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Hello, everyone. I’d first like to welcome you all to Creative Counterpoints. 

By finding yourself in this space today, you are taking an important step as 

thoughtful, groundbreaking educators. I’d like to thank you for your 

unrelenting passion in nurturing the blossoming artist in every student, and 

for meeting them where they are, and, importantly, in their own terms. 

 

Why are we here today? To us, the reason is simple to identify— the existing 

curriculum of art education demonstrates a limited knowledge of the 

student-artist and its approaches are systematically flawed. Some of us 

recognize, and seek to challenge, the limitations of student agency in their 

learning. We recognize that, even in the wonderfully fluid intersection of the 

arts and pedagogy, we are still leaving behind a multitude of students. 

Furthermore, we understand that skills like cultural and intercultural 

understanding are more salient than ever in our classrooms. 

 

It is my hope that our interventions today can be the catalyst for such 

understanding. 

 

Every art educator has an evolving toolbox of artistic and pedagogical 

tools—some of my tools are the practice of ‘translation’ and ‘in-betweenness’.  

 

Today, I will map for you the trajectory of translation and in-betweenness 

through multiple spaces, as they inform my sense of self and my purpose as an 

educator. Let’s begin. 

 

I’m going to ask you to reflect on the feeling of relinquishing agency; Of 

knowingly giving up your time, and your personal power for a promise. Of 

showing up for that promise without exactly knowing what it will entail, what 

you will receive and what you will be asked to do in return.  

 

There is a little bit of anxiety to this not knowing, because it requires 

trust.  

 

I want you to recognize and consider this feeling as I welcome you to the U.S. 

immigration system. To those of you already embedded in this system, welcome 

back. 

 

As human beings, we navigate through multiple narratives that, whether 

supporting or conflicting, work in tandem. At some point between the first and 

second time we learn to express ourselves, we begin to learn to curate our 

stories in the ways that benefit us the most. It is both selfish and tragic, a 

means to move ahead and a means to self-preserve.  

 

 



My personal narrative of seeking American citizenship has always been about 

love—love toward a country, and love for the people who formed me. 

 

Love, as we all know, is both self-serving and incredibly sacrificing. It is 

both soothing, and painful. 

 

When I became a U.S. citizen in 2015, I was asked the same question by 

strangers, acquaintances, and officers: Why did you choose to become an 

American? 

 

I had two well-rehearsed answers, depending on the follow-up questions I 

didn’t want asked. If I couldn’t feel a skip on their tongue, I’d tell them 

the truth: I’ve loved America for at least a decade--this is merely an act of 

commitment to a country I’ve invested myself in wholly and truly, and I cannot 

imagine living anywhere else. Here, I’m offered opportunities that I could 

only dream of in my birth country, and I plan on taking every single one of 

them. I want to be able to give back to this country. We’ve been together for 

over a decade—I’m merely tying the knot, if you will. 

 

This is a formality, nothing more. I’ve always been an American. 

 

If we shared language, or skin (color), or stories, I would tell them the 

truth: They’re promising a hell of a lot more than a border wall. I don’t know 

if there are enough people in this country who care about folks like us to 

hold them back. If I don’t do this now, my parents will be given no mercy. Our 

family will be torn apart. I am the only one who could guarantee the 

stability, the safety, of the woman who birthed me, and the man who took me in 
as his own. Their paths will split, and their feet will rest in towns woven in 

beauty and luxury, and poverty and violence. 

 

This is a formality, nothing more. I will always be an alien. 

 

It’s nice to meet you all.  My name is Mariana Yanes Cabral. I am 25-years 

old, an interdisciplinary artist, an educator, and an ex-alien. 

 

It may sound really strange, but the last label serves me well. Let me 

explain: American society is uplifted by the idea of a document giving their 

people undeniable humanity, and it’s beautiful. Those of us that are born in 

more… fragile democracies aren’t usually comforted by this, you understand. 

 

However, when living under the label ‘alien’, a label that strips one of all 

humanity, documentation becomes all one can think about.  

 

When documentation is not just the figurative, but the literal crux of our 

humanity, it becomes easy to fascinate ourselves with each and every detail 

embedded within each form we send and receive. Clerical errors destroy 

families. An envelope from USCIS confirming our naturalization and 

“Americanness” can be the endorphin that helps manage the pain.  
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Then, why would I call myself an ‘ex-alien’? 

 

I can call myself American whenever I want, and sometimes I do—my Certificate 

of Naturalization gives me this privilege—but in spite of how I can fit my 

story to an American palate, the very fact that I own this document makes me 

intrinsically different to an American.  

 

Of course, unless I told you, there’s no way you could have known.  

 

But see, my American passport touts ‘Rio de Janeiro’, the name of a past whose 

tongue I still remember. 

 

That cheating tongue of an ex-alien. 

 

And this is again about love—my relationship with America, it can be a funny 

one. When ex-aliens are naturalized (and language is important, here—the act 

of 'naturalizing' implies the unnaturality of the non-American)—when we are 

naturalized, we receive this nice little cheat-sheet that informs us how to 

renounce our previous titles and citizenships.  

 

(Slide 1 – Oath of Allegiance) 

 

I hereby declare, on oath, that I absolutely and entirely renounce and abjure 

all allegiance and fidelity to any foreign prince, potentate, state, or 

sovereignty of whom or which I have heretofore been a subject or citizen; that 

I will suppress the memories of my homeland to the best of my ability; that I 

will support and defend the Constitution and laws of the United States of 

America against all enemies, foreign and domestic, even if the same 

Constitution and laws do not protect my person; that I will bear true faith 

and allegiance to the same, sacrificing my culture and assimilating to the 

expected cultural norm at the sacrifice of my heritage; that I will bear arms 

on behalf of the United States when required by law; that I will perform 

noncombatant service in the Armed Forces of the United States, the same Armed 

Forces that have ravaged my birthplace, when required by law; that I will 

perform work of national importance under civilian direction when required by 

the law, as if the work I’ve performed as an immigrant for years did not have 

a national importance; and that I take this obligation freely and without 

mental reservation or purpose of evasion, even as I am given every opportunity 

to be afraid to refuse; 

 

So help me God. 

 

America is an insecure lover—she seeks to be your only one. She’s always a 

little jealous, and I suppose it’s one of her endearing traits. The onus is on 

you to court her, and the dating is always by her terms. 

 

2 



She will always remind you of what you had to give up to take her name. It’s a 

little cruel, but which relationship isn’t a bit cruel? And her cruelty makes 

you even more grateful once you, well, ‘make’ it. 

 

To me, the act of seeking American citizenship has always been about love. 

 

Living in the margins between alien and American, it is no surprise that the 

way I understand my artistic discipline is fluid. Living in this space of 
ex-alienhood keeps me in a perpetual uncomfortable place that, coincidentally, 

serves ripe for introspection.  

 

When I was younger, I would be worried that exposing such parts of my 

person—and my art—to American society could harm me in some way.  

At this time, my art was so much about the process of becoming the ‘ex-alien’ 

form of myself, starting with the common discomfort present in thinking within 

a binary--I am either alien, or I am American--then with reconciliation that I 

remain in an in-between space, to finally drawing strength from this space. 

 

Over the years, my art has showed me how much power lies in becoming the 

curator of one’s own humanity through the practice of translation. 

 

In my art, translation is the tool to critique the immigration system.  

 

Surrounded by the documentation that defined my family for over a decade, I 

became fixated by the details embedded within forms, wedged inside envelopes, 

stamped with barcodes. I began to amass documentation and study its smallest 

details. I learned how to decode case numbers by region and priority date. 

Learned about the anti-fraud measures installed on the pages of acceptance 

notices. 

 

Then, I began to translate the text in the documentation, from English, to 

truth. 
 

(Slide 2 – Pledge of Allegiance, Star Spangled Banner) 

 

I pledge allegiance to the flag 

Of the United States of America, 

And to the Republic 

For which it stands, 

Many divided Nations under one God, 

Easily divisible, with liberty 

And justice for those who are lucky. 

 

In the end, it is better than my own land 

By a thousand-fold. 
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Those who have ever watched a sports game, or have gone to a public school in 

the United States, will immediately recognize this text. Those who are 

naturalized U.S. citizens, or ex-aliens like myself might recognize the format 

as the little card you received during your naturalization ceremony. 

 

You may also notice that the text has been modified. 

 

There is so much that America wants the alien to know, but that English 

legalese intentionally omits. Legalese serves as a sterile vehicle to commit 

acts of violence, and it’s incredibly effective in its banality. It’s entirely 

devoid of emotion, of the hatred that often fuels violence. 

 

Because of this, the language of American legalese is dishonest. 

 

Because I love America, I want to hold her honest. I want to set her free to 

be her authentic, cruel self. 

 

(Slide 3 – Acceptance) 

 

One of the most important things to me, when creating this work, is the 

perceived authenticity of the vehicle in which I present this text. I 

understand that not every person I meet is so deeply embedded in the trenches 

of the systems I and many others have been.  

 

As a translator between America and the viewer, as a treasurer of information, 

I feel a responsibility to upkeep the veil of authenticity as best as I am 

able to. 

 

My goal is for the viewers to question how much I have modified the original 

documents. Some of the modifications are incredibly blatant. Some of them, 

however, are subtle, but no less important.  

 

The work of the viewer becomes to collect their own previous knowledge, and 

piece together by themselves what is authentic, and what is modified, based on 

what they know about America. 

 

 

Just as for many ex-aliens who came before me, translation is a life skill. 

It’s what we do to stay alive. Today, translation is the way I curate my 

‘alien’ narrative to juxtapose my ‘American’ narrative, and my ‘American’ 

narrative to juxtapose my ‘alien’ narrative.  

 

Over the years, Mariana has become Mariana, has become Mimi, and has become 
Mariana. My name is not assimilated—it is intentionally, decidedly alien, even 
in the most American of environments. 

 

As a translator, both in enduring and in artistic practice, I ask myself if 

the educational space is in need of translation. I ask, ‘What does 
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‘in-betweenness’, and the fruits of ‘ex/semi-alienhood’ look like in our 

classrooms? 

 

 

I began to think about the roughly 500 students I have taught this year in 

Chelsea, Massachusetts, and the many ‘in-between’ spaces they found themselves 
in.  

 

I admit that I entered a school with a largely-Latinx student body with many 

preconceived notions, inherited both from those surrounding me, and from 

public discourse and media, about their performance and learning abilities. 

But my students were much more multilayered than any census would claim.  

 

I taught LGBTQ students who were not only challenging heteronormativity and 

fixed gender roles, but also specific experiences with machismos and cultural 

expectations that couldn’t be described in English.  

 

I taught Afro-latinx students, who navigate the tensions and intersections 

between their cultural heritage and their Blackness every single day—children 

who understand their parents in one language, but understand racism in two.* 

 

There were also my students who were trying to process family separations, and 

those who were trying to process their friends’ deportations.  

 

All of my students were also, at the same time, trying to process the 

complexities of pre-adolescence. 

 

The label ‘Latinx’ is intrinsically linked to a complex relationship with the 

English language and to this country - being Latinx is a very American 

experience.  

 

As a translator by necessity, I know the muddy waters that Latinx students 

wade through every day to float over the space between two separate languages, 

how our tongues are weighted down both by muscle and culture, trying to weave 

together different societies without so much as a stutter.  

 

And yet, many teachers’ understanding of emergent English speakers remain 

constricted by a binary logic: “Yes, this student speaks English fluently. No, 

this student is emerging.” 

 

What I found was something much more complex. While we had students that had 

the visual and behavioral hallmarks of an emergent English speaker, most of 

our students had wonderful oral vocabularies—they are gifted orators thriving 

on translation.  

 

However, whenever I asked the same student to write down their own words, they 

faltered. 
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I quickly understood why this was the case during a parent-teacher conference, 

watching 10-year-olds expertly slide between Spanish and English, holding 

their parents’ hands all the while. Many of our students were translators, 

just like I am, and I was brought back to nights where I, a fluent 

English-speaker, couldn’t finish my homework because I couldn’t process the 

words written in my textbook. 

 

English emergence is often gauged on convenience—we call the student who can 

answer us, follow directions, and write to a format a ‘fluent’ speaker. The 

reality is much more complex—a student can be fluent, even native, and 

‘emergent’ at the same time, at different points in the spectrum of their 

development. 

 

The intersection of spaces (home-school, written, oral, family and school’s 

expectations) leaves them ‘in-between’—and our assessment manuals don’t know 

what to do with ‘in-between’ kids.  

 

In my classroom, when time came for reflection over our works, I came to an 

understanding that my students were able to reflect much more deeply when I 

asked questions verbally, formatting the prompt as if it were a back-and-forth 

discussion. I would record my students’ responses on my phone, and keep the 

audio files as evidence of their reflections.  

 

As an academic, I understand the importance of developing strong written 

language skills. However, as an educator, I contemplated what I wanted when I 

asked them to reflect. I wanted truly intensive thinking to happen as it 

pertained to their work, and if entering an exclusively-verbal space was what 

it would take for this thinking to happen, then it would be what I would do. 

Later, when I  needed my students to learn how to write effective artist 

statements, I would dig up their audio files for them to transcribe 

themselves, so that their writing or typing fingertips would learn the 

connections between written and verbal vocabulary, as they would hear their 

own voices hold mastery of the same words they sought to write. 

 

Where these students are is neither a positive, nor a negative space—it is a 

different, and always changing space. Our students’ difference is neither 
good, nor bad. Difference is information that is significant, that matters, 

and that relates to other information. Difference is more complex than our 

brains can properly compartmentalize. It requires a new vocabulary of 

understanding. 

 

For example, I cannot say that my being a family translator has been entirely 

positive, because I was exposed to a level of psychological stress that is 

arguably inappropriate for children, like negotiating utility bills we 

couldn’t afford, or like advocating for my siblings’ special needs services as 

a teenager, because my parents’ limited English hampered their ability to 

speak on their behalf. Likewise, I cannot say that being a translator was 
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fully negative, because it has informed so much of who I am as a person, 

artist, and educator.  

 

What I can say, is that translation has become a tool that I use over and over 

and that I bend to serve my needs. Living in this ex-alien and translating 

space allows me to force myself in other spaces that were not designed for me.  

 

It also—and this is important—opens up insights into my viewers so that they 

begin to see me neither as the ‘Other’, nor as ‘One of Us’. 

 

Likewise, I use my art to challenge the natural association of ‘human’ with 

‘American’. ‘Alienhood’ (or the term ‘alien’), as defined by the legalese of 

the immigration system, is the battleground or the hinge around which I 

challenge my viewers and curate my own humanity. 

 

I feel that, if I can unhinge ‘American’ from ‘human’, then the ‘American’ is 

left to interrogate their own humanity, and this questioning leaves the 

‘American’ no space to interrogate my own. 

 

After all, love isn’t love is we’re not demanding the best from one another.  

 

My artistic and pedagogical work is a dare for America to love me, and my 

students, in our own terms. 

 

I’d like to leave you with some last, fleeting thoughts on love and 

translation. This poem is in the program you have received. 

 

 

 

Does English love? 

 

The lilt that lifts my lips 

when I say 'I love you' 

lightens the hearth with 

flickers. Cinders. 

Not flame. 

 

It is air, 

my windpipe whistles and heightens, 

I am milk poured in the mug, 

sugar. Cream. 

 

My tongue frolics in my teeth 

it is a song 

and sings pretty 

 

'I' sways, 

'love' twirls, 
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'you' returns. 

 

But, consider, 

'eu te amo'. 

'Eu te amo'. 

 

Ah. Ah! 

 

It is earth, 

dark, deep, toes embroiled in dirt 

ridges of flesh 

 

My windpipe moans 

low, to the ground, 

the basic structure of humanity, 

infused in the bone marrow of  

you. And I. 

 

It is bitter, 

the blackest coffee 

dug in the nails of men and women who 

share my name. 

 

It is raw, 

(my tongue quivers) 

it is heavy, 

(an unbearable weight) 

there is no dreaming in this amor. 

 

It is flames, 

the hearth crumbles 

splits 

like veins encasing searing 

blood. 

It hurts. It hurts! 

There is no dance in these vowels. 

 

But 

they are right. 

 

I wonder if, in the past 16 years, I have ever even loved. 

 

 

8 


