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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The displacement of people beginning in the mid 

twentieth century to our day has assumed colossal 

proportions. Wars, civil unrest, ethnic conflicts, and 

economic factors force people to leave their country, 

leaving behind everything they have ever known. Scientific 

and technological advances have enabled us to explore other 

planets in a relentless effort to discover life and to 

possibly colonize them. Yet, during the span of humankind, 

humans have not been able to peacefully live together and 

understand and accept other cultures and ways of life. 

People from a different land are termed "aliens," as if 

they were from another planet. Xenophobia and racism are 

the most powerful devices the state creates in order to 

preponderate its conjectural supremacy. These behaviors, 

imbedded in the psyche of the masses, preclude us from 

fully accepting the "aliens" living amongst us. Yet, we 

all are potential aliens. When we travel to another land, 

we become aliens and become the object of close scrutiny 

and hate. 



Literature has been a medium through which 

intellectuals have attempted to, consciously or 

subconsciously, reconcile, explain, explore, expose, or 

negotiate differences among and within cultures. The three 

works analyzed in this space all deal with the subject of 

immigration and its effects on the children of those who 

must leave their country for various reasons. The writers, 

all immigrants, portray the characters' lives from 

different points of view. Nonetheless, the problems, 

difficulties, dilemmas, troubles, crises, predicaments, 

quandaries, are set in motion because they belong to a 

different culture. 

"Fugitive identities," the title of this thesis 

delineates the methodological approach to this study. The 

works analyzed, two from the Francophone literature and one 

from the Mexican-American-Border discourse, present similar 

issues where the characters* identities are excluded from 

main stream society, expunged, outlawed, and otherwise 

obliterated. Thus, the make-up of the individual's 

identity comes into question and how it is shaped by our 

surroundings. Moreover, it is necessary to explore the 

possibility that not only the individual's host culture 

imposes a predetermined identity but also our own culture 



plays an important role in how we view ourselves as 

individual members of a social group. Philippe Van Haute 

assertion on the individual's identity serves as 

theoretical frame for this study. In this regard, he 

states that 

The ego owes its identity to the other; in order 
to be or to become someone, I have to identify 
myself with something that comes without and thus 
with something I myself am not and have not 
brought about. I can only acquire my "own" 
identity by alienating myself in and through 
identification with another. (86) 

Van Haute's claim that "the ego owes its identity to the 

other" is accurate in the three works analyzed here. 

Marcelo and C16o, Alice and Jimmy, and Madjid, the main 

characters from C6te des-n6gres. The Uprooted Ones, and Le 

the au harem d'Archi Ahmed, respectively, fit this profile. 

They depend on someone else to determine who or what they 

are. Marcelo and Cleo look to their cultural and ethnic 

background taking as basis stereotypes and adapt them to 

their own beliefs of who they must become. Alice and Jimmy 

depend on the mass media for guidance. They seek to become 

Anglo-Saxon by emulating the models displayed in the radio 

and magazines. Madjid refuses to be shaped into a molded 

preconceived notion of who he needs to become. Although he 



vehemently struggles to maintain himself free of any 

impositions, he capitulates to the main stream society. 

As a result of the main characters' powerlessness to 

control the process of the shaping of their identity, they 

become loners. As Van Haute emphasizes, "in order to be or 

to become someone, I have to identify myself with something 

that comes without and thus with something I myself am not 

and have not brought about" (86). 

One needs to be someone; therefore, one must surrender 

to the norms society imposes upon its members. The works 

analyzed in this study present characters who must submit 

to someone or something in order to exist as part of a 

group. Marcelo, the main character in C6te des-n6gres, is 

required to abandon his friendship with C16o in order to 

gain the approval of his own ethnic group. Moreover, Cl6o 

confronts his own desires (something he is not), and gives 

into the hegemony of his ethnicity. Alice, one of the main 

characters of The Uprooted Ones, is conscious of her 

Mexican roots. Nevertheless, that same self-consciousness 

propels her to accept, even to search for, a code of 

conduct that will enable her to cast off her true self. 

Though she ends up giving up her desire to become the "true 

American" she thinks she must befit. Madjid, on the other 



hand, remains a dissenter of his cultural surroundings but 

ends up being a literal prisoner of his own identity. 

As Van Haute argues, identity comes from without. It 

is one's family who forms, structures, and molds our 

identity. In spite of this, we, as members of a larger 

group are influenced by various entities. We do not exist 

in a vacuum; therefore our notion of who we are is not 

chosen by our family nor by own selves. Family, school, 

friends, religion, and culture are establishments that 

contribute to the development of who we claim to be. 

Moreover, the political institutions, the state, dictate 

our identity. 

In order to maintain the status quo, its sense of 

hegemony over other national groups, and its own stability, 

the state must create a sense of belonging in its subjects. 

This indoctrination begins at school where the individual 

is programmed to be someone. He/she is given an identity. 

One may argue that indoctrination of who we are begins at 

home. Nevertheless, our family existed before we did and 

were indoctrinated by the educational system; then it is 

reasonable to conclude that our ideology of who we are 

begins at school. The term school here is used in its 

broad sense, to wit, the learned ideology from without and 



the conveying of it. This teaching is re-enforced by other 

institutions where the individual revolves. Family, 

school, friends, as aforementioned, even enemies, take part 

in the development of our sense of who we must be or 

become. It is in this context that the analysis of the 

authors' works is scrutinized. 

Mauricio Segura, the first author considered in this 

thesis examines the racial intolerance within immigrants 

themselves. He presents his work in a first person 

narration and analyzes the origins of the xenophobic 

discourse. By utilizing the "I" perspective, the author 

delves into the racist inner thoughts readers may engage 

albeit even subconsciously. Segura, himself an immigrant, 

subtly leads the reader to explore his/her own codes of 

belief in regards to the "other." 

Although an immigrant himself, J. Humberto Robles, the 

second author promulgates a corrosive dogma that permeates 

the Mexican-U.S. mainstream culture. His play presents 

some of the identity problems suffered by immigrant 

children due to the pressures of not only the host culture, 

but also their own. Theater mirrors life. However precise 

this mirroring might be, it is always a distortion of the 

reality facing the mirror. In the case of Robles, his play 



clearly reflects the dogmatic stance he and the Mexican 

government hold regarding the exodus Mexico has experienced 

since the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Mehdi Charef, author of Le th6 au harem d'Archi Ahmed, 

portrays the criminalization of a foreign identity within 

the French society. In that context, he parallels the 

immigrant and the French cultures/identities to show the 

existing paradox in the xenophobic discourse: the molding 

and imposition of a predetermined identity and the 

possibility that there are no absolutes in the case of 

cultures and identities. 



CHAPTER II 

RACIAL INTOLERANCE AND ITS DISCOURSE 

IN MAURICIO SEGURA'S 

C6TE-DES-NfeGRES 

...puis des ^changes k batons rompus ont suivi 
dans une langue que tu ne comprenais pas mais que 
tu entendais fr§quemment. (290) 

Cote-des-negres, by Mauricio Segura, portrays the 

plight of immigrant children living in Quebec, Canada, who 

desperately try to become part of their new society despite 

a hostile environment. Viewed through their young eyes, 

their lives mirror the dilemmas their immigrant parents 

must endure. The author presents a portrait of the 

immigrant community and exposes the problems immigrants' 

children have or face: racism, an educational system that 

does not meet their needs, isolation, fear, and how these 

issues affect their self-image and ethnic identity. These 

troubles are compounded by their inability to assimilate 

into their new culture. Their daily struggle for survival 

overwhelms them to such a point that they project their 

frustration, fears and anger onto themselves and others. 

Their self-loathing thwarts their assimilation into the new 



culture, thus they become their own worst enemy. Zeynep 

Aycan and Rabindra N. Kanungo point out that immigrants 

"bring with them a cultural baggage that contains a unique 

set of values, attitudes, socialization beliefs and 

behavioral norms required within the country of origin" 

(451) . As an immigrant himself, in his fiction Segura 

contributes a wealth of knowledge with to help us 

understand the predicaments immigrants face. The main 

character's "baggage," his personal story, and his culture, 

draw upon the author's own true to life story. 

Mauricio Segura was born in 1969 in Temuco, Chile. 

After he and his family lived in Argentina for some time, 

they migrated to Montreal. He studied economics and 

obtained a Ph.D. in French literature from McGill 

U.iiversity. C6te-des-negres is a realistic work in the 

sense that it endeavors to present life as one observes it, 

and a rather autobiographical novel because its author 

presents an array of characters who come from his hometown, 

Temuco. As Segura himself admitted: "C'est sflr que 

i'enfance de Marcelo, c'est la mienne" (1). M.H. Abrams 

asserts that "realistic fiction is written so as to give 

the effect that it represents life and the social world as 

it seems to the common reader, evoking the sense that its 



characters might in fact exist, and that such things might 

well happen" (174) . Unlike Segura, the characters of the 

novel do not have an education. They are literally 

concerned with their daily survival. The plethora of 

different ethnic groups, Haitians, Italians, Latinos, Jews, 

Asians, Japanese, Russian, and Argentines, to name just a 

few, along with their different cultural and language 

backgrounds contribute to a great extent to the various 

groups' isolation and lack of assimilation into the 

Quebecoise culture. 

The two young main characters of the novel, Marcelo and 

Cleo, both immigrants from Chile and Haiti, become friends 

but their dissimilar ethnic backgrounds, among other 

things, sever their friendship. The action takes place in 

Montreal's Cote des neiges neighborhood. The first 

paragraph of the story sets the tone: solitude, fear, 

conflicts caused by ethnic differences, and hate, which 

pervade the novel. In the opening pages, the students 

assemble in the gym waiting for the Principal. When he 

appears, he addresses the students but contrary to what one 

would expect, the students have no respect for the 

principal or for any other authority figure. Marcel and 

Cleo become friends after some "initiation" incidents. 
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However, as they grow up, they become aware of their ethnic 

backgrounds. Their pride for their roots becomes violently 

inflamed and they become enemies. Although they once had a 

great friendship, at the end, regardless of the good and 

bad times they had together, their cultural differences get 

in the way. Despite a similar background as immigrants, 

they remain enemies because of their inability to adapt to 

their new culture and to accept themselves for who they 

are. 

Migration: cause and effect 

In our global village, displacement is a daily 

occurrence. According to Grantmakers Concerned with 

Immigrants and Refugees, a philanthropic agency advocating 

for immigrants, "at least 185 million people live outside 

their countries of birth, up from 80 million three decades 

ago" (1). The same source indicates that in Canada, and 

according to the 1996 census, 17.4% of the population was 

foreign born. But what causes people to migrate? The 

journal Awake asserts that the main factor is the "push-

pull effect." The factors that motivate people to migrate 

-a better life, an escape from bad conditions in their own 

country, and local adversities- push the immigrant out of 
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his homeland and the foreign advantages pull (draw) him/her 

to migration (6-10). Many immigrants leave their country 

because of the deplorable living conditions. The extreme 

disparities between income levels of different countries 

compel them to seek a better life. Nevertheless, moving to 

another country does not necessarily solve their problems 

since they usually have to learn a new language and 

integrate into a new culture. Moreover, they face 

discrimination and racism. Julien Bauer, in his book Les 

minorites au Quebec, justifies these problems when he 

claims that 

les conditions dans les pays d'origine des 
immigrants 6taient souvent la cause de leur 
depart: ils ne voulaient plus subir les 
discriminations de leur pays de naissance. Les 
discriminations au Canada 6tant moindres, ils les 
acceptaient done plus facilement. Beaucoup 
estimaient que c'etait le prix ^ payer pour 
recommencer leur vie ici, que leur g6n6ration 
aurait a faire face a ce probl^me mais que les 
generations futures seraient 6pargn6es. (37) 

It is true that in most cases, when a person migrates 

to another country, his/her living conditions tend to 

better. However, the mere fact that he/she suffered 

repression in his/her own homeland, does not justify the 

maltreatment and exploitation he/she suffers in his/her new 

country. Immigrating to another country is one of the most 
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difficult and courageous decisions a family makes. The 

perils, challenges and barriers they have to face seem 

insurmountable and the changes they have to undergo are 

inevitable since they move to an entirely different way of 

life, another country, culture, another language. They 

have to contend not only with government officials who try 

to keep them away from their neighborhoods and cities but 

they also have to confront problems like racism and 

identity even among themselves. In our day, politically 

correct people call racism ethnocentrism, a less familiar 

word but fundamentally meaning the same thing. "[T]he 

belief that one's own customs, language, religion, and 

physical characteristics are better or more natural than 

those of others," says James Diego Vigil, "is termed 

ethnocentrism" (222). James maintains that only when the 

person, acts on these beliefs "to curtail their [the 

inferior race's] movement or freedom," then it is called 

racism. It is apparent that this definition is designed to 

change people's viewpoint on racism. Its objective is to 

allow its usage without having a negative reaction from 

those who suffer it. Regardless of what it is called, 

racism is deep-seated within our culture and is the cause 

of subjugation of those who are deemed inferior. Problems 
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like these are not restricted to Canada but they are faced 

by immigrants worldwide. It is a well known fact that 

immigration policies enacted by the few rich nations are 

designed to keep foreigners out. Only those who fit the 

established profile are admitted. Age, education, 

occupation, language ability are just some of the criteria 

followed by the Canadian government to keep undesirables 

out (Pakwatan.com). As immigrants settle in their new 

country, they deal with different adaptation problems: 

language, culture, loss of identity, among others; it is in 

this context that the characters in C6te-des-n6gres 

interact within their new society. 

Assimilation versus integration 

It is imperative to define the terms assimilation and 

integration since they will be used throughout this 

discussion, as they are the factors underscoring the main 

characters' failure to succeed in their new culture. The 

on-line Wordsmyth English Dictionary-Thesaurus defines 

assimilation as "the process by which minority groups, such 

as immigrants, slowly absorb the characteristics of the 

dominant culture." The American Heritage Dictionary of the 

English Language (4"̂  Ed.) defines the word integration as 

14 
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"The bringing of people of different racial or ethnic 

groups into unrestricted and equal association, as in 

society or an organization; desegregation" (Online). 

Melvin G. Holli proposes an all inclusive paradigm to 

elucidate how an immigrant assimilates into his new 

culture. It comprises all aspects of life and he asserts 

that 

they function as both powerful measures as well as 
predictors of assimilation. The proposition 
advanced here argues that assimilation occurs most 
easily in Modern host societies and most poorly in 
traditional host societies. The best single index 
for measuring integration into the host culture is 
intermarriage or exogamy... A second reliable 
index of absorption into the host society is 
residential dispersion by which the closely 
clustered ghettoes, colonies, neighborhoods, or 
farm towns with people mostly of the same ethnic 
nationality begin to disperse and scatter. A 
third reliable index of assimilation has been 
social and economic mobility. Movement up the job 
ladder from unskilled worker to skilled worker; 
from blue-collar to white-collar work; from jobs 
requiring very little formal education to work 
requiring specialized training or college degrees, 
has been a dependable benchmark for measuring 
movement from the immigrant culture into 
mainstream [society]. A fourth index of 
absorption into the new society is the steady 
deterioration of immigrant languages, which 
progressively diminish from the first through the 
third generation. (11-13) 

cate-des-n^gres presents characters who permanently act 

contrary to these factors that otherwise would facilitate 
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their assimilation into their new environment. They hardly 

socialize with members of a different ethnic group, much 

less intermarry. Ethnic identity is important for all the 

characters. They have the need to identify themselves as 

Latin-Americans, Italians, Haitians, etc. They congregate 

only with those of their own ethnic group. When a person 

from another ethnic group infiltrates their ethnic group, 

problems arise. When Cleo attends a Christmas party at 

Marcelo's neighborhood, everyone frowns upon his mere 

presence. When Cleo dances with Carolina, Juan's daughter, 

they are quick to object to his presence: 

... Ne I'ayant pas entendu, les deux 
s'etreignaient de plus belle, et Juan a tent6 
p^niblement de les s6parer. Enfin, il a agripp6 
le bras de Caroline, I'a tir6e vers lui et la 
insult^e vertement, mais elle I'a repouss§ 
aussitot en se pingant les narines. Pas du tout 
d̂ montfe, Juan a fix§ son attention sur Cl6o qui, 
sans Ciller, a soutenu son regard. C'6tait comme 
si Cl§o lui disait tout bas : vous me faites pas 
peur, monsieur. Toi, qui t'a invite ? C'est toi, 
Marcelo, qui lui as r§pondu : c'est moi qui I'ai 
invite. (159) 

It is a Latino party and therefore for Latinos only, 

according to them. They demand to know why he was there if 

he is a Haitian (156-59). This overzealous ethnic pride 

degenerates into hatred and racism among the immigrants 

themselves, thus creating a barrier among the different 

16 



ethnic groups. Not only do they hate people of a different 

ethnic origin but also, in C16o's case, he hates himself 

for being Haitian, for not being able to assimilate into a 

different culture, for being black and even because of his 

name (98). 

Residential dispersion is another factor that 

facilitates assimilation into a new culture. Nonetheless, 

in this novel, the reader can appreciate how the characters 

earnestly seek to live within their own ethnic group, as in 

the case with C16o's family: 

-Tu viens juste d'arriver au Canada? A demand^ 
Akira. -Non. J'ai habit6 S Saint-L6onard pendant 
trois mois. Mais ma m^re trouvait qu'il y avait 
pas assez d'Haitiens. -C'est un quartier 
d'Italiens, ca, a fait remarquer Akira. Mon 
cousin dit que 1^-bas si t'es pas Italien, ca 
prend pas de temps que tu retrouves avec la mafia 
au cul. lis pensent que le quartier leur 
appartient. (44) 

Social and economic mobility, the third factor 

essential in the assimilation of the immigrant into their 

new culture, is not the main goal of the immigrants 

portrayed in this novel. They are concerned with their 

daily survival, and in Clio's and Marcelo's case, they see 

each day at school as a battlefield where they have to 

fight for their life. Their parents* concern is with 

17 



earning a living so they can support their family. C16o's 

mother, for example, works hard even at night and has no 

time to care for him when he gets home from school (48-50). 

The fourth factor that Holli mentions is "the steady 

deterioration of immigrant languages, which progressively 

diminish from the first through the third generation" (13) . 

While there is no mention of any of the characters being 

born m Canada, one can assume they all are immigrants. 

Since their language skills are far better than their 

parents. They attend school and even though the school 

system is not the best, they are able to acquire the new 

language, French. In the strictest sense of the word, the 

characters in this work do integrate into their new 

society. They are not restricted to living in a determined 

location and have the freedom of associating with others. 

Thus they are integrated but not assimilated into their new 

culture. 

The characters in this novel are numerous and their 

personalities are very different, thereby depicting 

realistically their neighborhood. Their names and 

nicknames are closely related to their personalities and 

this is the only link to their ethnic identity. For 

example Pato, a nickname for Pascual, is a boy who is 

18 



timid, sometimes afraid, a crybaby, and foolish; his 

nickname denotes his personality because in Latin America 

when someone is called pato, it means that the person has a 

humble and timorous personality, but there is a dichotomy 

or bipolarity in the group of characters we encounter. 

While some are devoid of natural feelings towards others, 

others are very warm and full of positive feelings. 

Although they all experience the same problems: trying to 

survive in their new envirorment. CB and Flaco, the main 

characters and whose real names are C16o Bastide and 

Marcelo, prefer to be called by their nicknames because, in 

CB's case, he is ashamed of being who he is. Throughout 

the novel, we become aware of their personalities and how 

their identity is affected because they want to fit in but 

at the same time they do not want to become someone else. 

This conflict precludes them from building up a sense of 

identity. 

Regardless of who they are or where they try to settle, 

the majority of immigrants face the painful process of 

healing their severed roots and forming new bonds for the 

future. Feeling overwhelmed and excluded from mainstream 

society, the tragedy of losing their first home is 

compounded by the failure to adapt to their host culture. 
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The language barrier contributes greatly to diminish their 

adaptation. Although some immigrants like the Haitians, 

have the advantage of knowing French, having an accent 

makes them self-conscious. The protagonists' are 10-15 

year old and have different goals and dreams than their 

parents. They speak French with an accent which differs 

depending on where they come from, and live in a 

neighborhood where the majority of people are immigrants. 

The title itself, C6te des n^gres, is a direct ironic 

reference to the neighborhood where they live: C5te-des-

Neiges. They lead a life that is completely different than 

that of other children living in a different neighborhood. 

The novel portrays how their dreams are crushed by their 

problems and their inability to assimilate to their new 

r.ilieu. The adolescents search for their dreams and the 

love and warmth of a family; they fear rejection, solitude, 

and yearn for a place they can call their own. Cleo's 

first day at school was a torture. His Haitian accent, 

just as Marcelo's Latino accent (22), harmed his self-

image; It played an important role in determining his 

future interaction with people from different cultures. As 

part of assimilating to the new country, the immigrant 

gradually begins to lose his accent because being different 
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causes him to be more noticeable. In Clio's case, his 

Haitian accent makes him the laughing stock: 

On a touss§ discr^tement. Un 616ve, au fond, 
r6p6tait la phrase k voix basse en omettant les r, 
comme lui [C16o]. On secouait la t§te, on 
s'efforcait d'§touffer ses rires. Comme avec toi, 
la premiere fois, Marcelo : ils se moquaient de 
son accent. (22) 

To make matters worse, they give him a pejorative 

nickname: « barre de chocolat » deriding his ethnic 

background. Clfeo's mother has a heavy Haitian accent and 

he is ashamed of her, as the narrator implies when C16o's 

friends visit their home: "-CI60! Va ten dewo! M ap bezwin 

domi! Yo pa fe com toujou ak done tout jw6 la!" At once, 

Cleo tells his friends to leave. Seemingly, one may 

interpret his reaction as just being obedient. However^ 

because the reader has had previous clues as to how he 

reacts to embarrassing situations, it can be inferred that 

he is mortified by the situation. Instead of accepting and 

being proud of his ethnic background, he tries to hide the 

fact that his mother may be seen as an outsider^. By doing 

this, he turns against his own heritage. 

'As he grows older, he closes himself off from non-
Haitians. When he is with his gang, he talks Creole with 
them even if they are in front of Latinos. It seems as if 
he wants everyone to know that he has his own little world 
and no one else is allowed in but his own people. 
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Xenophobia and xenophobes 

Margaret Cho makes an interesting comment when she 

talks about self-hate and racism among people of the same 

race. She says that 

People of color making strides in a field run by 
the dominant culture tend to persecute others of 
their own background, because anyone else's 
success makes their own achievement seem 
unspectacular. It is a way to perpetuate the idea 
that race is unimportant, that it means so little 
that one attacks one's own kind to prove it. This 
is incredibly racist in itself. It is also the 
way we keep ourselves from really becoming strong 
and banding together. Worst of all, it is 
insidious. (126) 

Generally, people "carry racist perceptions of themselves" 

points out James (222). The novel exhibits both 

surreptitious and blatant racism by most of the characters. 

To make matters worse, each ethnic group thinks that it is 

impossible for them to be racist or prejudiced, diffusing 

this way of thinking intervivos, although they insult each 

other with bigoted remarks. For example, in an encounter 

between Flaco and CB, they dispute focuses on words and 

stereotypes (96-98). Flaco argues that words must be 

understood in the context they are uttered but CB 

disagrees. Both claim to be antiracist but the vehemence 

of their claims, the reader recognizes the underlying 
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intention of the author: one can be racist and still not be 

aware or it. In C6te-des-n§gres, Segura brings this issue 

to the fore not only in Clio's case but also in the case of 

the rest of the ethnic groups mentioned in the novel. At 

this point in the narration, C16o has made a significant 

progress towards integrating himself into his new 

environment in his acceptance by his peers, who in this 

case, would be the dominant culture of his microcosm. 

Additionally, stereotypes preclude the main characters 

from becoming a compact and cohesive group. Men, and even 

male children, are supposed to be strong and "take it like 

a man', (or as Pato says, "Prendre ga comme un homme") even 

though their feebleness may be obvious. Pato tries to live 

up to this stereotype although he knows he cannot do it: 

^Another example of such attitude is when they steal 
the condor from CB's locker. The indoctrination they have 
received from early age on how a man is supposed to act and 
react to different situations pushes them to go forward 
with their plans: "C'est vrai, il va se mettre a pleurer! 
Au m§me instant, il s'apergoit que son propre coeur lui 
defence la poitrine. Maintenant, Alfonso baisse la tete et 
cache ses yeux de son avant-bras. -Relaxe! Chuchote Pato. 
L'important c'est de pas paniquer. Flaco le dit tout le 
temps. Pas vrai? Dis moi que c'est vrai. Alfonso fait 
oui de la t§te. lis restent un moment sans rien dire. Les 
larmes et la figure innocente d'Alfonso I'irritent de plus 
en plus, I'odeur de sa transpiration lui pince les narines. 
II s'en veut de I'avoir choisi pour faire le coup... Les 
pas d'Alfonso ne r6sonnent qu'apr^s un moment, comme s'il 
le suivait ^ contrecoer" (16-17). 
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Quand ce dernier va apprendre qu'il s'est fait 
pincer, il va §tre furieux, c'est stir. II ferme 
les yeux: il ne reste qu'une chose k faire, 
prendre ga comme un homme. II s'apergoit que, 
Dios mio, ses dents claquent! Plus jamais je ne 
volerai, Dios mio, ayudame [sic], que no me 
peguen, plus jamais. Et si je me mets ^ courir 
Ici, tout de suite? Et si je crie? Tout k coup il 
pense: le condor! II I'a compl^tement oubli^. 
(33) 

This false attitude of extreme sense of bravery or male 

chauvinism is also displayed by many other ethnic groups. 

Remembering the phrase "Prendre ca comme un honraie" gives 

them courage to do things a man "should" do. In addition 

to this way of behavior, male sexual prowess is expected 

from Latin Americans, Italians, Haitians, and many other 

ethnic groups. Segura shamelessly and humorously refutes 

this myth when Carmen and Roberto, Marcelo's parents, talk 

about the reality of it all: 

-Ah, ces Haltiens! lis sont terribles. Au 
restaurant, il y en a deux. lis sont mari6s et 
ont tous les deux enfants. Tous les lundis, je 
vous jure, ils me racontent leurs baises de la fin 
de semaine. On rit comme des fous, parce qu'ils 
sont comme nous, ils racontent tout avec plein de 
details... Puis se ressaisissant: -Mais bon, je me 
dis aussi que ga ne doit pas etre drole pour leur 
femme. Mais aussitdt, il a avance la tete vers 
Roberto, lui a touch6 le bras et a chuchote: -lis 
ont un de ces app6tits sexuels, ces Haltiens ! 
Ouf ! lis sont pires que nous, compadre ! -Et 
c'est pas du racisme que de dire cela, a ajoute 
Juan, c'est qu'un constat... -A votre place, a-t-
elle lanc§ en faisant couler I'eau, je ne rirais 
pas trop fort. Tous les deux vous n'avez aucune 
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raison de vous moquer des autres. Aucune, et vous 
le savez! L'air plaisantin des hommes a disparu. 
-Ca c'est bien toi. Carmen, a marmonn6 Roberto. 
Reveiller les vieux demons. Surtout devant le 
p'tit... Combien de fois faut-il que je 
t'explique: tous les hommes ont de temps en temps 
des "accidents de parcours." (71) 

In spite of how hard these characters endeavor to live up 

to stereotypes, they fail. Struggling for acceptance at 

all costs drives them to disappointment and thus they 

resent themselves and everyone around them. The different 

ethnic groups are nominally integrated into their new 

society because they live in an "unrestricted and equal 

association," but this association is only a fagade that 

precludes them from absorbing the characteristics of the 

dominant culture and thereby achieving assimilation. 

To make matters worse, at school, they get mixed 

signals on how their attitude should be towards the new 

society to which they now belong. Their role models, their 

teachers, do nothing to nurture their self esteem. 

Barbeau, the school's principal, is a man who likes to make 

people wait for him. At the beginning of the novel, we know 

that the students have been waiting for him in the gym for 

twenty-five minutes already; moreover, he is "1'homme le 

plus seul au monde" (19). He does not care about the 
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students' education and is described as a little 

effeminate; according to the Latin (and many other) 

cultures, he is not an acceptable role model for the 

children. Serge, the physical education teacher, is the 

antithesis of Barbeau. He understands and cares about his 

students: 

II suscitait une telle admiration qu'il faisait 
des envieux chez les autres enseignants. Se 
precipitait vers lui et on se cramponnait k son 
cou -surtout les filles on se jetait dans ses 
bras, on le b^cotait, on lui confiait des secrets. 
Il etait une sorte de h6ros plus vrai que nature 
pour les gargons, et le premier amour de la 
plupart des filles. Mais seuls les courses et 
1'entrainement 1'int^ressaient. (27) 

Nevertheless, he has no influence over his students because 

for him only his classes were important. Alfonso, another 

child character, is a symbol of innocence and feebleness. 

His tears and his innocent demeanor irritate Flaco. On the 

other hand, we have Ketcia, a member of C16o's gang, who is 

completely the opposite of Alfonso. She represents self-

awareness and self-reproach, even more than CB, because she 

realizes she is ugly and came to the conclusion that no one 

would like her because of her appearance. Therefore, she 

decides to emulate all the personality traits of her male 
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gangster friends have. She becomes known as "un gargon 

manque! La fille a trois couilles!" (60). 

A product of the environment 

Selfishness, hatred, self-loathing and an environment 

foreign to their culture bring out the worst in almost all 

the characters. Assimilation becomes unattainable because 

of their unwillingness to accept others as equals. 

Regardless of how hard they try, they face an impossible 

task since their enemy is their own attitudes. Stereotypes 

play an important role in bringing forth inadaptability 

factors and engendering additional hatred. The school's 

principal claims the school problems "sont caus6es par des 

soi-disant conflits ethniques..." (18). When the socio

economic systems of the land undergo difficulties, 

"inunigrants are blamed for rising crime rates and high 

levels of unemployment" (Bresler 13). 

In reality, as it is shown throughout the novel, most 

of the characters' problems arise because of their self-

hate and/or low self-esteem caused by their incapability to 

come to grips with their new environment. For immigrants, 

learning a language is often a vicious cycle. When aliens 

cannot cope with the language and cultural loss, it often 
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causes depression, which in turn does not permit them to 

concentrate on the demands of learning the new language. 

Ultimately, the foreigner becomes more and more reluctant 

to take on the risk and sometimes humiliation of learning 

the language. The problem is compounded when the children 

assimilate the language and culture much faster than their 

parents do. This often leads to friction and a generation 

gap in immigrant families. But even when the children 

learn the new language, having an "accent" injures their 

self-image and as a result, even going to school is a 

torture as Clio's case unmistakably shows (25). C16o and 

everyone else use simple vocabulary, even fragile speech: 

"et toi, tu r^pondais par des monosyllabes, Marcelo" (102). 

To make matters worse, all ethnic groups think that it is 

impossible for them to be racist or prejudiced although 

they insult each other (96, 162). James advocates this 

idea when he argues that "the rationale is probably 

developed subconsciously to assuage the dominant group's 

conscience; it is a subtle form of racism, or *aversive' 

racism that still affects attitudes, if not behavior" 

(222). In addition to dealing with all the aforementioned 

problems above mentioned the characters in C6te-des-n6gres, 

have to deal with the hatred of the police, an institution 
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that is supposed to protect everyone (276). Moreover, 

another factor that contributes to the deterioration of 

their ethnic identity is the deficient school system that 

fails to meet their needs. The author describes the school 

as a prison where the students are constantly watched (11). 

Their principal has no patience and is unable or unwilling 

to fulfill his duties as educator: 

Cette ecole est devenue impossible, les el6ves 
font tout ce qui leur pass^ par la t§te. Barbeau 
aujourd'hui, d^cid^ment, a perdu les p6dales. 
C'est inexcusable... C'est pas la premiere fois 
qu'un directeur ou un prof perd le controle comme 
ga. En classe, ga arrive tout le temps. Bah, lui 
pourvu qu'il regoive son cheque tous les jeudis, 
il s'en fout pas mal...(20) 

Furthermore, there is a barrier between adults and children 

(246). There is no place for adults in the children's 

world and vice versa. The children listen to "Nirvana" 

while their parents listen to "ethnic" music like salsa and 

cumbia which the children detest (60). Although these 

facts do not necessarily mean that they isolate themselves, 

it does mean that they are not interested in their 

children's lives because they are ignored or they watch 

them constantly to impede their freedom of choice, thus 

fostering an environment nonconductive to assimilation. 

Ignored and misunderstood, in the best case scenario, they 
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wonder "si tous les parents sont comme ga, s'obstinant k 

culpabiliser leurs enfants" (55). C16o and Akira lack a 

father and a mother figure, respectively. Their parents 

are divorced; they console themselves the best way they 

can: 

-Mais il me parle au telephone. Quand il aura 
terming ses affaires, il va revenir a la maison et 
il va m'apporter plein de jouets. -Moi, mes 
parents ont divorce, a enchain6 Akira. Ca me 
derange pas trop, c'est arrive quand j'etais 
petit. C'est ma mere qui est parti. Mais elle, 
elle vient me voir toutes les fins de semaine.(47) 

One can see their plight through their own eyes. 

Throughout the novel the reader is not certain if the 

narrative voice is that of an adolescent or that of a 

child. In either case, the reader immerses himself in 

their world and sees the world through their eyes. Fear 

and solitude pervades the story. It is not fear of a 

parental figure or of an authority figure but it is fear of 

being who they are and fear of "the Other." They see "the 

other," be it the police, their parents, or a member of 

another ethnic group, as the enemy. 

According to some institutions that deal with 

immigrants, in order to assimilate themselves into their 

new culture, they advise immigrants not to 
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• withdraw from their host community; 

• consider their own culture superior; 

• make money and possessions the first thing in 

their life; 

• expect their children to cling to their original 

culture; 

• Look down on their parents because they have a 

different background 

• migrate separately from their family, if they can 

avoid it. 

The characters in Mauricio Segura's C6te-des-negres 

integrated themselves but failed to assimilate themselves 

into their new society; as consequence, their perception of 

their self-worth and ethnic identity suffers. Self-esteem 

plays an important role in everyone's life. When a person 

feels bad about him/her self, most likely, he/she will, in 

turn, feel bad about others. Quite often people with a 

weak identity and low self-esteem develop a false front or 

a fagade with which to face the world. The roles some 

assurr.e are familiar: the "tough guy," the promiscuous 

socialite, the outrageously clad punk rocker, etc. 

However, beneath the fagades, such youths still grapple 
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with feelings of inferiority. Cieo, Marcelo, and their 

respective gangs unsuccessfully try to accept themselves 

for who they were. In the end, it is they who suffer the 

most and, as a result, they end up hating themselves and 

everyone around them. 

The language of a nation is the gateway to its 

culture. While one may eventually be able to acquire the 

language, a new culture is far more difficult to acquire. 

This necessitates a degree of balance. An immigrant who 

wishes to succeed must be prepared to grapple with learning 

a new culture, while in the process, keeping intact his own 

personality and self-respect. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE CHASING OF AN ELUSIVE IDENTITY 

IN THE UPROOTED ONES BY 

J. HUMBERTO ROBLES 

J. Humberto Robles (1921), Mexican playwright and 

precursor of "Border Theater," brings to the fore the 

quandaries that immigrant children must endure in the 

United States. Alienation, acculturation, bi-cultural 

identities, are some of the issues discussed in this 

chapter. The author's point of view of these issues 

distorts the reality of the Mexican-American subject and 

gives the reader an opportunity to probe into the ideology 

of both mainstream societies: the Mexican and the U.S. 

Although Robles' writing style galumphs at times, the 

import of The Uprooted Ones is creditable for its depiction 

of problematical issues that plague a sizable number of 

individuals in the United States. The language utilized, 

Spanglish, archaic Spanish, regional dialects, makes this 

play, notwithstanding the anachronisms interspersed, a 

prelude to the discourse on national identity for Mexican-

Americans. The main theme of this play, presented from a 

paternalistic and ethnocentric viewpoint, feigns a real 
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sociological problem, that of Mexican immigrants and their 

life in the United States, enveloping unsubstantiated 

situations presented as facts. Although critically 

acclaimed, the one-sided point of view of the play renders 

it a gam between the author and the media that acclaims 

such work and present it as a sociological study portraying 

the "real" Mexican immigrant. 

The play's main theme is presented from a 

paternalistic and racist point of view. Anachronisms 

permeate it, discrediting the critics' claims of being a 

sociological study of the Mexican immigrant. This drama 

takes place in the living room of an immigrant family: 

Pancho, Aurelia, his wife, Joe, Jimmy and Alice, their 

children. Pancho and Aurelia come from an economically 

disadvantaged background and from a traditional, 

illiterate, Mexican family. Joe, their eldest son, was 

taught to respect his culture and his place in life. His 

behavior mirrors that of his parents. Alice and Jimmy, on 

the other hand, were educated in the American educational 

system. Alice is uncouth, rude, not only to her parents 

but also to anyone who is Hispanic. She only cares about 
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her so-called "bolillo"^ boyfriend, listening to music on 

the radio, reading gossip and fashion magazines. She runs 

away with him but he only uses her to satisfy his physical 

needs and dumps her soon after. She returns home 

humiliated and supposedly repentant. Jimmy, her brother, a 

juvenile drug dealer and high school dropout, has an affair 

with an .̂ inglo-Saxon prostitute who ultimately causes him to 

be arrested. 

The action takes place in south Texas, Corpus Christi, 

during the 1950. This was a difficult period for 

minorities living in the U.S.; they did not enjoy any of 

the civi^ rights they now have. At the end of the fifties 

and the beginning of the sixties, the civil rights movement 

was making progress. During the fifties, racial 

segregation had already been legally established by the 

"Separate but equal" doctrine (Plessy v. Ferguson, 1896). 

However, in 1954, the Supreme Court declared this law 

unconstitutional. Racial prejudice was rampant and it was 

not until 1967 that the law allowed interracial marriages. 

Although the law banning interracial marriages was 

abolished, society does not completely accept it. The 

'Term utilized to refer to an Anglo-Saxon male, 
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article "Interracial Marriages," published on-line by 

angelfire.com, sheds some light in this respect: 

The main problem among interracial marriages is 
not their history, their race, their marriage, or 
their children, the problem is society. If 
society were not so judgmental and concerned with 
race, people would live more happily. Relations 
among groups would be easier to develop if they 
didn't have to face the strains from society. 
Many things still have to be done within our 
society to allow race relation in our country, 
especially among marriages, to take another path, 
a positive path. (10) 

Nevertheless, the immigrants' children, as portrayed 

in the play, are the ones who suffer the consequences of 

segregation. These are difficult to face, because above 

all, their emotional well-being is compromised (especially 

Joe's and Alice's).^ 

The Uprooted Ones intends to present a realistic 

sociological framework of the mid twentieth century Mexican 

* The pop music culture brings out the difficulties 
immigrants undergo. Cumbia kings, a "pocho" group from 
Corpus Christi Texas, in their CD titled "Shhh" sing "I've 
heard many things since I was born; people ask me on what 
side [of the border] I grew up; those who tell me that my 
flag's color, is not in my heart, but in my wallet, I've 
heard my brothers criticize my condition, because I speak 
two languages, more English than Spanish... I've heard 
thousands of people who say that I will never, ever, have a 
Hispanic heart because I'm from over here; because I had to 
[migrate] a long time ago; to look for a little bit of 
freedom in these lands... and even if they keep on 
criticizing me, I won't make a reply, because the best word 
is the one you can silence [my translation]. Shhh. 
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immigrant family living in the south of the United States. 

However, this play depicts Jimmy and Alice, two of the main 

characters, having a love affair with Anglo-Saxon 

counterparts. Alice's case is highly improbable because 

her boyfriend's parents are rich (they own a nail factory) 

and upper-middle class. Although interracial marriages 

were not banned in all states, during the time when the 

action takes place, the Anglo-Saxon community was fiercely 

opposed to them.' 

In 1955, in a baksheesh attempt by the Mexican 

government. The Uprooted Ones won the "El Nacional" award 

and inaugurated the theatre season "Circulo-Granero" in 

1956. Without taking in consideration the different 

factors and/or background that cause certain attitudes or 

behaviors in the Mexican immigrant and his offspring, the 

play presents but a moment in the life of a family that 

^ In the U.S., marrying a person of color, to wit, 
anyone who was not Anglo-Saxon, was legally banned since 
1600 when Maryland enacted a law forbidding such marriages. 
By 1691, Virginia followed suit calling these marriages 
"that abominable mixture and spurious issue" (Interracial 
Marriages). By 1967, Loving vs. Virginia struck down the 
legal barriers for interracial marriages. However, even in 
our days, mainly in the American South, people still refuse 
to accept them. For example, in Wedowee, Alabama, at the 
Teakeck High school's prom, the principal threatened to 
cancel it if any interracial couples attended. (Jamieson 1) 
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does not represent the entire spectrum of this diverse 

ethnic group. Unable to fully integrate themselves into 

their host culture, with an ambiguous identity at best: 

"they do not search for their roots either," claims Magafta-

Esquivel. His comments, as obtuse as they are, represent 

the opinion of a considerable number of people, even though 

they do not have enough knowledge of the situation to 

formulate an informed opinion, who hare the same feeling. 

Their judgment comes from a different socio-economic 

perspective. This engenders not only lack of objectivity 

but also alienates the reader knowledgeable of current 

events affecting immigrants. 

The immigrants' inability to integrate to a foreign 

culture is presented as the main theme. The author intends 

to present the play from a pseudo-anthropological point of 

view by superficially interpreting a single event in the 

lives of the protagonists. He takes an incident, a 

juvenile mishap, over-exaggerates it, bases his assessment 

solely on a one day's 'observation,' and applies his 

assumptions to the immigrants' group as a whole. By doing 

this, he aims to persuade the reader to believe that every 

immigrant's situation undergoes the same thing every day. 

Robles does not take in consideration the vast 
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intercultural diversity among Mexican immigrants in the 

United States. They come to the U.S. for many different 

reasons, and for varied lengths of time: either 

temporarily, as tourists, students or temporary workers, or 

with the goal of settling permanently. The playwright 

grotesquely deforms the immigrants' image by utilizing and 

applying stereotypes to what, in his opinion, he believes 

to be the undeniable situation of this group. 

The Mexican immigrant comes to the United States, 

usually prompted by a mirage (that is why it is called "the 

American dream"), which sometimes turns into a nightmare 

because of the unrealistic expectations. Detractors of 

immigration, like the playwright, to the U.S. would like to 

ma:<e us believe that everything is negative in the life of 

an immigrant. Robles conceals the fact that in Mexico, 

only rich people have "security and protection"; 

underprivileged groups lack these essential constitutional 

rights. 

The subaltern cannot speak 

By presenting characters subordinated to others, with 

the exception of Elena, be it in the ideological, moral, or 

intellectual sense, the author implies that only certain 
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people, white upper-middle class, can think and make 

decisions for themselves. One can perceive a degree of 

disguised racism* by the author and the critics. 

^^ The Uprooted ones, the action takes place in the 

United States where the main characters' ethnic group is a 

minority. By inserting a character from a similar ethnic 

background, Elena\ the playwright domesticates the 

protagonists transforming them in a minority within a 

" Diego James Vigil terms this attitude as 
'ethnocentrism.' He states "that it exists in all cultures 
but operates at its most dangerous levels within societies 
having a subordinate minority population. The belief that 
one's own customs, language, religion, and physical 
characteristics are better or more natural than those of 
others is termed ethnocentrism. Minor and minute cultural 
and physical differences may often be given exclusive 
attention to prove the inferiority of another people. A 
cultural (and often a racial) group feeling good about 
Itself can represent a benign form of ethnocentrism. But 
malignant ethnocentrism leads one to focus on the alleged 
inferiority of others as an excuse to curtail their 
movement or freedom. Ethnic minorities in the United 
States have encountered a type of malignant ethnocentrism 
that has frequently turned into racism. After 
socioeconomic changes rearrange society, and cultural 
rationales solidify the barriers for status inequalities, 
then racial prejudice and discrimination is invoked to 
instill feelings of inferiority and mobilize institutions 
to keep minorities subjugated" (222). 

Elena represents the hegemonic Mexican society 
reclaiming its 'right' to decide the destiny of its 
subalterns. Although by U.S. standards, at that time, 
Elena was also considered a non-white person due to her 
national origin. 
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minority. In "Can The Subaltern Speak?" Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak, questions the patriarchal ideology that 

claims the in/ability and/or right and effectiveness of 

minorities, "the subaltern," of speaking for themselves and 

of deciding their destiny (24-28). Elena expresses the 

playwright's alter ego, the putative ethnocentric attitude 

described by James. Her costumes, speech, she speaks 

"correct" Spanish, social status, and her patriarchal 

ideology are better, in her opinion, than her host family 

that gladly offered her lodging, because they do not speak 

properly, nor do they have an education. Worst of it all 

IS the fact that this same ideology is mirrored by the 

"pocho" characters who think that Elena's way of thinking 

and, therefore, that of the hegemonic society, is the right 

way. In the conversation between Elena and Joe, one can 

discern the author's ethnocentric intentions. Joe 

expresses gratitude because Elena accepted, although 

reticently, his parents' invitation to spend the night with 

them. Naively, he assumes that he and Elena belong to the 

same "race*" and tries to explain his lack of knowledge of 

* It must be understood that for Mexicans, race means 
being Mexican and this term does not have the exact same 
meaning it does in English. 
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"correct" Spanish because in school they have to speak 

English. His being "pocho" poses a barrier to succeeding 

in life. On the one hand, if he goes to Mexico, people 

make fun of him because he speaks "mocho [broken Spanish].' 

However, if when he is in the United States, he is 

subjected to ridicule by white people. Anywhere he goes 

"it's sam'oh" (171). The conversation he and Elena have 

shows the problematic issues immigrants' children have to 

face: being m between two languages, ridicule, hatred and 

discrimination, from both cultures, their own and the 

Mexican. However, although maltreated in the United 

States, immigrants prefer to live here because it is the 

lesser evil. Joe quickly realizes that the idealized 

images that his father longs for are only a dream from his 

past.' 

^ A vivid example of such idealization is ever present 
in pop northern Mexican music, favored by the people who 
live in the U.S. Mexico border. The band "Los tigres del 
norte" has popularized this genre by singing themes dealing 
with the lives of Mexican immigrants in the U.S. Their 
constant desire to return to Mexico permeates this type of 
music. The song "El mojado acaudalado" [the rich wetback] 
resonates the nostalgic, languid and ever present sentiment 
of returning home: "Beautiful Mexico is waiting for me. 
That is why I am going to leave; I am the rich wetback, but 
in my country I want to die [my translation]" states the 
introduction to the CD of the same title. Moreover, Myron 
Lichtblau argues that "remembrance and nostalgia are 

42 



Ethnocentric individuals focus their attention to 

insignificant differences between their ethnic group and 

that of "the other" to justify their conduct. The reality 

is that the word ethnocentrism is an embellished, 

politically correct, it is a term utilized to veil its true 

meaning: racism. By bending the term's meaning, one 

justifies such attitudes and behaviors; thus, they become 

accepted. Whether racist practices are open or subtle, 

conscious or subconscious, they create in minority groups 

an inferiority'" complex difficult to overcome (James 222) . 

Acculturated but not assimilated 

In Los desarraigados, Alice is an example of the 

dysfunctional immigrant. Individuals with a variety of 

problems, whether emotional/mental and or social, are 

labeled "disfunctional" (Heller 1). The process of 

inherent in all forms of exilic literatures" (11). 
Although the focus of this paper is not Mexican pop music, 
this genre concerns this study because it deals with 
immigrants and the lives they lead. 

'"This emotional problem re-emerge, as seen in The 
Uprooted Ones, by rebellious attitudes, juvenile 
delinquency, defying authority figures, self-rejection, and 
other negative behaviors. Oftentimes, this is labeled as a 
"dysfunctional" individual. 
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acculturation is omnipresent in this play. According to 

Doman Lum, 

Acculturation is a complex, long term process 
involving learning, reevaluating, and coping with 
both the original and the host cultures. People 
with different levels of acculturation may suffer 
from different kinds of problems and manifest 
special characteristics. We propose the 
following five types of acculturation patterns: 
(a) marginality: neurotic type; (b) marginality: 
released ("deviant") type; (c) traditionalism; 
(d) over-acculturation; and (e) biculturation. 
(214) 

In The Uprooted Ones, the characters face two main 

types of problems: psychological and discrimination because 

of their ethnic background. Their inability to adapt to 

their bicultural environment ruptures their relationships 

at home and with their outside world. In regards to the 

individual's identity, Gilberto Jimenez points out that 

Every social actor may be considered from two 
perspectives: as an object, that is to say, from 
the external observer's point of view who 
observes from outside as a social identity; and 
as a subject, that is, from the social actor's 
own point of view who sees himself as a conscious 
source motivated by its own action [my 
translation]. (23) 

The characters in this play, as members of a society, 

and social actors, establish their own identity according 

to what everyone else thinks it means to be Mexican. By 
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and large, the character identifies himself with one 

particular nationality according to the expectancies set, 

not only by the hegemonic culture, but also by the media 

that utilize stereotypes to create a national identity. 

When the subject is unable to reach the set expectancies, 

the individual/social actor experiences what he deems to be 

a "loss of identity." 

However, an individual's identity is not stationary. 

It changes through time. Moreover, as Jose Manuel 

Valenzuela Arce points out, "identities are plural and 

inevitable; it is not possible to disregard them because 

they are analogous to human existence [and] humankind is 

not subject to a specific identity" [my translation] (154). 

The main characters in this play exhibit a colossal 

confusion because it is extremely difficult for them to 

decide to what group they belong. For this reason, they 

refuse to label themselves and allow others to put a label 

them. Children grow up with the cultural ideas, imposed by 

their parents, of who they are; however, they grow up in 

and receive an education from the "American" culture. They 

have to face not only the anti-immigrant sentiment that 

impregnates the culture where they reside, but also the 

rampant discrimination with which they are attacked by 
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different groups intolerant of cultural diversity. The 

anti-immigrant sentiment is not an occurrence affecting one 

place only; it is a global phenomenon." 

One of the characters, Alice, suffers an internal 

identity conflict: when her father, Pancho, argues with her 

because of her lack of appreciation for what her mother 

aces ror them at home. She screams at him saying she is 

not a Mexican. Her father then turns to his son Jimmy to 

ask him: 

Pancho: ;Jimmy!... jjimmito!... wait son... You 
are Mexican, right? 

Jimmy: Mmmm? (Silence. He thinks about 
it)...Yep! 

Pancho: And... are you not proud to be Mexican? 
Jimmy: (Astonished and after a long silence)... I 

think I am... Why? 
Pancho: Look... It ain't a matter of thinkin' you 

are... you feel it. You feel it right? 
Jimmy: (After a long silence)... Yes... 

(Silence). Why? 

•' According to a report by the United Nations, "The 
Population Division has monitored Governments' perceptions 
of and policies towards immigration and emigration levels 
since 1976, but only recently have a significant number of 
countries reported that they have explicit policies to 
intervene to affect levels of immigration or emigration. In 
the mid-1990s, approximately 40 per cent of countries had 
formulated policies to raise or lower immigration, and 24 
per cent had policies to change emigration. During the past 
two decades, the percentage of Governments that view their 
country's immigration level as too high has increased from 
6 to 21 per cent. Among developed countries, 29 per cent 
consider immigration too high." 
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Pancho: And you are not ashamed of your "race," 
right? (a little hesitant, Jimmy shakes his 
head negatively) Wouldn't you have liked to 
have been born in Mexico? 

Jimmy: Of course! 
Pancho: Why? 
Jimmy: Well... (Long silence) 'cuz they say it is 

pretty. 
Pancho: Is that the only reason why? 
Jimmy: Well, no... 
Pancho: So...? (Long silence) Tell me...! say it! 
Jimmy: 'cuz I want to know Acapulco. 
Pancho: Well... i don wanna... Tell me...! Would 

you like to live over there the rest of your 
life? 

Jimmy: Mmm... I don't know. (Silence) I don' 
think I would like to go live there for the 
rest of my life... no. 

Pancho: And why not? 
Jimmy: Well... (Silence) 'cuz I was born here. 
Pancho: 'cuz you was born here... (talking to 

himself) yeah...maybe you're right... (He 
slowly goes up the stairs) *cuz you was 
born here... 'cuz y'all was born here... to 
know Acapulco... (He exits, to Jimmy's 
surprise, who can't understand what had just 
happened and he sees his father disappear 
without a care about the conversation. The 
phone rings. Jimmy answers). [my 
translation] (153) 

One of the intrinsic conflicts affecting the great 

majority of immigrants is what the United Nations calls 

'national identity.' Robles manifests this issue in his 

work by presenting groups and subgroups represented by 

different characters. Chiefly, Robles creates an obvious 

split between groups by giving them English or Spanish 

names depending on their place of origin. For example, 
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Elena, Aurelia and Pancho, have Spanish names because they 

are from Mexico. Their children have English names: Alice, 

Jimmy, and Joe. 

Jimmy and Alice were born and raised between two 

cultures: the Mexican and the American cultures. The 

author presents the cultural issues they -those Mexicans 

who live "on the other side"- have to meet head-on, the 

resulting commotion and the unavoidable confrontational 

matters. 

A stereotype is, according to Somewhere to Turn: 

Making Domestic Violence Services Accesible to Battered 

Immigrant Women. A "How To" Manual for Battered Women's 

Advocates and Service Providers "a generalization about an 

entire group that is based on distorted cultural norms, 

cultural misunderstandings, or real/perceived 

characteristics of an individual member of that group" (5). 

Robles grotesquely stereotypes his characters by 

juxtaposing two social classes: the upper-middle class and 

the low-disadvantaged class. Guillermo E. Hernandez 

affirms that 

In this drama, an older Mexican immigrant couple 
who reside in the United States suffer 
exploitation and homesickness as they helplessly 
watch the self defeat of their children, who grow 
up amid moral decadence. The protagonist in the 
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play is a rebellious upper middle-class young 
woman from Mexico City who reconverts into a 
dutiful daughter and becomes fully appreciative 
of the superior cultural values of Mexican 
society, after observing the plight of her 
Mexican immigrant hosts in the United States. 
Her decision to return to Mexico solves her 
immediate personal conflict, but this denouement 
has larger significance, since it involves a 
comparison between the moral values of Mexico and 
those of the United States. The message of the 
play is that Chicano problems are self-inflicted 
and would cease to exist upon their return to 
Mexico, where there still is morality, family 
integrity, and the possibility of achieving a 
fulfilling life. (1) 

Migrating cultures 

Assimilation and acculturation are two important 

issues applicable to this play, especially to the 

characters born and raised in the United States. Doman Lum 

asserts that both processes take time and cannot happen 

overnight. By modifying or adapting the maternal tongue to 

their needs, having English names (Joe, Jimmy, and Alice), 

changing their traditional cultural values (for example, 

the type of music Jimmy and Alice listen to), and imitating 

the host culture's values and lifestyle (the way Alice 

dresses, the books she reads, the sports she plays 

[bowling], etc.), these characters slowly integrate into 

the American way of life. 
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On the other hand, their parents' inability to 

assimilate presents a disadvantage to their children. 

Although they have lived in the U.S. for over thirty years, 

they have not fully assimilated. Lum states the reason why 

individuals partially assimilate themselves into their new 

culture when he says that 

Partial assimilation refers to selective 
participation in the dominant culture; for 
example, individuals might work in the dominant 
society but participate in ethnic coitmiunity 
activities in their own minority group. (84) 

For example, Aurelia, Pancho's wife, worked for many 

years in a laundromat. Nevertheless, her knowledge of 

English is very limited. Pancho, on the other hand, has 

worked for a "bolio" for thirty years. Yet, throughout the 

play, he does not use any phrases in English because he 

thinks he and his children should speak in "chrestian" 

[sic]. The children, Joe, Jimmy and Alice, have surpassed 

their parents' assimilation process. Lum assures us that 

Cultural assimilation refers to acculturation, or 
the replacement of minority-group cultural traits 
with those of the dominant community. Structural 
assimilation deals with the integration of social 
interaction, or the replacement of minority-group 
institutions and informal social patterns with 
participation in the dominant community. The 
dominant society is more apt to allow minority 
assimilation on a cultural than on a structural 
level. It resists the assimilation of minorities 
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into social institutions (intermarriage), 
organizations, (social club, church), and primary 
social groups (family). Although assimilation of 
dominant values and practices does occur, 
minority groups increasingly are maintaining 
their own culture. (84) 

This process is seen in the characters' attitudes. 

Everyone responds differently to a particular situation. 

For example, older people, Aurelia, Pancho, and to a 

certain degree Joe, exhibit a deeper appreciation for the 

Mexican culture and its language. The parents feel they 

are loosing their children's respect while the children 

resent their parents impositions because they want them to 

continue their Mexican traditions, which the children see 

as "archaic." 

The language skills Joe, Alice and Jimmy display are 

excessively precarious. Language serves as a barometer to 

measure one's education and social status (in the Mexican 

culture). Alice and Jimmy employ a rudimentary lexis, a 

corrJomation of English and Spanish. Academics have termed 

it Spanglish. This hybrid language is used by the 

characters in The Uprooted Ones, with the exception of 

Elena who uses 'proper' Spanish. Elena's attitude when 

referring to Aurelia and her family's speech is similar to 
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Octavio Paz's when he was asked about the "espangies,'^" as 

it is also called, he said "it is not good nor bad, but 

abominable" (qtd. Stavans 74:3 555). The issue of language 

has to do with power, the power to establish grammatical 

rules and power over peoples. When the first book of 

Castilian language was published, its author, Elio Antonio 

de Lebrija, gave a copy to Queen Isabel of Castile. She 

asked him what it was. He replied, "an instrument of 

imperialism your majesty" (qtd. Fox 40). 

The majority of the characters in The Uprooted Ones 

employ "Spanglish" as a daily means of communication. 

Nevertheless, they feel they their way of speaking is not 

'correct' because people mock them for it. According to 

the introduction to the publication A Look at Juvenile 

Delinquency, from the United States Department of Health, 

Education and Welfare, Children's Bureau Publication no. 

380, 1960, along with other factors, the American way of 

life is greatly impacted by the environment where we grow 

up: 

What is vastly different today is the world in 
which these children are growing up. As we 
realize this, we are able to understand better 
some of the aspects of modern juvenile 

^̂  Spanglish. 
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delinquency. Never in past history has the pace 
of change been so rapid in our values and how we 
live. Of all of us, the young feel this the 
most. Atom bombs and atomic power, the thrust 
towards automation, shifting cultural patterns, 
rapidly increasing population, family mobility, 
the incalculable influence of television and 
other mass media in shaping reality for 
youngsters, and shrinking needs for unskilled 
workers, more working mothers... - These are just 
some of the ingredients in our way of life which 
strike children with tremendous impact. (490) 

Assimilation is also gauged by how fluently one speaks 

the language. But as Sandra Taurisano Copenhaguen and 

Blanca Torres Alonso, "other theories that validate culture 

in a historical and social context understand that language 

is both determined by our social and natural being which 

creates and re-creates relations in our natural and social 

worlds for us" (1). It is a multidimensional process where 

ethnic groups blend together to form a compact community. 

An important dimension in this process is the 

structural integration. Interracial marriages are evidence 

for the level of this phase of integration and 

assimilation. As immigrants level of education increases, 

segregation at the geographical level lessens and the 

mobility of the ethnic group increases. As discrimination 

diminishes, interracial marriages increase (Becerra 164). 
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The process of assimilation indicates the preferences 

Mexican-Americans have in regards to friends, interpersonal 

relations, the type of individuals with which they 

associate, community and family ties, food, entertainment, 

religion, and cultural practices. Moreover, the cognitive 

process, namely, the thought process, when it takes place 

in the new language indicates the degree of assimilation 

into the new culture (Taurisano & Alonso 3). 

Pablo Vila claims that "some Chicanes use nationality 

as a divide, and construct Mexican nationals as the 

"other." Anglos use an ethnic classificatory system to 

lump together Mexicans and Chicanes as they construct the 

inferior "other" (4). Jimmy is an example of this type of 

thinking because he considers himself different to Anglos 

when it is convenient for him (176). On the one hand, he 

complains because Anglos have more opportunities than 

Chicanes but he dees not think anything of his having an 

affair with an Anglo prostitute (175). Robles uses the 

ethnic differences to create a barrier between cultures and 

to label Mexican American and Anglos as inferior and 

superior without even considering the chance they might be 

equal. The children's lives, en the other hand, have been 

transformed by (1) their parents and (2) by the environment 
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where they live. Their parents, subconsciously, by giving 

them English names, took the first step to facilitate their 

assimilation. By attending school in the United States, 

the children were forced to abandon their native tongue. 

They adapted to and adopted the behavioral patterns imposed 

by the educational system. Alice openly adopted these 

patterns while Joe still resisted abandoning everything 

from his Mexican roots. The mass media, like the radio, 

television, and fashion magazines that Alice reads, 

influence their perception on what it means to be an 

American." She desires to be white but the impossibility 

of becoming white prompts her identity crisis. But 

suddenly, with Elena's intervention, she comes to her 

senses and accepts her roots. Jimmy's behavior differs 

frorr. .̂ .lice's. He shows his yearning to become accepted in 

the hegemonic culture. He establishes a relationship with 

an older Angle-Saxon prostitute. He believes she truly 

loves him because she does not charge him for her services 

and occasionally, she talks to him. Still, his inability 

to fully assimilate into the American culture affects him 

''In their minds, to be a real American means to be 
White. 

55 



in a different way than his sister. He gets involved in 

its subculture'" and chooses to adhere to it worsening his 

goal of becoming a 'true American.' His illicit way of 

life prevents him from achieving acceptance and he becomes 

a rebel and an antisocial. 

Kathryn Harker, in her article titled "Immigrant 

Generation, Assimilation, And Adolescent Psychological 

Well-Being," describes the Mexican American immigrant 

family m the following terms 

Immigrant children and their parents tend to 
perceive their host society and their 
relationships with it from different angles. The 
younger generation tends to focus on current 
adjustment, paying attention to the external 
traits of what they have come to define as being 
"American." They struggle to fit in based on a 
frame of reference that they have acquired from 
their American peers and from television and 
other forms of mass media. They often find 
themselves confused by such cjuestions as: how do 
I fit into American culture and my own ethnic 
culture at the same time? Which side should I 
stay loyal to, American or my own ethnic culture? 
(969) 

The Uprooted Ones exposes a somewhat historic point of 

view of the Mexican American immigrant family; although by 

the way it is presented, one may conclude it is a 

hysterical viewpoint instead. When speaking about this 

'*Drugs and crime. 
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social issue, one risks falling into the nationalistic 

fervor this discourse leaving aside the human factor of the 

issue. The solid basis of this play is the theme brought 

to the fore. The Mexican American ethnic group is of 

considerable size; therefore, the plot and theme bestow 

importance to the play, though its audience may be 

alienated because the playwright lacks a clear vision of 

this issue. Robles strives to provide a simple solution to 

a complex problem. This light approach caricaturizes a 

whole group of individuals who deserve to be represented in 

a veritable manner. The problems Mexican American 

irr.:r.igrants and their assimilation, or their lack thereof, 

cannot be solved effortlessly, as Robles would want us to 

believe. It provokes in an informed audience to cachinnate 

for his lack of objectivity. Although he pretends to 

'help' them through this play, he should understand that it 

is necessary to change attitudes and behaviors not only 

those of the host culture but also those of the Mexican 

culture. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE CRIMINALIZATION OF THE IMMIGRANT IDENTITY 

IN LE TH£ AU HAREM D'ARCHI AHMED 

BY MEHDI CHAREF 

Entre deux mondes, entre deux mondes. On evolue 
tous entre deux mondes. Assumer sa vie sous la 
pression. Preserver sa vie, preserver son monde. 
Entre deux mondes, entre deux mondes. Preserver 
sa vie, preserver son monde. Et sa passion, 
passion, passion, sans pression. (Projet Factor 
X « Entre 2 mondes. ») 

Identity is a socio-political construct that binds the 

members of a culture". Society, in order to maintain the 

cohesiveness'* of the unit, confers a distinctive set of 

identifiers to provide its subjects with a sense of 

belo.aging. When the individual egresses his/her social 

"̂  One may compare the individual's identity to 
nationalism, a socio-political devise created to maintain 
the cohesiveness of the nation. It is true that the 
person's identity is more of a cultural construct. 
However, if analyzed on how it is formed, one comes to the 
conclusion that it is the state that assigns us a 
determined identity. The individual is a social being, to 
wit, she/he needs to associate with ether people to fulfill 
his/her need of interaction: family, religion, school, 
social milieu, nation. 

'̂  On the other hand, social exclusion is another way 
of maintaining, to a certain degree, a unified social 
entity. 
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environment and she/he is infused into a different 

civilization, s/he must spar his/her way into a degree of 

tolerance. It is the incongruent worth assigned to one's 

culture that clashes with the foreign subject interleaved 

in a new environment. In Mehdi Charef' s Le the au harem 

d'Archi Ahmed, the subject matter addressed is precisely 

the conflict resulting from the "incursion" of an 

individual, Madjid, the main character of the novel, into a 

culture different than his, yielding as a result a 

criminalized or fugitive identity. 

^̂  This term, tolerance, is reluctantly used for lack 
of a better word. Tolerance implies that one person, or 
group, is better than the other. 

•" T.̂.e article "Les Beurs in France" explicates the 
Beur culture as having its origins, at least in the public 
eye, during "La marche pour I'egalite et centre le 
racisme." Moreover, it also explains that "although they 
are very different texts in terms of the class, ethnic, 
gender and generational backgrounds of their respective 
authors, they are all nonetheless interrogations of culture 
and of cultural identity. Beur writing is, above all 
things, about identity formation and identity politics: 
about what it means to be French and not French, Arab and 
not Arab (3). 
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Erasure of identities 

Le the au harem d'Archi Ahmed presents a paradox in 

regards to identities where, little by little, all 

identities wane until they become just an allusion to the 

original self (in the case of those characters who have a 

defined identity") . The title itself is rotund with 

multifaceted meanings. Its first meaning, the literal, 

refers to a harem that does not exist. Although the novel 

encompasses a variety of female characters, it is far from 

being or even symbolizing a harem. These women in this 

novel, although portraying roles completely different from 

that traditional role assigned in their culture,^" ascertain 

a degree of power over men, the opposite of a female in a 

harem. Malika and Josette are an example of the subversion 

•' Generally speaking, adult characters tend to present 
a defined identity since they have had time to be molded by 
their cultural surroundings. However, young characters, 
especially those living in a different milieu than their 
parents' culture, tend to have identity problems. They 
struggle to find who they really are between two cultures 
that pull them inwards. 

'̂ In this regard. Alec G. Hargreaves, in his book 
Voices From The North African immigrant Community in France 
ImiT.igration And Identity in Beur Fiction, contends that 
"The strongest areas of conflict are apt to revolve around 
the regulation of relations between the sexes. Islam 
assigns a dominant role to men, and forbids public signs of 
female sexuality. (20) 
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of the feminine role in the Islamic culture. Malika has to 

vie not only with coming to grips with her role in society 

but also with her whole family. Her children, husband and 

neighbors all depend on her for their fortitude in a 

cantankerous milieu. She has to take care of her husband, 

who fell on his head from a rooftop while working and was 

unable to recuperate his normal health, because he is now 

just like another child. Madjid, her eldest son, although 

he is eighteen years old, has no education, no job nor the 

desire to acquire either. Malika is the sole provider for 

her family; she not only provides the material necessities 

but also the emotional and even physical^' support that her 

family and neighbors need (14-17). Her fearless actions 

protect Elise Levesque, her neighbor, from the beatings of 

her husband: "Malika n'ecoute guere les insultes de 

Levesque, elle le tient, elle ne le ISche plus jusqu'^ ce 

qu'il s'essouffle" (16). The feebleness, humbleness, and 

submission she is supposed to exhibit, according to her 

culture, is no longer a part of her personality. She is 

^̂  It is interesting to note that Malika rescues not 
only her neighbor Elise Levesque from her abusive husband 
but also saves Josette when she is on the brink of suicide. 
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courageous enough to take on anyone" who threatens the 

well-being of a loved one, including her drunkard neighbor 

who is described as "...bourre coitmie une vache, les yeux 

rouges, haineux, pleins de violence..." (16). Moreover, she 

has to provide for the needs of her family because Madjid, 

her eldest son, refuses to work, shattering her hopes of 

his being a productive member of society: 

Tout jeunes maries, les parents ont emigre. lis 
voulaient faire des gosses qui aillent ci 1'ecole 
pour devenir des medecins, ou des avocats, ou des 
maitres d'ecole, comme on dit a la campagne. Et 
dej^ le ch6mage pour Madjid et le pere... -Va 
chercher ton pere ! repete Malika. Madjid ne 
bouge pas de sa chaise. Pour bien montrer k sa 
mere qu'il ne I'ecoute pas, il fait des grimaces 
k sa petite soeur, qui en rit. La mere explose, 
crie en arabe : -Tu veux quand meme pas que ce 
soit moi qui aille chercher ton pere, hein ? II 
fait un pied de nez k sa petite sceur. La mere, 
en frangais : -Fatigui, moi, malade. Ji 
travaille li matin, li menage k I'icole et toi di 
dors. Ji fi li menage dans li bureau li soir et k 
la maison. Fatigui moi, fatigui. Hein finiant, 
va. Et ji cours a la mairie, k I'ide sociale, k 
I'assistance sociale... j'ai mal ci mi jambes... 
et ti promenes... Ah mon Dieu. (19) 

Although Malika still practices her religion, she acts 

according to what the situation requires of her, not taking 

^̂  "Quand, epuise de gesticuler, de menacer, de hurler, 
tenu par la grosse Malika qui d6cidement n'a peur de rien, 
on I'eramdne dans sa chambre, il fatigue, le pere Levesque" 
(Charef 17). 
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in consideration her assigned role in society. By doing 

this, her Muslim Algerian identity gradually fades to give 

way to a new facet: an immigrant woman who takes charge of 

the situation without questioning her ability or authority 

to do so. 

On the other hand, Josette, a divorced woman with a 

child, although emotionally less strong than Malika, takes 

care of her responsibilities: she works to provide for her 

son. She also is assertive when she has to deal with her 

ex-husband. Furthermore, she allows herself to feel sexual 

desires, though being by herself inhibits her acting out on 

what she feels like doing. It may be argued that she is 

not subversive to her feminine role because she tried to 

commit suicide. However, her decision not to kill herself 

and keep fighting against all odds makes her a strong 

character. 

The second meaning veiled in the title, a play of 

words, makes reference to Archimede's theorem. According 

to the Merriam-Webster on-line dictionary, a theorem is (1) 

a formula, proposition, or statement in mathematics or 

logic deduced or to be deduced from other formulas or 

propositions, (2) an idea accepted or proposed as a 

demonstrable truth often as a part of a general theory. 
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Although the allusion to the "Theoreme D'Archimede" may be 

only a play on words for some, it is possible to assert 

that there may be more involved. For example, given the 

two definitions listed above, one may infer that if we 

reason that foreign identities are prone to erasure, (a 

proposed idea accepted as a demonstrable truth as one is 

led to believe by the narrator), then we may conclude that 

the main theme of the novel is that of the progression and 

or process an identity undergoes to assimilate and ceases 

being foreign." In the social sciences, nothing can be 

proven the way it is proven in the exact sciences. One may 

conclude then that the above reasoning may be more 

axiomatic rather than anything close to a theorem 

deduction. 

A salient feature in most Beur literature is the lack 

of proper names in the titles. Although in this novel 

'̂  Alec G. Hargreaves argues that "The children of 
immigrants, like children everywhere, internalize certain 
habits of mind in the process of growing up. Shared habits 
of this kind are characteristic of a culture, which serves 
as a bridge between past experiences and future 
projections. However, [...] the beurs find themselves 
participating in different and sometimes conflicting 
cultures." Voices From The North African Inmiigrant 
Community in France Immigration And Identity in Beur 
Fiction (16). 

64 



there is a proper name, it misleads the reader because it 

is not the name of a character but a reference to images in 

the mind of Pat,̂ " one of the characters. There is no harem 

and there is no Archi Ahmed." The title is a reference to 

the intricacy of the identity complexities faced by 

bicultural individuals as symbolized by Pat's incapability 

of spelling a simple word: theorem. 

Criminal identities 

Cultures and their economic and socio-political 

systems are designed to exclude personae non-gratae." If a 

person does not fulfill the requirements society imposes. 

'^ It must be noted that Pat is neither an Arab, nor 
the child of an immigrant. He is white and French. 
Nevertheless, he mirrors their predicament because he is 
poor, comes from a dysfunctional family, and he is unable 
to comply with the mainstream society and its requirements 
of being one of its productive members. 

^̂  Misleading proper names in titles of Beur works are 
common. Duality, ambiguity, concealing origins, 
malapropisms, as in the case of Mehdi Charefs Le the au 
harem d'Archi Ahmed, are commonly used literary devises 
employed in the re/constructing of Beur identities 
(Hargreaves 36-87). 

^̂  In legal deportation proceedings, immigration 
officials use this term when referring to immigrants who 
have no official documents from the government allowing 
him/her to be in the country. 
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then the individual becomes an outcast. It is true that 

not all behaviors and attitudes deviating from the 

established norms are chastised and or criminalized to the 

same degree within a certain culture. Economic and 

education factors play an important role in determining how 

a culprit is punished. By applying rules/norms in an 

arbitrary manner, cultures criminalize groups of 

individuals who do not conform to their standards of 

living. In Le the au harem d'Archi Ahmed, the reader 

perceives how social institutions" thrust their standards 

of propriety and devoir into the main characters to force 

them to comply or to be excluded from their realms. 

Throughout the novel, the author presents several examples 

of these behaviors. At the beginning of the story, the 

confrontation between Malika and Madjid exemplifies the 

drive to conform to the established norms: 

-Je vais aller au consulat d'Algerie, elle dit 
maintenant k son fils, la Malika, en arabe, 
qu'ils viennent te chercher pour t'emmener au 
service militaire Ici-bas ! Tu apprendras ton 
pays, la langue de tes parents et tu deviendras 
un homme. Tu veux pas aller au service militaire 
comme tes copains, ils te feront jamais tes 

^̂  It is not only the host culture's social 
institutions that push for compliance but also the 
immigrants' own that compel its members to act in 
accordance with its directives. 
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papiers. Tu seras perdu, et moi aussi. Tu n'auras 
plus le droit d'aller en Algerie, sinon ils te 
foutront en prison. C'est ce qui va t'arriver ! 
T'auras plus de pays, t'auras plus de racines. 
Perdu, tu seras perdu. (14) 

Hargreaves fittingly points out that "[T]he 

cohabitation within the Beurs of conflicting aspirations 

derived from their bi-cultural condition makes the 

construction of a coherent sense of personal identity a 

highly problematic process" (21). Being this the case, 

Malika only compounds Madjid's identity problems by her 

determination of making a man of him. True, she is a first 

in-LTiigration immigrant and not a Beur. Nevertheless, the 

reader perceives that Madjid's social group is not only 

between two cultures but also between two different sets of 

cultural norms, each constraining him to adapt and or 

assi.milate: be one or the other but not both. A comparison 

of the identity and the supremacy of its discourse can be 

made drawing a parallel between colonial France and its 

imperialist goals in North Africa. Hafid Gafaiti exposes 

these goals in The Construction of French Identity when he 

maintains that 

In order to colonize and establish the 
superiority of the French over the North African 
people and assert the continuity between Algeria 
and France as two parts of the same entity, a 
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decisive step in French universalist discourse -
but in fact asssimilationist ideology- the French 
had to further explain and reinforce their 
classification of races. (198) 

This fact is veritable in regards to the French 

political establishment. However, one must also bear in 

mind that the struggle for superiority, be it race, 

identity, political agendas, etc., is an integral element 

of most social entities. In the above mentioned 

confrontation between Malika and Madjid, a similar 

situation takes place but in reverse. Malika is insistent 

that her son be a man, to wit, an Arab, and thereby exhibit 

al^ the cultural, social, political, and religious 

attributes of his ethnicity. Yet, they live within a 

culture that exacts supremacy. By living in a dissimilar 

dominant envirorunent and by exerting preponderance of her 

ethnic roots, Malika may be considered an example of the 

same colonizing attitude displayed by their host culture.^* 

" One may compare Malika's behavior to what is known 
in the academia and intellectual circles as the 
"reconquista." The situation of Mexican immigrants who 
have flooded the United States with their culture, 
language, customs, food, etc. is seen by its supporters and 
detractors as an invasion of the "conquerors" territory 
(not only in a physical sense but also all that this word 
encompasses). 
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The characters in the novel transgrede their assigned 

roles and places in their society. Malika, although doing 

her best to maintain herself within the established 

boundaries, and forced by her circumstances, must struggle 

to sustain a sense of cohesiveness directed towards her own 

culture. On the other hand, while he has been assigned, by 

his mother, a definite position in regards to his identity, 

Madjid is a pariah of both cultures, not belonging to one 

or the other. 

Fugitive identities 

lis se retrouverent dehors, assis sur les marches 
de I'escalier d'entree d'une tour de beton, comme 
un etranger debarquant dans un pays neuf ou tout 
va tres vite. Cet etranger, il lui faut s'adapter 
au mode de vie, aux exigences, au temperament des 
autres pour survivre. Faire semblant de suivre le 
mouvement, ou alors refuser le systeme et se 
mettre k dos la societe. Parce que c'est epuisant 
de courir apres une carotte quand, de surcrolt, 
on la salt pourrie depuis lurette. Le the au 
harem d'Archi Ahmed. (54) 

Diverting from the established norms of society 

renders the individual(s) a renegade unwilling to kowtow. 

Madjid and Pat fall into this category. An event that 

symbolizes the progression of the plummet into the 

absconder characterization of Madjid and Pat is set in 
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motion at the college d'enseignement technique, 

I'universite du fils-du-pauvre-qui-n'a-pas-eu-de-chance 

(47). Their liaison, although bizarre, is due to the fact 

that "deux faiblesses qui s'unissent n'egalent pas une 

force, mais c'est la peur en moins" (48). They unite forces 

to face their foe: society and its impositions. 

The author of the novel categorizes the school these 

two male characters attend as an institution where only a 

lower category of students is sent. In turn, these schools 

produce ill prepared individuals like Pat, Balou, and 

Raffin.^' For example, Pat is illiterate. He was retained 

for three years in a "classe de rattrapage" at "1'ecole des 

Fleurs" (96). By confining people to a certain 

environment, society compels individuals to remain in their 

state of poverty, illiteracy, and delinquency, as if they 

were in a prison. Breaking free from this confinement 

-'" In his novel, Mehdi Charef aludes to the fact that 
as in most educational systems, the French have concocted a 
"solution" to deal with society undesirables: "On entassait 
1^ toute la mauvaise herbe du beton, tous les futurs 
locataires de Fleury-Merogis. C'est Balou et Pat qui 
battirent les records, ils s'y encroQterent trois longues 
annees. MSme Raffin, I'instit de cette drole de classe, lui 
qui en a vu d'autres ! des fils d'alcoolos, de malades, de 
putes, de Gitans, d'immigres, n'en voulait plus, de ces 
deux-1^ (97). 
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constitutes a highly punishable offense, as in Madjid's and 

Pat's case-

"Islam assigns a dominant role to men," asserts 

Hargreaves (20). In order to fulfill society's 

expectations, men must come to grips with what they regard 

as their assigned duty. Charef poignantly shows this 

element of the male's fixation with his own masculinity^" in 

two different occurrences that include both Madjid and Pat. 

In the first incident, Pat claims a place in the classroom 

as his own, barring anyone else from using his seat. He 

carved a hole in the teacher's desk in order to see her 

genitals. When he is in a good mood, he allows other 

students to take turns in peeping through the desk's hole. 

The murmurs of the other students cause the teacher to take 

notice of what is going on, forcing the student who is 

peeping to return to his place: "L'eieve revenait ci sa 

'' Gregory Rochlin provides a traditional definition of 
masculinity and its basic components when he argues that 
"It IS prowess, later translated further into performance, 
achievement, and self-esteem, that are the central, 
permanent ingredients of masculinity. What constitutes 
prowess and it subsequent efforts to become achievement 
associated with self-esteem in one period of life will 
serve the seime ends later. It is the durability of the 
union between the importance of prowess, performance, 
achievement and self-esteem, whether in sexuality or in his 
other pursuits, that remains throughout a man's existence 
to define and measure his masculinity for him (25). 
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place sur cinq pattes" (49). The teacher allows them to 

reaffirm their manliness by ignoring their daring acts. 

The second incident takes place at the school's cafeteria 

where Pat and Madjid compete with each other to disprove 

the other's "shortcomings": "Pat disait souvent fierement 

qu'il possedait la plus grosse bite de la clase. Madjid, 

epuise d'entendre toujours ce meme refrain pretentieux, le 

mit ce jour-la au defi : -On va mesurer !" (50-51). 

.̂ It.hough passages like these may be construed as 

unnecessary, inane and crass, one must bear in mind what 

Philippe Van Haute emphasizes when elucidating on the 

individual's identity and ego: 

The ego owes its identity to the other; in order 
to be or to become someone, I have to identify 
myself with something that comes without and thus 
with something I myself am not and have not 
brought about. I can only acquire my "own" 
identity by alienating myself in and through 
identification with another. (86) 

The significance of the events discussed above rests 

m the verity Van Haute sets forth. Madjid and Pat, two 

nonconformist characters, necessitate reaffirmation of 

their roxC as dominant subjects that can only come from 

^' They have been conditioned by a phallocentric 
culture to act out their macho roles. 

72 



"without," as he emphasizes on the above quote. Sex, 

sexuality and the notion of gender are concepts fixed in 

the subconscious of the individual molded by their 

environment. Most cultures embed in their people a notion 

of a proper role. This molding begins, according to Kay 

Schaffer (15), at birth when "parents tend to have 

different expectations for sons and daughters from birth, 

even though information about the infant is minimal." The 

cultural differences Madjid and Pat hold, although 

numerous, are set aside to put a united front against 

cultural compulsions, resulting in a frenzied break out 

that translates into a fugitive identity. Their 

resistance" within and without begets them a rupture that 

confines them to prison. 

32 bell hooks clearly articulates in her article "The 
Politics of Radical Black Subjectivity" when she maintains 
that there are two types of marginalities: one imposed by 
oppressive s^ructures and one chosen by the subject himself 
"as site of resistance, as a location of radical openness 
and possibility" (55). 

73 



Identity as a social de/vice of domination" 

Gilles Gagne, in "L'identite collective: rapport 

imaginaire et representation symbolique de la loi," argues 

that the state constructs a collective identity in order to 

utilize it as a device of domination (70-73) . Though he 

refers to the identity discourse relevant to the Quebecoise 

culture, one may also apply this reasoning to the Beur 

culture and its works, especially Le the au harem d'Archi 

Ahmed because of the similarities presented in both. Home, 

school, government agencies, such as the employment office, 

and friends, require each one a different behavior from a 

person. The actions of two of the main characters, Madjid 

and Pat, are utterly dictated by their social environments. 

.i.t home, Madjid is compelled to obey his mother up to a 

po-nt where he can do almost anything he likes. If he 

wants his mother to leave him alone, he must give in and do 

what she orders ("Va chercher ton pere!) him to do. Her 

cries for compassion and much needed help go unheard. 

Evasion is one of the strategies he uses to avoid being 

" Both examples presented in this part, Madjid's and 
Pat's, are of partial domination. Their innate reaction to 
being dominated is to oppose resistance. As a consequence, 
they reduce themselves to fugitives both in the literal and 
symbolic sense. 
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completely dominated by her mother and her culture. On the 

other hand, he presents the same opposition to rules and 

roles imposed by the school system: 

Dieu! qu'elle est grande, cette cour de 
recreation, le premier jour d'ecole, quand on 
connalt personne. II faut prendre ses marques 
comme sur un terrain de foot, corrune plus tard 
dans la vie. Si on veut s'en sortir pas creve. Et 
Madjid est de ceux-1^, de ceux qui desirent se 
battre pour survivre. Pas planque, lui, k 
I'arriere dans le troupeau. Devant, sur le front, 
encore et toujours, meme si quelquefois c'est 
epuisant, parce qu'on se retrouve generalement 
bien seul. Pour ne pas etre seul, faudrait tirer 
les autres en avant, mais ils sont souvent 
tenement cons qu'on se decourage. Alors faut y 
aller seul. (115) 

Obedience to teachers is expected from students but 

Madjid's presents a rebellious attitude. According to his 

reasoning, he has to fight in order to survive. Pat, on 

the other hand, has no choice but to go up against the 

impositions of the school he attends. Unable to comprehend 

simple and basic concepts, like correct spelling of 

uncomplicated words and writing, he gives up trying and 

instead, devotes his time to loaf away his life. The 

reader is precluded from glimpsing at his home life; the 

oniy information one has about his home is that his father 

left his mother for a younger woman. In this regard, he 

presents no problematic issues. 
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Both characters attempt feebly, in different 

occasions, to allow society to shape their identities. 

They unsuccessfully search for work but their lack of 

skills renders them unemployable. The result of these 

attempts prompts them to continue leading a life of crime.'''* 

Pat and Madjid's circle of friends expect them to 

behave according to who they are: teenagers. Carelessness, 

lack of respect for elders and irresponsibleness, among 

other expectations, are the norm in the majority of 

adolescents. This does not mean that the two main 

characters are forced to act this way. It is only a 

characteristic they exhibit. For example, one can see the 

gap between young and older people. When Madjid helps 

Farid into his home, Farid's brother is angry with his 

brother and Madjid because, in his opinion, they are only 

good for nothing: 

-Une bande de cons, que vous etes ! Continue le 
grand. Vous vous croyez malins a vous defoncer, k 
faire les cons ! Regarde comment il est, lui, 
maintenant. Hein! T'as vu: une loque. (109) 

'' The narrative voice makes clear to the reader that 
the constant rejection they suffer is one of the factors 
that prompts them to crime: "Le lendemain matin, Pat et 
Madjid sortent de I'agence pour I'emploi. Degus. - Plus la 
peine de revenir 14-dedans, y'a jamais rien pour nous!" 
(93) . 
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Because society molds our identity and forces us to 

conform to its demands, when we diverge from its 

expectations, we become its target. Rejection from 

society, even their own, because of their non-compliance to 

the established norms, triggers the characters' desperation 

and confusion. Madjid is convinced that he is neither Arab 

nor French (14). Their envirorment, the social 

institutions they must deal with and their own inability 

and or unwillingness to identify fully with either one, 

cause this confusion and desperation. In an interview 

conducted by Dossier du cinema Algerien, Mehdi Charef talks 

about the stereotypes held by the French culture and his 

intention to dispel negative images: 

Au debut, j'ecrivais pour me distraire, pour 
faire un scenario. Apres il y eut de la coiere. 
Vers 1978, je me suis apergu qu'on s'adressait k 
moi d'une fagon choquante. J'ai decide de 
reprendre ce scenario, car je trouvais 
deshonorante, surtout pour nos parents, la 
maniere dont les journaux et les gens parlaient 
de nous. Il m'a sembie bien de dire ce qu'etait 
1'immigration en France a cette epoque, de 
transcrire 1'image des cites que j'avals en tete. 
Je voulais montrer qu'il y avait de la tendresse. 
Eux, ils voyaient la fagade. Je voulais leur 
signifier que nous etions autre chose que ce 
qu' ils disaient. (4) 

Charefs assertions confront the jabberwocky spewed by 

the mainstream media by presenting characters not as 
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representatives of a particular ethnic background but as 

human. He attempts to make actions take precedence over 

stereotypes and draws identifiable characters without 

resorting to painting a bandersnatch array of individuals. 

By concatenating several identities, Arab, French, 

male, female, wife, husband, son, breadwinner, pauper, 

rich, etc. Charef exposes the reality of those individuals 

who cannot or will not kowtow. The recalcitrant attitude 

the two main male characters exhibit is the result of the 

oppression they have to endure because of who there are. 

When it comes to the inclusion of subjects different from 

the dominant culture, its members have a plethora of maria 

of knowledge in regards to the "foreigner." 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

The authors and their respective works present the 

immigrants' crux: their identity and sense of belonging. 

They all give this issue the importance it deserves. Yet, 

this puzzling and difficult problem, although oftentimes 

addressed with the importance it deserves, is far from 

being solved. Open and honest dialogue is necessary and 

essential to deal with a problem that affects so many 

individuals. The immigration phenomenon does not seem to 

have a solution in the near future. Segura, Robles, and 

Charef bring to the forefront the issues affecting those 

who do not belong, according to mainstream society, to 

neither culture. Yet, making this statement is a total 

paradox given that these subjects do belong to one or the 

other, if not both cultures. It is more apposite to state 

that they are rejected by both. 

Each author offers a divergence on the identity and 

xenophobia discourse. Still, all concur in that identity 

is (1) a device used by culture to instill in its subjects 

a sense of uniqueness and superiority, (2) malleable and 
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changes over time, (3) conspicuously attacked when in a 

different environment, and (4) breeds xenophobia. 

Mehdi Charef brazens out the impasse faced by the 

individual forced to choose who he/she wants to be, to what 

group he/she will belong and to whom he/she will pledge 

allegiance. Madjid, a character representing the subject 

who desires to maintain his individuality, must choose 

sooner or later who he will become: an Arab like his mother 

and father or a French-Arab, but not French, as the 

hegemonic society where he lives labels him. His mother 

Malika, who represents the Arab culture/state, claims 

rights to his identity. She coerces her son to incline to 

her side using all types of tactics at her disposal: she is 

her mother and therefore he must obey her. Nevertheless, 

the ending of the novel is open to many possibilities. It 

is the reader who must ultimately decide what will become 

of Madjid's identity. 

Identity is not stable. It is acquiescent, as 

Mauricio Segura depicted it in Cote des-negres. The need 

to fit in and the need to feel accepted give way to 

compromising the individual's sense of justice, rectitude 

and honesty. Cieo and Marcelo were friends before the 

pressures to be enemies were too much to bear. Allowing 
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their surroundings to shape them into the mainstream model 

of the average Latino and Haitian dissolved their 

camaraderie. Over a period of time, their pledge to be 

friends waned giving way to the caustic ideology of 

mainstream culture that prescribes who individuals are. 

The Uprooted Ones renders an account of how identity 

IS attacked when it is in a different environment. All the 

Mexican-American characters are despised by the author's 

alter ego, Elena. They are criticized, chastised, 

ridiculed, and denigrated because they are not aligned with 

the American or the Mexican culture. They are in a similar 

situation as the characters presented in Charefs novel. 

Elena's personal attacks on the Mexican-American characters 

are vicious and representative of the tactics the state 

utilizes to obligate its subject to comply with its 

identity requirements. 

As previously stated, identity breeds xenophobia. In 

a-1 the works analyzed in this study the dissemination, 

promulgation, proliferation, and propagation of hate of 

"the Other" originates from the perception of the 

differences the individual possesses. The plot, the 

action, of these works is rooted in the conflict instigated 

by being different, by the individuals' identity. 
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C6te-des-negres and The Uprooted Ones differ in social 

context from Le the au harem d'Archi Ahmed. The first two 

deal with characters cast into a culture where they are 

guests^". Charef s characters differ from the others in 

that they are submerged in a culture that had dominated 

theirs for some time. Nonetheless the identity paradigm 

above outlined fits the three works. 

Elucidate on a crux such as identity and xenophobia is 

a complex task. Still, Segura, Robles, and Charef have 

endeavored m such a colossal undertaking because, in my 

opinion, these subject matters are relevant not only to 

those who suffer its consequences but also to society at 

large. Ours is an ever changing world that will continue 

to experience displacement of great numbers of people, some 

willingly, others unwillingly, ergo the need not only to 

expound in it but also to offer possible alternatives to 

dealing with the traditional paradigm of identity within 

culture. 

'^ Although one can make an argument to situate this 
play along the same discursive lines of Charefs novel 
because, let us not forget that Texas was part of Mexico. 
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