
In creating a cultural identity for an ethnic group that is so diverse as those who choose to 

call themselves Chicanos is difficult to say the least. Yet the ambiguity of it may arguably be the 

reason so many people choose to identify themselves with this term. The naming of difrasismo is 

credited to Angel María Garibay. It is used in remembrance and in honor of a history prior to the 

Spanish conquest in what is now México. Difrasismo is reminiscent of a characteristic found in 

the Nahuatl language spoken by the Aztecs in which something is represented with the coupling 

of two elements (Arteaga, 11). In Alfred Arteaga’s Chicano Poetics, he uses difrasismo to 

illustrate the hybridity of the larger Chicano identity. This identity is an accommodating 

compilation of different indigenous and foreign, ethnic, political, and even linguistic identities. 

Arteaga utilizes difrasismo in his description of the border between the United States and 

México. He ends his second stanza with “A line, half water, half metal” (Arteaga, 3). Arguably, 

the Chicano identity arose as a result of the border. The way in which Arteaga uses difrasismo 

here to describe the border is not only metaphorical but also tangible. To comprehend the 

‘indianness’ of Chicanos is to also comprehend their lives in America. Although sometimes seen 

as a foreigner the Chicano belongs to two cultures, the balance of the two can be hard to attain 

but nevertheless the two live within. Arteaga later goes on to explain “To be Chicano in the 

borderlands is to make oneself from among the competing definitions of nation, culture, 

language, race, ethnicity, and so on (Arteaga, 15). The ambiguity of the Chicano identity 

includes those on either side of the border. Yet the Chicano on either side of the border also deal 

with these distinctions. The definitions of indigenous versus foreign help distinguish the Chicano 

identity. Furthermore, Arteaga uses the border to reflect on these identities. Though the 

indigenous and foreign entities are separated by a border they overlap because some choose to 

see the border as nonexistent metaphorical when bearing in mind the indigenous aspect of the 



Chicano identity. Difrasismo is used when describing the border in order to couple the 

indigenous and foreign elements of the Chicano identity. 

Another aspect of the larger Chicano identity is racial hybridity. To look at parts of the 

Chicano identity as a combination of several identities is one thing but to see the ‘creation’ of the 

modern Chicano people through hybridization is compelling. In the native tongue of most 

Chicanos, Arteaga says, “Aquí, se llama la Juana, de apellido Juárez, india, prieta y chaparra, la 

que le encanta al gringo”(Arteaga, 5). In short he is saying the foreigners love the Indian women 

who are dark and petite. While Chicanos descend from many groups of Indians they are also 

descendants of Europeans who came to their land in search of conquest this is the lighter form of 

the history which in reality is dark, as most histories are. The difrasismo used here by Artiaga is 

a little more subtle but notable as he uses one of the languages of the Chicanos, he also uses the 

Nahuatl language which belongs to the antecedent Aztecs, and English—all reflect the amalgam 

of the larger Chicano identity as he strategically combines all three elements. Most of the 

hybridization comes from the violent raping of Indian women by Spanish Conquistadors.  “At 

each reproduction of the Chicano body, the racial characteristics of European and indigenous 

American compete for presence” (Arteaga, 15). Although there are multiple elements combined 

in terms of race, the ethnic identity is an actual physical manifestation of hybridity found in the 

Chicano. 

The theme of difrasismo as a tool to accurately describe the Chicano identity continues 

when Arteaga defines Chicanismo as a whole. After introducing the concept of Aztlán a mythical 

homeland of the Aztecs and relating this back to the Indianness of Chicanos which prevails that 

of the Anglos he explains the connection between hybridity and the simultaneous struggle for 

identity of a people who are defined miscegenation of race, culture, and even language.  



“As such, being Chicano is not so much to be resident of an area but to be subject to and 

to partake in the contestation of identities in that area. There, US and Mexican identities, in their 

various manifestations, such as the national, the racial, and the linguistic, and every possible 

hybridization, compete for presence. There, identity is acted out within the matrices of political 

powers and cultural conflicts. This puts chicanismo at the site where social forces converge, and 

it stresses being Chicano as a dynamic of being in relation to others.” (Arteaga, 21-22) 

While being mindful of ‘every possible hybridization,’ Arteaga also reminds the reader of the 

larger political context in which the modern Chicano movement resides. The political context is 

fueled mainly today by the physical border between two different countries. These two countries, 

the two elements in comparison, seem to be what birthed the modern Chicano identity.  

 Recalling that a difrasismo is the comparison of two elements and the hybridity of the 

Chicano identity, this identity itself can be called a difrasismo. While being Chicano may not be 

a comparison of only two elements, it usually is a comparison of two paired and opposing 

elements at a time. These consist of indigenous versus foreign identities, while the Chicano 

people believe they are more Indian than the Anglos, “For Anglo Americans, the Chicano lives 

in the United States, and with colonial amnesia, the Chicano is conceived as an immigrant, an 

illegal border crosser whose home is a foreign nation south of the border… This view is the 

inverse of the Mexican nationalist view that holds Chicanos as emigrants, and always 

returnable.” (Arteaga, 17) Other examples of the way in which Arteaga employs difrasismo to 

show the hybridity of the Chicano identity are shown throughout this essay. Arteaga articulates 

this connection of difrasismo and hybridity, “Difrasismo seems to me a characteristic feature of 

how my poetry comes to meaning and of how one comes to being Chicano” (Arteaga, 12).  


