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4 A‘cw years ago the Caribbean Studies Association had
1 its annual meeting in Santo Domingo, and they
' asked me if I would be its keynote speaker as a Dominican
. American writer along with Aida Cartagena Portalatin, the
‘ grand woman of letters in the Dominican Republic. She
- read in Spanish, and then I read in English, and then—as a
' kind of crowning moment—we were both brought together
~ on stage to meet each other in front of everyone.
. Doria Aida embraced me, but then in front of the mikes,
(Ihc reamed me out. “Eso parece mentira que una domini-
‘cana se ponga a escribir en inglés. Vuelve a tu pais, vuelve a
. tuidioma. T4 eres dominicana.” ("It doesn't seem possible
'~ that a Dominican should write in English. Come back to
your country, to your language. You are a Dominican.”)
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Since she was grand and old—and I was raised to have re-
speto for the old people—but also because she was arguing
in Spanish—and I can usually only win my fights in En-
glish—I kept my mouth shut. What is it that I would have
said?

This is what this short essay is about.

Dofia Aida, con su permiso. Dofia Aida, with your per-
mission.

I am not a Dominican writer. I have no business writing
in a language that I can speak but have not studied deeply
enough to craft. I can't ride its wild horses. Just the sub-
junctive wo:lld-throw me off. I know the tender mouth of
English, just how to work the reins. I've taken lessons from
Emily Dickinson and Walt Whitman and Toni Morrison
and William Carlos Williams, whose Mami was Puerto
Rican. And though I have read Pablo Neruda and César
Vallejo and Julia de Burgos and Ana Lydia Vega and Aida
Cartagena Portalatin, I can only admire what they do in
Spanish. I cannot emulate their wonderful mastery of that
language.

No, I am not a Dominican writer or really a Dominican
in the traditional sense. I don't live on the Island, breathing
its daily smells, enduring its particular burdens, speaking
its special dominicano. In fact, Iwould tell a different story
and write poems with a different rhythm if I lived and
worked there, ate there, made love there, voted there, dried
my tears there, laughed my laughter there. If daily what I
heard was 4y instead of Oh, if instead of that limited palette
of colors in Vermont, gray softening into green, what I saw
were colors so bright I'd have to look twice at things to be-
lieve that they were real.
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But, you're right, Dofia Aida, I'm also not una norteamer-
na. I am not a mainstream American writer with my roots
n a small town in Illinois or Kentucky or even Nuevo Méx-
ico. I don't hear the same rhythms in English as a native
“rvnpenkef of English. Sometimes I hear Spanish in English
(and of course, vice versa). That's why I describe myself as a
Dominican American writer. That's not just a term. I'm map-
 ping a country that's not on the map, and that’s why I'm try-
ing to put it down on paper.

It's a world formed of contradictions, clashes, cominglings
—the gringa and the Dominican, and it is precisely that
tension and richness that interests me. Being in and out
. of both worlds, looking at one side from the other side—
' thus the title of one of my books of poems, The Other Side/
 El Otro Lado. These unusual perspectives are often what I write
. about. A duality that I hope in the writing transcends itself
. and becomes a new consciousness, a new place on the map, a

il

 synthesizing way of looking at the world.
And Iwould propose that this multicultural perspective—
and forgive me that word because it has become such a
. catchphrase, a lap for every baby—this multicultural per-
spective is the perspective of some of the most interest-
 ing writers of this late twentieth century: Salman Rushdie
in London, Michael Ondaatje in Toronto, Maxine Hong
L.' Kingston in San Francisco, Seamus Heaney in Boston,
Bharati Mukherjee in Berkeley, Marjorie Agosin in Welles-
 ley, Edwidge Danticat in Brooklyn. We're a mobile world;
borders are melting; nationalities are on the move, often
for devastating reasons. A multicultural perspective is more
and more the way to understand the world.
'So Dofia Aida, I'm a mixed breed, as are many of us
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U.S.A. Latino/a writers. With our finger-snapping, gum-
chewing English, sometimes slipping in una palabrita o
frase espafiol. With our roots reaching down deep to the
Latin American continent and the Caribbean where our
parents or abuelitos or we ourselves came from. With our
asabaches and SAT scores; our fast-paced, watch-checking
rhythms combining with the slower eternal wavings of the
palm trees.

And though I complain sometimes about the confusion
resulting from being of neither world, and about the
marginalizations created on both sides—the Americans
considering me a writer of ethnic interest, a Latina writer
(meaning a writer for Latinos and of sociological interest to
mainstream Americans), or the Dominicans reaming me
out, saying she’s not one of us, she’s not Dominican enough
—though I complain about the confusion and rootlessness
of being this mixed breed, I also think it's what confirmed
me as a writer, particularly because I am a woman.

This is probably true for many of us Caribbean women
writers. Our emigrations from our native countries and
families helped us to achieve an important separation from
aworld in which it might not have been as easy for us to strike
out on our own, to escape the confining definitions of our
traditional gender roles. We also, many of us, achieved a
measure of economic security, jobs in universities, say, that
released us from the control of our papis and brothers and
husbands and a patriarchal system that doesn't even pretend
to be something else. For me, anyhow, as a writer, I had to
free myself from certain restrictions—physical and mental —
of being a Dominican female before I could rediscover and
embrace the Latina in my writing.
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'So what are you doing here in Santo Domingo?” you ask
me, Dofia Aida.
" To know who I am, I have to know where I come from. So
keep coming back to the Island. And for fuerza, I go back
this thought: it really is in my Caribbean roots, in my is-
land genes to be a pan-American, a gringa-dominicana, a
nthesizing consciousness.
Think of it, the Caribbean . . . a string of islands, a sieve
‘the continents, north and south, a sponge, as most islands
are, absorbing those who come and go, whether indios in
canoas from the Amazon, or conquistadores from Spain, or
ican princes brought in chains in the holds of ships to be
es, or refugees from China or central Europe or other
islands. We are not a big continental chunk, a forbidding
xpanse that takes forever to penetrate, which keeps groups
olidly intact, for a while anyhow. Our beaches welcome the
anger with their carpets of white sand. In an hour you
ch the interior; in another hour you arrive at the other
coast. We are islands, permeable countries. It's in our genes
to be a world made of many worlds. ¢No es asi?
. Ay, Dona Aida, you who carry our mixtures in the color
of your skin, who also left the island as an exile many times
so understand what it is to be at home nowhere and
here, I know I don't really have to ask your pardon or
mission. Beneath our individual circumstances and
oices, we have fought many of the same struggles and have
ded up in the same place, on paper.
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