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ABSTRACT 

MELISSA ALFARO 

THE OPPRESSION AND DELIVERANCE OF WOMEN IN SANDRA CISNEROS' 
THE HOUSE ON MANGO STREET 

AUGUST 2006 

Sandra Cisneros is a poignant voice to all women. Her 

work The House on Mango Street portrays the somber reality 

of women who have been oppressed by the limitations that 

are imposed on them by the patriarchy within their culture. 

The House on Mango Street defines various types of bondage 

and reveals the harsh realities of women who due to the 

effects of abuse, promiscuity, depression, low expectations, 

and marginalization have found themselves oppressed. 

In the midst of an oppressive setting, Cisneros 

introduces the voice of hope in the narrator-Esperanza. As 

a narrator Esperanza voices each woman's experience, 

provides a release to those who have been silent, brings 

awareness to her community concerning issues that have 

remained unaddressed, and discovers her own self-worth and 

purpose as a writer. 
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The introductory portion of the thesis acknowledges 

Cisneros' works, awards and honors, and acclaimed 

reputation among the Hispanic community as a hopeful voice 

to al l women. The following chapters address the women 

from The House on Mango Street and define their oppressive 

lifestyle due to the effects of male domination, introduce 

the n arrator Esperanza and illustrate her personal journey 

to f r e edom and self-discovery, and reveal how Esperanza is 

the epitome of what Sandra Cisneros is providing for the 

women in various ethnic communities. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

"Women's literature is important because it allows the 
opportunity to articulate opposing views in a non

threatening, non-authoritarian form, which feels natural 
and is accessible to most women regardless of race or 

class." 
--Cynthia Orozco 

Author Sandra Cisneros offers a poignant and hopeful 

voice to all women, particularly to those who have been 

affected by abuse, neglect, or marginalization. Cisneros' 

voice has served as a key to unlock the bolt of 

rest riction. Cisneros offers hope to a generation of women 

whos e stories have been stifled by oppression. Her works 

are not filled with stereotypical assumptions that lack 

a wa r eness and expression for what women have truly 

experienced, but they are filled with tangible evidence 

f rom one who has experienced marginalization and found her 

own voice to freedom of expression. According to Inez 

Salazar, Cisneros's "very act of writing results in a 

profound revelation of her and her community's 

circumstances" (Salazar 394). 

1 
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Sandra Cisneros is an American of Mexican descent 

whose childhood was the source for the creation of her 

artistic works. Born in Chicago to a Mexican father and 

American mother of Mexican descent, Sandra Cisneros' life 

was enveloped by racial diversity that "is reflected in the 

cultural hybridity that is one of Cisneros's reoccurring 

themes" (Madsen 105). As the only daughter of seven 

children who was consistently pulled between the distinctly 

different communities of Chicago and Mexico City, Cisneros 

did not have many opportunities to make friends. She thus 

welcomed her "solitude" with a keen interest in books. 

"Cisneros ascribes to the loneliness of those formative 

years her impulse to create stories by re-creating in her 

imagination the dull routine of her life" (Madsen 106). 

Little did she know that the voice that whispered freely in 

her head would one day be the voice of freedom for herself 

and many other women. 

In 1976, Cisneros graduated with a Bachelor of Arts 

degree from Loyola University. She then continued her 

education to earn a Master of Fine Arts in creative writing 

from the Iowa Writer's Workshop in 1978. It was at the 

Iowa Writer's Workshop that Cisneros first discovered her 
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un i que and powerful voice as a writer and realized that her 

voice did not have to follow the mold of her predecessors. 

Since then her unique voice, "the voice she had 

unconsciously suppressed . the voice of the barrio" 

(Madsen 106), has become one of the most inspirational 

voices for women from all racial backgrounds and "has been 

called the most powerful of the young Chicana writers to 

eme r ge in the 1980's" (Cahill, Writing Women's Lives 459). 

Even before publishing her first book, however, Cisneros 

wa s already influencing the lives of others to a great 

extent. Serving as a teacher, a counselor, a college 

r e c ruiter, and an arts administrator allowed her to gain 

valuable insight into the tragic yet realistic tales of 

many women-the women she would one day write about. 

Beginning in 1980, the voice that she had suppressed 

for so many years finally found freedom; the pen met the 

paper, as Sandra Cisneros published her first book Bad 

Boys. In the years to come, she added other works to the 

list of her writings: My Wicked Wicked Ways, Loose Woman, 

Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories, Hairs/Pellitos, 

and two novels The House on Mango Street and Caramelo. 

Many of Cisneros' works have been nominated and given 
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prestigious recognition, such as the Lannan Foundation 

Literary Award, Texas Medal of the Arts Award, MacArthur 

Foundation Fellowship, two National Endowment of the Arts 

Fellowships, and the Chicano Short Story Award. She has 

also been awarded two honorary doctoral degrees: one from 

Loyola University and another from the State University of 

New York at Purchase. In addition, her works have not only 

reached an audience in the United States, but have been 

tran s lated into over a dozen languages allowing her to 

reach readers who speak English, Spanish, French, German, 

Italian, Japanese, Chinese, Turkish, and Serbo-Croatian to 

name a few. "Cisneros's writing challenges confining and 

debilitating cultural representations that perpetuate views 

a nd subsequent practices that systematically devalue and 

oppress women" from all racial communities {Curiel 53). 

Cisneros' works are not adorned with flowery tales and 

frilly butterflies; rather they are packed with realistic 

scenarios of women who are oppressed within their own 

community. Cisneros's writing "finds [her] subjects in the 

immediate world in which [she lives], a world that so often 

lacks the logic of justice and the closure of self

fulfillment"(Madsen 39). Her stories are sealed with a 
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unique insight that "breaks sexual taboos and trespasses 

across the restrictions that limit the lives and 

experiences of Chicanas" through the mention of themes such 

as "trespass, transgression, and joyful abandon" (Madsen 

105). By unveiling the root of oppression that has haunted 

some Chicana women for years, Cisneros provides a method of 

deliverance for all women, regardless of their race. 

One novel in particular, The House on Mango Street, 

portrays the somber reality of women who have been 

marginalized and oppressed by the limitations that are 

imposed on them by their own culture. Told through the eyes 

of a young girl, the book is representative of life in the 

20th century as it relates to the oppression of women in any 

given racial community. The book defines the various types 

of bondage that afflict the young and aged women alike, as 

Cisneros tells of two different types of oppressive 

situations-the physical bondage influenced by man as a 

result of male domination and the bondage that is 

psychologically and emotionally imposed on the women due to 

the marginalization of their own ethnic community. 

Although Sandra Cisneros' book The House on Mango Street is 

set within the Chicano community, her themes bring many 



universal issues to the surface and break the silence that 

h a s characterized women in various ethnic communities for 

many generations. Not only do her works bring a keen 

awareness of the multiple issues that have plagued and 

haunted the Chicana women, but they also provide hope and 

empowerment to future generations of women regardless of 

thei r race. 

6 

The House on Mango Street is a work that reveals the 

harsh realities of women, who due to the effects of abuse, 

promiscuity, depression, low expectations placed on them by 

their society because of their gender, and abandonment, 

h a v e been marginalized due to male domination and 

v i ct imizing events. These women did not choose this path 

o f life; however, due to the limitations and lack of 

opportunity allotted to them they are forced to settle for 

no t hing more than to cry out alone as they are gazing out 

o f the window in their home. 

In the midst of an oppressive setting, Cisneros 

introduces the voice of hope in the narrator-Esperanza. As 

na r rator, Esperanza voices both the painful and oppressive 

stories of the women in bondage. Through the recounting of 

each woman's experience, Esperanza provides a release to 



7 

those who have spent years in silence by helping close 

wounds that have been exposed for generations. In 

addition, the narrator's innocence brings an awareness and 

discernment to her community and future generations of 

women in regards to the many issues that have remained 

unaddressed. Esperanza's stories provide young women with 

the opportunity for a fresh start during their lifetimes in 

that they will not have to fight the lingering demons their 

foremothers carried. Furthermore, Esperanza declares 

f ree dom for each woman, both past and present, reminding 

each that her cry no longer goes unheard. Each woman has a 

voi c e that can break through the tragedies of the past, the 

limitations that society places on them, and the 

limitations each woman places on herself. 

Finally, as Esperanza utters the stories of 

experience, she discovers her own self-worth, purpose, and 

p lace in society. No longer must she waver between 

cultural traditions or oppressions, but she can determine 

her own destiny as she has freed herself in liberating 

those that could not step out of their own oppressive 

condition. Deborah Madsen refers to Sandra Cisneros' 
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objectives as she states: 

To be a writer is, for Sandra Cisneros, to have 

the opportunity to do something for the silenced 

women and for all women by inventing new 

paradigms, by defining new Chicana voices, and by 

living as a liberated feminine subject of the 

story she has written for herself. (134) 

In giving freedom to others Cisneros has not only freed 

herself but has illustrated to women how they too can loose 

the chains of oppression and find their way to freedom. 



CHAPTER II 

THE LIVES OF WOMEN IN THE HOUSE ON MANGO STREET: 

SITTING BY THE WINDOW 

Unless women begin to tell their own stories ... they 
will continue to be raped by the word of textualized 
representations written by patriarch, and rationalized by 
s ociety and ideology. 
(Alvina E. Quintana Women: Prisoner of the Word 217) 

For many readers the publication of The House on Mango 

St r eet served as evidence that a great Chicana writer had 

emerged with a profound voice for her community. However, 

for t he countless women to whom The House on Mango Street 

was dedicated, it was the initiation and stirring of a much 

needed dialogue among women and their racial population. 

"Fo r Chicanas and women, literature has contributed to the 

development of a sense of identity and self-discovery and 

at the same time it has served as a means of 

at taining self-knowledge [and] has chronicled their 

struggle" (Cota-Cardenas 101). Sandra Cisneros' The House 

on Mango Street is a literary instrument that fosters the 

restoration of female identity through the portrayal of 

oppressive memoirs and a voice of liberation. 

9 
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Through the structure of forty-four vignettes Cisneros 

breaks many barriers and transcends cultural constraints as 

she allows her voice to express the secret and painful 

realit y of that which has remained unsaid among the female 

population. The stories are organized into two categories

"stories that describe the barrio" and "stories that 

contribute to Esperanza's transformation" (Kevane 51). The 

former will be discussed in this chapter, and the latter 

will be addressed in the succeeding chapter. 

Through the voice of a child narrator, Esperanza, 

Cisneros brings to the surface the nightmares of abuse, 

marginalization, assimilation, and domestic violence that 

have been brought on by male domination. This poetic work 

"draws heavily upon childhood memories and an unadorned 

childlike style of expression to depict the life in the 

Chicano community" and addresses "issues of racial and 

sexual oppression, poverty, and violence" (Madsen 107). 

"The stories that comprise The House on Mango Street are 

linked according to a loose and associative logic ... and 

embody a quest for freedom, a genuine liberation that 

resolves rather than escapes the conflicts faced by the 

Chicana subject" (Madsen 109). While The House on Mango 
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Street reflects the oppression of women, it also "provides 

a complex examination of the external and internal forces 

that shape the lives of women of color and a vision of 

empowerment based on the dialectic between self and 

community" (Salazar 393). Cisneros draws from a diversity 

of women who come from a range of age groups. Although 

thei r tragic stories are at a variance one from another, 

Cisneros finds the commonality in each as she illustrates 

the condition of women who are prisoners within their own 

communi ty. 

Cisneros uses the Chicano community as the subject of 

her discussion. The Chicano community has traditionally 

been characterized by male domination and patriarchy. Thus 

it is necessary to evaluate the role that male domination 

has played in contributing to the oppression of women 

within the Chicano community. In The House on Mango 

Street, "Cisneros gives sharply focused, clear-eyed 

attention to the way men treat women" and does not "gloss 

over" the relationships between the men and the women in 

this work as she communicates the various plots (Mccay 

310) . 
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Much of the oppressive treatment of women can be 

credited to the views of the Chicano community and the 

belief in "machismo" or "patriarchy ... the system by 

which men dominate women" (Orozco 11). Vincente T. 

Mendo za, a late Mexican folklorist, is cited in Folklore 

and Culture on the Texas-Mexican Border for his description 

of two very different views of machismo: 

One that we could call authentic, characterized 

by true courage, presence of mind, generosity, 

stoicism, heroism, bravery, and so forth and the 

other, nothing but a front, false at bottom, 

hiding cowardice and fear covered up by the 

exclamations, shouts, presumptuous boasts, 

bravado, double-talk, bombast ... Super 

manliness that conceals an inferiority complex. 

(Paredes 216) 

The machismo Mendoza described in the opening of his 

commentary is not the machismo Cisneros presents. Sadly, 

the bravery and heroism that "machismo" once represented 

have been distorted by some of the men in the Chicano 

community and twisted to include an inappropriate view of 

women and the roles they play in society. This conversion 
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of ideology has caused "machismo" to become "the outrageous 

boast, a distinct phallic symbolism, the identification of 

the man with the male animal, and the ambivalence toward 

women varying from an object and tearful posture to brutal 

disdain" (Paredes 215). The "machismo" mindset, turned 

into a way of life, has driven women to fall prey to 

physical, emotional, and psychological oppression that has 

led t hem to settle with their chin rested in their hand 

while trapped by the windows in their homes. 

Sandra Cisneros uses a variety of symbols to epitomize 

her t hemes. One of the recurring symbols used throughout 

the t ext is the window. The symbolic use of the window is 

used quite often in The House on Mango Street to portray 

the c onfinement various women feel due to the effects of 

"machismo." They are hindered due to the identity they 

inheri ted as women, and they become prisoners in their own 

home s. The window is the only view to the outside world for 

the se females. The fact that they can see outside, to what 

i s beyond the window itself, gives the women awareness that 

something greater is out of reach. Deborah Madsen explains 
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the significance of the window as she writes: 

To lose one's sense of self in the effort to 

satisfy mutually antagonist sets of cultural 

values is the danger negotiated by Cisneros' 

characters. The image of living under 

occupation, of living in an occupied territory or 

even of becoming occupied territory, describes 

the experience of both a woman under Chicano 

patriarchy and a Chicana under Anglo dominance. 

This accounts for Cisneros' use of the image of 

the window in several of the stories ... women 

are depicted sitting by their windows, forbidden 

or afraid to enter the world represented by the 

stree~, literally, and physically trapped in 

their imposed domesticity. (113) 

For many Chicanas, cultural expectations have already 

predetermined their future-they are to be wives, mothers, 

grandmothers, and tortilla makers. Their future is limited 

to the confines of what some patriarchal figures within 

their race have deemed permissible and labeled as 

preservation of the culture. Opportunity is restricted to 

the margins of their family and home territory only. 
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Therefore these women are left with only one option-to 

settle for a seat by the window while taking a mere glimpse 

of freedom. 

Sandra Cisneros' characters represent an assortment of 

struggles and past experiences and are continuously 

depicted as gazing out at what they will never be permitted 

to step into. Cisneros begins with Marin and Lois, two 

beauti ful young girls who are coerced into taking a seat by 

the wi ndow of love and low expectations. Due to the low 

expectations placed upon them because of their gender, 

these girls are left to wait by the window for someone, 

anyone , to sweep them off their feet and take control of 

their lives. 

Another frame that Cisneros illustrates is that of 

inherited duties. After the death of her mother, Alicia is 

daily reminded by her father of her specific role in her 

home as a woman. Disturbed by her father's predetermined 

outlook for her life, she dedicates her nights to studying. 

She does not want to inherit her mother's "rolling pin and 

sleepiness" (31), nor her mother's place by the window of 

inherited duties. 
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Ruthie is a dweller that gazes out of the window of 

disillusion. She is a young adult whose shelter and home 

are f ound in the comfort of her mother's couch. Ruthie 

lacks ambition and does not attempt to take control of her 

life due to the firm grip that the past has on her. She is 

a pri soner to the window of the past as it keeps her tied 

to the elapsed memories of her life and restricted from 

proceeding forward. 

Another woman introduced by Cisneros is Mama. Mama is 

a wife and a mother who is brought to the United States 

from another country to live in her new home. Sadly, this 

woman falls quickly into the seat by the window of 

assimilation. She finds solace in closing herself off from 

a f o r eign world, keeping it a "windowpane" away, and 

surrounding herself with familiar sounds of her former 

country and former home. 

Further, Cisneros describes Rafaela's story and 

Rafaela's window of isolation. Rafaela is a young, 

b e a utiful wife who is punished for her beauty. Her husband 

loc ks her indoors "since she is too beautiful to look at" 

(79). She is left only to peek out of her window of 

is o l ation where she may dream of Rapunzel and listen to the 
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music coming from outside the window. Poor Rafaela knows 

her days are numbered, and she is wasting her life .dreaming 

with her elbow rested on the windowsill. 

Minerva, another of Cisneros' characters, is depicted 

by Ci sneros as sitting in front of the window of domestic 

violence. Minerva is a troubled young mother of two, who 

seems to have inherited her mother's combination of 

loneliness and single-motherhood. Minerva's marriage is 

doomed by her husband, who causes her to relive 

continuously the pain of emotional frustration and domestic 

abuse . Her emotions are marred, her body "black and blue" 

(85); yet troubled Minerva continues to gaze out of the 

window of domestic violence and does not know what to do 

( 8 5 ) • 

Finally, Cisneros shares the account of Sally and 

Sal ly's frame of physical abuse. Sally is a beautiful 

young girl who just like Rafaela is sentenced to a life of 

pain and isolation on account of her beauty. Sally is cut 

o ff from having many friends, especially boys, and suffers 

p hysical abuse at the hands of her father. The first 

cha nce she gets, as a young eighth grader, she attempts to 

e scape the abuse of her father and marries a marshmallow 
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salesman. Yet to her surprise, she goes from bad to worse, 

as her husband does not let her leave the house, nor even 

look out of the window. 

To begin with, Cisneros outlines the window of love 

and l ow ~xpectations in "Marin." "Marin" is a story that 

is re flective of the predetermined attitude that has been 

insti lled in the mind of many young women. Marin is a 

young irrunigrant from Puerto Rico, who has left her family 

behind in her homeland in order to move to Chicago and help 

out her cousin Louie's family as a babysitter. "The 

character Marin ... represents the young victim of 

patriarchal popular culture" (Madsen 115). Her prospects 

are confined by her relative's home, and her dreams are 

fi l l ed with thoughts of duty, boys, and marriage. 

She can't come out-gotta baby-sit Louie's 

sisters-but she stands in the doorway a lot, all 

the time singing, clicking her fingers, the same 

song: Apples, peaches, pumpkin pah-ay. You' re 

in love and so am-ay. (23-24) 

Marin is allowed to look out and even stand in the doorway; 

however, the doorway only exists to have a bearing on where 

her oppression begins and freedom ends. Cisneros 
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describes: "we never see Marin until her aunt comes home 

from work, and even then she can only stay out in front" 

(27). Her life is valued by what she can contribute to her 

home, and that is already fixed due to the fact that she is 

a woman. Therefore, Marin relies on her beauty to be the 

only contributing factor that gives her a sense of 

affirmation, love, and value. Her mindset is that she just 

has t o be at the right place at the right time and love 

will seize her and she will fall under the care of another 

fo r t he rest of her life. 

"Esperanza recalls that Marin sings popular songs of 

roma ntic love, and she tells the younger girls 'how Davey 

the Baby's sister got pregnant and what cream is best for 

t a king off moustache hair and if you count the white flecks 

o n your fingernails you can know how many boys are thinking 

of you and lots of other things'" (Madsen 115). In 

a ddition, Marin fills Esperanza's mind with letters from 

her boyfriend back in Puerto Rico and "makes [EsperaQza] 

promise not to tell anybody they're getting married when 

she goes back to P.R." (26). Marin's mind is preoccupied 

with saving money and getting "a real job downtown because 

that's where the best jobs are, since you always get to 
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loo k beautiful and get to wear nice clothes and can meet 

some one in the subway who might marry you and take you to 

live in a big house far away" (26). According to Deborah 

Madsen, "Marin's ambition is to work in a department store, 

where she can look beautiful and wear fashionable clothes 

and meet someone to marry" (116). Cisneros depicts the 

essence of Marin's self-esteem and view of herself in the 

foll owing excerpt from The House on Mango Street: 

What matters, Marin says, is for the boys to see 

us and for us to see them. And since Marin's 

skirts are shorter and since her eyes are pretty, 

and since Marin is already older than us in many 

ways, the boys who do pass by say stupid things 

like I am in love with those two green apples you 

call eyes, give them to me why don't you. And 

Marin just looks at them without even blinking 

and is not afraid. (27) 

Marin's perspective of her future is reflective of the 

expectations that have been instilled in her by her racial 

community. Deborah Madsen describes Marin's ideologies: 

Romantic love and personal beauty are the 

ideologies that inform her sense of herself, her 
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worth, and the direction of her life. Esperanza 

realizes that Marin is waiting for someone, a 

man, to come along and take control of her life. 

She refuses to accept responsibility for her life 

herself; she places that responsibility with the 

unknown man for whom she is waiting. (116) 

Marin conducts herself as an object that is meant to be 

gazed upon-"whatever feminine power Marin possesses she 

gives away" (Madsen 116). She is quick to forfeit her 

beauty, which could be an avenue of power, in order to 

become subject to the control of someone else. However, 

since "the lack of value for women in the society causes 

opp r ession of women in several segments of society, as well 

a s a general lack of value for their bodies as much as for 

s ocial contribution," Marin must settle for a seat by the 

window of love and low expectations (Blea 121). "The 

i llusory romanticism of Marin, who ends up stuck in the 

house looking after her young cousins all day, is another 

clear warning about the dangers of traditional gender 

expectations (beauty, flirtatiousness, willing sexuality) 

and the boredom of predictable marriage" (Marek 182). 

Marin is bound by the thought that there is no other 



responsibility in her life than to fall in love and to be 

mar r ied. Her life is not her own responsibility but is 

dependent upon the existence of someone else. Therefore, 

Marin will remain "under the streetlight, dancing by 
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herself ... singing the same song somewhere . waiting 

for a car to stop, a star to fall, someone to change her 

life" (27). 

In addition, Lois in "Sire" shares the same window of 

l ove and low expectations as Marin. Lois is Sire's 

g i rlfriend. She is "tiny and pretty and smells like baby's 

ski n" (73). Her outer appearance displays some sort of 

physical maturity, yet her inability to tie her shoes 

demonstrates that her skills lack development. Sandra 

Cisneros portrays Lois' childishness in a selection from 

The House on Mango Street: 

And once when she was standing next to me at Mr. 

Benny's grocery she was barefoot, and I saw her 

barefoot baby toenails all painted pale pale pale 

pink, like little pink seashells, and she smells 

pink like babies do. She's got big girl hands, 

and her bones are long like ladies' bones, and 



she wears makeup too. But she doesn't know how 

to tie her shoes. (73) 

23 

Lois is able to paint herself up with makeup and look the 

part of an older girl, yet the fact that Cisneros 

repeatedly mentions Lois' association to babies emphasizes 

Lois' immaturity. She is a young girl who cannot even tie 

her shoes, yet she can stay out with Sire ~laughing late, 

[with] beer cans and cats and trees talking to themselves" 

( 7 3) . 

Soon, Lois begins to transfer the presence of 

patriarchal authority to Sire to some degree. "Sire lets 

Lois ride his bike around the block, or they take walks 

together ... She holds his hand, and he stops sometimes 

to tie her shoes" (73). Her mind is not preoccupied with 

how she can take care of herself or learn how to tie her 

own shoes; but rather her mind is fixed on finding love in 

someone that will "tie her shoes" for her and take control 

of her life. Lois is transferring that patriarchal 

relationship to her love life as she seeks out someone who 

can control what she reflects she is not capable of doing 

for herself. She is stunting her growth before she has even 

had time to develop her own talents and abilities. She is 
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st i ll a child at heart; yet due to her dependence on the 

patriarchal system she settles for Sire, and arrests her 

development in order to stare out of the window of love and 

l ow expectations. 

Cisneros' representations of Marin and Lois are not 

unusual for women in the Chicano community and are even 

re flective of the treatment of some women in other racial 

g r oups. ~rn Asia the Pacific, the pervasive influence of 

traditional social attitudes and feudal patriarchal systems 

were identified as the main obstacles to women's 

emancipation and education" (United Nations 1995). Irene 

E. Blea describes the influence that the Chicano community 

h as on its women in La Chicana and the Intersection of 

Race, Class, and Gender: 

Chicanas have been socialized to believe that 

marriage, children, and family are the most 

valued aspirations. Parental educational 

aspirations for female children appeared to be at 

an all-time high in the 1980's, but social 

structure and family dynamics frequently pushed a 

young girl into early work responsibilities, 

pregnancy, and marriage. Frequently young women 



are in dead end jobs and are homemakers and 

mothers of one or two babies by the age of 

eighteen or twenty. (72) 
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Not only in the Asian community, but also in the Chicano 

c ommunity, the patriarchal domination defines a woman's 

i dentity and purpose and expects a woman to conform to that 

c ultural model. These methods of thinking limit the women 

within that racial community and restrict the educational 

p o t ential and ambition that may exist within them. Juan 

Bruce-Novoa, the writer of "Sex in the Chicana Novel" 

prov i des insight on how the male perspective of women 

a ffects a woman's perspective of herself as well as her 

personal worth and own capabilities: 

Woman in the male order has learned to see 

herself as inferior, inauthentic and incomplete . 

. . she is fixated on the self-observation 

refracted in the critical gaze of man, having 

left observation of the external world to his 

wide-ranging gaze. Thus her self-portrait 

originates in the distorting patriarchal mirror. 

In order to find her own image she must liberate 
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the mirror from the images of woman painted on it 

by the male hand. (34) 

Cisneros accurately portrays the restrictive nature that is 

brought on by this ideology and the oppressive cycle it 

instigates through the memoirs of Marin and Lois. A 

woman's hope for a promised life is diminished and she 

becomes psychologically confined as she is physically 

placed before the window of low expectations. For many 

racial groups, culture "promises its little girls less than 

they are capable of achieving-a life of drudgery, 

servitude, and self-denial" (Madsen 117). 

Cisneros continues to outline another type of window 

in "Alicia Who Sees Mice." Alicia, a young girl who is 

being raised by her father after the death of her mother, 

is forced to stare out of the window of inherited duties. 

Alicia's story is more than just a short story about 

rodents, but rather is used to address the oppressive views 

Alicia's father exhibits towards her. Alicia is a young 

girl who is defined by her own father for the household 

duties she performs on a daily basis. "Her father defines 

her reality and her 'place' when he insists that she is 

'just imagining' the mice in the kitchen and that 'anyway, 



a woman's place is sleeping so she can wake up early with 

the tortilla star'" (Doyle 21). 
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Following her mother's death, Alicia is submerged into 

her designated role. She is forced to take on her mother's 

daily chores and "is sorry there is no one older to rise 

and make the lunchbox tortillas" (31). She also has "her 

mama's rolling pin and sleepiness" (31). In order to 

preserve cultural traditions and views, it becomes 

necessary for Alicia to accept her expected place as a 

woman-sitting in front of the window of inherited duties. 

Cisneros does not elaborate on the father's specific 

actions towards his daughter; however, Cisneros does 

reflect that Alicia is aware of the fact that her father's 

views are inappropriate as Alicia is driven to become 

fearful of her own father: 

"[she] sees the mice, the ones her father says do 

not exist. Is afraid of nothing except four

legged fur. And fathers." (32) 

Alicia realizes her father's views are hindering any 

opportunity she might have of progressing in the future. 

His patriarchal attitudes are detaining her and will 

restrain her in one place for the rest of her life. 
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Disgusted and encumbered by fear she is desperate to loose 

the chains that bind her to the window of inherited duties. 

Being "young and smart [she] studies for the first time at 

the university," for "she doesn't want to spend her whole 

life in a factory or behind a rolling pin" (31-32). 

Cisneros is embodying the patriarchal perspective and 

permissible roles that many women encounter within their 

racial community as she describes the dialogue between 

Alicia and her father as he tells his daughter that "a 

woman's place is sleeping so she can wake up early with the 

tortilla star" (31). "It is because she is a woman that 

Alicia must rise before dawn to do her dead mother's work 

before she goes to school" (Madsen 117). In Understanding 

Contemporary Chicana Literature Deborah Madsen concludes 

the following in regards to the sexuality of women as it 

defines their role: 

Cisneros's treatment of sexuality is divided 

between a celebration of the power of a 

demythologized feminine sexuality and a powerful 

awareness of misogyny and the control of women 

through the control of their sexuality. The 

control of bodily appearance, how the female body 
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is represented in words and in flesh, is a 

powerful strategy for the control of women's 

minds. In the language of patriarchy, femininity 

is defined closely with the female body. (117) 

"Alicia Who Sees Mice" is encumbered with examples of how a 

woman's role in her family and within her community is 

intended to be one of service and duty. Cisneros 

emphasizes that Alicia's father can only see his daughter 

as functioning in the capacity of a cooker, cleaner, and 

homemaker in order to illustrate the father's opinion of 

his daughter-her duty is to her family and to the upholding 

of her cultural values and tradition. Roman Saldivar 

elaborates on the role of women as it relates to cultural 

preservation in Chicano Narrative: The Dialectics of 

Difference: 

The Chicana experience cannot be captured within 

concepts that regard reality as fixed. This is 

particularly true for Mexican American women who 

are struggling to seize subjectivity despite 

pressure to conform to traditional concepts of 

femaleness and guarantee cultural perseverance by 

living their lives as obedient wives, tortilla 
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makers, cooks, and servants to their husbands and 

families. (xiv) 

There is an immense amount of pressure placed upon women as 

they are obligated to carry on the legacy of their cultural 

traditions by becoming a prisoner to misrepresented 

cultural views. Unfortunately, this prerequisite comes at 

a high cost-women must be deprived of any inkling of 

freedom and. pass on the same oppression to their daughters 

and their daughters' daughters as they teach them how to 

accept a seat by the window of inherited duties. 

"Edna's Ruthie" portrays the life of a woman that is 

immovable as she sits staring out of the window of 

disillusionment. Ruthie, Edna's daughter, is a "tall 

skinny lady with red lipstick and blue babushka, one blue 

sock and one green because she forgot" (67). She is a 

disillusioned young woman whose past has a firm clutch on 

her life and future. Cisneros expounds on Ruthie's 

character-"[she] is the only grown-up we know who likes to 

play" (67). This statement signifies Ruthie's lack of 

structure, order, and responsibility for her own life. 

"One day, it seemed, out of nowhere" (68), Ruthie appeared 

back on Mango Street on her mother's front door step. 



Cisneros provides a brief background on Ruthie's past and 

her journey back to Mango Street: 
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There were many things Ruthie could have been if 

she wanted to. Not only is she a good whistler, 

but she can sing and dance too. She had lots of 

job offers when she was young, but she never took 

them. She got married instead and moved away to 

a pretty house outside the city. Only one thing 

I can't understand is why Ruthie is living on 

Mango Street if she doesn't have to, why is she 

sleeping on a couch in her mother's living room 

when she has a real house all her own, but she 

says she's just visiting and next weekend her 

husband's going to take her home. But the 

weekends come and go and Ruthie stays. {68-69) 

Her mother Edna, "owns the big building next door, three 

apartments front and back" {67), but when Ruthie shows up 

on her front door step she does not ask for an apartment 

all to herself, nor for a room of her own in her mother's 

house. Instead, Ruthie settles for her mother's couch. 

On a few occasions Ruthie reflects her hesitancy to 

pull away from the grip of the past. "Sometimes we go 



32 

shopping and take her with us, but she never comes inside 

the stores and if she does she keeps looking around her 

like a wild animal in a house for the first time" (68). In 

the store she reacts out of place, estranged, as if she has 

been removed from her comfort zone. She has become so 

disconnected from society, as the past has a grip on her 

life, to the point that she suffers fear and anxiety. 

Moreover, when Esperanza and her friends purchase Ruthie 

c andy, upon Ruthie's request, and later experiences tooth 

pa i n due to the consumption of that candy ''[Ruthie] 

p r omises to see the dentist . but when next week comes, 

she doesn't go" (68). She resists leaving her mother's 

home even to tend to her own physical hygiene. 

Furthermore, Cisneros gives a final account that 

illustrates Ruthie's reluctance to leave her frame of 

d i sillusion. Cisneros relays Ruthie's story in the 

following selection from The House on Mango Street: 

Once some friends of Edna's came to visit and 

asked Ruthie if she wanted to go with them to 

play bingo. The car motor was running, and 

Ruthie stood on the steps wondering whether to 

go. Should I go, Ma? she asked the gray shadow 



behind the second-floor screen. I don't care, 

says the screen, go if you want. Ruthie looked 

at the ground. What do you think, Ma? Do what 

you want, how should I know? Ruthie looked at 

the ground some more. The car with the motor 

running waited fifteen minutes and then they 

left. {68) 
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Ruthie's petition for her mother's opinion of whether she 

should go demonstrates a lack of self-initiative and 

inability to think for herself. When confronted by the 

unfamiliar she runs back to "the gray shadow behind the 

second-floor screen" (68). The "gray shadow" resembles the 

past that is "behind" her, that causes her continuously to 

remain in an immovable state of being when she is 

confronted by change. 

For a moment of her life, Ruthie had experienced 

something other than her mother's couch-"she got married . 

. . and moved away to a pretty house outside the city" 

(69). Yet, something in Ruthie's past drew her out of her 

present marriage and house and forced her to return to her 

mother's couch where she sits looking out, standing on the 

front steps, but reluctant and fearful to step out of the 



boundaries. Ruben Sanchez elaborates on this idea of 

Ruthie as a "trapped female": 
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The image of Ruthie is of a female literally 

trapped and unable to escape Mango Street, to 

escape 'her mother's living room,' for that 

matter: Ruthie is only one of many symbols in The 

House on Mango Street of the trapped female. 

[and] Ruthie is caged and ignored. (236-37) 

It is obvious that Ruthie's disillusion has kept her "too 

oppressed to recognize [she is] oppressed" (Blea 12). 

Ruthie will continue to sit on the front steps, looking out 

at the unknown, but will only resort to observation as her 

past continues to extinguish years from her life. 

Cisneros continues with "No Speak English," a short 

story that features the memoir of Mama, a wife and mother 

who is staring out of the window of assimilation. Mama ~is 

the big mama of the man across the street" (76). Her 

husband worked endlessly and saved his money in order to 

provide the means by which to bring Mama and their baby boy 

to the United States. Sandra Cisneros describes Mama's 
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arrival in the following passage: 

Then one day Mamacita and the baby boy arrived in 

a yellow taxi. · The taxi door opened like a 

waiter's arm. Out stepped a tiny pink shoe, a 

foot soft as a rabbit's ear, then the thick 

ankle, a flutter of hips, fuchsia roses and green 

perfume. The man had to pull her, the taxicab 

driver had to push. Push, pull. Push, pull. 

Poof! All at once she bloomed. Huge, enormous, 

beautiful to look at, from the salmon pink 

feather on the tip of her hat down to the little 

rosebuds of her toes. (76-77) 

Cisneros uses various terms to describe mama that denote 

the image of a flower-"fuchsia roses and green perfume" 

(76), "pull ... pushn {77), "all at once she bloomed" 

(77), "little rosebuds of her toes" {77). The fact that 

Cisneros illustrates Mama in such an elaborately floral 

manner and proceeds to write "I believe she doesn't come 

out because she is afraid to speak English" (77), 

symbolizes the assimilation Mama is experiencing. She is 

like a plant that has been "pulled out" or uprooted from 

her homeland and former country to be "pushed" into a 
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country that she has no knowledge of. Her life has 

literally been uprooted from the familiar, leaving her to 

be immersed into a completely foreign territory where her 

roots are not accustomed to growing. For that reason Mama 

resolves to "[sit] all day by the window and [play] the 

Spanish radio show and [sing] all the homesick songs about 

her country in a voice that sounds like a seagull" (77). 

She is mourning. In her husband's eyes, she is finally 

home, but to Mama "home is a house in a photograph" (77), 

something distant and out of reach. Her husband attempts 

to make her surroundings familiar to her by painting them 

the colors of her former home; however, Mama "who does not 

belong, every once in a while lets out a cry, hysterical, 

high, as if he had torn the only skinny thread that kept 

her alive, the only road out to that country" {78). Her 

husband firmly states that this is her home. She is in 

shock. She does not know English; she can no longer 

communicate with her son "who is singing in the language 

that sounds like tin" (78), and she feels that she does not 

belong. She has no sense of ownership in her own home. 

Mama is left to do one thing-sit by the window of 

assimilation and hold on to the memory of what was. 



In an interview conducted by Feroza Jussawalla and 

Reed Way Dasenbrock, Sandra Cisneros gives her reasoning 

for writing about the topic of assimilation: 
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I just wanted to talk there about people's fear 

of the English language and also why they want to 

keep their own language. The language, for a 

lot of people was a link back; it meant that you 

were going to get back eventually. That's why 

some people refused to learn English because they 

were assuming, as so many immigrants did, th.at 

there was a road back. And it's a frightening 

thing when you let go of a language because 

you've let go your tiny thin string back home. 

( 4 60) 

Regardless of what cultural background or racial group 

women come from, when a person is pulled out of the 

familiar only to be immersed into the unknown that 

individual may become inhibited. "In like fashion, the 

experience of being displaced in multiple ways from a 

perceived homeland has been an essential element of 

Chicano's social identity in this country" (Villa 1). Their 

emotions and abilities are tied to their place of origin, 
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and they may become unable to function in a new 

environment. This can also be oppressing for women who are 

removed from their home. Deborah Madsen offers a final 

summation of how assimilation leads to the oppression of 

women: 

Cisneros is not coy when it comes to articulating 

clearly the reasons why women become trapped in 

situations of extreme oppression. Fear of 

violence, sexual violence especially, is one of 

the premiere strategies by which women are kept 

under control. Poverty, illiteracy, inability to 

speak English-these reinforce and exaggerate the 

coercive effect of patriarchal violence by 

limiting the mobility and opportunities of women. 

(122) 

Fear is the chain that keeps a woman under male dominance 

in the midst of a violent situation. Yet for a woman who 

has been taken from her homeland, cultural shock and 

assimilation are enough to keep that woman reliant on the 

patriarchal figure. 

"Rafaela Who Drinks Coconut & Papaya Juice on 

Tuesdays" is a memoir of Rafaela "who is still young but 
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getting old from leaning out of the window so much" (79). 

She is a prisoner, a captive, in her own home as she "gets 

locked indoors because her husband is afraid Rafaela will 

run away since she is too beautiful to look at" (79). She 

is kept indoors, isolated from the world outside. Hence, 

"Rafaela leans out the window and leans on her elbow and 

dreams her hair is like Rapunzel's" (79). She hears music, 

but is left only to imagine what takes place beyond her 

windowsill. Her curiosity is aroused, and she sends 

Esperanza and the neighborhood children to buy her ''coconut 

or sometimes papaya juice" (80). Cisneros describes 

Rafaela's brief moment of pleasure in the following 

passage: 

Rafaela who drinks and drinks coconut and papaya 

juice on Tuesdays and wishes there were sweeter 

drinks, not bitter like an empty room, but sweet 

sweet like the island, like the dance hall down 

the street where women much older than her throw 

green eyes easily like the dice and open homes 

with keyso And always there is someone offering 

sweeter drinks, someone promising to keep her on 

a silver string. (80) 
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Rafaela's wish for an island versus her empty room reflects 

her desire to have roo~·ffiiles and miles of space all to 

herself. She longs for a place like the "dance hall down 

the street" so she can be seen, be noticed, and looked upon 

by others. She can be exposed instead of having to be 

hidden away from the sight of other individuals. Then she 

too could "open homes with keys"-her own keys. The "keys" 

symbolize ownership and access to a home and private space

a life of her own. She would not be someone else's 

property but would have the opportunity to live life and be 

free. 

Minerva is a young single mother who stares out of the 

window of domestic violence in ~Minerva Writes Poems~" She 

is "only a little bit older than [Esperanza] but already 

she has two kids and a husband who left,: (84). Just as her 

mother was also a single mother at a young age, Minerva has 

followed in her own mother's unstructured lifestyle. 

Minerva is a writer-"she writes poems on little pieces of 

paper that she folds over and over and holds in her hands a 

long time, little pieces of paper that smell like a dime" 

(84). She "seek[s] in poetry both a refuge from [her] 

oppressive [life] and an authentic kind of freedom that 
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resolves rather than simply eludes the conflicts that 

characterize [her] experience of subjectivity" (Madsen 

127). The fact that Minerva folds her poems up "over and 

over" and "hold[s] them in her hands for a long time" 

reflects her ability to hold onto and bottle up her 

emotions within herself. This action also illustrates the 

repetitive nature of Minerva as she continues to relive the 

same violent situations-"over and over" again. Regardless 

of her writing, Minerva "is always sad like a house on 

fire-always something wrong" (84). Cisneros describes the 

emotional stress and pain that Minerva bottles up inside: 

She has many troubles, but the big one is her 

husband who left and keeps leaving. One day she 

is through and lets him know enough is enough. 

Out the door he goes. Clothes, records, shoes. 

Out the window and the door locked. But that 

night he comes back and sends a big rock through 

the window. Then he is sorry and she opens the 

door again. Same story. Next week she comes 

over black and blue and asks what can she do? 

( 8 5) 
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All Minerva's emotions are suppressed inside and suddenly 

she has an ·implosion-an emotional outburst within herself 

and she acts out on that frustration by throwing her 

husband out. "Minerva ... though she 'cries' and 'prays' 

and 'writes poems on little pieces of paper' ... remains 

trapped in the 'same story,' the same cycle of violence" 

(Doyle 21). 

Minerva's life reflects the image of a "house on 

fire." Things in her life symbolically keep burning out. 

Each poem that she writes is consumed by the oppression and 

violence of her spouse. Therefore, Cisneros depicts her 

home as one that is incinerated by destructive flames and 

left only to become rubble and ashes. Minerva's internal 

and external strength are sapped, but she has nothing left 

to do but sit at the window of physical abuse, write her 

poems, bottle her emotions inside, as the cycle repeats 

itself once again. 

Lastly, Cisneros presents the grim reality of Sally's 

life as she gazes out of the window of physical abuse. 

Sally is a pretty young girl whose beauty, and the fact she 

is a girl, sentences her to a life of beatings, scars, and 

bruises. Her own father is the character that marginalizes 
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her "because [she is] a daughtern (92), and he "thinks [she 

is] going to run away like his sisters who made the family 

ashamed" (92). Therefore, he "hit[s] her with his hands 

just like a dog ... like if [she] was an animal" (92). 

Poor Sally would arrive to school "blue," with "her skin . 

. . always scarred," and "her pretty face all beaten and 

black" (92). Yet to Esperanza's surprise, Sally would 

cover up for her father's actions by saying "he never hits 

me hard," or "I fell" (92). Just as "her mama rubs lard on 

all the places where it hurts" (92), so Sally also covers 

up t he pain her father is causing her to suffer by 

neglecting the fact that her father's behavior is wrong. 

On one occasion, Sally asks to stay with Esperanza for 

a time. Cisneros conveys the effects of that decision in 

the following selection from "What Sally Said:" 

. one Thursday she came finally with a sack 

full of clothes and a paper bag of sweetbread her 

mama sent. And would've stayed too except when 

the dark came her father, whose eyes were little 

from crying, knocked on the door and said please 

come back, this is the last time. And she said 

Daddy and went home. (93) 



The hands that caressed Sally that night soon placed her 

back under the cycle of physical abuse. Her father "went 

cra z y, and he just forgot he was her father between the 

buckle and the belt" (93). 
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In an effort to escape the violent wrath of her own 

father, Sally sought someone to marry. Esperanza recalls, 

" she says she is in love, but I think she did it to escape" 

(101). Sally, a young eighth grader "met a marshmallow 

salesman at a school bazaar, and married him in .another 

state where it's legal to get married" (101). In the 

beginning Sally demonstrates a happy demeanor and 

re i terates that "she has her husband and her house now, her 

pillowcases and her platesn and "now she gets to buy her 

own things" (101). Her happiness is not based on love or 

joy, but rather her ability to have control over the 

objects in her home. However, "despite her comfortable 

circumstances, she is still the woman controlled by the man 

who buys her the domestic goods that imprison her" (Mccay 

311). Eventually she begins to experience the pain of 

physical abuse yet again-this time at the hands of her 

spouse. "Although Sally had hoped to 'escape,' she now 

lives an even more confined life" (Slaboda 101). Her 
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spouse "gets angry", and violent to the point that "once he 

broke the door where his foot went through" (101). Little 

by l ittle, he obliterates any inkling of hope or freedom 

she might obtain by cutting off people in her life and 

limiting her space. 

He won't let her talk on the telephone. And he 

doesn't let her look out the window. And he 

doesn't like her friends, so nobody gets to visit 

her unless he is working. (102) 

Just as Sally has so many objects in her house to admire, 

so she is like an object that simply sits at home and is 

owned by another. She has lost the inkling of freedom to 

gaze out of the window and see beyond her circumstance. 

Sally is left with nothing but objects-objects that collect 

dust, lack life, and simply take up space. She has no 

purpose but to adorn his life with her beauty as the 

"linoleum roses on the floor" (102) simply exist to 

decorate the surface. He has drained her of any ounce of 

self- esteem she may have had and diminished her value to 

that of a common household appliance or object on the 

shelf. "Esperanza recognizes that while Sally gains 

material wealth, she loses her autonomy, character, and, 
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perhaps most important, her dignity" (Sloboda 101). She is 

left to do nothing more but sit and take up space in a 

house that is not her own. 

Maria Elena de Valdes elaborates on the imagery that 

Cisneros conveys as she presents each of the memoirs from 

the women on Mango Street. 

Each of the closed images adds another figure to 

the tapestry of the paradox of not belonging 

where you belong. They present the lives and 

impoverished existence of ... Alicia, . 

Marin, . Ruthie, Lois, Mamacita, Rafaela, 

Sally and Minerva. (293) 

Cisneros' portrayal of each of the women's life story is 

like a knitted quilt that exhibits the history of all 

racial women combined. Each strand and pattern may be 

specifically different, but each story contributes to the 

overall oppression of women in any given racial group as 

"all the women's lives are appropriated by the men in their 

families" (Mccay 310). Each of the women on Mango Street 

has a different experience. Some are coping with physical 

abuse, inherited duties, assimilation, and marginalization, 

while others are dealing with the realities of isolation 
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and disillusion. Yet each memoir contains the same image 

of the subject-they are all depicted gazing out of a frame 

or window of some sort. The fact that they are only 

allowed a window alludes to the fact that their space is 

confined, limited, and determined by the patriarchal 

figures in their homes. Beth L. Brunk describes the 

relevance of the use of the recurring window motif: 

This recurring window motif reflects the dismal 

situation of many women in Esperanza's 

neighborhood and larger social environment. The 

time these women spend at the window reflects 

their dissatisfaction with their confinement and 

the inability to break free of it on their own. 

(142) 

Their inability to detach themselves from the window is due 

in part to their need to catch a glimpse of hope. These 

women live in a home, but do not belong; they are 

disillusioned and distraught by the abuse in their home, 

but they do not fight back; they receive orders, but have 

no voice to respond. They have carried on with the 

inherited duties and obligations of the mothers and 

grandmothers who have gone before them. They are left only 
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to look out of the window of their homes and hope that 

someone else will see their story, hear their cry through 

the windowpane, and live to tell their story-the story they 

cannot voice nor tell. 



CHAPTER III 

ESPERANZA:A VOICE BEYOND THE WINDOW 

There will be narratives of female lives only when women no 
longer live their lives isolated in the houses and the 
stories of men. 

(Carolyn G. Heilburn Writing a Woman's Life 47) 

We are beginning to realize that we are not wholly at the 
mercy of circumstance, nor are our lives completely out of 
our hands. That if we posture as victims we will be 
victims, that hopelessness is suicide, that self attacks 
stop us in our track. We are slowly moving past the 
resistance within, leaving behind the defeated images. 
(Gloria Anzaldua Chicana Ways: Conversations with Ten 
Chicana Writers xiv) 

Sandra Cisneros' The House on Mango Street is divided 

into two significant parts that contribute to the debate 

she presents to all women and their respective racial 

communities. The vignettes that were introduced in the 

previous chapter outline the various scenarios that limit 

women to their place of oppression, where they sit by the 

window as victims of male domination. "The poems pull back 

the layers of everyday moments, looking for a kernel of 

truth often encrusted by ... gender that render the women 

from [Esperanza's] community voiceless" (Mccay 305). 

Through the presentation of various somber memoirs of women 

who live on Mango Street, Cisneros brings an awareness to 
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her community concerning the oppressive cycles that are 

prevalent among the female population. Further, by using 

women from a range of ages, she reflects how this mindset 

and ideology are factors in the oppression of the woman's 

soul, mind, and body and affect the legacy and heritage 

that is passed down to future generations of women. 
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This chapter focuses on the remaining portion of The 

House on Mango Street as Cisneros addresses Esperanza's 

transformation and provides a response to the dialogue she 

has initiated. Using the observations and life experiences 

of a young girl named Esperanza, Cisneros offers hope to 

the oppressed women from Mango Street by creating a voice 

from within the oppressed community--the promising voice of 

innocence. Esperanza "establishes a hopeful voice that 

playfully 'dialogues' with those in . the local community" 

(Sloboda 96), and becomes the "embodiment of female 

possibility, [and] a metaphor for a woman who takes charge 

of her own life" (Valdes 288). Cisneros' use of the 

narrator's adolescence and innocence plays an important 

role in the delivery of this work. "By telling the story 

through twelve-year-old Esperanza's point of view Cisneros 

is empowering someone who is normally not seen as 
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possessing authority in the world--·a young Hispanic female 11 

(Brunk 148). Moreover, Cisneros is drawing upon the voice 

of a child, "whose voice is often suppressed, marginalized 

and powerless, [and] articulating a truth of experience, 

which creates a dialogue between the texts, the common 

denominator seeming only to be the human condition" (Gellen 

92). Prior to stepping into her predetermined role as a 

woman in her racial community, Esperanza, a young child, is 

choosing to create and write her own destiny rather than 

succumb to a seat by the window like some others who have 

gone before her. She shows great strength and courage in 

speaking out against the injustice that has been forced 

upon her great-grandmother, her mother, her neighbors, and 

her friends; and "by giving Esperanza this voice, Cisneros 

is expressing optimism, optimism that the situation can 

change, that Esperanza and others like her will not have to 

spend their lives leaning out windows . 11 (Brunk 148). 

Esperanza's story begins much like that of her 

predecessors, neighbors, and friends. In "My Name," 

Esperanza describes the significance of her name: 

In English my name means hope. In Spanish it 

means too many letters. It means sadness, it 
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means waiting. It is like the number nine. A 

muddy color. It is the Mexican records my father 

plays on Sunday mornings when he is shaving, 

songs like sobbing. (10) 

The specific terms Cisneros uses to describe Esperanza's 

name emphasize the somber tone her name conveys-"sadness . 

. . waiting," "muddy," and "sobbing" (10). Each of these 

words evokes a sense of drudgery and melancholy, as if 

Esperanza, in inheriting her great-grandmother's name, has 

automatically assumed her great-grandmother's life of 

service, inherited duties, and her seat by the window: 

My great grandmother. I would've liked to have 

known her, a wild horse of a woman, so wild she 

wouldn't marry. Until my great-grandfather threw 

a sack over her head and carried her off. Just 

like that, as if she were a fancy chandelier. 

That's the way he did it. And the story goes she 

never forgave him. She looked out the window her 

whole life, the way so many women sit their 

sadness on an elbow. I wonder if she made the 

best with what she got or was she sorry because 

she couldn't be all the things she wanted to be. 



Esperanza. I have inherited her name, but I 

don't want to inherit her place by the window. 

(10-11) 
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The relationship between Esperanza and her great

grandmother's name is the essence of the oppressive 

lifestyle that has been passed down from mother to daughter 

throughout generations in her culture. Esperanza "reduces 

the great-grandmother to objects and emotions: . . . to 

passive activities of 'looking' and 'sitting,' all states 

of inaction, immobility, wanting and waiting, analogous to 

her name, Esperanza/Hope" (Morales 228). However, the 

fact that Esperanza's name translates into "Hope" is 

promising for this young girl, who at a young age has 

already determined, "I don't want to inherit [great

grandrnother's] place by the window" (11). Mary A. Mccay, 

writer of "Sandra Cisneros: Crossing Borders" describes the 

strength Esperanza gains from her great-grandmother's name 

and the challenge .she faces in carrying that name: 

The women of her world are not supposed to leave 

home except to marry and bear children, but 

Esperanza is like the great-grandmother for whom 

she was named. Her ancestor was born in "the 
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Chinese year of the horse-which is supposed to be 

bad luck if you' re born female--but I think this 

is a Chinese lie because the Chinese, like the 

Mexicans, don't like their women strong" (10). 

Esperanza, even as a young girl, recognizes her 

strength and realizes that it can cause her 

trouble. Her great-grandmother is more than a 

namesake; she is a warning. ( 309) 

Esperanza recognizes that she may run the risk of following 

in her great-grandmother's footsteps if she does not heed 

to the warning of her great-grandmother's life of "waiting" 

and "continue to search for her own strength" (McCay 310). 

Cisneros uses a variety of symbols to reinforce the 

concept of oppression throughout The House on Mango Street. 

While the other women on Mango Street are constrained to a 

seat by the window, Esperanza is concerned with having a 

house of her own. "The Chicana's concern with 'place'-a 

house, or a room of one's own-is a reaction against the 

patriarchal myth that denies the Chicana a place of her 

own" (Sanchez 229). Esperanza does not want to sit next to 

a window gazing at a piece of what could be. On the 

contrary, she longs for something greater--ownership of her 
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life and future. She wants a house of her own. Esperanza 

expresses her sentiment towards the house on Mango Street: 

It's small and red with tight steps in front and 

windows so small you'd think they were holding 

their breath. Bricks are crumbling in places, 

and the front door is so swollen you have to push 

hard to get in. There is no front yard, only 

four little elms the city planted by the curb. 

Out back is a small garage for the car we don't 

own yet and a small yard that looks smaller 

between the two buildings on either side. There 

are stairs in our house, but they're ordinary 

hallway stairs, and the house has only one 

washroom. Everybody has to share a bedroom-Mama 

and Papa, Carlos and Kiki, me and Nenny. (4) 

Cisneros' word choice, "small ... tight ... windows so 

small you'd think they were holding their breath," 

"swollen," "no front yard. four little elms," "small 

yard that looks smaller between the two buildings on either 

side" (4), exemplifies an image of restriction. The fact 

that there are six individuals who must occupy a limited 

amount of space reflects a lack of room and privacy. 
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Cisneros' personification of the ~windows holding their 

breath,, denotes Esperanza's home as one that has an aura of 

stillness and waiting, just as her name implies. 

Esperanza's house on Mango Street is the epitome of what 

Esperanza's culture offers to their women-lack of space, 

such as that of Rafaela and Sally, stillness, such as the 

kind Mamacita and Alicia face, crumbling pieces, such as 

Minerva must continue to clean up, and a sense of waiting, 

such as Marine and Lois display as they wait for someone 

else to take charge of their life. This state of mind leads 

Esperanza to a future where there is only enough room for a 

woman to do one thing-sit by the window. "This impetus for 

a 'real house' that doesn't arouse shame leads Esperanza on 

a metaphysical journey, undertaken through her writing, 

that allows her to achieve a more comprehensive cognition 

not just of her situation but of the other members of her 

community, in particular the women" (Salazar 394). 

Following the vignettes about Esperanza's home and 

name, Cisneros concludes the introductory segment of The 

House on Mango Street with a vignette that expands on 

Esperanza's culture and her race's expectations of her as a 



female in "Boys and Girls:" 

The boys and the girls live in separate worlds. 

The boys in their universe and we in ours, 

Nenny is too young to be my friend. She's just 

my sister and that was not my fault And 

since she comes right after me, she is my 

responsibility ... until then I am a red 

balloon, a balloon tied to an anchor. (8-9) 
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This example of Esperanza and her relationship with her 

younger sister Nenny reveals how certain duties and 

responsibilities are inherited and begin at an early age 

for females in some racial communities. At a young age 

many girls are already placed in their predetermined role 

as a female. The metaphor of Esperanza being a "red 

balloon ... tied to an anchor" (9), resembles the memoir 

of Rafaela dangling on a "silver string" (80). Just as a 

balloon that is anchored is limited to a restricted area of 

space, in the same way Esperanza feels she is confined by 

her own culture to take on certain responsibilities. She 

is expected to assume her place as an inactive and 

immovable creature that exists only to fulfill a role. She 

is sustained by the anchor of the patriarchy. 
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During the next few vignettes Esperanza is growing, 

maturing, and observing the treatment of women on Mango 

Street. At this point in her life, Esperanza is a 

spectator to the oppression that haunts the women in her 

community. However, somewhere between growing up and 

observing the world, she steps into her own personal 

transformation through the power of the written word. It 

is in the development of her writing that she too discovers 

an open door out of the small house she is destined to 

occupy. 

"Born Bad" metaphorically represents an image of the 

women on Mango Street through the example of Aunt Lupe's 

life and is the first poem that links Esperanza's writing 

to freedom. Aunt Lupe was a beautiful woman and swimmer 

whose life was interrupted by an unexpected illness. 

Esperanza describes the tragic fate of her aunt in the 

following excerpt: 

. I knew her sick from the disease that would 

not go, her legs bunched under the yellow sheets, 

the bones gone limp as worms. The yellow pillow, 

the yellow smell, the bottles and spoons. Her 

head thrown back like a thirsty lady. My aunt, 
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the swimmer. Hard to imagine her legs once 

strong, the bones hard and parting water, clean 

sharp strokes, not bent and wrinkled like a baby, 

not drowning under the sticky yellow light. 

Second-floor rear apartment. The naked light 

bulb. The high ceilings. The light bulb always 

burning. (58-59) 

Aunt Lupe went from a woman who dominated the vast waters 

with her "sharp strokes" to a sickly, feeble woman who is 

confined to a bed in the "second-floor rear building where 

sunlight never [comes]" (60), where she lies vulnerable to 

her oppressive fate. It is ironic how Cisneros uses the 

word "drowning" to describe the whereabouts of an ex

swimmer who is now limited to a room. Although, she is 

indoors, metaphorically she is "drowning under the sticky 

yellow light" (59), as she is locked in a narrow space and 

separated from the waters that gave her freedom. 

As Cisneros places this vignette in the midst of the 

other oppressive memoirs, she allows Esperanza to reflect 

on what she has seen and incorporates the life experiences 

of those women in the ill condition and death of Aunt Lupe. 

Although it is uncertain how Aunt Lupe reached this point 
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of severity in her health, Esperanza says ~sometimes you 

get used to the sick and sometimes the sickness, if it is 

there too long, gets to seem normal" (59). This feeling of 

acceptance could be compared to the response of the women 

on Mango Street. Aunt Lupe is a visual representation of 

what their emotional life is undergoing. They have arrived 

at the same frame of mind-"if it is there too long" it 

"gets to seem normal" (58). The women on Mango Street got 

to the point that regardless of how painful their condition 

was, how empty their life felt, how void of freedom it may 

have seemed, they just accepted it as their fate-the 

expected pattern. 

Esperanza observed the condition of Aunt Lupe's house 

during a visitation: 

My aunt was blind by then. She never saw the 

dirty dishes in the sink. She couldn't see the 

ceilings dusty with flies, the ugly maroon walls, 

the bottles and sticky spoons. I can't forget 

the smell. Like sticky capsules filled with 

jelly. My aunt, a little oyster, a little piece 

of meat on an open shell for us to look at. (60) 
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Aunt Lupe's house already contains the stench of death

"dirty dishes," ceilings dusty with flies," "ugly maroon 

walls," "sticky spoons," "a little piece of meat on an open 

s hell" (60); and she is not yet physically deceased. The 

terms convey a strong sense of misery, gloom, and grief. 

Cisneros' use of language here presents a visual image of 

not only the condition of Aunt Lupe's habitation but also 

t o the emotional state of the women on Mango Street. As 

Marine, Lois, Alicia, Ruthie, Mamacita, Rafaela, Minerva, 

and Sally have already taken a seat by the window, they 

have surrounded themselves with the stench of death. They 

a re the "little piece of meat on an open shell for [others] 

t o look at" (60), particularly the younger girls such as 

Esperanza and her friends. They have become powerless, 

voiceless, and susceptible like the "little piece of meat" 

e nclosed in the "shell" of male domination. If they allow 

t heir pain to become "normal," they will become oblivious 

t o their oppressive fate and may lead their own daughters 

and their daughters' daughters to the same window of 

oppression. 

Cisneros proceeds with "Born Bad," expressing how 

Esperanza and her friends had a game they enjoyed playing. 



They had to think of "someone they could imitate and 

everyone else would have to guess who it was" (59). To 

exemplify this, Cisneros describes a round they played as 

they impersonated Aunt Lupe: 
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The day we played the game, we didn't know she 

was going to die. We pretended with our heads 

thrown back, our arms limp and useless, dangling 

like the dead. We laughed the way she did. We 

talked the way she talked, the way blind people 

talk without moving their head. We imitated the 

way you had to lift her head a little so she 

could drink water, she sucked it up slow out of a 

green tin cup ... We took turns being her. We 

screamed in the weak voice of a parrot for Totchy 

to come and wash those dishes. It was easy~ We 

didn't know. She had been dying such a long 

time, we forgot. Maybe she was ashamed. Maybe 

she was embarrassed it took so many years. (61) 

While Esperanza and her friends were amusing themselves 

with their harmless game of impersonation, death came for 

Lupe. What they took ·so lightly had now taken the life of 

one they loved. Aunt Lupe spent years exposed as a "little 
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piece of meat on an open shell for [them] to look at" (60). 

Esperanza saw Aunt Lupe in her most vulnerable state-weak, 

helpless, and ashamed. Just as Esperanza and her friends 

viewed the life of Aunt Lupe, prior to her death, in the 

same manner Esperanza was observing the lives of the women 

on Mango Street-women who were physically alive, but 

emotionally dead in the seat they had taken by the window. 

Fortunately, Aunt Lupe not only left Esperanza with a 

tragic ending; but prior to her death, she was the first 

person to link Esperanza's writing with her personal 

freedom: 

I took my library books to her house. I read her 

stories ... She listened to every book, every 

poem I read her. One day I read her one of my 

own. I came very close. I whispered it into the 

pillow: 

I want to be 
like the waves of the sea, 
like the clouds in the wind, 
but I'm me. 
One day I'll jump 
out of my skin. 
I'll shake the sky 
like a hundred violins. 

That's nice. That's very good, she said in her 

tired voice. You just remember to keep writing, 
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Esperanza. You must keep writing. It will keep 

you free, and I said yes, but at that time I 

didn't know what she meant. (60-61) 

For that brief moment, while Esperanza whispered her poetry 

into the ear of Aunt Lupe, she had voiced what Aunt Lupe, 

the swimmer, could not voice for herself-"I want to be like 

the waves on the sea" (60). Through her writing, Esperanza 

had been an avenue of hope for Aunt Lupe and provided her 

dying aunt with a moment away from the mundane routine of 

her deteriorating health. 

After experiencing the death of her Aunt Lupe and 

witnessing countless other memoirs of women on Mango 

Street, young Esperanza begins to contemplate the events 

and images her eyes have beheld. Ironically, she does not 

seek solace in a parent or a friend, but finds comfort in 

the existence of "four skinny trees" (74). Cisneros 

describes Esperanza's connection with the trees in "Four 

Skinny Trees:" 

They are the only ones who understand me. I am 

the only one who understands them. Four skinny 

trees with skinny necks and pointy elbows like 

mine. Four who do not belong here but are here. 
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Four raggedy excuses planted by the city. Their 

strength is secret. They send ferocious roots 

beneath the ground. They grow up and they grow 

down and grab the earth between their hairy toes 

and bite the sky with violent teeth and never 

quit their anger. This is how they keep. (74) 

Cisneros' use of language denotes that the tree is a symbol 

of strength, stamina, and fortitude. Little does Esperanza 

realize that she is a type of "tree" for the women on Mango 

Street; just as the trees teach her at night to "keep, 

keep, keep" (75), so she must keep for those who cannot 

keep for themselves. "By inserting 'Four Skinny Trees' 

into the narrative at this point, Cisneros clarifies the 

advice that Esperanza's dying Aunt Lupe gives her after 

listening to her read one of her poems: 'You just remember 

to keep writing, Esperanza. You must keep writing. It will 

keep you free' (60)," (Sanborn 1340). Esperanza relies on 

the trees when she is "too sad and too skinny" or when she 

is "a tiny thing against so many bricks" to provide her 

with inspiration (75). 

When there is nothing left to look at on this 

street. Four who grew despite concrete. Four 
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who reach and do not forget to reach. Four whose 

only reason is to be and be. (75) 

She is prophesying her future destiny. She is like the 

trees as she grows despite the oppression that surrounds 

her community and continues to grow beyond the constraints 

that attempt to hold her in one place. 

Cisneros' vignettes, "Bums in the Attic" and 

" Beautiful and Cruel," portray both the physical and 

emotional growth of Esperanza. In "Bums in the Attic" 

Esperanza's family drives around on Sunday to look at 

houses-"the ones with the gardens where Papa works" (86); 

however, Esperanza does not want to go. While her family 

speculates her reasons for not attending their family 

function, Esperanza plainly states "I am tired of looking 

at what we can't have" and "starring out of the window like 

the hungry" (86). Esperanza is beginning to distinguish the 

illusive versus the realistic and is beginning to gain some 

confidence in the voice she has. Esperanza describes her 

personal discovery in further detail in the following 

passage from "Beautiful and Cruel:" 

My mother says when I get older my dusty hair 

will settle and my blouse will learn to stay 
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clean, but I have decided not to grow up tame 

like the others who lay their necks on the 

threshold waiting for the ball and chain ... I 

have begun my own quiet war. Simple. Sure. I am 

one who leaves the table like a man, without 

putting back the chair or picking up the plate. 

(88-89) 

"Again, the role of the Mexicana has been stereotyped and 

presented as that of the submissive wife, the type of woman 

with absolutely no initiative to confront a swaggering and 

abusive macho husband; in fact, a woman with no educational 

or intellectual qualifications and whose only ability in 

life is to breed children" (Herrera-Sobek 18). However, 

Esperanza does not succumb to the norm and adapt to the 

shape of her cultural model, but rather she is "beautiful 

and cruel." "Cisneros introduces this . with a quiet 

proclamation that the ethnic woman must assert her 'self'; 

she must liberate herself from the 'patterned' picture

frame role" (Chakravartee 24). Esperanza has discovered her 

own power and has determined "she will not give it away" 

(89), as easily as Marin or Lois may. She is not going to 
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rather she will fashion her own future for herself. 
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After Esperanza awakens to the strength she possesses, 

she attempts to channel her own power to one who has been 

sapped of her own self-worth and confidence-Sally. 

Esperanza sees the bruises on her friend's body; she hears 

the lies Sally resorts to in order to defend her father and 

conceal the evidence of paternal physical abuse. Upon 

"zeroing in on Sally's pain, Esperanza attempts to save 

her" (Brunk 146). This effort is recounted in "The Monkey 

Garden." Cisneros describes the Monkey Garden as a place 

that facilitates the imagination of Esperanza and her 

friends while preserving their innocence: 

. we liked to jump from the roof of one car 

to another and pretend they were giant mushrooms. 

Somebody started the lie that the monkey garden 

had been there before anything. We liked to 

think the garden could hide things for a thousand 

years. There beneath the roots of soggy flowers 

were the bones murdered pirates and dinosaurs, 

the eye of a unicorn turned to coal. (96) 
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This game was the usual routine for the children during 

their playtime in the Monkey Garden. However, one day 

"Sally had her own game" (96). Even as Esperanza is 

enjoying the Monkey Garden, Sally is taking plea~ure in the 

company of Tito and his friends. Somehow as Sally is with 

the boys, Tito and his buddies manage to take Sally's keys 

from her. The boys propose their solution to Sally's 

dilemma by ordering her to give each of them a kiss if she 

wishes to retrieve her keys. Soon Sally agrees to sneak 

away from the playground of innocence and join Tito and his 

friends at the other end of the garden. Immediately, 

Esperanza takes notice and becomes distraught. Cisneros 

elaborates on Esperanza's thoughts in the following 

monologue: 

I don't know why, but something inside me wanted 

to throw a stick. Something wanted to say no 

when I watched Sally going into the garden with 

Tito's buddies all grinning. It was just a kiss, 

that's all. A kiss for each one. So what, she 

said. Only how come I felt angry inside. Like 

something wasn't right. Sally went behind that 

old blue pickup to kiss the boys and get her keys 
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back, and I ran up three flights of stairs to 

where Tito lived. His mother was ironing shirts. 

She was sprinkling water on them from an empty 

pop bottle and smoking a cigarette. Your son and 

his friends stole Sally's keys and now they won't 

give them back unless she kisses them and right 

now they're making her kiss them, I said all out 

of breath, from the three flights of stairs. 

Those kids, she said, not looking up from her 

ironing. That's all? What do you want me to do, 

she said, call the cops? And kept on ironing. 

(96-97) 

After encountering the reluctance of Tito's mother, 

Esperanza takes matters into her own hands. Taking "three 

big sticks and a brick" (97), in her hand, she rushes back 

to the other side of the garden in hopes of saving Sally. 

Ironically, Sally rejects Esperanza's help and concern-she 

does not want to be saved. 

Some of Cisneros' vignettes contain stories within 

stories. There is a profound connection between the 

subject in a particular vignette and the women on Mango 

Street, especially as Esperanza's transformation approaches 
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its culmination . Yet again, Cisneros demonstrates this 

quality of her writing in the life of Sally. First, Sally 

allows the boys to steal her keys. The keys represent her 

worth, ownership of her life, and self-confidence. Just as 

she is having to yield to their request in order to regain 

her keys, so the younger women on Mango Street, such as 

Marin and Lois, are quick to forfeit their worth and 

strength in order to comply with the low expectations that 

have been instilled in them. 

In addition, Cisneros is illustrating the dead-end

cycle that continues to repeat itself through the exchange 

between Esperanza and Tito's mother. When Esperanza 

confronts Tito's mother, the mother's response is simply 

"What do you want me to do ... ?" (97). As the woman 

returns to her duties of ironing, she is quick to dismiss 

her authority and power to influence the life of another 

young woman. This abdication is an image Cisneros portrays 

throughout the entire work-women who are inactive, 

immobile, and silent. By combining the account of Sally 

and Tito's mother in the same vignette, Cisneros is 

exposing the correlation between powerless daughters and 

voiceless women. The silence of one generation can produce 



a generation of daughters who do not recognize their own 

self-worth nor their strength. 
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Esperanza has observed the effects of lives of women 

who have been spent sitting by the window; her ears have 

heard the blatant denial of those who did not see the need 

to be rescued from their place of restriction; but her body 

has yet to be subjected to the school of experience. 

Cisneros' "Red Clowns" is a monologue and is "the second 

direct address to Sally [that] shows not the pain 

that Esperanza believes Sally feels but the pain that 

Esperanza endures because Sally is not there for her when 

she is the one who needs saving" (Brunk 147). Esperanza is 

waiting for her friend Sally, "standing by the tilt-a

whirl" (99), but Sally never shows up. Instead, of 

receiving a greeting from her friend, Esperanza is 

confronted with a traumatic experience-sexual assault: 

Sally, you lied. It wasn't what you said at all. 

What he did. Where he touched me. I didn't want 

it, Sally. The way they said it, the way it's 

supposed to be, all the storybooks and movies, 

why did you lie to me? . . . I was waiting by the 

red clowns . . . I like to be with you, Sally. 
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You're my friend. But that big boy, where did he 

take you? I waited such a long time. I waited 

by the red clowns, but you never came, you 

never came for me. Sally Sally a hundred times. 

Why didn't you hear me when I called? Why didn't 

you tell them to leave me alone? The one who 

grabbed me by the arm, he wouldn't let me go. He 

said I love you, Spanish girl ... and pressed 

his sour mouth to mine. Sally make him stop. I 

couldn't make them go away. I couldn't do 

anything but cry ... Why did you leave me all 

alone? I waited my whole life. You're a liar. 

They all lied. Only his dirty finger nails 

against my skin, only his sour smell again* 

Sally, you lied, you lied. He wouldn't let me go. 

(99-100) 

Although, Cisneros does not mention the word "assault," the 

description she gives paints a clear image of sexual 

assault- "the one who grabbed my arm" "he wouldn't let 

me go" ... "pressed his sour mouth to mine" ... "his 

dirty finger nails against my skin" (100). Esperanza is 

sounding out an intimate cry. There are many elements 



Cisneros uses to portray this "sexual initiation" (Madsen 

114). First of all, the setting of the tilt-a-whirl in a 

carnival provides a visual image of what is occurring in 

Esperanza's body and mind as she is undergoing this 

oppressive experience. 
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The moon that watched. The tilt-a-whirl. The red 

clowns laughing their thick-tongue laugh. Then 

the colors began to whirl. Sky tipped. {100) 

Physically, her body is being driven to comply with the 

assaulter's demands. As a young girl, her body is not yet 

prepared for this sort of strain, and thus she feels the 

pain as she lies there, powerless to gain control over the 

situation. Mentally, her world is being turned upside-down 

as everything she had been told previously, from Sally, 

books, and magazines has not been what was proclaimed-"the 

way they said it, the way it's supposed to be, all the 

storybooks and movies, why did you lie to me?" (99). 

Secondly, she had been betrayed both by her friend 

Sally and the women from her community. Cisneros uses "The 

Monkey Gardenn as a prelude that leads into this vignette. 

In "The Monkey Garden" Esperanza expresses her dedication 

to Sally and her desire to save her. Yet at the crucial 
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time when Esperanza needs to be saved, Sally does not 

reciprocate the same devotion. Esperanza "balances the 

injustice done to her by the boy with the injustice she 

feels Sally has done to her by not saving her and for lying 

about sex" (Brunk 147). Deborah Madsen elaborates on this 

sense of betrayal Esperanza has suffered: 

Esperanza's feelings of helplessness, confusion, 

and pain are overwhelmed by the sensation of 

betrayal: betrayal by Sally who was not there 

when Esperanza needed her but also betrayal by 

all the women who ever failed to contradict the 

romantic mythology of love and sex · ... 

Esperanza directs her anger and shame not at the 

perpetrators of this violent act; she does not 

have the words, the language with which to direct 

blame at men. and so she internalizes that 

sense of blame and accuses women instead. As 

Maria Herrera-Sobek explains: "The diatribe is 

directed not only at Sally the silent 

interlocutor but at the community of women who 

keep the truth from the younger generation of 

women in a conspiracy of silence ... " (114-15) 
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The words "waiting" and "waited" are found throughout this 

vignette. Cisneros' use of the verb "wait" connects 

Esperanza to the meaning of her name. "Red Clowns" is a 

climax to Esperanza's transformation. It is here, after 

suffering victimization, that Esperanza realizes she cannot 

"wait" any longer. Esperanza realizes that in her culture 

the "'Spanish girl' does not possess any power and that 

whatever is desired of her will be taken from her by force" 

(Madsen 115). It is in that revelation that she determines 

she will not be silent about her oppression. She will not 

rest her pain on an elbow, while sitting by the window. She 

has seen the misery that victimization has brought about in 

the lives of the women on Mango Street. Their silence has 

served them no purpose and has even caused her own life to 

be put into jeopardy. "She will not accept the role or be 

silent about the brutality" (Mccay 311). She can no 

longer wait on anyone else to rescue her-she must rescue 

herself. Otherwise, she will spend her "whole life" waiting 

(100). "Young Esperanza [has become] conscious of the 

hidden as well as overt ways in which ethnic identity is 

perpetuated in her urban environment ... [and] has come 

to a personalized awareness of the forces in her 
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environment that foster limitations and discrimination" 

(Marek 179). 

Cisneros has taken Esperanza past innocence and into 

the grim hands of experience. Through each vignette, 

Esperanza has gained knowledge and moved closer to the 

culmination of her transformation. "The Three Sisters" is a 

prophetic vignette that defines Esperanza's place within 

her community and provides a release for her to determine 

her own identity. Esperanza is visiting Lucy and Rachel's 

house after the passing of their baby sister. Many visitors 

arrive to pay their respects and among those are the three 

sisters: 

They came with the wind that blows in August, 

thin as a spider web and barely noticed. Three 

who did not seem to be related to anything but 

the moon. One with laughter like tin and one 

with eyes of a cat and one with hands like 

porcelain. The aunts, the three sisters ... 

(103) 

They call Esperanza over and inquire about her name. Once 
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Esperanza responds they begin to compliment her name~ 

They had the power and could sense what was what. 

They said, Come here ... What's your name, the 

cat-eyed one asked. Esperanza, I said. 

Esperanza ... a good good name. (104) 

Shortly after, the sister with the cat-eye begins to 

examine Esperanza's hands. Together the cat-eyed sister and 

the old-blue veined one begin to scrutinize her hands as if 

there is a secret encoded in their existence: 

Look at her hands, cat-eyed said. And they 

turned them over and over as if they were looking 

for something. She's special. Yes, she'll go 

very far. Yes, yes, hmmm. ( 104) 

They proceed to invite her to make a wish-she may wish for 

anything. After making a wish, Esperanza is called over by 

the sister with marble hands: 

Esperanza. She held my face with her blue-veined 

hands and looked and looked at me. A long 

silence. When you leave you must remember always 

to come back, she said. What? When you leave 

you must remember to come back for the others. A 

circle, understand? You will always be 
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Esperanza. You will always be Mango Street. You 

can't erase what you know. You can't forget who 

you are. ( 105) 

Esperanza is speechless. She is astonished by the fact 

that this sister can discern her thoughts, and she is 

embarrassed that she allowed "such a selfish wish" (105) to 

cross her mind. The sister with the marble hands leaves 

Esperanza with a two-fold charge-interior and exterior. 

The interior charge is directed to Esperanza and the search 

for her own identity. Esperanza must never forget that she 

"will always be Mango Street" (105). Neither time nor 

evasion can erase the knowledge she has gained, the scars 

she has experienced, nor the oppression she has seen. This 

portion of the charge is connected to her name-the name she 

inherited from her great-grandmother. Her name represents 

the past and the influence it has to determine her future. 

Although Esperanza would rather dismiss her name and 

exchange it for "Zeze the X" (11), the third sister tells 

her that she must not forget where she came from. It is a 

strand that holds her identity together. Geoffrey Sanborn, 

author of "Keeping Her Distance: Cisneros, Dickinson, and 



the Politics of Private Enjoyment," expands on the notion 

of why Esperanza must "remember:" 
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Though the sister may seem to be telling 

Esperanza to remember to come back, literally, to 

Mango Street, the subsequent observations on the 

nature of memory make the statement more 

ambiguous. They suggest that the emphasis in the 

sentence "When you leave you must al.ways remember 

to come back" is on the word remember, that she 

is telling Esperanza to remerr~er in order to come 

back. She is telling her, furthermore, that 

remembering will lead her not to a unitary 

identity but to a constitutive doubleness: 

"Esperanza" and "Mango Street,u "what you know" 

and "who you are." By calling attention to that 

split between the One of being and the one and 

one and one of knowledge as it is taken up in 

memory, the sister restores contingency to 

privacy without denying the validity of the 

pursuit of privacy. ( 134 3·-4 4) 
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Jacqueline Doyle also comments in "More Room of Her Own: 

Sandra Cisneros's The House on Mango Street:" 

Yet Mango Street becomes an integral part of 

herself, the source of her art and her freedom .. 

. . If Mango Street is "not the way they told it 

at all," then Esperanza's developing resolve is 

to re-member herself through a new telling that 

will not erase realities, and to begin by 

circling back ... Bache.lard suggests that 

circular structures "help us to collect 

ourselves, permit us to confer an initial 

constitution on ourselves," and advises that "by 

remembering 'houses' and 'rooms,' we learn to 

'abide' within ourselves" (234, xxxiii) 

remembering Mango Street is nevertheless 

intimately connected to the formation of her 

identity as a woman, an adult member of her 

community, and a writer. (20) 

The sister also provides Esperanza with an exterior 

charge- one that involves her community. Esperanza's return 

to Mango Street would be meaningless if it had no 

connection to the women of her community. She will 
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"remember" for her own sake, but will "come back" for "the 

ones who cannot leave as easily" (105). This charge is 

connected to her hands-the source of her writing. Just as 

her hands carry the power to create and re-write, so she 

must return to help others re-create their own destiny and 

re-write their own story. Geoffrey Sanborn defines what it 

means to come back: 

. doing something on someone's behalf but not 

necessarily restoring a face-to-face relationship 

is not the same as coming back to someone. 

Moreover, coming back for does not necessarily 

imply speaking of her own experiences, and when 

she does document the lives of others, she makes 

explicit the limits of her knowledge. The sister 

is saying that Esperanza must project in public 

an image of her contingent privacy, so that her 

"Antidote" against the "Danger to be Sane" will 

not die with her. Through some form of 

publicity, Esperanza must infect "the ones who 

cannot leave as easily" with the virus that has 

made it possible for her to hold in abeyance the 



antithetical conditions of sheer bodiliness and 

fairy-tale womanhood." (1344) 
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Esperanza left the three sisters, feeling "a little 

confused" (105); but although she was young, "the brutality 

of Esperanza's loss of innocence, coupled with the visit by 

the 'three sisters' who encourage her escape, is the 

catalyst which finally convinces Esperanza it is time to 

find a 'house all my own ... '" (Marek 184). 

In frustration and disappointment, Esperanza tells 

Alicia, "I don't have a house" (106). Alicia attempts to 

remind Esperanza of her home address, but Esperanza is 

consumed by a feeling of disconnection and abandonment. 

Esperanza expresses her resentment to Alicia: 

I don't belong. I don't ever want to come from 

here. You have a home! Alicia, and one day you'll 

go there, to a town you remember, but me I never 

had a house, not even a photograph ... only one 

I dream of. (106-07) 

In a direct manner, Alicia reminds Esperanza "like it or 

not you are Mango Street, and one day you'll come back too" 

(107). Cisneros portrays Esperanza as being frustrated, 

and gives her complaint a melancholic tone. Esperanza is 
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associating home with a place of remembrance--one that holds 

a special memory. She does not feel that Mango Street has 

earned the right to be remembered. From early on, she was 

forced to move from house to house: 

We didn't always live on Mango Street. Before 

that we lived on Loomis on the third floor, and 

before that we lived on Keeler. Before Keeler it 

was Paulina, and before that I can't remeIT~er. 

But what I remember most is moving a lot. (3) 

When she did settle down in the house on Mango Street, she 

was surrounded by restriction of space, room, and the 

confinement of women in her community. She was betrayed by 

her best friend, Sally, and the women of her community in 

her time of need. Esperanza is bitter and hurt by the 

impression Mango Street has left on her. Rather, than 

provide her with memories of laughter, freedom, and joy, 

Mango Street has left her with nightmares of pain, abuse, 

neglect, restriction, and silence. She is determined to 

disregard the despondency that Mango Street has left in her 

mind and never return-"Not me. Not until somebody makes it 

better" (107). Providentially, Alicia responds to her 

dismay with a question, "Who's going to do it?" (107). It 



is here, after Alicia raises the question that Esperanza 

realizes if there is going to be any change made on Mango 

Street, she will have to initiate it and not "wait" for 

someone else to fix the problem. 
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"A House of My Own" is Esperanza's last request for a 

house of her own. The house represents opportunity, space, 

and freedom to grow beyond the constraints that have been 

placed before her. She wants to exit the confined home, 

constructed by the hands of the patriarchy-"Not a man's 

house. Not a daddy'sll(108). She wants to leave the home 

where the women sit by the window and gaze at freedom 

through the thickness of the windowpane. She does not want 

to resort to observation any longer; she wants to shape her 

own freedom and destiny. 

In Cisneros' last vignette, "Mango Says Goodbye 

Sometimes," Esperanza completes the circle, as the sister 

advised, through her writing. She does not wait until she 

has physically left the boundaries of Mango Street; she has 

learned to do just as the four skinny trees did-"[grow] 

despite concrete" (75). "The girl's voice dominates and 

controls experience even when that experience is painful or 

damaging to herll (Mccay 308). There in the confines of 
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Mango Street, the writer begins to voice her story= 

I like to tell stories. I am going to tell you a 

story about a girl who didn't want to belong. We 

didn't always live on Mango Street. Before that 

we lived on Loomis on the third floor, and before 

that we lived on Keeler. Before Keeler it was 

Paulina, but what I remember most is Mango 

Street, sad red house, the house I belong but did 

not belong to." (109-10) 

The excerpt "echoes the beginning," but her perspective of 

Mango Street has changed (Brunk 144). Esperanza "remembers" 

Mango Street as a place she belonged to "but did not belong 

to" (110). Mango Street is and will always be a part of 

Esperanza, but the reason Esperanza also says she does not 

belong to it is that Mango Street will not confine nor 

limit her: 

She does not hold me with both arms. She sets me 

free. One day I will pack my bags of books and 

paper. One day I will say goodbye to Mango. I 

am too strong for her to keep me here forever. 

One day I will go away. (110) 



87 

Her departure will not be a sorrowful one nor a permanent 

one, for if she leaves it is only to "come back." By 

leaving she will better equip herself to return "for the 

ones [she] left behind" (110), "those who cannot physically 

move beyond their station to break free in their own 

private way; she will help them to move beyond the windows 

and doorways" (Brunk 149). Her absence will allow her time 

to re-write the stories that were once penned by the hands 

of men and give her "the freedom to imagine new scripts for 

women's lives" and "liberate the women around her from the 

tyrannies of male houses and male plots"(Doyle 18-19). 

Beth Brunk illustrates the power of Esperanza's address and 

the "you" that Esperanza specifies in the delivery of her 

story: 

She_ directly address her audience-whether it be 

the mujeres, the women, to whom the book is 

dedicated, those who symbolically live on Mango 

Street, or anyone who has cared to read this 

account of Esperanza and her experience on Mango 

Street-who realizes that the story Esperanza 

believes she is about to tell is the one she has 

already told. This "you" gives the story 
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direction, a recipient. Just as we realize the 

vignettes employing free indirect discourse have 

an intended audience, Esperanza realizes that she 

has an audience for the entire story she now has 

to tell/has already told. While it seems that 

many of the previous stories were told simply for 

the sake of telling, this direct address to the 

audience at the end blankets the entire book, 

gives the entire story meaning. It has been (or 

will be) told with the intention of someone 

hearing it. (148) 

Rather than lean on her hand for the remainder of her 

she has put her hand to work creating a new story for 

"1 ' ,-
_1.l re, 

herself and those who cannot create their own. Esperanza 

has found a voice-a voice of hope beyond the -window. 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

"To live in freedom and to be free to write are 
complementary aspects of the same effort at self
liberation." (Deborah Madsen Understanding Contemporary 
Chicana Literature, 128) 

"My writing is a mirror into my culture." (Denise Chavez 
Chicana Ways: Conversations with Ten Chicana Writers, vii) 

There among the tight-pressed buildings, small 

windows, tiny yards, and narrow sidewalks of Mango Street a 

skinny tree began to flourish. The tree is Esperanza 

Cordero-a voice of hope. This is her memoir. Although her 

seed had been purposely buried away under the trappings of 

cement many years before, the solid substance could not 

restrict the power her seed contained to "[grow] despite 

concrete" (75). Through the course of time, observation 

and experience led the seed to push through the constraints 

that walled her in and caused her to reach for those who 

could not reach for themselves and for herself. 

Esperanza's childhood was encumbered by oppressive 

marginalization, abuse, domestic violence, loneliness, 

promiscuity, restriction, and male domination. As a grand

daughter, daughter, niece, sister, neighbor, and friend she 
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was a witness to the oppressive settings these victims 

inhabited. Before long, her perspective took a sudden 

shift as she went from being a spectator to becoming an 

individual who was also victimized. At first her response 

was one of anger, which she directed towards the women on 

Mango Street and her friend Sally. She wanted to dismiss 

Mango Street-abandon it and never return. She did not want 

to claim it as her own. However, after a visit from three 

sisters and a conversation with Alicia, Esperanza "later 

realizes that, through her own talents as a writer, she can 

use her artistry to effect change in herself and her 

neighborhood" (Sloboda 104). Mary Mccay comments on the 

power of Esperanza's voice: 

Esperanza in her desire to write and to leave 

Mango Street, transforms the street from 'a 

patriarchal, ethnic minority prison into a 

vehicle of success within a dominant culture.' 

The girl's voice dominates and controls 

experience, even when that experience is painful 

or damaging to her. Her voice insists that women 

have a place on Mango Street, and she rejects the 

idea that they should be silent. (308) 
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In discovering her own voice, Esperanza finds the key 

that unlocks the windows that have held women captive and 

opens the door to a home of her own through the power of 

the written word. She also "gains an awareness that she can 

use her voice as a poet to not only affirm her own sense of 

self but also to convey this positive energy and life

spirit to others" (Slaboda 104). By voicing their pain, 

Esperanza creates a new story for the women on Mango Street 

and reminds the women that their cry no longer goes unheard 

or their oppression unnoticed. Their past had been composed 

at the hands of the patriarchy, but they now hold the key 

to unlock their voice and determine their own ending. She 

has taught the women, who have spent years in silence, how 

to speak so that in discovering their own voice they can 

find closure and healing for wounds that have been ignored 

for generations. They can become a catalyst for their 

daughters by imparting to them a realization of the voice, 

power, and strength they possess within themselves. 

Further, in leaving Mango Street she has embodied the 

essence of opportunity-"Esperanza dreams of release and 

reunion" (Doyle 23). Although Mango Street is a part of 

them, Mango Street does not have to restrict them by its 
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tiny windows. Their story does not have to be limited by 

the confines of a frame, but they too can discover freedom 

and hope in rising up from their seat by the window. She 

has completed the circle the three sisters spoke of: 

They will not know I have gone away to come back. 

For the ones I left behind. For the ones who 

cannot out. (110) 

"In The House on Mango Street Esperanza learns first what 

she does not want to be and then learns what she has the 

potential to become" (Madsen 125). By helping free others 

she has freed herself from the constraints that tried to 

suppress her voice and has found her own place-a home 

within herself. 

Esperanza and The House on Mango Street are the 

epitome of the contribution Sandra Cisneros has made 

towards the Chicano community, the world of literature, and 

to all women to whom her work is dedicated. Many years 

prior to the development of this literary work, Cisneros 

had been a spectator who saw and listened to the oppressive 

histories of various women. After seeing the look of regret 

in their eyes and watching many women assume the posture of 

one who is "waiting," she was stirred to do something that 
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would contribute to the transformation of women and the way 

they are perceived by their respective cultures. Mary 

Mccay cites Sandra Cisneros during an interview as Cisneros 

describes the turning point that launched her into the role 

of an activist: 

From this experience of listening to young 

Latinas whose problems were so great, I felt 

helpless. I was moved to do something to change 

their lives, ours, mine. I did the only thing I 

knew how. I wrote. (399) 

Cisneros' decision to write has a three-fold effect. 

Through her writing she assists women in their venture away 

from the "seat" of oppression and provides them with a 

voice to communicate their own story; she brings an 

awareness to the community of issues that have remained 

unaddressed and warns future generations of daughters of 

the results of those issues, and in the process affirms her 

own place and purpose within society and culture as a voice 

of hope. 

"Cisneros represents the new Mestiza/Chicana 

consciousness of daughters who resist and refuse to accept 

the constraints against which their mothers and 



grandmothers have chafed and which limited their lives . 

. " and her literature "celebrates this breaking of 

constraints and liberation of possibilities" (Madsen 40). 

She has been an Esperanza for the 20th century and a voice 

of hope for many women who have been oppressed by the 

limitations imposed on them by their own culture and the 

patriarchy. According to Denis Lynn Daly Heyck, Cisneros 

had to deal with the opposition of growing "despite 

concrete" in her writing career: 
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... as the young Esperanza must create an 

identity for herself in a fictional world which 

denies selfhood to members of her sex, her class, 

and her ethnic group, Cisneros must create her 

own space, and assert her own voice, within a 

culture not historically open to her; ... [in 

order] to renovate and remodel the rented 

cultural space of this patriarchal genre, [and] 

make it her own. (310) 

Despite resistance, she continued to reach, grow, and write 

and has transcended boundaries of race and class as she 

addresses topics that are pervasive in diverse racial 

communities. In composing transparent works that do not 
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treat lightly the gruesome details or effects of 

marginalization, she has initiated a dialogue among women 

and their ethnic population. Deborah Madsen comments on the 

realism of Cisneros' writing: 

For many of the characters created by Chicana 

writers, life is experienced in fragments, in 

unrelated images or vignettes; these women are 

denied the authority to create a unified vision 

of their lives. Chicanas express a sense of 

powerlessness that arises from life lived on the 

margins and captured in moments, scenes, and 

images rather than developed narratives. Here 

are the women imprisoned in upper-floor flats 

because their husbands/fathers/sons forbid that 

they should venture out; women who are afraid to 

speak for themselves because of the pervasive 

violence, sexual and otherwise, that begins at 

the home and does not end. Fear, intimidation, 

self-doubt, and imposed constraints are the daily 

realities of Chicana lives, and these are the 

realities that contemporary Chicana writers are 

seeking to represent in new and authentic ways. 



96 

How to give voice to subjectivity experienced as 

marginal and fragmentary is the challenge and the 

great achievement of much Hispanic women's 

writing. (37) 

Just like Esperanza, Sandra Cisneros has discovered 

her own power and grasped the voice that had been 

suppressed. Cisneros' The House on Mango Street 

"demonstrates the powerful potential for writing to make a 

difference, to effect change" (Salazar 394). She has 

completed the circle and "makes the journey back by 

examining the internal political conflicts of the 

community, by retelling the myths that de.fine the 

community, and by challenging the archetypal Chicana female 

identity that so often imprisons her sisters" (Mccay 319). 

Rather than rest on her hand and wait while gazing out the 

window, she has become like the tree that grows outside the 

windowpane. Her potential is endless as branches that 

extend to the spacious sky. Her strength is found in her 

voice and in her determination to be the writer of her own 

story. Though her freedom began inwardly, Cisneros says 

"it's a circular thing, you leave, but you also do other 



work to enable other people to control their destinies as 

well" (Mccay 316). 
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