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Fate: A Figure of Speech?

Like Sophocles, John Sayles wrote a story about betrayal, incest, and corruption. However, in his movie Lone Star, Sayles introduces an opposing idea of choice and self-determined destiny. Each of his characters chose separate and sometimes contradictory paths despite their race, culture, and ancestry. Like these factors, which contribute to our personality, background, and views on life, blood also does not determine our fate. Humans are creatures of experimentation, inspiration, failure, and success, but we are not trapped or blocked by predestination. 

Take Mercedes Cruz for example. Throughout the movie we witness her as a Mexican-American business woman with strong American views. She demands that her employees speak English and calls boarder control when illegal immigrants cross her property. We are led to assume she traveled into the United States legally and endured the tedious process of becoming an American citizen, but she did not. Like many of her employees, Mercedes was also an illegal immigrant, and crossed the same path as those she reports. This only proves that she chose her lifestyle. Chased away by her hardships in Mexico, Mercedes came to America and fully integrated into our society. She even adopted our prejudices and stereotypes. 


On a different path is her very own daughter, Pilar Cruz, who grew up in America under her mother’s supervision. But, she does not share her same beliefs. Pilar encourages her town to accept both  Mexican and Caucasian cultures and teach both sides of their stories to the students. She believed that her mother was biased against interracial marriage and kept her from being with her love, Sam Deeds, because he was white. As the story plays out, we discover quite the opposite. Mercedes once was with a white man, Buddy Deeds—the father of both Pilar and Sam.


Here is one of the strongest messages about blood’s true meaning- that there is none. Blood, hereditary, genetics, whichever you prefer to use, is only an idea, or a figure of speech. It can mean whatever is desirable. I will give two examples of why. The first is from John Sayles. Throughout their adolescence and adulthood, Pilar Cruz and Sam Deeds were in love. They felt an indescribable connection and desire for one another. At the end of the movie the lovers find out that they are united not only by love, but by blood. They spent their entire lives naïve of the truth until early in their adulthood when they stumbled upon the truth. They are given the decision to stop seeing each other and follow society’s norms or to turn a blind eye to what has been blind to them from the beginning. In the end, they chose to have a meaningful (maybe even closer) life together, as they had always wanted. This is what I mean when I say blood has no meaning. This similar scenario was played out in Sophocles’ “Oedipus the King” as Oedipus married his mother without previous knowledge of their relationship. We have an understanding in the play that sometime during their marriage, Oedipus’ mother-bride discovered the horrible truth, but that she loved her husband so dearly she kept it secret. Therefore, when raised on one reality for a lifetime, exactly how important is the truth in the end?

The second example is more modern and frequent: adoption. Children are raised together in a household with nothing in common except the place they live, their last name, and the way in which they were taken care of; yet any adopted siblings would find it grotesque to unite in marriage. This is a reversal of our previous situation. I will use a friend as an example to prove my point. Jimmy was adopted from Honduras when he was 4 years old and spent his life raised in Michigan with a white family. The couple that adopted him already had a biological daughter. Because these “siblings” were raised as brother and sister, even though there is no common blood, they consider any physical relation together as incest. In this way, blood is a figure of speech because it does not exist, but it does have meaning. In my former example, blood does exist between the couple, but it does not have meaning. Could this be a paradox?

Another aspect of blood, or race, used in Sayles’ movie is that of interracial marriage. In fact he uses the idea of interracial relationships in several different examples: Black-Seminoles as they relate to Otis Payne, a Black and Caucasian couple in the military, and finally a Mexican-Caucasian couple with Pilar and Sam. Thus far, Pilar Cruz and Sam Deeds have crossed two thick boundaries: those of incest and race. These two loved each other and helped each other through two of the hardest realities one couple can face. And, because they accepted it and are respected people in the community, their town will accept it as well. Similarly, there is a Black-Caucasian couple at a nearby military base. Although they play a small role in Sayles’ movie, they portray a lasting message. In the beginning the couple seems to exist in secret because many people still look down on mixed marriages. At one point in the movie, Mayor Hollis claims to Sam Deeds that “Buddy Deeds would have broken that couple up” in the diner because it was better for society. Eventually, the couple gets engaged because they realized how important their happiness together was compared America’s invisible racial boundaries.

Thirdly, Otis Payne and his son display ancestral, or family, restrictions. This is not a matter of societal interference, but of deeply imbedded faith. Otis and his son, Del Payne, share a scenario comparable to Mercedes and Pilar Cruz. In this depiction, however, the roles of child and parent are switched. Whereas Mercedes tries to mask or abandon her past, Otis tries to restore the Black-Seminole background of his family and teach it to other Blacks in the community. Also, where Pilar wants to bring the town of Frontera together by cherishing differences and teaching citizens to live harmoniously with their differences, Del believes that homogeneity- despite color- is the only way worth living (this is why he admires the military and its ability to de-individualize its recruits).  As important a role as these characters play, the promising member of the Payne family is its third generation, Chet Payne. He was raised by his father on the notion that “from the day you’re born you start from scratch.”  When the family moves back to Frontera, Chet finds his grandfather. In his short visits, Chet learns about his family’s linkage to the Black-Seminoles and the struggles their people went through. At this point, he is introduced to the idea of solidarity and the comfort found in organized segregation. Essentially, Chet brings his father and grandfather back on common grounds. All three learn to compromise their differences and accept a new way of viewing their past; and for Chet, his future.
Therefore, if so many people are crossing these boundaries, we should consider exactly how crucial they are. In Lone Star, one character quoted lines similar to  “When birds fly overheard, they don’t see the same boarders that we do.” By this he meant that state or country boarders are no more than thin lines drawn in the sand, just as meaningless to our fate as blood.

Richard Rodriguez supports this statement in chapter six of his book Brown: The last Discovery of America. He also connects to these conflicts of blood:
I write of blood that is blended. I write of brown as complete freedom of substance and narrative. I extol impurity (P. xi).

In these few words, Rodriguez summarizes the issues in Sayles’ Lone Star because the Caucasian citizens, such as Sheriff Wade, would describe their  blood as “pure.” Rodriguez encourages interracial marriage and the blending of blood, which he describes as “Browning.” Where does he find his logic? Simple. Mix every color of the rainbow and you will create brown. He believes that the process is also possible for genetics. In fact, brown seems inevitable.

Under the one-drop theorem, it was possible for a white mother to give birth to a black child in America, but no black mother ever gave birth to a white child (P. 135).

“And white is universally accepted, among white people, as the color of innocence,” which makes every other color  varnished (P. 139). Brown is beautiful, as varnish is beautiful in antiques. This does not bother him, and it shouldn’t bother us. Brown, like the sand our boarders are drawn in, resemble a blending, a unification, of our cultures, races and ancestry. The higher a bird flies, the less noticeable the lines becomes; Just as in our physical boundaries. The further from the past time takes us, the more our blood blurs together  to create a seemingly homogenous race. Fate would have to create riffs in our sand (rather than lines) or filter our blood to create a destiny. Fortunately, the process would be impossible and we remain criaturas de aire libre.

� Means “creatures of free air”-- not trapped
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