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¿Cómo seguir adelante after tragedy? After the world, as we have known it, has been
rent apart? And yet, we must continue in our struggle to work for peace, even against
such devastating and disheartening events as the events of September 11, 2001, that
so dramatically changed our country, indeed our world. Spain suffered its own
March 11 and it too has changed as I witnessed, as I have traveled there for months
at a time. The nightmarish reality that is a way of life for so many around the
world has come to be.

Five years ago, on the day after that memorable day, things were still pretty
unclear, but many of us feared the worst: that our country would go to war, that
we would succumb to that false sense of security that deep and toxic nationalism
can provide. On the 11th as I still couldn’t believe what I had just witnessed on
television, I walked out onto my backyard and noticed that the pale blue sky had
an eerie stillness. I thought, even nature is in mourning, clamoring at the injustice,
at the deaths. I felt fear and anxiety, how would our country react? I felt that we
were on the brink of something cataclysmic. But I was not quite prepared for
what followed. The raging patriotism in the country overwhelmed me. No. I would
not go buy a flag, agreeing with Lorna Dee Cervantes. I live the next weeks as in
a morass of depression and panic, even after I am assured that no one I knew per-
sonally was killed; the magnitude of the catastrophe hits at my very soul. I am
embarrassed that my neighbors are flying flags, that the flag has become a symbol
of whether we are the enemy or not, for soon there is fear that the enemy is amongst
us. The ways that the usual subtle racism erupted into full fledged outright bigotry
and intolerance shocked me. A Muslim student writes that at the mall, where she
had gone with her mother and siblings, she was spat upon by a very white Anglo
woman who yelled, go back to where you came from, spewing hatred in every syl-
lable. She writes of how she and her family, stunned, didn’t know how to react and
they just huddled and wept, afraid. The fear and the racism emerged hand in
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hand; no one could deny that the country was in the grip of an ugly and yet well-
known monster, one that those of us who grew up brown in the hegemonic white
world —even those of us on the border where the white are the minority— we had
always known this bigotry and feared it.

On September 21st, 2001, I was scheduled to fly to Wisconsin to do a read-
ing. I felt fearless as I boarded the plane in San Antonio; when I changed planes
in Dallas I was shocked at how empty the usually bustling airport seemed. The
TV screens were still repeating the images over and over and over. Except for the one
I caught that very morning of September 11th, a live broadcast on NBC (or was it
CNN?) of bodies falling, some holding hands, others alone, plunging to certain death.
That image spurred and moved me to begin the poem that appears in the book
One Wound for Another. The image reminded me of a Magritte painting and made
me weep at the terror I was witnessing. Waiting for my flight, I tried to distract my
attention by reading the paper, but it too was still full of stories about NYC and the
Pentagon. I thought myself brave for boarding that plane on September 21st, and
as I settled into the longer flight to Wisconsin, I fell into a deep sleep dreaming a
story, as I often do. This story was full of pain and tragedy. I felt sure I had tuned into
the souls of those who were still not sure what had happened and who had died and
remained around unsure of where they belonged. I would subsequently perform my
own rituals to send these souls to their peaceful rest.

Once I arrived in Wisconsin, I went for a walk around the hotel; my walking
meditation was roughly interrupted by a car full of college kids, no doubt from the
campus where I was supposed to read that evening, the young boys who shouted
obscenities and “go back to where you came from” —a reaction no doubt elicited by
my brown skin, my dark hair in that bastion of whiteness that is the Midwest. I was
afraid for a second, and marveled at how the fear was there in spite of my knowledge
that I was safe in my privilege as a university professor, a writer who was only there for
a couple of days. I tell you about this incident because I want to draw parallels be-
tween the fears of those of us who are brown. Our fear of the racist and intolerant
white —privileged or not— is deeply embedded in our psyche, in our cells. A fear that
has been there for generations. It is this fear and against it that Anzaldúa wrote in
Borderlands/La Frontera. And they, those who harbor these feelings, also are afraid.
They fear us, the brown and black of this country. Fear is a powerful emotion. It can
destroy and it can cause toxic change both at the personal and group level. And it
can lead to hatred. A hatred and fear of the other is at the root of much of the violence
we have endured as a colonized and conquered people in this country. In Texas it was
theTexasRangers, and now it is the agents of the Border Patrol. But the fear is still there
palpable and toxic as ever. Think of a time when you were in the grip of a fear so
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tremendous that nothing else mattered. Think of that moment when you feared for
your life, when your old brain took over and reacted illogically, with the only choices:
flight, or fight? That is what fear does. And such fear immobilizes and leaves traces
that surface from time to time in outbursts, in depressions, in a myriad of ways.

In March following 9/11, I am in Florida working with arts organizations when
I hear the news, we are at war. I become physically ill and literally lose my voice
and can barely conduct the workshop that evening. The next day I fly home and
I see the first of what will become commonplace, soldiers, young men and women
traveling, saying goodbye to families, trying to be brave, to be supportive, to fall back
on a nationalism born of the need to justify a war, a war waged to supposedly destroy
the weapons of mass destruction that were never found and that has nothing to
do with the events of 9/11. Mothers, fathers, siblings, spouses, somber faced, teary
eyed, say goodbye, knowing that this may be the last time they kiss, hold, see a
beloved son, daughter, husband, wife, sister, brother. I can’t help the feeling of déjàvu,
and I am transported 40 years earlier to our leave-taking of my brother bound for
Vietnam, a war none of us believed in, none of us dreamed would shatter our
family when my brother came home to south Texas in a flag-draped coffin. When
I arrive at the San Antonio airport I see them, the young recruits arriving for train-
ing, mine is after all a military city. As I wait for my ride home, I ponder on how
the elites, those whom I hold responsible for the attacks, for the war, for the con-
centrated war on the poor, those whose greed and power know no borders, for they
are global enterprises reaching far beyond the nationalism of any one country, how
do these men, for I am convinced they are mostly men, and perhaps a woman or
two, how do they sleep? What is in their hearts? What can stop them? Questions too
big for me to fathom, I sigh, as I get in my friend’s car, get home, and the migraine
headache I have had since the war started forces me to bed. But I cannot remain
there; I must go on, and I do. In my classes, there are empty seats left by young men
and women who go off to war.

I now turn to the messages that many of the contributors to One Wound for
Another have given us —a message of hope against all odds and a message of con-
ciencia, a conocimiento, a knowing that prepares us for the work that we are to
do, work that Gloria Anzaldúa reminds us mustmatter. I read many of these email
messages and other reactions by journalists, writers, thinkers and scholars in the
immediate aftermath of 9/11. Some conspiracy theorists immediately saw the direct
connections that the film by Michael Moore later exposed, others saw the geopo-
litical connections and connected the dots as it were. This was bound to happen,
and in fact there were scenarios that had been discussed in government that pre-
dicted such an event, but no one chose to listen, or rather, many chose not to listen.
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The messages comforted me and at the same time forced me to act. No, we didn’t
want a war. And I joined the protest in front of San Fernando Cathedral a week after
the attack. But, even the language feels wrong, an attack? What about the attack
we as a nation perpetrate against the workers in factories all over the world? What
about the attack we as a nation launch against our own citizens who are homeless?
Who don’t have health care? Who go hungry? In this land of plenty, the injustice
is too much for me. As it is for many of the contributors to the book. There were
many others who wrote and published op-ed pieces in newspapers across the coun-
try in newsletters and in leftist venues. Some of these answered Clara and Claire’s
call and sent their missives to them for this book. Others didn’t. But in gathering
the writings, the book is a testament of our reactions, and our misinformation. In
my piece, for example, I speak of the 5000 dead, a figure that was bandied about
before the official count was arrived at, a number that by the way, I hold fast to as
perhaps a bit more accurate estimate, because I don’t think the official number of
casualties accounted for the hundreds of undocumented and others whom no one
registered as missing.

What are the messages of the contributors? They are varied and come from
a wide spectrum of views, and run the gamut from the misguided response, in my
view, of Lori Delgado’s, to the articulate and polished pieces by George Yúdice
and Gloria Anzaldúa. These latter ones are my favorites for they address substan-
tive issues in long and well-wrought essays, but I also appreciate and enjoy reading
the answers to the questions posed by the call for responses by Mier, Fenoglio, Ca-
rrillo, the poetic reactions by Alicia Gaspar de Alba, Lorna Dee Cervantes, Anto-
nieta Villamil and J. L. Navarro, and the global vision offered by contributors like
Ariel Dorfman and Jorge Chino. Gustavo Geirola contextualizes the event within
the world contexts of U.S. hegemonic imperialism that shuts down any attempt at
dissent, or at calling things by their name. He articulates a decisive end of the 20th
century as we knew it and the beginning of the end of a superpower intent on des-
troying others. While his essay is carefully wrought and incisive, I find Norma
Alarcón’s equally incisive and more spontaneous. So, I would like to focus for a bit
on one aspect of her email correspondence: the discussion on scapegoating. She
throws it out as a series of questions asking us, the readers of her electronic missives,
to think beyond the local to the global, to stretch the analysis to include what has
happened to third world feminism and how feminism western-style has been co-
opted. She asks, “in a world of god-and-flag what is the logic of scapegoating?”
Alarcón rightfully predicts that there is much more to the story than what we are
getting in the media. She asks, “Who are disappeared from the media?” And pro-
ceeds to question the means and methods of disinformation that ultimately led to
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outright war against Iraq and against our own citizens. It is this nationalism and
patriotic zeal that I am referring to in my title, surviving patriotism, for those of us
who see beyond the media coverage, who think deeply about how an appeal to a
nation’s fear of the other justifies a war against a country that has and had at best
tenuous ties to the perpetrators of 9/11, while the country that had direct ties,
Saudi Arabia, is apparently immune. We must devise survival strategies. The war
against our own citizens takes on many guises and clothed in the righteous cloak
of patriotism, the Patriot Act proceeds to summarily destroy decades of work to
establish our civil rights and destroys protections guaranteed and won by the
blood, sweat, and tears of hundreds of civil rights workers and activists, many who
lost their lives in the struggle. I think of efforts over generations by Chicanos and
Chicanas, by African Americans, and countless political and cultural activists,
whose lifelong struggle to guarantee that we would all be equal under the law have
been erased with a stroke of the pen as President Bush signed the Patriot Act that
allows home searches, phone tapping, even library records to be sequestered. And
these are the least invasive of the new homeland security policies. Racial profiling
became more than just a term after 9/11, as Anzaldúa reminds us, and targeted
brown people even more than before, jeopardizing an already tenuous relation-
ship between the criminal justice system and people of color in the country. Yes,
journalists and common folk will feel the impact of this legislation for years to come.
Bigots and racists will take it as an affirmation of their views since these precautions
allay their fears, justify their hatred. They will feel empowered, having been given
permission to display their fear and their hatred publicly, to judge, to shout —go
back to where you came from. But even more insidious is the fact that once insti-
tuted such legislation will be hard to remove. In spite of limits that were meant to
insure that the oppressive measures were not permanent but temporary, the fact is
that many have become permanent and with leaders, legislators, and an adminis-
tration bent on maintaining a state of fear and of siege, we will not easily dislodge
mechanisms that invade our privacy, that target people of color, and that keep us
in a perpetual state of fear.

This brings me to the issue of immigration after 9/11. I will deal with this
briefly although it is a tremendous subject that merits much more than what I can
do in this essay: people are dying in the Arizona dessert, in the waters of the Rio
Grande, in train cars, and in countless other ways, and the post-9/11 policy changes
have added to the death count. On a less ominous aspect of the immigration re-
forms, people’s careers are being destroyed and certain students and professors
have been targeted. There are numerous accounts of students deported short of
graduation, of professors who had been granted permission to come and teach at our
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universities summarily ousted. Hundreds of students and workers along the U.S.
Mexico border have also suffered the consequences. In the post-9/11 era, the cross-
ing from Mexico into the United States has become even more arduous; as Socorro
Tabuenca notes in her piece in the book, what would normally take an hour takes
4 in the immediate aftermath, and even later. Yes, workers, foreign students and
air travelers and regular folks suffer the consequences. We are all the enemy, but you
are more so if you happen to be brown, if you happen to be Muslim, if you hap-
pen to speak a different language, if you happen to believe that the first amend-
ment guarantees you free speech, if you happen to believe in the inalienable rights
guaranteed by our Constitution.

Norma Alarcón asks the hard questions, and Anzaldúa offers some answers
as she says in reference to our attack on Afghanistan, “we became the terrorists.”
She gathers numerous examples of the impunity with which our nation has acted
against the sovereign states and against our planet and our own people. The nation
led by Bush fell into a vortex of violence created by fear and hate. Violence has been
normalized and is seen as a necessary evil. It is not a question of if, but of when
our nation will once again act against the interest of peace against the rational res-
olution of conflict. All we have to do is direct our attention to the latest collective
tragedy of New Orleans and the other affected areas to see how the racism is alive
and well, to understand and undeniably observe the way that politics and fear do-
minate and govern the reactions of a bureaucracy designed to homeland security
focused on the other, those who will come and terrorize and not as it should be on
the right action in time of crises, especially when the affected would be those who
didn’t have the means or the information to respond. Anzaldúa commands: “Abre
los ojos, North America, open your eyes, look at your shadow, and listen to your soul.” A pow-
erful command that falls on deaf ears. Elena Poniatowska in her prologue to the
book offers a glimmer a hope, perhaps the people of the U.S. will see the parallel
with Vietnam. But that has not happened quite the way we hoped it would. Despite
the media censorship and consequent crisis for reporters, there is some hope.
Cathy Sheehan and her protest outside the Bush’s vacation home in Crawford,
Texas, the number of young people that are disillusioned and have spoken up, the
obvious drain on the economy by a war machine that consumes funds that we need
at home to care for our own. Perhaps now in the wake of the Katrina disaster, we
will wake up and realize that it is specific results of an administration policy of
moving funds to wage war from social service and true “homeland” security meas-
ures that was at least partly responsible for the break in communications. At another
level, the recent forced retirement of government workers, civil servants who had
the expertise, the institutional memory and who often said things that didn’t jive with
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the administration’s science, has resulted in inexperienced political cronies running
key government agencies such as the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).
But while we now know about FEMA, we don’t know of the hundreds of agencies
whose work force has also been eroded and replaced by inept friends of friends whose
credentials while adequate at best lack the rigor of careerists who know, for exam-
ple, about global warming, about educational outcomes, about environmental haz-
ards, about health and human services needs and policies.

“There is no resolution, only the process of healing,” Anzaldua claims after
invoking Coyolxauhqui as the icon for the ongoing process of making and unmak-
ing. But what is this process? What does it entail? How do we achieve it? ¿Qué se
puede hacer? ¿Quedarnos con los brazos cruzados? Write a letter of protest? Attend
a rally? We must do work that matters, Anzaldúa tells us. Anzaldúa cites the im-
mediate outpouring five years ago to the devastation of 9/11; she calls it a res-
ponse to a psychospiritual/poltical call to action. Our individual response isn’t
always one of fear and hate; in the case of 9/11 and in the case of the tragedy of New
Orleans and other flooded areas, there was an immense outpouring of love and
caring by thousands of people who donated not just money, but blood, clothing,
food, and most of all their time to help in whatever way they could. The psychos-
piritual and political aspects of such a response can be enormously rewarding and
can change and alter the normative violence that many react with. And this psy-
chospiritual and poltical response is ongoing, just like the healing, it is not bound
by time or space, it is continuous. Thus, after 9/11, after Katrina, we are still res-
ponding with our hearts and souls to balance the violent response by our govern-
ment. Our response is the healing and it is what constitutes my hope for an end
to racism and 1910 fear. We cannot remain inactive. “La vida es acción,” Sara
Estela Ramírez said in 1911 in Surge, a poem dedicated to women. And thus it is,
we must act, not react. How we act, what we set in motion with our deeds and our
thoughts, will constitute the reality of our future. We must not allow violence
—fear and hatred— to become the norm, to become the expected action.

I alluded earlier to the policy changes instituted by the current administration,
most obviously in the staffing of key personnel positions but also in the diversion
of funds to engage in a war machine at the expense of national services and na-
tional security. These actions are anathema to what I believe we must be doing,
reaching out and working with instead of against our supposed enemies. Anzaldúa
also says we must respond by building community and not think only of our neigh-
bor across the street, but across the borders of our country, of our very continent and
reach out globally. But in addition to efforts of community building, we must also
“transform our world by imagining it differently, dreaming it passionately via all
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our senses, and willing it into creation.” And she proceeds to outline a course of
action that some may deem idealistic and unrealistic, for it goes into the psycho-
logical and spiritual reality that we all shape as we live it. She acknowledges that
promoting such a position of inclusion and harmony, a position that invites all
barriers be torn down, a position that establishes no hierarchies, a position that
respects and honors all living things, will likely label us unpatriotic, un-American,
but she insists that it is the right path and that we must be steadfast and not waver,
for in such action is our healing. The healing of our own soul and of our entire
planet depends on our right action. Let us then go forth and heal… heal ourselves
and heal our planet, heal the proverbial wound that remains after 9/11. A mon-
ument on ground zero may signify this healing, but it will not suffice. We must do
so with our actions as a nation and as individuals. And as Anzaldúa urges, “We
must do work that matters, vale la pena, it is worth the pain.”

* * *

Wind, Water, Fire, Earth
For New Orleans

In my dreams flood waters come to my doorstep
And recede, or are swept away by
Desagues that protect.
Must be my spiritual healing is near, I write.

A few days later,
Real waters, real floods come,
and I weep to see a city
Ravaged by nature’s winds and water
I weep to see the mother seeking her lost child
I weep to see a child asking for her mommy
I weep because even I unschooled
In things like disaster relief
Foresaw the ludicrous preparations, predicted
A disaster waiting to happen
As poor and helpless people filed
into the Superdome on Sunday evening
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seeking shelter from the storm.
Stories of abuse of neglect flood my computer screen
Reminiscent of that day 4 years ago when another great city
Was rent in two.

New Orleans. New York.
Parallel and yet so different events.
The bayous, the parks and the tourist spots are no more
A lone saxophone’s plaintive notes,
A dirge that hails the end haunts my dreams.

But like the phoenix, the city will rise again
And in that fuzzy future, a trumpet blares out a lively tune,
In spite of science that tells us it is for naught
This will happen again and again,
People will go back and build again, and dream.
Nature responds to our actions
In kind
And the water
Carries messages across an ocean
We must forgive the waters, the winds.
And place the blame where it must
But most of all we must do what matters
And what matters most is
To be. To live. To act. To breathe. To think.
To call things by their name.
To hold accountable those who are.
To invoke Coyolxauhqui and know we will be
Re-membered just as we are dis-membered.
We have been given another chance.
New Orleans will rise again
Will we? Will our right action prevail?
The answer is in each one of us. In our hearts
In our minds. And most of all in our souls.
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