
A Latina Author to Know:    
 
 

“My mother says when I grow older my dusty hair will settle and my blouse will learn to stay 
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.  In the movies there is always one with red, red lips 
who is beautiful and cruel. She is the one who drives men crazy and laughs them all the way. 
Her power is her own. She will not give it away.” 

-Quote from the novel, “ The House on Mango Street” by Sandra Cisneros 

 

"An unlucky fate is mine/to be born woman in a family of men," Cisneros writes in one of her "wicked" poems, yet it is that 
very "fate" that laid the groundwork for the literary career of this writer, whose last name derives from the Spanish word for "swan." 

Born in Chicago in 1954, Cisneros grew up in a family of six brothers and a father, or "seven fathers," as she puts it. She 
recalls spending much of her early childhood moving from place to place. Because her paternal grandmother was so attached to her 
favorite son, the Cisneros family returned to Mexico City "like the tides."  

"The moving back and forth, the new schools, were very upsetting to me as a child. They caused me to be very introverted 
and shy. I do not remember making friends easily, and I was terribly self-conscious due to the cruelty of the nuns, who were majestic 
at making one feel little. Because we moved so much, and always in neighborhoods that appeared like France after World War II--
empty lots and burned-out buildings--I retreated inside myself." It was that "retreat" that transformed Cisneros into an observer, a role 
she feels she still plays today. "When I'm washing sheets at the laundromat, people still see me as just a girl. I take advantage of that 
idea. The little voice I used to hate I now see as an asset. It helps me get past the guards."  

Among the first "guards" that Cisneros sneaked past were the literary sentinels at the University of Iowa's Writer's Workshop, 
which she attended in the late '70s. Her "breakthrough" occurred during a seminar discussion of archetypal memories in Bachelard's 
Poetics of Space. As her classmates spoke about the house of the imagination, the attics, stairways and cellars of childhood, Cisneros 
felt foreign and out of place. "Everyone seemed to have some communal knowledge which I did not have--and then I realized that the 
metaphor of house was totally wrong for me. Suddenly I was homeless. There were no attics and cellars and crannies. I had no such 
house in my memories. As a child I had read of such things in books, and my family had promised such a house, but the best they 
could do was offer the miserable bungalow I was embarrassed with all my life. This caused me to question myself, to become 
defensive. What did I, Sandra Cisneros, know? What could I know? My classmates were from the best schools in the country. They 
had been bred as fine hothouse flowers. I was a yellow weed among the city's cracks.  

"It was not until this moment when I separated myself, when I considered myself truly distinct, that my writing acquired a 
voice. I knew I was a Mexican woman, but I didn't think it had anything to do with why I felt so much imbalance in my life, whereas it 
had everything to do with it! My race, my gender, my class! That's when I decided I would write about something my classmates 
couldn't write about." Thus it was that The House on Mango Street was born and Cisneros discovered what she terms her "first love," 
a fascination with speech and voices. Writing in the voice of the adolescent Esperanza, Cisneros created a series of interlocking 
stories, alternately classified as a novel and as a collection of prose poems because of the vivid and poignant nature of the language. 
Since its first publication in 1984 by Arte Publico Press, Mango Street has sold some 30,000 copies. The book is used in classes from 
junior high school through graduate school in subjects ranging from Chicano studies to psychology to culture, ideas and values at 
Stanford University, where it has been adopted as part of the "new curriculum."  

"There's a lot of good writing in the mainstream press that has nothing to say. Chicano writers have a lot to say. The influence 
of our two languages is profound.  The Spanish language is going to contribute something very rich to American literature." This self-
described "migrant professor" plans to continue her personal and literary search for the "home in the heart," as Elenita the Witch 
Woman describes it in Mango Street. As "nobody's mother and nobody's wife," Cisneros most resembles Ines Alfaro, the powerful 
central character in "Eyes of Zapata," the story Cisneros considers her finest achievement. Small, but "bigger" than the general 
himself, Ines is the woman warrior, the Soldadera who understands what the men will never comprehend, that "the wars begin here, in 
our hearts and in our beds." She is the bruja, the nagual who flies through the night, the fierce and tender lover who risks all, the eater 
of black things that make her hard and strong. She is, in short, a symbol of the Latina herself, the Mexican woman whose story is at 
last being told, a story of life and blood and grief and "all the flower colors of joy." It is a story at once intimate and universal, 
guaranteed to shove a bittersweet thorn into the paws of literary lions everywhere. 



 


