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Unsilencing Biculturalism:  Giving Voice to the In-Between 

by Jenni June Villegas Wilson, LMFT 

 

Culture is not only what you do; it’s how you do it.  It defines us and guides us, provides 

our values and our earliest containments.  Culture is all about spoken and unspoken 

expectations, communicated by a shorthand that’s more than a shared race, religion, or 

language.  Culture is an expression of our psychological, sociological, geopolitical, 

spiritual, and lifestyle narratives.  It is the promise of a community: a place to belong.  

Being bicultural, multicultural, or being from what I call the In-Between, are benefits of 

circumstance that come with many obstacles around the issues of identifying and 

unsilencing one’s beautiful and unique voice. 

 

The Voice of My In-Between 

I’m an aging preppy rebel hipster punk.  I’m your virtual best friend––but not really.  I 

grew up in an affluent suburb, in a family with limited resources.  I’m a child of divorce.  I 

was a suicidal honor roll cheerleader who left home at 16.  I’m a Midwesterner, and a 

Californian.  Although I’m often mistaken for Jewish, I’m not.  I grew up in the arts and 

spent over 20 years working in the film and television industry.  I grew up with cats AND 

dogs. I’m a heterosexually identified bisexual cis-gendered woman in a monogamous 

marriage with a straight cis-gendered white male.  I’m the youngest of two sisters and the 

second oldest of five sisters.  I’m an atheist who loves Christmas, and who wears crystals 

and stones to repel negative energy.  I’m a postmodern therapist who presented a version 
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of this paper at a gathering of psychoanalysts.  I’m not confused or delusional; I don’t 

suffer from Dissociative Identity Disorder.  I simply live in the In-Between.   

 

Being biracial and multicultural, I belong nowhere and everywhere.  Whatever I am NOT, 

I still hope to know, understand, and attempt to feel––not in order to carry or experience 

it all, but to connect with and help as many kinds of people as I can.  This inclination 

allows me to step into the minority experience as much as any white person can, who 

doesn’t go full-on Dolezal1. Because, as white as I appear, that’s only half of it. 

 

When I was a kid, teachers had difficulty with my last name––an early sign that my family 

was somehow unusual.  Growing up the daughter of an interracial couple during the 

1970s and ‘80s, in my hometown of Grosse Pointe, Michigan, was straight out of a John-

Hughes-dreamed-up-fish-outta-water movie––only Hughes never wrote characters of 

color that weren’t overtly offensive.  I wasn’t a Smith, Miller, Decker, or even a Pawlowski, 

I was a Villegas, so I spent a lot of time from the ages of 5 to 39 explaining to people how 

to spell and pronounce my last name.  “The two Ls make a Y sound… do you say tor-till-a, 

or tor-tee-a?”  This almost always prompted follow-up questions as to identifying my 

ethnicity. (And, in case you’re wondering, yes––I do obnoxiously and habitually assume 

an accent when I say certain words like… “piñata,” “guacamole,” and “Puerto Rico.”)  

 

Taking my husband’s last name was a matter of convenience for me.  I kept Villegas as my 

 
1 Dolezal caused an international backlash and focus for issues about race in 2015 when it was revealed 
that she was an NAACP branch president, claiming to be African American, but was actually born to white 
parents. 
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middle name because it’s been with me for so long, part of my identity is attached to it.  A 

large part.  My father’s name opened doors for me, but certainly not like some privileged 

prep school legacy would have.  I led the first generation of college graduates on my 

father’s side.  My name helped me earn entry into undergrad at Occidental College, no 

doubt put my financial aid applications on the top of the heap. It legitimized my 

invitations to participate in the flagship cohorts of Occidental’s Multicultural Summer 

Institute and later, The CBS Minority Writers’ Program.  With this name I’ve benefitted 

from a systematic attempt to course-correct the adversity inflicted on my ancestors––

some of them crossed the border, and others, the border crossed over them.  The weight 

of this name, arguably the most ethnic thing about me aside from my die-hard love of 

Morrissey and The Smiths, has been the expectation that I had first-hand familiarity with 

associated cultural references.  

 

What one doesn’t often realize are the tests and measures we put people up against to 

PROVE their membership to groups.  The first thing anyone asks me after learning I’m 

half Mexican-American is “Do you speak Spanish?” This question sets off my Imposter 

Syndrome bells, as I answer honestly, “not really.”  I tend to resent this question, on one 

hand because it embarrasses me that I don’t speak Spanish fluently, and on the other, 

because it’s not usually the first question that someone of non-Hispanic background gets.  

For example, my husband is of Irish descent and no one ever asks him if he speaks Gaelic.  

And there’s a primary reason I fail this particular test and measure of membership.   

 

In the segregated Texas Catholic schools my father attended in the 1940s and ‘50s, he and 
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his classmates endured beatings from the nuns for speaking Spanish.  The schools 

squelched any student’s efforts to assert cultural identity as a Mexican-

American/Mestizo/Chicano, prohibiting use of Spanish as a language on campus, and in 

the usual ways, forced students to conform to the day’s accepted norms.  Back home in 

the barrio of Houston’s 5th Ward, my father and his peers felt torn.  The adults didn’t 

understand why the young people were increasingly speaking English at home and saw it 

as an affront to the community.  The duality felt schizophrenic to my dad and some of his 

sisters, and like many parents of their generation, they chose not to teach their children 

Spanish, believing it was something that would limit us, as they had once felt limited by it.  

 

POTENTIALLY SUSPECT:  Ambition, Loyalty, and Imposter Syndrome  

 

My parents’ approaches to the world differ greatly, most likely an “opposites attract” 

scenario that inevitably led to their divorce.  My mother navigates her life with the heady 

Anglo-expectation of belonging––she expects she’ll be treated politely and fairly 

wherever she goes, whereas my father––followed in stores, pulled over for driving while 

brown, and the subject of calls to the cops for mariachi music during backyard barbeques, 

or for an untended lawn––expects difficulty, discomfort, and disappointment.  However, 

because attractiveness and intelligence are currencies in Western culture, people are 

always curious about my father.  Mysterious to Caucasians, he attracts those drawn to the 

exotic.  This good-looking, artistic, and intellectual Chicano with a sly smile and biting wit 

never asks or answers questions directly.  Obfuscation is his primary defense because in 

his experience it is dangerous to be clear about anything, and absolute folly to openly 
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desire anything.  Often the only person of color in the room, he benefitted from his 

admirers’ projections while he suffered from never being truly known or understood.  

Meanwhile, my self-assured and loud mother always seemed generally clueless about my 

father’s social experiences, never noticing how strangers quickly relaxed around him 

when they saw an intelligent and talented white woman was his partner.   As a performer 

and educator, my mother is not easily discouraged when she misunderstands or is 

misunderstood.  Occasionally she has felt romantic insecurity and the sting of her 

generation’s legacy of gender discrimination, but overall my mother’s white privilege 

empowers her to feel perfectly entitled to correct others and pursue having her needs 

met.  My mother’s ability to clarify and assert herself and her desires allowed her to chase 

her ambitions.  My father’s hard-learned suspicion and ingrained defensiveness 

positioned him to deny aspirations, reject opportunities, and dismiss encouragement.  

For better or for worse, my parents’ conflicting outlooks on life produced the bicultural 

lens their daughters initially used to view the world.   

  

Externally I’ve always presented more like my mother, while internally I struggled to 

make peace with and repair a core self that makes me more like my father.  Growing up 

the youngest daughter of this odd couple created mashed-up versions of their two voices 

arguing in my head non-stop.  One saying, “Don’t get uppity.  Stay in your lane.  You are 

different, and don’t belong."  And another saying, “Social constructs are bullshit, don’t let 

them stop you and you can belong anywhere you damn well want to go!"  I left home, got 

therapy, and collected healthier role-models––realizing along the way that both can be 

true:  I am different and I can belong. 
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Lesson:  Walk in with the confidence that you have every right to be in that room. Social 

echelons are constructs of the mind imposed upon us by the establishment - they will not 

continue for time-infinite, and they are not the same everywhere... except for those which 

we carry with us internally.  These internalized social constructs can trigger Imposter 

Syndrome especially in minorities, mixed race, or marginalized people.   

 

When you achieve what you set out to do, but it feels tentative, unearned, and 

conditional––that’s Imposter Syndrome.  Success feels flimsy, and one believes it’s just a 

matter of luck, chance, or simply a fluke.  This feeling of phoniness is painfully pervasive, 

self-perceived, and paralyzing.  The fear of being discovered–– of being exposed as a 

“fraud”––shuts down ambition.  Someone may find you out, don’t draw attention to 

yourself.  Everything can disappear in an instant.   

 

Imposter Syndrome is not unique to mixed race or bicultural individuals, of course.  

Clance and Imes’ research on Imposter Syndrome (1978) attributes it to a variety of 

factors, including gender stereotypes, early family dynamics, and of course, culture.  

Compounded by depression, anxiety, and low self-confidence, “Imposterism” (Kets de 

Vries, 2005, p. 108) can also drive perfectionism and amplify deeply-rooted fears of 

evaluation, success, and failure (Langford & Clance, 1993).  Many symptoms that might 

bring someone of the In-Between into therapy, can relate back to the Imposter 

Phenomenon.  
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Although this feeling of fraudulence is typically linked to achievements, as a marginalized 

person it begins to feel that it’s about who you ARE, as much, if not more than, about what 

you do.  Being an affirmative action hire leads to questioning one’s own qualifications, 

along with an irrational suspicion that everyone else must be questioning them, too.  

Imposter syndrome is often seen in students of color who question if they earned their 

place or are simply the beneficiaries of a culture of tokenism (Clance & Imes, 1978; 

Hoang, 2013; Langford & Clance 1993).  But although diversity quotas may make the 

difference that gets one in the door, it’s always up to the individual to earn the right to 

stay in the room.  I used to say I was a great hire because I filled a quota, looked familiar, 

worked my ass off, and didn’t make anyone uncomfortable.  I underestimated the 

importance of being able to make people uncomfortable. 

 

“I was different after all.  Potentially suspect.” 

- Barack Obama, Dreams from my father: A story of race and inheritance (pg. 82). 

 

I’ve always been “Potentially Suspect.” 

 

An androgynous Latinx2 from East LA, whom I admired for her reputation of doing 

amazing work with gangs, was interviewing me for an intern position.  Very open with 

me, she leaned in, wide-eyed, smiling, and said, “I can’t hide what I am. I’m an East LA 

Latina bull dyke, all day, every day. Every time I walk in the room there’s no hiding it.  What 

 
2 A gender-neutral, nonbinary alternative to Latino/Latina. 
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I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall in a room filled with white people!  What’s it like?”  

Her curiosity was not spiteful or dismissive, but my heart sank into my stomach.  In this 

moment, I felt as if I were undercover, expected to prove my loyalty by reporting back to 

the team on what I’d witnessed in the field.  She followed up, “I mean, how do you handle it 

when people are being racist and don’t realize you’re Mexican American…? Because you 

know, you really don’t look it.“  [Oh, I know!].  Feeling exposed, my brain flooded and went 

blank at the same time. 

 

I don’t hide or deny who I am, so it’s usually humor, or a boldness born of familiarity, that 

prompts someone to say something truly offensive around me.  When voicing my 

displeasure with someone talking about “beaners,” “wet backs,” or “spics,” I’ve been told 

to “relax” because “you’re not really Mexican.“  [Oh but I am.  I really am a Chicana half-

breed, and you’re really a racist].  My internal reactions tend to be the same whenever I 

hear tasteless or questionable remarks directed at any marginalized groups––the LGBTQ 

population, Muslims, Jews, African Americans, etc.  My first thought upon hearing 

ignorant or hateful dumps out of an acquaintance’s mouth is usually, “What the hell is 

wrong with you?  I thought you were smarter than that.” 

 

In my world, I’ve always considered an absence of wisdom and experience to be the root 

cause of increased intolerance of differences.  Naively, I’m always surprised when 

seemingly intelligent people hold hate and fear in their hearts.  This assumption that 

intelligence equals tolerance is my own blind spot, wherein I am guilty of irrationally 

generalizing against the dis-compassionate, privileged, and illiberal.  My rational self 
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knows we all hold a degree of fear in our hearts that can manifest as hate no matter how 

intelligent we may be. 

 

No, I don’t speak Spanish, but I do speak Middle-Aged Midwestern White Person––it’s my 

first language.  One of my superpowers is translating a cultural experience of prejudice or 

marginalization into language for someone who doesn’t understand the need (or use) for 

concepts like reparations, corrective language, or affirmative action. 

 

How I handle any –ism or blatant bigotry is marked by context, relationship, and by 

where I am in my own evolution.  I try to dial up my curiosity, neutralize my judgments, 

and not be too reactive.  When I was young, I’d cringe, then firmly, but gently, correct my 

big-hearted maternal grandparents when they referred to people as “colored”––because 

they thought they were using the “right” term at the time.  Once, that was the more 

politically correct term compared with other terms.  It’s with a stab of shame that I admit 

I haven’t always had or used my voice to call out this behavior.  In high school, I’d join in, 

stay quiet, or try humor before eventually getting angry and defensive when friends were 

ignorantly cruel regarding race, creed, sexual identity, or ability.  Now as an adult, I 

simply don’t keep friends around who have those tendencies.   

 

With strangers, I default to considering time, place, and the energy involved before 

engaging.  Someone next to me at a dinner party says something racist, I’m going to be 

politely clear they know my background and my thoughts.  Someone in line ahead of me 

at the grocery says something offensive, honestly, I’m probably going to gather my items, 
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give them the pig-eye, and get in another line.  With clients, I focus on why they’re saying 

whatever they’re saying, rather than immediately jump to condemning how they’re 

saying it.  When it seems like the right time, I’ll question the origin of their prejudices, 

explore how they connect to what they feel, and brainstorm with them better ways to 

consider others that might align more effectively with their values.  It should go without 

saying that we do ourselves a disservice when we reduce people to caricatures and 

representations, rather than fully human individuals.  But, it doesn’t go without saying.  

 

Growing up, my father would often ask me if people treated me differently because of my 

last name.  I didn’t tell him when I was harassed because of my name or ethnic 

background.  I knew it would never compare to his experience.  I’d heard the way cops 

and border agents spoke to him––“That doesn’t sound like a Texas accent to me.”  As blood 

of his blood, I can still feel those moments.  As white as I am, I understood his feeling of 

being oppressed.  The cruelty of the oppressor was always there in my father’s darkness; 

I felt it even before I understood what it was. At the same time, I knew my father, a big 

brown man, himself targeted, could say terrible things, in seriousness or jest, about 

people of other races, and at times even about his own people.  The trauma was 

internalized and later projected. 

 

Lesson:  Being of one culture or another doesn’t make someone morally or ethically 

superior or inferior to anyone else, and one’s culture/race/sexuality/gender/creed does 

not make anyone more or less valuable as a person.  When we’re cooperative and curious 

we can find compassion to counteract the negative effects of tribalism of any kind.  
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Generally, everyone wants the same things in life - safety, good health, joy in some form 

or another, love, acceptance, belonging. However, fulfillment of these universal needs is 

not always the solution it promises to be.  Success or thriving can exacerbate 

Transgenerational Trauma and trigger Survivor’s Guilt. 

 

TRIBALISM AND EXILE:  Passing, Transgenerational Trauma, & Survivor’s Guilt 

 

Statisticians question U.S. Census results due to a large number of mixed-culture and 

mixed-race people reporting themselves as Non-Hispanic White (Flores, 2017; Magaña 

López, Bevans, Wehrlen, Yang, & Wallen 2016; Parker, Menasce Horowitz, Morin, Lopez, 

2016).  Detached from Hispanic language and culture, do they just find it’s easier to 

identify this way than attempt explanations?  Is it easier to identify as “white” than to face 

unspoken loyalty and membership tests of otherness?  Or, are these people intentionally 

and actively passing?  Does it matter? 

 

The problem, for me, with the idea of “passing” is it sounds so active, when for most 

young people, it just happens without knowing or understanding what’s happening.  Even 

as adults, most of my mixed culture clients don’t initially make connections between their 

place in the In-Between and their presenting or pervasive issues.  It feels dangerous to do 

so.  They realize one of these things is not like the others and begin to verbalize feeling a 

pressure to make a choice, take sides, or be exiled.   
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In some families, a lighter-skinned, smaller-nosed, rounder-eyed child might be favored 

by their parents over other family members.  More expectation may be placed on these 

children because they’re seen as being given a leg-up because of features in the way they 

look that others in the family didn’t get.  This can create tension between parents and 

offspring, between siblings, cousins, grandchildren––you name it.  Being singled out feels 

like being cast out.  Sometimes passing is seen as a betrayal, as parents carry 

contradictory feelings of both pride in and prejudice toward their own children (Mirandé, 

1985).  

 

Even for those who don’t pass, other factors––like an ambiguous ethnicity, climbing out 

of poverty, being first generation college graduates, moving from a labor culture to a 

vocational culture, altering their circumstances from those given to them in any 

significant way––can strain family ties and bring on Survivor’s Guilt (Page, 1996). 

 

Here’s the conundrum with surviving… surviving is generally considered a GOOD thing.  

In fact, it’s typically the most universal driving force in humans.  The important thing to 

note is that while circumstances can change to aid survival, some factors just can’t.  

Moving to an upper-class suburb doesn’t insulate someone from prejudice or profiling.  In 

fact, it can increase someone’s vulnerability by raising their profile in an environment 

where they are noticeably “different” from, or “other” than, the established norm.   

 

Survivor’s Guilt is that feeling that you’ve been mistakenly spared while others were not.  

“Why did I get this and some of my loved ones didn’t?”  You were given a privilege or 
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advantage in life that you didn’t ask for and feel conflicted about it because you’re 

AWARE of it––grateful for an edge, butå guilty because it feels unearned.  A gift begets a 

feeling one needs to do something with it, and there’s often not an easy answer as to 

“what.”  People get stuck because they lack role-models, because of Imposter Syndrome, 

because they feel powerless having received limiting messages in their family of origin, 

because they fear repercussions for asserting themselves, or because they harbor 

resentments about a perceived or communicated responsibility to live up to the dreaded 

P––“Potential.”   

 

Lesson:  Reframes can work to help find meaning in, and overcome, Transgenerational 

Trauma and Survivor’s Guilt.  It’s not really feeling guilty that you survived, it’s feeling 

angry that anyone had to survive something that appears senseless.  This feeling that one 

should be able to do something, when in truth there’s nothing one could do, may be an 

unconscious attraction to the dramatic.  Carrying the weight of others’ burdens can justify 

misdirected anger, assuage anxieties, or serve as atonement for self-perceived sins of 

some kind.  Some will feel pressure to represent––in whatever way that means.  Some 

will forgo a societal norm identity to become civil rights advocates at the front of the 

marches for justice, fighting the good fight, getting in the line of fire, while others may 

cash-in their chips, move to the suburbs and aspire to live by another example, creating a 

life of quiet safety.  There is no right or wrong, good or bad.  Systemic change requires 

forces on the inside and out.  Therapy provides an opportunity for clients of mixed race 

or culture to accept. on their own terms, the gifts and hardships of their live’s random 

twists of fate.  
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Culture is what divides us and unites us.  It connects us to the past, to our children, to a 

stranger a thousand miles from “home.”  It divides us when we carry the afflictions and 

grievances of our ancestors, weaponizing them against others and ourselves.  Humanity 

splinters further when, considering current events, we attach too strongly to a historical 

narrative about ancestral injuries.  Don’t get me wrong, some attachment to 

Transgenerational Trauma, what some call “the war stories,” is necessary and a matter of 

survival.  Even in 2018, parents still need to explain racial targeting and the dangers of 

wearing hoodies to their young black and brown sons in order to protect them just 

walking home from school.  Stories of ancestral injuries––of people cast out because of 

color, less advantage, or nonconformity of any kind––are ubiquitous in our American 

culture.  In many ways, these offenses of the privileged are the enduring foundations of 

American culture.  But the details of how, when, how often, and for what reasons these 

tales are told, impact how they will be used on an individual basis.  It matters who tells 

these stories.  We must encourage and empower clients to unsilence the Bicultural, the 

Multicultural, and the In-Between in their lives, so that they and others like them might 

know a deeper sense of connection and belonging in the world.  

 

CREATING A SAFE SPACE 

 

The appearance of our population is changing.  Current Census projections indicate the 

U.S. will be “minority white” by 2045 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018), with the mixed-race 

population growing the most rapidly.  But the human instinct for survival will almost 
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always lead people to separate by differences; in a post-racial world, people will divide up 

in alternative ways simply to fight for resources just as they always have.  Stigmas will 

need to be continually challenged, revised, and struck down, as more clients of mixed 

race, cultures, and backgrounds enter therapy.  

 

Being biracial, multicultural, and of-the-In-Between has allowed me to travel through 

many worlds pretty fluidly.  I would argue that anyone raised by two or more people 

might be considered bicultural and/or multicultural.  As clinicians, any cultural variations 

we possess can invite a wider range of empathy and become our passport to a deeper 

understanding.  Look for connectors, where we can join together, where we can find 

empathy for others and compassion for ourselves.  Therapy then becomes an experience 

for clients during which they can identify and challenge familial and social messages 

about who they “should be” and ultimately, unapologetically embrace who they actually 

are––especially embracing those denied or hidden parts of themselves considered 

outside the norm, whether that’s their racial heritage, sexual orientation, gender identity, 

religious background, or otherness of any kind.  

 

As a post-modern therapist working from a narrative stance, the center of my work is 

creating a safe space for clients to explore and define their own identities by telling their 

stories of Belonging/Not-Belonging.  Together we find shining moments celebrating 

uniqueness and unity, while discarding what no longer works or what never did.  In the 

process, we help unsilence those voices of the Bicultural and the In-Between.  Culture is 

first what we are given, but in the end, it’s what we choose and what we create.   
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