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In Borderlands/La Frontera, Gloria Anzaldúa reminds readers of the ancient, 
continuous story that mestizas/os must recover on their way toward a new 
consciousness. This recovery requires an understanding of how Indigenous 
and Mexican cultures negotiate Euro-American projects of modernity that 
tended to exclude Indigenous realities and histories. Laguna Pueblo author 
Leslie Marmon Silko echoes Anzaldúa’s sentiment when she writes, “the 
ancient Pueblo people depended upon collective memory through successive 
generations to maintain and transmit an entire culture, a worldview com-
plete with proven strategies for survival,” further acknowledging that “the 
ancient Pueblo people could not conceive of themselves without a specific 
landscape.”1 A principle that links these two scholars’ ways of knowing the 
world is epitomized in Paula Gunn Allen’s characterization of a central tenet 
of American Indian epistemology, “We are the land.”2

Scholarship of Arturo Islas’ classic Chican@ novel The Rain God has not 
prioritized place in such a way that foregrounds the significance of the desert 
as a generative site of ideology and ethnic identity. In this semiautobio-
graphical novel, the desert is a nexus, a structuring device by which the main 
protagonist, Miguel Chico, works through personal, familial, and historical 
trauma. By tapping the aesthetics of the American Gothic and foreground-
ing a critical regionalist perspective that remaps the desert Southwest as a 
mythopoetic historical site, this chapter situates the dual nature of haunt-
ing—Miguel Chico’s longing for and terror of the desert—within the broader 
instrumentality of a haunted Southwestern landscape. From the novel’s onset, 
Miguel Chico longs for a return to the desert; but his desire is not wistful. On 
the contrary, it is an urgent, ambiguous, and often phantasmagoric demand 
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68 Cordelia Barrera

emanating from his own sick body that compels his return. Finally, because 
the nonlinear narrative of The Rain God moves fluidly across multiple spaces 
of cultural and personal memory, deconstructing the Southwestern desert as 
an originary site of communal ethics, shared responsibility, and moral obli-
gation foregrounds the desert Southwest in terms of a postmodern ethics of 
place.

In many ways, The Rain God mirrors Arturo Islas’ life on the U.S.-Mexico 
Borderlands in the mid-twentieth century. Born to second-generation Catholic 
Mexican-Americans and raised in El Paso, Texas within the conservative 
cultural and socioeconomic backdrop of the 1950s, Islas spent a lifetime 
struggling with his homosexuality and a bodily existence marred by recurring 
illness, themes the protagonist struggles with in the novel. At the heart of The 
Rain God is the desert where are found all of the sinners that make up the 
Angel family. The Rain God, which serves as both the title of the book and 
the novel’s final chapter, is metaphorically linked to the desert, where love 
and death continually merge. Miguel Chico, “the family analyst, interested 
in the past for psychological, not historical reasons,” is the central character 
whose developing consciousness is tied to Islas’ own.3 The novel embeds 
a Gothic narrative that calls for forms of self-excavation so as to release 
the uncanny repetitions of history that Miguel Chico has only sensed as a 
structure of feeling but has not experienced. The novel’s focus on the heft of 
shadowy apparitions and a menacing desert landscape parallels the repressed 
psychological states and ambiguous relationships held by major characters. 
Gothic tropes such as hidden crimes, spectral forms of sin, and repressed 
fears and resentments call for a reading that turns inward, “away from society 
and toward the psyche.”4 Notably, as Miguel Chico works through coming to 
terms with his fractured Borderlands identity, the Gothic space of the desert 
first unravels and then nurtures a nightmarish space of renewal.

Spanning the decades between the Mexican Revolution of 1910 to the late 
twentieth century, the novel weaves a spiral of stories with each of its six 
segments narrating episodes surrounding the various members of the Angel 
family. The first segment, “Judgment Day,” introduces the Angel family as 
well as structurally foreshadows the final segment of the novel in which the 
family’s matriarch, Mama Chona, dies. In this first segment, Miguel Chico, 
who at the age of thirty, has undergone surgery which will leave him forever 
tied to a colostomy bag, muses on his childhood and “his family . . . especially 
its sinners.”5 Thus, are we introduced to two central themes of the novel: the 
narratives of the Angel family “sinners” and Miguel Chico’s longing “to 
return to the desert of his childhood, not to the family, but to the place.”6

When an adult Miguel Chico returns to his childhood home, the fictional 
town of Del Sapo on the Texas–Mexico border in the American Southwest, 
he confronts the trickery of a desert god that favors retribution. In the novel, 
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69Desert Haunting

the home represents a space of subjugation and alienation; the desert, to use 
José E. Limón’s phrase, is “bedeviled,” a colonized space that exemplifies 
Gothic tropes and primordial imagery to illustrate how the past does not die, 
but remains a repository of memory and culture for Mexican Americans and 
Chican@s. The home and other “civilized” spaces—hospital rooms, parlors, 
closets, and sick rooms—act as way stations to the desert, the ultimate desti-
nation. Although the desert is associated with death, graveyards, terror, and 
bodily horrors, it is also, and more importantly, a place of freedom tied to 
ancestral connections and an ethical vision for navigating the world in ways 
that promise healing, renewal, and a lifting of disruptive practices tied to a 
modernist, colonialist project in the American Southwest.

PLACE: ON THE DESERT BORDERLANDS

The U.S.–Mexico border enacts a temporal rupture in the national imaginary. 
It is layered, in flux, and defies settled ideas of place when we consider the 
site in terms of a “state-sponsored system . . . caught up in [a] swirl of histo-
ries, temporalities, and narratives.”7 Paradoxically, desert places for Mexican 
Americans like Miguel Chico further instill a sense of “placelessness,” 
an impermanence that Luis Alberto Urrea describes in terms of “transient 
memory.”8 In The Devil’s Highway Urrea grants the southwestern desert a 
voice—it speaks in GPS coordinates and personal items both lost and found. 
As migrant walkers from Mexico emigrate to the United States in search of a 
better life, they are devoured by the desert; their stories are sketchy, but their 
bones yet speak. Urrea’s desert—Desolation—signifies a place where the 
colonial and colonized intersect and overlay. Here, the ruins of ancient ances-
tral pueblos, long vanished, “still dot the ground . . . like ghost roads.”9 Here, 
too, remain the footprints of “long-dead cowboys.”10 “Though the bones are 
gone,” writes Urrea, “wagon ruts can still be found, and near these ruts, piles 
of stone still hide the remains of those who fell.”11 The southwestern desert 
as palimpsest likewise structures Cormac McCarthy’s Border Trilogy, in 
which the absence of history and memory and a perpetual future orientation 
serve as reminders of an alternative literary hermeneutics that leaves the main 
protagonists adrift in time and space.

In the first chapter of All the Pretty Horses, the protagonist John Grady 
Cole leaves the ranch he grew up on in San Angelo, Texas after the death 
of his grandfather. The year is 1949, and we are given to believe the ranch 
will be sold. Having lost financial and legal ties to the place, he has no moral 
obligation to stay. As he and his friend Lacey Rawlins ride southward, they 
are haunted by a longer history that echoes of displaced nations and buried 
places. As they ride through the desert, they encounter a “dream of the past” 
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70 Cordelia Barrera

that speaks of “lost nations” and ghostly apparitions to evoke the layered, 
Gothic geology of the desert: “When the wind was in the north you could 
hear them . . . nation and ghost of nation passing in a soft chorale across that 
mineral waste to darkness bearing lost to all history and all remembrance like 
a grail the sum of their secular and transitory and violent lives.”12 As Cole 
surveys the landscape, we detect his alienation and longing, for he is “like a 
man come to the end of something.”13 Like Cole, readers feel the weight of 
the lingering spirits of ancient Indigenous nations. In mythologizing these 
nations, McCarthy suggests that violent, colonizing histories do not inno-
cently remain as memories, but as constants that suffuse a powerful sense 
of place and history onto the landscape: “but the warriors would ride on in 
that darkness they’d become, rattling past with their stone-age tools of war in 
default of all substance and singing softly in blood and longing south across 
the plains to Mexico.”14 The weight of memory falls heavy on the protagonist, 
but they are not his memories; they’re ghosts, spirits entombed in the cultural 
past, scars of more ancient histories, more deeply entrenched narratives.

Indigenous histories are the linchpin of a fluid Borderlands identity, as 
explained by Gloria Anzaldúa. The names are ancient, and their roots run 
deep: Tlaloc, Cihuacoatl, Coatlicue.15 The ancients, spirits unsettled and 
teeming, signify the traces of an abiding resistance to colonial domination 
and violence and exist within a cyclical timeframe that disrupts a linear 
monologue of modernist, neoliberal practices. On the Borderlands, where 
Anzaldúa is rooted in the experiences and presence of ancestral spirits, la 
facultad, a “survival tactic” of those “caught between worlds,” is a neces-
sary, semi-psychic ability, a sixth sense that pierces the soul and deepens 
one’s perceptions.16 La facultad naturally strengthens within border dwellers 
who negotiate liminal, marginal spaces in their everyday realities. The desert 
topography, a composition that enacts cyclical time and memory, is therefore 
visceral and tied to embodiment.

Throughout The Rain God, Miguel Chico’s struggles embody la facultad, 
as he yearns to construct an alternative discourse that will allow him to break 
free from a nationalist, hegemonic, modernist agenda. As the nonlinear, 
cyclical narrative jumps back and forth in time and space, a pattern emerges: 
nationalist hegemonic rule has not erased ancestral history and narrative; it 
has merely silenced these for a time. Similarly, the heterosexual, patriarchal 
norms espoused by the first generation of Angels and signified by Mama 
Chona in the novel reveal themselves—in the end—to be little more than 
evanescent marks of censorship that have effectively closeted the abiding 
ghostly presences that signify longevity and recovery of history as a prelude 
to healing. In the novel, the home space perpetuates a homogenized national 
consciousness that disavows a sense of place necessary for Miguel Chico 
to come to terms with his homosexuality. The desert, however, embeds a 
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71Desert Haunting

subnational reality that compels his reactionary consciousness; the prin-
cipal agent here is his Uncle Felix, whom I will discuss in a later section. 
The southwestern desert, with its complex and layered history, encircles a 
space beyond the United States and cut off from Mexico. Jelena Šesnić’s 
comparative approach to Borderland contact zones illuminates how sites of 
ethnic localization give way to the transnational pull ethnic citizens feel as 
they negotiate political realities within a space of “ghostly positionality” that 
extends across geopolitical, cultural, and generic boundaries.17 Her discus-
sion of literary works on the Borderlands in terms of ethnic and minority 
“revision[s] of the national narrative”18 hints at what I will discuss herein in 
terms of the Gothic frontier.

Drawing from Arjun Appadurai’s concept of the global production of 
locality, Šesnić discusses Borderlands literary productions in terms of 
localities “not drawn on any official map” but circulated in oral, written, and 
otherwise “commemorative, evocative, and memorial ethnic stories.”19 In 
articulating antagonistic relations between the ethnic and the national, her 
discussion of identity formation within liminal zones such as the American 
Southwest revises national narratives to underscore patterns of ethnic local-
ization whereby localities are inscribed onto ethnic bodies. To arrive at this 
juncture, she evokes Raymond Williams’ structures of feeling, articulations 
that Avery Gordon links to the politics of haunting, discussed here in a later 
section. To retain the dynamics of the “in-between, being in the nation-state 
but not entirely of it,”20 Šesnić further echoes the claims of Stuart Cochran, 
who conceptualizes primordial forms of affiliation as those marked by ties to 
the land, soil, and place.

REMAPPING THE DESERT: AZTLÁN 
AND CRITICAL REGIONALISM

The Rain God roots its panoramic sense of place in a complex history linked 
to the nature of the landscape, especially in terms of what I have elsewhere 
called the “Bordered frontier.”21 The frontier has always signified a shifting 
margin of progress in the American imaginary. Conversely, the border, in 
the American imaginary, is fixed along cartographical lines. Border places, 
however, encompass liminal sites of memory with histories all their own. 
The spatial poetics of the desert configure a palimpsest, a space worked 
upon, etched over in terms of history and modernist practices that occluded or 
erased earlier practices, belief systems, and ways of being. Upon this palimp-
sest Mexican myth and American ideologies contend for legitimacy. The 
space of the desert, a space of warring ideologies, mirrors Miguel Chico’s 
own unease with his body.

Reading Aridity in Western American Literature, edited by Jada, Ach, and Gary Reger, Lexington Books, 2020. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ualberta/detail.action?docID=6416555.
Created from ualberta on 2021-03-03 12:01:54.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

0.
 L

ex
in

gt
on

 B
oo

ks
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



72 Cordelia Barrera

For Chican@s, Aztlán refers to the Mexican territories annexed by the 
United States as a result of the Mexican American War of 1846–1848. In the 
late 1960s the Chican@ community named Aztlán as its homeland, instilling 
a sense of nation for a people threatened by assimilationist tendencies. This 
turn to history for Chican@s marked a new consciousness seated in the myths 
and legends of the Aztecs, a move that consciously and publicly recognized 
a Native American and Indigenous heritage. In seeking to define a character 
and “soul” that insists on the right to embed a communal, legal, and primor-
dial place of origin into the psychological and spiritual consciousness of the 
community, Rudolfo Anaya argues that the naming of Aztlán helped “syn-
thesize the Indo-Hispano cultures” of the American Southwest.22 For Anaya, 
this syncretism speaks to the need to foment a “new consciousness” that can 
lead to a “cultural renaissance” that embeds an ecological and spiritual aware-
ness into the fabric of narratives that evoke Aztlán.23 Although Islas does not 
specifically name Aztlán, the Mesoamerican Rain God, Tlaloc, is a signifier 
of primordial memories recoverable through memory and history. Tlaloc 
is associated with water, blood, life, and death in Aztec cosmology. In the 
earliest chronicled descriptions, Tlaloc emerges as a god associated with the 
earth and the lower regions of the earth.24 Symbolically, within the novel, the 
Rain God is an allusion to a past Mesoamerican or Aztec way of life that has 
survived for both the Angel family and Chican@s in general; it is part and 
parcel of their identity, their mestizaje.

Avery Gordon develops a critical language to reckon with what modern 
history has rendered ghostly by tracing the insights of those who sense (ital-
ics in original, 18) a “social totality” imbricated within the violent systems 
of modernity.25 What insights come to those, asks Gordon, who sense such 
forces operating within historical memory? How do we account for affective 
elements within the living present that speak to the embryonic or the not 
yet articulate? Gordon argues that such structures of feeling are not simply 
subjective or personal, they are precisely those conceptions, forms of “sensu-
ous knowledge, of a historical materialism characterized constitutively by 
the tangle of the subjective and the objective, experience and belief, feeling 
and thought, the immediate and the general, the personal and the social.”26 
Following Williams, Gordon comprehends a structure of feeling as expres-
sive of a presence that signifies “the tangled exchange of noisy silences and 
seething absences” as the expression of haunting.27

Such absences are articulated by Anzaldúa as a layered consciousness of 
mestizo subjects who must penetrate the psychic recesses of cultural histo-
ries compulsively concealed under the facades of systems of power such as 
capitalism, colonial histories, and social marginalization. Anzaldúa claims 
the serpent as the symbol of truths discredited by colonialism and patriarchal 
structures to conceptualize downward descent as a path to knowledge. Her 
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73Desert Haunting

theory of “entering into the serpent,” the title of chapter 3 in Borderlands/
La Frontera, illustrates the means by which she recovers the symbolic reso-
nance of Indigenous deities effectively driven underground during the post-
Conquest era in Mexico. The author’s descent into the earth—signified by the 
serpent’s belly—unites the lost pieces of herself, fragments of flesh and spirit 
rent asunder by institutionalized religion, white rationality and a culture that 
keeps transgressors in rigidly defined roles. Underground, in a swirl of cycli-
cal time that inches backward while anticipating the future, she renews the 
value of the old gods. Anzaldúa’s “entry” into the “body of the Earth Serpent” 
signifies a metaphorical journey that reconfigures sacred and Indigenous 
paths to knowledge.28 She feeds the old gods, nourishes them as does Islas. 
Just as the lifeblood of Borderlands/La Frontera is primal, hopeful, and 
apocalyptic in that what is revealed to readers is nothing short of a different 
way of being-in-the world, so too does The Rain God invite us to engage the 
shadow side of what lies beyond and beneath the resonance of the present.

The Rain God expresses the need to integrate the Indian-as-Other into 
Miguel Chico’s existing framework of identity that shapes his evolving 
consciousness. I will discuss this idea in terms of the dual nature of haunt-
ing herein. For now, I will briefly discuss critical regionalism as a strategy 
that decenters the imperatives of the nation-state and conceptualizes poly-
glot areas in terms of their sociocultural fullness. This allows us to uncover 
ways of life—including symbols and metaphors of resistance—that have 
been effectively pushed to the recesses of memory by nation-state impera-
tives and impulses. Butler and Spivak discuss how critical regionalism can 
move us “over and under” abstract structures of the nation in ways that usher 
redress.29 These national structures of feeling are endorsed by Mama Chona, 
who refuses to associate herself with anything Mexican or Indian because she 
believes such to be “somehow impure.”30 As Gramsci reminds us, structures 
of feeling appear within the gaps of official discourse. Such forms of social 
experience are elusive, transient, and not fully articulated; as such, they must 
be inferred.

Critical regionalism’s interest in place stems from a faith in continuity and 
the ways that place fosters “the shaping of life” rather than focusing on the 
ways and means by which ideologies “packaged . . . from above” continually 
mark personal and collective identities.31 Significantly, it insists on the “value 
of honoring the best impulses of the past” and aligns with burgeoning forms 
of analyses that seek to unburden national identity as a unified hegemonic dis-
course.32 In Islas’ novel, the meaning of Tlaloc, the mythical pre-Columbian 
Mexican deity central to Indigenous belief, has been subverted in the face 
of nationalism and modernity. A critical regionalist approach allows us to 
dialogue within and across transnational and local forms of culture and resis-
tance with equal significance.33 On the U.S.–Mexico border, this is especially 
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74 Cordelia Barrera

apt as demographic extensions result from a dynamic and fluid U.S.–Mexico 
Borderlands space. As The Rain God is concerned with a specific desert 
landscape within a broad historical time frame, a critical regionalist approach 
allows us to break open the historical antecedents of a uniquely Chican@ 
landscape that predates the surface-level nationalist imaginary espoused by 
Mama Chona and central to Miguel Chico’s struggle of identity throughout 
the novel. His need is not to exorcise, but integrate the past in a way that is 
transformative, introspective, and aligned with an expulsion of both personal 
and collective guilt.

POSTMODERNITY AND THE GOTHIC FRONTIER

José David Saldívar reads The Rain God as a novel that recreates the topog-
raphy of the U.S.–Mexico Borderlands and the “social, gender, and sexual 
relations of its people.”34 For Saldívar, discourses of “return” as well as the 
psychology of the U.S.–Mexico Borderlands—la frontera—are deciding fac-
tors of Islas’ rendering of “some five hundred years of U.S.–Mexico border 
space and time” in both The Rain God and Migrant Souls.35 In his discussion 
of Islas’ second installment chronicling the lives of the Angel clan, the 1990 
novel Migrant Souls, he concentrates on spatial, or “topospatial” elements 
rather than the complex familial history the novel ostensibly explores and 
comments upon. This stance brings him to conclude that the novel “strips 
off layers of time and memory to disclose the unsaid, the repressed history 
hidden under the weight of ignorance, propriety, or shame.”36 Thus, when the 
pious Jesus Maria’s son, Rudy, now a lawyer in Washington, D.C., proclaims 
during dinner one evening that Texas “was Mexico before it was the land of 
liberty and equality for some. And before that, it was Indian territory,” he 
concludes, “So where are we? . . . We are on the border between a land that 
has forgotten us and another land that does not understand us.”37 In this sense, 
historicity and simultaneously spatial memories merge to suggest a reading 
of the desert landscape that attends to a “profound interaction of space and 
history, geography and psychology, nationhood and imperialism” that allows 
us to acknowledge space as a formative presence.38

Unaccounted for in Saldívar’s topospatial reading is an equal consider-
ation of place, for it is in a very specific place that Rudy suggests an answer: 
“So what are we educated wetbacks and migrant souls to do?” He asks the 
family of silent Angels. “Let’s keep the border and give both lands back to 
the Indians!”39 he replies, only half in jest. Whereas Migrant Souls revolves 
around the historical journeys and territorial moves the Angel family makes—
migrant spaces—as they move across the border from Mexico into Texas, 
The Rain God prioritizes the desert as a trope of recovery that informs the 
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75Desert Haunting

protagonist’s path of reentry from an estranged native culture. In considering 
the larger networks of meaning that act to construe ideology among the vari-
ous Angel family members, Rosaura Sánchez situates Miguel Chico within 
a “subjective timeless frame” in which historical references are blurred and 
earlier social practices are “recalled and mapped out” in order to be finally 
expunged from Miguel Chico’s memory.40 Her contention that the third 
generation of Angels—Miguel Chico’s generation—fails to formulate an 
alternative to embedded patriarchal practices and ethnic and class prejudices 
does not consider how Miguel Chico, by the novel’s end, comes to terms with 
the politics of haunting to embody a postmodern ethics of place that refuses 
the previous generation’s systematic othering of the Indian. This pattern is 
exemplified by Mama Chona and a generation of Mexican Americans who 
found it necessary to disidentify with a pre-Columbian belief system as they 
effectively internalized a myth of pure Spanish descent:

The snobbery Mama Chona and Tia Cuca displayed in every way possible 
against the Indian and in favor of the Spanish in the Angels’ blood was a con-
stant puzzlement to most of the grandchildren. In subtle, persistent ways, family 
members were taught that only the Spanish side of their heritage was worth hon-
oring and preserving: the Indian in them was pagan, servile, instinctive rather 
than intellectual, and was to be suppressed, the Indian in them denied.41

The rendering of Indian-as-Other embeds a layered Gothicism in the novel. 
The American Southwest is a region that both historically and today lacks 
a unified ethos, as culture here remains entwined within Hispano, Indian, 
and Euro-American cultures. In postmodern works, these cultures display 
conflicting and competing avenues for legitimacy. In terms of landscape, a 
postmodern hermeneutics is necessary for uncovering the multilayered his-
tory ensconced in the Gothic geology of the desert as a locale, for only then 
will an ethical stance make itself known. This concept of the desert Southwest 
as a locale, “a homeland where people, events, and places are integrated,”42 is 
integral to understanding an inclusive timelessness of parallel realities of the 
various cultures who inhabit the landscape that underlie the familiar locales 
of our everyday world. The question then is how to penetrate the Gothic 
frontier “where the real and the unreal worlds meet and to each other are the 
same, unreal and real, each to each.”43 To conceptualize The Rain God as a 
postmodern novel that uses American Gothic forms and motifs of haunting to 
illustrate how the past does not die but, rather, remains in the gaps between 
memory and history, we must conceptualize the Southwestern desert not as a 
moonscape devoid of human history, but as a Gothic locale where are found 
the haunts of past cultures and ways of living not easily accommodated by 
modernist projects. This stance is conversant with Catrin Gersdorf’s and 
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76 Cordelia Barrera

Patricia Nelson Limerick’s assertions regarding the desert environment of the 
American West, specifically in terms of the West’s aridity as a geographical 
reality by which to gauge failed nationalist aims.44

When we prioritize place in such a way that foregrounds the Angel family’s 
essential connection to a land that internalizes their borderland origins into a 
collective ethos further realized through cross-cultural tensions, we uncover 
the roots of the desert as a generative site of ethnic identity. It is precisely 
the “subjective timeless frame” to which Sánchez alludes that I believe lends 
Miguel Chico the opportunity to recall a specific, geographical, ancestral site 
in such a way that place—the Southwestern desert—becomes a generative 
site of ideology. The desert unites the novel’s six separate segments; it is 
more than “a secondary motif and strategy.”45 Rather, it encapsulates the cen-
tral strategy by which Miguel Chico learns to read the story of his life and of 
his culture’s past correctly and meaningfully. In the end, it is the protagonist’s 
primal connection to the Mesoamerican Rain God that coalesces the forces of 
retribution and redemption within his own body such that he can finally make 
peace with desires that have haunted him from childhood. An understanding 
of the dual nature of haunting in the novel acknowledges a superposition of 
modern and originary worldviews in the novel; a reading of the Gothic tropes 
within the novel penetrates the layered landscape to reveal what Pierre Nora 
calls lieux de mémorie—sites of memory.46

In the novel, the Southwestern desert represents Miguel Chico’s need 
to reclaim an originary space, both literally and spiritually. Complicating 
issues of ethnicity are “primordial sentiments” that Stuart Cochran parallels 
to “Homing In” patterns that William Bevis asserts as the most emblem-
atic found in contemporary American Indian novels.47 Bevis writes that 
in “Native American novels, coming home, staying put, contracting, even 
what we call ‘regressing’ to a place, a past where one has been before, is 
not only the primary story, it is a primary mode of knowledge and a primary 
good.”48 With this in mind, the desert is a dominant ideological strategy and 
structural device that both cements the family’s history and revitalizes an 
essential connection, what Cochran calls an “inextricable mixture” in which 
the primordial becomes “a part of the culture and community that constructs 
the people and the land in a primordial nexus.”49 When we couple this with a 
hermeneutics and a language by which to identity hauntings, as does Avery, 
we acknowledge the material and social effects they produce so as to estab-
lish a “reckoning with the instrumentality of hauntings.”50 Following Gordon 
allows us to treasure the ghost alongside the utopian intimations that further 
arise in the reader as affect, as they confront the loss and sublimated terrors 
that originate in the suppression of histories and silences. These structures of 
feeling that have been sedimented into the desert landscape remind us that, in 
Gramsci’s terms, cultural hegemony is never total, as even totalizing systems 
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77Desert Haunting

are subverted by the inner dynamics by which new formations of thought 
emerge.

THE POLITICS OF HAUNTING AND 
THE MONSTER IN THE CLOSET

When Antony, the son of Miguel Chico’s godmother, Nina, dies, the desert 
“comes” right to the back door of his house. JoEl, the favorite son of Felix 
Angel, Mama Chona’s oldest son, has a premonition on the night of his 
father’s murder in which the softly falling arid sands lift “the desert to their 
doorstep” and make “a sound that made him think of veils sliding against 
each other or the most delicate knives being sharpened . . . his mouth was as 
dry as the veils and knives outside.”51 The young soldier who brutally mur-
ders Felix in cold blood and in a homophobic rage enters the bar with the cold 
air of the desert trailing behind him, foreshadowing the smothering taste of 
the dusty desert in Felix’s mouth as he lies dying. Not surprisingly, the desert 
“exhales” as Felix drowns in his own blood.52

Felix and JoEl are most closely linked to the symbolic associations of 
desert Gothicism. As a child, Felix loved to run out into the desert storms 
and dance under the dark tempest overhead. No one could stop him. When 
they tried, his retort was always a happy “I’ll die dancing.”53 In later life, 
however, the desert storms scare him and make him feel “buried alive.”54 His 
son JoEl has the ability to foretell the coming rains by the smell of the desert 
air; he envisions angels that bring the rains. Both JoEl and Felix exhibit queer 
tendencies, and both are described as the most “artistic” and “sensitive” in 
the family. Perhaps it is because their nature is so “open” that they are most 
closely aligned with the Rain God; Felix, the family “clown” acts against 
Mama Chona’s wishes and marries Angie, and JoEl actively experiments 
with drugs.

Felix, JoEl, and Miguel Chico, then, are all significantly linked with the 
desert and the Rain God. Miguel Chico’s early memories of his childhood 
friend Leonardo and his visits to the cemetery cement the idea of the Rain 
God as both giver and taker: “Love and death came together for Miguel 
Chico and he was not from then on able to think of one apart from the 
other.”55 At the novel’s end, when Miguel Chico feels the Rain God come 
into Mama Chona’s hospital room just as her death approaches, the Rain 
God is unequivocally—and importantly for Miguel Chico—one of both life 
and death. With the entrance of the Rain God into the room, he is finally 
able to drop the hand of Mama Chona, the hand that she has so tightly 
held—both literally and figuratively—throughout the novel. Mama Chona 
is dead, but the old ways, the ways of the Rain God, will forever remain 
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78 Cordelia Barrera

with the Angel family, and especially Miguel Chico, in the desert and in 
their blood.

Miguel Chico’s longing for and terror of the desert manifests his unease 
surrounding the uncanny repetitions of colonial and hegemonic forms of 
erasure; these fears haunt him and are complicated by a haunted landscape. 
The protagonist’s need to “shape himself . . . free of the influence and distor-
tions”56 of the cultural and moral imperatives signified by Mama Chona is 
reified by his desire to penetrate the ghostly aspects of an absence encapsu-
lated in the specter of the Rain God. In confronting the traces of this absence, 
Miguel Chico effectively reinscribes a genealogy of silenced and disqualified 
forms of knowledge. Finding the shapes that describe absences captures the 
“paradox of tracking through time” and across the forces that make their mark 
by being there and not, by both absence and presence.57 In The Rain God, the 
“shape” of absence is signified by the monster of Miguel Chico’s nightmare 
in the final section of the book, titled “The Rain God.”

Miguel Chico’s final dream in the novel represents not his need to exorcise 
the past but to integrate racial memories of a collective past to effectively 
redirect his future. If, as Sánchez posits, the “home is truly the cave where 
the monster resides,”58 then the desert, the place that “calls” Miguel Chico to 
return home, becomes a place of synthesis, and more importantly, renewal. 
Sánchez maintains that Miguel Chico longs for the desert of his childhood 
with resentment and concludes that Miguel Chico’s near-death experience 
compels him to come to terms with the past so as to be free of it, thus mirror-
ing Islas’ necessity to achieve freedom from past hierarchical structures. The 
monster in the closet, howver, invites Miguel Chico to make contact, and so 
he embraces the shadow of what lies beyond the resonance of the present era 
and develops a sense of historical accounting distinct from the postmodern 
hypervisibility of the present. If we link the politics of an accounting that 
insists upon a moral and ethical reckoning with ancestral places that shape 
and direct personal and communal efforts, then we evoke a structure of feel-
ing that Gordon insists is “perhaps the most appropriate description of how 
hauntings are both transmitted and received.”59

As a child, part of Miguel Chico’s “instruction was to accompany Mama 
Chona on her visits to her sister and her daughters, where, she told them, they 
would learn proper manners.”60 Additionally, he acknowledges that “[m]uch 
of the children’s knowledge of the family’s history as well as its scandals 
came from these visits.”61 History, then, revolves around familial narratives, 
but it is a vision of the Rain God entering Mama Chona’s hospital room 
that finally gives Miguel Chico the courage to drop her hand. Only when he 
feels the Rain God come into the room where Mama Chona lies dying can 
he say: “—Let go of my hand, Mama Chona. I don’t want to die.”62 Coming 
to terms with his double—the monster of his dreams, the “manipulator and 
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79Desert Haunting

the manipulated,” the “victim and the slayer,” “the loved and the unloved,” 
the “judge and the advocate”63—signifies Miguel Chico’s moral and ethical 
reckoning by superposing the strange onto the familiar.

Sánchez argues that the monster in Miguel Chico’s dream symbolizes both 
family and patriarchy. She reads Miguel Chico’s plunge off the bridge with 
the monster of his nightmare as “his decision to commit suicide with his 
violator . . . to end the silence and begin writing the story of his family and 
thus of himself.”64 However, if we read the monster as Miguel Chico’s “dark 
double,” as does Vega, we decode this symbolic act of descent as a type of 
conquest in which Miguel Chico finally comes to grips with his sexuality.65 I 
believe that Miguel Chico’s decision to take the monster with him represents 
his need to integrate the past in such a way that life and death become linked 
through time and history, and, more importantly, remembrance and return. 
With Miguel Chico’s dream, the logic of space and time is dissolved such 
that he can experience wholeness and continuity of past and present. Miguel 
Chico is both analyst and historian who understands the burden of history as 
well as the necessary impetus to embrace the “historical imagination.” Mario 
J. Valdés writes,

Every aspect of the present is grounded in a past of its own, and the very birth 
of understanding is the imaginative reconstruction of what came before. . . . The 
aim of the historical imagination is to utilize the fullest spectrum of perception 
as the starting point for the building of the past through which it has come to be. 
It is therefore a return to the headwaters of present experience.66

Thus, upon awakening from his dream, Miguel Chico’s primary mode of 
knowledge is his need not to banish the dead, but “to make peace with his 
dead, to prepare a feast for them so that they would stop haunting him. He 
would feed them words and make his candied skulls out of paper.”67 He con-
jures a traditional feast, the yearly Mexican holiday of the Day of the Dead, 
not as an act of merely honoring his dead ancestors, including the Rain God, 
but to “feed them words,”68 to recall them yearly, and to rewrite their often 
neglected histories as well as his own from a new vantage point. As Chela 
Sandoval writes of those who act in opposition to hegemony: the struggle, 
which both begins and ends with the body, brings “into view a new set of 
alterities and . . . demands that oppositional actors claim new grounds for 
generating identity, ethics, and a political activity.”69 Miguel Chico’s yearly 
act of homage fortifies his disinterred faith in alternate forms of knowledge 
and further links an Anzaldúan epistemology of recovery to broader efforts 
of belonging and justice.

Following Gordon, Martha J. Cutter argues that understanding haunting as 
a political force is crucial for both healing and social progress. She writes that 
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80 Cordelia Barrera

understanding and “claiming the disremembered and unaccounted for events, 
bodies, and identities that haunt U.S. history is vital to social progress.”70 
Tlaloc, then, is both a force of retribution and redemption. As “Lord of the 
Underworld, superior of the souls of the ancestors,” he sits in judgment on 
sinners.71 Miguel Chico’s “sin,” however, emerges as his homosexuality. The 
struggle with and eventual mastery over the monster of his nightmare signi-
fies a psychic integration with his double in terms of both judgment and a 
final act of contrition. This symbolic act allows Miguel Chico to “ghost back” 
against the silenced and erased voices of the past in an effort to move beyond 
the cultural scripts that have haunted him as well as previous generations 
of Angels in the present day. To achieve congruity and possibly coherence, 
Miguel Chico must legitimate his relationship to the past; he does this by 
integrating communal memory and communal values onto his body in the 
form of his closeted monster. By the novel’s end, he has the resources and 
the capital that comes with embracing the past—in the novel expressed by the 
deep references wrenched from the depths of time and geology and inscribed 
in the desert landscape—to move beyond fragmentation and shame toward 
remembrance and healing.

TOWARD AN ETHICS OF PLACE

The evolution of various Angel family members as they travel from life to 
death is ensconced in a desert landscape that signifies both a sacred symbol 
of persistence and a repository of primordial memories. Aztlán was the 
birthplace of the Mesoamerican Aztecs, and the naming of Aztlán in the late 
1960s by the Chican@ community revived the connection with an Indigenous 
past that formed a significant aspect of Chican@ collective history. Aztlán is 
both a mythical and historical marker: it names the importance of community 
and communal relations with the earth as container, a well of symbols and 
archetypes that can only be recalled through myth and narrative. Just as the 
symbolic, mythical, and spiritual resonance of the idea of Aztlán became cen-
tral to shifting the Chican@ gaze from mainstream American culture in the 
1960s to a time unbroken by the linear dictates of progress and modernism, so 
too do the many allusions to the Rain God in the desert shift Miguel Chico’s 
gaze to his search for “origins . . . spiritual in nature” that can reinscribe an 
embodied “reckoning with the instrumentality of haunting.”72

In The Rain God, Islas binds the bodies of Miguel Chico, JoEl, and Felix to 
an ancestral cosmology grounded in the earth itself and around which a pro-
tective communal ethics is constructed. The Rain God remains an “umbili-
cal connection to the past,” part of the “shared collective memory” that is 
not learned but part of Miguel Chico’s “ethos, symbols from the archetypal 
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81Desert Haunting

memory residing in the blood.”73 As he works through personal, familial, 
and historical trauma, the Gothic space of the desert structures and nurtures 
a nightmarish place of renewal. The appliance tethered to his body is the 
catalyst by which he confronts his double estrangement: first as a closeted 
homosexual who must accept his body, and secondly, as a third genera-
tion Mexican American who is compelled to escape the religious and moral 
authority signified by Mama Chona’s first generation hold on his identity. 
His professional success as a university professor affords him the intellectual 
capacity to comprehend Mama Chona’s “Spanish conquistador snobbery”74 
that has always invalidated both the Mexican and Indian aspects of her, and 
consequently all of the Angels’ ethnic identity. However, throughout the 
pages of the novel he is pulled by the “presence” of ancestral lineages and 
the ancient civilizations evoked by memories of the Pre-Columbian city of 
Teotihuacan.75 By the novel’s end, his desire to make “peace with his dead”76 
is directly tied to his dropping the hand of Mama Chona, who haunts the 
pages of the novel, and Miguel Chico’s psyche as a ghostly presence.

Pierre Nora argues that lieux de mémorie—sites of memory—exist because 
there are no longer milieu de mémorie, or true environments of memory.77 
In the move toward democratization of our modern global economy, what 
has been lost may symbolically be located on the shadow side of modernity, 
within landscapes yet permeated in mythical and historical meaning, and, 
as such, sites where integration and generation of identity can occur. Like 
Anzaldúa, Islas locates cultural memory and history within the gaps and 
liminal spaces that speak to the progenitors of an ancestral sense of place. 
Miguel Chico reinstates a narrative of being that eludes the national para-
digm espoused by Mama Chona; he ultimately embodies a way of being that 
refuses the abject, the deported, and the expelled. The persistence of the Rain 
God demands the integration of a shift in perspective of the prevailing colo-
nialist ideology. When we link the politics of an accounting that insists upon 
a moral and ethical reckoning with ancestral places that shape and direct both 
personal and communal efforts, we evoke a structure of feeling that Gordon 
insists is “perhaps the most appropriate description of how hauntings are 
both transmitted and received.”78 Moving across multiple spaces of memory 
via practices of associative remembering based in cultural scripts that exist 
between memory and history as well as between the embodied and the 
silenced can embolden individual agents to embrace a code of ethics where 
contradictions of race, ethnicity, and culture are allowed to play out.

Gothic tropes and haunting motifs in The Rain God attest to the novel’s 
postmodern and transcultural nature. As a Borderlands text, its sustained atten-
tion to the instability of identity and history, especially in terms of how these 
expose the gaping holes in Miguel Chico’s understanding of his world, are 
directly tied to a silenced ancestral lineage. Throughout the novel, readers, like 
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82 Cordelia Barrera

the protagonist, must reckon with the ways his body has become haunted by the 
stereotypes imbricated within his own cultural baggage. It is the weight of his 
lost ancestors that sits too heavily on his shoulders. But in reclaiming such dei-
ties as the Rain God and legitimizing a personal and racial identity in terms of 
primordial elements ensconced in the land as sacred symbols of synthesis and 
renewal, we see how the “new” alterity that Miguel Chico formulates is directly 
tied to Paula Gunn Allen’s assertion that “[t]he land is not really a place, sepa-
rate from ourselves,” but, as the words of Oglala Lakota elder Luther Standing 
Bear tell us, human beings “must be born and reborn to belong” so that their 
bodies are “formed of the dust of their forefather’s bones.”79 Miguel Chico 
must not banish his ghosts, but learn from them rather than be crushed by them.
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