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lT t r i s  i s  an  in te rv iew w i th  Dr .  R icardo  Sdnchez,  by  E l i zabeth  Caste l lanos ,
the  Boy 's  C lub  on  6 th  and  Campbe l l ,  on  November  8 ,  1976  a t  3 :20  p .mJ

C:  F i rs t  o f  a l l  I  want  to  ask  you some in fo rmat ion  per ta in ing  to  your  back-

ground-  Cou ld  you g ive  me the  da te  and p lace  o f  your  b i r th?

Born  in  E l  Paso,  Texas ,  March  29 ,  194. | .

Could you give me any informat ion about your parents background, your

fa ther '  s  occupat ' ion  and mother '  s .

My father is deceased, and my mother is /on7 socjal  secur i ty and ret i re-

ment beni f i ts .  They came from northern New Mexico. My fami ly has come

f rom New Mex ico ,  sh l l , fo r  hundreds  o f  years .  I 'm the  f i rs t  one in  the

fami ly born out of  New Mexico. I  was born in El  Paso on Mesa St.  and

grew up in  e l  bar r io  de l  d iab lo .

Cou ld  you  te l l  me any  s ign i f i can to r  in te res t ing  even ts  dur ing  your  ch i ld -

hood?

What type?

Anyth ing  tha t  per ta ins  to  you be ing  a  Ch icano.

The real izat jon that f rom the very beginning we were already registered,

stereotyped. hle were processed to become the workers of Farah, workers of

the  C i ty  San i ta t ion  Dept . ,  tha t  type  o f  s tu f f .  In  g rammar  schoo l ,  I

expressed the wish of  growing up to be a wr i ter  and my teacher at  Zavala

told me not to hurt  mysel f ,  not  to have those types of  i l lusions that I

wou ld  la te r  f ind ' imposs ib le  to  accompl ish .  She to ld  me,  "You are  go ing

to  work  fo r  the  c i ty ,  R icardo .  I  rnean you ' re  a  Mex ican,  a f te r  a l l .  What

do you expect? Mexicans don' t  wr i te.  Maybe you might be fortunate and

be a  f i reman or  work  fo r  Wi l l ie  Farah. "  That  type  o f  s tu f f .  That  led  me

u l t imate ly  to  d ropp ing  ou t  o f  schoo l .  And  in  h igh  schoo l ,  I  to ld  one  o f

my Spanish teachers,  Ceasar Mendoza, that  I  wanted to go to col lege. And

at
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because I  used to  wear  a  duck  ta i1 ,  khak is ,  and f rench toe  shoes ,  you

know,  he  sa id ,  "Eh,  the  on ly  co leg io  you ' re  go ing  to  go  to  i s  La  Tuna

Tech."  Those / f rere theT kind of  th ings I  found lwhi le I  waV growing up.

Is that  what caused you to drop out? At what age did you actual ly drop

out  o f  schoo l  ?

About  
. |6 .

And then from there,  what became of your 1 i  fe?

I  k icked around a l l  over  the  p ]ace .  Then I  went  to  the  army,6rV I  d idn ' t

l ike being ordered around so i  dropped out of  the army and was peeking

around Ca l i fo rn ia .  Two o f  my bro thers  d ied  in  two d i f fe ren t  acc idents .

And I  found myse l f  in  p r ison .

what was the reason for you going to pr ison? I^ lhy d ' id they catch you or

what did they catch you doing?

I was conv' icted for k idnapping, robbery.

And is that  t rue?

Yeah I

I t  i s?

I  was convicted for k idnap and robbery.  Did I  commit  the cr imes? Yeah, I

a lso commit ted them. As to the reasons for them, a lot  of  d i f ferent

reasons- -psycho log ica l ,  you  know;  i t  m igh t  be  pa tho log ica l  reasons .

Cou ld  you te l l  me the  jobs  you have he ld  s ince  you le f t  p r ison? l . las  there

any  d isc r im ina t ion  among your  job  exper iences?

In  many  there  were .  When I  l e f t  p r i son  in '63 ,  I  s ta r ted  work ing  fo r  d i f -

fe ren t  peop le  here  in  E l  Paso- - the  P laza  Motor  Hote l ,  a  t ruck ing  f i rm,  and

d i f fe ren t  p ' laces .  And the  d isc r im ina t ion  was two- fo ld :  one fo r  be ing  a

Ch icano,  and the  o ther  fo r  be ing  an  ex-conv ic t .  I  went  back  to  p r ison  in

C:
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' 65  and  came ou t  jn '69 .  I  s ta r ted  work ing  fo r  V is ta  M&P in  the  sou ths ide ,

organ iz ing .  A f te r  I 'd  worked fo r  about  a  month  and a  ha l f ,  and I  was

fair ' ly  ef fect ive in what I  was doing, I  was told by the regional  of f ice

tha t  I  d idn ' t  have a  job  fo r  rea l ,  tha t  they  had never  h i red  me.  Then I

went to Machos, Project  Machos. At that  point  I  was of fered a fe l ' lowship

in  Journa l i sm,  a  Ford  Fe l lowsh ip .  I  went  to  R ichmond,  V i rg in ia  /andZ

completed one year 's work in s jx months.  From there I  went to the Univer-

s i ty  o f  Massachuset ts  as  a  wr i te r ,  s ta f f  wr i te r  and pro fessor  a t  the  Schoo l

o f  Educa t i on .  I  was  o f fe red  a  doc to ra te , /bu t /  I  d idn ' t  t ake  i t  t hen .  I

came to Denver to work for  the Colorado Migrant Counsel  d i rect ing a migrant

hea l th  p ro jec t .  And keep ing  w i th  the  ph ' i losophy  o f  the  program,  wh ich  was

to develop the lower echelon people working in the program, I  resigned my

post ion  as  d ' i rec to r  o f  the  program.  In  l l  months ,  me v ine  para  E l  Paso

to  be ' ing  to  meet  my pub l ica t ions .  tV  s ta r ted  pub l ish ing  a  lo t  o f  books

out  o f  E l  Paso and o ther  p laces .  t t l  was  unemployed fo r  a  coup le  o f  years - -

nobody would hire me because I had a record. There were too many program

people that  were afraid i t  might hurt  their  program because I  had a record.

From there I  got  a Ford Fel lowship,  graduate fe l lowship,  Lani l -  started to

do Ph.D. work.  f tJ Sot my Ph. D. f rom Union Graduate School  in about 14

months .

When was the f i rst  t ime you became involved in your communjty and in pol i -

t i cs?  When was the  f i rs t  t ime you vo ted?

I  can ' t  vo te .  I  have  no  c iv i l  r i gh ts .  I  never  had  c iv i l  r i gh ts .

Cou ld  you te i ' l  me why Mex ican Amer icans  have l i t t le  representa t ion  in  po l -

i t i cs?

I t ' s  an  economic  ques t ion ,  i t ' s  a  c lass  ques t ion .  when  you  don ' t  have  the

C:
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economic power to control  both the media and the way the po' l i t ical  process

worksr /ou cannot have any representat ion.  Whoever we have as governors

or  senators ,whether  i t  be  Apodaca,  o r  Cas t ro ,  they ' re  there  as  token jsm;

they ' re  ius t  token w indow dress ing- -no  t ienen poder  econ6mico .  And as

long as we have no economic power,  we cannot control  our own dest iny.

That 's why, you know, why vote? we only vote for  whom they give us to

vo te .  I t ' s  no t  a  cho ice  d ia lec t i ca l l y  and  o therw ise .

When your  fami ]y  a r r i ved  here  in  E l  Paso,  what  was the i r  f i r s t  impress ion

of Ju{rez and El  Paso?

My father had been here a number of  t imes as a youth.  He lef t  northern

New Mex ico  and went  to  Mdx ico ;  he  was w i th  v i l la ' s  peop le  f igh t ing  la

Revoluci6n. Then he came back to the states,  went into whl i ,  etc.  My

parents  were  migra t ing  a l l  over  the  count ry  in  the '30s .  And my mother

had never  been ques t ioned about  her  c i t i zensh ip .  I  mean,  she was nor thern

New Mexican; as far  as we knew, we were the land --you know, through our

indigenous and Spanish blood marr iage and mixed. But when my mother

f i rst  got  here fueron A JuSrez. And crossing back from Ju6rez the immigra-

t ion  s topped them and asked fo r  the i r  c i t i zensh ip .  My mother  looked a t

the ton_to,  man, "Quest ioning me?"--you know, that  type of  look.  He kept

ask ing  and harass ing  her ,  and she s ta r ted  respond ing  in  span ish .  And the

npre  she wou ld  respond in  Span ish  the  more  she wou ld  be  harassed.  F ina l l y ,

she got angry at  the gr ingo migra and told them, , 'H.y,  you son-of-a-bi tch, .

don' t  start  asking me where I 'm from. My fami ly was here before yours

even swam the ocean to get over here.  I 'm from northern New Mexjco, we've

always been there.  "  You know, that  type of  response. But somehow my

parents k jnd of  l iked El  Paso and stayed, and I  was born here a few years

I  a te r .
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When was the  f i rs t  t ime you heard  the  word  "Ch icano, "  and what  d id  i t

mean to you?

I  heard  i t  s ince  I  was  a  l i t t l e  ch i ld ,  I  don t t  know,  fou r  years .  I ' ve

a lways  known I  was  a  Ch icano.  I t ' s  no t  a  new word ,  i t ' s  a  very  o1d word .

In  fac t ,  I  came across  a  book  wr i t ten  in  the  souths jde  about  1957,  6n{

i t  ta l ks  abou t  Ch icano  cu l tu re ,  w i th  tha t  ph rase .  So  f t ' s  no t  new;  i t ' s

not a nove' l ty.  You know, in fact ,  i t  probably goes back way before that .

What  i t  means to  me now is  a  po l i t i ca l  p rocess .  Po l i t i ca l  no t  in  the

sense o f  e lec t ing  peop ' le  to  congress ,  no t  in  the  sense o f  e lec t ing  a  mayor

- - those are  po l i t i cs ,  usua ' l ' l y  very  shoddy po l i t i cs - -bu t  po l i t i ca i  in  te rms

of  peop le  be ing  ab le  to  a f f j rm,  conf i rm,  de f ine  the j r  own sense o f  rea l i t y ,

the i r  own perspec t ive  o f  the  un iverse  and ac t  upon i t .  The process

concqqqqj6n or contesij laci6n, where you create your word for yourself,

you  ac t  upon ' i t  th rough re f lec t ion  ana lys is  and o ther  type  o f  ac t ions  to

br ing  upon another  type  o f  wor ld  you want  to  inv is ion .  I t ' s  a  l ibera t ing

term,  very  humaniz ing .

Cou ld  you g ive  me your  op in ion  o f  i ' l 1ega1 a l iens  here  in  E l  Paso?

I  don ' t  th ink  they ' re  i l l ega l .  I  th ink  they  have  as  much  o f  a  r igh t  to  be

here  as  anybody e lse .  I  base i t  on  t rea ty  law.  The h ighes t  law o f  the

land is the t reaty that fo r  fo re ign  count r ies .  And the

Tra tado de  Guada lupe H ida lgo  says  tha t  peop le  can go  back  and fo r th ,  and

work wherever they want to,  jn ei ther of  the two countr ies;  that  the

peop le  have the  r igh t ,  la  gente  de  Mdx ico  de  ven i r  aqu i .  A f te r  a l l ;we have

t o  r ea l  i ze  t ha t  c l ima t i ca l l y , te r r i to r ia l l y ,  and o ther  p rocess- - todo e l

ja le - - th is  i s  no t  to  d i f fe ren t  f rom Mdx ico ,  so  they  are  no t  i ' l l ega1.  I

see  them as  v ic t ims,  be ' ing  v ic t im ized by  the  same oppress ing  fo rces  tha t

C:
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we ou rse l ves  a re  be ing  v i c t ' im ized  by ,  and  tha t  u l t ima te l y  a1 ' l  t he  peop le

of  the wor ' ld  are v ic t jmized by-- the conglomerates,  the huge corporat ions,

the h ideous power manipulat ions f rom ext reme levels  of

The res t  o f  us  a re  jus t  v ic t ims.  We ' re  v ic t im ized when they  t ry  to  p i t  us

against  them, una tonter ia,  they are not the enemy. I  mean, i f  pr ices

are  in f la ted  and wages are  de f la ted  in  E l  Paso,  i t  i s  no t  the  so-ca l led

i l lega l ' s  fau l t .  He is  jus t  used to  bu t t ress  and to  sus ta in  a  monst rous

h ideous sys tern  tha t  i s  p red ica ted  on  pure  mater ia l i s t i c  va lues  and pro f i t s .

But  he  is  no t . . .no  es  enemigo,  e :  hermano.  I  see  h im hur t ing  much more

than I  am.  He can ' t  th rea ten  me job-w ise .  The job  tha t  he  is  go ing  to  do ,

I  don' t  want and I 'm not going to do. Not because I ,m too good, /b-ecause/

I ' ve  done those type o f  jobs  in  the  pas t - - I ' ve  p icked co t ton ,  I ' ve  done

a l l  k inds  o f  th ings- -bu t  because I  don ' t  want  to  do  tha t  type  o f  work ,

espec ia l l y  ahora  que y t  tengo doc torado,  even though r igh t  now I  am on

food stamps and unemployment,  for  pol i t ical  and economic reasons. El
' i l eqa l  es  v ic t jma,  Ch icanos  are  v ic t ims,  na t ive  Amer icans  are  v ic t ims,

b lacks  are  v r ' c t ims;  poor  wh i tes  in  fhgT Appa lach ians  are  v ic t jms.  And

the  i ' l 1ega l  a l ien  is  no t  an  enemy nor  a  th rea t .  A l  con t ra t io ,  he  migh t

be  an  ins t rument  tha t  i s  used by  the  oppressor ,  to  c rea te  a l l  k inds  o f

l ies to hide the real  problem. The problem is the type of  process system

we have ,  i t ' s  va lues .

Cou ld  you g ' i ve  me your  op in ion  on  the  Peso Deva lua t ion? How has  i t  a f fec t -

ed the people? Has i t  af fected you ' in any way?

I  th ink  i t  has  a f fec ted  the  poor  f rom M6x ico  a  he l l  o f  a  lo t .  The smal l

businessmen ' in El  Paso have been af fected a lot  tambi6n, you know. I

th ink  tha t  peop le  w i th  a  lo t  o f  wea l th  in  M6x ico  were  ab le  to  buy  a  lo t  o f
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dol lars before the devaluat ion,  and LTheU turned r ight  around and made a

b ig  p ro f i t .  Once i t  s tab l i zes ,  you  knowyou w i l l  make a  very ,  very  fan-

tas t i c  p ro f i t  o f f  o f  i t .  i  th ink  i t  was  another  power  move by  the  peop le

in power to do the types of  th ings they,want to do, in order to make sure

they more than what is due them by just  choices.

C: Going back to  the Chicano lbvement ,  are you involved wi th  anyth ing that

pertains to the Chicano l.bvement?

S : Tha t ' s  a l l  I ' ve  been  do ing  fo r  t he  pas t  seven  yea rs - -mov im ien to  i n

d' i f ferent ondas, f rom community organiz ing in one point ,  community

many

educa-

C:

c .

t ion ,  to  he lp ing  deve lop  some pub l ish ing  processes  Ch icano Movement

or ien ted ,  to  do ' ing  th ings  in  educat iona ' l  a reas  o f  the  un ivers i ty ,  con fer -

ences ,  communi ty  a reas ,  fes t i va les  cu l tu ra les .  I  see  myse l f  as  an  obrero

cu l tu ra l ,  a  cu l tu ra l  worker .  There fone,  my ro ' le  i s  to  he lp  c rea te  those

things that wi l l  br ing conscjousness, reason and awareness of  who and what

we are ,  and a lso  the  type  o f  po l i t i ca l  thought  tha t  b r ings  about  a  l ibera t -

ing change, a humanizing change. In those terms, s i  estoy rngymetido en gl-

mov im ien to .  I ' ve  been  invo lved  in  the  movement .  I f  I  wasn ' t ,  I  wou ldn ' t

be  unemployed ahor i ta .  F i rs t  chance I ' ve  taken,  tha t ' s  why  I 'm unemployed.

In  a l l  th is  tha t  you 've  been do ing ,  have you been success fu l  in  the

goals you want to meet?

To some degree y€s ,  bu t  no t  comple te ly .  There 's  a  lo t  o f  th ings  I  wou ld

have l iked to have done. But in terms of  being ab' le to see the develop-

ment  and de f in ing  o f  a  l i te ra ry  wor ld  tha t ' s  Ch icano,  yes ,  I ' ve  had a

part  in that  very much. In the past ten years we've developed a body of

l i terature that  we didn' t  have before.  We lhav_d anoral  t radi t ion fnory-7,  but

pr ior  to the last  ten years we had no oral  t radi t ion.  But now we have
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po' int  to that  is  in fact  a body of  l i terature,  /someth' ing1

tha t  i s  very  subs tan t ia ' l  .  And I ' ve  f iad l  a  par t  in  tha t ,

what you can

tha t  i s  rea l ,

C :

S :

C:

S :

C:

S :

a  ve ry  good  s i ze  pa r t  o f  i t .

Right now you have a book out Canto .v Gri to.  mi Liberacidn.

No, I  have more than one. I  have a number of  books. My f i rst  major work

was Canto  y  Gr i to  mi  L iberac i6n ,  pub l i shed th rough Mic t la ,  wh jch  I  deve loped

here  in  E l  Paso,  and was la te r  p icked up  by  Doub leday  fo r  paperback  d is t r i -

but ion.  I  have a book f in icf l  just  came out f rom the Universi ty of  Cal i -

f o rn ia  Ch icano  S tudy  Cen te r ,  by  the  t j t l e  o f

huge  book  abou t  350  pages ,  8  I / 2  x  1 ' l  i n  s i ze .

by one o f  our  most  ou ts tand ing  mura ' l i s t ,  l , l i l l i e  Aaron,  f rom Los  Ange les .

I  have a  number  o f  o ther  th ings  Mg. lno  a  Mano, .Obras ,  and Los  Cuat ro .  P lus

I  have some s tu f f  comjng ou t  in  Spa in  in  the  nex t  few months ,Antq log ia

Espaf ro la .  And I  don ' t  know how many an tho log ies  I ' ve  been pu t  in .  I  don ' t

know how many magaz ines  I ' ve  wr i t ten  fo r .  So  in  te rms o f  pub l i ca t ing ,  I

have a  lo t  o f  pubf  i ca t ions .

When you have wr i t ten  these books ,  what  i s  i t  you  main ly  ta lk  about?

Diferentescosas, lo glg estd pasando en el  momento.  Some of i t  has been

poetry;  each of  the poems have been di f ferent,  d i ferenles ondgs. Some

have been essays .  L ike  in  Hech izos-Spe l ls ,  I  have a  lo t  o f  essays  on

concepts  o f  I ibera t ion ,  on  concepts  o f  humaniza t ion ,  on  l ' i te ra tu re ,  c r i t -

i c i sm o f  l i t e ra tu re ,  a r t .  I  have  some shor t  s to r jes ,  a r t i c les ,  essays ,

v ignet tes ,  and a  lo t  o f  peot ry .  Todo depende.

Cou ld  you te l l  me what  impact  the  Mex ican Revo lu t ion  has  had on  h is to ry?

l^ le l1 ,  I  th ink  the  Mex ican Revo lu t ion  is  ye t  to  be  fo r  rea l .  What  happened

was another power play.  Some of the greats in theMexican Revolut ' ion,

Hech izos 'Spe l l s .  Tha t ' s  a

LTt '  {  fu t l y  i l l us t ra ted
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the i r  idea ls  were  pros t i tu ted .  I 'm ta lk ing  about  peop le  l ' i ke  R icardo

F lores  Mag6n,  Enr ique F lo res  Mag6n.  Eran"  anarqu is tas ,  escr i to re ! ,  QUa

tenian unas ideas de la revoluci6n m.u-c!o mds amplias qug abarc-Urn mucho

t l t  g_Ug. los enani tos qle andaban alrededor en la Revg' luci6n Mexicana.

Gente como- Zapata que era una persona grandis ima, unq persona magnif ica

tambi6n que fue traic ionado porque habia mucha gente" ddbi l .  Madero fue

d6bi l .  Madero pues arm6 otra vez sus enemiqos y permit io gge fracasara

la  Revo luc iSn.  And we have to  rea l i ze  tha t  much o f  what  happened in  the

Mex ican Revo lu t ion  in  te rms o f  i t s  fa i lu res  was due to  the  very  fac t  tha t theU.S.

naO i  very,  very part ia l  interest  in what wenf on in l16x' ico,  because tr16xico,

again,  was a country wi th some natural  resources that had to be exploi ted

by  the  ever  expand ing  c iv i l i za t ion  and ever  expand ing  soc ie ty  and ever

expand ing  sys temized p . rocess  ca l led  the  U.S.A.  And the  Un i ted  Sta tes  had

i ts  hand in  mak ing  sure  there  was no  rea l  revo lu t ion ,  tha t  the  land was

not  rea l l y  g ' i ven  over  to  the  peop le ,  o r  taken over  by  the  peop le ,  and

that the country was not run by the people or iented towards the benefac-

t ion  o f  masses .  A l  con t ra r io ,  par te  de  la  cu lpa  fue  in te rvenc i6n  es tado-

un idense.  M6x jco  was used by  Persh ing  as  a  t ra in ing  ground fo r  o ther

wars  la te r  on .

Do you know any th ing  about  the  Proh ib i t ion?

0n1y tha t  a  lo t  o f  peop le  benef j ted  dur jng  TThat  per jodT in  E l  paso,

mucho cont rabando.  You know tha t  i t  was  a  fa i lu re .  I t  was  s t r j v ing  to

legis late moral i ty by a lot  of  people who had very narrow moral  ideas,

and i t  was doomed to fa i lure.  You knowr lou can' t  te l l  people what to

d r ink ,  when  to  d r ink ,  e tc . .  Jus t  l i ke  we  a re  see ing  a  lo t  o f  o ther  th ings

tha t  they  a re  t r y ing  to  leg is la te  now;  i t ' s  fa i l i ng .  You  can ' t  l eg is la te
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mora l i t y  fo r  peop le .

leg is ' l a ted-
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I t  was  a  mora l  i ssue;  i t  shou ld  have never  been

t^ Iou ld  you l i ke  to  add any th ing  tha t  has  been s ign i f i can t  in  your  l i fe?

Yes,  be ing  ab l ,e  in  the  pas t  seven years  to  have t rave l led  a l l  over  the

country f rom one end to the other,  f rom one univensi ty to the other,  f rom

one bar r io  to  the  o ther ,  f rom lone/migran t  camp to  anothe i ,  and be ihg  ab le  to

dawdle  w i th  a  lo t  o f  peop le  to  ge t  a  g rea ter  unders tand ing  a  deeper  under -

stand' ing on how people l ' ive,  you know, what f rustrates them, what makes

them feel  l ike human beings; and being able in that  way to see what the

r.eal  enemies are,  seeing that we are not the enemies. l l le are not our own

enemies ,  we shou ldn ' t  be .  Be ing  ab ' le  to  rea l i ze  tha t  in  so . l idar , i t y  we can

create the type of  strength we need. Being able to see the growth' for

example ,Lo ! /  Car los  Rosas ,  the  mura l i s t . jus t  f in ished a  mura l  fo r

the  Boys '  C lub .  / lZ  remember  h jm when he  was jus t  f in ish ing  h igh  schoo l ,

and took  o f f ,  nervous ly , to  Bou lder ,  Co lorado to  the  un ivers i ty  to  s tudy

f ine arts,  and /_Thei l  took a step from there and went to Lat in America.

/He/went  a l l  over  La t in  Amer ica ,  met  a  lo t  o f  g rea t  poets ,  g rea t  a r t i s ts ,

and studjed with them. /He/ came back and went to Europe, West Germany

/and7 al l  the way to lv loscow. He was able to dawdle wi th a lot  of  ar t is ts

Lun{ see al l  k inds of  great works al l  over the wor ld,  and then real jzed

the type of  p lace that Chicano art  occupies ' in the wor ld-wide spectrum.

And / f "e  was ab leT to  re la te  tha t  i t  ex is ts ,  tha t  i t  i s  leg i t imate ,  tha t

i t  is  real ;  and those things are very important.  0nce you go beyond your

bar r ie rs ,  once you s ta r t  hav ing  tha t  type  o f  mob i l i t y ,  you  s ta r t  be ing

ab le  to  c rea te  the  wor lds  tha t  can  be  poss ib le .

Dr.  Sdnchez, I  wish to thank you very much for being very cooperat ive and
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shar ing  your

fu l ,  and  th is

Sdnchez.

ideas for my

in fo rmat ion

Chicano H is to ry

wi 1 I  be of  much

c l  ass .  You have

use.  Thank you
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been very he ' lp-

very much,  Dr .
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