010. 
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Figure 21:  The Maestro of Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli playing the huehuetl for the Wa  

She Shu It Deh Native American Arts Festival, at the Tallac Historic Site.  South Lake  

Tahoe, California. July 2011.  
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Figure 22:  Huehuetl and other armas during a presentation for the Wa She Shu It Deh  

Native American Arts Festival, at the Tallac Historic Site.  South Lake Tahoe, California. 

 July 2011.  
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Figure 23:  Atecocoli (caracol) signaling the beginning of the presentation, calling for the  

start of the four directions, for the presentation at the Buena Vista Child Development  

Center.  Sacramento, California. April 2010. 
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Figure 24:   Kopillis, trajes, and shield. Dressing and preparing for the Xantotl Ceremony.  

Santa Rosa, California. August 2011. 
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Figure 25:  Danzantes at the Mayahuel Ceremony in San Francisco, California.  

September 2011. 

 

 

Figure 26:  Various types and colors of feathers typically used in kopillis.  
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Figure 27:  Kopilli with a Jaguar symbol. Taken at the presentation for the Wa She Shu It  

Deh Native American Arts Festival, at the Tallac Historic Site.  South Lake Tahoe,  

California. July 2011.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

151 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 28:  Kopillis set beside the entrance during the Guerrero Ceremony in Sacramento, 

California.  October 2011. 
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Figure 29:  Danzantes encircling their daughter during her baptism at the Guerrero  

Ceremony in Sacramento, California.  October 2011. 
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Figure 30:  Various styles of kopillis from the Mayahuel Ceremony in San Francisco,  

California. September 2011. 
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Figure 31:  Traje de Manta (cloth, painted).  Taken at the presentation in Ceasar Chavez  

park.  Opening for Jammin’ in the Park Event: Malo Concert.  Sacramento, California.  

May 2010. 
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Figure 32: Snake detail on the skirt of danzante’s traje from Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli.  

Taken at the presentation in Ceasar Chavez park.  Opening for Jammin’ in the Park  

Event: Malo Concert.  Sacramento, California. May 2010. 
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Figure 33:  Male danzantes traje from Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli. Taken at the Auburn  

Big Time.  October 2010 
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Figure 34:  Maestro preparing his kopilli to dance at the Xantotl Ceremony. Santa Rosa,  

California. August 2011 
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Figure 35:  Maestro preparing his kopilli to dance at the Xantotl Ceremony. Santa Rosa,  

California. August 2011. 
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Figure 36:  Tubes for the danzantes feathers. Taken at the Xantotl Ceremony. Santa Rosa, 

 California. August 2011. 
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Figure 37:  Booths with armas, jewelry, danza art and other items for sale at the Xilonen  

Ceremony in Watsonville, California.  July 2010. 
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Figure 38:  Multiple booths and blankets with armas, jewelry, danza art and other items  

for sale at the Xilonen Ceremony in Watsonville, California.  July 2010. 
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Figure 39:  Sonajas and pelts for sale at the Xilonen Ceremony in Watsonville,  

California.  July 2010. 
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Figure 40:  Multiple items for sale at the Xilonen Ceremony in Watsonville, California.   

July 2010. 
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CHAPTER 5 

TRANSFORMING IDENTITY THROUGH DANZA: SACRED AND SECULAR 

RITUALS 

 

  Chapter five discusses the embodiment, performance, and reception of the group 

and danzantes’ identities within three distinct types of danza events: practicas (dance 

practices), presentations, and ceremonies.  I examine these three danza events as sacred 

and secular ritual processes with the intent of locating what ideologies and identity 

constructions are constructed and disseminated during the performances within each type 

of danza event. Mahon argues that: 

   [A]nthropological research on cultural producers is part of a growing body of  

  scholarship that highlights the connections between the mobilization of   

  marginalized interest groups and the use of media and popular culture to struggle  

  over social meanings, to create and represent social identities, to introduce social  

  and political perspectives, and to constitute a space for these representations.  

  (Mahon 2000: 474).  

  

All of this is clearly evident in all three types of danza events.  Multiple identities are 

produced as well as narratives of self and one’s sense of history and place within the 

cosmos, the danza group, and mainstream society.  The performance of danza at danza 

events is a powerful site for  the construction of individual and group identities; danza 

events are as powerful as written constructions of memory and identity.  

  Analysis of the performance of danza, as song and dance, in each particular danza 

event is critical because each type of danza event has a particular propensity to elicit 

different aspects and formations of the danzantes multi-plex identities (see Chapter 6 for 

further discussion on multi-plex indigenous identities).  I employ Nancy Scheper-Hughes 

and Margaret Lock’s problematized notion of  “the three bodies” to identity formation, 

production and reception in each danza event .  The concept of the “three bodies” situates 
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the body within three separate, yet interwoven, and contested units of analysis delineated 

as the individual body, the social body and the body politic (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 

1987: 208). 

  The danza events, both sacred and secular, are highly ritualized.  The practicas, in 

group danza practices held weekly, have a particular propensity to produce an embodied 

sense of self, as the ‘individual body’.  Ceremonies have the ability to construct and 

produce a social and political identity, correlating to “the social body”. I focus on two 

ceremonies that the group attends each year: the Xilonen ceremony, which is the female 

initiation ceremony, and the Guerrero ceremony, which is the male initiation ceremony.  

The presentations are more complex and are dependent on multiple factors.  These 

include the presentation location and audience, the type of presentation the group is 

engaged in, an ensayo
58

 (teaching visit), blessing or socio-political presentation.  

Presentations have the ability to produce “the social body” and the “body politic” as well 

as multiple aspects of the danzantes multi-plex identity (see Chapter Seven for further 

explanation and analysis of the production of multi-plex identities).    For presentations I 

describe and decipher what representations are produced in accordance with the type of 

presentation; these could encompass a blessing, a wedding, graduation or baptism, or 

assemblies that focus on sharing the teachings and meaning of Danza, or Native events, 

Big Times, Gatherings or other Native social and political events. 

  I describe in some detail each type of danza event and discuss how and why each 

danza event lends itself to the production of one or more of the “three bodies,” and 

different facets of the muli-plex danzante’s identity.  I situate each event in its particular 

                                                           
58

 Ensayos are characterized as teaching visits, the focus is on teaching and sharing 

danza practices and the meaning behind Danza.   
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social and historical context because these factors have an effect on the practice and 

performance of the dance, the value bestowed on it by the shared community, as well as 

the reception of the dance within the larger Chicana/o and indigenous community in 

which it is embedded in.   

  Lastly, I have a detailed study of the reception and representation of danza as well 

as of danza representations at a multicultural danza presentation at an elementary school 

in Elk Grove, California.  I also analyze the reception and representations of danza in 1st, 

3rd, and 6th grade drawing and writing of “lived experience” narratives.   

Identity Production (The Three Bodies): 
 

  Scheper-Hughes and Lock argue that “The ‘three bodies’ represent not only three 

separate and overlapping units of analysis, but also three different theoretical approaches 

and epistemologies: phenomenology (individual body/lived self), structuralism and 

symbolism (the social body), and post-structuralism(the body politic)” (Scheper-Hughes 

and Lock 1987: 209).  I analyze identity production in each particular danza event in 

relation to Scheper-Hughes and Lock’s notion of the “three bodies”.  Scheper-Hughes 

and Lock assert that the individual body, as according to Mauss, deals with the 

“phenomenological sense of the lived experience of the body-self…[and] assume[s] that 

all people share at least some intuitive sense of the embodied self as existing apart from 

other individual bodies” (Mauss 1985 cited in Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987: 209).   In 

contratst, the social body reflects, in the words of Scheper-Hughes and Lock, “the 

representational uses of the body as a natural symbol with which to think about nature, 

society, and culture” (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987: 209).  Scheper-Hughes and Lock 

argue that the body politic refers to the “regulation, surveillance, and control of bodies 
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(individual and collective) in reproduction and sexuality, in work and in leisure, in 

sickness and other forms of deviance and human difference” (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 

1987: 209).  I argue that each of the three bodies, the “individual body”, the “social 

body” and the “body politic” are all essential and present in my investigation of Danza.  

However, the body politic is the most dynamic because, in the words of Scheper-Hughes 

and Lock the,  “(body politic) suggests why and how certain kinds of bodies are socially 

produced” (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987: 209).  I employ each notion of the “three 

bodies” in reference to a specific danza event to highlight the various processes the 

danzante undergoes while acquiring and performing the new knowledge system in the 

practicas, presentations and ceremonies. 

Ritual: 

 

  Although the identities and meaning produced within each type of danza event 

may differ, and the atmosphere or environment of each type of danza event does vary in 

accordance with the audience reception, purpose of event, and venue location, the rituals 

performed before, during and after each danza event are for the most part the same.  

Paul Connerton has shown that “images of the past and recollected knowledge of the 

past…are conveyed and sustained by (more or less) ritual performances” (Connerton 

1989: 1-2).  Other scholars have made similar observations (Howes 2004, Abercrombie 

1998, Csordas 1994, Buck 1993, Carrasco 1991). I have investigated and participated in 

the sacred and secular rituals of the Danza Azteca group over the past three years.  

Collective ritual has been studied exhaustively throughout anthropological literature.  It is 

viewed by Carrasco as a “traditionalizing instrument”, which can “mirror existing social 

arrangements and existing modes of thought” as well as “reorganize them or even help to 
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create them” (Carrasco 1991: 143).  As both Geertz and Turner have shown, ritual can act 

as the force keeping social and institutional values in order as well as shape and produce 

new cultural ideals, and circulate and legitimize said cultural ideals.  Moore and 

Myerhoff show how “ceremony and ritual are used in the secular affairs of modern life to 

lend authority and legitimacy to the positions of particular persons, organizations, 

occasions, moral values, view of the world and the like”  (Moore and Myerhoff: 1977: 3-

4).  Utilizing Turner’s notion of structure and anti-structure existing in a perpetual 

dialectical relationship, Moore and Myerhoff argue that it is easy to see that “collective 

ritual can be seen as an especially dramatic attempt to bring some particular part of life 

firmly and definitely into orderly control.  It belongs to the structuring side of the 

cultural/historical process” (Moore and Myerhoff 1977: 3).  Keeping these notions in 

mind, my research project investigates the presentations, practicas, and ceremonies as 

well as both sacred and secular ritual performances of Danza.  I examine said sacred and 

secular ritual processes with the intent of locating what ideologies and identity 

constructions are constructed and disseminated during each type of danza event.  These 

sensuous productions and narratives of self and one’s sense of history and place in the 

cosmos are just as powerful as written constructions of memory and identity.  

At each danza event the group remembers their indigenous past, based in a pre-

contact indigneous or rather Mexica socio-historical consciousness.  All Danza Azteca 

groups look to the same socio-historical period to recover and reinvent their individual 

subjectivities. However, each Danza group has redefined and reshaped the Danza’s 

ideology and traditions to speak to the specific concerns and interests of their particular 

communities.   Through the embodied dances, and movement, the danzantes express and 
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perform these alternate socio-historical memories through danza and the ensayos 

(teachings) of the Maestro (group leader), therefore creating a decolonized consciousness 

and Pan-Indigenous Identity.  I plan to show how the Danza has emerged with varying 

meanings and functions dependent upon the specific socio-political context in which the 

group is embedded and performing and the corresponding ideology and ensayo (teaching 

about the meaning behind dances, songs, danza practices) given at the event by the 

Maestro of the Danza group.    

Performance: 

 

  Anthropologists and Chicana/o and Latino scholars testify to the fact that the 

performance, consumption, and reception of socio-historical/cultural memories in these 

visual and kinesthetic cultural practices aid in creating a multiplex Chicana/o identity.  I 

believe that the performance of identity, history, and group identity in this format is so 

successful because, in the words of Fraleigh,  “When we dance we embody agency 

through bodily orientation and consciousness. The dialectic nature of these links is played 

out in our movement choices and body mind awareness” (Fraleigh 2004: 15).   The 

danzantes are viewed as agents of change, effectively transforming their identities and 

sense of space and place through the performance and reception of danza.  

As an instrument for the dissemination of “new traditions” and indigenous 

knowledge systems, the danza is re-appropriated and resignified to address the 

continuously shifting social and political norms of the times for each particular locality.  

Often battling false notions of “authentic traditions”, the danza functions as a tool used in 

the perpetuation and re-interpretation of Chicana/o traditions which inform the danzantes 

gendered, ethnic, cultural, and political identities.   Turino asserts that collective 
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performances, either intimate or public performances, allow in his words, “people to 

intimately feel themselves part of the community through the realization of  shared 

cultural knowledge and style and through the very act of participating together in 

performance”. (Turino 2008: 2).  I have also observed this to be true, as the collective 

memories created and received during the danza events allow for multiple, often 

intersecting and contradictory, narratives of identity to be explored and performed.  The 

collective performance and reception of danza at these events grants the danzantes the 

ability to transform their identities and sense of space and place through the performance 

and reception of danza.   

Practicas (Practices): 

 

  In performance theory dance as ritual also has transformative powers, and is 

viewed as a tool for granting one access to transportation and transformation (Carrasco 

1991: 145-148).  Richard Schechner defines transportation as a performance where 

performers are changed, where dancers are taken to another place in time and body, but 

in the end, they re-enter ordinary life.  Transformation performance is often used in 

initiation rituals where the objective is to transform people from one status or social 

identity to another (Turner, Carrasco 1991).  The ritual initiations I discuss below mark 

the change in the individual and are the means by which the change is made. 

 Turino discusses Gregory Bateson’s theory that “Art”, whether visual, oral or 

kinesthetic, has an integrative function, “integrating  and uniting the members of social 

groups, but also integrating individual selves, and selves with the world...[Gregory 

Bateson] suggests that artists communicate through the presentation of forms and patterns 

that serve an integrated maps of sensations, imagination, and experience and that it is 
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through these patterns that we are most deeply connected to and part of the natural 

world.” (Turino 2008: 3).  Dancers, more specifically danzantes, are artists and agents 

who communicate via movement,visual representations on trajes, armas, or inscribed on 

the body, and oral traditions, songs, and music.  Turino goes on to argue that “Through 

moving and sounding together in synchrony people can experience a feeling of oneness 

with others. Signs of social intimacy are experienced directly -body to body- and thus in 

the moment reflect to be true.” (Turino 2008: 1-2).  

Presentations: 

 

 The Danza group dances at numerous presentations throughout the year.  

Presentations are defined as events where the group was asked to dance and bless an 

event, space or place, or to teach and share with a specific audience the history and 

teachings of danza.  The group may be asked to bless a wedding, a baptism, a funeral, a 

graduation, a political or social meeting or conference, multi-cultural school or city 

sponsored event or festival.  The group has also been asked to open for concerts
59

, dance 

for and share with elementary, secondary, or university students, dance for inmates at a 

youth authority, or dance at Big Times, Gatherings, and Powwows
60

.  

  The presentations can be both participatory and presentational events.  Turino 

defines participatory performance as, “a special type of artistic practice in which there are 

no artistic-audience distinctions, only participants and potential participants performing 

                                                           
59

 For example, the group opened up for Ozomatli at California State University at 

Sacramento, and for Malo at a city sponsored music in the park festival. 
60

 A Big Time and Gathering generally refer to the same type of event, there is a subtle 

differentiation in scale between Big Times, which are a bit larger than gatherings, which 

are usually a small scale gathering of sister tribes that are geographically close.  A big 

time and gathering are events where in numerous dance groups come and share their 

dance styles and regalia, food, and games  They generally last between two to three days, 

depending on what state the event is held in, they can sometimes last a full week.   
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different roles, and the primary goal is to involve the maximum number of people in 

some performative role...[and] presentational performance...situations where one group of 

people, the artists, prepare and provide music for another group, the audience, who do not 

participate in making the music or dancing” (Turino 2008: 26).  The purpose of each 

presentation influences how the Maestro structures the presentations and which dances as 

well as the number of dances that are performed that day.  The Maestro will stage the 

dancers for each venue in accordance with the size of the stages and the best line of 

visibility for each audience.  Time, space and sound limitations do vary, as do the 

knowledge bases of each audience.  At Chicana/o events, Native American events, and 

school presentations,  there is a wide range of ages, experiences, and variations in 

knowledge of Danza so the Maestro will contextualize the dances and practices for each 

presentation in accordance with the primary audience.   

 In general the group will dance four dances in a half-hour time slot.  The 

symbolism is that there is one dance for each element, the earth, wind, fire and water, to 

bring balance and bless the people and place at which the group was asked to present. 

Each element has different qualities.  Tonantzin is usually danced for the earth.  She is the 

earth goddess mother.  One of the qualities it bestows is to ground oneself.  Wind is one 

of the Ehecatl dances, and there are a couple of versions of Ehecatl that can be danced.  

Ehecatl is the wind god, who grants clarity and a clearing of the mind.   The dance for 

fire is Fuego.  The fire grants strength to one’s heart and mind.  Water is Tlaloc. Tlaloc 

was the god of Rain, who gives life, replenishment and renewal, as  well as new growth.  

The dance repertoire is large( see Appendix C for full list of danzas), so specific dances 

may be chosen in reference to what the event is for, albeit most often a blessing; other 
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dances may be chosen for the particular meaning of the given dance or event.  At longer 

presentations the Maestro will then speak about the armas (tools or vestments that the 

danzantes utilize), and their uses, provide a history lesson, and he may also do a 

friendship dance with the audience. The performance and speech of the maestro 

contextualizes the dances, the meaning behind the movement, the armas, and other socio-

historical facts depending on the knowledge base of the audience.   

Ceremonies: 

 

 When danza first crossed over the U.S. Mexico border in the 1970s, there were only 

two groups in California, and only a couple of ceremonies were observed.  As the years 

progressed the number of Danza groups increased as did the observance of more 

ceremonies across the state.  Today there are multiple ceremonies held in numerous 

locations throughout the state.  And each year a new ceremony may be observed that was 

not observed the year before.  As knowledge of the ceremonies, their meanings and 

functions increase, so to does the observance of new ceremonies.  The Guerrero and 

Xilonen ceremonies are two of the most highly attended ceremonies each year.  They are 

also two of the first ceremonies held in California.  There are now three Xilonen 

ceremonies held in California each year: one in Sacramento, one in San Francisco, and 

the largest one in Watsonville which has close to five hundred attendants each year.  The 

Guerrero Ceremony is held in Sacramento, California and is hosted by the Quetzalcoatl-

Citlalli group, the group which is the focus of this dissertation.  There are many 

preparations that go into hosting a ceremony and in the month prior to the ceremony the 

group holds workshops and practicas at the site of the ceremony.  
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 Danzantes speak reverentially when they speak about ceremonies.  ROA, a 

danzante with almost twenty years of experience as a danzante stated that “the highest 

feeling that I’ve ever had was when we went to go dance in Mexico City for a ceremony 

called Tlatelolco...that was my first ceremonia in Mexico City and it was at the Church 

which, just looking at the church, and you see the stone that they used was from the 

temples, and right next in the plaza of the church to the side you could see the 

temples...just being there oh man it was incredible just being surrounded by hundreds 

almost thousands of danzantes, there were different circles in the plaza...my first 

experience in Tlatelolco was man if I die today I’d be happy!  I’ve lived enough to get 

here, that’s all, anything else is extra” (ROA, personal communication: May, 2010).  

Ceremony participation is highly valued and important to the group and danzantes for 

numerous reasons, both personal and collective. 

Xilonen: 

 

 When danza first began in California, there were only a handful of ceremonies 

observed annually and the Xilonen ceremony was one of them. The Xilonen ceremony is 

the female initiation ceremony held annually in July by the White Hawk Dance Group.  

Senora Cobb describes those who can participate as those who are “of the ‘tender corn’, 

if you have had a baby you may not participate because you have already become a 

woman...passed through that stage of growth”. (Senora Cobb).   BCR was the first 

Xilonen to complete the Xilonen ceremony in the 1980s.  BCR shared her experiences, 

how she had to prepare for the ceremony, what she received throughout the preparation 

and what she took away from the ceremonies that she attended as a Xilonen hereself. 

 Senora Cobb taught me a lot of the history of it, what was the true meaning of it, 

 what I had to do to keep up my part for being Xilonen, becoming a young woman.  
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 For the whole year you have to have dedication to danza and learn the history of it.  

 What’s the significance of the ofrendas that you’re making, and for each direction 

 that you’re coming to, there was so much...nice experience to know that a group of 

 people can come together like that and share, I mean people that you don’t even 

 know, from different groups come together and give you ofrendas and wish you the 

 best and offer their songs and dances for you which is really a nice experience...I 

 even cried. I’d never experienced anything like that and I never thought I would 

 have anything like that and it was really nice” (BCR, personal communication: 

 June, 2010) 

  

She was the first and only Xilonen at the Santa Cruz ceremony that year, and one of four 

Xilonens at the Sacramento ceremony.  Now there are ten to twelve Xilonens at every 

Xilonen ceremony.  Ceremonies and ritual practices, and more specifically initiation 

(coming of age) ceremonies, have been shown to produce transformations in the initiates 

as well as in the danzantes dancing in the ceremonies.   

Guerreros: 

 

 The male initiation ceremony held annually on the first weekend of October 

gathered more than two hundred participants and seven male initiates in 2011. According 

to Senora Cobb, the Guerreros Ceremony teaches the Jaguares (male initiates) to prepare 

oneself for life as an adult male.  She asserts that “the most important aspect of war is to 

conquer the war within one’s self, not against others or other elements, but to prepare 

one’s mind to fight, to not do the wrong things in life, to follow the correct path, the red 

road” (Senora Cobb).  The Jaguares, like the Xilonens, are supposed to prepare before 

the ceremony, attend all practices, presentations, and ceremonies their group attends 

throughout the year.  They too are taken around the circle and are given advice at each 

direction
61

 on how to follow the right path, advice that will aid them in becoming a man.   

                                                           
61

 The ceremony circle has four altares placed in each of the four directions, the North, 

the South, the East, and the West.  Each direction has specific meaning. See appendix for 

full description and chart on each direction. 
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 The ceremonies are not considered fully transformative, as the initiates range in 

age from twelve to seventeen years of age.  They are given advice that will help them in 

the transition from boys or girls to young men and women.  It is heavily emphasized that 

they are not fully grown men and women.  The Xilonen and Guerreros ceremonies 

recognize they are on the way to becoming men and women, but they emphasize more 

the connections and the support system they create through the year of preparation and 

during the ceremony.  SOA discusses why these ceremonies are so important for the 

children in danza, 

  It’s very important because they learn they have a support system, not just with 

 their family but with their danza family, with their ninas (godmothers).  The 

 people in the group almost become like their aunties, their uncles or their cousins, 

 and hopefully that they carry that with them the rest of their lives, and realize that 

 they have that tie, that support...they understand that they have all of us, they have 

 the whole community, but they also have lots of responsibility that they need to 

 tend to.  They all get told it’s not because you’re being made a man or woman 

 now it’s because you have an increased responsibility.  (SOA, personal 

 communication: February 2012) 

 

 The emphasis on outside support and the returned responsibility to the group and 

communal support system was something that was heavily emphasized in all of the 

interviews. 

 The “Red Road” was emphasized to a greater degree for the Jaguares (male 

initiates) rather than the Xilonens.  Putting the Jaguares on the “Red Road” and 

emphasizing that they were beginning their journey into manhood.  The “Red Road” is 

borrowed from the American Indian Movement.  The meaning of the “Red Road” has 

changed over time within the Native North American community and in regards to the 

Danza community.  The “Red Road” is concerned with the continuation of tradition and 

heritage, being respectful of the oneself and of mother earth, and to continue to educate 
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and enlighten others of these respectful ways (CRB, personal communication: August 

2011, ZMA, personal communication: February, 2012, SOA, personal communication: 

February, 2012, TQR, personal communication, February, 2012).   

Reception and Representations of Danza and Danza Representations at a 

Multicultural Danza Presentation: 

 

The danza group dances annually at the Elementary School in Elk Grove, 

California.  The presentation is advertised as a “Multi-Cultural” assembly for the entire 

student body featuring Danza Azteca.  There are two forty-five minute assemblies, with 

the kindergarten, first, second and third grade students in the first assembly, and the 

fourth, fifth and sixth grade students present for the second assembly.  I danced in the 

first assembly, while I had a second shooter film the assembly.  I choose to film the 

second assembly, in order to have two perspectives for the assembly: that is, as a 

danzante and performer as well as an audience member and videographer.  I felt this 

would grant me greater insight into the performance and expression of the representations 

and the reception of the event.    

Reception and Representation: 

 

 people who historically have been marginalized from institutional power create 

 self-representations of their groups-both idealized and accurate-to counter widely 

 disseminated negative images, the absence of images, and images produced by 

 outsiders (Mahon 2000: 470) 

 

 I discuss in this section how danzantes express and perform danza representations 

at a multi-cultural assembly for kindergarten through sixth grade students.  I analyze the 

drawing and writing explorations of the first, third and sixth grade students.  Utilizing 

video and phenomenological methodology, I investigate how the danza and the danzantes 
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were perceived, and which danza representations were the most effectively 

communicated to the first, third and sixth grade students.   

James Clifford, in Writing Culture,  addressed the fact that “Ethnography is 

actively situated between powerful systems of meaning…it is always caught up in the 

invention, not the representation of cultures” (Clifford and Marcus 1986: 2). Feminist 

anthropologists were one of the first constituencies of anthropologists to address issues of 

ethnographic representations (Clifford and Marcus 1986, Di Leonardo 1991).   Di 

Leonardo pays particular tribute to the work of late feminist anthropologists, who 

incorporated a political economic approach into their analysis and were aware of the 

“power-laden encounter between researcher and researched” (Di Leonardo 1991: 31).  

 Feminist anthropology also stipulates that language, rhetoric, power and history must be 

confronted when writing.   As a “native anthropologist” utilizing video and photography 

as part of my methodology, I believe these issues are magnified in these media. Leuthold 

writes that dance necessitates the use of video and photography, and issues pertaining to 

representation, power, and history within the visual mediums must be addressed. 

More than the still image or written word, they [film and video] clearly express the 

complex interrelationships between individuals in performative contexts.  A distinct 

value of indigenous videos may be the way they allow a comparison of how various 

performance contexts situate the participants, encouraging or discouraging their 

engagement in collective aesthetic processes (Leuthold 1998: 154).  

 

Moreover, Leuthold argues, “Indigenous self-representation implies self-hood distinct 

from the influence of foreign nations; it also implies the authority to represent one’s self 

to those nations…[it] primarily involves a shift in authority” (Leuthold 2001: 57). 

Utilizing film and video as a medium for self-representation has enabled indigenous 

groups to produce alternative socio-historical narratives which aid in rectifying past 
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misrepresentations within mass media.   This is also why the Maestro and danzantes were 

very happy and willing to participate in the filming process.  The video of the danza, 

ceremonies, and presentations were  first and foremost seen as critical for the 

continuation of tradition, another means of survival, stored, and recorded for future 

generations, and secondarily as personal mementos, keepsakes of baptisms, and family 

portraits. 

 Leuthold argues that indigenous groups wish to represent themselves, and film 

and video have become an essential “communication tool for political movements 

throughout the world”, and he additionally points out that easy “accessibility make[s] it a 

convenient medium for establishing an alternative ideological framework” (Leuthold 

2001: 55).   This is evident in the development of the “independent cinema movement” 

and the “third cinema” utilized by indigenous populations and “third world” 

videographers around the world.   These movements create a cinema that is set in direct 

opposition to “Western” cinema, effectively creating multiple representations of the self 

(see Leuthold 2001, Ruby 2000, Murphy 2000, Young and Zweiback 1959).    

In speaking about narrative, Kroeber argues that “ a written text, just like an oral 

performance, is by someone, to someone, and about something” (Kroeber 1992: 41-42).  

Although film has a different structure and format, it too is a type of narrative, and can 

and should be analyzed, like a written text or oral performance, but within its own 

parameters.  

Native Authorship in Filmmaking: 

A Native filmmaker has…the accountability built into him.  The white man 

doesn’t have that.  That’s the single big distinction.  Accountability as an 

individual, as a clan, as a tribal, as a family member.  That’s where we’re at as 
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Indian filmmakers.      -Victor Masayesva, Jr., Hopi videographer, 1991 (Leuthold 

1998: 1).  

 

With the arrival of affordable film and video technologies since the 1980s, 

various indigenous communities in Canada, South America, Mexico, Australia, Africa 

and across the United States have begun to seize control of their representation within 

and outside of their respective communities (see Ruby 2000, Leuthold 1998, 201, Young 

and Zweiback 1959, Murphy 2000).  Ruby argues that “During the past few decades, film 

subjects have gained considerable power over the construction of their image and to a 

limited extent have had the chance to speak for themselves…film subjects are demanding 

that filmmakers share the authority and, in some cases, relinquish it altogether.  These 

demands call for profound changes in the way in which images are produced as well as 

the means by which knowledge is presented to the public.” (Ruby 2000: 212, 198).    

Leuthold asserts that a number of groups from around the world “have recognized 

the potential of video for intragroup communication and as a means of gaining cultural 

and political recognition in the wider society.  Video and film production are used to 

“rethink history,” even to address “the ignorance of the dominant culture” about past 

history and contemporary culture” (Leuthold 2001: 55).  Additionally, Ruby suggests that 

“Some indigenous peoples have begun examining archive film footage of their culture’s 

ceremonial life in hope of revitalizing their own traditions” (Ruby 2000: 47).  The 

Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli Danza group is also employing video and photography as a medium 

to “rethink history”, preserve and revitalize danzas and certain expressive practices that 

have not been practiced in recent years; as well as express and record new danza 

practices.  The group is not opposed to a danzante, or danza family photographing and 
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videotaping danza events, but they are hesitant with respect to outsiders videotaping and 

photographing the same events.  

 The Maestro of the group is very verbal about his high regard for videotaping 

presentations, practicas or ceremonies as a resource for future generations in order to 

have access to their expressive cultural traditions.   He has been inviting and helpful in 

the process, advising me on where I can and cannot film during certain parts of the 

ceremonies.   He is an advocate for taping ceremonies and presentations.  He sees them as 

a gift, as well as a teaching tool.  He utilizes the recordings to show the dancers how they 

dance, and where and when in the presentations they can improve their movements: for 

example a movement of the head, not looking down and connecting with the audience.  

He also views the footage of presentations to see how presentations might be staged 

differently, to increase the quality of the presentation and afford the audience the best 

reception of the danza and the music.   

It must be stated that not all danza groups advocate for the use of video and 

photography.  There are some groups who are completely against any type of recording 

of any type of danza, song or dance in any danza event.  This is due to the widely 

divergent danza ideologies.  There is a visible difference in the running and practice of 

danza and danza traditions in and among the several groups in Sacramento.  Differences 

are apparent in the style of danza, trajes, and ideologies of the groups, which vary in 

accordance with the Maestro or Maestra’s danza lineage and ideology.  

 The Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group regularly posts video and pictures of danza 

presentations on their secure, group only web site.  Although the group and the Maestro 

are advocates for photographing and videotaping their ceremonies, presentations, and 
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practicas, they are decidedly against the use of video in non-contextualized situations, 

and are advocates for indigenous self-representation. 

Reception of Danza and Danza Representations in 1st, 3rd and 6th Grade Drawing 

and Writing Explorations: 

 

Two forty-five minute assemblies were held each day for kindergarten through 

third grade and fourth through sixth grade students at the Elementary School in Elk 

Grove, California.   The elementary school resides in a middle-class neighborhood and 

has approximately 1030 students.   The student population is approximately twenty-five 

percent Asian, twenty-three percent Caucasian, seventeen percent Hispanic, thirteen 

percent African-American, twelve percent Filipino, eight percent two or more races, and 

one percent Pacific Islander.  This presentation is an annual event and one of the 

danzantes in the group is a teacher at the school.  As noted earlier, I choose to dance in 

the first assembly and have the assembly filmed by a non-danzante, but someone who has 

danza knowledge.  I filmed the second assembly.  

The children in one first grade class were asked to draw what they remembered 

about danza Azteca.  The third grade class was asked to draw and write a outline and 

short essay about what they remembered and liked best about the danza.  The sixth grade 

class were asked to draw and write a paragraph about what they remembered and liked 

most about the danza.  I transcribed the assemblies, and used the transcript, video, and 

my written description of the event from a performative and observer’s point of view to 

analyze the children’s drawings and written explorations of their perception of danza 

during the assemblies.  I analyze the video, drawing and writing explorations as an 
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avenue into the reception each grade level had and what representations of the danza 

were the most visible, memorable, and influential at each grade level.   

Below I conduct a phenomenological analysis of the writing explorations of the 

third and sixth grade audience members.  Each student wrote about what they 

remembered most from the Danza Azteca assembly.   I conducted an experiential analysis 

pertaining to what was felt and conveyed through the performance of danza, as well as 

the students embodied reaction to the dance and sounds
62

: drums, caracol (shell), and 

xayayotes (seed pods on ankle), of Danza Azteca during the assembly.  Lastly, I conduct 

a phenomenological and visual analysis of the first grade drawings of what they 

remembered most from the Danza Azteca assembly. (see Appendix D for examples of 

each theme) 

 There were six main themes that were either drawn, written, or drawn and written 

about the danza assembly by the first, third and sixth grade students.  The theme 

reoccurred most frequently is the use of vibrant colors to express the elemental nature of 

the dance.  These colors indexed the “natural” and emotive elements of the dances, and in 

the trajes.  The second theme pertained to the “colorful costumes”, the danzantes trajes 

(regalia or vestments).  The third theme pertained to the feathers of the danzantes.  

Drawings of the different colors and lengths and the idea that danzantes have to “earn 

feathers by doing good deeds and dancing”.  The fourth theme dealt with the sounds and 

music of danza.  The instrument drawn and written about most often were the huehuetls 

(drums).  But there were also many drawings of the caracol and the xallallotes.  The fifth 

theme pertained to the idea of a family dancing together.  The kids, mother, and father 
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 See Chapter four for description and analysis of danza sounds 
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were drawn together or the mother and daughters or father and daughters.  The children 

in the group as solo danzantes was also a popular topic.  Lastly, there were many 

drawings and written explorations about the armas
63

 that were shown and talked about by 

the Maestro of the group during the assembly.  Armas such as, feathers, shields, 

ayacachtli
64

 (rattle), xayayotes (seed pods), kopillis (head dresses), face painting, 

caracoles (shells that signal the beginning of the dance event) and the altar. 

 Although there were commonalities in the representations and reception of the 

danza between each grade level, the differences between each grade level’s drawings of 

their reflection and perception of the danza were very interesting, and I believe these 

separate focuses spoke more to the cognitive development levels between the six, eight 

and ten year olds in each grade level.  The first grade drawings focused primarily on the 

elements and feelings they perceived from the dances. The bright colors either covering 

the entire background, colors surrounding the dancers like an aura, or descending waves 

of color dripping from the lights in the ceiling were common themes (see appendix, for 

examples).  The students used yellow most frequently, then blue, red, pink, purple and 

finally a rainbow effect was common around the dancers.  I believe these colors represent 

the different elements that were spoken about during the presentation.  The dances were 

done for and about certain elements, namely fire, water, wind, and earth, or for people 

and feelings, such as the happy dance, mother dance, father dance, or children’s dance.  

The student drawings corresponded the water dance with blue lights surrounding the 

dancers or red light from the fire dance, and yellow, pink, and rainbow lights and auras 
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 Armas are the tools and instruments a danzante carries with them at all danza events, 

i.e. ayacachtli. 
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 The ayacachtli or sonaja is a rattle held by each danzante to keep the beat of the dance.  

Can be made of wood, bone, or metal. 
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surrounding dancers for the happy, wind, and mother dances.   The elements were drawn 

in one of two ways.  The first of these involved descending or dripping colors or lights 

from the ceiling involving either one color or two colors on each side of the danzantes or 

completely surrounding the dancers with the entire background drenched in colors such 

as pink, blue, and yellow.  Secondly, each drawing had multiple danzantes in full traje, 

focusing not just on one danzante or element but the danza as a whole, the dancers, 

drummers, armas, and what they were dancing for.  The drawings portraying the feeling 

of sound had a drum or drummer in the motion of drumming.  Some drawings even had 

sound coming from the caracol (conch shell) that was presented during the assembly, 

with sound waves coming out of it, or sounds like “bom” coming off of the drums.  

Many of the drawings focused on the child danzantes, the family of dancers, the mother 

and daughter, or father and daughters.  I was told by a key informant that the students 

were especially drawn to the children dancing and were very impressed with their 

dancing, as was evident in the number of drawings centering around the children dancers 

ages 2, 4 and 9.  Lastly, three of the twenty-four drawings showed the altar and caracol.   

  The third grade drawings were also very colorful.  They also had some drawings 

which were entirely full of colors, and they all mentioned the elemental and emotive 

dances in their writing; however, their drawings were more focused on the music of the 

danza, not the dances themselves.  The sound of the shell was portrayed with sound 

vibrations coming out of it, the drums had sounds like “bom” and the drummers were in 

the motion of playing the drums in the drawings.  A drum and drummer appeared in 

ninety percent of the drawings.    Student 16 wrote, “the drumbs [student spelling] had a 

hard beat and a loud noise and the shells were noisy and tiny...the beats were hard and 
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soft and the noise was happy and loud.”  Other students also echoed student 10, “The 

rhythm was loud. Also rough” and student 9 stated, “you made nice loud shell music”.  

 The third grade class was the only class to address the audience in their drawings. 

This shift in perspective, the inclusion of themselves and their reaction to the danza was 

noteworthy because it shifted the focus from the dancers, the performance on stage, to the 

students’ perception of the danza and their reaction to certain dances and elements of the 

danza in particular.  Of the nineteen drawings four of them included the audience in the 

drawings, this is not a huge percentage but enough to draw attention to the shifting 

perceptions and reception of danza.  Two of these drawings show the audience smiling 

with one member shouting “your good” from the side to the dancers on stage.  In these 

two drawings, the audience is acknowledged but the focus still resides on the dancers.  

The third drawing focuses on the audience, the dancers are in the foreground upside 

down.  The audience is drawn as stick figures, and “I felt negative energy” is coming 

from the student in the audience in reaction to a specific dance being performed.  In the 

written exploration the student said, “the fire dance was so fast it look like to me you 

guies were on fire.  the water dances felt like the negative energy was come to me. next 

your movement was going great...the happy dance was great! it has a great beat. the 

music is peaceful and great!”.   

 The sixth grade drawings shifted its focus yet again.  Their drawings were less 

soaked in color, and though the drawings were still drawn in color, there were no 

backgrounds drawn in full color.  Their drawings were more specific and each focused on 

one element of the danza, a drum, a feather or face painting of the danzantes.  These 

drawings were not portrayals of the event as a whole, encompassing the stage and 
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dancers; rather, these focused on a single actor or arma associated with the danza, which 

was talked about during the presentation by the Maestro of the group.   Another addition 

to the drawings which was not heavily present in the other grade levels was the inclusion 

of the altar.     

Gender Differences: 

 Male students tended to draw the male dancers, or pictures of the family of 

dancers, and the drums. The female students focused on the female dancers, or pictures of 

the family of dancers, but drew the armas equally. 

 The embodiment, performance and reception of song and dance at these events 

are important and key sites for identity formation because it is at these events, i.e., the 

public presentations, ceremonies, and practicas, that the group’s and the individual 

danzantes’ feelings and identities, as well as the ideology that defines the group and 

makes it distinct and visible, are publicly expressed, received, and supported. 

 In the next chapter I investigate the danzantes as agents of change who construct, 

express, and produce a Mexica identity, through the utilization of Nahua material culture; 

and by displaying Nahua symbolism.  I utilize visual anthropology theory and more 

specifically Alfred Gell’s anthropological theory of art throughout the chapter.  I then 

explore the tattooing and face painting practices employed by danzantes as a forum for 

self-representation, within the danzante population.  Lastly, I discuss native authorship 

issues I encountered during my dissertation research while filming and photographing 

each of type danza event. 
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CHAPTER 6 

VISUAL REPRESENTATIONS OF DANZA: NAHUA SYMBOLISM IN DANZA 

ART, ARMAS, AND BODY ORNAMENTATION 

 

Precontact: 

 

   Artistic activity was not only highly respected and important in Aztec life, but it  

  was also essential to the functioning of society.  For this society did not have a  

  written language, and the visual arts had a major role in communicating and  

  preserving cultural traditions...The primary function of Aztec art was the   

  communication of ideas about man’s place in the cosmos and in human   

  society.  (Pasztory 1983: 70-71). 

 

Chicana/o Movement: 

 

Chicano/a art articulated and mirrored a broad range of themes that had social and 

political significance, particularly with respect to cultural affirmation.  At the core 

of these meta-artistic concerns was the representation of alternate narratives that 

had as their goal the development of a historical consciousness as well as a sense 

of place and belonging within Mexican, U.S., and indigenous histories. (Fields 

and Zamudio-Taylor 2001: 342) 

 

 In Chapter Six I investigate the danzantes as agents of change.  Alfred Gell’s 

anthropological theory of art speaks of art as a system of action that has intention, 

causation, result, transformation, and most importantly agency (Gell 1998: 6).   The 

function of art in Gell’s theory is to “change the world”, whereby art objects are social 

agents (Gell 1998: 6-7). I employ Gell’s theory of action and agency in art to investigate 

the role of Danzantes as agents of change.   As Fraleigh observes, “When we dance we 

embody agency through bodily orientation and consciousness. The dialectic nature of 

these links is played out in our movement choices and body mind awareness” (Fraleigh 

2004: 15).  I utilize Gell’s theory to show how danzantes employ Nahua art and 

symbolism within danza art and armas, as representations of their gendered, social and 

cultural identities.  Visual representations of Danza are seen on danzantes trajes, armas, 
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group banners, displayed on drums, and tattoos.
65

 The visual representations effectively 

communicate their individual and group identity. 

 I then explore various genres of body art: tattooing, face painting, and body 

ornamentation, as a forum for self-representation in danzantes’ public and private lives.  I 

discuss and analyze the use of photography and video as research methods within my 

dissertation research.   Lastly I discuss native authorship issues I encountered during my 

dissertation research while filming and photographing each of type danza event. 

Visual Analysis 
 

 Visual representations of danza and danza art are visible on danzantes’ trajes, 

armas, group banners, drums, as well as inscribed on danzantes’ bodies in the form of 

tattoos, face painting, and body ornamentation.  These visual representations of danza 

and danza art are deployed by danzantes as representations of their individual, social, and 

cultural identity.   Viewed within Gell’s anthropological theory of art, the danzantes are 

agents of change who construct, express, and produce a Mexica identity.  Utilizing 

ancient Nahua symbolism and material culture they publicly declare their Mexica 

identity.   The material culture and visual representations are primarily based in Nahua 

hieroglyphic symbols, but I have also observed Central, South and, more recently, North 

American symbolism utilized in the visual representations of the danzantes, their 

identities, their art, and armas.   

 

Chicana/o Sacred and Secular Art  

 

                                                           
65

 See List of Photographs for examples of the visual representations in each of these 

categories. 
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“a work of art or a concrete action would do more to define the Mexican-not only to 

express him but also, in the process, to recreate him” (Paz 1961: 10-11). 

 

This opinions put forth by Octavio Paz is supported throughout Chicana/o literature 

(Cisneros 1991, Anzaldua 1999, Murguia 2002, Paz 1961, Fields and Zamudio-Taylor 

2001, Maciel, Ortiz and Herrera-Sobek 2000).  Fields and Zamudio-Taylor further 

elaborate this concept of cultural re-creation in seeing it also as a process of “cultural 

reclamation and affirmation,” central to the mission of the Chicana/o movement: 

       Articualted as a vital component of the Chicano/a Project of cultural reclamation 

 and affirmation, artistic expression from the 1960s to the mid 1980s served as a 

 vehicle for Chicanismo, the ideology of Chicano/a nationalism.  Privileging 

 neo-indigenism, the exaltation of Mexico’s Indian past, Chicanismo articulated 

 and upheld a history that Anglo-American culture underestimated and denied.  

 Chicanismo was a cultural marker, an assertion of difference and of the right of 

 self-determination, and a historical claim to the Southwest (Fields and 

 Zamudio-Taylor 2001: 343). 

 

 

Whether it was visual, kinesthetic (i.e. via dance: folklorico, salsa, or Danza Azteca), oral 

(i.e. via poetry, song, and music) or theatrical, artistic expression was a critical site during 

the Chicana/o movement for cultural reclamation and a vital format for the dissemination 

of information and knowledge during the Chicano Movement.  The process of cultural 

reclamation and the privileging of the indio, and more specifically “the Mexica,” identity, 

could be seen throughout the Movement but it was especially visible in the Chicano 

mural movement.  Muralists focused on social, cultural and political issues that faced 

Chicana/os in the United States.   

 One of the central hubs for the Chicana/o movement in California during this time 

period was the Chicano Cultural Center in Balboa Park in San Diego, California.  The 

cultural arts center attracted muralists, painters, ballet folklorico, danza azteca, and 

modern dance groups (Aranda 2003).  Florencio Llescas and Senora Cobb, the founders 
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of the only two Danza Azteca groups in California at that time practiced at the center 

(Aranda 2003, Ortiz 2012).  The center attracted artists and activists. 

 In the 1970s Danza Azteca, the Chicano art movement, and the Chicana/o 

Cultural Renaissance gained momentum under the larger umbrella of the Chicano 

Movement (Aranda 2003, Castorena, Fields and Zamudio-Taylor 2001).  Field and 

Zamudio-Taylor express how Chicana/o art mirrored and expressed the ideals and 

representations of the Chicana/o movement: 

Linked in its constitutive phase with the Chicano Movement, or Movimiento, of 

the 1960s and 1970s, Chicano/a art articulated and mirrored a broad range of 

themes that had social and political significance, particularly with respect to 

cultural affirmation.  At the core of these meta-artistic concerns was the 

representation of alternate narratives that had as their goal the development of a 

historical consciousness as well as a sense of place and belonging within 

Mexican, U.S., and indigenous histories. (Fields and Zamudio-Taylor 2001: 342) 

 

Chicana/os looked to art and dance as a way to reconnect with their indigenous heritage 

and identity. This is reflected in one of the most famous poems from the Chicano 

Movement, 

El indio baila.  He DANCES  

His way to truth 

In a Way INTELLECTUALS  

will Never understand 

-Luis Valdez 

 

This poem shows how privileged Danza Azteca and indigenous representations were and 

still are today.  Danza was visible at various movement events, at marchas, meetings, 

both political and social.   

Trajes/Armas: 

 

  A danzantes’ traje and armas indexes multiple facts about the danzantes identity.  

First, the symbolism present on the traje is a direct representation of the danzantes 
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personal identity.  The style: fancy, manta (cloth usually painted), or leather, as well as 

the choice of colors utilized  may reflect an individual preference or index which group 

the danzante belongs to because some groups only allow their danzantes to construct 

trajes in certain colors and styles.  The Chichimeca (leather), Esplendor Azteca (fancy), 

and Conchero (manta and mandolin) are just a few of the styles that are easily 

distinguishable.   

 The danzantes publicly declare their indigenous, or more specifically, their 

Mexica heritage and identity through the material culture they utilize at each danza event, 

as well as through the symbolic choices made for their trajes, armas, face painting, body 

ornamentation, and tattoos.  If a danzante has acquired the socio-historical knowledge 

pertaining to pre-contact art and Nahua symbolism, they have the ability to read what 

group the danzantes belong to, as well as their individual expressions of identity. 

Danzantes are also able to decipher which group a danzante belongs to by reading the 

symbolism present on their trajes, the position another danzante holds within their group 

is indexed by the armas they carry.  Lastly, the longevity of each danzantes career is 

clearly defined through a reading of their armas.  There are a couple of practical factors 

that do play into creating a traje: first, knowledge of danza, Nahua history and Nahua 

symbolism; secondly, the practical knowledge of how to sew or paint is critical to 

constructing a traje by hand.   Artistic ability and sewing knowledge is critical depending 

on what style of traje the danzantes wish to make.   

 As stated previously, a traje style, material, colors, and the number of armas and 

feathers one adorns themselves with are indexical of how long one has danced, which 

group they belong to, and the type of danza one dances, whether Conchero or Danza 
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Azteca.  This is not a definitive statement, as not all danzantes who wear manta and little 

or no feathers are beginners.  However, it is a generally accepted truism that if someone 

is placing danzantes for a ceremony and they are wearing manta with little symbolism or 

designs painted on it, and if they are only wearing or carrying a few feathers or none, 

with either no xayayotes or a few then it is safe to assume they are beginners and need to 

be placed in between more experienced dancers. Trajes de manta are made of cloth and 

are usually painted.  Danzantes are sometimes honored and gifted with feathers and 

xayayotes when they demonstrate their commitment to danza and the group and increase 

their knowledge of danza and danza practices.  The number of feathers and xayayotes a 

dancer has are signs of how long one has danced.  One normally begins with twenty-six 

xayayotes, (thirteen on each ankle).  In the following years xayayotes will be added.    

 Within the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group, the longer one has danced, the more 

intricate the trajes become.  As one informant who has danced for the past five years 

stated the “more knowledge you gain over time, not just the symbolism but the work of it.  

You can get more complex as you go along” (LPS, personal communication: June 2010).  

Similar sentiments were expressed by all of the danzantes I spoke with.  Danzantes build 

new trajes in accordance with their developing indigenous ideology and identity.  First 

attempts at making trajes were typically characterized as simple, not fancy or intricate.  

However, as a danzante increases their knowledge of danza and of the history of danza, 

as well as their indigenous art systems, symbolism, and cosmology of the Nahua peoples 

the trajes they construct become very elaborate and deeply meaningful, personally and 

collectively. 
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  TQR, a longtime danzante describes below the process involved when she is 

visualizes and creates a new traje.  TQR states that conceiving of and creating a traje is a 

“Process. [I] always have taken a long time process[ing].  Choosing colors, the 

symbolism…Even in the beginning for many years I did not wear a kopilli just flores, I 

was not ready [to wear a kopilli] until much later.  Now I have a traje in mind with Inca 

symbols....” (TQR, personal communication: August, 2011)  TQR clearly illustrates the 

thought and foresight that goes into the creation of a danzantes traje.  Each traje 

represents a specific time-period in the danzantes life, one can access socio-historical 

memories when recalling the process how, when and what decisions went into the 

making of each traje.  The representations present on the traje are strategically chosen by 

each danzante. 

 Danzantes choose different symbols for multiple reasons: sometimes as an 

individual representation; and some choose symbols that are representative of their 

family.  One family who is very involved with danza is known as the Tochitl family, or 

the rabbit family.  One set of trajes for the entire family was created in the same colors 

and material, with the Tochitl symbol on each traje.  This decision was made 

intentionally so that they all had “ the rabbit, symbol of the family, [we] wanted us [all] 

to connect” (LPS personal communication: May, 2010).  Another informant’s choices 

were also made with family in mind, and she describes her traje making process below: 

  In the beginning mine were very simple, just a skirt with a red top, then borrowed 

 trajes and eventually became more intricate and colorful.  Now my trajes tend to 

 have jaguar print (indexical of the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group) and I tend to pick 

 the hummingbird a lot.  More so now because of my daughter, it’s part of her 

 name, so I have that connection to the hummingbird (SOA, personal 

 communication: February, 2011) 
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  Colors are also of symbolic importance.  Certain colors denote a specific 

direction, within the four directions
66

, each of which carry specific strengths and 

characteristics.  Colors, prints, textiles, and the type of armas carried by the danzantes are 

all indexical of which group and style of danza one belongs to.  The Jaguar print and a 

rainbow of colors are what is associated with the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group.  Leather is 

typical of Chichimeca danza and only Conchero dancers carry a mandolin. The fancy 

style trajes with applique are known as “Esplendor Azteca”, begun by Florencio Llescas, 

and carried on by his students.  One is able to determine which dance lineage one belongs 

to not only through footwork and dance style, but through the visual representations 

encoded within the trajes. 

Face Painting / Tattoos / Body Ornamentation: 

 

 Testament of Adornment: Paint me as I long to be and need to be and am.  This is 

 the message of the graphic body…I paint myself therefore I am, I paint into being 

 my condition, my position, my aspiration, therefore I am human, therefore I am 

 different.  I alter my body, molding it into what should be, accepting pain to make 

 it so.  I complete what nature only began (Vlahos 1979: 51). 

  

 Grognard referred to tattooing as “graffiti for the soul” (Sullivan 2002: 2).  

Mifflin described tattooing in the following way: “...as a way of cutting into nature to 

create a living, breathing autobiography.  Written on the skin…tattoos are diary entries 

and protective shields, conversation pieces and counter cultural totems, valentines to 

lovers and memorials to the dead” (Sullivan 2002: 2).   In this project I investigate 

various genres of body art, including tattooing, face painting, and body ornamentation 

(jewelry) as a forum for self-representation within the danzante population.   
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 See Appendix F for definition of the four directions and significance of the four 

directions to the danza circle 
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Body art, often termed body ornamentation, body marking, face painting and tattooing 

has had a long and varied history.  Tattooing, according to Vlahos is “the first aesthetic 

expression of humankind and certainly the most enduring” (Vlahos 1979: 16).  Body art 

can be representative of a number of belief systems, such as natural and supernatural 

forces, a moral order, spiritual and corporal health, and the enhancement and enlargement 

of the social and corporal self (Vlahos 1979: 17). 

  Historically body art has been read through various systems of analysis, such as 

semiotics, psychology, and criminology. Foucault described the body as “the inscribed 

surface of events…a body totally imprinted by history” (Sullivan 2001: 2).  The social 

body can be read as a text, wherein body ornamentation are writings on the body and 

about the body, and, as Sullivan puts it, body ornamentation is part of “the inscriptive 

process(es) of enculturation of systems of power/knowledge-which are always socially 

and historically specific-[and the inscriptive process] morphologically transform flesh 

into a body, a text, the incarnation of social fictions which can be read as “truth” 

(Sullivan 2001: 2).    

Aldama and Quinonez assert that, “Through body decoration, concepts of social 

order and disorder are depicted and legitimized, or specific power and class structures 

confirmed or concealed.  In all cultures body art also expresses the normal and the 

abnormal, stability and crisis, the sacred and the profane” (Aldama and Quinonez 2002: 

30).  Decorating the body with adornments and ornamentation is also viewed as a cultural 

practice, which produces, reproduces, interprets, or hybridizes cultural values.  

 Within westernized countries tattooing has historically marked social 

marginality.  Since colonial encounters in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries people 
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with body art and body ornamentation have been labeled “primitive” (Aldama and 

Quinonez 2002: 49).   Tattoos have often been a marker of deviancy and aberration.  

Sullivan also asserts that a tattoo may be viewed as a source of diagnostic information, 

which can be read as a somatic sign of deviance.  A marked tattooed body is deviant 

while an unmarked body is normal.  There is an indexical relationship here which 

correlates with the understanding that the more tattoos one has the more deviant the 

subject is likely to be (Sullivan 2001: 14).  Sullivan further elaborates this concept and 

says that a tattoo may be viewed as a form of non-verbal communication wherein a 

tattooed individual intends to establish a set of social relations based upon identity and 

difference, and that the tattoo may be understood in dichotomous hierarchized terms.  

Danzantes employ tattoo practices and face painting to produce and express their Mexica 

identity as well as serves as a representation of Nahua cultural beliefs.  As Sullivan 

argues, Foucault states that, “the body is…directly involved in a political field; power 

relations have an immediate hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it 

to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs” (Foucault cited in Sullivan 2001: 

23).  For this reason, I believe that body art is best read and analyzed on a case-by-case 

basis.  Each representation must be analyzed within the environment in which it is most 

often consumed.  The researcher must keep in mind that many of the tattoo locations are 

in areas of the body which are not seen on a day to day basis by the general public 

because of their placement on the body.  This is also true in reference to the Native North 

American dancers, whose tattoos are in such a location that they are only seen when 

dancing or if the individuals make an effort to let the tattoos be seen.  The private body is 

viewed publicly within the dance events.  These dancers inhabit and belong to two 
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distinct realities: their dance community, and the mainstream United States.  A future 

exploration of the differences between the public and private bodies in these two worlds 

would clearly yield important insights.  Moreover, some choose to place tattoos in places 

where only they or their partner may view it.  This choice to place tattoos in a sight not 

for public consumption is a conscious decision to keep the tattoos and their meaning 

private and familial.    

Each tattoo and face painting image should first be analyzed in the environment 

and in accordance with the audience for which the tattoo was meant or for who it was 

meant to be consumed and perceived.  There are multiple audiences who consume the 

images but not all of them have the capability and articulated knowledge needed in order 

to read the images. The informed danza audience does have the appropriate knowledge 

base and can provide extensive feedback and enhanced meaning making situations or 

statements for the individual.  If the representations are extrapolated from the context in 

which meaning making is created then much analysis is lost.  

 The questions I address in reference to body art practices of the danzantes in 

grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli are the following: how are the different genres of body art 

received and consumed by the audiences?  What are the multiple audiences for each 

image?  What, if any, articulated knowledge is needed in order to read an image?  Is one 

genre more socially acceptable, and which audience is the body art meant for?  How does 

the individual visualize and receive meaning from their representations, and has the 

meaning changed over time?  If the meaning has changed where do the concerned 

individuals stand concerning the issue of removal or transforming existing tattoos?   
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  The aesthetic nature of the body art practices of danzantes allows me to 

investigate the symbolic nature and reception of the face painting or tattoo images within 

the visual medium.  I focus on how danzantes conceive of their tattoo and face painting 

representations.  I analyze how they construct meaning, and where, when they exhibit or 

show their tattoos in their natural environment.     

What should be noted is that among the active participants within the group only 

about twenty-five percent of the danzantes are tattooed.  While tattooing is not practiced 

by a large percentage of danzante, face painting for danza presentations, and ceremonies 

is practiced by nearly all of the active danzantes.  

Within anthropological and ethnographic recordings of tattoos, the focus has 

largely remained on the design of the tattoo.  Renderings of tattoo designs are made and 

are often accompanied by a description of the locations the tattoos are most often 

imprinted on the body.  The tattoos are extracted from the individual’s body and 

extracted from the context in which they are received and consumed.  A visual analysis 

must take into account the situations in which meaning is ascribed to the individual with 

the tattoo and what influences can be seen within the environment.  What visual cues can 

be associated with the images the individual has chosen to be inscribed on his or her 

body? 

 

Visual Anthropology Methods: Photography and Video at Danza Events  

 

Anthropology, like all academic disciplines, is primarily a verbal activity.  Even 

the study of visual media must always be expressed in words. (Herzfeld 2001: 

240) 

 

  Due to the extensive interest in the new conceptions of the “multiple bodies” and 
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the senses in anthropological literature (see chapter three for further discussion and 

analysis of “multiple bodies” in danza events), anthropology has taken, in the words of 

Pink, a “pictorial turn in critical thinking, in reaction to the intense linguistic focus of 

postwar structuralism, poststructuralism, deconstruction, and semiotics” (Pink 2001: 61).   

Visual representation and visual methodologies have become popular within 

anthropological audiences and are now considered to be an appropriate alternative and 

addition to ethnographic writing (Ruby 2000, Pink 2006, 2001, MacDougall 2006).  The 

ineffectiveness of traditional ethnographic writing, as it pertains to areas of inquiry within 

the anthropology of the senses, the anthropology of the body, and the anthropology of 

human movement, is evident through what Herzfeld articulates as “the difficulty of 

recording smell and taste in some reproducible and reasonably durable medium has 

marginalized these senses more than any other except touch” (Herzfeld 2001: 241).  As a 

number of anthropologists have argued, this is where the visual medium is especially 

useful, in analyzing and recording movement, ritual, sacred and secular ceremonies 

(Buckland 1999, Herzfeld 2001, Pink 2006, Ruby 2000, Leuthold1998).  Herzfeld further 

observes that the: 

fundamental premise underlying the concept of an “anthropology of the senses” is 

that sensory perception is a cultural as well as a physical act: sight, hearing, touch, 

taste and smell are not only means of apprehending physical phenomena but are 

also avenues for the transmission of cultural values. (Herzfeld 2001: 240).  

 

 According to Ruby, video and photography are most commonly used to record 

“Ceremonies and rituals…because they have a clear cut scenario –a definite beginning, 

middle, and end.” (Ruby 2000: 51).  The photographic footage I shot of the Guerrero and 

Xilonen ceremonies were an excellent source of research, as the footage clearly displayed 

the rituals at play during the ceremony however, video does not have the ability to 
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capture all of the sensuous activities involved in danza events.
67

  According to Buckland, 

Felicia Hughes-Freeland “argues for the value of film as a research tool in dance studies” 

(Buckland 1999:111-122).  Studying dance in particular necessitates the extensive use of 

mediums such as video because of the lack of a universal notation system.   As Spencer 

argues, Alfred Gell states that “one of the difficulties that has prevented progress in the 

field of the anthropology of dance being as rapid as that in, say, the anthropology of 

visual art, has been the need for a notation of dance movements that combines accuracy 

with some degree of readability for the nondance expert” (Gell cited in Spencer 1985: 

186-187). 

Photography: 

In Visual Anthropology: Photography as a Research Method, Collier Jr. and 

Collier state that, “Photography is only a means to an end: holistic and accurate 

observation” (Collier Jr., and Collier 1986: 5). Collier Jr. and Collier state that 

anthropologists “explore photography as a research tool, with associated methodologies, 

that extends our perceptions” (Collier Jr., and Collier 1986: 5).  I would argue that this 

purely scientific approach to understanding the role of photographs severely limits the 

potential and conception of a new visual anthropology.  As other visual anthropologists 

such as Pink have argued, visual anthropology has been employed as a “medium through 

which anthropological knowledge is produced”, as well as the means of exploring and 

expressing anthropological knowledge (Pink 2001: 138).   Morphy and Banks mirror this 

statement when they stated that, “Visual anthropology has a dual aspect.  It is both ‘the 

use of visual material in anthropological research’ and the ‘study of visual systems and 
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 The smell of the copal and sage, and the feelings of the dancers in trance.  

Additionally, special attention should be paid to the sound component of dance events.   
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visible cultures.” (Morphy and Banks 1997: 1). Richard Chalfen has shown how the 

viewing and exchange of photographs can “function symbolically to maintain family 

unity and communicate changes in the family (Chalfen 1991: 207).  As other 

anthropologists have also argued, photographs showcase personal, social and cultural 

identities (Leuthold 1998, Chalfen 1991, Edwards 1992).  

Film/Video: 

the use of video for ethnographic representation should be informed by an 

understanding of the nature of video as a medium, and the type of knowledge it 

best represents (Pink 2001: 142).  

 

Visual anthropology is utilized in a number of ways within academic research, 

“some conceive of visual anthropology as a research technique, others as a teaching tool, 

still others as a means of publication, and others again as a new approach to 

anthropological knowledge” (Pink 2001: 61).  I believe that visual anthropology can 

indeed be employed in each of these veins.  Moreover, I believe that dance research and 

knowledge should include the visual medium as both a researching and teaching tool.  

Dance and music are areas of inquiry which necessitate using multiple modes of 

communication because they deploy meaning in multiple modes of communication, some 

of which are much more accessible in the visual medium. 

   Sarah Pink argues “that video is not simply a ‘data collecting tool’ but a 

technology that participates in the negotiation of social relationships and a medium 

through which ethnographic knowledge is produced” (Pink 2001: 138). Video, film and 

photography are powerful research tools that have been utilized in anthropological 

research since the invention of the recorded image.  (Howes 2004, Pink 2006, 

MacDougall 1998, Edwards 1992, Hockings 1995, Collier Jr., and Collier 1986) As Ruby 
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points out, however, “Although the idea of researching with a camera may be as old as 

anthropology itself, it remains a very minor tradition that has not produced results of 

sufficient consequence to attract many “mainstream” anthropologists” (Ruby 2000: 48).  

Film and photography are primarily still perceived as exemplary research and teaching 

tools. 

Historically visual representations were primarily used in the “salvage 

ethnographies” of early anthropologists (Howes 2004).  Various anthropologists have 

argued that both still and moving images have been utilized by researchers across 

disciplines to record the vanishing “exotic other”, by generating photographs and films 

which were thought to “preserve reliable data for future generations”  (Ruby 2000, Pink 

2006, Edwards 1992, Collier Jr., and Collier 1986, Howes 2004, Hockings 1995).   

Margaret Mead was one of the first major advocates for the empirical use of photography 

as a research tool and source of analyzable data (Ruby 2000, Pink 2006, Edwards 1992, 

MacDougall 2006, 1998, Hockings 1995). 

Much research has been conducted on the power of film to influence and educate. 

Why does the filmed image hold so much power over the viewer and where does the 

power of the filmed image reside?  Ethnographic film began, in as much as, in Stoller’s 

words, its task was to observe and record “reality”, “ life as it is really lived” (Stoller 

1992: 204).  More specifically, in Macdougall’s words, “The aim of ethnographic film is 

to preserve in the mind of the viewer, the structure of the events it is recording as 

interpreted by the participants” (MacDougall: 179).  However the structure of events 

viewed is also dependent on the sequencing of shots taken by the filmmaker. 
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   In particular, with respect to the filming and representation of dance, the practice 

of editing distorts and disrupts the flow of the dance and often much is left on the editing 

room floor. Before an anthropologist delves into the use of film as an ethnographic tool, 

they must be cognizant of what exactly is at stake when filming and framing the Danza, 

because this affects the representation and reception of meaning. 

Film is a medium in which the power resides with the filmmaker for, as 

Macdougall states, “turning a camera on and off is an automatic structuring of events as 

determined by the bias of the camera operator.  Macdougall makes the additional point 

that “editing is another selection process and a second restructuring.  Skillful editing can 

lead audiences to any desired conclusion” (MacDougall 2000-2001: 179).  Mast and 

Cohen further note that, “Of all the technical properties of film the most general and 

indispensable is editing” (Mast and Cohen 1974: 9).   The inherent structuring of film, the 

choice of shots, and post production process creates special demands on a filmmaker.  

The editing process aids ethnographers in producing participatory and shared film, 

however the power relations involved in producing a film hinder the development of a 

truly shared cinema. 

  Ruby asserts that, although “The literature about anthropological research film is 

filled with enthusiasm for its potential... A loss of belief in the possibility of objectivity 

undermined the assumed unique potential of the medium.  Only a few anthropologists 

currently employ the camera in a systematic manner to generate researchable data” (Ruby 

2000: 48-49).  With this critique in mind I addressed the problems stated by Ruby in my 

fieldwork methodology.  I utilized multiple photographers and videographers at each 

danza event.  The photographer and videographer consisted of one danzante and one non-
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dancer, and the non-dancer was someone who was familiar with danza events including,  

both the scope and flow of how, when, and where the events and expressive cultural 

practices took place.  I believed this would help to create a more holistic vantage point, 

with one member of the team having an insider’s point of view and one member having 

the perspective of an audience member.  Taken together, these two informed positions, 

about the danza practices, glean knowledge from the cultural producers’ point of view, 

with respect to and from the audience’s point of view, the reception of the performed 

representations and identities.   Complete objectivity is indeed impossible but by 

employing phenomenological bracketing, and employing an informed visual and 

phenomenological methodology one can record the danza events.  For the events include 

much more than just dancing: a danza event begins the minute you arrive, and rituals are 

performed before, during and after the event.  The surroundings, i.e., the vendors, 

families, audience, and intra and inter-group dynamics, are as important as the 

performance and reception of the danza, and must be taken into account when analyzing 

danza events.  

  One of the most widely recognized ethnographic filmmakers, and champion of 

shared cinema, is Jean Rouch (Stoller 1992, Feld 2003, 1989, Young and Zweiback 

1959).  Rouch was indeed an innovative and collaborative filmmaker and anthropologist 

for his time.  Within his films Rouch is both the cameraman and editor.  Rouch himself 

stated that “the filmmaker-observer, while recording these phenomena, both 

unconsciously modifies them and is himself changed by them” (Feld 1989: 87).  So 

although Rouch collaborates and constructs his films with his African colleagues and 

utilizes a participatory camera, I do not believe that there can be a truly shared cinema: 
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first, because of the nature of film, second because of his role as cameraman and editor 

and lastly because, although he is a griot, he is also a French man, and holds two 

positions of power within this single venture. Is the problem with a shared cinema one of 

power relations between a non-native anthropologist and his “informants” or is it the 

structure of cinema itself? Although film production is a project that is defined and 

described as a collaborative effort, each stage, pre-production, production and post-

production, involves a wide array of individuals and each with their own influences and 

distinct vision of the production.  Incorporating multiple visions into one work while 

maintaining a consistent and attractive narrative for one’s viewers is a difficult job.  The 

film requires a single coherent thread and voice to run throughout, to be intelligible by 

the viewer, which ultimately becomes that of the filmmaker.  No film, which is not 

directed, edited, scripted and shot by a native, can be considered shared.  The notion of a 

shared cinema is simply not possible.  I hope that my efforts as a Native anthropologist 

and danzante allow me to get closer to the idea of a shared cinema. 

Another problem that often arises in the field when shooting sensuous scholarship 

is that, according to Ruby, “anthropologists literally do not know where to point the 

camera, when to turn it on or off, and what to do with the film once it is generated”, 

because, Ruby continues, “few anthropologists have formal training in film production, 

the quality of much of the work is technically marginal, often resembling the footage 

taken by tourists.” (Ruby 2000: 49, 51).  As an undergraduate I was trained as a 

photographer and videographer.  I believe this artistic and technical training in 

photography and videography addresses the technical problems Ruby speaks about. 

Although I believe video is a necessary and excellent tool for the ethnographic 
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investigation of dance, it cannot be the only tool utilized because film does not always 

have the ability to successfully capture the performance of dance. The problem with 

solely utilizing filmic analysis, as Ruby points out, is that “film is a culturally constructed 

means of making statements about the world.  It is neither better nor worse than other 

means of recording” (Ruby 2000: 65).   Poole has also argued that, as “recent work on 

anthropological photography and film has made clear, visual documentation is generally 

not considered to be a sufficient source of evidence unless it is accompanied by the 

contextualizing and/or interpretive testimony of the ethnographer (Poole 2005: 168).   

Pink, as well as MacDougall, Wright, and Poole, have all written extensively on the 

necessity of written contextualization or voice over narration of video and photographic 

images to lessen the chances of misinterpretation and misrepresentation of film subjects.  

I agree wholeheartedly with this perspective and believe that contextualization of all 

images, events, actions perceived in the video and photographic data I gathered is 

required.   As Wright has framed it,  “Despite the production of significant numbers of 

films, videos, and other visual forms, visual anthropology, like anthropology itself, 

currently remains to a large extent a discipline weighted towards words and texts” 

(Wright 1998: 20).   

 

 

Reception: 

 

I filmed and photographed numerous danza events that I either participated in and 

filmed, or that I solely filmed and did not dance in.  Upon completion of filming and 

photographing the Multi-Cultural assemblies, in Elk Grove, California, I immediately 

shared the footage of the first assembly with the Maestro and danzantes at the 
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presentation.  I received an immense amount of ethnographic feedback from the 

danzantes and Maestro.  I saw how the Maestro used the footage as a teaching tool for the 

danzantes, pointing out where certain danzantes might improve upon their dancing 

techniques, as well as a teaching tool for the group, regarding the rearrangement and 

placement of danzantes on the stage for better audience reception.  The footage was also 

requested to be viewed by the entire group at a later date to teach the group about 

performance techniques.   The second event I filmed, photographed, and participated in 

was the Guerreros ceremony in 2011, in Sacramento, California.  This is the annual 

ceremony the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group hosts which attracted close to two hundred 

danzantes in 2011.  I was a bit hesitant to share the footage pre-editing because the 

footage was not as polished as I would have wished.  My background as a photography 

and film student as an undergraduate skewed my viewing of the ceremony footage.  The 

footage was great anthropologically: it was shot from multiple perspectives: danzantes’, 

drummers’, and audience points of view, but it was shaky and disjointed at certain parts 

because I experimented with filming and dancing during the ceremony.  However, upon 

viewing the footage the danzantes were quite impressed with the footage because of the 

fact that I shot in places where people are not allowed to shoot which are not often shown 

in film: inside the circle, by each altar, the drummers, as well as from each of the circles 

inside the main circle, and the audience perspective.   

MacDougall argues against the assumption, in his words, “that film viewers are 

passive, this [reception] produces a highly interactive and interpretive relationship to 

visual works, qualitatively different from interpreting expository texts” (MacDougall 

1998: 70-71).   This is highly evident within my research as evidenced by the reviewal of 
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footage by the danzantes at the “multi-cultural” danza assembly.  Following the first 

assembly I showed the video footage to the danzantes present.  Their reaction to and 

utilization of the assembly footage was highly enlightening.  The footage was viewed, 

analyzed, and alterations in the presentation of the dances as well as the staging of the 

danzantes was changed in accordance with the images they saw on the video footage 

from the first assembly.  The video footage was utilized as a teaching tool within the 

danza group, as well as a source of ethnographic data.  

The video footage as well as the video viewing was highly instrumental in 

constructing meaning for me as an anthropologist as well as a danzante in the danza 

group.   Felicia Hughes-Freeland is an advocate for the screening of films because the 

comments and feedback she receives from the audience reveal new insights she had not 

observed previously because the footage was too familiar, which, in turn, according to 

Buckland, can “make manifest new understandings” (Buckland 1999: 119).   Keeping 

this characteristic in mind, Ruby argues that “If anthropologists wish to use film to 

convey knowledge to others, they must learn more about the audience’s construction of 

meaning-that is conduct ethnographic studies of film reception.” (Ruby 2000: 181).  

Video and film’s capacity for reinterpretation in shifting socio-historical 

circumstances, allows the viewers to continually alter the meaning of the film in order to 

speak to each individual within their specific socio-historical context, and concerns.  For 

example, the narrative style in Rouch’s ethnofiction work enables the audience to act as 

agents, to garner knowledge from these stories which speak to their concerns.  In each 

film Rouch explores a number of societal and philosophical concerns, which speak to not 

only the African populations that are filmed, but indeed have the capacity to speak to a 
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global audience.  According to Buckland, Felicia Hughes-Freeland also uses, in 

Buckland’s words, “film to present sound-images of dance as proccessual and socially 

situated action.  She states that through sensual perception of the dance and its social 

production, audience reaction to film ethnography may assist in decentering the power of 

the researcher by incorporating the voices of the researched into the final product” 

(Buckland 1999: 7).   I believe photography is a wonderful tool for situating the dance in 

the space and place in which the dance events take place, but it can not capture the 

movement and sound which is integral in understanding and analyzing dance phenomena.  

I believe video is a better tool to capture dance and dance events. 

The visual medium allows the researcher to return to the field site, and combined 

with the phenomenological data, conduct further visual, kinesthetic, and textual analysis 

of the “dance event”.  This type of analysis grants the researcher the ability to capture the 

“dance event”, and allows the researcher to re-analyze the dance event, and focus on the 

surroundings and other happenings at the time of the dance.  The multiple analyses are 

essential when investigating dance and performance phenomena because, according to 

Buckland, “Music and dance are, in fact, situated performances; therefore, the situation, 

the time and the place of performance cannot be overlooked, or ruled out as less 

important or, indeed, less interesting.  An event is not a mere context, but the text itself, 

the primary unit of observation and analysis” (Buckland 1999: 137).  Danza Azteca dance 

events encompass more than just the performance of the dance; these events are fluid and 

include the place and space surrounding than; the interplay between the danzantes, 

drummers and the audience, as well as the music, and other happenings occurring during 

the time of sacred and secular performances. My use of a phenomenological exploration 
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in conjunction with visual methodologies in performance and ritual centered events as 

well as in the weekly practices will allow me to conduct a textual, visual, and kinesthetic 

analysis. With this multi-level analysis one is able to see how multiple cultural, social, 

and political aspects of the Chicano/Mexicano community permeate the dance events, 

and grant meaning to said events.  

 In order to effectively capture this interplay and construction and reception of 

individual social and cultural identity, Timothy Asch, John Marshall and Anthony Spier 

argue that “for an ethnographic filmmaker to be successful he must thoroughly 

understand his people, and he must do his best to let the indigenous structure guide him 

in his recording efforts” (Timothy Asch, John Marshall and Anthony Spier 1973: 180).   

As a native anthropologist and dancer I believe I bring these essential qualities to my 

research project.  I am a danzante, mother, student, anthropologist and videographer.  I 

utilized film, photography, and data gathered in interviews and in writing and drawing 

explorations of the audience during danza presentations to analyze each type of danza 

event.   My status as a danzante within the danza group allows me access to parts of the 

circle, and access to danzantes, normally not recorded or allowed to be recorded.  It also 

grants me further insight into how and when to film, what shots might best convey the 

movement, smoke, drums and danza art all intertwining in the dances at practicas, 

ceremonies, and presentations.  Each of the dance contexts carry very different types of 

embodied dance as evidenced in the danzantes experiential interviews (see chapter three 

for an investigation of embodied dance in each danza event). Every danzante spoke about 

how each type of danza brings forth different reactions and different types of embodied 

dance and prayer, producing multiple identities as well as a sense of space and place. 
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Representation: 

 In, The Visible Evidence of Cultural Producers, Mahon employs Hall’s 

description of representation as “a formative, not merely an expressive place (Hall 1988: 

27)”, and she then goes on to describe anthropologists who work with expressive cultural 

practices as engaged in the project of attending in her words, “to the ways in which 

television, visual arts, music, film, museum exhibitions, and theatrical performances both 

reflect and construct consciousness, identities, social categories and histories.  They view 

representation as a historically situated process of construction that occurs within 

institutional and sociological parameters that can both limit and create possibilities.” 

(Mahon 2000: 470).  Within my work I observed the production and consumption of 

indigenous representations.  These indigenous representations, whether Mexica, pan-

indigenous or multi-plex, were produced within the Danza’s visual, auditory, and 

kinesthetic danza cultural practices, and consumed by the danza group as well as by the 

audiences they danced for.   

Late feminist anthropologists were among the first anthropologists to address 

issues of ethnographic representations (Clifford and Marcus 1986, di Leonardo 1991).  

Beginning in the 1980s, many feminist anthropologists incorporated a political economic 

approach into their analysis and were aware of, in Di Leonardo’s words, the “power-

laden encounter between researcher and researched” (Di Leonardo 1991: 31). Feminist 

anthropology also stipulates that language, rhetoric, power and history must be 

confronted when writing.  Writing in a 1980s poststructuralist vein, James Clifford in, 

Writing Culture, addressed the fact that “Ethnography is actively situated between 
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powerful systems of meaning…it is always caught up in the invention, not the 

representation of cultures” (Clifford and Marcus 1986: 2).   

 As a native anthropologist utilizing video and photography as part of my 

methodology, I believe issues pertaining to power, language and the invention and the 

representation of cultures are magnified.  Studies of dance and other expressive cultural 

practices necessitate the use of video and photography.  So issues pertaining to 

representation, power, and history must be addressed in a way that will combat it by 

revealing the power at play in such encounters. Leuthold summarizes the social, 

historical, and political situatedness of performative events such as dance, and how the 

use of film and video aid in revealing the complex relations at play in a performative 

event.  Leuthold argues that:  

More than the still image or written word, they [film and video] clearly express 

the complex interrelationships between individuals in performative contexts.  A 

distinct value of indigenous videos may be the way they allow a comparison of 

how various performance contexts situate the participants, encouraging or 

discouraging their engagement in collective aesthetic processes (Leuthold 1998: 

154).  

 

Leuthold points out that “Indigenous self-representation implies self-hood distinct from 

the influence of foreign nations; it also implies the authority to represent one’s self to 

those nations…[and] primarily involves a shift in authority.” (Leuthold 2001: 57). 

Utilizing film and video as a medium for self-representation has enabled indigenous 

groups to produce alternative socio-historical narratives which aid in rectifying past 

misrepresentations within mass media.   These groups wish to represent themselves, and, 

according to Leuthold, film and video have become an essential, in his terms, 

“communication tool for political movements throughout the world” and, in turn, he 

argues its  “accessibility make [s]it a convenient medium for establishing an alternative 
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ideological framework” (Leuthold 2001: 55).   This is evident in the development of the 

“independent cinema movement” and the “third cinema”.  These movements often create 

a cinema that is set in direct opposition to Western Cinema, effectively creating multiple 

representations of the self.  (Leuthold 2001, Ruby 2000, Murphy 2000, Young and 

Zweiback 1959).    

In speaking about narrative, Kroeber argues that, “ a written text, just like an oral 

performance, is by someone, to someone, and about something” (Kroeber 1992: 41-42).  

Film, although a very different type of narrative, nonetheless has the same dynamics. 

Following this line of thinking brings forth issues pertaining to audience.  Who is my 

primary audience, and what is the primary purpose of my use of visual methodologies 

and the production of an ethnographic video? Do they speak to anthropologists as an 

ethnographic exploration of representations of the Chicano/Danza cultural and social life, 

or are they aimed at the Chicana/o communities, as receptacles of traditional “bodies of 

knowledge”?   

Much of the Native anthropologist debate in the past has focused on essentializing 

native anthropologists as coming from an intimate, insider’s point of view, whereby, in 

Narayan’s words, the “anthropologist can represent an unproblematic and authentic 

insider’s perspective” (Narayan 1993: 672).  This argument polarizes anthropologists into 

categories such as native/non-native and insider/outsider, each retaining a corresponding 

set of pros and cons.  This argument allows for only one set of power relations to be dealt 

with at a time, while at any one moment the anthropologist may be dealing with multiple 

sets of power relations. There are many problems that arise from this argument, including 

the fact that, as Narayan points out, “a culture is not homogenous, a society is 
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differentiated, and a professional identity that involves problematizing lived reality 

inevitably creates a distance” (Narayan 1993: 671).  Therefore, it stands to reason that, it 

would be more fruitful if we set aside this inadequate and outdated argument and, 

Narayan continues “view each anthropologist in terms of shifting identifications amid a 

field of interpenetrating communities and power relations” (Narayan 1993: 671).  This 

being said, each anthropologist must be aware of the power relations they carry in, and 

enter into, while in their field sites.   

 As outlined in the introduction my fieldwork methodology came into question by 

the danza group at a ceremony in 2011 where I had decided not to dance.  I was attending 

the ceremony solely in an observers’ capacity.  As an audience member I watched and 

recorded the ceremony.  When I came and did not dance, and told the group I was going 

to solely observe the ceremony it was commented that I was “Aztec watching,” and to 

take this point of view, as an outside observer, a non-danzante in that situation was 

disliked.  This positionality for me was very different from the other danza events I 

filmed and photographed as a danzante and videographer which was wholeheartedly 

embraced by the danzantes and the Maestro.   A danzante dances, but as an 

anthropologist I had to view the event from all angles, including insider and outsider 

positionalities.  I gained a lot of insight at the ceremony by refraining from dancing, 

including insights about audience conversations, the running of ceremonies, the view of 

the circles and traditions from the outside as well as the danza groups’ viewpoint on 

outside observers. 

Most anthropological research on dance in the past was conducted from an 

outsiders perspective, which served the function, in Buckland’s words of, “leading to 
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interpretation from a distanced position” (Buckland 1999: 135). I will attempt to fill this 

gap in anthropological scholarship, to the extant that I bring an insiders perspective: first, 

as a native anthropologist, Chicana from Sacramento, California, and secondly as a 

danzante.    

    As stated in the Introduction, when I approached the Maestro of the group in 

regards to filming and photographing the group’s practicas, presentations and ceremonies 

he was encouraging and supportive of my idea to film and photograph at ceremonies and 

at presentations.  He is an advocate of employing video as a medium for teaching and 

preserving dances for our children and for danzantes in the future.  He was especially 

supportive of my filming because of my positionality as a Chicana and a danzante.   

These qualities grant me a better understanding of how to film dance and the dance event.  

Most video of danza ceremonies is from a stationary perspective, but it is not a stationary 

activity, and the camera should flow with the movements.  As a danzante and an active 

participant, I understand the shared dance language, how the ceremonies, and 

presentations run so I know what to focus on, how to inherently move the camera to a 

spot, the xayayotes, drums or caracoles.  I am not trying to objectify or romanticize the 

danza.   

  In this chapter I viewed the danzantes as agents of change constructing, 

expressing, and producing a Mexica or pan-indigenous identity through the utilization of 

ancient Nahua symbolism and material culture.  Danzantes use Nahua art and symbolism 

as representations of their gendered, social and cultural identity.  I then explored tattooing 

and face painting as a forum for self-representation within the danzante population.  I 

discussed the necessity of photography and video as research methods when one is 
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investigating dance phenomena.  Lastly, I discussed native authorship issues I 

encountered during my fieldwork while filming and photographing each type of danza 

event. 

 In Chapter Seven, I will look at the contested notions of an “authentic” danza 

heritage and pan-indigenous identity. This proclamation of interrelatedness and the idea 

that we share familial, cultural, historical and social ties that crosses continents and 

oceans effectively confronts and rejects past geo-political and cultural borders.  This pan-

indigenous ideology is heavily supported within the various regional indigenous groups 

the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli danza group socializes and participates with in shared expressive 

cultural practices and events. 

  I briefly review the different popular representations and the transformations 

danza Azteca has undergone from the pre-contact era through its present day 

manifestation as a political, social and cultural movement based within a pan-indigenous 

consciousness.   I review how the danzantes confront both geo-political and cultural 

borders, engage in multiplex identities, heritage and identity production. 

 I utilize interviews with the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli danzantes as well as with Miwok 

traditional dancers, who are members of a local northern California federally recognized 

Native American tribe who regularly dance with the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group.  I utilize 

literature from the anthropology of the body, anthropology of the borderlands, Chicana/o 

Studies, Latina/o Studies, identity politics, Native American studies, postcolonial studies, 

and folklore studies. 
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CHAPTER 7 

EXPLORING PAN-INDIGENOUS IDENTITY IN A NORTHERN CALIFORNIA 

INDIGENOUS COMMUNITY: CONFRONTING NOTIONS OF PURITY AND 

AUTHENTICITY 

 

 

 In chapter seven I look at the contested notions of an “authentic” heritage and 

indigenous identity among northern California indigenous traditional dance groups.  I 

review how the danzantes confront both geo-political and cultural borders, engage in 

multiplex identities, and engage in heritage and identity production.  I briefly touch upon 

the shifting notions of what is “traditional” and “authentic” Danza.  I explore how and 

why the pan-indigenous identity and ideology which promotes the valorization of the 

connectedness of indigenous groups across the imposed geo-political, social and cultural 

“borders” has become prevalent among the northern California traditional dance groups.  

In northern California, the local indigenous groups share a sense of connectedness: of 

familial relatedness through their shared history of colonization, and the intentionality of 

their traditional expressive practices, with other indigenous groups of the Americas, 

(North, Central and South America), regardless of their geographic proximity, indigenous 

and state nationality, or the specific situated historical context of each group.  The Pan-

indigenous consciousness is not a new concept.  This concept arose most recently in US 

history during the 1970s during the American Indian and Chicana/o Power Movements. It 

was then and still is a controversial concept.  Not all indigenous nations support this 

ideology but in my research within the northern California region, a pan-indigenous 

identity and ideology, the idea that we are all connected as “indigenous brothers and 

sisters from the North and South”, “natives of the Americas”, this concept of 
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interrelatedness and familial, cultural, historical and social ties that crosses continents and 

oceans effectively confronts and rejects past geo-political and cultural borders.  This pan-

indigenous ideology is heavily supported within the various regional indigenous groups.  

I have observed this identity and ideology vocally and textually addressed in fliers 

advertising big times and gathering, at social and political presentations, and through 

shared expressive cultural practices and traditions.  I utilize interviews with danzantes 

and Miwok traditional dancers
68

, who are members of a local northern California 

federally recognized Native American tribe who regularly dance with the Quetzalcoatl-

Citlalli group at presentations, Big Times, in each others ceremonies, as well as share 

dance members with each other.  I utilized literature from the anthropology of the body, 

anthropology of the borderlands, Chicana/o Studies, Latina/o Studies, identity politics, 

Native American studies, postcolonial studies, and folklore studies. 

Confronting Geo-political and Cultural Borders: 
 

Past ethnic, national, cultural and geo-political borders and the notion of a 

singular identity that encompasses each of these identities are debunked in recent 

anthropological and borderland studies. (Alvarez Jr, 1995, Rosaldo 1988, Gupta and 

Ferguson 1992, Anzaldua 1987, Mahon 2000, Appadurai 1988, 1996)  These “borders” 

have been viewed in different lights within anthropological and borderland literature. 

Current anthropological literature has shown that, in the words of Alvarez, Jr., “the 

cultural borders we once drew are outdated in a world marked by shifting political 

                                                           
68

 Miwok interviewees are members of a local northern California federally recognized 

Native American tribe who regularly dance with the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group at 

presentations, Big Times, in each others ceremonies, as well as share dance members 

with each other.   



 

220 
 

boundaries, contested identities of gender and the interrogation of patriarchy, and the 

continual encroachment of global capitalism” and that this is exemplified in the “blurring 

of ethnic boundaries by the people who cross and renegotiate cultural and political 

identity” (Alvarez Jr. 1995: 450).   In the recent past, borders have also been viewed as, 

according to Rosaldo, “conceived as a zone between stable places.  The site of the 

implosion of the Third World into the first...the South is invading the North” (Rosaldo 

1988: 85-86).  I believe this idea is now dated.  This antiquated notion that first world is a 

“stable place” being invaded by the Third World has been discredited.    The idea that the 

borderland and borderland peoples are solely defined by their confinement to the area 

within geographic proximity of the Nation-States border is I believe a fallacy.   

Borderland scholars such as Anzaldua and Gupta and Ferguson argue that people 

are not solely defined by their location, by the space and places they inhabit.  Gupta and 

Ferguson argue that,  “This assumed isomorphism of space, place, and culture results in 

some significant problems.  first, there is the issue of those who inhabit the border...The 

fiction of cultures as discrete, object-like phenomena occupying discrete spaces becomes 

implausible for those who inhabit the borderlands” (Gupta and Ferguson 1992: 7).  I 

believe that the border extends well past the area surrounding the national borders: new 

world “borders” are the places and spaces wherever “ border” populations inhabit.  

However, in some borderland literature borderland inhabitants and borderlands are still 

characterized as isolated locations and populations.   

 Gloria Anzaldua describes and defines the processes which create the border 

culture along the  U. S. Mexico Border as:  

 una herida abierta where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds.  And 

 before a scab forms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging to 
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 form a third country- a border culture.  Borders are set up to define the places that 

 are unsafe, to distinguish us from them...A borderland is a vague and 

 undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary.  It 

 is in a constant state of transition. (Anzaldua 1987: 25). 

 

I believe borderland populations can extend up through the southwest and through the 

heartland of the United States.  Borderland populations are no longer geo-

politically/spatially held. According to multiple borderland scholars borderland 

populations are people who exist, no matter the location, on the borders of society, who 

live in a world defined by uncertainty, and consist of first, second, or third generation 

immigrants (Anzaldua 1987, Gupta & Ferguson 1992).   

 Robert R. Alvarez Jr. identifies the difficulty in defining a border culture of the 

southwest because, in his words, despite the “seemingly homogenous construct …the 

notion of a border culture either glosses over or essentializes traits and behaviors, often 

obliterating the actual problems and conditions in the variation of human behavior” 

(Alvarez Jr. 1995: 450).   To keep from essentializing the multiplex Chicano community 

in the southwest borderlands I employ an inter-disciplinary approach that utilizes visual, 

phenomenological and anthropological methodologies which speak to the complexities of 

Danza Azteca as socio-historical and culturally constructed phenomena and social 

movement.  In keeping with the problematized notion of Appadurai’s “exemplary 

community”(Appadurai 1996),  Alvarez Jr. shows us that researchers investigating 

communities and cultural practices of the borderlands have maintained what he frames as 

a: 

focus on the paradoxical, on the contradictory, and on the conflicts of cultural 

practices and identity [which] has yielded the unique social patterns, 

interpretations, and expressions of people in contemporary life.  Rather than 

maintain a focus on the geographically and territorially bounded community and 

culture, the concepts inherent in the borders genre are alert to the shifting of 
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behavior and identity and the reconfiguration of social patterns at the dynamic 

interstices of cultural practices” (Alvarez Jr. 1995: 462). 

 

Alvarez’ observations are in keeping with the many scholars focused on research 

pertaining to the southwest and on decolonization and subaltern studies who praise 

hybridity as a foundational concept that challenges the false assumptions and notions of 

the “authentic” and the “pure”.  Some subaltern scholars even go so far as to say the 

concepts of hybridity and mestizaje are the “most common and effective form of 

subversive opposition since it displays the ‘necessary deformation and displacement of 

all sites of discrimination and domination” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 1995: 11).   I 

would argue that borderland identities are extremely versatile and the multifaceted nature 

of the multiplex-pan-indigenous border culture and identity is present in Northern 

California. 

  Danzantes are cognizant of the geo-political and cultural borders that have 

historically been imposed upon them.  The Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group confronts and 

rejects the restrictive and limiting concepts of “borders” and they actively integrate into 

their danza group and danza family ethnicities from North, Central and South America.  

This is evident within the danza group, as well as between the danza group and other 

regional Native American bands.  Within the group there are a wide range of self-

described ethnicities: Mexican,  El Salvadorian, Peruvian, Caucasian, and California 

Miwok.  

  The group is not culturally nationalistic, although there are other groups in the 

area who do have that belief system.  During the Chicano Movement there was a segment 

of the movement who focused on the idea of a “reconquista”.  This group promoted the 

denial of the complexities of Mestiza/o mixed race history in the Americas, and focused 
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solely on the indio, as the primary source of history.  This was termed cultural 

nationalism.  The Quetzalcoatl-Citlali group does not promote this ideology, rather they 

believe in a shared indigenous identity, a pan-indigenous ideology.  

Multiplex Identities: 

 

 The literature in the anthropology of the borderlands, Chicano Studies and 

transnationalism and globalization highlights the continual deconstruction and 

renegotiation of political, social, cultural and gendered identities in the southwest and 

among border cultures the world over (Alvarez Jr. 1995, Paz 1961, Murguia 2002, 

Cisneros 1991, Anzaldua 1999, Vigil 1980, Limon 1994, Herzfeld 1986, 2001, Smith 

1992, Fenton and May 2002, Perez Jr. 1999).  Alvarez Jr. states that, “the authors [of 

borderland literature] detail the duality and often the multiplexity of divergent strands of 

sexual, ethnic, national, and cultural identity” (Alvarez Jr 1995: 461).   The production 

and expression of a multiplex-pan-indigenous border culture and identity is evident in the 

interviews I conducted with both danzantes and the Miwok traditional dancers.   

Responses to questions about who the dancers identified with ethnically, culturally and 

nationally varied in accordance with certain historical time periods, the politicized and 

linguistic knowledge base of the audience one was addressing, or in accordance with 

individual feelings at any given or particular time in their lives.    

 In the quote below the Maestro of the group describes how and when his identity 

evolved into a multiplex identity.  The transformation of his identity correlates with the 

acquisition of political and historical knowledge systems.  Jesus Ortiz elaborates on the 

transformational process below: 
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  I remember on my birth certificate seeing Mexican-Caucasian, my mom clarified 

 that and said that meant Mexican-American.  So I grew up Mexican-American for 

 most of my youth.  Then I remember in the 60s a change, an identity change, we 

 were identifying ourselves as Chicano, which I understood to be Mexican born in 

 the United States...Later came the understanding that Chicano derived from the 

 word Mexicano and so when people ask me are you Indian, Chicano or Mexicano 

 I tell them all of the above.” (J. Ortiz, personal communication: August, 2011) 

 

Jesus’ identity transformed first as a result of knowledge gained through his involvement 

in the Chicano Movement in the 1960s.  This was a multi-layered transition with an 

evolution in his conception of what it meant to be Chicano, ethnically, politically and 

socially.   

 Dealing with cultural, ethnic, national, and political borders and the 

corresponding identity issues that arose when confronting these borders is a topic that 

arose quite frequently in my research with both the danzantes and the Miwok traditional 

dancers.  I often heard statements pertaining to cultural identity and border issues as well 

as issues that dealt with what it meant to be Native in the United States.  United States 

cultural politics is a divisive concept within the Northern California region.  The Maestro 

of the group summarizes the challenges that the border has created for Chicana/o 

populations, “That’s always...in this country has been a challenge for us because being 

born on this side of the border, the U.S. border, it’s like we weren’t Mexican enough to 

be from Mexico and not Native enough to be associated with Natives.”  (J. Ortiz, 

personal communication: August, 2011). The United States and Mexican border is a line 

that determines who is Native American, and who is not, who is Mexican, and who is 

American.  The border constructs identities irregardless of ethnic and cultural ties.  

Jacqueline argues that United States native politics negatively affects how others perceive 
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her.   When asked about her indigenous identity LPS a danzante  in Grupo Quetzalcoatl-

Citlalli stated that: 

 It’s funny being in the US and having a native side of you.  What’s considered native in 

 the U.S is you have to have such and such a tribe.  But you only need a certain 

 percentage of that to qualify and get a certificate for it...whereas clearly I’m technically 

 a lot more Native than the [federally recognized] Native people are. ( LPS, personal 

 communication: May, 2010)  

  

She illustrates how ineffective United States native politics and policies are in relation to 

current conceptions of what it means to be a “native of the americas”.  The production of 

a Native American identity, who is and is not an “authentic” Native American and how 

this is determined are heated topics for debates in many indigenous communities.  

   The border separates many Native American tribes from their sister tribes, for 

example the Pima tribe of southern Arizona.  The Pima band north of the border is Native 

American but the Pima band south of the border are Mexican. The idea that only certain 

federally recognized tribes are Native Americans and all other peoples who also have 

indigenous blood are not Native American is another topic that has arisen within my 

research. 

  My Native American informants echoed the problems they have encountered 

when dealing with United States cultural politics. Sentiments such as those demonstrated 

below by one of the traditional dancers I interviewed reflect this.  She stated that she has 

felt and been told by others within the Native American community that she is, “Not 

Native American enough because I’m Mexican, and I’m not Mexican enough because I 

don’t speak Spanish” (CRB, personal communication: August, 2011 ).  Within the Native 

American community because she is not one hundred percent Native American she has 

been deemed as less of a Native, and within California border culture dynamics she has 
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been told she is not a true Mexican because she does not speak the language.  Similar 

statements were made by both danzantes and the other traditional dancers.   They stated 

that when they were growing up they faced a lot of opposition from both sides.  As 

Mahon has shown,  

 debates about the politics of representation, authenticity, and appropriation...are 

 particularly salient in the contemporary context in which people, ideologies, and 

 products cross borders with relative ease and frequency, and intercultural contact 

 and borrowing are increasingly common.  The undeniable hybridity of the 

 contemporary global scene is  accompanied by anxiety about purity and 

 authenticity. (Mahon 2000: 480).  

 

The traditional dancers statements about confronting notions of authenticity, within the 

Native American and Mexican identity politics are later amended when they learned that 

they could engage multiple identities.   

 I’m Mexican and I’m Miwok Inidan.  That’s most, that’s what I take part in, that’s 

 what I  know of on a daily basis, but I know I identify as well as a descendant of 

 Portuguese blood....when people do ask me I always say Mexican and Miwok but 

 when you really get down to it and are conversing with people that actually know  

 the community stuff I’ll say I’m Chicana, because that’s really how we grew up, 

 because we don’t speak Spanish and my parents being very involved back in the 

 seventies with the rights and the movements, and things like that.  It was Chicana, 

 mi Chicanita, my dad and the Chicano Power Movement.  That’s probably more 

 so what I actually really identify as if you get down to it culturally (CRT, personal 

 communication: August, 2011). 

 

This California traditional dancer illustrates the fact that the danzantes and dancers are no 

longer held within the dichotomous trappings of earlier identity debates.  Danzantes see 

that they can move in between and around previous pigeon-holing concepts of self, and 

their cultural, ethnic and national identity.  Danzantes and the California traditional 

dancers have the ability to deploy different identities in accordance with the audience 

they are engaged with.  Identity choices, deployment of different identities are made  in 

accordance with the knowledge base of the audience.  The dancers make a conscious 
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decision as to what aspects of their identity the audience will understand or what identity 

will grant the danzante more power in a given encounter.  The dancers multi-plex 

identities are flexible and the dancers may alter their identities within any given 

encounter, utilizing one or all aspects of their ethnic, national, cultural, gendered political 

identities in a given context.  TQR describes below the production of her pan-indigenous 

identity as a highly politicized ethnic and cultural construction: 

  I identify myself as a Chicana from El Salvador y Peru.  That’s my reality...my  

  parents are from El Salvador y Peru, and so I do identify myself as a Chicana.  I  

  do see myself as indigenous to this continent, I do have indigenous lineage from  

  El Salvador, but my reality is here and so there is a political significance in  

  identifying ourselves as Chicanos and not in the context of region but in the  

  context of what it stands for.  And what we are, what we mean through our  

  political stance when we say we are Chicanos or Chicanas.  And it’s taken a long  

  time... it’s taken indigenous communities from northern regions to southern  

  regions, to recognize us but they do recognize us, they do recognize our struggle  

  and they understand our diaspora.  Right, if you think about it it’s our diaspora of, 

  those who were here already and then those who have come here. Whether we are 

  now second, third, fourth generations, but that diaspora of who we are and then  

  coming together in saying ok this is who we are as a community though it might  

  vary between. (TQR, personal communication: February, 2012) 

 

TQR describes her pan-indigenous identity as incorporating a highly politicized, ethnic 

and cultural identity.  She further elaborates on the current creation of a pan-indigenous 

ideology and a pan-global indigenous identity, that would encompass the indigenous 

diasporas around the world. 

 Chicana/o writers such as Sandra Cisneros, Gloria Anzaldua, Alma Villanueva, 

and Octavio Paz highlight and praise their ability to adapt and deploy various identities 

depending on the particular socio-political and cultural contexts they are engaged in.   

Michaelsen and Johnson state that Gloria Anzaldua:  

celebrates the potential of the borders in opening new forms of human 

understanding…In making herself into a complex persona, Anzaldua incorporates 
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Mexican, Indian, and Anglo elements at the same time she discards the 

homophobia and patriarchy of Chicano culture.  In rejecting the classic 

“authenticity” of cultural purity, she seeks out the many-stranded possibilities of 

the borderlands.  By sorting through and weaving together its overlapping strands, 

Anzaldua’s identity becomes even stronger, not diffused.  She argues that because 

Chicanos have so long practiced the art of cultural blending, “we” now stand in a 

position to become leaders in developing new forms of polyglot cultural creativity 

(Michaelsen and Johnson 1997: 3). 

 

To account for the engagement of multiple identities among the Chicano population 

scholars are now utilizing the concept of mestizaje.  Fields and Zamudio-Taylor assert 

that, “mestizaje is frequently invoked as a metaphor for cultural blending, for hybridity, 

and for that “in-betweeness” created when multiple identities-be they racial, religious, 

ethnic, national, or linguistic-overlap and give rise to new forms” (Fields and Zamudio-

Taylor 2001: 290).   The mestiza/o identity is an additional identity conception that may 

be utilized by danzantes in the group as evidenced by the following statement by a 

danzante in Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlali,   “I feel comfortable with my Mestiza identity.. 

[and the] themes of the native aspect of my culture were always in my writing” (LPS, 

personal communication: May, 2010).  The multi-plex identity is a construction which 

allows for the production, consumption and deployment of multiple identities: gendered 

political, ethnic, racial, cultural and national identities.  Borderland populations who 

engage in a multi-plex identity have the ability to deploy and re-deploy multiple aspects 

of their identities in any given situated context.   

 Pan-Indigenous Identity in Northern California: 

 

This land was Mexican once 

 was Indian always  

  and is. 

   And will be again.  

(Anzaldua 1987: 113) 
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 The pan-indigenous ideology the group supports and lays claim to consists of a 

unique sharing of certain cultural, traditional and expressive practices. The ethnic identity 

and cultural heritage of each indigenous group is maintained and each is valorized in their 

own right.  This is not a complete blending of traditions and dance heritages, rather it is a 

co-existence. 

 A Pan-Indigenous identity is not a new concept.  This concept arose most recently 

in United States history during the 1970s and was deployed as a unifying concept during 

the American Indian and Chicana/o Power Movements. It was then and still is a 

controversial concept. Not all indigenous nations support this ideology but in my research 

within the northern California region the pan-indigenous identity and ideology is 

prevalent among multiple indigenous nations and is evident in the sharing of their 

respective expressive cultural practices as well as in the vocal public declarations of 

relatedness among the native North Americans and the danzantes at events such as Big 

Times and gatherings.   

 The re-emergent pan-indigenous identity now encompasses not only the Native 

North American tribes, but includes indigenous people from North, South and Central 

America. This transformed perception of a pan-indigenous identity promotes the idea that 

we as indigenous people regardless of ethnicity, tribal affiliation, or nationality, are all 

connected as indigenous “brothers and sisters” from the North and South, “natives of the 

Americas”.  These indigenous networks are built upon shared expressive cultural 

practices, traditions, the belief in the “Red Road” as well as shared dance members.  I 

argue that the Quetzalcoat-Citlalli danza group is seen as belonging to and part of a larger 
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network of indigenous families who dismiss the constraints of the United States cultural 

politics and geo-political borders as fallacies and untruths historically imposed upon 

them.  They view them as a set of constraints placed upon them through the erasure of 

their history, indigenous identities, familial and territorial ties.  I also briefly touch upon 

the recent involvement of two Northern California Hula Halaus participating in two Big 

Times in the Northern California region.  This shared indigenous consciousness may also 

be based upon similar conquest and colonization histories by imperial powers, and the 

rise of each of their cultural renaissances, and the Hawaiian, Chicano, and American 

Indian Movements during the 1970s. 

  This pan-indigenous consciousness and ideology is heavily supported within 

multiple Northern California regional indigenous groups.  The acceptance and respect 

now held between the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group and regional Native American tribes is 

showcased in the fliers and introduction speeches given by local Tribes when the group is 

asked to dance at regional Big Times, Gatherings, social and political presentations 

associated with Native American businesses and causes.  The fliers typically list the 

groups dancing and the various events that will take place over the weekend.   At the Big 

Times,  the group is written as, “Danza Azteca group Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli, our native 

brothers and sisters from the South”, and in the introductions before the presentations the 

group is usually referred to as the “Aztec dancers, our Native brothers and sisters from 

the South”. 

  I believe that a pan-indigenous ideology is not exclusive to California, but I 

believe that a larger portion of the indigenous communities here do believe in, embrace, 

and practice a shared pan-indigenous ideology.  The danza group is embraced by other 
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indigenous nations as relatives.   The Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group is seen as belonging to 

and part of a larger network of indigenous families, who may or may not be 

geographically close, like the Miwok, Maidu and Pomo of Northern and Central 

California, or spread apart by an ocean or an entire continent like the Northern California 

Hula Halaus who have recently begun to participate in these native events.  Two Hula 

Halaus began to dance at the Auburn and Shingle Springs Big Times in Northern 

California approximately eight years ago.  In the beginning they received a  mixed 

reception from the audience at the big times.  I believe this is a result of the audience 

simply not knowing the history of Hula and the meaning behind their “traditional dance”.  

This reception very much parallels the reaction Danza Azteca received when they first 

participated in and danced at Native events over 30 years ago.   CRT describes the 

reasoning behind the initial mixed reception below: 

 I think it was probably mixed (reception).  Because I think it depends on who it is, 

 and who is doing it.  that’s what it always comes down to. The respect and 

 appreciation always comes down to why you’re doing it, are you doing it just for 

 show, to share, for social, for medicine and healing.”  Intention is key to the 

 community...At elders day heard “What are they doing? Who’s Hawaiian? But I 

 think that was probably part ignorance because people don’t know there’s a lot of 

 mixed Indians, Hawaiian and Miwok.” (CRT, personal communication: August, 

 2011). 

 

The historicization of these traditional dances is critical when performing them in front of 

audiences who lack the socio-historical knowledge to properly understand the 

complexities that are at play during these social “mulit-cultural” dance events and 

gatherings and the meaning behind the performance of these traditional songs and dances.  

Socio-historical contextualization of these traditional dance practices are of the utmost 

importance.  Without contextualization meaning is often lost and the performance may 

perpetuate past negative mainstream stereotypes.  For example, I attended a Danza 
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Azteca presentation in West Philadelphia in the spring of 2005.  At the presentation there 

were no explanations given as to what the group was dancing for, who they were, or what 

dances they were dancing.  The audience was composed of primarily Caucasian and 

African American background, and I overheard statements such as, “you know they 

[Aztecs] were cannibals that sacrificed people and ate their hearts,”  or, “They [Aztecs], 

where did they live, how come they have a shell, they didn’t live by the ocean...where did 

they live? Do they still exist today? Who are these people?”, from several audience 

members.  To combat the perpetuation of these negative stereotypes and misconceptions 

the Maestro of Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli always contextualizes the presentations and 

events.  The Maestro has stated that contextualizing dance events is critical and he is 

known throughout the region for this very act.  He always introduces the group and then 

gives some socio-historical contextualization pertaining to our group and danza azteca in 

general.  His explanations are catered to the knowledge base or lack thereof for each 

given audience.  This deters from the misinterpretations and misconceptions that may 

arise in non-contextualized events. 

  When I asked a danzante for her perception on Hula as an indigenous practice at 

native events she readily agreed that Hula was indigenous.  She discussed her first 

viewing of Hula below: 

 When I went to Kauai and I saw the Hula, I mean really see it in a different 

 context for the first time, I was like oh my god this is Danza.  That’s the first thing 

 [I felt].  I mean different xayayotes, the styles [are different] but, but the same.  

 I’m like this is Danza right here, I wanted to get up and dance with them...and [I] 

 observed similarities in the socio-historical context, political social movements, 

 indigenous system of meaning making, etc, but [I] know they are different 

 stylistically, different [and] unique precontact history, but same on a number of 

 other levels....(TQR, personal communication: February, 2012) 
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This shared indigenous consciousness between the California traditional dancers, 

danzantes and the Hula dancers is also based upon similar conquest and colonization 

histories by imperial powers, and the rise of each of their cultural renaissances, and the 

Hawaiian, Chicano, and American Indian Movements during the 1960s and 1970s. 

  Additionally, the prevalence of this consciousness could be due in part to the fact 

that California has the most federally recognized tribes in the United States. California 

has one hundred and two federally recognized tribes and bands.  The state of Nevada has 

fifteen federally recognized tribes, Arizona has an enormous amount of registered Native 

Americans but there are only 22 registered tribes, Oregon has nine, New Mexico has 

twenty-one, Colorado has one, and Texas has three.  There is no other state in the United 

States that comes close to the number of tribes that California has.  With such a large 

number of different nations in each region in California; I believe that the diversity 

among Native American groups within the region leads to the general acceptance of other 

indigenous groups, Native Californian or not.   

  The early version of pan-indigenous consciousness first gained prominence 

during the 1970s, when the American Indian Movement, Chicano Power Movement and 

other social movements gained popularity.  However this early conception of a pan-

indigenous identity primarily pertained to an identity incorporating United States and 

some Canadian Native Americans, not the indigenous groups outside of the United States 

and Canada. The indigenous groups south of the border were separate. The move to 

include all indigenous groups regardless of where they originated was not always a 

popular idea and caused a lot of controversy among Native American nations.  A pan-

indigenous identity incorporating the native tribes of North America was accepted and 
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respected but the pan-indigenous identity and ideology of “Natives of the Americas,” of 

North, Central, South and abroad was not accepted until much later.    

   Thirty years ago when danza azteca was first introduced to the regional native 

communities, the danza and danzantes were questioned and not respected.  Comments 

like “What are those Mexicans doing?” (IAR, personal communication: August, 2011), 

were frequently overheard by one informant who is the husband of the tribal chairwoman, 

and has attended Native traditional dances for over thirty years.  He and each of the 

traditional dancer informants confirmed this initial sentiment of misgivings, not knowing 

where to place the danzantes, as Mexican or indigenous.  A place of respect and feeling 

of connectedness was not immediate for a large portion of the Native Community.   

   The danzantes also acknowledged the fact that in the beginning when danza 

azteca was first introduced to Native American events here and in southern California, 

the danzantes who danced during that time period shared sentiments and feelings of 

disrespect.  They felt that they were not seen as equal to the Native American traditional 

dancers, nor were they perceived as indigenous.  Senora Cobb shared with me that the 

first time she danced at a Native American reservation was in 1973 at the Morongo 

reservation in San Diego, California.  They danced during the dinner hour which is a 

usually a place for entertainment events, not a spot for traditional dancers.  It was 

indicative of a lack of respect for the Danza Azteca group and their traditions.   

  IAR, also stated that the native people who were involved in California 

Traditional dancing were the first to accept and understand that danza azteca was not 

Mexican, but that rather it was native.  This segment of the Native community were more 

receptive and understanding of the connections between the California traditional dancers 
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and the danzantes.  He also shared that as time progressed and knowledge of each other’s 

traditions and history as well as the relationships between the groups grew, so did the 

respect between the groups.  

  CRT, is a California traditional dancer, who has danced for over twenty years.  In 

an interview she shared her first reaction to seeing Danza Azteca at a Native American 

event twenty years ago: 

I do remember first seeing them (Danza Azteca group) at Elders Day all the time, 

and seeing Chuy and them dance and the impression that it left,...it’s really nice 

and it’s like wow, this is nice and I think also because being of Mexican -

American heritage and American Indian it’s nice because we grew up as 

American Indian dancers, but never really knowing or having so much of an 

appreciation of Mexican American side.  So to me it’s like yea that’s me too!  So 

that was really my kind of thinking I’m that way too, which is nice.  Hopefully 

someday I’ll get to dance it, which I am still going to do...But I remember that 

being a thing, I’m part of this and you could feel that. (CRT, personal 

communication: August 2011) 

 

She illustrates how her positionality as a traditional dancer and of Mexican-American 

heritage aided her in her acceptance and understanding of Danza Azteca as an indigenous 

part of her identity.  Although she has never danced Azteca style she lays claim to it as an 

informative and  critical part of her pan-indigenous identity.  

  The danzante informants I spoke to who started dancing recently never mentioned 

any feeling of disrespect.  They all spoke of a feeling of acceptance and connectedness 

between the groups they participate with.  Currently a pan-indigenous identity and Danza 

Azteca are well received and are expected to be at the majority of the local Native 

American events.  CRT shares her thoughts on Danza’s place in Native American events, 

“[danza] is definitely well received and respected because they’re known throughout the 

community.  So they are totally accepted just like any of the other (Native dance groups) 

that come out.  they’re all a part of the community, we’re all a part of the community 
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we’re all dancing to, for healing, for praying, for whatever it is that we’re offering up our 

dances for and Danza Azteca is no different.” (CRT, personal communication: August, 

2011).  PCA, the tribal chairwoman, also expressed the fact that at Native American 

events now Danza Azteca is expected to be present.   

  The mutual respect harbored between the groups and the frequent participation in 

each other’s events has led to the sharing of expressive cultural practices as well as 

participation in each other’s secular and sacred ceremonies.  A pan-indigenous 

consciousness is now respected in Northern California but, I would hesitate to say it is 

accepted and embraced across the United States. 

   Shain argues that when expressive cultural forms such as song and dance interact 

and co-exist with other performative practices they do not create a syncretic system as 

previously believed.  Shain explains that “hybrid cultural forms are dialogic, not 

syncretic.  In the development of such forms, contrasting cultural elements do not 

synthesize or cancel each other out; rather, they co-exist in dynamic relief” (Shain 2002: 

9).  She asserts that these “cultural forms” co-exist, and that in shared performative 

contexts they highlight each other’s unique qualities.  I agree with Shain in the respect 

that the expression of hybrid cultural forms are dialogic, and the indigenous groups I 

have observed participating together in performative contexts are by no means 

transforming into a new style of pan-indigenous dance.  The native north american 

groups and the danza azteca group are maintaining their expressive cultural traditions, but 

there is also a bit of syncretism with respect to the sharing of certain representational 

elements (such as feather or leather work) or performative elements (such as dance 

styling) which are absorbed into each others song and dance repertoire.  These indigenous 
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groups are creating a new pan-indigenous consciousness and pan-indigenous ideology 

while maintaining their traditional dance practices and other expressive practices.  For 

example, at the Guerrero Ceremony, i.e., the male initiation ceremony (see Chapter Five 

for an in depth description and analysis of the ceremony), in October of 2011, the 

Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group invited a local Miwok California traditional dance group to 

dance for the jaguares (male initiates) in the ceremony.  The ceremony was well 

underway when the Miwok traditional dancers entered the circle to sing and dance for the 

jaguares.  The danza portion of the ceremony ceased,  and the Miwok dance group 

entered the circle and approached the center altar where the dances are led.  All of the 

danzantes sat and the Miwok dancers then began their traditional dance and song in honor 

of the jaguares.  This is a sacred ceremony, and one of the most highly attended 

ceremonies in the region, and to see the group incorporate Miwok song and dance within 

this sacred setting was truly remarkable.  They were participating and sharing in each 

others traditions and rituals but they remained singular and unique at the same time.  

When the Miwok group finished dancing and singing they exited the circle and the 

danzantes stood up and continued the ceremony.  The Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group has also 

been asked to dance in the sacred ceremonies of the local native North American tribes
69

.   

Each particular nation acknowledges their relatedness through a shared socio-historical 

struggle, as well as shared linguistic, cultural and historic erasure.    

 The pan-indigenous ideology is also evidenced within the poem, All My 

Relations, written by Jacqueline Diaz.  She wrote this poem in response to the sense of 

welcoming she felt when she first visited a local rancheria (reservation).  She shared that 
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 They have been invited to dance in the roundhouses, the sacred center where the 

Miwok conduct their ceremonies.    
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she wrote the poem to show her appreciation for being allowed to share in the Native 

American traditional practices on their rancheria. 

All My Relations 

In they go 

one by one, 

the bodies 

and then 

the rocks. 

  

Rounds 

of prayer 

sprung from 

cold days on 

Alcatraz, 

The Longest Walk, 

remembering, 

researching. 

  

Remembering 

Grandfather’s song, 

Grandmother’s basket 

dance at sunset— 

her long suede 

covered in beads— 

her headdress of 

turkey feathers. 

  

This is real 

California. 

  

Rock by rock 

into the sweat 

lodge on tribal 

land or in the 

backyard of 

suburban homes 

that once were 

tribal land. 

  

The places 

are lost, 

the people, 

the same still— 
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hoping. 

  

Working to hold 

onto language, 

traditions, ways, 

and breathe 

these into 

the souls of 

young ones— 

born of 

California. 

  

They are up, 

dancing— 

feet digging 

into the ground 

to welcome 

the sun. 

  

They are up, 

cooking acorn 

soups and salmon 

for family feasts 

at harvest times. 

  

They are up, 

watching 

the seasons 

change and 

their people 

sprinkle into 

features left 

on faces. 

  

They are real, 

real Me-wuk. 

  

Ho 

By Jacqueline Diaz 

 

Jacqueline speaks to the traditions, the songs, and traditional cultural practices and the 

food they shared.  She acknowledges their claim to this land, and expresses her sense of 

relatedness. 
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 The danza group has created familial ties, a sense of connectedness as “brothers 

and sisters from the north and south” with the local Native American traditional dance 

groups.  The danzantes dismiss the constraints of United States cultural politics and the 

geo-political borders as fallacies, untruths historically imposed upon them, and 

effectively created a large network of indigenous families, and a pan-indigenous ideology 

and identity.   

Heritage and Identity Production:   

 

Heritage production, according to Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “is created through a 

process of exhibition (as knowledge, as performance, as museum display). Exhibition 

endows heritage thus conceived with a second life.” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1995: 369).  

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett then goes on to argue that “If a colonial past, a past of missionaries 

and forced acculturation, threatened to produce “de-culturation,” the heritage industry 

does not so much reverse that process, even though its discourse of reclamation and 

preservation makes such claims…Rather, the heritage industry is a new mode of cultural 

production and it produces something new.” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1995:370).  It is 

critical to recognize that one cannot reverse the past and the past’s actions, their 

aftermath and reverberations upon the present consciousness.  One has to take the past 

and present historical context into account and produce something new that will build an 

informed consciousness for the present and future socio-political contexts.   The 

danzantes in the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group are aware of this fact and they frequently 
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speak to the fact that the Danza is constantly evolving.  Changes are evident in the song 

practices (see chapter three) and the ceremony and velacion
70

 participation.  

 Danza is seen as a way of life, it is not a static practice.  For the most part, 

danzantes in Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli do not romanticize the danza and are vocal 

about their belief in danza as a way of life, similar to the Native American concept of the 

“Red Road”.  While interviewing TQR, a danzante of fifteen years, she stated that,  

I came in [to the group] with a tremendous amount of pride in who I am but I 

wasn’t really knowledgeable of our way of thinking as a people, our way of being.  

Even though again it’s always transcending and I think that’s how it has been, it 

has become more than just, oh I go to danza [to dance].  It’s become, like I’ve 

shared a way of thinking a way of being...It has strengthened the pride that I have 

in who I am. (TQR, personal communication:  August, 2011)  

 

As TQR stated, danza Azteca is more than just dancing.  The way of life spoken about by 

the danzantes is based within the embodied act of dancing, the additional expressive 

cultural practices, and the belief in an indigenous ideology based in Nahua philosophy.  

Some blending and change in danza’s expressive social and cultural practices is 

inevitable, but the danzantes work to maintain the original philosophy and teachings of 

the Nahua.   Mahon argues that, “By continuing to develop and refine analysis of these 

highly visible, emergent forms, we will be better able to understand the ideologies and 

practices of a contingent of cultural producers and cultural mediators whose productions 

have a material and ideological impact, both on the communities with which they are 

associated and in the global public sphere.” (Mahon 2000: 485).  The danzantes, as 
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 Velacion is the beginning ceremony, and serves as the opening of a ceremony, and is 

typically held the night before through the morning of the ceremony. It is a ritualistic 

ceremony held to bless the coming ceremony.  The groups each sing a welcoming song 

and a song of choice, and each individual is blessed at the close of the ceremony.  The 

Guerrero Ceremony held by the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group does not hold a velacion for 

their ceremony, rather they have a sunrise ceremony to ritualistically open the ceremony 

and create the main altar. 



 

242 
 

cultural producers, embody a hybridity and a blending is evident in their song and dance 

practices and in the visual representations of the danzantes trajes.  This hybridity, this 

blending was practice by the precontact Nahua.  The practice of incorporating dances, 

material culture and even gods was not uncommon.  Hybridity was the common practice 

of that era and the notion of authenticity was rare.   

Tradition and Authenticity: 

 

 The view of an authentic culture as an autonomous internally coherent universe 

 no longer seems tenable in a postcolonial world.  Neither “we” nor “they” are as 

 self-contained and homogenous as we/they once appeared.  All of us inhabit an 

 interdependent late 20th-century world, which is at once marked by borrowing 

 and lending across porous cultural boundaries, and saturated with inequality, 

 power, and domination.” (Rosaldo 1988: 87).   

 

The Danza continues to evolve. Danza Azteca has undergone numerous 

transformations.  Danza in the post-classic Mexica civilization was utilized as a source of 

oral and kinesthetic history, cosmological and religious observance, as well as utilized as 

a tool used to enforce and convey relations of power within their hierarchical and 

militaristic society.  It was then completely prohibited during the Spanish Colonial 

period, revitalized in Mexico during the Indigenismo Movement, and transported to the 

United States during the 1970s alongside the Chicano Movement (Martinez-Hunter 1985, 

Murguia 2002, Sten 1990, Marti and Kurath 1964). Today there are over a hundred 

groups in California alone, and there are a multitude of groups across the United States, 

in the southwest, midwest, east coast, as well as in the north east and north west.  Many 

versions of Danza are now practiced in the United States.  Within any given locality there 

may be up to four different types of danza such as: Esplendor Azteca, Chichimeca, 

Conchero, and Danza Azteca.  Each group has their own ideology and style of danza. 
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 I investigate how the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli Sacramento Danza group’s notion of 

purity and authenticity within Danza, and among the danzantes identities themselves, are 

confronted and negotiated on an individual basis as well as within the regional Danza 

collective.  As stated previously, The Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli Danza group is actively 

participating in new indigenous social and cultural practices
71

 thereby confronting 

notions of purity and authenticity within the Danza and among the danzantes identities 

themselves.  It is at once traditional and innovative.  This belief comes from the teachings 

of the current Maestro and the original founder of the group.  Senora Cobb founded the 

group in 1938 and she stated that, “[she] doesn’t want to say it’s the authentic, unico 

forma de danza, but is the authentic form of danza from where I am from. It is what I 

learned from the elders.” (S. Cobb, personal communication: December 2010)  Senora 

Cobb and Jesus Oritz both advocate for a rethinking of the idea of tradition and 

authenticity.  The group readily dispels the notion of the “authentic dance tradition”.  

Danza is real, it is practiced in the present, it is not just an ancient practice, it is practiced 

by real people; it is not just a dance, it is a way of life. 

Not all California danza groups readily advocate or accept this addition or 

departure from “traditional and authentic” Danza, despite the fact that historically Danza 

was never a static entity.  The problem with the notion of authenticity, according to 

Bendix, is that “identifying some cultural expressions or artifacts as authentic, genuine, 

or trustworthy, or legitimate simultaneously implies that other manifestations are fake, 

spurious, and even illegitimate…thus continually upholding the fallacy that cultural 

purity rather than hybridity are the norm” (Bendix 1997: 9).  When in fact, the opposite is 
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true, there is no purely “authentic” tradition or heritage. Handler and Linnekin employ 

Edward Shil’s idea that “tradition changes continually… (he) acknowledges that the 

unchanging folk society never existed, and is careful to build variation into his definition 

of traditional phenomena: “they change in the process of transmission as interpretations 

are made of the tradition presented” (Handler and Linnekin 1984: 274).   Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett notes that the departure from the notion of a “traditional/authentic” expressive 

cultural practice such as Danza Azteca is, according to Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “A 

hallmark of heritage productions –perhaps their defining feature-is precisely the 

foreigness of the “tradition” to its context of presentation.” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 

1995:374).    Thus Danza is an effective mode of communication and site for the 

dissemination and legitimation of a Pan-Indigenous and  Chicana/o identity.  

As an instrument for the dissemination of “new traditions” and indigenous 

knowledge systems, the danza is re-appropriated and resignified to address the 

continuously shifting social and political norms of the times in each particular locality.  

As Kirshenblatt-Gimblett shows, “Heritage is a mode of cultural production in the 

present that has recourse to the past.  Heritage thus defined depends on display...Display 

is an interface that mediates and thereby transforms what is shown into heritage.” 

(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998:7)  Often battling false notions of “authentic traditions”, the 

danza functions as a tool used in the perpetuation and re-interpretation of Chicana/o 

traditions which inform the danzantes gendered, ethnic, cultural, and political identities.  

The collective memories created and received during this cultural practice and 

performances allow for the multiple, often intersecting and contradictory, narratives of 
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identity to be explored and performed.   Mahon, in her work on cultural producers, 

employs Ginsburg’s idea of “cultural activism (1997).  Mahon states that Ginsburg: 

Recogniz[es] the political dimensions of these representations, Ginsburg (1997) 

 characterizes these cultural productions as “cultural activism”, a distinct form of 

 cultural politics marked by a concerted actions that are underpinned by political 

 and artistic agendas.  These cultural producers self-consciously deploy artistic 

 forms - music, film, video, visual arts - for purposes of creative expression as well 

 as to mediate “historically  produced social ruptures,” to shift the terms of 

 debates circulating in the dominant public sphere, to attack stereotypes and 

 perceived prejudices, and to construct, reconfigure, and communicate meanings 

 associated with their racial, ethnic, gender, sexual, and national identities.” 

(Mahon 2000: 474-575) 

 

 There are many other cultural practices, which serve to disseminate and legitimate 

knowledge and information pertaining to the shifting identities of Chicana/os and Latinos 

in the Southwest.  As shown in previous chapters, danzantes do not solely utilize danza, 

the movement and the embodied meaning, they also can employ music and song, poetry, 

and art, body art and traditional art making.  Danza incorporates multiple modes of 

communication. 

 The Teatro is an exemplary tool used by the leaders and organizers of social 

movements in both Mexico and the United States.   Teatro Campesino during the 

Chicano movement and street theater in Mexico were both wildly popular.  Maciel, Ortiz, 

Herrera-Sobek, assert that the “theater, as well as, the other arts (literature, art, music), 

often served as a backbone for militant resistance and revolutionary radicalism” (2000: 

235).  Teatro Campesino was founded by Luis Valdez in the 1960s.    The theater was 

heavily influenced by the Mexican Street theater, and they would perform in the streets, 

in the farmworkers’ camps, in general anywhere their audience was located.  Their 

primary goal was art for the sake of social change.  They began their performances in 

conjunction with the farmworkers’ movement, and would use plays (actos), song, poetry, 
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and dance as a means of expressing their oppression and the medium for the 

dissemination of information and knowledge to be used by audiences to resist oppression. 

Maciel, Ortiz, Herrera-Sobek  state that, “Above all, the actos dealt with the Chicano 

experience, using Chicano characters, a Chicano point of view, and Chicano language, 

containing elements, of both Spanish and English” (Maciel, Ortiz, Herrera-Sobek 2000: 

236).  It was a major tool utilized first by the Farmworker Movement and then by 

Chicano leaders in the urban environment to disseminate political, social and cultural 

knowledge.  The Tenochtitlan
72

 Danza Azteca group in Los Angeles during the 1990s 

utilized theatrical presentations of Danza Azteca to teach Nahua .   

 The deployment of visual and kinesthetic cultural practices is also utilized by 

other ethnic and national groups around the world during times of resistance and to create 

ethnic and national solidarity and identity.   Anthropologists and Chicana/o and Latino 

scholars testify to fact that the performance, consumption, and reception of socio-

historical/cultural memories in these visual and kinesthetic cultural practices do more to 

speak to and create the multiplex Chicana/o identity.  Similar to Danza Azteca , 

traditional dance, according to Cobb and Fowler,  “For the Lakota, as well as many other 

American Indian people, the dance ground became a social space in which off stage 

dissent to the official transcript of power relations (could) be voiced” (Cobb and Fowler 

2007: 92)  This political voice can be seen in Danza Azteca presentations also.  

At the the Wa She Shu It Deh Native American Arts Festival, we danced at the 

Tallac Historic Site in South Lake Tahoe, California in July of 2011.  This historic site 

where the Native American Arts Festival was held is federal land.  The land is owned by 
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the federal government but was a WaShoe historic site.  As we were dancing the Maestro 

of the group stated that we were “dancing in honor of the WaShoe.  We are on WaShoe 

ground. It was and will always belong to the WaShoe.”  He overtly confronted the social 

and political politics and power relations at play during the event.   

 Conclusion: 

 I argue that Danza Azteca, the songs, dances and danza artistic practices will 

persist and will continue to evolve, because Danza is not a static entity.  Danza will 

continue, sustaining its inherent meanings and traditions, while incorporating that which 

enhances the danza for each particular locality.  I also argued that the Quetzalcoat-Citlalli 

danza group belongs to part of a larger network of indigenous families who dismiss the 

constraints of the United States cultural politics and geo-political borders as fallacies and 

untruths historically imposed upon them.  I argue that there is a prevalent pan-indigenous 

and ideology present in the northern California  

 In the concluding chapter I will briefly review the arguments and conclusions of 

the previous chapters. I will also address some concerns currently facing the danza 

community.  I discuss issues that have arisen from danza practices being posted and 

consumed on the internet.  Lastly I address the commodification of danza and danza art.  

There has been in the past and there is now a burgeoning microeconomy of Danza art and 

regalia at danza events and on the internet. 

 

 



 

248 
 

CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION 

 

 
 I conclude the dissertation first with a brief review of the arguments and 

conclusions of the previous chapters.   I argue that the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli danza group 

belongs to part of a larger network of indigenous families who dismiss the constraints of 

the United States cultural politics and geo-political borders as fallacies and untruths 

historically imposed upon them.  I argue that ultimately danza and its practices and 

traditions will persist, but they will also continue to evolve, because Danza is not a static 

entity.  Danza will continue, sustaining its inherent meanings and traditions, while 

incorporating that which enhances the danza for each particular locality.  I also address 

some concerns currently facing the danza community.  I discuss  the you-tube phenomena 

and the issues that have arisen from danza practices being posted and consumed on the 

internet.  Lastly, I address the commodification of danza and danza art.  Danza and 

Danza art forms were commodified long before the present day.  Danza and danza art 

forms are not restricted to sacred events.  There has been in the past and there is now a 

burgeoning microeconomy of Danza art and regalia at danza events and on the internet.   

I also briefly touch upon the recent involvement of two Northern California Hula Halaus 

participating in two Big Times in the Northern California region.  I hope that my 

dissertation addresses the lack of scholarly literature on contemporary Danza Azteca.  

The majority of the work that has been completed deals with ancient Danza in Mexico 

and not in the US.  
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Chapter reviews: 

 

 In Chapter Two I reviewed the evolution and transformation of the popular 

representations and practices of Danza Azteca from pre-Contact Danza, to the Colonial 

era abolishment of Danza which resulted in the rise of the Conchero Movement.  I 

investigated the social and political impetus in Mexico during the 1920s through the 

1940s, resulting in the rebirth of danza azteca.  I discussed and traced the transnational 

expansion and revitalization of Danza Azteca throughout California in the late 1970s.  

Lastly, I traced Danza’s rapid expansion and proliferation throughout the United States.  

  I reviewed the transformations of the popular representation and reception of 

Danza Azteca: these ranged from a Dance emblematic of the Aztec militarized and 

imperial power, as well as a reflection of Nahua cosmology and history in the Pre-

Contact era, to a suppressed, belittled, and eventually forbidden dance form in the 

colonial era; I further traced its transformation into the syncretic form of Conchero 

Danza, to its reincarnation as Danza Azteca, the new symbol of Mexican  National 

identity during the Indigenismo movement.  I investigated its present transformation into 

“Esplendor Azteca” in California.  It is now viewed as a source of cultural, political, and 

ethnic pride and identity: an indigenous way of life for the Chicana/o, Latina/o, and 

Indigenous people throughout the United States and abroad. Lastly, I touched upon the 

fact that, with the ever increasing number of danza groups in California and abroad, there 

is now a broad range of group ideologies, ranging from cultural nationalists, to groups 

like the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli who support a pan-Indigenous identity and ideology. 
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 In Chapter Three, “Socio-historical Memory: Re-membering and Rewriting the 

Past through Dance”, I utilized scholarly literature from the anthropology of the senses, 

anthropology of human movement, anthropology of the body, medical anthropology, 

phenomenology, and critical literature from borderland studies, Chicana/o studies and 

linguistic anthropology.   I utilized the experiential data gathered from the semi-

structured face-to-face interviews and several follow up interviews I conducted with 

danzantes from the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli danza group and the Maestro of the White Hawk 

dance group.   

  In this chapter I reviewed the political economy of Danza languages and argue 

that the shared danza (acquired dance) language, Nahuatl, and Spanish are wielded as 

oppositional and resistance languages of danzantes and their families.  I also developed 

the concepts of kinesthetic communication and communicative competence in the shared 

danza language, which is based within the linguistic concepts of language socialization, 

literacy, and language revitalization, as well as in phenomenological methodology.  I 

argued that dance can convey or communicate as much knowledge as oral or written 

communication.   

 Once the idea of a shared danza language and communicative competence among 

the danzantes was established I was able to to focus upon the remembering and re-

appropriation of danzantes socio-historical memories through the embodied act of 

dancing.  I explored how danzantes access and express these socio-historical memories 

through the embodied act of dancing, thereby creating a pan-indigenous identity.  The 

Dance, and each movement within the dance, are seen as words to a prayer.  Through the 

movements, and the utilization of the kinesthetic sense, the danzantes are able to 
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experience in unison the remembering of socio-historical memories and the creation and 

expression of a new pan-indigenous representation. I argued that this has led to the 

formation of a new identity and sense of space and place based in a pan-indigenous 

ideology. 

 In Chapter Four, “Poetry / Songs / Drumming: Oral history and Auditory Sense 

Explorations”,  I utilized the anthropology of music, linguistic anthropology, 

anthropology of the senses, phenomenology and Chicana/o studies scholarly literature, as 

well as data gathered from the video and semi-structured face-to-face interviews with 

danzantes as well as with the Miwok traditional dancers the danzantes dance with. In this 

chapter I focused on the production and performance of socio-historical and cultural 

memories, identity production, history and tradition within the songs, drumming and 

poetry of danza, danzante musicians and poets, and Chicana/o poets. In pre-contact 

Nahua society socio-historical memories, traditions, values, morals, genealogies, and the 

history and migration of the Mexica nation were passed down orally via poems and 

songs. Each successive generation taught the next and some of these cantos and poems 

have continued to be sung and recited since the pre-contact era. I analyzed the 

continuance of oral traditions and expressive practices through Chicana and danzante 

poetry as well as through danza cantos, alabanzas, and ensayos.  I investigated the role of 

music in danza events and practices.  The singing, drumming, and sounds of the armas 

are important and powerful forces utilized in both sacred and secular events.  The sounds 

of danza, the songs, drums, flutes, mandolins, and other armas have agency, the means to 

send and receive encoded meaning, and produce socially and culturally constructed 

knowledge.   I then explored how Chicano Movement leaders often utilized poetry and 
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songs for the dissemination and legitimation of socio-historical information and 

knowledge, which informed the gendered political, Chicana/o identity during the Chicano 

Movement.   I then analyzed how Chicana Feministas and one danzante poetess in grupo 

Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli employed poetry to counter the patriarchal machismo of the Chicano 

Movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s, and as a way to reconnect with their 

indigenous heritage and identity. 

  In Chapter Five, “Transforming Identity Through Danza: Sacred and Secular 

Rituals”,  I utilized the anthropology of experience, performance and ritual theory as well 

as reception and representation studies to explore identity production and the reception 

and representation of Danza Azteca at each of their respective dance events, such as 

practicas, presentations, and ceremonies.  I focused on two ceremonies that the group 

attends each year; the Xilonen ceremony, the female initiation ceremony and the 

Guerrero ceremony, the male initiation ceremony, and utilized video and photographic 

footage from these events as well as data gathered from the semi-structured face-to-face 

interviews I conducted with danzantes.  

  I examined these three danza events as sacred and secular ritual processes with 

the intent of locating what ideologies and identity constructions are constructed and 

disseminated during the performances within each type of danza event. I situated each 

event in its particular social and historical context because these factors have an effect on 

the practice and performance of the dance, the value bestowed on it by the shared 

community, as well as the reception of the dance within the larger Chicana/o and 

indigenous community in which it is embedded.   Danza events are powerful sites for the 

embodiment, performance, and reception of the group and danzantes’ identities. Analysis 
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of the performance of danza song and dance in each particular danza event is critical 

because each type of danza event has a particular propensity to elicit different aspects and 

formations of the danzantes multi-plex identities (see Chapter Seven for further 

discussion on multi-plex indigenous identities).   

  Lastly, I analyzed the reception and representation of danza and danza 

representations at a multicultural danza presentation at an elementary school in Elk 

Grove, California.  I analyzed the reception and representations of danza in 1st, 3rd, and 

6th grade drawing and writing of “lived experience” narratives.   

 In Chapter Six, “Visual Representations of Danza: Nahua Symbolism in Danza 

Art, Armas, and Body Ornamentation”, I investigated the danzantes as agents of change,  

utilizing visual anthropology theory and more specifically Alfred Gell’s anthropological 

theory of art, which speaks of art as a system of action that has intention, causation, 

result, transformation, and, most importantly, agency (Gell 1998: 6). Viewed within 

Gell’s anthropological theory of art, the danzantes are agents of change constructing, 

expressing, and producing a Mexica identity, through the utilization of ancient Nahua 

material culture; by displaying Nahua symbolism, they publicly declare their Mexica 

identity.  Danzantes use Nahua art and symbolism within danza art and armas, as 

representations of their gendered, social and cultural identity.  I then explored the various 

genres of body art, tattooing, face painting, and body ornamentation, employed by 

danzantes as a forum for self-representation, within the danzante population.  Lastly, I 

discussed native authorship issues I encountered during my dissertation research while 

filming and photographing each of type of danza event. 
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 In Chapter Seven, “Exploring Pan-Indigenous Identity in a Northern California 

Indigenous Community: Confronting Notions of Purity and Authenticity”, I reviewed the 

contested notions of an “authentic” heritage and indigenous identity.   I reviewed how the 

danzantes confront both geo-political and cultural borders, engage in multiplex identities, 

heritage and identity production.  As discussed in this chapter not all indigenous nations 

support this ideology but in my research within the northern California region reflects a 

prevailing idea the idea that we are all connected as “indigenous brothers and sisters from 

the North and South” and “natives of the Americas”; this proclamation of interrelatedness 

reflects the idea that indigenous groups regardless of geographic proximity share familial, 

cultural, historical and social ties that confront and reject past geo-political and cultural 

borders.  This pan-indigenous ideology is heavily supported within the various regional 

indigenous groups the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli danza group socializes with and participates 

with in shared expressive cultural practices and events. 

  I utilized interviews with danzantes as well as Miwok traditional dancers, who are 

members of a local northern California federally recognized Native American tribe who 

regularly dance with the Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group at presentations, Big Times, in each 

others ceremonies, as well as share dance members with each other.  I utilized literature 

from the anthropology of the body, anthropology of the borderlands, Chicana/o Studies, 

Latina/o Studies, identity politics, Native American studies, postcolonial studies, and 

folklore studies. 
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Future: Concerns and Evolution of Danza Azteca and the Pan-Indigenous 

Movement: 

 

  Another critical issue I would like to explore further in future research is the fact 

that the majority of the dancers, drummers, and chanters or singers in each of these 

“traditional” dance styles,  whether Hula, California traditional dance, or Danza Azteca, 

do not speak their indigenous languages fluently.  The songs for the dances are sung in 

their respective native languages and the meanings of each song and dance are known, 

and the dancers may know some words, phrases and sayings for light conversation, but 

fluency is rare within all three groups.    

  Another topic for future research centers on the lack of scholarship on 

contemporary Danza Azteca.  The majority of the work that has been completed deals 

with Danza in Mexico and not in the US.  The literature that does address Danza in the 

United States, and more specifically, danza in California speaks about the initial spread 

of Danza Azteca by Florencio Llescas and Andres Segura.  It has primarily been a one-

way focus on how Mexican Danza has affected Chicana/o danza.  But I have not seen any 

scholarship on the effects of Chicana/o Danza on danza in Mexico.  There has been a fair 

amount of influence in the practice and performance of Danza Azteca in both localities.  

Jefes from Mexico have been known to live here half the year and in Mexico the other 

half.  And some danza groups from the United States travel to Mexico to dance with their 

sister groups there.  With this transnational interaction comes changes on both sides of 

the border. The revitalization of Danza Azteca in California has influenced the aesthetics, 

visual representations, as well as the way danza is practiced and performed.  Before, 

danzantes would not set up regular practices, but rather they would pick up and dance for 

ceremonies or if the mood struck them: now, some groups do hold regular practices like 
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we do in California.  The group I danced and worked with has dancers that have traveled 

to Mexico to dance but it was done on an individual basis and only a handful of 

danzantes have danced there. 

  The group’s founder , Senora Cobb, has been dancing for decades in Mexico and 

in California.  She described for me how much the danza has changed over her lifetime.  

She stated that “danzantes do one-eighth of what they used to do...practices are not one 

hundred percent attended, they get there late or leave early” (S. Cobb, personal 

communication: January, 2011).  In the past ceremonies were more strict and she has also 

seen the attendance of velaciones fall drastically, and she has noted that they are not 

being conducted as often as before “because people do not want to put in the effort to do 

the work necessary for them.” (S. Cobb, personal communication: January, 2011).  

Furthermore, she stated that she gave up the group because she did not like where she 

saw danza progressing.  She sees a great difference between the old ways and the new.   

  Senora Cobb founded her group in 1938.  She is the fifth generation in her family 

who has danced, and now her great grandchildren are dancing.  She passed on the 

Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group to Jesus Ortiz thirty plus years ago and even with the changes 

she has observed, some good and some bad, she still believes the danza will be passed on 

for many generations to come.  She believes that it is “time for the younger generation to 

fight for the continuation of the traditions.” (S. Cobb, personal communication: January, 

2011).  We have yet to see how new developments within danza will affect the practice 

and continuation of danza traditions.   

  For example, further research on the effect of the internet and video recordings of 

danza practicas and ceremonies should be done.  An in-depth investigation of the you-
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tube and facebook phenomena in connection with Danza would be wonderful.  A large 

number of recorded practicas and ceremonies are now available on the internet.  One can 

learn the dance moves simply from watching a posting on the internet.  There is much 

debate over danza practices being posted on the internet.  Some believe it will be the end 

of danza while others see the good that may come from the postings.  The Maestro of the 

group believes there is both good and bad that has come from these postings.  He thinks it 

is wonderful that knowledge of danzas can so easily be shared.  On the other hand, people 

who are learning dance steps online are not receiving the knowledge that is imparted in 

the practicas and ensayos within the group socialization process.  An even bigger 

perceived problem within the danza community is the fact that some people are now 

dancing for a couple of years and declaring themselves jefes and starting their own 

groups.   Traditionally danzantes would study for many years before they were called a 

Maestro. 

  Ultimately, Danza Azteca, its practices and traditions will persist and will 

continue to evolve.  I believe Danza Azteca will continue to evolve while maintaing its 

inherent meanings and traditions.  Danza will incorporate the expressive cultural 

practices and teachings which enhances the danza for each particular locality. 

 

 

Commodification of Danza and Danza Art: 

 

  The commodification of Danza and danza art is not an entirely new manifestation.  

Danza and danza art were not only sacred events.  Danza and Danza songs and dance also 

occurred in the secular arena in the pre-contact era.  There existed a large professional 

class of musicians and dancers.  These professional dancers, singers and composers were 
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highly sought after by the Mexica nobility, and would compose songs and dances for 

festivals and lavish parties thrown by the nobility.  

   Later during the indigenismo movement, Leon-Portilla explains how anthropology 

in Mexico functioned as, 

more than the scientific study of human cultures.  Apart from its crucial role in the 

revenue-producing efforts of the tourist industry, it has unifying duties equal to 

those usually associated the United States with historical studies, and 

sociopolitical responsibilities more typical of the applied social sciences (Leon-

Portilla1992: xiv-xv) 

 

Government officials pushed for the devalorization of western aesthetic principles in 

relation to indigenous art forms.  They created a new national sense of pride and aesthetic 

practices based in indigenous art and architectural styles with the express purpose of 

selling indigenous art (folk and modern) to the world market.  The commodified Danza 

Azteca and Mexica image was wholeheartedly accepted as a nationalistic form of 

expression only after it was “elevated” and the  Mexica indigenous representation in 

Mexico was revalorized as part of the Nation’s glorious indigenous past.  During this 

time period the Mexica image, dance, art, both past and present, were commodified and 

sold to buyers locally and abroad. They not only sold art, but they used Danza and 

indigenous art to commercialize the petrol industry (see “Festival de Indio”, Chapter 

Two). 

  Danza and Danza art forms were commodified long before the present day.   There 

is currently a burgeoning microeconomy of danza art and regalia.  The sale of danza art 

and danza regalia on the internet and at major ceremonies across the state is a relatively 

new happening.   
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  The sale of danza art and regalia generates a large income for some groups and 

artists.  Over the past twenty years there has been a perceived increase in the sale of 

danza art and an influx of goods now being sold online and at ceremonies.  Previously 

most danzantes would make their own trajes, armas and regalia.  If a danzante did not 

have access to feathers, shells, or copal or any other item needed, they would trade for it.  

Now huge vendor stalls are set up at the major ceremonies and at smaller ceremonies 

blankets with items for sale are set up, and danzantes and audience members are often 

seen shopping during the ceremony whereas in the past that would have been a major 

sign of disrespect. 

  Manuel has shown that “art (is) used as a means of ideological penetration by the 

dominant classes which controlled the media” (Manuel 1987: 162). Employing this 

argument in connection with the recent nationally televised Ford Truck commercial as 

well as the performance of Danza Azteca at vacation resorts in Mexico showcases the 

current commodification of Danza Azteca and their corresponding art genres. 

  The practice of employing danzantes as a welcoming gesture by tourist resorts in 

Mexico is a relatively new happening in Mexico.  These performances mirror the way 

Hula was commercialized and used as a tourist attraction at tourist resorts.  This 

commercialized Danza, devoid of any historical contextualization can now be seen in 

Nationally televised commercials selling cars. The car commercial incited very strong 

reactions from the danzantes whom I interviewed.  They were astonished that the Mexica 

image was used in such a negative stereotypical manner to sell cars.  The ford truck 

commercial perpetuates past negative stereotypes about the Aztecs, the most common of 



 

260 
 

which is that of the brutal and savage Aztecs and their priests sacrificing victims in honor 

of their gods. 

Conclusion: 

 As explained in chapter two much care was taken by each Nahua generation to 

preserve and pass down the song and dance.  Elders taught and lectured the youth of each 

generation to memorize, recite, and perform the songs and dances because their history 

and memories were contained within the poems, songs and movements of the danzas.  

The songs and dances of the Nahua carried memories, individual and communal history, 

and prayer.   The danzantes in Grupo Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli are employing the same 

expressive cultural practices that the Nahua did in the past to access socio-historical 

memories, tradition and an identity now based in a pan-indigenous ideology.  The songs 

and dances of Danza Azteca are powerful forces and are key sites for the expression and 

reception of history, gendered political, social and ethnic identity.   Danza is viewed 

among the danzantes as prayer, tradition, heritage, history, memories and dancing 

identity.   When dancing in the dance circle danzantes feel as if they are a part of and this 

history, and are cognizant of the fact that they are creating a new present, and they have 

the knowledge that through this practice they are preserving traditions for future 

generations.  Danza Azteca in this Northern California danza group is a political, social 

and cultural movement based within a pan-indigenous ideology and Mexica identity. 

Dance’s malleability, versatility, and ability to continually alter its function and meaning 

is exactly what makes it such a powerful force. 
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APPENDIX A 

GLOSSARY 

 

 

Alabanzas:   Are the songs or cantos sung during danza events, such as velaciones,  

  practicas or presentations.  This type of song is primarily written in  

  Spanish and written in a Catholic hymnal tradition/ phrasing. 

 

Armas:  Armas are the tools and instruments a danzante carries with them at all  

  danza events, i.e. ayacachtli. 

 

Atecocoli: A caracol or shell, used to signal the beginning and end of danza. 

 

Aztlan:   Mythic homeland of the Mexica.  Heavily used in the Chicano Movement  

  and in Mexico. 

 

Ayacachtli:  Also known as a sonaja or a rattle.  It is held in either hand to keep the  

  beat of the dance, and can be made of wood, bone, or metal. 

 

Big Times and Gatherings:   Native American events.  These terms are usually only  

used in California.  A big time is a large gathering of regional Native 

tribes who come together to share their dance, song, food, and games over 

a two to three day time period.  A gathering is the same type of celebratory 

event except that it is on a smaller scale than a big time, it is usually only a 

couple of sister tribes who are gathering.  Sister tribes are tribes who are 

relatively close geographically.  California Native Americans do make a 

distinction between big times and gatherings, and powwows.  Powwows 

are celebratory, but they are also competitive events rather than a sharing 

of traditions. 

 

Cantos: Are the songs sung by danza groups.  Can be of two major origins, the  

  Nahua songs (original cantos) or alabanzas.  Alabanzas are the Nahua  

  cantos adapted into Spanish, and Catholic Hymnal format, but they often  

  carried over the meaning from the original songs, usually containing the  

  hidden meaning within.  

 

Conchero Danza:  Typically performed at a slower rhythm.  Usually danced without a  

  drum, the beat is tapped out through the feet and xallolletes each danzante  

  wears.  the danzantes also play the mandolin rather than use a ayacachtli.   

  Began during the colonial era in Mexico and is still danced today.  

 

Copal:  A resin, sap from conifer trees, when dried it is formed into balls, becomes 

  amber like, used as incense or burned as an offering by the sahumadoras. 
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Danza: Danza is a term employed to describe and encompass multiple indigenous  

  dance practices of Mexico.  There are several types of danza including but  

  not limited to: Danza Azteca, Conchero Danza, Danza Chichimeca.   

  Danza denotes more than just the expressive cultural practices, it   

  encompasses the ideology, and way of life of a danzante. It is used here in  

  reference to Danza Azteca expressive cultural practices and ideological  

  beliefs. 

 

Danzante:   Danzantes are individuals who dance, practice, and share in the expressive 

  cultural and social practices of a particular Danza Azteca group.  

 

Huehuetl:   Vertical wooden drums.  typically come right above the waist of the  

  standing drummers.  top is covered by cured leather.  it can be carved,  

  painted or covered with leather. 

 

Jefe:   Is the overarching Danza group leader.  He may have several satellite  

  groups under him taught by danzantes he taught. They hold an   

  authoritative role over the running and teaching of the group(s). 

 

Kopilli:   Headdress typically worn for ceremonies, presentations, or ensayo real.   

  They can vary in size and shape, but all consist of a multitude of feathers  

  (Macaw, Rooster, or pheasant feathers). 

 

Maceualcuicani:  Nahua term for dancers and singers. 

 

Maestra/o: A maestro/a is the head of a danza group.  They are viewed as teachers,  

  advisors, and group leaders.  They pass on the knowledge of danza and it’s 

  other expressive cultural practices as well as any knowledge he or she has  

  to pass on to the successive generations. 

 

Mesa:  Major houses (lineages) of danza groups.  One is able to trace a danza  

  lineage through a mesa, and some can be traced back as far as the 1500s. 

 

Mexica: In this paper I will use Mexica and Aztec interchangeably.  Nahua is in  

  reference to the Mexica/Aztec and other Uto-Aztecan speaking people in  

  the region. 

 

Nahua Gods:  Some of the gods in the Nahua pantheon are Tonantzin, Ometeotl,  

Quetzalcoatl, Tlaloc, Coatlicue, Cihuacoatl, Mayahuel, Mixcoatl, Ehecatl, 

Tezcatlipoca, Huitzilopochtli, Xochiquetzal, Xochipilli.  There are dances 

named for the gods and the gods and godessess are also used within danza 

art, armas, and on trajes. 

 

Ometeotl:  Nahua god, “god of duality”, creator god, symbolizes the duality within  

  nature, life.  It is also a term often used in palabra.  
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Palabra:   Before and after presentations, at ceremonies and at the end of practicas 

the group circles up to discuss any number of issues; upcoming events, 

thoughts, prayers, give thanks, recognize people or events.  It is also used 

in ceremonies, roles and duties are given out in first, second, third and 

fourth palabra. 

 

Practica: A Danza practica typically occurs one to two times a week depending on 

the group’s scheduling.  The Quetzalcoatl-Citlalli group practices indoors 

during the Winter and Spring seasons, and outdoors during the summer 

and fall seasons. The indoor location for the practicas for decades was the 

Washington Neighborhood Center.  The Washington Neighborhood 

Center  was a mecca for Chicana/o events and programs during the 

Chicano Movement in the 1970s. 

 

Red Road:    Adopted from the Native American Movement.  A chosen pathway and 

way of life. Spiritual, cultural, and political indigenous pathway, “way of 

life”.   

 

Sahumador: The vessel, that a sahumadora uses to burn the copal or sage, it holds, and  

  it holds the sacred fire.   

 

Sahumadora: The name used for the person who carries the smoke for the group.   

  Important role within the group, person who takes care of the danzantes;  

  cares for their prayers, emotions, and protects the group from inside or  

  outside ill-intentioned forces.  A Sahumadora typically uses copal or sage,  

  sometimes, lavender is also burned on the sahumador.  The smoke form  

  the sahumador blesses the circle and the danzantes before, during and after 

  a dance. 

 

Temescal:  Mexica style sweats. 

 

Teponaztli:   Horizontal wooden drum.  Makes a distinct sound, different from the  

  huehuetl.  Can be anywhere from 1-2ft in length. With intricate carvings  

  or painted. 

 

Tiahui:  Term, similar to sentiments of the “Si Se Puede,” and the Adelante  

  Mexicana/os movements.  Often said as a “grito” during dances.  The term 

  is one of showing support to the danza movement, showing support and  

  belief in Mexica/Danza ways.     

 

Trajes: A Traje is the regalia, the attire, the danzantes wear for presentations and  

  ceremonies. 

 

Velaciones:  The beginning, opening of a ceremony, typically held the night before  

  through the morning of the ceremony. A ritualistic ceremony held to bless  
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  the coming ceremony.  The groups each sing a welcoming song and a song 

  of choice, and each individual is blessed at the close of the ceremony. 

 

Xayayotes:  Seed pods tied together on the ankles.  When a danzante is dancing the  

  sound of the seed pods clicking together is another way the danzantes keep 

  the beat of the dance. 
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APPENDIX B 

PRE-CONTACT CIVILIZATIONS 

 

Pre-Classic Civilization (1500 BC-AD200): 
 

 Olmec 

 Zapotec 

 Maya 

 Teotihuacan 

 

Classical Civilization (AD 200- AD 900): 
 

 Zapotec 

 Maya 

 Teotihuacan 

 Mixtec 

 

Post-Classical Civilization (AD 900-1521): 
 

 Mixtec 

 Mexica 

 Toltec 

 Tarascan 

 Huastec 
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APPENDIX C 

LIST OF DANZAS: 

 

 

 Aguila del Fuego 

 Aguila Blanca 

 Apache 

 Atecocoli- Caracol 

 Cascabeles- Ayayotl-ayayotes 

 Chichimeca 

 Chimalli 

Coatl- Snake 

 Conchero Viejo 

 Corazon santo 

 Cuatlique 

 Danzantes 

 Danzante / Mitotiani 

 Eclipse 

 Ehecatl 

 Ehecatl 2 

 Fuego 

 Guadalajara 

 Guajolote- Turkey 

 Halcon 

 La Boracha- Pulque 
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 Mayahuel 

 Mazatl- Venado 

 Nahui- Ollin (4 movements) 

 Ofrenda 

 Ozomatli- (called Mayahuel in other groups) 

 Paloma 

 Sapito 

 Sol- Tonatiuh 

 Tezcatlipoca 

 Tezcatlipoca- Don Pedro Rodriguez version 

 Tlaloc 

 Tlaloc de Guerrero 

Tochtli 

 Tonantzin 

 Viejito 

 Xipe Totec- Spring-New Life 
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APPENDIX D 

SONGS: CANTOS & ALABANZAS 
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APPENDIX E 

MULTI-CULTURAL ASSEMBLY DRAWINGS 
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