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Chapter One — Introduction: Sandra Cisneros and Family
“Family likeness has often a deep sadness in it.
Nature, that great tragic dramatist, knits us
together by bone and muscle, and divides us
by the subtler web of our brains; blends yearning
and repulsion; and ties us by our heart-strings to
the beings that jar us at every movement.”
- George EliotAdam Bede
While Eliot’s words are a strong indication of the power of familial influesbe has not

been the only writer to address the theme of family in her literature e sibtave always
considered the topic of family, from Louis May Alcott’gtle Women(1868) to William
Faulkner’'sAs | Lay Dying(1930) to Toni Morrison’8eloved(1987). Within the last forty years,
U. S. Latino Literature has been inspired by the issue of family. JudithCarfiez, Abraham
Rodriguez, Jr., Julia Alvarez, Helena Maria Viramontes, and Lorna Dee Ceraaatall U. S.
Latino authors that have, in some form or another, written works that have the theméyoata
the center. Cervantes, for instance, wrote the poem “Beneath the Shadow oétteeyF(@981)
which is about a three generation family of women and how they interact and react to one
another. Alvarez’$n the Time of the Butterfligd4994) may be set during a political rebellion in
the Dominican Republic, but she reveals the story through the members of one foadii
Authors like Rodriquez situate their plots within the confines of one solitaryyfamorder to
acknowledge the influence of family members on the characters that s advesent no matter
the shape the plot takes, much like Faulkner. By creating a family settitigeiiostories, they
are able to create very realistic stories that resonate with their agglienc

Although U.S. Latino literature has provided some of the richest literary wothke last

century, it is still a relatively new field; consequently, it lacksa@gtn in many areas of study.
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The U. S. Latino Family is one such aféalhile the topic of family often appears as a cause or
effect of more popular topics, such as feminism, immigration, and even patriaoteace, the
number of critiques based solely on the family as a traditional unit is minuddaleever, such
research is necessary due to the number of Latino and U.S. Latino works thiathaéefaimily as

a living, interacting unit. The trend of centering Latino literary works onairely began during
the Latin American literary “Boom®when authors such as Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Isabel
Allende published their family saga noveBne Hundred Years of Solitu(ie967) andlhe

House of the Spirit€l982), respectively. While Hispanic people groups have been writing
stories from the time of exploration (Foster 649), the tradition of writing aheuaimily stayed
with U.S. Latinos when their works became more popular and prolific in the United Stat
during the “mini boom.?* Following the trends set by previous Latin-American writers seems to
have some connection to the idea that this time period is one in which American sagaetydoe
celebrate the individual more than ever. In celebrating the individual, people begamadoeo
comfortable in claiming their heritage instead of trying to blend in. For U.tBdlariters, this
often meant going back to their Hispanic roots, which are deeply tied to thdy faembers.

These roots have, at least partially, stayed with those of Latino desaegirithe United

! TheOxford English Dictionaryefines “family” as “[t]he primary social group, comprising
parents, their offspring, and in some societies other relatives sharing thésasehold (the
extended family)” (def. 1a). This study will examine the family as tltioaal, extended
family, as this is the type of family included in the works of Cisneros; howeversisttidy, as
opposed to th®ED definition, the extended family may not always share the same household,
as the great-grandmotherMango Streets deceased at the time of the novel.

2 In their bookLatino Boom: An Anthology of U.S. Latino Literatudehn S. Christie and Jose
B. Gonzalez define this literary time period as follows: “The explosion of Southidane
literary works in the 1970s and 1980s — a period referred to as the ‘Latin-Amigteramy
Boom™ (xiv).

% “The ‘mini boom’ of U.S. Latino writing that began shortly after GabiBiatcia Marquez was
awarded the 1982 Nobel Prize for literature and continued with the succesters such as
Sandra Cisneros and Oscar Hijeulos later that decade is in full swingst{€land Gonzalez
Xiv).
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States: “Familialism within Latino families has been charactér@zea collective flexible
support network that provides social, emotional, and financial support within the fahely. T
support network comprises nuclear, extended, and fictive kin members. The fawel agthe
cornerstone of the Latino . . . immigrant community” (Kawamoto and Anguiano 210)o$ts m
Latin-American cultures traditionally hold the idea of family higher thlamost anything else,
U.S. Latino writers have kept with the idea that family does not merelystohgust those
living under one roof, but all extended family as well.

U.S. Latino authors, in particular, deserve to be studied in respect to thenetneaf the
family. Cisneros joins other authors, such as Rudolfo Anaya and Cristina,@areieognizing
a culture that is caught between the Latin American focus on the familheddrterican focus
on the individual removed from the family. Immigrant U. S. Latino family membfées
“experience a familial and cultural gap when they migrate to a foreigmtiy such as the United
States. This gap can be quite stressful for the immigrant family, whiabad with the
understanding and adapting to a mainstream culture that emphasizes individodlism a
emancipation from the family” (Kawamoto and Anguiano 211). This gap is constanéyniaes
by writers through their storiell. S. Latino writers attempt to bring the two cultures together by
looking at the individual in relation to the family. While these works study th#yfasa whole
unit, or what is left of the unit, they also present individual family members andpbeifis
roles within the family. Contemporary critical scholarship, however, oftenesttidle
individual’s role outside of the family and not as a part of it. One example oyplei®f study is
Jacqueline Doyle’s article “More Room of Her Own: Sandra CisnefdgsHouse on Mango

Street! While an interesting and important critique, the article does lack conndatifamilial
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relationships. This lack of importance that critics place on the traditiondyfiznt.S. Latino
literature should be of particular concern to scholars in this field.

Focusing on just one author for such a study proves difficult, considering thb wofal
Latino literature produced in the United States that both celebrates and cornlderfansily unit
in its current state. It quickly becomes clear, however, that if criticisimed&imily theme in
U.S. Latino literature is to be made more important, then one must begin with an guther w
both a staple of U. S. Latino literature and well-known for producing family-thevoek. The
writer chosen ought to also be considered as canonical in order to reveal thenogptbréh the
theme of family has in this genre. Sandra Cisneros is one such writer. Cismebasreaognized
as part of the American literary canon due to her critical and mass appe&all as the
influence that she has had on recent U.S. Latino writers. Each of Cisneros’s veor&sdnzed
strong acclamation from her peers, winning the Before Columbus Foundation’scamBaok
Award in 1985 foiThe House on Mango Strestd the PEN Center West Award for Best Fiction
of 1991 for her collection of short stories titi&loman Hollering CreekShe is also the holder of
two honorary doctorates, cementing her critical success.

Mass appeal may not always be the deciding factor by which authors continue to be
studied long after they have died, but those that both obtain a place in the canon and garner mass
adoration can reveal historical relevance. Peter Presddtvwe$weekecognizes the reason
behind Cisneros’s popularity: “Cisneros’s [survey of] woman'’s condition [as] atcmthat is
both precisely Latina and general to women everywhere” is part of healdgfk in Telgen and
Kamp 99). Cisneros’ popularity is the result of the author’s ability to writeifsgadly to U. S.
Latino women, yet still appeal to women of all backgrounds. In “Familial Fakas,Stavens

writes, “Over the past decade, since Vintage reprinted her coming-of-agaiimeHous®n
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Mango StreetCisneros has become the favorite Latina author of her generation.g;1belif
color preferences and her Frida Kahlo manners are the subject of legends, antedsedof
debates” (30). At thirty years into her literary career, she hagsiglbeewome a voice for a
generation and a much discussed author in the literary realm.

Cisneros'’s critical appeal in connection to her mass appeal provide insight tadeempl
the literary canon, despite the fact that she is not quite as well known in classsoauniscas
whose writings have been around for a longer period of time. While Cisnarssitolvel, The
House on Mango Streahay not have been an overnight success, it quickly became a reputable
work among critics, demonstrated through the inclusion of her works in anthdldgikstable
Hispanic American WomeAndres Chavez comments that “Sandra Cisneros is a new voice in
mainstream American literature” (99). The context that Chavez createalj as he places
Cisneros within the category of “American” literature and not simplyiticdtliterature. While
she first received publishing from Mango Press, a small Latino publishing ngniya book
helped her to do something that had not occurred before in the literary field: Cisreno® be
one of the most prominent authors in Latino literature due to being the first Mexicancan
woman to obtain a contract with a widely recognized publishing company: Random House
(Chavez 99). Perhaps the principle reason for Cisneros’s place in the Americarsadumioi
her role as one of the first Latino women to emerge as an accepted writeeont@mliterature.
Thomas F. O’Malley confirms this idea in “A Ride Down Mango Streéthe' House on Mango
Streetslips right into the mainstream of the American experience, the dream to own a house . . .

Esperanza's dream is part of the long tradition that inspired Thoreau's houddeat, \Wa

* The Bedford Anthology of American Literature; The Art of the Short;Statiyno Boom: An
Anthology of U.S. Latino Literature; The Prentice Hall Anthology of Latino Literature
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George and Lennie's living off the fat of the [3n(86). As O’Malley does in his critique, critics
in general were recognizing Cisneros as both a Latino writer and ancamevriter, both of
which allowed her to find critical success and recognition that many of her fediomo writers
were unable to at the time. Cisneros has managed to keep her appeal through two novels, a
collection of short stories, and two books of poefgndraCisneros.cona website directly run
by Cisneros and her agent, reviews the critical acclainCihietmelo her second novel,
received following its original publishing in 2002ZC4&ramelowas selected as notable book of
the year by several journals includiibe New York TimetheLos Angeles TimetheSan
Francisco ChronicletheChicago Tribungand theSeattle Timedn 2005Caramelowas
awarded the Premio Napoli and was short-listed for the Dublin InternatMRAIC Award. It
was also nominated for the Orange Prize in England” (“About Sandra Cisneros”yo€isrey
be part of the American canon, but her nominations reveal that outside of America she is
accepted as well, which is the true test of lasting authors.

While critical and mass appeal are both pertinent in deciding which authors as€ part
the American canon, perhaps the most important test of an author’s literaryaingead the
influence that the author has on other notable authors. Once U. S. Latinos had no/bieeary
with only the works of Latin American writers such as Gabriel Gavtaaguez, Julio Cortazar,
and Jorge Luis Borges to rely on to represent them. Furthermore, the more popetanvere
men, causing the women to have no voice. When Cisneros gained both mass and critigsl succ
she opened the door for other U. S. Latina writers, such as Julia Alvarez, Denise, @hdve
Judith Ortiz Cofer. In Silvio Sirias’ boolulia Alvarez: A Critical CompanigrSandra Cisneros

is counted as one of Alvarez’s favorite authors that also influenced her writiri§yg6¢ros’

®> Of Mice and Men
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influence can be seen even further, through the content within the works of these woraeen. Cof
and Alvarez follow the narration style of Cisneros, in creating coming-®fags narrated by
female adolescents.

Female adolescent narrators are important in the works of many Latinmasalout are
perfected in Cisneros’ two novelBhe House on Mango Stréé1984) andCaramelo(2002).

Each of these works is centered on its narrator, Esperanza and Celaya regpetio/edils

stories of her childhood. Esperanza describes brief stories of moments thatdoandrpeople
that lived on Mango Street. Her family and neighbors become the center afriess a6 she
explains unhealthy marriages, embarrassing moments, and her own rapesGalags are
slightly different as she focuses solely on her family and how her grandmolther dreat deal

of influence on how the family interacts with one anot@ramelois separated into three parts,
chronicling the Reyes’ family’s summers in Mexico, the history of Getagrandparents, and

the death and haunting of her grandmother. Despite the differences, both narratorsochoose t
accept the role of scribe in their respective families. The way that teengirate the stories
becomes vital to how the families in these stories are depicted.

Although Cisneros’s works are not autobiographical, the stories do containioefeutt
her life. The integrating of her life with fiction is something that Cisneassin common with
many writers. In fact, “very few writers would demand that autobiogralinith should be
verifiable — this would, after all, undermine the idea that the truth of the self ésaoimplex
than ‘fact’ (Marcus 3). Indeed, ithe House on Mango StremtdCarameloCisneros integrates
the right amount of fact and fiction to create some of the most honest contempanies yav

come about in the last thirty years. As Cisneros uses her life as the skeddtenfiction, her

® From this point onThe House on Mango Streeill be abbreviated aslango Street.
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work can, at times, be considered what French critics call “autofictioni@segory of
autobiography. Although the critic who coined the term, Serge Doubrovsky, oggmtathded
for the definition to encompass more fact than fiction, the term has evolved to meat “a f
person narrative . . . that blend[s] fiction and reality” (Mortimer 383)though several aspects
of the novels are mirror images of Cisneros’ life, such as Celaya having#ieis; many of the
events and characters are only loosely related to her own life. In usingetiisd, Cisneros has
written two novels that are very real to readers on a wide scale, but also appetdi€hicanas
that can relate to Cisneros’ tales. Recognizing the importance ofctiotofn these works is
necessary as Cisneros’s connection to culture, both Latino and popular, influencesah slse
writes. Both ethnic culture and popular culture form the way that the famihbers, especially
the narrators, relate to one another. As Cisneros comes from a Latino famépdsher
narrators come from and are defined by the aspect of the individual beingsergation of
their entire family as well as being represented by their entirdyfam

Although Cisneros has claimed that her writings are not works of autobiography, one
cannot study these works without stumbling upon aspects of her life that consisterdlyepher
writings. InCaramelq Celaya mentions that her father tells the priest in charge of her school tha
he has “seven sonsCaramelo319). This comment by Inocenio is an important connection
between Celaya and Cisneros. In an essay titled “Only Daughter,” @3seenembers when her
own father used to tell people that he had “seven sons” (120). She explains that it always
bothered her that he never mentioned her as a “daughter” instead. The fact ihéahehenly

daughter in a Mexican family of six sons,” according to Cisneros, should “explayireng”

" Doubrovsky defined “Autofiction” as “[a] fiction, of strictly real eventsidacts; as it were,
autofiction, from having confided the language of an adventure to the adventurguaigah
(Back Cover).
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(“Only Daughter” 119). Again the parallels between Cisneros and her chiaraenoticeable
as Cisneros discusses in an interview the poems based on her life. One of thenthatshé
and her cousins have decided not to get married because they have seen howditlafetber
women in their family (Aranda 74). This more modern view of marriage is something tha
Mango Streés Esperanza has to reconcile as she also watches marriages that sdem aw
throughout her childhood. By understanding the background of Cisneros, one is able to
understand some of the reasoning and emotions behind the stories.

In 1954, Cisneros was born in Chicago to a Mexican-American mother and a Mexica
father. After growing up with parents from two different cultures, Cebas created stories
that portray dueling cultures and the effect on the children. The inspiratiorr feritieg arrived
in the 1970s when she attended the creative writing program at the UniversityaoSiowe she
graduated from the University of lowa, Cisneros has gone on to work as a t@acfessor, and
college recruiter. These jobs, however, were only taken on as a way to paysthesiflisneros
claims her real work is writing. Because Cisneros’s stories oftermctraie life, her novels thrive
in the world of Latino immigrants.

An important distinction that is necessary to note is that while Cisnerosigsgrihay
appeal to Latinos in general, many traits of her writings relate sghbifto Chicano§.Some of
the references in botflango StreeandCarameloare related specifically to Mexicans and
Mexican-Americang.This factor becomes even more importanEasamelodeals with the
controversy of the border. The Reyes family spends every summer travelindgh&otmoime in

the United States to the grandparents’ home in Mexico. As this border crossing ladtaathe

8 Chicanol/a is “[o]riginally a term of disparagement for working-classiban-Americans, [but]
Chicano was adopted as a collective identity marker in the 1960s by the Chicano kiveme
(Allatson, “Chicano” 61).

® Cisernos’ mother is Mexican-American and her father is Mexican.
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content of the story and the narrative style, recognizing the part it pldysewitably affect the
analysis of the story. The separation between Mexican culture and MexiarneAn culture
plays a pivotal role within the dynamics of the families. The tension betweenesualso affects
the style of narration.

Although both novels are written in first person and each novel employs a different
writing tactic, the novels differ in thAlango Streetontains vignette¥ andCaramelocontains
a chapter featuring Magical RealismBoth of these areriting elements that, if not used
carefully, can remove a story from the real and the physical, but Cisneros groustisigas in
the time period in which they exist, allowing for the techniques used only to erdrathoet
distract her works. Often, literature becomes a vehicle for protdsstayical events or
analyzing popular culture. Some of the best literature, in fact, arrive inforese Yet other
works of literature merely allow the time period to enhance the works and nail ¢batstories.
Sandra Cisneros deals with the social climate that surrounded the main narr@avameloin
an entirely different manner than most novels, by neither questioning nomgegstffect but,
instead, simply letting it become a natural part of the charactegs' li

Cisneros does not allow historical events or popular culture to dominate her staryebeca
she never uses them as more than a reflection of the time period the stonyiéxistand a
reflection of the characters. Her focus instead is on the characters asgpéiae of family.

Without the historical and cultural references, the family would seendak$owever, if she

19 The vignettes iMango Streetvork as brief sketches of either a certain characters or certain
events. The vignettes do not work to form one specific plot, but work together to tell thefstory o
an entire neighborhood.

1 Magical Realism can be defined as “marked by a range of reguaimative and plot devices:
the collapse of time; the normative integration of supernatural events and figgordaily

existence; transformative shape changing; miraculous coincidencesapgisarances and their
unmasking” (Allatson, “Magical Realism”).
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were to take them any farther, they would overwhelm the purpose of the novel. Cisneros is
different from many authors because she allows historical and culturas évesmply exist
within her work, rather than questioning them. Culture becomes very important ttlyis s
because of the influence that it has on both Esperanza and Celaya and the way that they
understand the world around them. Celaya, for example, describes her fathengs I@ark
Gable mustache, as well as recognizing that her grandmother cannot ¢orthegrandchildren
because she does not understand their American expressions. Esperanzati@ss that she
would like to rename herself as “Zeze the X,” a title that could be seen assaoratb Malcolm
X, who also renamed himself. As culture encompasses a wide variety of cpkcéhts
Taylor’s definition of culture seems to be the most precise without narrowirgicept beyond
recognition: “Culture is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, arglsnlaw,
customs, and other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member Jf @pdiaty
Sardar and Loon 4¥. Throughout both novels, Cisneros creates intricately woven stories that are
rich with culture, including politics, ethics, familial structure, popular culturd,hastorical
events. Cisneros has repeatedly, in interviews, spoken of the cultural separatesnietr and
her father because of the way he could not view her as anything other tharcanviaughter
who was supposed to find a man to marry. Her characters find themselves in this same
predicament as they step away from their families and culture, for justreent, in order to
become the scribe of their families and bring emotional healing to the f&tailyaps this is the

reason Cisneros sets her stories, for the most part, during her childhood.

12 |nterestingly, Clifford Geertz claimed that “culture is simply ¢émsemble of stories we tell
ourselves about ourselves” (gtd. in Sardar and Loon 5). It seems that in light ab€isne
comments on storytelling that appeaCaramelq this definition is just as true as Taylor’'s even
if vague in nature.
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As Cisneros grew up during the same time as her protagosramelg many events
directly affect both of them. Cisneros’s grandfather took part in the MexicaviuRen. Despite
this war taking place before she was born, she still gives Lala a gramdfbthe Revolution
and mentions that the father of the story has a Zapata mustache. The Mexiglatid®eis not
the only war that influenced her life. Some of the first poems that Cisnerosoorén her
thoughts on the Vietnam War that took place during her childhood. Many of the authors who had
books published throughout her youth, such as Juan Rulfo and Mercé Rad@dlietiand
Cisneros 95), also influenced her works and how she approached life.

The narrative that unfolds in Sandra Cisner@sasamelois not one that takes place
during the time it was published (2002), but during the 1960s. The novel is rich in popular
culture of the decade; it exists within as well as the surrounding decadesolbgy pushed
popular culture in a certain direction. While technology consumed the latter detdabe 20th
century, the 1960s mark the point at which it became mainstream and a part of theyeveryda
culture. Televisions became more affordable, and television shows and films weng@o |
made in black and white but in color. Movie stars and cartoon characters rose,ithiame
names and slogans became part of household conversations. The transistor radioncreate
1954, was still popular. Because of the technology that pervaded the era, the character
Carameloconstantly make popular culture references to cartoon characters and musig. In fac
Cisneros often begins chapters with lyrics to either Mexican or Americas.sbimg attachment
to music that did not seem to exist before this era was exemplified during Waoidsi®69

and Mexican Woodstockin 1971.

13 This three-day event occurred near the city of Toluca and, as was the aigimg$tock, a
response to the counterculture of the 1960s.
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This time period was one of distrust between the people and the government in the
United States, and war caused hostilities around the globe. The Vietham Wéat latoaugf the
loss of millions of lives. Protests against the war grew rapidly and led tcethteState shootings
in 1970. South of the United States the Cuban Revolution had just ended, and the dust was still
settling on the Mexican Revolution, despite having ended in 1920. Although the war was over,
there were still attempts to overthrow the government and minor battles teaowght during
the 1920s. John F. Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, and Martin Luther King, Jr. were airedsds
within a five year period. The Chicago Riot and the killing of the students at a destionsn
Mexico City during the Olympics were two more events that led to an era okeuilssspite the
many devastating occurrences that filled the time period during Wlachmelois set, positive
changes did transpire. Because of the growing number of homes that containsidetets,
the presidential debates were televised for the first time (althoughvgoub@ argue this is not
always beneficial for political campaigns). Also, the National Orgaoizdtir Women was
formed as a result of the protesting for women'’s rights. Latin-Amesi@lso gained position in
the States from the Mexican-American Legal Defense and Educational Futite A.S.
Hispanic population nearly tripled during the 60s, Latino culture became interwowehent
mainstream. This became more and more apparent as Mexicans not only travelbd bueder
to move to the United States, but often traveled back over multiple times in ordet tamiki
that had not made the move to the states.

Caramelotells the story of a family that travels between Chicago and Mexicoyeach
which is important in shaping the ideas and roles within the family. Becauseyhs family is
still so closely connected to its Mexican roots, the members of the familyeausto balance

the beliefs and notions that are derived from both cultures in which they exist. Thptadtte
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find this balance often fails, causing the members to work within strainednslaipis as a
result. The references made to the time period and culture and the eventeth#ieafh reflect
the two cultures that shape their family and speak volumes of the time period ithed tefm.
Technology influences the conversations that take place and the way that dotechahink.
War silently encroaches on the family’s life almost invisibly. The @mtdtaveling between
Chicago and Mexico reflects not only the large amount of Latinos in the Unégss Sbut the
sense of unrest that underlined the era.

Although Caramelois filled with popular and historical events far more tN&ango
Street Cisneros’s first novel does indeed contain the popular culture that Cisneros grew up in.
When Esperanza tells the story of a woman who has just moved to the United Statepsed is
because she does not know how to become used to the harsh sounds of English instead of the
smooth ones of Spanish, it is her young son repeating the words of a Coca-Cola cdrtimercia
sends her into hysterics. Just as Celaya constantly describes hemfi@mibers according to
which celebrity they favor in appearance, so Esperanza describes her Auaslwearing a
“Joan Crawford” dresdMango Stregt She also mentions Marilyn Monroe, the Beatles, and
Wonder Woman, all celebrities and characters that made their way into pop cuitarg hi
during Cisneros’s childhood.

Reading her novels and short stories makes it is clear that Cisneros, likefrhany o
generation, was deeply influenced by the novel technology of her time, such asdladathe
television. Her knowledge of television and film references, as well as nbnstof both
Hispanic and American music, reveals the large part that these iterad pidyer childhood. As
Latino culture entered into U. S. culture, Cisneros would still have had ample opportonities

participate in her Latino heritage even if her family had not made masybetween the United
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States and Mexico. As she spent a good portion of her childhood in the Latino barrio, itige tripl
of the Latin-American population in America clearly had an effect on hiehatped form the
neighborhoods in which she grew up. Her childhood is greatly reflected in the faotthat
characters tell the stories of their childhood. This reflection is vital asdiie¢hat the narrators
see themselves and their family members builds the foundation for the amtyt#lsng, which
connects back to the healing of the family.

In both novels, Cisneros uses a female adolescent as her narrator. This mspodsani
as it creates a very specific understanding of the family and emotionalghddde narrators’
perspectives are the only perspectives that are ever provided, so it is thrpaginEs and
Celaya that the stories are both told and understood. Structurally, the n&ha@iarols how the
story and characters are defined and explained. Gerard Genette’s ideaenf°dmood,™®

a7

and “voice™" are crucial in understanding the narratives’ structural importance. &wopée

order becomes important as Esperanza and Celaya do not always tell thair storie

“ The Concise Oxford Companion to English Literatleéms that “Narratology rests upon
certain basic distinctions between what is narrated (e.g. events, ehgrant settings of a
story) and how it is narrated (e.g. by what kind of narrator, in what order, at miest ti
(“Narratology” def. 2b.). In my study, | will, for the most part, be basingconcepts of
narration on Genette’s concept of Narratology found in his pinnacle Marmatology
Discourse: An Essay in Method

15 Under the idea of “order,” Genette examines the “connections between the {esmperaf
succession of the events in the story and the pseudo-temporal order of thgeraganin the
narrative . . .” (35).

18 Genette spends an entire chapter on this term, explaining the purpose of it: “[®lek ca
more or tell less what one tells, and can tell it according to one point of view or aawithénis
capacity, and the modalities of its use, are precisely what our categaayrative mood aims
at” (162).

" The term “voice” examines the person telling of events and his or her distaniegiom e
the events.
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chronologically, but instead tell the stories in the order that is important to tthenmafration

also provides an emotional littko the stories:
[T]he only way to explain who we are is to tell our own story, to select key events
which characterize us and organize them according to the formal principles of
narrative — to externalize ourselves as if talking to someone else, ahd for
purpose of self-representation; but also that we learn how to self-naoratéhie
outside, from other stories, and particularly through the process of iderdificati
with other characters. (Currie 17)

As Cisneros’ narrators describe not only their own stories, but the storiesr alibhegs,

parents and grandparents, they begin to realize they are forming their owduatiiyi This

individuality becomes a blending of popular American culture and their Mexicaadeerit

Narrators who have a personal interest in the story they are revealingakd “declarations or

statements about the narrator's more personal identity [and] behavior” (BsrthdsDixon

65). The identities of the narrators are interwoven into the very fabric of tfaioay making

the structure of the storytelling just as important as the actual story.

In 1984 Cisneros introduced her audience to the voice of Esperanza, an adolescent on the
verge of womanhood, who chose to become a storyteller to bring healing to those arolmd her
2002 Esperanza was joined by Celaya, a fellow adolescent storytell@ptaitgto find peace
for her family. Cisneros’ two main characters are, at times, mimages of each other and, at
other times, vastly different in their approaches to life. Despite the diffesan their
personalities and their families, Esperanza and Celaya are the ones whazeettagimportance

of understanding their families’ pasts in order to create a better futurke @ikneros writes of

18 Both Mark Currie’sPostmodern Narrativand Marisa Bortolussi and Peter Dixon’s
Psychonarratologygree on the emotional connection between characters and narration.
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families that are considered functional but still have considerable fapritiBlems, her works
reveal how the individuals are products of the influence of the whole family. Agtbeyup,
Esperanza and Celaya attempt to define their family members and, in retina fltemselves,

eventually defining themselves as scribes in an attempt to bring emotiolirad hea



Thomas 21

Chapter Two: The Wicked and the Forgotten: Female Myths Redefined

Cisneros, like many other Chicana writers, places her focus more often on the women i
a family as opposed to the men. The women that Celaya and Esperanza choose totecbme
become are, partially, a result of the women around them that they watchedtatetlias
children. At times, even the other female children in the family have an effebe narrators.
Sisters, aunts, mothers, and grandmothers often become the heart of the staheswioagirls
are telling. As the stories of these women unfold, Cisneros subtly hints thattlomoaigamily
member’s remembering of the stories, the family unit can be restored taiarfahe/hole. The
restoration becomes necessary as we watch the characters livegrgtharger, and pain, all of
which causes unhealthy relationships among the family members. In understastorgjstory
of one family member, understanding of the other members’ actions naturally eB&yves
obtaining this understanding, future members of the family can attempt to gveading the
same stories that previously damaged the family.

The way in which the narrators define the women in their families requires an
explanation of the three mythi¢alvomen that have become the driving force behind the view of
women in Mexican culture. This view has pervaded U.S. Mexican culture as welltemd of
makes appearances in Chicano literature. This image of women is veryidackite,

represented by the figures of La Virgin de Guadalupe, La Llorona, and hadiié. La Virgin

9 When | speak of “mythical” | mean it in the traditional sense. Myths aresttrat have been
passed down in particular cultures in order to explain traditions or beliefs in thatarnd, at
times, are considered to be based off of a true story (though the myth is long remadiked). E
Hamilton, in her seminal worklythology: Timeless Tales of Gods and Heraésms that
“[a]ccording to the most modern idea, a real myth has nothing to do with religisrant i
explanation of something in nature (19). Still, others who study myth oppose Hamiltom's clai
and believe myths to be “religious stories” that “are at the very leasphagieally and
psychically true” (Leeming and Page 3). | agree with Hamilton that myghgsad to explain
nature, but the very basis of the Mexican view of la Virgin de Guadalupe stem$&a@onicept
of the Virgin Mary, a figure that is tied tightly to religious ideas and tslie
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de Guadalupe is “often presented as a one-dimensional figure. She is pure awdfisae. fHer
central role was as mother. . . . Thus for Chicano literature, the Virgin de Guadaigsents
characteristics considered positive for women: unselfish giving, intevodssiween earth and
spirit, and the ideal qualities of motherhood” (Rebolledo 52%Bhe only way a Mexican
woman can be considered “good,” then, is to follow La Virgin's example. Opposi¥gdia

de Guadalupe are the mythical figures of La Llorona and La Milanche, oftemf) one
singular idea, which represents the evil woman. La Milanche is seen as tieeantidra
Llorona the bad mother who drowned her children (Rebolledo 62-64). However, many Chicana
writers have begun attempting to change the view of these fifjureslie Petty makes it clear
that these “archetypes” create the generalizations of Mexican women thigimi culture. These
stereotypes contain sexual, social, and political connotations that affecirtienw120). These
archetypes are the ones that many Mexican women feel they have to becomey, dmet heo
the archetypes that writers like Cisneros are trying to present in gedtffeanner than they
have been presented in the past, which is partly an influence of their Americenizat
writers, such as Cisneros, “[La Virgin de Guadalupe] is presented in a patiglenanner . . .,
and at times even — ironically — as a symbol of failure. On the negative side, timeid/ofjen

seen as not active enough and somewhat passive figure created by thénpa({Raoolledo

0 Rebolledo also points out that “[tJhe virgin is the patron saint of the Chicanos and the visual
image of contemporary popular culture” (53).

2L Through Esperanza Cisneros is able to keep the myths of her culture but use they in a w
that does not restrict the women: “By recasting these mythical stareghe female

perspective, Cisneros shows how artificial and confining these cultubistees are, and

through her creation of Esperanza, imagines a protagonist who can embody both tibe viola
associated with La Milanche and the nurturing associated with la Virg&uagalupe, all the
while rejecting the feminine passivity that is promoted by both role modisty(123).
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53)22 The writers are trying to find some place in between, where the women bathtgood
mothers and independent from the restrictive traditions that are placed upon them.

As Cisneros describes Mango Street* females, like the snow, are not seen in Latino
culture as unique individuals but are labeled as either ‘good’ women or ‘bad’ womeleaas °
or ‘dirty,” as ‘virgins’ or ‘malanches’ (Petty 119 her works, Cisneros attempts to create
women who are neither wholly good nor wholly bad but, instead, are trying to createyties
and boundaries for themselves. Despite these figures not being portrayedheithavels, they
become important to Esperanza and Celaya as they have to watch as the wbeiefamity
survive within the roles that society dictaféglthough the purpose of this study is to focus on
the family and not on the Mexican cultural view of women, the impact that this viesmén
has on the family and the interaction of the family members i$tastidies could be done on
each of the women that appears in Bddngo StreeandCaramelq but in order for one to
understand the inner workings of the families presented, it is necessary tthstwshmen as
they relate to both men and other women, while also examining how the narrators tleese t

women in a way that reconstructs the myths.

22 |n addition, Rebolledo believes that “[c]losely identified with La Milanichleer traditionally
defined aspect of traitor is Chicana feminism” (71). The figures are heewjas literary devices
and their legends rewritten by Chicana writers who are attemptingéak fvee from the mold
that Mexican tradition has placed them within.

%3 The figures do, however, appear in her short stories. Her work “Woman Hollering Greek”
famous for restructuring the myth of La Llorona.

24 The differences between the cultural view of women also needs to be compaeedutural
view of men and how the two work together to form a complete cultural view of the family:
“Marianismo, based on the Catholic ideal of the Virgin Mary, emphasizes thenorake as
mother and celebrates the mother’s self-sacrifice and suffering fohihéren. Machismo, on
the other hand, stresses the man’s role not as father but as head of the household.éthken tog
and exaggerated to the point of caricature, these Latino values have been used tpqraaait

of the “ideal” Latino family type as that of the self-sacrificing motired the dominant,
tyrannical man. (Contreras, Kerns, and Neal-Barnett 14).
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Influenced by the way the women in their families interact with men, Celagya
Esperanza build a negative view of male-female relationships. Celagaglinpse of a
troubled marriage comes in the form of her own parents’ marriage. Her motHay,iZai
woman unhappy in her marriage but does not know how to fix the issues that corrupt the
relationship between her husband, Inocenio, and herself. As Cisneros hasroatdemale
characters that are trapped in lives they do not want, she “remains well atls@®ppression
that married life posits for women” (Bode 289). Zoila is one of these women, anidrdugh
her daughter’s act of storytelling that we receive one of the more in-dgpitttidns of a woman
unhappy in marriage and motherhood that Cisneros provides in her collection of works.

Many years into her marriage, Zoila finds out that Inocenio and his mother, Soledad,
have been keeping a secret from her and the rest of the family. When Soledéallgelduring
one of the two women’s many fights, that Inocenio committed adultery anddacahile from
that relationship, Zoila attempts, physically, to get away from the yamd they are parked on
the side of the road, en route to their vacation, Zoila literally has nowherarsige at the
moment. However, Celaya acknowledges that, even more so than Zoila’'sriaéiaty to go
anywhere at the moment, she also will have nowhere to go even after thelfasnigturned
home: “But where can Mother go? She doesn’t have any money. All she’s got is her husband a
kids and now she doesn’t even want us” (83). Not only does this passage explain Zoila’s position
in her marriage, but it also reveals how Celaya believes her mother placearitar problems
before the children.

Another issue that causes trouble in Zoila and Inocenio’s relationship is thelcultura
issues that exist. Zoila, though of Mexican descent, has lived her entire lifelUnithd States,

whereas Inocenio’s family is from Mexico. In the American culture, woare more
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independent and have more say in their homes, at least, generally more so thanan Mexic
homes. Because of her connection to American culture, the expectations taatdisoamily
has on her are suffocating. Zoila was not brought up to spend her entire day waitongland
for Inocenio nor was she taught to make celebrations the lavish events tleaidisfamily
does. In her short story “Never Marry a Mexican,” Cisneros furtheuated the ramifications of
a Mexican marrying a Mexican-American. The narrator of the short Sltemencia, explains
the influence that her mother has had on her: “Never marry a Mexican, mydweaesaiand
always. She said this because of my father. She said this though she was Mexicandoe. B
was born here in the U.S., and he was born there, ambttke same, you know. I'll never
marry. Not any man” (68). This passage specifically cites theseetthmarriages as the cause
of the mother and father’s dysfunctional relationship.

Much like Clemencia’s parents, Zoila and Inocenio have a difficult time comatingc
because they do not have the same cultural upbringing. Their views on how Zoila shomtt act a
behave are very different. Because of the American culture’s sense of intitiyjduatino . . .
immigrant families typically experience feelings of social antucal isolation and struggle to
function as family systems, especially when considering gender issuksni@rgenerational
factors” (Ingoldsby and Smith 211). The struggle to function is even truer foreCefaynily
because instead of both of her parents growing up in Mexico and then having to learn to adapt t
American culture, they are from two different cultures attempting to sumithe other’s
culture at different times.

A fight between her parents in Acapulco is the main one that Celaya rememibézisa
the story of; perhaps, this story is retold so often because it is the most impbethiiteir

fights. She does mention that fights are a constant in the Reyes householdw@iteel@ts of
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fights, big and little. The big ones have to do with money, the Mexicans from thismpa@d
to the Mexicans from that side, or that trip to Alcapul&@dremlo235). At a first glance, the
Reyes’ marriage does not seem to be dysfunctional, but then Celaya makes atceoches,
“there were lots of fights, big and little,” and it becomes clear that theagaris not a stable
one. Again, Celaya mentions the fighting when she says, “For a long time | thHoaidgiagle
and the Serpent on the Mexican flag were the United States and Mexico fighting. Anfdithe
an even longer time afterward, | thought of the Eagle and the Serpent as\tlod Btother and
Father” Caramelo235).This is the marriage that Celaya and her brothers are constantly
watching take place.

Zoila does voice her complaints from time to time, but Inocenio does not seem to hear
her, furthering the destruction of their marriageila, as a result, cannot find sympathy from her
husband’s family or her children, who do not yet understand the cultural differentza@’'S€e
view of Zoila in these situations will be necessary to explore in order to tanudSelaya’s own
behavior. An example of Celaya’s understanding of her mother appears iroa séttie novel
titled “Cinderella.” This section reveals a great deal about Zoila anglde within the Reyes
family, as “Cinderella” is the role that Zoila takes on. After Zoila arthga have returned from
a trip into the city, during their vacation in Mexico, Celaya tells the erstimaly that the two
women have been to a restaurant and out on their own that day. When the rest of the family looks
down on Zoila for going into town on her own, she becomes angry and throws her shoe. Celaya
chooses to describe first the real scene and then the scene as she cheos=aliei: “A
Mexico city twilight full of stars like the broken down glass on top of the gardds wad a

jaguar moon looking down upon me, and my mother’s glass shoe flying flying flgingsathe

2 For Celaya, retelling the story as it appears in her mind often shows tHerentbat lie
beneath the surface of the actions taking place.
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broken glass sky"Garamelo66). The fact that Zoila throws the shoe across a “broken glass sky”
reveals that nobody is going to be there to pick up her shoe and return it, as in tbe class
Cinderella tale that Celaya is referencing. In this case, Celaysohésked her mother to a

fairytale woman not of the Mexican myths, but Cisneros has twisted the Amerrseonvaf the
fairytale to fit her Mexican-American family. By linking her motheithe story of Cinderella,
Celaya has shown that while her mother may be Cinderella, her father islgeraiPrince
Charming. Zoila’s glass slipper breaks, but Inocenio never realizes ihhtoken; he never

seems to realize that she is unhappy.

The image of the glass shoe representing an American image of the ideal isamna
that is repeated in Mango Street. As Esperanza, her sister, Nenny, afréetiesy Lucy and
Rachel, parade around town in high heels that are not age-appropriate, they caioklydethe
shoes earn them only a twisted version of the attention they wanted. These shoes[thed
magical glass slippers of the popularized Cinderella story, promisingtbmé’'s pathway to a
handsome prince and marriage” (Wissman 163).The twisting of the American ioideal is
something that often occurs in the literature of Cisneros. Cisneros, in her shotBsirbie-Q,”
again iterates the damage caused by an American ideal. In this sttakehéhe concept of a
Barbie doll and shows the U. S. Latina’s inability to reach the American stboida woman.
The Barbie Doll, like the story of Cinderella, is an object of American cultateCisneros has
tied to her Mexican culture.

While the case of Zoila is slightly different from “Barbie-Q,” Cisnestl uses the
classic story of Cinderella to explain Zoila’s position in the family. She oftem @geod deal of
the household work for the entire family when they are in Mexico, and she has to Heamwit

wicked mother-in-law. Celaya makes the connections between her motieettsthe life of
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Cinderella and then rearranges the story and narrates the end of the story in tife form
Cinderella’s tale in order to find her own understanding of what occurred. BeCalag@a was a
child at the time, it is natural that she would see her mother as Cinderel@liiythe story
this way, she has reminded us that this story reflects her emotional &tad¢brthe story even
more so than her mother’s. As the narrator Celaya “can rearrange and sedgentseo be
described at will and can decide whether to use a thorough or brief descriptieresénts”
(Bortolussi and Dixon 109). Celaya, as a child raised in the United Stated)eseesrtections
between Cinderella and her mother even if she does not understand the implicatioss of t
connections.

One of the implications of the Cinderella story is that Zoila not only seems uoable
communicate with her husband but also is unsatisfied with her position as just a wifethkad m
In her naiveté, Celaya reveals another scene in which her mother finds afootidstdesire of
a different life. Because she is discussing her mother simply as a woman asdambther,
Celaya uses her mother’s name. Celaya says, “Zoila, who studies the nagafimer ,
Hollywood She can tell you anything. Who Linda Darnell was married to before sfengmis.
How Gene Tierney paints her eyebrows in a perfect arch. The secred tdadyworth’s shiny
hair” (Caramelo223).Zoila attempts to connect to the lives of these female celebrity figures
because they are recognized as individuals outside of their husBatsn Zoila’s older sons
go off to college, Celaya notices that her mother becomes uninterested thiegefowever,
when her sons bring their textbooks home, she attempts to fill the void in her lifedimgreee

books, which are written by authors such as Pablo Nerudo and Octaviodramélo248).

2% |n fact, Hayworth, Tierney, and Darnell all married more than once (wigtvbtzh at five
separate marriages), and all suffered from mental problems despgedyitable actresses.
These actresses are also reflections of Aunty Light-Skin who has an indeddeadgrart from
a man but still does not seem happy.
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Zoila becomes fascinated with actresses and authors who are famous fahdartghat they
love, while Zoila rarely has the opportunity to do something that is for her alone.

The time period in which Zoila reacts to the actresses that she sees onvibietelas
well as the Latino authors, must be considered in studying the family. Dewpfeect that
media does not always portray real life accurately, it still has a trongmake on those who
engage in it. Media, such as television, provides Zoila with a glimpse of fictiomaen, and the
actresses who play them, who did not choose the same life she did — the Mexicad tifie, a
American mainstream culture begins to conflict with the Mexican traditiBerger notes that
“[s]tudying the media and the texts the media transmit has become ananmpopic, as the
media, and particularly television, are playing an ever increasing role iivesir (157). Not
only does television play an important role in Zoila’s life, but in the life of hegliau as well.
Celaya and Esperanza have a different opinion on the options that they have for thifiatives
their mothers did as children or even as adults. Zoila is influenced by the sdmadhae
influences her daughter: “Of course, the starlet is meant to symbolizgistart such a way
that the splendid evening dresses seem meant for the actress as distitiog freah girl. The
girls in the audience not only feel that they could be on the screen, but realizadniee great
gulf separating them from it” (Horkheimer and Adorno 1233). As Celaya rexasgim her
mother, the media is part of the reason women, like Zoila, are no longer happy withrjiesgena
and motherhood. Showbiz clearly influences the women within the families and bedecto af
the Mexican traditions of the families, for as Celaya’s and Esperanzatesheveal, “[c]ulture
.. . has consequences” (Berger 38). These consequences are sometimes positivetiamessom
negative, but either way they always affect the family and how the menektsesto one

another. Although the media has this influence on all cultures that exist withihShat seems
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that the U.S. Latino family has the most to lose within the family unit, becaysarthene of
the few cultures who still celebrate the family.

Although Esperanza, unlike Celaya, does not uncover any hidden secrets or ill tkating
one another within her parents’ marriage, Esperanza does acknowledge that heismother
completely content in her own relationship and with playing only the role of mother ad wi
Esperanza’s mother tells Esperanza that she “could’ve been someliaahgq Stree®0). In
reaction to her mother’s comment, Esperanza explains how her mother used to draw and now
sings along to opera records she obtains at the libvéagdo Stree®0). Esperanza’s mother can
only imitate others in what little free time she has, such as singing & opera record$he
comment to her daughter insinuates that she is unfulfilled in her familial duties; gsperanza
the idea that marriage often leaves the woman unable to continue doing the thisgge thaés.

Although Esperanza spends more time commenting on her neighbors than on her parents,
she does reference them in several chapters. The only time Esperanpasrtettmother in a
state of contentment is the time the family attends a neighborhood dance. Herisnatlghing
and dancing, but then Esperanza mentions that her mother is also drinking. While drinking is not
necessarily a sign of unhappiness, the fact that this is the only time Espeéeannbes her
mother as being blissful leads to some unfortunate conclusions. When Esperanza aniflyher fam
look at houses in a neighborhood they could never afford to live in, her mother mentions that she
wants to win the lottery. Again, Esperanza is reminded of her mother’s constamf sta
discontent, both monetary and marital, which leads to Esperanza making chaicefid¢ct the
actions of her mother. For instance, Esperanza makes it very clear thall ke imia house

that belongs solely to her when she is older. This choice to live free of husband and chddren is



Thomas 31

reaction to the women she grew up around; the women she believed lacked the freedom a home
of her own would bring her.

Although the mothers of the narrators are influential in the lives of their childcen a
families, the grandmother, quite possibly, has an even greater influence. Tdaadefbecomes
important to Esperanza and Celaya. John S. Christie explains the impact ofjtatidparents
on their families: “Latino fiction explores the traditions of past germratas protagonists
emotionally united with abuelas [grandmothers]and abuelos [grandfathers] or, \geophistep
further, wander among dead ancestors in search of meaning in their ownrlivesg.). In a
family of Latino heritage, the grandmother becomes even more central thanrioutines.
Rebolledo acknowledges that “[i]n the close knit family structure stretchingveutseveral
generations, abuelitas play an important part” (148). Understanding teehralegrandmothers
play in Cisneros’s work is imperative, because her portraits of the grandmgthiertfecome
far removed from those in other literary works, even other U. S. Latino works Wffjerethe
most part abuelitas form a complex of female figures who are nurturingprtimg, and stable”
(Rebolledo 148). Rebolledo is not the only critic to recognize that Latino litergémnerally
qualifies the grandmother figure as a non-threatening character.i€alsst mentions “the
general tendencfies] of Latino fiction to portray the grandmother figur@asigive light” (n.
pag.). Interestingly enough, Cisneros goes against this pattern byipgytra Caramelq a
grandmother figure that is neither nurturing nor comforting.

Although Soledad constantly behaves as the (over) nurturing mother to Inocenio, to the
rest of her children and grandchildren, she shows no maternal instincts. See=al t
throughout the novel, Celaya provides hints that the Grandmother is not the good mother that she

seems to be when Inocenio is in the room. From the moment Celaya begins telitoyytioé
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her family, she reveals that her grandmother is not particularly nurturingxglaens that in the
family picture “[tlhe Awful Grandmother [is] holding [the grandchildren] even ¢ioshe never
held them in real life”Caramelo3). Her response to her own children seems to be much the
same. When Soledad is living with her children in the United States and she betdbmdzyia
explains why Inocenio’s siblings will not visit Soledad: “When the Grandmdibermes sick,

her kids forget she’s their mother, and how can you blame them, since she algatythfey

were her kids” Caramelo341). Soledad’s ignoring of her children appears towards the
beginning of the novel, when she constantly ignores her other sons and her daughteioin favor
Inocenio.

The way Soledad treats her children and grandchildren cause much of the dysfunct
within the family. As she carries so much weight in the behavior of the famigg&bluickly
becomes the focus of Celaya’s storytelling, which allows Soledad to benoreghan just
“Celaya’s Awful Grandmother” or “Inocenio’s Mother.” She also becomes a humiag bei
separate from the family. Because the other family members often omysviedad as
Inocenio’s mother, the family does not see the emotions that are drivingibasaahich
causes damage to the harmony within the family unit. Cisneros reveals thrdaga @Ge
problem with Mexican mothers focusing so much attention on their sons: “It'Sragreewv
blind Mexican sons are to their mothers’ shortcomings. A meddlesome, quarreiisibicudt,
possessive mother is seen only as a mother who loves her child too much, instead of the thing
she is — an unhappy, lonely perso@atamelol65).

Soledad, like so many other Mexican mothers, becomes just a mother and not an
individual apart from her family, which is why it is important that Cisneros allaledad’s

story to be told in the second section of the novel. Celaya introduces the story of her
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grandparents by saying, “The woman Soledad is my Awful Grandmother. The magigNar
my Little Grandfather. But as we begin this story they are simply theaess¢Caramelo91).
This is an interesting predicament in that the narrator considers the faeniiipers apart from
the family in order to tell her own story, which will ultimately bringaional healing, uniting
the whole family further. As a result of Celaya’s telling of the sta@glaya’s narration of her
grandmother’s story . . . serves to overturn that simplistic rendering by giviggamelmother . .
. Subjectivity and a valid, non-marginalized role within the family. Can the arcdting a
maternal story humanize and reclaim the mother’s role in her family andtan@ously offer
opportunity for Celaya to engage in self-formation?” (Rebolledo 185). As Celly&aéedad’s
story, we begin to understand why Soledad has a difficult time loving those arourdther. |
beginning of her Grandmother’s story, Celaya comments, “Poor Soledad. Her childbomd w
a childhood” Caramelo95).With her mother dead and her step-mother kicking her out of her
own home, Soledad had no women to turn to as a child, which causes her to, in turn, treat other
women poorly.

Soledad seems to attempt more connections with the men in her family than with women.
After her mother died, her father was the only one in her life even if he was ngtgoed one.
She is constantly seeking to be needed. After Soledad and Narciso first meetcsal iNakes
to leave the house of Soledad’s aunt and uncle, Soledad begins to cry. Narciso does not know
what to do with a crying woman, and so he kisses her on the eyelid: “Had the kiss bekrsmore
driven, Soledad would have been frightened by this sudden intimacy and fled, but sincedit arrive
clumsily, it gave a suggestion of tenderness and immediate familiarfpptefnal protection.
Soledad could not help but feel safe. A feeling of wellbeing, as if God was in the roem. H

long had it been since she had felt like tha@dramelo107).
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Many of the feelings that Soledad has toward Narciso begin as a need for sameone t
show her compassion. As her father has left her to be raised by her aunt and uncleavwbo hav
many children to notice her, except for her uncle’s sexual advances, she hastogiad
attention to her or want of her around. Soledad explains that she began to cry whenviNesrciso
leaving because “it was as if [her] own father were abandoning [l@&afaMmelo107). This
trend is continued years down the road as Soledad moves her focus from Narcidavorher
son, Inocenio. She believes that Inocenio needs her and thrives on it. In fact, slsefgoas
believe that her son does not need anyone but her. She uses this belief as a weapbotagains
Celaya and Zoila. Celaya believes that when her Father first took her todMexneet her
grandmother, Soledad realized that Celaya has replaced Soledad as In6Qergeis” Soledad
is also the cause of many problems between Zoila and Inocenio. When Zoila andolhecgmi
to argue with each other and Zoila walks away, Soledad tells her son that he doesl g ne
wife: “You're better off without her kind. Wives come and go, but mothers, you only have one”
(Caramelo85). Soledad’s sole focus on her relationships with the men in her life causes those
very relationships to be damaged, as well as causing problems within her rbipavigh other
women.

Esperanza’s great-grandmother, like Soledad, has an effect on her granddaueghter
though the two never meet. The story of the great-grandmother’s marriage artuehsperst her
whole life sitting with her “elbow on the windowsillMango StreeR6) becomes the story of
how Esperanza does not want her life to turn out. The image of the women leaning out the
window, trying to escape their domestic lives, haunts Esperanza and causefhbesé¢ocac
certain path for her life. The mother of Esperanza also influences her decisiontamarrying

when she is older. She explains to Esperanza that she used to be a “smart Blzolge”treet
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90) before she married Esperanza’s father. Celaya’s mother, Zoila, disaate
unhappiness that the women in Esperanza’s family do. She is a woman who is caught in a
marriage and family that do not make her happy, and that unhappiness affects thesisagfpi
Celaya.

Unlike Celaya, who keeps her observations within her own family, Esperanzaeells
stories of the women in her neighborhood as well. In this manner, Esperanza’s samdyie$
outside of her own family helps her define the way she views the family unimahe&ges that
she sees are actually more devastating than her parents’ marriagenEspeteces that her
neighbor, Rafaela, is trapped in a marriage that keeps her from intersithirige outside
world: “On Tuesdays Rafaela’s husband comes home late because that’s the pigys$ he
dominoes. And then Rafaela, who is still young but getting old from leaning out the wiadow s
much, gets locked indoors because her husband is afraid Rafaela will run away sis¢ecshe
beautiful to look at” lango Stree?9). The image of Rafaela leaning out of the window is a
repeated image of Esperanza’s great-grandmother leaning out of the wigkiw, the idea of
women giving up their dreams and being prisoners of the home occurs when Espenanzia’s f
Sally, who is the eighth grade, marries a man who does not like for her to leave the house.

Another aspect of male-female relationships that Esperanza is influencethby
concept of waiting. Esperanza and the other girls her age are constamiytahivith a culture
that tells them stories of Prince Charming that can rescue them frogoNareet. One
neighbor, Marin, dances in the light of street lamps, waiting “for a caopo atstar to fall,
someone to change her liféVl@ngo StreeR6). As Wissman recognizes, “For many of the
women inThe House on Mango Streé@irytale promises of romance and happiness hover,

swirl, and linger over their lives” (159). The images of the women imprisoned ibyrthgiage
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become engrained into Esperanza’s mind, but so do the images of the women who spend their
lives waiting for men. Both images hold equal sway in the woman that Esperannaelse
While Cisneros does give blame to the men for their failures in relation to th Geu,
her works show that the females are also to blame for the dysfunctional. fahage women
need to be examined not only in relation to the men but also as they affect one anether. Th
women aid in the fracturing of the family unit by being unjust and cruel to one another.
Throughout the entirety dfaramelq Celaya and her mother, Zoila, have a strenuous
relationship. From Celaya’s stories of her childhood to her teenage years, sheranthke are
“symbolically slowly killing each other with words and actions” (Herre9d)1When Celaya
and Zoila go into town and visit a restaurant, Celaya is happy to spend time with her, mot
which does not occur very often in the novel. However, the day is ruined for both of them when
Celaya tells the rest of her family what the two females did. Bode cotsitien “Cisneros’s
focus is on issues of transmission that connect a daughter’s future with a muadiserthrough
communication and understanding rather than rejection” (290). When the trip to town pccurs i
Celaya’s childhood, she does not realize that this event, more than likely, is drbgextber
events in which her mother felt like she had not control over her own life. Zoite8am to this
particular event is a reflection of her past, which is, in turn, affecting Celayare as she
cannot forget this occurrence. However, it is only when Celays is older and no loagey ey
mother’s past actions that she understands the connection between her future ants pakstdad
While Cisneros does focus on this connection, rejection does, in fact, occur as seen in this
particular story. When Celaya reveals where she and her mother have beenilyhs tgpset
with Zoila. Because she cannot take her frustration out on the other adults, shertangehen

Celaya, but Celaya does not understand the cultural differences and thereforetdoes
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understand why her mother is upset. Celaya explains, “[L]ater Mother scoldslmayes, - Big-
mouth, why did you have to tell? But if | wasn’t supposed to tell, why wasn't | suppmaed t
And now why is everyone angry just because we ate in a restaurant? | don’t knlonvganyt
except | know this. | am the reason why Mother is screamidgfgmelo66). Although Celaya
recognizes the tension between her mother and her father’s family, she estorgalsp the full
reality of the situation. Due to this inability, the relationship between Cealay&oila becomes
strained.

Throughout the entire storytelling process, Celaya never suggestsdlaidsher mother
are able to create a stable relationship between them. At one point, Cetayazes that she is
experiencing guilt because she cannot summon good thoughts of her mother as st is tell
these stories:

You're supposed to love your mother. You're supposed to think good thoughts,
hold her memory, call out to her when you'’re in danger, bid her come bless you.
But | never think of Mother without dodging to get out of her way, the whoosh of
her hand quicker than the enemy’s machete, the pinch of her thumb and index
finger meaner than a carnival guacama@arémelo361)
Celaya has a difficult time coming to the conclusion that she and Zoila haveraimtommon
than Celaya would like there to be. When Inocenio tells her that she is just liketherm
Celaya replies, “I'm nothing at all like Mother!Caramelo238). The two females react badly to
one another because they are both living in situations that cause them to be unhappy d good dea
of the time. As Celaya views her Mother as one of the reasons for Cdtaydkes and not her

Father, Celaya often depicts Zoila as being unfair.
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Still, even Celaya cannot color the story of her own relationship with Zoila tewsher
cannot see the reasons behind Zoila’s actions. Zoila is a woman that is too proud to take the
criticisms of Inocenio’s family, but will also not let the family see houchthey hurt her with
their critiques of her. Celaya details her mother’s reaction to an uncomfcsitaialigon that
arises in the home: “It's the closest Mother’s ever come to breaking downyamgl &xcept
Mother’s too proud to cry’Garamelo378).Unfortunately, Celaya also never gets to see her
mother cry, which causes her, as a child, to believe her mother has no emotion but anger.
Because Celaya never understands her mother’s anger and sadness, she s acoraidettwith
her mother and to understand why Zoila is so unhappy.

The relationship between Zoila and Celaya becomes mirrored by the othky fema
relationships in the family, mainly that of Soledad with her daughter and dauglaer. Aunt
Light-Skin and Soledad have an odd relationship with little communication or love between
them, yet Soledad still does things, such as laundry, for her daughter. Befctngsgft between
Soledad and Aunty Light Skin, Celaya’s aunt feels unloved by her own mother. Afteeal
“Aunty had only wanted what the Grandmother had wanted. Love. Is that too much to ask one’s
mother?” (263). Soledad did not have the chance to have the love of her own mother, who died
when Soledad was a child, and, as a result, she does not know how to love her own daughter. Her
sons are easier to love, because she can take care of them the same wayNreidoebut a
daughter is different.

The idea that the daughter is different from the sons is also a cultural ndbonethat
heavily influences the works of Cisneros. Cisneros has mentioned in an intervieladeeas a
daughter: “I am the only daughter in a Mexican family of six sons” (“Ordydhter” 92). The

treatment of daughters, then, is vastly different from that of the men. Whenboleddons her
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sons and Celaya asks about her Aunty Light-Skin, Soledad becomes angrylaythfGe
mentioning the aunt. While Soledad’s reaction seems to go deeper than just ailuenate,
the cultural significance in Soledad’s treatment of her daughter also cangobled. Ingoldsby
and Smith explain that “daughters and sons are often socialized in different nthaheasld
lead to different outcomes. Latino families are more restrictive withdaeghters than with
their sons” (212§’ Although the difference in socialization for males and females is, often, a
universal occurrence, the restrictions are greater in U.S. Latinadarttibn in some of the other
U.S. cultural groups. This restriction influences the way Latinas behavericutiare. When
Aunty-Light Skin asks Soledad, “How do you know what’'s happened to me” (263), Celaya
provides the reason this question is important. She tells us, “It's true, the Grandnastiiea
clue. All those years living with someone, and she never noticed her daughter @sesptt
Pass me the plate. She’s been too busy with Narciso, with Inocenio. Well, how could sti& help i
They needed her, and her daughter is independent, can always be counted to takersai& of he
(262). Celaya’s aunt goes relatively ignored by her own mother, simply befalgsiad wants
the men in her family to depend upon her, something she does not think her daughter would be
willing to do.

Soledad very well may have had a difficult time trusting and relating to hehtéawus
Soledad’s mother passed away when Soledad was but a child and her fatherasay herive

with family. As Celaya tells the story of Soledad’s life, it becomes app#rat Soledad wants

2" Gonzales also mentions this aspect of this culture in reference to anothertl&woak
titled “Delia’s Song.” The critic notes that “[tjhe fundamental anger @ilture that values its
male children above its female ones and its manifestation when a mother loves neorgons
than her daughters is revealed in [the] stream-of-consciousness monologuednydtoe”
(162). The same event takes place multiple times in the works of Cisneros as bydéha@Gdla
Esperanza begin, as they grow older, to recognize how their culture funddyrtesddd them
differently from their brothers.
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to be needed because she felt unwanted as a child. Because Narciso and Inouérherner
cater to their needs, her daughter becomes unnecessary to her. The gransltoeghen this
case, is selfish. Her husband and son’s love are important to her because she nelesteeto fe
has a purpose in life. As Soledad places her own needs above her daughter’'s neadshtire da
does not receive the proper attention that a daughter needs from her mother. literdhoes
not receive any “acknowledgement” from her mother, then the daughter is “probably tmabl
develop a strong sense of self” (Gonzalez 159). This is the case with AuntysSkightelaya
tells us that “Aunty Light-Skin sleeps like a drowned lady, so far away terfiving. A tiny
speck in the horizon. Her limbs heavy and soaked with salt w&arafelo31). Soledad’s
daughter works for an older gentleman who buys her nice things, leading the othear indhe
family to whisper about her. Still, she never seems to notice, and only rarelshaoeger show
signs of coming out of her “drowned” state of mind that Celaya describes.

Along with being selfish, Soledad is also resentful of her daughter. When the twamwome
have a screaming fight, the Grandmother says, “You've always done what you wahteduwm
life, always, always, always. | hate you!” (263). Soledad married thgérson who really paid
any attention to her, and then she never had a chance to be anything else but a wifaemnd mot
She resents her daughter because she believes that her daughter heseldadnaliat Soledad
never had a chance to have. Gonzalez points out that the older generation efdfegmavant
their daughters to have what they could not, but do not know how to relate to them as a result:
“The inability to relate to each other because they occupy two very difigcglus is part of the
conflict between mother and daughter. It does not take away from the actu#l jlostemakes it
clear that the women do not understand each other” (167). Soledad cannot relate tohter daug

because she does not understand the differences in their lives.
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Soledad also treats her daughter-in-law with ill-contempt. Cisneroswilte Mexican
man would choose his wife over his own moth&&afamelo235). This statement reveals the
very reason the two women will never be able to get along. If Inocenio sides svittotiier on
a particular disagreement, which she expects and he usually does, then Zoilesb@egm and
irritated with Soledad. If he chooses his wife over his mother, which he does onggtderin
Acapulco trip, then Soledad becomes furious and never lets anyone forget that of@aime
Mexican mothers are the most important women in their sons’ lives is a Metacaasl, but
bringing in a wife from the United States who did not grow up with that rule causesmsobl
within the family.

Although Zoila is treated with disdain by her mother-in-law and has theeirde of the
mainstream American culture, Zoila still treats her own daughter elffigrthan she treats her
sons. Herrera explains that “[c]entral to the novel is Celaya’s buddingmess of Mexican
cultural influences that perpetuate her Mother Zoila’s favoritism towagdsons, resulting in
Celaya’s often resentful attitude toward her mother” (Herrera ¥8fije Celaya may not
always be clearly aware of the differences between daughters and sons, shentlyneveals
it to her audience through her storytelling as it is unconsciously in her mind. Onéhdace
occurs is when Celaya explains how her Grandmother was unhappy with her daugider for
asking her to live with her when the Little Grandfather died, but she also makes theleshe
would not have lived with her anyway. In the end she chooses to move to the United States to be
near her sons because, as Soledad says, “But my sons, after all, ar€amse(0251).
Soledad makes this statement as if her sons are of a better breed than her siaygiter
becausehey are sons. Although Celaya does not always take the time to directly pbmt to t

assumptions that are made about sons and daughters, she reveals enough conmasnisesuc
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one that Soledad made that she clearly has an understanding that the highetiangettons
over daughters occurs within her family’s culture.

Considering the importance the culture places on the familial influence on theluadijvi
Latino and U.S. Latino fiction is filled with protagonists who explore the experiefthsir
grandparents and dead ancestors in order to define themselves. This fascinatisnrappéa
Mango StreeandCarameloas Celaya and Esperanza attempt to understand their grandffothers
and how their lives reflect and depart from the lives of these women that came herfiore t
Their focus on their grandmothers even more than their mothers is not uncommon lrecause
Latino literature the grandmother appears repeatedly as an importaatifighe family;
however, she seems to be the one that the narrators have the more difficult time.defini
Caramelq the Awful Grandmother, as the narrator calls her, causes friction in tig, fant
when the narrator learns more about her grandmother she recognizes that shredtagealgn
common with the “awful” woman.

The beginning oCarameloopens with the grandmother not only as an outsider, but in
the role of the villain. The Reyes children find their grandmother, Soledad Resgéeiable,
while her daughter-in-law expresses only hatred towards Soledad. Thenstlgyt between her
and her husband, Narciso, is damaged beyond repair, and her son, Inocenio, cannot identify her
outside of her role as his mother. Because Soledad does not receive enough emotional support
from her husband, she focuses all of her attention on her son, Inocenio. Her attachmesdrio he
causes her relationship with the women in the family to be strained. Bode mentidiguha
off from her mother, Soledad becomes similarly cut off, too, from her daughter and her

daughter’s generation. She alienates both her own daughter and her daughéi:296). This

28 Esperanza actually focuses on her deceased great-grandmother.
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emotional distance is not the only element that places the Awful Grandmother, as her
grandchildren call her, as an outsider of the family unit.

Cultural distance also causes Soledad to be separated from her familys@s $iéamily
lives in Chicago most of the year. The American culture has become sataraézd i
grandchildren’s lives, making it difficult for Soledad to relate to or understangr&edchildren.
When they reference American songs and celebrities and speak in Englistk thfe la
understanding brings emotional pain to the Awful Grandmother, creating a grandmiothis
cruel and malicious towards her family. Celaya notes, “The Awful Grandmigthke the witch
in that story Hansel and Gretel. She likes to eat boys and girls. Shelbbwwisl whole, if you
let her” (Caramelo23). Celaya recognizes her grandmother as the one causing rifts within the
family. As she narrates from a time long after the story of her childhoodatiermwith the
Awful Grandmother are over, she connects her childhood emotions to the popular culture that
also influenced her, which is why the grandmother becomes the witch from ldad¥letel
with the title of “Awful Grandmother,” and Celaya struggles to move pastdeatity. It is
interesting that Celaya relates her Grandmother to the evil witch, bebaugmmhdmother is one
figure in Latino and U.S. Latino literature that usually can be claedsifs a “good” character and
not a protagonist. But in this case, Cisneros makes the Grandmother the onevieonaléhe
most closely related to La Llorona. Because she is going against the nsner,0Siis, in a way,
still re-creating the myths in her own way.

Esperanza does not show the relationships between women in quite the same light as
Celaya does, but there are moments when the women of Mango Street fail one anatbtryl
titled “Red Clowns,” Esperanza opens the story with an accusation of a fellole fégslly,

you lied” (Mango Streef9). When Esperanza attends a carnival with her friend Sally, Sally
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chooses to leave Esperanza by herself, despite telling Esperanza thiditreterwshortly.
While waiting for Sally, Esperanza is raped by a group of white boys. Yetat ihe boys that
Esperanza blames but Sally, who doesn’t hear when Esperanza calls to higx. #ar dther
moments in the novel, Esperanza also mentions that her “friends,” Alicia and Cathgt &ue
friends and only seem to be friends when it suits tHdem@jo Streefl2-13). Although these
incidents do not occur inside of a family unit, Esperanza still reaps the consequfenoasen
hurting other women. Again this occurs when Esperanza’s mother does not seem tontchdersta
why Esperanza needs new shddar{go Streetl6). Esperanza is not understood by the women
she encounters any more than by the men. The effects of these failures eam Wwhen
Esperanza chooses to move into her own house that, while the main appeal may be tiwt it is “
a daddy’s” Mango Streef08) house, is also not one that houses other women. The women of
Cisneros’s stories may be unhappy in their lives partially because of thdutéhey are also
unhappy because of the way that they treat each other.

As they watch their mothers and other women conform or reject these trdditiona
boundaries, the narrators begin to define themselves and sexual relationshgmulis Asrthey
are both in the adolescent stage throughout the majority of their novels, CelaysparahEa
are easily impacted and influenced by the relationships between theitspdtenfirst way that
the relationships of the parents impact the narrators is the manner in wlagh &&d Esperanza
treat sexual relationships between men and women. While Cisneros nanptattewrite her
autobiography, she does reveal her own reactions to the relationships that she hesuseke
her. In one interview Cisneros says, “I've never seen a model of a happy maorilge never

seen a marriage that is as happy as my living alone. I've never segraittlé 71). The fear of
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marriage and the belief that it will imitate the marriage of one’s pargmt constant within
Cisneros’s works.
Through the choices that the narrators make, Cisneros creates charactgraizanst

the standard image of the mythical figures of La Llorona, La Virgin del@upe, and La

Milanche. Maria Gonzalez makes a note about “Never Marry a Mexican” thalsabe

applied to Cisneros’s novels: “The image of the mother in [Never Marry a Mgxeof a

woman who teaches her child not to trust men because of her own poisoned relationship with her

husband. She is the La Llorona mother who is capable of destroying everything11(164)

Cisneros’ short story, “Never Marry a Mexican,” the daughter rebeltjagnat the mother’s

broken relationship reflects Esperanza and Celaya’s reactions to their ownsftoftger

Esperanza has watched her mother, along with the other women on her street, givensijindrea

order to marry and have children, Esperanza decides she will react agaitrsidition and live

a different way:
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 the men
crazy and laughs them all away. Her power is her own she will not give it away
have begun my own quiet war. Simple. Sure. | am the one who leaves the table
like a man, without putting back the chair or picking up the plate. (89)

Esperanza defines her mother as a woman who forces herself to fit the inad€iguadalupe

mold. Because this is the image that Esperanza has of her mother, shetatidaats the

29 “\When one deals with family issues, in many instances, it is necessary tpeamaiyust an
individual and his/her problem or experience, but rather one must view each member of the
family that participates in the family dynamic and find out what this dynagfiects or hides”
(Cooper 13). We cannot simply look at Esperanza and Clemencia and condemn them for their
choices without first understanding the reasons behind their choices. Studyirigrthiess is
necessary because the family dynamic absolutely plays a part in trenvtloah they become.
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exact opposite for her life. She wants a life where she does not have to give up so nwicat for
she presumes to be so little. In reaction to that image of her mother, “Espesj@cts the
archetype of a beautiful, passive princess; however, by doing so, she uses a&srhedebh
woman who manipulates men and does not therefore refigure more egalitariangieips with
them” (Wissman 170). In seeing the sadness that it has brought to her mothenzzsihen&s

she will move in the complete opposite direction, which is not necessarily @ery bet

Although moving away from their mothers’ trapped lives seems highly beaidécithe
women that Esperanza represents, it is also possible that they may not beiafltheoldalance
between La Virgin and La Milanche if not careful. Cristina Herrera Haat “while applauding
Esperanza's refusal to be passive, the reader senses that if Espeespa teing ‘beautiful
and cruel’ to achieve her independence, she will follow a self-destructivéhaathill inscribe
her on the ‘bad’ side of Chicana femininity” (Petty 128)this case, while it is Celaya and
Clemencia that have a cheating parent in common, it is Esperanza thegooithe like
Clemencia. Esperanza is unable to find a way to form traditional relationshipsen without
falling into the same tragic pattern of the women before her.

Maria Gonzalez discusses the issue of the newer generation of Chicanas, which would be
Cisneros’s generation, attempting to reclaim the myths as their own: “Tthes mew myth of La
Llorona: the nondestructive mother who leaves her husband, takes her children, escapes, and
begins the process of becoming a self-reliant, responsible human-beimg.raw story, the
traditional mother figure must begin the process of being less dependent orastiveikas
begin to develop a new sense of consciousness of self” (169). Unfortunately, rediiegca
new version of La Llorona is most certainly necessary, as the maléfestaionships are

unhealthy in their current state, Gonzales re-defines the family to exblidiether. Instead of
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finding a solution to the issue of the male-female relationship, the blame selesolely on
the males, and lifting them out of the family equation becomes the answer. HolWwsver, t
solution can be damaging as Cisneros reveals in her works that it is not just the then but
women as well that cause rifts within the family unit. Cisneros’s chasaattempt to become
something other than La Virgin or La Milanche, and they do, but that “other’libestilg
defined and has the chance of becoming something worse than La Virgin anchhehdiif the

women are not careful.
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Chapter Three — Clark Gable and the Little Grandfather: Machismo in Aaneric
Although most critics do not focus on family in their critiques of Cisneros’s woek, t
ones who do tend to look at the family discuss the relationships between the femagegrhow
Mango StreeandCarameloboth provide clear depictions of female narrators who are also
heavily influenced by the men in their families. In the same manner thatrtheons
understanding of their mothers and grandmothers has an effect on their own awtitont)esr
understanding of their fathers and grandfath@isneros provides two very different depictions
of men within her two novels, and recognizing those differences is not something ilyat ma
critics have taken the time to consider. Alfredo Mirande says, “If therpessgstent theme in
social science depictions of the Mexican and the Mexican-Americanhé thesis that male
dominance is ingrained as a cultural trait” (473). The Mexican male, much likatltagian
and African-American male, has come under great scrutiny in the tgstddrs, especially in
the works of Chicana writers. Critics, however, often recognize onlydhs tf the male
characters, which is an interesting trend considering the writers thvesseé often far less
biased than the critics. The idea of the Mexican male, like the myths ofgjia de Guadalupe
and La Llorona, has followed Mexican culture into the United States. Thetgpref the
Mexican male arrives in the form of “Machismo”:
The construct of Machismo has been viewed in various ways, depending on both
the time and the perspective of the observer. From a feminist perspective,
machismo has been defined as “exaggerated masculinity, physical pramess,
male chauvinism” (Baca Zinn, 1994, p. 74). But others have noted that

historically machismo “represented an appropriate mechanism to insure the
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continuation of Mexican family pride and respect” (Sanchez, 1999, p.129).
(Contreras, Kerns, and Neal-Barnett 14)
These stereotypes, as have the female stereotypes, have haunted Chiganaraifamilies for
decades. Cisneros’s characters may not always fit the stereotyipesrtbalture has created, but
they are always aware of them.

Cisneros gives two very different viewsMango StreeandCaramelqg asMango
Streets male characters often fit the stereotypes and the charactersyaomestimensional,
while Caramelo’s male figures are fully realized human beings that badtle téreotype and
move away from it. Mirande believes that the stereotypical view of machismo akieéxiean
male is not always true: “[T]he traditional view of the Chicano family asgpehal and
authoritarian is erroneous and based on unsupported myths and stereotypes held both by social
scientists and the public at large” (477). If one considers Esperanza’s ayd' €&thers, then
Mirande’s belief that there is more to the Mexican/Chicano male than the shoalesf m
dominance that sociologists and literary critics alike tend to focus ondaibility.

In his integral work on redefining the Latino male, David T. Abalos considers “[t]he
family [to be] the context within which Latinas and Latinos can struggdéenat the destructive
aspects of their cultural past and often hostile society” (155). The famihy,dbeomes the only
way through which cultural traditions can be re-evaluated, allowing both tim® lcaillture and
the individual family to once again begin working as a functional whole. While the nvarae
certainly struggling against the Latino traditional view of the fgntile women are often the
only ones recognized as struggling against these cultural norms when theenmele ad
struggling as well: “They are struggling with archetypal relationséosdramas, especially

patriarchy, possessive love, uncritical loyalty, and the disappointed maldb§Alizb). These
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ideas can be seen through how the men interact with women and their children. For ,example
both Esperanza’s father and Inocenio deal with disappointment when the houses that tbey bu
their families are met with dissatisfaction. Possessive love also apptansboth stories, but in
different forms. Interestingly, it is the womenQ@aramelothat demonstrate possessive love,

while in Mango Streethe men are the ones who attempt to keep their women all to themselves.

The most consistent problem that seems to appear within the damaged relationships in
Mango Street and Caramelo is the difference in how the men and women view and partake i
love® In the short story, “The Eyes of Zapata,” Cisheros writes about women “who love as
strong as they hate,” and @armeloexplains that “men love in a different way. They don’t
understand. They don’t set out a glass of water for their lover when they thenaseltaissty.

They don’t hold a spoon so close to the lover's mouth, and say, - Taste! — so close yseecan’t
what's in it. They don’t” (100, 189). Much of the conflict in the intimate relationdbgheeen

men and women in Cisneros’s writings arises from the differences both in theatétyety love
and the way that they understand love.

In her stories, Esperanza comes across many neighborhood women who marry to escape
their home lives and do not marry out of love, but Celaya interacts with women whofonarry
what they think to be love. The men in Caramelo, however, seem to be unsure of what they want.
Narciso, Inocenio, and Celaya’s Ernie, change their minds and hearts mintgdeabout what
they want out of life and love and the connection that exists between those two ideaRCis
writes, “You don’t know your own heart, men. Even when you are speaking with it in your
hand” (“Eyes of Zapata” 94). At times, the wives and narrators can see whausgtmnds and

fathers desire, even when it is unclear to the men. Narciso, for instance, doeswbbw to

%0 This problem is actually one that applies to most cultures.
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love unselfishly. After growing up in a military school and with a mother who pashdetas
every whim, Narciso does not know how to think outside of his own needs and does not
understand the women around him. When he encounters Soledad for the first time, she begins to
cry because she has recently been orphaned: “Because he hadn’t been laisedenrt,
Narciso didn’'t know what to do with women’ tears. They confused him, upset him, made him
angry because they stirred up his own emotions and left them in disarray” (Carmelohl97)
passage reveals the inability to respond to emotions in both himself and otheif taatni
him the rest of his life. In telling the story of her grandparents Celaya, fjéfesch time
Narciso returned to Oaxaca, he found Soledad suffering from a sadness without a heme. W
is why he dreaded returning and avoided her when he did” (Caramelo 188). Narcis@ thoose
stay away from the home that his wife has attempted to build, because he does not know how to
deal with the love and emotions that automatically come with a home. After alfsheewer
around his own parents long enough to understand how their marriage worked, and, even when
he was around, his mother paid more attention to him than to his father.

Despite his inability to fully understand emotions, Narciso still has thédapéo love.
Once he and Soledad are married, Narciso proceeds to have affairs wish @tdeather
women, one of which rejects the love that Narciso has for her. Celaya sayshe&friaktfell in
love with her . . . It was like a great relief to not have to be Narciso Reyesgmthe world’s
demands and expectations. And like the tropical plants that grow in excess hetg antything
stopping them, a lushness, an overabundance, a luxury, he allowed his passion to grqw as well
unkempt and untamed, and he knew for the first time jGgrdmelol74). Narciso’s love for a
woman named Exaltacion arrives in a different form than Soledad’s love fosbla¢hereas

Soledad’s love manifested out of Narciso giving her the home she desiredold¢dmre
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blooms out of Exaltacion’s ability to give him freedom from reality. Narsjgends his nights
escaping from his marriage to Soledad and visiting Exaltacion. Whileddascoften cruel in
response to Soledad’s love for him, he shows a naivety in his love for ExaltaciolsoN&jast
one of the many exampf&<isneros gives i€armeloof the way the men love causing
problems in the family.

Another problem between husbands and wives is the influence of the Mexican mother on
her son. It seems that “[flor many Latino men, cruel responses to women ra&ynioleof
revenge against their own mothers who disabled them . . . invoking sin, shame, and guilt so that
they would not leave their mothers. As adults, these men desert women, ignore them, are
unfaithful to them, and use them” (Abalos 91-92). Both Inocenio and Narciso Reyes are
unfaithful to their wives, fulfilling this stereotype. Inocenio constantly finidsself making
decisions based upon the guilt that his mother places upon him. Inocenio, in fact, suffers due
his mother’s love, which is a result of his father, Narciso’s, actions. Be&ulsdad is not
fulfilled in her marriage to Narciso, she turns all of her focus on Inoceniocalkogjuite possible
that much of the blame for Narciso’s treatment of Soledad can be blamed on Nanodes
who treats Soledad as though she is less than the Reyes family. Narciso’'s Regirea, makes
Soledad sleep on a cot away from the family and treats her crGeligrGelo114-115). The
mothers play a part just in wrecking the marriages of their sons, but in theasetiie sons
view marriage.

Although Latino writers create stories that allow the women to break twedultural
restraints, few of them consider the outcome for the male figures in thebedaRew writers

reflect on what roles the male is supposed to adhere to as the women areraftenet

%1 Inocenio and Ernie are also examples.
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construct their own: “What has not been explored, however, is the new role desigriaged t

men in these women'’s lives. The female characters these writers areanything but
subservient; in fact, they are the matriarchs of the household, and through themilihe fa
existence is maintained. What, then, of the matriarch’s husband?” (Del Rio 116)o€does

not provide an answer to this question, but she does allow her narrators, Esperanzayand Cela
to tell the stories of their male kind, even if the stories are not quite as in dejpghséeries
belonging to the females. Inocenio Reyes, Celaya’s father, becomegdefudloped character

in Caramelo And although Inocenio does do injustice to his female counterparts, such as
committing adultery with the housekeeper and never acknowledging hishiicsta daughter

born to the housekeeper, he is allowed his positive traits.

Inocenio, who Celaya describes as resembling Pedro Infante and ClarkGsiale,
handsome man who tries to be the proper and strong man that Mexican men are eebeired t
He is also a man who loves his daughter, Celaya, very much, and he is also a man wé® belie
in the good of other people. Details are shared about him that are not revealed abeuatithe m
Mango Streetsuch as the fact that he believes in hard work and high-quality carpentry. He
strives to provide for his family and wants better for them. Although Esperanza Geliaya,
provides very few details about her fatfitleaving out even his name, she still reveals that he is
much more than just a stereotypical male following the tradition of Machismo. Thioeiglyds

of Esperanza, her father becomes a man who, like Inocenio Reyes, wants hdusit and life

%2 Infante and Gable, despite differing ethnicities, look strikingly sim#specially when
sporting their delightful mustaches. In referencing both actors, Celayacsagain, combining
her cultures and using pop culture to define a person in her life.

3 Mango Street is more closely written from the view point of the narrator as a child, even though the story is told
when the Esperana is older, more so than Caramelo. Because everything in the novel is described from a child’s
point of view, it is no surprise that Esperanza never gives the names of her parents. She did not think of them by
their names, so she does not give their names in telling the story.
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for his family. Both narrators also make their male siblings human, providing mowlsgristhe
brothers are troubled by cultural influences as much as the females.
Interestingly enough, the roles of the men and women seem to change asi#e marr

couples grow older. Gary L. Villereal and Alonzo Cavazos, Jr. claim,

As Mexican-American couples age, the assertive influence of the wife becom

more apparent, and with retirement the male becomes less important

interpersonally. . . . Older Mexican-American males struggle with feebhg

worthlessness and being useless to the family. With the loss of a direct

contribution, monetarily, to the family come the loss of identity and a search for a

new family role. (39)
Although Celaya’s grandfather, Narciso, is Mexican and not Mexican-&arerhe still has this
same style of relationship with his children who have moved to the United StatesleuRith
Celaya gives him is “the Little Grandfather,” which suggests that dtarsismall both in stature
and nature. This Little Grandfather seems to be a completely differeahgeym the Narciso
that appears in the stories from before Celaya was born. In those storiés) Maacstrong,
good-looking man whom Soledad seems to set upon a pedestal. The actions of this ffiegtiso a
his wife and children a great deal. Yet the Narciso that Celaya knomesaaw weight in his
home. The entire family now revolves around Soledad and not him. When Celaya’s $amily i
visiting the grandparents in their Mexican home, Celaya mentions an intefiaetvezen her
grandparents. Soledad asks Narciso a question, and Celaya explains how he réaffondsk “
me, I'm already dead, the Little Grandfather says, retreating to thisdoa with his newspapers
and cigar. — You'll do what you want to do, same as alwayatgmelo7). Narciso no longer

has any power within his family, and, in fact, the family very rarely notieds even there. At
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the very least, Celaya barely notices he is there as she is too busy faecukarghatred for her
Grandmother.

Although the women iiMango StreeandCaramelointeract with other women almost
more than they do with men, Cisneros does not show the men interacting with each other
anywhere near as much. In order to understand the men as fully developed chidr@ciet is
important to understand their interaction with their children and communities.dhogdo
Mirande, there are attributes of Machismo that are not necessarilyteve@gi@uence on the
men: “The concept of honor is integral to machismo. The Latin man places gpdatseson
maintaining his honor and integrity not only in the community but within the family”gi\ie
474).

Both Inocenio Reyes and Esperanza’s father are examples of men who hold tasthis se
of honor. Inocenio, for instance, is frustrated when the American police do not beliewdé&mm
he says he fought in the war for the United States. He is ashamed that thevpolccaot
believe him simply because he is Mexican. Esperanza’s father also tiaresnse of honor by
working to provide his family with a better living situation than what they Hasperanza
explains that her family’s house on Mango Street is the one that “Papa talkedvhboute held
up a lottery ticket” Mlango Street). He holds to the honor of wanting to provide for his family.
Authors Gary Villereal and Alonzo Cavazos, Jr. are in agreement with Miraridaehdexican
concept of Machismo does, at times, become more stereotype than fact: “For most
Mexican/American males, machismo elements are certainly presentthatthe stereotypical
degree that is initially attributed to Mexican/American malesti¢w@al and Cavazos 38). The
honor, at times, seems to be the same sense of honor that men in most cultures have. When

Narciso goes to war, we find out that “he had always wanted to be a hero”: howeveis it i
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mother, Regina, who becomes angry when Narciso returns home from the battle but has not
brought her any food. In this case, it is the female who has twisted honor to @odighat
Narciso cannot possibly obtain.

Honor is not the only beneficial element of Machismo that the men claim, as dggnity i
also something that they attempt to achieve. Rudolfo Gonzalez says, “To tle@iMerdn
Machismo means to have the manly traits of honor and dignity. To have courage to fight. To
keep his word and protect his name” (qtd. in Rodriguez 44). Dignity is a term that heendiffe
meanings depending on the situation. In this case, according to Reies Lepea,Tirhe heart
of human dignity is the family. The family is the source of values, virtues, anoviaéhat
nurtures harmony and fraternity” (165).

Despite creating male figures that often seek emotional and sexual condgate mitthe
home and men who use physical violence inside the home, Cisneros also writes abodmen w
attempt to nurture and protect their families. In a study compiling data orc&melsorn fathers
raising American born children in the United States, Andrew O. Behnke, Brent/lar, Tdsé
Rubén Parra-Cardona discovered that these “[flathers were frequently foupdrtdhat the
most important fathering characteristic was being ‘hard workerss temmonly, fathers
indicated being ‘responsible’, being ‘friends’ with their children, ‘lovirtge[t] children’, being
‘example[s] or role model[s]’, and being both ‘protector[s] and a provider[s]” (198)s
particular study revealed that fathers had to switch from fully dedicttemselves to hard work
in order to provide to spending more time with the children. The authors noted that this was
because the fathers had to deal with their children encountering more negatemce in the
United States than in Mexico (Behnke, Taylor, and Parra-Cardona 194). Thissiteatainly

becomes applicable to Cisneros’s works, as we see Celaya’s father eooemavested in his
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children’s behavior and academic lives when they are in the States as opposed ttieyiaee
in Mexico visiting the grandparents.

Although Esperanza’s father appears only a few times throughout her stories, we ca
assume that he has the same trouble as Celaya’s father due to the obstadestiar&and
her sister come into conflict with in the novel. The fathers that took part in Behnket, Bangl
Parra-Cardona’s study noted that the way they treated their children did ngé ¢hamuch
from Mexico to the United States, but that they did “[feel] that immigration hadeawatssarily
changed their fathering rolghey also stated that they féley had to adapb new challenges
in their new environment” (Behnke, Taylor, and Parra-Cardona 194). The blending aésultur
causes confusion for fathers of Mexican heritage in the United States ansltb@nsé¢o cling
even tighter to the basic foundations of Machismo. We see this occur in a positilreeeyio
has a difficult time transitioning from his usual work ethic of creating araltted sofas to his
brothers’ style of creating cheap sofas. He is clinging to the integrityarat,itwo of the
positive elements of Machismo, despite the fact that the ever-changingcameulture is
requiring otherwise.

In the same manner that the father figures are treated in a different rfranmére
women in their families, so they treat their male and children differeB#janke, Taylor, and
Parra-Cardona believe that “while fathers report treating daugindrsons equally, the data
demonstrates that their relationships may not be equally strong. For exampmdathers
expressed their limitations in relating to their daughters directly, andsatii@orted that they
could identify more with sons but treated all children equally” (196). While ther fagjuees did
seem to be limited in how they related to their daughters, they actualiydeslonally with

their daughters but did not seem to be able to emotionally connect to their ddasgim Street



Thomas 58

it is Esperanza who her father turns to when his father dies. He emotionallgphelagisand asks
her to tell the other children that their grandfather has died. Although Espelaimzsi it is
because she is the oldest, the novel insinuates that the children are allyaltsesin age, so it
would not have been difficult for the father to share the news first with one of his two sons.

As Esperanza seems to be the one her father invests his emotions in, so Celaya also
becomes the one that Inocenio is the most emotionally invested in. When she revehks tha
fact, is her father’s favorite, one could assume that this notion might be diffesaatof her
brothers were telling the story; however, multiple situations show her twaba true. Celaya is
the one that Inocenio parades around to meet all of his friends at his birthdaynzhitys a
Celaya, not one of her older brothers, that Inocenio takes with him to the Littdf&reer’'s
funeral in Mexico. Although one would suspect that, due to the machismo tradition, fathers
would be more emotionally tied to their sons, it seems to have the opposite effeaseBibea
fathers require their sons to be strong, they disconnect from the sons emotionatlgll Aft
Celaya is the one that Inocenio takes to Mexico to show her off to his family, &afa that
he leaves in Mexico for military training in order to make him into a rdanberly A.
Updegraff, Melissa Y. Delgado, and Lorey A. Wheeler note that “[g]ender igganining
feature of family responsibilities in Mexican culture and may have imicafor the
potentially different roles of mothers and fathers and the different expesiengirls versus
boys” (568).

This aspect of culture is true in regards to Inocenio and, assumingly, Esperaiea;s fa
but it is also being passed down from them to their American born children. In the spthatva
Inocenio and Narciso went to military school, so the Awful Grandmother talksnlieao¢o

leaving Rafa in Mexico when the family returns home from their visit in orddrifioto attend
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military school as well. Celaya explains that when Rafa returned, he wasgev like his

siblings, and the way she described it lends to the idea that he was left thereritreayear to
become more Mexican than American. Celaya says, “Later when he feetsalikiecan talk

about it, he’ll explain what it’s like to be abandoned by your parents and left in aycotnetre

you don’t have the words to speak the things inside of yoatgmelo23). Because Rafa is the
oldest male in the family, his father and grandmother do not bother to give him exwgrfoing

and simply leave him in a country not his own. Because Raga is a son, he is expectedifp grow
in the American culture but with the qualities that the Mexico requires ofeats

When Celaya tells the story of her grandfather, Narciso, returning frono e home
in Mexico, his ailing father passes judgment on him for not being the grown man ghat wa
expectedNarciso’s father sees him as a “baby-faced dandy, a mama’s boy, arfadigpoiled
brat, a snot-nosed kid disguised as a man” (Caramelo 148). These men must conform to the
standard that Mexican tradition dictates. Multiple times throughout the novel, theptohce
males of Mexican descent needing to be “feo, fuerto, y fofthapipears and causes the men to
either be viewed by others as assuming that persona or failing to assume it.

In Mango StreeandCarameloCisneros humanizes the men by showing their negative
actions and reactions as well as their valuable responses and choices. Ralaelekeves that
“[w]hile Cisneros is recognized for her reclaimed and empowered femakctdra, she has also
put forth readings that humanize and expand bicultural definitions of maleness” (EB&yo€
makes the female characters strong because her culture forgot that the amhthe capability
of being strong, but she often shows the men at their weakest, emotionally oalbhysitch

is not something that neither the Chicano nor Mexican culture allows. By showingléhe ma

34«ygly, strong, and proper”
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characters as weak, she actually does them a justice that others do not bytihesking
humanized characters. Although the narrators reveal the men at their very \marstnio and
Narciso cheating on their wives — they also reveal the way in which the nesioicthe people
around them.

In referencing a concept that Octavio Paz wrote of in his considerationlaitthe male
that he saw in the United States during the 1950s, Pamela Radar reveals tlieesatye i
struggles that Cisneros’s males often deal with: “Losing his inheritarioagyie, traditions,
and way of life, vulnerable yet protected by disguise, he is a victim of cotmnisllegacy and
its enduring cultural imperialism” (132). Although the men attempt to assenmitat the
American culture, it is impossible for them to fully adapt. Celaya’s fatbes not move to the
United States until his early twenties, causing him to already be molddexgan thought and
unable to grasp the English language with the same fluency of Spanish. As a resydtsCel
inclusion of Inocenio in her stories shows that in his own home he is respected byithada
is, for the most part, his spoken tongue, Mexican traditions, and style of living; howéeer
he leaves the home, he becomes vulnerable. Inocenio is far surer of himself whégshkeva
streets of Mexico than when he walks the streets of Chicago.

Narciso, as Celaya tells the stories, did not have a good relationship at allswith hi
children. Narciso “[h]ardly knew they were alive. . . . He hardly knew his yaanidl they hardly
knew him. He was shy and awkward with these strangers. He would've liked to have bee
warmer with them, but he didn’t know how. . . It had been a long time since he played with his
children. He no longer knew how to play4dramelo206). Between working a job that keeps
him away from home a good deal of the time and having grown up in a military school and not at

home with his family, Narciso did not know how to “play” or interact with his familgeemlly
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the children. The only attention that he seems to provide his children with is one ohg&psct

These expectations cause his sons to run away to Chicago, where Celaya will gentums

her childhood. The first son to run away is Fat-Face: “You're nothing but a burros®bhex

too often said to Fat-Face, and because the power of words spoken by those we love is so strong,
they stung Fat-Face’s heart. If he was never going to be anything, wigey bging right?”
(Caramelo206-207). The effects of the need to produce strong and proper sons, at least in
Caramelq leads to the sons’ obtaining the same emotional wall of their fathers’. The pain of the
expectation is handed down from father to son.

The idea of becoming a true man also came with stipulations of providing for thg. famil
Within the idea of Machismo, “[e]specially important is the belief that a rhauld be honored
and respected by his family. He is viewed as a strict disciplinarian who denmangkete
respect, deference, and obedience from his wife as much as from his childremd@475).
Soledad tells Celaya that Narciso used to be incredibly proud that he did not know what the
inside of the kitchen looked like, and Celaya replies, “Which is to say he was aaréal m
(Caramelol121). Their positions in life as husbands, heads of the household, and fathers are
dictated to them, allowing them little choice to figure other roles without being sideuto
their culture.

Esperanza’s and Celaya’s responses to relationships become even cleateionce
understanding of the men around them is incomplete. Although Esperanza’s father deesinot s
be the bad influence that the men in Celaya’s family are, she is influencedsgyp Ineéhe other
marriages that she watches destruct within her neighborhood, leaving ihérenielief that to
wed is to give up a freedom that she wishes to keep. She becomes what she despigdesso m

the men around her, but believes it will be different because she will not keep ammyone f
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seeking out their own dreams. While we are never told how Esperanza deals \aitticom
relationships when she is older, we do see the possibility of Esperanza&stwisa “beautiful
and cruel” coming to fruition in “Never Marry a Mexican.” The narrator of tietsstory,
Clemencia, tells her audience why she will never marry: “I've known nemtionately. I've
witnessed their infidelities, and I've helped them to it. Un-zipped and unhooked and agreed t
clandestine maneuvers. I've been accomplice, committed premeditated.cdfimguilty of
having caused deliberate pain to other women. I’'m vindictive and cruel, andpahbleaof
anything” (“Never Marry a Mexican” 68). Clemencia does not believeréationships can be
beneficial and, in return, has no qualms about ruining other relationships. Although it is
Esperanza who expresses the desire to be the type of woman that Clementydsadtus
Celaya who shares the commonality of having a parent who committed adutteGlemencia,
not Esperanza. Despite Clemencia being angry with her mother for cheating dhéranfen
he was sick, she still aids men in committing adultery. When Celaya is oldertellsilaer that
Inocenio committed adultery and had a bastard child. Neither Clemencialaga @xeives a
depiction of an honest marriage.

Although Esperanza and Celaya choose to react differently to their parantsiges,
neither of them can escape the influence. While Esperanza chooses to avoid men almost
altogether, Celaya chooses a different path. In the last section of the hewvel]sthe story of a
boy that she dated. Celaya explains the way that she fell in love with Eroestto God, at
first | didn’t notice you. Who would notice you? And then the next thing you know, youye ve

beautiful. Or very ugly. Depending. But isn’t it always like that with lov&€Xdrémelo366).

% This is not to say that the marriages around Esperanza are the only reashae tatts to
avoid marrying. Esperanza is also raped by a boy later in the novel, whichlgeff@cts her
decisions.
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This passage seems to repeat the same emotions surrounding the story of how &mac£nila
fell in love and Narciso and Soledad before that. These stories present the same \pitbiiea
relationship: one person in the relationship does not show as much interest as therstime
and then the feelings change. Despite her dislike of her mother’s and grandsnother’
relationships, Celaya seems to imitate them just the same. Consithatif@elaya is also closer
to her father than to her mother because for so long she could not understand her mgtrer’s an
it is not a surprise that Celaya feels the need to “protect” Ernie in the sayrtbat she thought
she had to protect her father from her mother and the Awful Grandmother.

Celaya also opposes Esperanza in that she still believes in the idea of thatitré18he
reveals her hope for a fairytale version of a relationship when she teksdBmis going to call
him Ernesto instead of Ernie, because Ernesto is a far more romantic naaya. coelstantly
makes cultural references. By trying to make her relationship with Ernieidealeit seems that
she is trying to avoid her parents’ marriage by making her own more like étiemships that
she sees in the movies and on television. This is not a far stretch as “both men andwome
watch movies and T.V. programs will, unconsciously, . . .[the movies and T.V. shows will] have
an effect on the male-female relationship” (Berger 10). Because Ernigereqdiffrom the other
boys that Celaya knows, she believes him to be an outsider in the same way thiz\se dee
is an outsider. This belief leads her to wanting to protect him from other peopl€ré¥ot like
anybody I've ever met. Except for me . . . And | think to myself, | promise Méneake you
cry again. And | won't let anyone else make you cry eith@gramelo367). Attempting to
create the ideal relationship and placing her persona onto Ernie is a resuitinfvaa
relationship far different from the ones of her family. When Ernie and Calayaway, stay in a

hotel, and consummate their relationship, Ernie decides that he cannot continetatienship
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because of his religion and his mother. Celaya becomes furious with Ernie that hesdhsos
mother over her, a reflection of Zoila becoming angry with Inocenio for aothgichoosing
Soledad over her.

Although both Celaya and Esperanza attempt to find a way not to become a prisoner in
marriage, much like they believe their parents to be, the girls do not find the toamseer®
Whether the narrators look to the women or to the men, nobody in their families seewes to ha
found the answer to forming a stable marriage. The concept of marriage is not tekeogt
of the family unit that they are unable to find the answers to as the narratornsatdh as the
men, following in the same pattern as the women, treat members of their own geedts.

After all, the fathers cannot teach their sons to be emotionally stable &thdt$athers never

fully learned themselves.

% However, it does seem that Cisneros believes Esperanza to have found the angwgr in i
alone and unattached to a man.
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Chapter Four — “Tell me a story, even if it's a fie”
The Art of Storytelling and the Beginning of Healing

The art of storytelling has found a place, throughout history, in every cultueeatlite,
film, music, and art are shaping and creating culture constantly througlotiles #gtat they tell.
Before the invention of records, cameras, and even the printing press, storytaflimgportant,
if not more so, than it is now. Oral storytelling was a steadfast traditiomégefapassed on the
histories of their families from generation to generation and bards sang of ¢leis &adl the
mythologies of different people groups. Storytelling is human, possibly more tydaingrelse.
Author Rudolfo Anaya said, in an interview, that “[t]he collective memory is sharat bf us.
We are connected to our ancestors because of a common link . . . the stories we tald a mil
years ago, whether they were just sounds or scratched on the cave walls. . . Thay spea
something deep within ourselves that help us to understand ourselves and to connect us” (19).
The act of storytelling, then, connects human beings to one another and allows liecteveol
memory of humanity to continue to exist. In studying the act of storytelhghow it relates to
the content of the novels, it is important to understand the way in which the elements of the
narrative structure work. Gennette’s concepts of the elements ofiveaaed beneficial to use in
this study because “[w]here other studies were focused largely on devisired foodels on the
‘story’ level, Narrative Discourseurned toward the signifying level, “discourd&(Piere 8).
Cisneros’s works demonstrate the way in which writing is a discourse. Cisekésdke stories
of her culture, but she tells them in her own voice and through the experiences of those around

her.

37 Quote from Preface @aramelo
38 Discourse, in this case, concerns communication. For instance, when | say that ithe nove
works as a discourse, in a way, | am saying that it works as a conversation.
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Reflective of Cisneros and her writing, her characters also repek@inos and, at
times, Mexicans, in general, but also reveal the identities of their faraitié themselves.
Through the act of storytelling, human beings can learn to understand one anotharrafidrie
history. Currie notes that “[ijn more academic contexts, there has beeagaitien that
narrative is central to the representation of identity, in personal memorylarepsesentation
or in collective identity of groups such as regions, nations, race, and gender” (Barifdte/e as
representation of collective identity is an ancient tradition, and one that stitbbis in the
United States in Chicano literature.

Although traditional oral storytelling has more or less given way to diftenedia, some
cultures have kept the tradition alive, such as Mexican culture. The beliefimgbeance of
storytelling followed Mexican immigrants to the United States. Cisigevasting often draws
upon the tradition of oral storytelling, as the narrators do not simply tell a storgdmtte
converse with their audiencédarameloandMango Streeboth contain homo-diagefit
narrators'® Her choice in narrators causes her audience to become more emotioactigdhto
the story than if the narrator were removed from the story.

Because they are homo-diagetic narrators, Celaya and Esperanzetoealy
involved in the stories they are telling, which causes them to change the stoakation to how
the story affects them. In a sense, the narrators become unreliableugo@old Dixon believe
that “unreliable narrators” consist of young narrators (82). Yet, it isimgi\s their age that

causes Celaya and Esperanza to be unreliable narrators, as the narréheis s&dries years

% The narrator is also a character within the narrati¥gietson point of view.

0 There are times, however, when Celaya becomes removed from the story, such sisewhe
tells the story of her grandparents before even her parents were alivev&t then Celaya is
constantly interacting with her grandmother which, in a way, causes her to begaref the
story and the way that she tells it.
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after the events have happened. The distance between the time the events t@oidglaee
actual telling of the story leaves room for the narrators to forget theweayseoccurred. They
are also unreliable in the sense that both narrators are subjective in lingiofahe events.
Despite the unrealibility of their narrations, the narrators actually raua@annty ability to
understand what needs to be told of the story. Cisneros makes no attempt to hiddarheHac
narrators do not always tell the truth as multiple times she hints that heorsaar@ changing
the stories as they tell them. At one poinCaramelq Celaya claims that she remembers an
event that took place before she was born to which her mother replies, “You mean yobeemem
the stories somebody has told yoGCafamelol9). Although many of the stories that the two
girls tell did happen to them, they are also stories that they have been tolstbpeople. As a
result, the narrators are passing on the “voices” of family members whobedone them.

The narrators’ and other characters’ voices are deeply connected, whithfreer
indirect speectt is used (Bortolussi and Dixon 207). In using this strategy, the dialogue and
actions become part of the narrators’ memories. Yet the stories change, ginid foeus on the
parts of the stories that matter the most to them and have, eventually, had amefieatown
lives. In the first passage @aramelq Celaya claims that the family forgets to tell her to come
take the picture with them. At the end of the novel, however, Celaya’s brother says utadr
are you talking about? You weren’t making sand castles, Lala. You want tife Yot were
mad, and that's why when we called you over, you wouldn’t come. That'’s the reah ngau’re
not in the picture” Caramelo422). His response reveals to the audience that Celaya is unreliable

in the sense that she cannot disconnect her emotional attachment to thersharavtnts in

1 Free-indirect speech can be defined as the “narrative technique [in whichirdtersvoice
is used to convey the actual vocabulary and sentence structure of a charaaeh s\siheut
attribution tags, quotations marks, or other typographical cues” (Bortolussi aoid 20%).
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her story and those attachments and emotions may cause her to alter the teusf tatuevents
that have occurred in her life. Cisneros is not the first to portray a narmativeagrator in this
manner: “Contemporary approaches to narrative generally insist on the idearthtve
constructs a version of events rather than describing them in their tryehstaieis
performative rather than constative, or inventive not descriptive” (Currie 148). T
contemporary concept, then, holds that the narrators construct the narrativenimea tinat
causes it to perform a certain function.

Celaya changes the way things originally happened in her stories to show certain
troubling attributes of her family that have been ignored by other famitylbaes, while
Esperanza chooses to tell only stories that had a deep impact on her. Bygdvagic events
and family secrets, the narrators seem to be showing all the reasons why mayrigpanthe
family is beneficial; however, the family unit would still be broken if thed/rbt tell the stories
and, through finding a connection to the stories of their family members, theoreene
actually able to become more self-realized individuals and heal the fdihéystories the
narrators tell perform the function of revealing how the events that takegffacethem. Just
because the narrators do not always tell the true story does not mean that thetytelling a
story with truth. McCracken, speaking of Cisneros’ contemporary, Judith Gxfiez &nd her
novel, The Line of the Susays, “The text subverts itself . . . openly declaring its own
simulation. Now the entire novel is foregrounded as a representation, an arbitegtiyesean
imagined rendering of the past that lies because it only partially reveatattiig76). Yet while

Cisneros’s novels may acknowledge that they are only imitations of the réad sésrthe
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narrators are not to be trusted to tell the real story, the narrators castbd to tell the truffi
that needs to be known. This manner of telling the truth as they know it is important hecause
the narrators the truth becomes how they understood the situation.

In a unique manner, Cisneros so much as tells us this @afznelo As Celaya and
Soledad fight over whether too much of the story is being changed, Soledad saysntisdepe
whose truth you’re talking about. The same story becomes a different story degpamavho is
telling it” (Caramelol156). This is the second time that Cisneros has made it clear that
sometimes, in the act of storytelling, the truth comes in the form of a lieagt, la lie is the
word that is often used throughout the novel by both characters and Cisneros. These lies
however, are actually the reality as the narrators understand the éat¢ndke place. The first
time she does this, Cisneros does not use one of her characters as the mouthpisddday dsi
she recognizes this conundrum in the prefadéavmelo “If, in the course of my invention, |
have stumbled upon the truth, perdoname” (1). Although Cisneros does not write autobiography,
her stories are often based on a story she has experienced or heard, so thays tsushithat
comes through her writing even if she has changed the story from its orggipal Esperanza
explains the stories as she understood them as a child, and Celaya describaeshmy stor
changing them to reveal the pain and heartache that the family has tried todkeefosso
long.

Their stories should still be heard despite the occasional inaccuracy hécangtning,
it shows how affected they are by their families and the events that take\plach is, after all,

the purpose of the stories: to show the power of influence that the family membemhave

“2 This references the truth the characters are refusing to acknowledge jsvimade up of the
emotions that drive the actions of the characters. In a sense, it is a transnghdédttgoes
deeper than just the events that took place in the past.
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another. In an interview, Cisneros reveals that her own act of storytellivey works is in the
same manner that her narrators tell the stories: “They don’t understandtlimriting a
biography. What I'm doing is writing true stories. They’re all stofs lived, or withessed, or
heard, stories that were told to me. | collected these stories and | drthegein an order so
they would be clear and cohesive. Because in real life, there’s no order” (Adndzsneros
tells stories that are true, but changes them to find the real truth that is hidlife’s chaos.
She seeks to find the truth that has caused the people in her life pain that thégpeakabout
on their own. Telling stories allows her to give her culture a voice in the sanmenthat
Celaya and Esperanza tell stories to give a voice to their family members.

The narrators become the vessels for these stories, but because theyessdisethe
stories also become a reflection of them. In fact, the homo-diegetitanartzat appear have an
effect on the audience of the novels. The narrator’s “mediation” of story wiictathe reader’s
responses to the fictional world” (Bortolussi and Dixon 60). So when Celaya changesigse s
of her family to become what she believes they should be or when Esperanza ¢xplsioses
of those around her from her point of view as a child, the audience is consuming these stori
only after they have been filtered through Esperanza and Celaya, the naBatdodussi and
Dixon say that conversational narrators, which Celaya and Esperanza both a¢heaus
“readers [to] process the narrator as if they were communicatihgguih an individual in
conversation” (30). As Esperanza and Celaya reference storytelling, cthesegvorks to
become meta-fictioH at times, the narration carries a conversational tone. This conversational

tone reflects the tradition of oral storytelling.

43 Fiction becomes Metafiction when the text references itself as fitmmamelg however, is
far more meta-narrative thdsango Street
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The characters may tell the stories of their families and their nation, butadh®tete the
act by adding themselves into the ever-growing narrative. Many of Ge'sr@sic conceptions
of narrative are deeply connected to Mikhail Bakhtin’s idea of discourse thatappbas
influential workDiscourse in the NoveBakhtin claims that “[t}he novel can be defined as a
diversity of social speech types and a diversity of individual voices, atigtaaranged” (262).
This concept distinguishes that it is not just language or dialogue that becdisesuase, but
an entire novel can be viewed as one as well. In Cisneros’s novels, every word ortidea tha
Esperanza and Celaya put forth contains connotations to their backgrounds. Celaya and
Esperanza, for example, describes their family members in terms of ithevdtml actors and
actresses that are popular during her childhood. Despite telling the stoe&gioés that are of
a different generation, the narrators cannot escape their own connections ticu#ling the
stories.

In the same manner that Cisneros uses particular words that will hold meaherg t
audience, so Celaya uses particular words and ideas that have connections tdyhd&dkntin
also considers that “the prose writer withesses . . . the unfolding of sot&bgtrssia
surrounding the object, the Tower-of-Babel mixing of languages that goes on angurigjext;
the dialectics of the object are interwoven with the social dialogue surroutidiagd). This
Tower-of-Babel concept appears in Esperanza’s story titled “My N&roe . Esperanza, the
word “hame” contains connections to events and emotions that have occurred in her kfie. To h
family, the social community of which she is a part, her name is connected tedier g
grandmother for whom she is named. Her neighbors, however, do not consider this connection
when speaking with Esperanza. The name also causes grief in Esperanza bezausdsi her

of the fact that her English sounds differently than that of those who do not have to switch
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between English and Spanish. Who is using the name, then, will change the meaning behind the
name. It is in this way that the novels become discourses, leading nannaltivareating process

to also fall into the category of a discourse. These two novels become discoursee beza
narrators are not only telling a story; they are manipulating the narraticst@y in order to

fulfill their purposes.

By studying elements of narrative in literature, the emotions and purpose abtthe pl
become more clearly understandable. Suzanne Keen comments that “[n]énedings, novel
critics, and reading specialists have already singled out a small setativeatechniques — such
as the use of first person and the interior representation of characters’ coresssoausd
emotional status — as devices supporting character identification, contrilmuéngphatic
experiences. . . changing attitudes” (213). The way both the character andidnea
understand the story being told, then, depends upon how the story is told and the narrative
presented. Througklango StreeandCaramelowe see that as the three steps of the narrating
process, the acceptance of the role of storyteller, the act of storytetiththeaeffects of the act,
occur in the narrators’ lives, storytelling becomes therapeutic on threesdiffevels: the
culture/nation, the family, and the individual.

Because Esperanza and Celaya both tell their stories in an order meaoitigduh, the
moment of acceptance is not revealed until the end of the novels; however, both of thesnarrator
have a spiritual encounter in which their roles as narrators are invoked and theldimmge to
accept their responsibility. The three sections that Cisneros sepanates/él into are not in
chronological ordéf. Genette’s concept of “order” is essential in recognizing the importance of

how and why the stories are told. Genette mentions that “[t]Jo study the teropmabf a

*In the narrative area of “order,” Genette differentiates betweealikezZeit (story time) and
Erzahlzeit (narrative time)” (33).
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narrative is to compare the order in which events or temporal sections agedrranarrative
discourse with the order of succession these same events or temporal segvedntthieastory,

to the extent that story order is explicitly indicated by the narrasedf r inferable from one or
another indirect clue” (35). Botilango StreeandCarameloprovide clues that the stories do

not arrive in the same order in which they happened. The very fact that at the end of both novels
the narrators explain that they ae#ling the stories to us and not that we are simply there as the
story is occurring, reveals that the narrators are telling the stayrasaftime after the stories
occurred. Also, some of the stories are repeated, which allows for the notion thatdat@na

are not necessarily explaining the stories in a chronological order, but ideartteat makes

sense to the narrators emotionally.

The order in which events occur especially plays a role in understanding Cisneros’
narratives when examining the narrators’ acceptance of their roleggslf#rs.Caramelois a
work that is very much out of chronological order. The first section showsaZe&yldhood,
which is important because it affects the way that she tells the stohies faimily. The second
section is the Awful Grandmother’s story, which should actually be eithersheffithird
chapter depending whether one considers the correct chronology to be thayafdCela
Soledad’s life.

The third section, however, is the one in which Celaya accepts her role as thefscribe
her family and, as a result, the one who must tell their stories. The ghost o&titmGther,
leaning over Inocenio’s hospital bed, explains that she is unable to move on to twenhdxir
to be visible to anyone in this world but Celaya. The Grandmother tries to maka Celay
understand why she must tell Soledad’s story: “I need everyone | hurt to forgiweonll tell

them, won't you, Celaya?Qaramelo407). Celaya, in turn, agrees to act as the scribe of
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Soledad’s story, accepting the role of narrator. She accepts the roléliagtorher narration of
the hospital meeting between Soledad and her, so that the Grandmother will elthya’
father, Inocenio, to live a few more years. Storytelling, then, literallgrbes life-saving, both
figuratively and literally, and the role of storyteller is not one that idyeastepted as it comes
with great responsibility. Although it is never directly stated, the imjpdica of the novel lead to
Celaya recognizing that just telling Soledad’s story is not enough, but thatushé&ecome the
narrator of her story as well as the stories of the other members of ligr farane of the
footnote& of the novel, Celaya indicates that “[b]ecause a life contains a multitudeiefstor
and not a single strand explains precisely the whole of who one is,” all of the dtatissmke

up a person must be told in some fo@aamelol15). This notion becomes true as Celaya not
only tells Soledad’s story but also her own story and how it is connected to the raadyg st
belonging to her mother, father, and siblings.

While Celaya’s spiritual call comes in the form of Soledad’s ghost, Esperaceives
hers from “the three sisters” that attend a funeral at which Esperanga is attendance. These
three sisters present the image of the three fates as they hand down Espptappat in life.
Although they do not directly mention storytelling as Soledad does to Celaya, butdkegtpr
her with the purpose behind her storytelling: “When you leave you must remember tbackme
for the others. A circle, understand? You will always be Esperanza. You waysale Mango
Street. You can’t erase what you know. You can’t forget who you Btafigo Streefl05). The
need for Esperanza to tell the stories of her family and neighbors that livengo Maeet has

been issued, but it is not until the end of the story that she actually accepts the position of

> Unlike other novels, Cisneros includes footnote§ammela Some of the notes seem to be
written by Cisneros, explaining real places and events that appear in thehoowaler, other
notes appear to be the work of Celaya, providing smaller anecdotes that do not ihehassaa
direct affect on the story she is telling at the time.
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storyteller. In the last chapter of the novel Esperanza explains that shecbpted her position
as storyteller: “One day | will pack my bags of books and paper. One dayshyitjoodbye to
Mango Street. . . . They will not know | have gone away to come back. For the dbhéehied.
For the ones who cannot ouMiango Streefl10). The repetition of the same words the three
sisters used reveals Esperanza’s now clear understanding of her purpose, which she did not
understand before she began to tell the story of Mango Street. Of course, thougdl ttiepter
is written where it would appear chronologically, it arrives after shedhdshe story of Mango
Street, meaning that even the final chapter has already happened in th@@asbries the
audience receives from Esperanza are ones that she and those around her hgve alread
experienced. But through the telling of the story, she begins to understand whgdhéortell
it.

Once the girls have accepted their employment as storytellers, teyeeim the act of
storytelling / narrating. Cisneros does not simply create characters in order to tell a story; she
also constructs characters and a narrative in order to shaettbiestorytelling and its
importance in the human life. In fact, the art of telling stories is discusseigplmtimes
throughout botlCarameloandMango StreetAccording to Celaya, stories become more
interesting and important when they contain heartache. After all, the ¢gistatéss are usually
tragedies and the best storytellers have often led tragic lives. Throughout theatenevelad’
are consistently referenced, and the Grandmother and Celaya even attempé @ st@y that

reflects a telenova. Celaya says, “Only societies that have undergone ¢y tvhg revolution

“¢ Although Genette makes a distinction between story and narration, | am usatmgamnd
storytelling interchangeable. | do this because, in the context of Cisneoegls, the narrators
are “telling stories” by narrating them.

*" Telenovelas have been compared to American soap operas, but instead have arifigite e
and, at times, incorporate social messages into the shows. These have been made and
popularized in Spanish countries.
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and a near century of inept political leadership could love with such passion the telenova,
storytelling at its very best since it has the power of a true Scheheradaps you coming
back for more” Carmelo409). Tragic and dramatic tales, then, become the motivation behind
storytelling, possibly because it is the tragedies in life that peoplenkene¢he best and are the
most affected by.

Through the conversations between Celaya and Soledad, it also becomes dlear that
stories that Celaya will tell are the stories of shame that otherscaaéraid to tell. When
Soledad becomes angry at how Celaya changes the story and accuses her of having,no sha
Celaya replies, “I do too have shame. That's how | know where the storig€arainelo205).
The stories that leave their mark are the ones that cause the charagraxediwhich is why
Celaya tells their stories, because she becomes brave when the rest lcatim@osame way that
Inocenio does not have the courage to tell Celaya or Zoila about his affair and thiedtheg
came from it, so Soledad does not have the courage to tell anyone that her lovealoas e
because she feared being alone. Ramoén J. Guerra mentions that CisneasssestSiate driven
by what people are all too willing to keep secret” (147). Her narrators tistdese secrets and
repeat them when others cannot. Celaya tells the stories for her Grandamotifether, and
even finds the courage to tell her own shameful story of running away with Ernie.

At times, Celaya will hear the voice of her Grandmother in her mind as gtknig t
stories. When her mother attempts to tell her the painful story of Inoceniars @#taya does
not want to hear the story. But when she tries to ignore it, she finds that she is unable to do so:
“A pain flutters through my chest like a fish darting through a current of cdierwand | hear a
voice inside my head say, Pay attention! Listen. Even if it hurts. Espetialhurts” (Caramelo

403). The act of storytelling becomes a response to human emotion, a way to exmess it
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relive it in order to better understand it. Esperanza engages in the act of stgridelihe very
same reason. When she sits on the front stoop of her neighbor’s house with her friend Alici
Esperanza makes it clear to Alicia that she does not wish to be a member ahtie $4reet
community. Esperanza claims that she will not come back to the street until tabhmmehbkes it
better.” Alicia replies to Esperanza by saying, “Who’s going to do itider?” Mango
Streetl07). Alicia’s response is a foreshadowing, much like that of the three sidters
Esperanza’s role as the only one who can save Mango Street through her wiitengnEs's

job is to make Mango Street better through giving its inhabitants the voicdithegt have
before she came along.

The narrative mode, in the caseMidingo StreeandCaramelq is very much controlled
by the narrators. As each of the narrators is a homo-diagetic narrator, bote@yecdanected
to the stories they are communicating. Genette makes the distinctiorebétaraodiegetic
narrators who are the “heroes” of their stories and those who play secoralastets (245).
Celaya and Esperanza actually move in and out of both of these roles as they, ai¢ines) f
themselves and, at other times, focus on their observations of stories that occurred ténothe
fact, at times, they retreat to the role of a heterodiegetic narratorefit@at occurs when they
tell stories of others that they were not actually around to be a part of. Gdtayall, tells the
stories of her grandparents that occurred when she “was still@ata(elo89). Because
Celaya is interacting with her grandmother who tells her the storiearfdsbecause she is so
deeply affected by the stories, she is never a completely heterodiegettomaut moves into
different role&® throughout the novel, which most narrators usually do not do. Because the

narrators are so deeply connected to the stories they are telling, thggukation of the stories

“8 Sometime Esperanza and Celaya are simply storytellers, retefitngyahey have been told.
Other times they are observers, while others they are the protagonist.
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is always present. Although “manipulation” often carried negative connotatimnsarrators’
manipulation of their stories is actually beneficial in fulfilling their pugbshind the
storytelling: emotional healing.

The act of storytelling results in emotional healing and understanding foatibe,
family, and narrator. Yet the act of storytelling goes even further aogptalithe characters in
Cisneros’ novels. The act of telling the stories of the Reyes family arenpy @ibout
explaining the tragedies of the family, but it is also about making surdntisa tragedies are not
repeated by descendents of the family. When Celaya asks the ghost of Soledatwghye
her that is haunted, Soledad says, “It's you, Celaya, who's haunting me. | cantt Wéay do
you insist on repeating my life? Is that what you want? To live as | dzitamelo406).
Soledad cannot move on from her place between life and death until she knows that she is
forgiven, but also that Celaya will not make the same mistake she did of loving lous jea
manner and marrying the first man that she believes herself to be in love with.

Only through an understanding of Soledad’s story and pain, as well as the stories and
pain of the other family members, can Celaya begin to heal. In “Woman Holleeeg,C
Cisneros’ main character says, “[T]here was power in my mother’s patisinength in my
grandmother’s endurance. Because those who suffer have special power, domhthpgWer
of understanding someone else’s pain. And understanding is the beginning of Haa&)g”
Celaya suffers, and because of the suffering, she can recognize theguffédrose around her.
It is the understanding that she has of both her life and the lives of others that perratheal
and to bring healing to others. Rudolfo Anaya echoes the sentiment of listenirig fdosee
stories that need to be told by saying, “[L]isten to that character who aatdsy told. We are

the medium of those flashes of insight, images, or words that come to us and suddemigtelumi
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another person’s life” (21). Through illuminating someone else’s life, Getagble to see hers
more clearly.

Cisneros, like many U.S. Latino authors, writes to bring healing to her cthatrbad
been lost in the midst of mainstream American culture and did not have storietolsivefore
the mini-boom as other sub-cultures in America did. Lea Ramsdell acknow/lbdgeay the
image of a family can be representative of something bigger than juantiig @init: “Drawing
comparison of a nation to a family is a rhetorical device that has been used to drum ap popul
support for politicians and regimes of force throughout history if the modern naiefi{t03).
While Cisneros does not have a nationalistic agenda in her writing, she daessatitik her
fictional families to the idea of a nation. In this concept, the act of narraties g voice to
Chicanos. Ramsdell continues by saying that “[a]s a constituent of thedamecultural
organism, the fictional family both bears the brunt of the dysfunctional nation and Isea e
of activity for opening the closed system” (124). The narrative of a fadtiamily allows
healing for the nation that it represents.

Another aspect of the healing is that despite both of these novels containing a aingle m
narrator, multiple voices are heard through the dialogue of the story. The sibbrobsusge
according to the depth of understanding that the female adolescent narrators hastoation
they are describing, but Esperanza and Celaya also take on the role ofc dimitiscient
narrator. John S. Christie explains that “Latino writers incorporate a tediiradabnced
storytelling mode, one that allows (even demands) multi perspective, polyphonistandirg
on the part of the writer and the reader” (n. pag.). While the scene may haveeubjopain
adult, Esperanza explains the story as she, an adolescent, would have understood bed descri

the scene. For instance, Esperanza describes scenes in the homes of her friarsteewbocild
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not have been a part of, yet she can reveal what those scenes meant to tter theyatid
happen to. Still, the influence of the voices of her family, ancestors, and naiglalndoe heard
throughout her narration.

These novels aid in bringing therapeutic healing to the Chicano nation through the
narrators remembering what others have forgotten. Wolfgang Muller-Femkpds to make a
connection between narratives and memory, which have an important place in all add<Zssner
works:

It argues that all forms of memory are explicitly or implicitly lzhea

retrospective narratives that seek to cross the unbridge-able gap bdtevéaret

of narrating and the time of the events that will be narrated. If memory and

reminding are key issues for understanding the concept of the self, everyidenti

produces the impossible: bridging the gap between the act of reminding and the

reminded events, feelings and impression. (207)
Narratives which take into consideration of events of the past are able to make #wtionsn
between the act of narrating and the things being remembered. Esperanetagadqth form
narratives in their storytelling that do this. The emotions and events that took placseto t
around them in the past are allowed a remembered place in the narrative. Tmbedntg
becomes the driving purpose behind the narrating. The memories can existloeyyrérhain
known through narration, but the girls narrate to remember. This concept acknowledges the
cyclical pattern of the novels. The connection must also be made that “[e]vere @ibbased on
acts of common remembrance and forgetting” (Muller-Funk 215). In remembering@hdge
the stories of their families, Esperanza and Celaya are bringing htatimgr Chicano nation.

Certain aspects of the stories, such as assimilation into a new country andchgdtadaions of



Thomas 81

two cultures, become commemorated in the stories, giving the nation a voismiplg the act
of being heard that can lead to healing for the nation.

However, since Chicano literature went unrecognized for so long, criticsvaifteonly
critique the stories as representations of the Chicano nation and forget ttizddaeters also
represent very real families. When the narrative does become therapetitecration, it also
brings healing to the fictional family as well as the audience’s concepe tdnfily unit: “The
act of telling stories helps situate a larger narrative such as an indiwiifeadr the life of a
family. In this caseQaramelq, Cisneros also focuses on the connective action that it creates:
recognition on the part of these two characters [Celaya and Soledad] as a pegef a
connected story through learning of the other’s hidden stories” (Guerra 14&rdsisloes not
write just for her fellow Chicanos, but for her own family. The b@akamelois dedicated to
her father. Her narrators are reflective of her as they, too, engdgeanttof narrating or
storytelling in order to bring emotional healing to their own families. It is niatiée that
Cisneros is also seeking her own emotional healing and healing for her familgh her
writing, which is reflected in the novels through Esperanza and Celaya who seek atibfhe a
storytelling in order to seek for their families and for themselves. @smsaid that she tells
stories to find order to them that she could not find in real life, which is exac#iywe see
Esperanza and Celaya doing. Esperanza attempts to make sense of the sdtdahoge
around her have gone through, trying to find the common link that causes the suffering.

While Esperanza focuses on both her neighbors and her family, Celaya focuses only on
her family and ventures in telling not only the events in her childhood that made her into the
person she became, but also the events that shaped and molded her family members into the

people that she knows. Although Celaya and Esperanza do tell the stories from their own
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perspectives, they also narrate with the people whose stories theyiaganathind. At the
close of the novel, Esperanza repeats her introduction by saying, “I am goilhgado & story
about a girl who didn’t want to belong. We didn’t always live on Mango Strbkihgo Street
109). In the first line, she claims this will be a story about her, a singjlgeiin the next
sentence she uses the pronoun “we.” Esperanza’s story is the story of heradiadiiheir story
is hers.

Cisneros said, “I used to think writing was a way to exorcise those ghosts thut ih@a
house that is ourselves” (Aranda 88Lisneros and, in turn, her narrators, recognize that the
emotional ghosts that cause their family pain can only begin to find healing stitrées are
told. Esperanza echoes the words of her creator as she explains the reasaassiiéput it
down on paper and then the ghost does not ache so niiahtj¢ Streef10). To keep the
ghosts silent would be to keep the family from being whole. Celaya alludes toythieatvaer
family keeps secrets: “You'’re not supposed to ask about such things. There arestoness
willing to tell you. And there are stories you're not willing to tell. . . WesoeMexican. So
much left unsaid”’Caramelo428). The Reyes family is unable to heal because they do not
mention the tragedies that cause conflict and unresolved anger in the familye Batrators
become the ones who have the capability of bringing peace to their familiaga Gal/s,
“Maybe it's my job to separate the strands and knot the words together for evehymoanit

say them, and make it all right in the end. This is what I'm thinkiGgitémelo428). The

*9n an interview, Isabel Allende made a comment very similar to Cisnemsiment on stories
being like ghosts: “[M]any things are hidden in the secret compartments ofartyahd my
mind. Sometimes, | don’t even know that they are there, but | have the pain — ll¢he fesn;

| can feel the load of stories that | am carrying around. And then one dag hwstory and
realize . . .that a demon has come out and has been exorcised” (7).
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narrators, then, become the ones who must understand the stories of their familiastan orde
give a voice to those who could not tell their own stories.

Celaya uses storytelling to weave back together the pieces of higrtfzah have broken
apart. Heather Alumbaugh notes that “like a coySteala smuggles her grandmother’s story
and her own family history from the past to the present, from Mexico to the US heotkedd to
the living, and from one person to another” (54). In connecting the idea of telling othergeople
stories to the concept of a coyote, Alumbaugh has turned Celaya into the one whdrraust re
her families’ stories from over the “borders” that they have created lozdagt three
generations.

In accepting the role of storyteller, or narrator, Celaya has also eddsgh the gift and
burden of being able to learn and understand the emotional tragedies of her famigwand vi
them as a whole. It then becomes her responsibility to tell those stories gihénatdo not have
to cross the borders. It also becomes Lala’s responsibility to be honest ioriaeiistg, which
is interesting as both she and Cisneros explain that they are not alwagstielivay the story
actually happened. Yet throughout Celaya’s story it becomes clear thathsiness in her
inaccuracies. At times, when she changes the story, she reveals the emotionkarittiers
that may have been hidden in the way the story actually took place. Celaya alsdd dws
honest with herself, although this does not necessarily occur until part three of thelnakel
last section o€Caramelq Celaya begins connecting her story to Soledad’s story. Alumbaugh
considers why Celaya becomes the storyteller:

Lala’s storytelling ability emerges out of the tension between consampti

*0 Mexican smuggler
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and production: she consumes her grandmother’s story as a means to tell her own.
Lala’s ability to “hear everyone else’s” thoughts in conjunction with her owan is
crucial characteristic of her role as a narrative coyote. Hetyatailtell her story
accordingly depends upon her ultimate understanding that it exists in a dihlogic
relationship to others’ stories. (59)
Lala’s story cannot be disconnected from the stories of the rest of her.farhilg her story is
individually important, it is also important that she understand how all of theiesttineir
voices, are even more important when they are brought together. It is only whes, Gethy
Cisneros’s audience, realizes that only through changing the stories che th@yight together
that Celaya steps out from the role of an unreliable narrator and, in fact, beheroakyt
reliable narrator, within her family, that is possible.

In Caramelq Celaya tries to tell her own story but finds she must also tell the stories of
her family members in order to understand how her story came to be. As mangiViaxmlies
are, the Reyes family members are close to one another and depend on one anayiaés. Cel
father and uncles follow one after the other to the United States and find jobsrtofyettine
Reyes family could not afford to rent places with enough room for theiedatnily, the
children often shared rooms or, in Celaya’s case, slept in the living room where #wearnuic
breathing of other family members could always be heard. After Celayaway with Ernesto
and becomes homesick, she explains why it feels unnatural for her to be awayefrest of
the family: “I could never draw myself without drawing the others. Lalanbld_olo, Toto,

Tikis, Rafa, Mama, Papa. . . I'd never been alone in my life before first didadever been in a
room where | couldn’t see one of my brothers or mother or father. Not even for a borrowed

night. My family followed me like a kite, and | followed then€4ramelo393). If Celaya tells
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her own story without acknowledging not only her family’s influence on it but the stories of
those family members, then her story will be incomplete, and she will have rimenself from
the family unit in order to define herself.

From the very first chapter of the novel, Celaya chooses to take up the mantle of
storyteller and scribe within her family. The novel opens with a scene on the besdpulco,
a vacation that will become the one memory constantly referenced throughoutréhe@rel.
Celaya explains why she is not in the family portrait and describes thinfiesthat the family
realizes she is missing from it: “Then everyone realizes the portmagasiplete. It's as if I'm
the photographer walking along the beach . . . asking — Un recuerdo? A souvenir? A‘'temor
(Caramelo4). Celaya connects herself to the photographer who, by taking the picture of the
family, creates a lasting memory of them. The stories that Celidlytalixact in the same
manner. “When Lala aligns herself with the photographer, she explicitly déferself as one
who documents and preservescuerdos’ In this introductory moment, Cisneros illuminates
Lala’s ability to cross temporal boundaries in order to tell her family’'®8umemories; as a
narrator” (Alumbaugh 62). Since she often tries to remove herself from bottoties snd the
family in order to narrate, it is not coincidental that Celaya is missimg fhe picture; however,
as the novel progresses, Celaya finds that she is unable to distance toens#liéfstories and
her family. Because of Celaya’s intimate relationship with the stdva&she tells, we must be
aware of how she narrates.

She does not tell the stories in chronological order, but instead she begins sitirghe
of Acapulco, which is the defining moment when Celaya first realizedtbaorgesecretive and
troublesome was occurring in her family. After she mentions the portrait taken loesttie she

switches to telling the stories in the order that she knew them. For instthoeigh the stories
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of how her grandparents and parents met each other came long before Celkdfadsaiips to

Mexico, she did not know the stories until she was older and her family told them to her. As the
audience, we receive the stories in the order that Celaya understands tista télks the

stories in her choice order, she begins to understand the reasons and emotions behind events and
conversations that have taken place in the past. By knowing the secrets thatlthenéambers

tried to keep to themselves, she gives the family healing through her voi¢dhegsibries.

In reading bottMango StreeandCaramelq it becomes apparent that one cannot study
the narrators, who are the main characters in the novels, without also studyirthelbtbfer
characters within the novels. The healing arrives for both the nation and theldafoilg the
individual because, unlike in many American novels, the individual cannot be sepavatabdr
community in which he or she resides. Gutierrez-Jones recognizes that ffajsator,

Esperanza creates and chronicles her developing identity not through sdiedhatnospection,
but by noting, recording, and responding to the lives around her . .. which situates EBsperanz
not as a loner but as she comes to perceive herself: a product and member of a particula
community” (67). Esperanza becomes both a recorder of the lives taking place aroand &er
responder. Through the stories that she tells it becomes clear that “Eajseeamzrgence as a
young woman writer is connected to her clear-sighted observations of the linesnadrhen and
girls around her” (Wissman 171). Although Celaya is far more introspectindEderanza, she
still follows this same basic pattern of recording and responding to the lives arouddfimeng
herself along the way. Her observations also lead her to becoming thellstottyée we, the
audience, know her to be.

The individual is a result of the community, and the community, in this case the family,

can be changed by the individual. As the two are so closely interconnected, “selitimer
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community can sustain itself independently; each requires the other” (Gstlerres 68).
Esperanza, for instance, does not simply explain what the name “Esperaana’; mé she also
defines the name in relation to her great-grandmother of the same name. Hgragréaother
was wild until a man “threw a sack over her head and carried heMdfigo Streetl).
Esperanza fears that she will become like the great-grandmother for shleasinamed if she is
not careful. In the same manner, Celaya often references the fact thathehenly daughter in
a family with six sons. She defines who she is by often comparing hiersletfse brothers
whom she was surrounded by her entire childhood.
Another important factor is that she tells only the stories that had thempzst on her
own life and that resonate in her memory:
[T]he only way to explain who we are is to tell our own story, to select
key events which characterize us and organize them according to the formal
principles of narrative — to externalize ourselves as if talking of someonanelse
for the purposes of self-representation; but also that we learn how to satenarr
from the outside, from other stories, and particularly through the process of
identification with other characters. (Currie 17)
Certainly, if another member of the family took her place as narrator, therediftories would
be told. Celaya tells the stories of her family to understand herself but alga &mswer the
guestions she has about her family and the way it functions. In beginning to understaheywho t
are as both members of their families and as individuals, the narratorseacecaltd a stronger
definition of them and comprehend their place within the family. Matchie, in refetenc
Salinger’s Holden Caulfield, believes that, after Holden has told his story, e szeome

back to normal, so that “[the] very telling has the effect of giving him gtinéri63). By the end
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of the novels, the same has occurred to Esperanza and Celaya. Each of the gixslbpsedia
fuller sense of self, family, and community. They have a more comprehensivefwidw they
are and what they will do with their lives. Mango StregtEsperanza does not just complete the
act of storytelling, but chooses to make writing her life’s career. lentlgCisneros shows us
that it is the writing that makes Esperanza strong (Matchie 62). In tdikengtaries of the people
around them, as well as their own stories, the narrators can understand what shapedezhd mol
them as children into the women that they become when the storytelling procasgpliste.

As she begins telling stories, Celaya learns that she cannot escape théaustiet
she has with her family. Celaya may have harsh words for her mother, but iisftiie
Grandmother that Celaya cannot find it within herself to love. In Celayaisgelfithe story of
Soledad, we begin to realize that the reason Celaya cannot love her grandnbéteshis does
not understand Soledad and, even more importantly, does not always want to understand her.
Keen believes that emotion “comes into play in our reactions to narrative, foe \&ksa story-
sharing creatures. The oral storyteller not only takes advantage of our tetwlshaye feeling
socially by doing the voices and facial expressions of characters . . .” (208l)inip the stories
of her family, Celaya is able to emotionally react to the events and situdtatrshe is
presenting. This allows her to either express emotions she was not able te @eshe
events actually occurred or to react differently when she has timefgpaithe events. When
Celaya first tells the Grandmother’s story, she does not see resemblaneEnlierself and
Soledad.

It is only with the telling of the story of her romance with Ernie and the stdmgrof

father in the hospital that she begins to realize she is more like her grandtnathgine would
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like to be. She realizes that one way she and her grandmother are alike is theydaath share

for Celaya’s father, Inocenio:
| am the Awful Grandmother. For love of Father, I'd kill anyone who came near
him to hurt him or make him sad. I've turned into her. And | see inside her heart,
the Grandmother, who has been betrayed so many times she only loves her son.
He loves her. And | love him. | have to find room inside my heart for her as well,
because she holds him inside her heart like when she held him inside her womb,
the clapper inside a bell. One can’t be reached without touching the other. Him
inside her, me inside him, like Chinese boxes, like Russian dolls, like an ocean
full of waves, like the braided threads of a rebd&ben | die then you'll realize
how much I love yoltAnd we all are, like it or not, one and the sar@arémelo
425)

This passage, possibly more than any other in the entire novel, speaks volumes about what

Celaya is trying to accomplish in telling her story, even though she does naiosieeom what

that purpose is at first.

Not only does Celaya gain understanding through telling the stories that she and her

grandmother have many commonalities, but she also begins to realize that thersneiher

family cannot separate themselves from one another. Instead, they havenid aryderstand

one another. Celaya cannot avoid loving her grandmother because of the relationstap betwe

her father and grandmother which, in turn, connects Celaya to her grandmothero Tvaen

are further connected by the fact that they are removed from the othenwothe family.

Soledad did not have time to form a relationship with her mother before the woman dieal, and s

she has cut herself off from her daughter, daughter-in-laws, and grahtiEfsuglthough
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Celaya’s removal is not as drastic, she is still unable to form a strongnshap with either
Zoila or Soledad and is not allowed to form a relationship with her hidden half-Slatedelaria.
Only through telling the their stories can Celaya bring both herself and Ineingveher back

into the female family line: “Lala, by telling her grandmother’s storyk$igp the broken thread,
weaving the Awful Grandmother and herself, back into the female strands fromtivdychave
been severed” (296). The act of storytelling places the females in Cdiayalis back into the
matriarchal line from which culture and familial tragedy have discorddbem.

In telling the stories of her family, Celaya is able to learn from thestakes. Cisneros
follows in the wake of Garcia Marquez and Allende in creating charactefsatveto reconcile
the past of their families with their own lives. Bode considers the notion thatdfgdgce of the
Awful Grandmother’s story leaves Lala vulnerable to repeating it” (Bode 293 only through
an understanding of the grandmother’s story that Celaya can begin to understand teryown s
The first section of the novel only shows the Awful Grandmother as the rest of the fam
understands her, but the second section allows the audience to understand the identity of
Soledad: “The plot forces the reader to reckon with Lala’s humanization of heingvther and
sets up the patterns of behavior that Soledad inaugurates and Lala repeatdisLjmist t
enough, but not too much’ to make her reader understand Soledad’s identity” (Alumbaugh 64).

Soledad’s identity is possibly more important for Celaya than for any faiimgly
member as she finds more similarities between Soledad and herself thansshetdeen
herself and any other member of the family. Celaya is surprised thénfiesthiat she sees the
image of Soledad in herself: “Fumble to the bathroom, flick on the lights, and it"Sheer
Grandmother’s face in mine. Hers. Mine. Father’s. It scares the hell o, dfut it's only me.

Amazing the way | look different now, like my grandmother is starting to peet g &om
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my skin” (Caramelo394). Celaya is beginning the process of accepting that much of her anger
towards Soledad resulted from the fact that they were so much alike. By tedhi
grandmother’s story along with her own story, she can see the ways in whichetlteyected.
This allows her to bring healing to their fractured relationship even if Soleddiceady dead.
Storytelling, in essence, becomes the vessel through which the familypdadreéling.
The narrators, then, become the guards of that vessel, passing along thevetarieecessary.
Esperanza and Celaya are able to learn not only about their family members but about
themselves. This knowledge allows them to recognize strands of similar paingandhat exist
between them and their family members, where the narrators previously tHuerghivas none.
Once Esperanza and Celaya begin to truly understand the damage that the individpal famil
members are causing to the family unit, they are able to give voice to théakenaisd regrets,
allowing the family to move on from them and begin to heal. Cisneros, through her beautiful
weaving of stories and characters, reveals to us one of the important humatiatiterature
has the capability of teaching, which is that only through remembering theapaséedruly

move on from the past.
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Chapter Five — Conclusion: Why We Tell Stories

Discussion of the act of storytelling does not appear only in the field of literdtut it
exists in the study of films, music, art. No matter the medium, it is the merwérich the story
is told that holds the most weight in shaping both the story and the knowledge tha¢asfgan
the receiver of the story. The works of Cisneros are prime examples of howytirewtrach
stories are told can control how many layers of understanding are contained hvatbiart.

Mango Streetells the tale of the residents on Mango Street, most specifically, the
Cordero family, through the voice of Esperanza. Because Esperanza choekemly brief
snippets of her experiences and the experiences of the people around her, the erhetion, rat
than the plot, becomes the most striking element of the novel. For narrator, Ge@@gemmelq
she believes that she has to tell certain stories more than once, while atregbeshe
completely changes the story from how it happened. In doing this, the novel contaiesdiffer
angles of how to look at different sections and different levels of understandingeoktiis
taking place as we receive both Celaya’s understanding of the events when ahghidgsher
understanding of the events years later, and others’ views of the eventdyaskambers later
tell Celaya. In many ways, the novels give off a feeling of the narr#tiogsiown with the
reader and showing pictures in a family album, followed by the true explanafiainst is
taking place in the pictures. In other words, the stories are told conversgtarhks though
the narrator is revealing secrets. This manner of telling stories seaeahore of the emotion
behind the stories than if the act of storytelling had been constructed diffénethiese two
works.

Cisneros may allow her narrators to guide the two novels, but she providessigar

to all of the members of both the Cordero family and the Reyes family. As theorareveal
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defined family members who have either, on purpose or on accident, removed themzelves fr
the family unit, the implications of that removal and the broken threads of the &mityure
come to the forefront of the novels. But even more importantly, the very revealing of the
individuals separating themselves from the unit allows the narrators and teecauid
recognize the importance of bringing healing to the wounded bond of the family in@rdake
the family whole once more. Cisneros demonstrates this herself in the purpose bebuad her
writing. She explains that when her father said he had “seven sons” she felt as beowgls s
“being erased,” and, as a result, everything she writes is “to win his appf{®@aly Daughter”
121, 120). In writing, Cisneros is not only attempting to avoid being erased from higy tarn
to reconnect with her father. For her, the act of storytelling becomes @ waiye herself back
into the family. Cisneros, in many ways, creates characters that echodmrgbattachment to
telling stories.

Mango StreeandCarameloare not novels that simply tell a story; they are carefully
constructed narratives in which every element from simple word choices ta#rarowhich
the stories are told is carefully chosen. Cisneros’s writing does not siri@l\ygted story, but
says so much about how to tell a good story. These novels have become important pieces of
literature not because Cisneros loosely uses facts from her own life to dnvebtitebecause
she knows how to use fiction to find truth. In an essay discussing loosely biographics| wor
Julia Alvarez considers that “even the black woman writing her black womaristariwriting
a factually true story. The minute she composes those quantified, observatieddacts into
language and narrative, she is constructing, emphasizing things, leavingotltingmlecting this
word and not another” (165). If the purpose of telling stories is to remember the pasgandtto

human truths, then what is the purpose of fictionCdnamelq Cisneros demonstrates exactly
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why fact is often blended with fiction in order to reveal truth. When Soledad comeadac
ghost and requests that Celaya tell her story, the necessity behind gividgdSohice is clear:
she can say as a ghost what she could not say in life. Cisneros uses the supkrnewe!
why knowing the stories of family members is important. Beyond that, this atsnshows
why sharing stories is an important act in general.

The completion of this study, though meant to fill an apparent void in criticism, lgictual
shows the need for further study. After all, family has been in the forefront of ptipenaes in
literature for centuries and, it seems, is continuing this tradition into theetitaty. The
importance of studying the family as an integral part of human emotion and bakanerthat,
hopefully, will always be necessary. As this study lends itself to thefisg@gifocusing on one
particular author, it would certainly be interesting to examine this topicamwtider scope.
Research within the U.S. Latino literary field could consist of many acgaeecting to the topic
of family. For instance, although the female characters within U.S. Labricsave been
compared to each other in multiple studies, it would be interesting to comparehanaeters
from Cisneros’s works to male characters in other Chicana works or, perbiapsre the men
in Cisneros’s works to male characters in the work of a Chicano writer. Withireth@fi
comparative literature there is also great room for expanding this stualgid€ong the
importance of narration and narrator within these two novels, Celaya and Espexdd4zec
compared to narrators from other cultures. This would allow for an understanding on hoes cult
dictates both the way in which we tell stories and what areas of life tlearamnight focus on.
The comparative field would also permit for a study completed on how differentesutiem

storytelling and the sharing of intimate details of the home life.
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In telling stories, we engage in an act that is purely human. After all,entee@aonly
creatures that study history and keep family albums in order to remenutberh&t is our
purpose in remembering? Our purpose is partly to learn from the mistakes nthdeeoy the
past and partly to not forget those who came before us in the same manner that toenbbpe
forgotten. Memories become the foundation for stories, and stories, in turn, bring heé#liag
memories. That literature, the written form of stories, revels in the cootty family so often
IS unsurprising as it is the family unit of human beings that shapes so manyiesefter all,

family is made up of those beings that “jar us at every moment.”
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