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CONTEXT

andra Cisneros was born in 1954 in Chicago to a

Spanish-speaking Mexican father and an English-

speaking mother of Mexican descent. She was

the third child and only daughter in a family of
seven children. While she spent most of her childhood in one of
Chicago’s Puerto Rican neighborhoods, she also traveled back
and forth to Mexico with her family. Cisneros has published
two books of poetry, My Wicked Wicked Ways and Loose
Woman ; a children’s book titled Hair/Pelitos; a collection of
stories titled Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories; and,
most recently, a second novel, Caramelo .

Cisneros is part of a group of Chicana and Latina writers
who became prominent in the 1980s and 1990s, among them
Gloria Anzaldua, Laura Esquivel, and Julia Alvarez. Chicana
refers to a woman of Mexican descent who lives in the United
States. Latina is a more encompassing word, referring to
women from all the Latin American countries. These women
were part of a larger group of American minority women, such
as Amy Tan and Toni Morrison, who found success as writers
at the end of the twentieth century. While many of them had
been writing for some time, renewed interest in the issues of
race and gender in the 1980s provided a milieu in which their
work became a vital part of the dialogue taking place.

The House on Mango Street received mostly positive re-
views when it was published in 1984, and it has sold more than
two million copies worldwide. However, some male Mexican-
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W contexT

American critics have attacked the novel, arguing that by writing
about a character whose goal is to leave the barrio (a neighbor-
hood or community where most of the residents are of Spanish-
speaking origin) , Cisneros has betrayed the barrio, which they
see as an important part of Mexican tradition. Others have criti-
cized the novel as encouraging assimilation, labeling Cisneros a
vendida, or sellout. Such critics have condemned Cisneros for
perpetuating what they see as negative stereotypes of Mexican-A-
merican men ( the wife-beaters, the overbearing husbands),
while at the same time contending that the feminism Cisneros
embraces was created by white women. Cisneros’s defenders
claim that a Mexican-American woman’s experiences are very
different from the experiences of a Mexican-American man, and

that it’s therefore unfair to expect Cisneros, a woman, to present
a unified front with male Mexican-American writers. In The
House on Mango Street, Cisneros focuses on the problems of be-
ing a woman in a largely patriarchal Hispanic society.

The House on Mango Street consists of what Cisneros calls
“lazy poems,” vignettes that are not quite poems and not quite
full stories. The vignettes are sometimes only two or three para-
graphs long, and they often contain internal rhymes, as a poem
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might. This form also reflects a young girl’s short attention
span, flitting from one topic to another, never placing too much
importance on any one event. Within these very short pieces,
Cisneros introduces dozens of characters, some only once or
twice, and in this way, the structure of the novel imitates the
geography of the barrio. No one person has very much space,
either in the barrio or on the page, and the neighborhood is

small enough that even a young girl can know everyone in it by
4  pame. The conflicts and problems in these little stories are nev-
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W CONTEXT

er fully resolved, just as the fates of men, women, and chil-
dren in the barrio are often uncertain. Finally, the novel’s
structure suggests the variable fate of Chicana women, whose
life stories often depend on men. Without a dominant, omnisci-
ent, masculine voice to tell the women’s stories, their narratives
are left waiting and unresolved.

Critics have compared The House on Mango Street to Vir-
ginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, a long essay in which
Woolf asserts that women need a place and financial resources
of their own in order to write successfully. The protagonist in
The House on Mango Street, Esperanza, does long for a place
of her own, but writing is a way for her to get that place, not
the other way around. In this way, The House on Mango Street

is more similar to A House for Mr. Biswas, by British colonial
novelist V. S. Naipaul, in which an Indian in Trinidad strug-
gles to balance his interactions with his wife’s extended family
and his dream of possessing his own private space. In many
ways, The House on Mango Street is a traditional bildungsro-
man—that is, a coming-of-age story. Only one year passes
over the course of the novel, but Esperanza matures tremen-
dously during this period. The novel resembles other artists’
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coming-of-age stories, including James Joyce’s A Portrait of the
Artist as a Young Man. Like the hero of that novel, Stephen
Dedalus, Esperanza has a keen eye for observation and is gifted
in her use of language.

Though Esperanza experiences two sexual assaults, this
work should not be considered a sexual-abuse novel. For the
young girls in The House on Mango Street, assault is only one

aspect, and not a particularly shocking one, of growing up.
6 The assault may change Esperanza’s view of sex and men, but
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W CONTEXT

it does not make her want to leave the barrio—that desire begins
to grow well before the assaults happen. Some feminist critics
blame Cisneros for not criticizing men more strongly in the no-
vel. After Esperanza is raped, she does not blame the boys who
did it, only the girl who was not there when Esperanza needed
her and the women who have not debunked romantic myths a-
bout sex. In Esperanza’s world, male violence is so ordinary
that blaming them for the rape would be unusual. The boys,
as she says in an early section, live in their own worlds. By
completely separating the men’s world from the women’s, Cis-
neros indicts both men and her culture. Her criticism is even
more powerful because she veils her anger instead of making it
explicit. In The House on Man go Street, Cisneros demon-
strates her ability to critique her culture without openly or un-

fairly condemning it.
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PLOT OVERVIEW

n a series of vignettes, The House on Mango

Street covers a year in the life of Esperanza, a

Chicana ( Mexican-American girl) , who is about

twelve years old when the novel begins. During
the year, she moves with her family into a house on Mango
Street. The house is a huge improvement from the family’s pre-
vious apartment, and it is the first home her parents actually
own. However, the house is not what Esperanza has dreamed
of , because it is run-down and small. The house is in the center
of a crowded Latino neighborhood in Chicago, a city where
many of the poor areas are racially segregated. Esperanza does
not have any privacy, and she resolves that she will someday
leave Mango Street and have a house all her own.

Esperanza matures significantly during the year, both sexu-
ally and emotionally. The novel charts her life as she makes
friends, grows hips, develops her first crush, endures sexual
assault, and begins to write as a way of expressing herself and
as a way to escape the neighborhood. The novel also includes
the stories of many of Esperanza’s neighbors, giving a full pic-
ture of the neighborhood and showing the many possible paths
Esperanza may follow in the future.

After moving to the house, Esperanza quickly befriends
Lucy and Rachel, two Chicana girls who live across the street.
Lucy, Rachel, Esperanza, and Esperanza’s little sister, Nenny,
have many adventures in the small space of their neighborhood.
They buy a bike, learn exciting stories about boys from a young
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g PLOT OVERVIEW

woman named Marin, explore a junk shop, and have intimate
conversations while playing Double Dutch ( jumping rope).
The girls are on the brink of puberty and sometimes find them-
selves sexually vulnerable, such as when they walk around their
neighborhood in high-heeled shoes or when Esperanza is kissed
by an older man at her first job. During the first half of the
year, the girls are content to live and play in their child’s
world. At school, Esperanza feels ashamed about her family’s
poverty and her difficult-to-pronounce name. She secretly
writes poems that she shares only with older women she trusts.
Over the summer, Esperanza slips into puberty. She sud-
denly likes it when boys watch her dance, and she enjoys drea-
ming about them. Esperanza’s newfound sexual maturity, com-
bined with the death of two of her family members, her grand-
father and her Aunt Lupe, bring her closer to the world of

adults. She begins to closely watch the women in her neighbor-
hood. This second half of The House on Mango Street presents
a string of stories about older women in the neighborhood, all
of whom are even more stuck in their situations and, quite liter-
ally, in their houses, than Esperanza is. Meanwhile, during the
beginning of the following school year, Esperanza befriends
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Sally, a girl of her age who is more sexually mature than Lucy
or Rachel. Sally, meanwhile, has her own agenda. She uses boys
and men as an escape route from her abusive father. Esperanza
is not completely comfortable with Sally’s sexual experience,
and their friendship results in a crisis when Sally leaves Esper-
anza alone, and a group of boys sexually assaults Esperanza in

her absence.

Esperanza’s traumatic experiences as Sally’s friend, in con-
12 junction with her detailed observations of the older women in
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