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(feeling and intellect) in our manos and extend them to  others in 
empathetic efforts to understand. Intimate listening is more produc-
tive than detached self- interest, winning arguments, or sticking to 
pet theories.

Self / other: The slash in nos / otras

Living in a multicultural society, we cross into each other’s worlds 
all the time. We live in each other’s pockets, occupy each other’s 
 territories, live in close proximity and intimacy with each other at 
home, school, and work. We are mutually complicitous—us and them, 
nosotras y los otros, white and colored, straight and queer, Christian 
and Jew, self and Other, oppressor and oppressed. We all of us 1nd 
ourselves in the position of being si mul ta neously both insider and 
outsider. The Spanish word “nosotras” means “us.” I see this word with 
a slash (rajadura) between “nos” (us) and “otros” ( others), and use it to 
theorize my identity narrative of “nos / otras” (see 1gure 4.3).

La rajadura gives us a third point of view, a perspective from the 
cracks and a way to recon1gure ourselves as subjects outside binary 
oppositions, outside existing dominant relations. By disrupting binary 
oppositions that reinforce relations of subordination and dominance, 
nos / otras suggests a position of being si mul ta neously insider / out-
sider, internal / external exile (see 1gure 4.4). The clash of cultures is 
enacted within our psyches, resulting in an uncertain position. An 
identity born of negotiating the cracks between worlds, nos / otras ac-
commodates contradictory identities and social positions, creating a 
hybrid consciousness that transcends the us versus them mentality 
of irreconcilable positions, blurring the boundary between us and 
 others. We are both subject and object, self and other, haves and have- 
nots, conqueror and conquered, oppressor and oppressed. Proximity 
and intimacy can close the gap between us and them.

Navigating the cracks between worlds is dif1cult and painful, like 
reconstructing a new life, a new identity. Forced to negotiate the 
cracks between realities, we learn to navigate the switchback roads 
between assimilation / acquiescence to the dominant culture and iso-
lation / preservation of our ethnic cultural integrity. But both are neces-
sary for survival and growth. When we adapt to cambio (change), we 
develop a new set of terms to identify with, new de1nitions of our 
 academic disciplines, and la facultad (the ability) to accommodate 
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mutually exclusive, discontinuous, and inconsistent worlds. As world 
citizens we learn to move at ease among cultures, countries, and cus-
toms. The  future belongs to those who cultivate cultural sensitivities 
to differences and who use these abilities to forge a hybrid conscious-
ness that transcends the “us” versus “them” mentality and will carry 
us into a nos / otras position bridging the extremes of our cultural re-
alities, a subjectivity that  doesn’t polarize potential allies.

 Today, the division between the majority of “us” and “them” is still 
intact. We are nos / otras. This country does not want to acknowledge 
its walls— its limits, the places some  people are stopped or stop them-
selves, the lines they’re not allowed to cross. Hopefully, sometime in 
the  future we may become nosotras without the slash. Perhaps geogra-
phy will no longer separate us. We are becoming a geography of hybrid 
selves of  different cities or countries who stand at the threshold of 
numerous mundos.

As an identity narrative, nos / otras has the potential to overturn 
de1nitions of otherness. When we examine the us / them binary deeply, 
we 1nd that otra- ness may be deceptive, merely a cage we assign to 
 others. According to Buddhism, the primal distinction between self 
and other is illusory because the existence of self is, itself, an illusion. 
This distinction is responsible for all evil and sorrow. There is no wrong, 
no vice, no evil in this world, except what 7ows from the assertion of 
entirely in de pen dent selfhood. There are no “otras”—we all emerge 
from humanity’s basic shared, communal ground, an emotional- 
spiritual ground of being. Nos / otras (as the slash becomes increas-
ingly permeable) puede ser el nuevo nombre de seres que escapan de 
jaulas.17 The task of remaking our selves and our cultures is in our 
own hands; the task of las nepantleras is to point the way.

las nepantleras: alternative sense of selves

Lugares nepantleras— perspectives from the cracks

While juggling several cultures or forces that clash, nepantleras live in 
tense balances entremedios, teetering on edges in states of entreguer-
ras. We’re not quite at home  here but also not quite at home over there. 
Like queer and bisexual  people who must live in both straight and gay 
worlds, or like rural  people living in cities— stuck between the cracks of 
home and other cultures—we experience dislocation, disorientation. 
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We are forced (or we choose) to live in spaces / categories that defy 
gender, race, class, sexual, geographic, and spiritual locations.

Our uncertain positions as mestizas compel us to negotiate the 
cracks between worlds, to accommodate contradictory identity po-
sitions and mutually exclusive, inconsistent worlds. Las rajaduras 
give us a nepantla perspective, a view from the cracks, rather than 
from any single culture or ideology. This perspective from the cracks 
enables us to recon1gure ourselves as subjects outside the us / them 
binary. Dwelling in liminalities, in- between states or nepantlas, las 
nepantleras cannot be forced to stay in one place, locked into one 
perspective or perception of things or one picture of reality. Las 
nepantleras refuse to turn right onto the dominant culture’s as-
similation / acquiescence highway. They refuse to turn left onto the 
nationalistic- isolationism path demanding that we preserve our ethnic 
cultural integrity. Instead, las nepantleras construct alternative roads, 
creating new topographies and geographies of hybrid selves who tran-
scend binaries and de- polarize potential allies. Nepantleras are not 
constrained by one culture or world but experience multiple realities.

Our perspective’s stability relies on liminality and 7uidity. Re-
jecting identi1cation with a single position, we shift from one posi-
tion to another, listening to all sides. We’re no longer locked in the 
outsider / other / victim place so prevalent in the 1970s and ’80s. The 
nepantla mind- set eliminates polarity thinking where there’s no in 
between, only “ either / or”; it reinstates “and.” Because our perceptions 
and thinking contain subtle and hidden biases, we need a nepantla 
brain to prompt the questioning of our usual assumptions and be-
liefs.18 Such a brain would facilitate our ability to look at the world 
with new eyes. Navigating the cracks is the pro cess of reconstructing 
life anew, of fashioning new identities. Nepantleras use competing 
systems of knowledge and rewrite their identities.

La nepantlera, artista- activista, with consencia de mestiza offers 
an alternative self. As intermediaries between vari ous mundos, las 
nepantleras “speak in tongues”— grasp the thoughts, emotions, lan-
guages, and perspectives associated with varying individual and cul-
tural positions. By living on the slash between “us” and “ others,” las 
nepantleras cut through isolated selfhood’s barbed- wire fence. They 
trou ble the nos / otras division, questioning the subject’s privilege, 
confronting our own personal desconocimientos, and challenging the 
other’s marginal status. Las nepantleras recognize that  we’re all com-
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plicit in the existing power structures, that we must deal with con7ic-
tive as well as connectionist relations within and among vari ous 
groups. Ensuring that our acts not mirror or replicate the oppression 
and dominant power structures we seek to dismantle, las nepantleras 
upset our cultures’ foundations and disturb the concepts structuring 
their realities. Las nepantleras nurture psychological, social, and spir-
itual metamorphosis.

The web of connection

We are all strands of energy connected to each other in the web of ex-
istence. Our thoughts, feelings, experiences affect  others via this en-
ergy web. Our pervasive, excessive sense of woundedness compels us 
to erect barriers that create knots on the web and block communica-
tion. When con7ict (like a rock thrown into the web) disrupts a sense 
of connectedness, las nepantleras call on the “connectionist” or web- 
making faculty, one of less structured thoughts, less rigid categoriza-
tions, and thinner boundaries that allows us to picture— via dreaming 
and artistic creativity— similarities instead of divisions. Las nepant-
leras develop esta facultad, a realm of consciousness reached only 
from an “attached” mode (rather than a distant, separate, unattached, 
mode), enabling us to weave a kinship entre todas las gentes y cosas. 
It removes hidden agendas driven by fear or ambition, is not invested 
in outcomes, and does not  favor one view over another. Las nepant-
leras guard against reproducing exclusions based on racial and class 
identity. They see in surface phenomena the meaning of deeper reali-
ties, “see through” our own cultural conditioning and dysfunctional 
values. As agents of awakening (conocimiento), las nepantleras reveal 
how our cultures see reality and the world. They model the transi-
tions our cultures will go through, carry visions for our cultures, pre-
paring them for solutions to con7icts and the healing of wounds. Las 
nepantleras know that each of us is linked with everyone and  everything 
in the universe and 1ght actively in both the material world and the 
spiritual realm. Las nepantleras are spiritual activists engaged in 
the strug gle for social, economic, and po liti cal justice, while working 
on spiritual transformations of selfhoods.

Living in nepantla states enables us to create alternative forms of 
selfhood. Shifting our perception and acquiring a  different self, or 
moving the center of the self slightly, allows us to imagine a  different 
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identity. The imagination’s power to shift (what I call la naguala) en-
ables la nepantlera to 7ow from one identity or theoretical position to 
another.19 When we shift geo graph i cal or social positions, another 
identity may spring into being. Roots grow and ground us in a par tic-
u lar moment or reality if  we’re available to the emotional currents 
among those pre sent. In a par tic u lar situation you become a person 
with par tic u lar identi1able features; in another situation, you meta-
morphose into another type with other distinguishing characteris-
tics. Like train way stations, our “self” stops for a few minutes or a 
few years on el viaje de la vida; each way station expands the self or 
creates another self.20 Nepantleras constantly articulate and rede-
1ne identity positions to include what has previously been excluded 
or has not been part of consensual reality. (Identities such as those of 
neo- Nazis and other hate groups with unethical be hav ior are not 
included.)

Green shoots cracking rock

Nepantleras function disruptively. Like tender green shoots growing 
out of the cracks, they eventually overturn foundations, making con-
ventional de1nitions of otherness hard to sustain. Their activism, cul-
tural production— indeed, their very lives— challenge traditional identity 
politics. Dismantling identity entails unlearning ste reo typical labels 
and questioning consensual reality. It means seeing through identity 
roles and descriptions of reality. Those of us who live skirting otros 
mundos, other groups, in this in- between state I call nepantla have a 
unique perspective. Unlike previous generations of Raza, our academic 
knowledge and language give us both the vocabulary to look at our 
own cultures and dominant cultures in new ways and the tools to 
interrogate them. We notice the breaches in feminism, the rifts in 
Raza studies, the breaks in our disciplines, the splits in this country. 
These cracks show the 7aws in our cultures, the faults in our pictures 
of reality. This perspective from the cracks gives us  different ways of 
de1ning the self, of de1ning group identity—as in the lines of a Leonard 
Cohen song, “There is a crack, a crack in  everything / That’s how the 
light gets in.”21 The light spilling through these cracks shows the 7aws 
in our cultures, the faults in our pictures of reality. Like green saplings, 
new viewpoints push up through the cracks and  later grow into trees 
with roots, dislodging foundations of previous beliefs. Perspectives 
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from cracks offer us  different ways of de1ning the self, of deciding 
group identity. Nepantleras both af1rm ethnic / national identities and 
align with wider social movements. Because Raza is realizing more 
profound mestizajes and wider diasporic changes, our narratives are 
beginning to construct identities from multiple cracks between worlds. 
Like older notions of mestizaje, the new versions cast new shadows.

Bridging the extremes of cultural realities, las nepantleras stand 
at the thresholds of numerous mundos. As world citizens, las nepant-
leras learn to move at ease among cultures, countries, and customs. 
The  future belongs to those who cultivate cultural sensitivities to 
 others. Recognizing and engaging in the nos / otras imperative (of re-
moving the slash) will take effort by members of all communities 
cooperating with  others. The new tribalism is about being part of but 
never subsumed by a group, never losing individuality to the group nor 
losing the group to the individual. The new tribalism is about working 
together to create new “stories” of identity and culture, to envision 
diverse futures. It’s about rethinking our narratives of history, ances-
try, and even of reality itself.

changing “stories” healing wounds:  
the coyolxauhqui imperative

Everyone has a song.

God gave us each a song.

That’s how we know who we are.

 Robbie Robertson, “Making a Noise,” Classic Masters, CD

Being “worked” through by remolinos (whirlwinds) de cambio

“Cultura” is the fabric of life that the scissors of previous generations 
cut, trimmed, embroidered, embellished, and attached to new quilt 
pieces, but it is a cloth that the wash of time discolors, blends the dyes, 
and applies new tints. If cultura is the story of group identity (what it 
means to be Chicano,  etc.) and its ideas about what is real, then with 
alterations in story come nips, tucks, and new wrinkles in both self-  
and cultural identity. Since cultura is rooted in patterns of the past, its 
design, trimming, blueprint, and so on laid out and co- created by pre-
vious generations, it is a social system that is dif1cult and slow to 
change. Cultural ideas (such as what’s honorable or cowardly, manly or 


	Contents
	Editor’s Introduction: Re-envisioning Coyolxauhqui, Decolonizing Reality Anzaldúa’s Twenty-First-Century Imperative / AnaLouise Keating
	Preface. Gestures of the Body—Escribiendo Para Idear
	1. Let us be the healing of the wound: The Coyolxauhqui imperative—La sombra y el sueño
	2. Flights of the Imagination: Rereading/Rewriting Realities
	3. Border Arte: Nepantla, el lugar de la frontera
	4. Geographies of Selves—Reimagining Identity: Nos/Otras (Us/Other), las Nepantleras, and the New Tribalism
	5. Putting Coyolxauhqui Together: A Creative Process
	6. Now Let Us Shift ... Conocimiento ... Inner Work, Public Acts
	Agradecimientos | Acknowledgments
	Appendix 1. Lloronas Dissertation Material (Proposal, Table of Contents, and Chapter Outline)
	Appendix 2. Anzaldúa’s Health
	Appendix 3. Unfinished Sections and Additional Notes from Chapter 2
	Appendix 4. Alternative Opening, Chapter 4
	Appendix 5. Historical Notes on the Chapters’ Development
	Appendix 6. Invitation and Call for Papers, Testimonios Volume
	Notes
	Glossary
	Bibliography
	Index
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H
	I
	J
	K
	L
	M
	N
	O
	P
	Q
	R
	S
	T
	U
	V
	W
	X
	Y
	Z


