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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
 

 

 

Making Familia from Scratch: U.S. Latina/o Narratives of Rupture and Resistance 
 

by 

 

Gabriela Cázares 

 

Doctor of Philosophy in Literature 

 

University of California, San Diego, 2014 

 

Professor Rosaura Sánchez, Chair 

 

 
This dissertation examines the Chicano/a-Latino/a literary representations of 

alternative family models that arise in the face of the family unit’s fragmentation. 

Survival often calls for the reconfiguration of the family through alternative collectives 

that provide a sense of belonging and acceptance. I begin with an analysis in two chapters 
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of the representation of rural Chicana/o migrant and cannery worker families in the 

1960s–1980s, in texts—both novels and plays—that are the bedrock of the Chicana/o 

literary canon. In my third and fourth chapter, I move to an urban setting and focus on the 

battle against gentrification in New York City barrios, and, finally, the displacement of 

Latina/o families with a loved one in prison. While the Chicano/as-Latino/as represented 

are both native U.S. citizens as well as immigrants: each group faces surprisingly similar 

economic and political challenges reflective of U.S. Latina/o communities as a whole that 

span across multiple generations. I argue that changes effected by the Chicana/Latina 

movement in the last four decades have enabled the formation of alternative family 

models that extend and sometimes are completely formed outside the biological family. 

These new family collectives, while locally based, function to address issues that are 

reflective of larger national concerns through cultural forms of resistance. Given the size 

and increased population of Latina/os, these new family models are attracting the 

attention of activists who see the need to give greater precedence to state factors 

responsible for creating and maintaining these oppressive conditions.  



 
 

1 
 

Introduction: (Re) shaping and (Re)Defining the Latina/o Family 
 

This dissertation highlights the personal as political through a close examination 

of the composition of the Latina/o1 family. Although Latina/o families are largely defined 

under a traditional nuclear paradigm,2 the reality is that factors intimately tied to the 

economy and the state are reconfiguring the structure of Latina/o families. As we enter 

into the second decade of the twenty first century, the Latina/o population currently 

stands at just over fifty-three million;3 yet statistics reveal that U.S. Latina/os experience 

unprecedented poverty rates—currently standing at 25.3%, well exceeding the 15.2% 

national average (Lopez and Motel. n.p.; Lopez and Cohn n.p.). This situation of poverty 

is linked to numerous factors that explain low educational achievement, a high dropout 

rate, low-wage labor, underemployment, dilapidated housing, and residences in barrios 

dependent on an informal economy and subject to gang violence and police brutality. All 

of these factors affect the composition of the Latina/o family. Through an 

interdisciplinary approach, my dissertation examines literary texts and archives that 

challenge mainstream portrayals of U.S. Latina/os by centering the racial and 

economic circumstances responsible for family fragmentation and re-articulation, all 

factors that hinder the social mobility of Latina/os across multiple generations. I begin 

with an analysis of the 1940s and span through the early twenty first century, in order to 

highlight the distinct challenges that have plagued Latina/os and their families and 

resulting in familial fragmentation and disenfranchisement. Limited avenues for 

                                                
1 I am defining Latina/o as individuals with origins in Mexico, the Caribbean, as well as central and South 
America.  
2 Only 58.9% of Latina/o families are defined as heteronormative (Docktermann 20); however, with 
increasing divorce rates and non-traditional households, this number is quickly shifting.  
3 A fifty percent increase since 2000, accounting for more than half of the United States growth (Brown 
n.p.). 
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economic advancement have contributed to additional challenges given the lack of job 

opportunities with sustainable wages, a severe shortage of affordable housing, and 

devastatingly high incarceration rates (Dockterman 8; PEW Hispanic Center N.P.).4 

Together these components have been critical in reshaping and redefining the Latina/o 

family model.  

While sociological studies often refer to varied configurations of the Latina/o 

family by highlighting extended family households with relatives residing alongside the 

nuclear family, these extended family models are only one variant of the pattern. These 

representations do not point to the many family types that emerge given the daily and 

long-term challenges that U.S. Latina/o families face. Yet despite these heterogeneous 

family patterns, it is the traditional family paradigm that served as the critical symbol and 

organizing principle of the 1960s Civil Rights Movement.5 This heteronormative family 

standard that dictated a “natural division of labor” became the political model to follow in 

the Chicano Movement, despite actual family configurations (Rodríguez Next of Kin 2). 

Perhaps this is because the traditional family model continues to dominate Latina/o 

households even those headed by a single woman; children in these female-headed 

families are often raised to perpetuate and mimic archetypical gender roles that relegate 

Latina girls and women to a secondary domestic role and Latino boys and men to a 

dominant role. In my study of the representation of family models in Latina/o cultural 

production, although I highlight gender and gender roles, I am not implying that gender 

                                                
4 As of 2012, the unemployment rate for Latina/os stood at 10%, compared to the 7.8% national average. 
Even more devastating are the incarceration rates amongst Latina/os. At present statistics show that even 
though Latina/os make up 16.3% of the total U.S. population, 34% of inmates in both state and federal 
prison are of Latina/o origin (Tonry 37; Passel et al.). 
5 I will discuss this matter more thoroughly when defining the historical framework in my analysis. 
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stands in isolation nor that patriarchy is the same wherever it appears; instead, I will show 

that Latina gender roles vary and must be examined in relation to social conditions, 

problems and political practices directly linked to the intersection of race, class, gender, 

and sexuality-based oppression responsible for redefining Latina/o families and their 

communities.  

 The traditional family paradigm, in my analysis, is the imposed measure, the 

exclusionary model that defines who “belongs” and who stands as an “outsider.” The 

imposition of this model is both cultural and financial as families are economic units 

responsible for the subsistence and welfare of family members. Political forces, however, 

can also affect the composition of the family by separating family providers, whether 

through military service or incarceration. Those working-class minority members who 

are targeted and marginalized by the state are rendered as “outsiders.” In my dissertation 

I focus on the representation of individuals who are family outcasts due to dislocation, 

displacement, or other means of fragmentation such as: poor working conditions, 

disintegrated due to gentrification and/or imprisonment. I argue that rather than accept 

their role as “outsiders,” these otherwise excluded individuals reconfigure and redefine 

themselves in their own terms by unapologetically asserting their presence as integral 

members of alternative collectives and, in doing so, resist imposed stereotypes—a 

process that performance studies scholar Jose Muñoz terms “disidentification” (11). In 

response to mainstream narratives of the Latina/o family framed as heteronormative, my 

dissertation investigates representations of alternative family models that re-articulate the 

family, as evident in the configurations of alternative collectives that challenge traditional 

gender and racial relations. Alternative collectives are constructed as a means of rupture 
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and resistance meant to enable “outsiders” to challenge traditional nuclear familial 

models and reconstitute the definition of belonging. Ultimately, alternative collectives 

allow members to exercise critical survival skills that enable families to face the daily 

lived trauma and violence that working-class communities face.  

 Given the wide variety of family narratives available in literature, I focus on two 

types of families: close-knit clan families, defined by the social spaces created by 

families and that serve as places of refuge, and, secondly, families that are dysfunctional 

and reside amidst spaces of crisis. Each fictional family type generates survival strategies 

that allow the family to confront un-employment as well as displacement due to 

gentrification and imprisonment. In the process each reconfigures the family, by 

providing an alternative collective and, in so doing, directly challenges the historical 

targeting of Latina/os by the state in direct relation to the economic system. By analyzing 

alternative collectives in literature I do not mean to imply that they have replaced the 

traditional family model; yet, clearly, the traditional family paradigm is often more an 

ideal than a reality in our communities and in our literature. In my analysis I examine 

how the families constructed in literature seek to hold dominant powers accountable. 

Since the texts in my analysis are not a mirror or a reflection of society, but a 

construction of or a perspective on Latina/o families, my primary concern is to examine 

how alternative collectives, a growing reality in our communities, have found a space and 

voice in Latina/o literature.   

 The Latina/o family is the focus of many narratives within Latina/o literature; it 

often constitutes the social space within which the characters develop, amidst conflict and 

turmoil generated by social conditions and policies of the state. In these narratives, 
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Latina/o family members are often shown to be targeted and disciplined by the state, 

especially by the police, within their homes/neighborhoods, places of employment, 

schools, and recreational spaces. My analysis seeks to problematize literature with 

respect to the state and capital’s role in creating a sense of surveillance and confinement. 

Centering the family unit, whether traditional or alternative models, is then fundamental 

to examining larger concerns.  

 While the traditional Latina/o family model functions as an economic unit, it also 

serves as a disciplinary unit intimately tied to public policy and responsible for shaping 

“family values” and practices (Peterson 113). Michel Foucault has dubbed this 

phenomenon as “governmentality.” Governmentality, Foucault claims, does not require 

the constant physical or overt presence of government; instead mechanisms of order and 

rule are internalized and exercised by individuals, both consciously and subconsciously, 

creating an efficient model of self-government (Burchell et al. 99).6 That is to say, even 

within alternative collectives, the roles assigned within the traditional nuclear model 

remain strong in dictating means of socialization and social control. What Foucault, 

however, does not address are the ways in which ethnic minorities are forced to self-

regulate or discipline themselves within racial and class based hierarchies directly tied to 

the larger history of institutional oppression in the United States. On a daily level this 

self-disciplining is linked to unprecedented levels of state surveillance and policing 

deemed “necessary” to “uphold safety” and “mitigate crime” in working-class rural and 

urban communities. This directly results in the dislocation and marginalization of 

                                                
6 Louis Althusser also similarly recognizes this connection and includes the family as an apparatus of the 
state. See: Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays.  
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residents/families that are perceived by the dominant media as a “threat” that needs to be 

“contained” and “controlled,” be it in the workplace, home, or neighborhood setting. 

More specifically, I define these marginalized bodies as individuals who are seen to not 

fit into the traditional nuclear model and, consequently, are considered to not embody 

strong “family values” and morals. Marginalized bodies include—but are not limited to—

Latina/o single heads of households, individuals from fragmented families, queers, the 

incarcerated (and their loved ones), as well as dysfunctional families that are unable to 

provide emotional and financial support to their members. Aside from being subjected to 

marginalized status, these individuals are also exposed to increased levels of banal and 

spectacular means of state violence that sometimes work separately and, at other times, in 

cooperation. 

  Racial targeting, for example, functions on an institutional level and is utilized by 

the state to target and control predominately working-class minority communities through 

the implementation of various forms of violence. In his work Forced Passages: 

Imprisoned Radical Intellectuals and the U.S. Prison Regime, Dylan Rodríguez points to 

the ways in which brutality and torture function as fundamental components of state 

power through the “reproduced mythology of sober and narrowly defined state power” 

(47). The myth of limited institutional authority is then so deeply entrenched in daily life 

that the resources of coercion, prominent in some communities and absent in others, are 

defined as part of the “natural” fabric making up neighborhoods, but in fact serve the 

interests of capital and control residents. Various types of overt and covert forms of state 

violence work in collaboration. This includes both psychological and physical means of 

violence that separate families and deny members safe working conditions, livable 
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wages, and access for children and their families to physically traverse their 

neighborhoods in safety. For example, individuals with loved ones in the prison system 

are often forced to not only confront financial and legal barriers—as with prisoner 

relocation—but also psychological and mental violence given the stigma associated with 

imprisonment. Racial and police targeting, then, dictates one’s material boundaries and 

juridical limits, producing by default de facto segregation (Rodríguez Forced Passages 

47). Any deviation paves the way for political and bodily force and violence. The danger 

lies in dismissing these various categories as “normal,” when, in fact, they are not. State 

and economic violence then are primary culprits in (re)shaping and (re)defining the U.S. 

Latina/o family as they generate familial fragmentation.  

Key Organizing Principles: Latina/o Family Models from the 1940s through the 
Early Twenty-First Century 
 
 My analysis of cultural representations of Latina/o families begins in the rural 

setting of the 1940s and spans through the urban context of the early twenty-first century. 

In the process this study also examines U.S. Latina/o social activism over the past 

seventy years. Texts dealing with the 1940s often focus on the massive growth in the 

agriculture industry, especially in the production of produce and cotton that would lead to 

an increased dependence on cheap (im)migrant labor, predominantly consisting of 

Mexicans, Mexican Americans, and Filipinos (Guevarra 98).7 With the exception of 

braceros,8 who were male workers from Mexico, migrant farm workers worked the fields 

                                                
7 During the mid-twentieth century Filipinos would also constitute a significant portion See: Ernesto 
Galarza’s Farm Workers and Agri-Business in California, 1947–1960.  
8 The 1940s also marked the beginning of the bracero (Spanish for arm) program, which extended through 
1964, and would be responsible for bringing in an estimated five million workers from Mexico to the 
United States to work the fields. See: Rick Nahmmias’ The Migrant Project: Contemporary California 
Farm Workers.  
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as a family and operated within the traditional nuclear model; in other words, even 

though husbands and wives often worked side-by-side, men functioned as heads of 

households, mimicking larger power structures. Overall agricultural work was extremely 

dangerous as farm workers were highly exploited and had few, if any, rights. Early on, 

farm workers saw the need for a farm workers movement, a labor movement that gained 

national support during the Chicano Movement, rooted in the larger Civil Rights 

Movement. The Chicano Movement also offered the traditional nuclear family model as 

the basis for organizing, relegating Chicanas to the role of mother, nurturer and 

reproducer of “la raza” or the race, while men were expected to maintain their positions 

as heads of the household (Rodríguez Next of Kin 2). I highlight the Chicano Movement 

because, although it was predominantly a student-led movement, it served as a critical 

platform for Chicanas to initially question and later challenge and contest traditional 

gender roles linked to the traditional nuclear family model. In this way the personal 

became a very political matter. The Chicano Movement served then, as a space for 

counter-organizing for Chicanas both within and outside of the Movement; the Chicana 

movement would subsequently serve as the basis for Third World Feminism. Conditions 

in the 1970s–1980s, fueled by inherent inequalities in the Chicano Movement, would 

produce an intense counter response to the traditional nuclear family model. These 

counter discourses would prevail in texts such as Gloria Anzaldúa’s and Cherríe 

Moraga’s This Bridge Called My Back (Bridge). Bridge foregrounds Third World 

Feminism, by challenging the notion of women’s roles as secondary through the 

confrontation and disbandment of heteronormative paradigms linked to patriarchy. 

Within the context of the late twentieth century, Cherríe Moraga would coin the term 
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“queer Aztlán” (Moraga The Last Generation 150). “Queer Aztlán” would resonate 

widely as it called for the decolonization of the brown, female body by imagining a new 

nationalism and model of the family that demanded the elimination of homophobia. 

Though recognized, in part, in Bridge, sexuality would take on a more central role in 

family cohesion via the celebration of households headed by queer mothers. Other texts 

emerged, such as Richard T. Rodríguez’s Next of Kin: The Family in Chicana/o Cultural 

Politics which critically questions the exclusivity of gender confined roles defined by the 

traditional nuclear family model. Rodríguez’s text, for example, reconfigures the 

traditional familial paradigm by interrogating the authority of state powers in defining the 

traditional family by re-imagining what families signify for those who fall outside its 

regulatory borders (Next of Kin 3). In other words, his analysis centers the family unit as 

one not solely bound by blood. Most recently, International Perspectives on Chicana/o 

Studies: This World is My Place, edited by Catherine Leen and Niamh Thonton, 

examines the continued exclusion of Chicana/os as a result of physical and metaphorical 

borders (2). In particular, the text highlights the ways in which Chicana/o writers counter 

various forms of prejudices and stereotypes through a diverse array of Chicana/o 

identities that are constantly evolving and shifting (4). As a result, the text speaks directly 

to the ways in which families are adapting to these challenges by contesting traditional 

stereotypes linked to the heteronormative family model that no longer speak to today’s 

fluctuating political and cultural climate. 

Centering Dramatic Literature and Novels     

 In each of my dissertation chapters I focus on U.S. Latina/o literature, specifically 
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on fiction and theater, or dramatic literature,9 in order to thoroughly investigate the 

configuration of alternative collectives or family units. Engaging in dramatic literature 

allows the opportunity to place otherwise “strange” or silenced voices and families, on 

center stage. At the same time, theater as a genre requires performance before an 

audience and provides a unique organizational platform that allows a diverse community 

to come together including playwrights, directors, actors, community members, and 

academics alike. Fiction, on the other hand, allows for intimate accounts that, although 

representational, enable authors to work through various historical, sociological, and 

political discourses in order to provide narrative voices often skewed, if not absent, in 

mainstream accounts. Together, fiction and dramatic literature provide a very unique 

opportunity for readers and audiences to access multiple disciplines across diverse 

communities.  

 I begin with an analysis in two chapters of the representation of rural Chicana/o 

migrant and cannery worker families in the 1940s–1980s, in texts—both novels and 

plays—that are the bedrock of the Chicana/o literary canon. In my third chapter, I move 

to a broader Latino/a context and examine works that focus on Puerto Rican/Nuyorican 

urban residents in late twentieth century New York City barrios, displaced by 

gentrification and poverty. My fourth chapter looks at Latino/a family fragmentation 

produced by the incarceration of family members. The Chicano/as-Latino/as represented 

in these cultural texts are both native U.S. citizens as well as immigrants who face 

surprisingly similar economic and political challenges reflective of U.S. Latina/o 

communities as a whole that span across multiple generations. 

                                                
9 Dramatic literature calls for the text to be read as distinct from the performance aspect.  
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Fresh Produce, Broken Bodies: Migrant Agricultural Workers’ Struggles and 
Resistance Through Community Building10 
 
 In chapter one, my study examines migrant Chicana/o agricultural families’ lived 

experiences through the representation of multiple layers of life in migrant labor camps. 

Specifically I highlight the work of Milcha Scott-Sánchez’s play Roosters, Helena María 

Viramontes’s novel Under the Feet of Jesus, Cherríe Moraga’s Heroes and Saints and 

Tomás Rivera’s short story “Zoo Island,” that configure various types of migrant 

communities/collectives that vary in terms of location, size, and closeness. In particular, I 

center the hyper invisibility of women and girls in Chicano literature. Although living 

arrangements in migrant labor camps are temporary, migrant youth workers—often alone 

and far away from their families—find themselves subject to pesticide poisoning and 

deprived of medical care, a situation that generates opposition against the state in the 

form of alliances and spearheaded by Chicanas. These alliances serve to expose the larger 

social realities of exploitation based on race, class, sexuality, and gender.  

Yo Existo (I exist): Centering Alternative Collectives: Chicana Cannery Line 
Workers in Cherríe Moraga’s Watsonville: Some Place Not Here 

Next, I analyze Cherríe Moraga’s play, based on the factual Watsonville Cannery 

Company strike, Watsonville: Some Place Not Here. Overall the work of Cherríe Moraga 

is critical and considered part of the Chicana literary canon, and it is this recognition that 

allows for her making known the activism of the marginalized women that the text 

represents. The play examines migrant Chicana/o agricultural families’ in central 

California by providing a feminist critique that challenges mainstream Latino narratives 

                                                
10 The title for this chapter is in part inspired by Seth Holmes’ book Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies: Migrant 
Farmworkers in the United States. 
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that frame women’s roles as secondary. Through an analysis of testimonials—as found in 

The Cherríe Moraga Archives (1976–1989)—I trace a collective Chicana identity that 

emerges when Chicana line workers engage in political struggle and challenge traditional 

female gender roles imposed in both the workplace and at home.  

Gentrification in New York City Barrios: Resisting Dislocation and Displacement in 
Quiara Alegría Hudes and Lin-Manuel Miranda’s In the Heights and Ernesto 
Quiñonez’s Bodega Dreams and Chango’s Fire 

In chapter three, I move to a contemporary urban context through an analysis of 

texts that focus on urban “renewal” programs in predominately Puerto 

Rican/Nuyorican barrios in New York City. The novels of Ernesto Quiñonez’s Bodega 

Dreams and Chango’s Fire and Quiara Alegría Hudes and Lin-Manuel Miranda’s 

Broadway hit play In the Heights together speak to the poor living conditions of the 

barrio in the larger structural context of disinvestment. These texts capture the residents’ 

ability to counter oppressive circumstances through alternative economies and/or 

alliances. Whether through alternative church groups or cultural activities, Latina/o 

residents succeed in reclaiming the social spaces of their neighborhoods by coming 

together with fellow barrio residents. At stake is the ability to maintain community ties 

across multiple generations through the use of social capital.  

In the Shadow of the Prison: Mass Incarceration, Racial Targeting, and Familial 
Fragmentation in Migdalia Cruz’s El Grito del Bronx, Lourdes Santiago’s Outside 
the Wall: A Puerto Rican Women’s Struggles, and Ashley Lucas’ Doin’ Time: 
Through the Visiting Glass  

 
Lastly, in my fourth chapter, I shift my focus to Latina women who are forced to 

confront social stigma and ostracism due to the imprisonment of loved ones. The Latina 

woman’s positionality in prison literature has long been rendered secondary, if not 
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absent. I then examine the plays of Migdalia Cruz’s El Grito del Bronx, Ashley Lucas’ 

Doing Time on the Outside: Through the Visiting Glass and Lourdes Santiago’s 

biography Outside the Wall: A Puerto Rican Woman’s Struggle. Through alliances with 

Latina women facing similar challenges, characters in these texts dispel the myth of the 

“irredeemable” prisoner by recognizing the larger social conditions responsible for 

targeting Latino/as into the prison system. By coming together with others who are 

similarly ostracized, these women hold accountable public and private entities 

responsible for the lack of investment in their communities. 

 The need to examine the historical and political challenges faced by women in 

different spaces as well as the daily lived violence experienced by Latina/o communities 

is critical in understanding the strength and formation of alternative collectives. What is 

clear is that the persistence of Latina/os in coming together in various settings, be they 

work, neighborhood, or other community spaces, speaks to their ability to build social 

capital as an avenue towards political and cultural agency. In purposefully juxtaposing 

dramatic literature and novels specifically, I have been able to highlight an alternative 

perspective centered on grassroots organizing and coalition building that is often 

overlooked in Latino literary criticism. Ultimately, through a critical examination of the 

intersection that brings together theater, literature, prison, ethnic, and gender studies I 

hope to have unmasked power relations and allowed for a centering of social activism 

through alternative collectives in cultural production as a step towards combating 

inequities. 
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Chapter I: Fresh Produce, Broken Bodies: Migrant Agricultural Workers’: 
Struggles and Resistance Through Community Building11 

 
“In all social systems there must be a class to do the mean 
duties, to perform the drudgery of life. . . Its requisites are 

vigor, docility, fidelity. Such a class you must have, or you 
would not have that other class which leads [to] progress, 

refinement, and civilization” 
—Senator James H. Hammond (1858) 

 
“It was always a question of [agricultural] work, and work 
depended on the harvest, the car running, their health, the 
conditions, of the road, how long the money held out, and 
the weather, which meant they could depend on nothing” 

—Helena María Viramontes, Under the Feet of Jesus 
 

James H. Hammond’s quote is taken from a speech before the U.S. Senate during 

the antebellum period, and anchors the dependence of a specific racial group necessary to 

perform agricultural duties. Although chattel slavery by no means equates with that of the 

contemporary state of agricultural workers, the quote critically points to the underlying 

logic tied to racial hierarchies fundamental in the agricultural industry and linked to the 

U.S. economy. Viramontes’ quote then serves as a direct response to this much larger 

phenomenon by revealing how the working-class faces daily financial, emotional, and 

physical challenges associated specifically with agricultural work and endured through 

multiple generations. The degree of danger and instability that accompanies agricultural 

work is significantly complicated by the seasonal migration of the entire family. Day-to-

day seemingly minor changes can potentially have a devastating impact.  

This chapter focuses on events that begin in the 1940s and highlight the numerous 

economic and living challenges concurrent with agricultural labor. The availability of 

                                                
11 The title for this chapter is in part inspired by Seth Holmes’ book Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies: Migrant 
Farmworkers in the United States.  
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workers ready and willing to work is fundamental for this industry, but the harvest yield 

depends upon multiple unpredictable factors which sometimes shift dramatically from 

season to season. Sometimes ample crops, and consequently work, are abundantly 

available; at other times, no work is available. Moreover, the physical hardship—often 

entailing endless hours in the sun with little access to clean water—quickly takes a toll. 

Unfortunately, the wages do not compensate for the sufferings as agricultural workers 

annual earnings average $7,000-$9,000—well below the poverty level (Findeis 63). This, 

in turn, is linked to other challenges such as inadequate housing that is further 

complicated by the migratory nature of agricultural work. Because of the high need for 

seasonal labor coupled with few regulations, agricultural workers often endure unsafe and 

exploitative conditions. The dangers are so great that agricultural work stands as one of 

the top three most dangerous jobs in the U.S. with workers facing high rates of injuries 

and fatality (“National Census of Fatal Occupation …” 4). Further augmenting these 

hazardous conditions are financial and language barriers (Parra-Cardona et al. 362). 

Historically the majority of agricultural workers come from both the United States and 

Mexico with approximately 94% of all migrant workers identifying as Mexican and 

Mexican American, a situation in part fueled by the close proximity of Mexico to the 

United States (Kim Parra-Cardona et al. 361). Although there have been multiple efforts 

made to lessen the hardships of agricultural work—from union formation to the creation 

of multiple laws that protect agricultural workers’ rights—the on-the-job dangers still 

remain high.  

Numerous Chicano authors have written extensively about migrant families 

within the context of the agricultural industry; perhaps the most well-known texts are 
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those of Tomás Rivera’s …y no se lo tragó la tierra (1971) and Luis Valdez’s actos (acts) 

of El Teatro Campesino (Theater of the Farmworkers) (1990). Rivera’s …y no se lo tragó 

la tierra consists of a series of short stories that address farmworkers’ struggles and 

hardships during the 1950s. Rivera partly draws from his own lived experience and 

narrates the stories from the perspective of an anonymous young boy from a migrant 

family who must confront issues of frustration, isolation, and alienation. The role of 

women in his narratives, however, remains confined to the domestic sphere and, as noted 

by literary critic Maria Alicia Garza, these roles serve to mark distinct boundaries. These 

gender-based boundaries limit women’s roles in literature to those of wife, 

mother/daughter or whore, roles exclusively dependent upon relations to men (147). 

Although largely absent from these farmworker stories, women worked the fields as 

much as men since the 1930s.  

Like Rivera, Luis Valdez, through his theater company El Teatro Campesino, 

founded in 1965, was instrumental in bringing to light the cultural sphere linked to the 

challenges of agricultural field work.12 The theater troupe worked hand-in-hand with the 

United Farm Workers union (UFW)—headed by Dolores Huerta, César Chavez, and 

Philip Vera Cruz—by staging improvisational shows in order to inform audiences of the 

                                                
12 Numerous sociological texts have also covered the history of agricultural workers. For example, Ernesto 
Galarza’s Farm Workers and Agri-Business in California, 1947–1960, semi-autobiographical account 
reflects the challenges surrounding the American labor movement, mainly with respect to union organizing. 
Overall his text centers on private gain at the public’s expense. Similarly, Carey McWilliams’ Factories in 
the Fields substantiated the Dust Bowl exodus of the 1930s, and highlighted the conditions surrounding 
migrant agricultural labor in California by centering race. As the title of his critical work implies, like 
Galarza, McWilliams criticized the concentration of wealth and power at the expense of exploited labor 
hands. Although both of these texts are centered on farmworkers struggles, the hardships surrounding their 
daily lives are often overlooked and stop short of addressing the role of women. Amongst other notable 
sociological and historical texts on agricultural workers include: Seth Holmes’ Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies: 
Migrant Farmworkers in the United States, Matt García’s From the Jaws of Victory: The Triumph and 
Tragedy of the Cesar Chávez and the United Farm Worker Movement and Richard Steven Street Beasts of 
the Field: A Narrative History of California Farmworkers, 1769–1913.  
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exploitative conditions through actos or shorts skits. The theater troupe attained national 

recognition very quickly; however, the skits would notoriously cast women in 

subordinate gender-based roles, this despite the actresses’ critical positions in the fight 

for equal rights (Huerta 2). Yolanda Broyles-Gonzalez speaks directly to this 

phenomenon through her critical work El Teatro Campesino: Theater in the Chicano 

Movement. Broyles-Gonzalez’s text critiques the patriarchal structure of El Teatro 

Campesino by complicating the migrant agricultural worker narrative and making visible 

the multiple roles/dimensions of women that extend beyond the role of mother, 

grandmother, sister, or wife/girlfriend. Through first-hand interviews with former 

Chicana theater troupe members, she brings to the center the critical role of women in 

theater by complicating the good versus bad binary (Broyles-Gonzalez 135). In many 

ways, Chicana literary scholarship serves as a direct response to this patriarchal model. 

The problem in the non-representation of women workers is addressed by Broyles-

Gonzalez as one of the drawbacks of the theater troupe.  

 One of the most widely recognized authors to respond to the absence of the 

Mexican American/Chicana voice in this literature or dramatic work is playwright 

Cherríe Moraga. Specifically with respect to agricultural work, her play Heroes and 

Saints (Heroes), published in 1994, responds to the confined gender roles of women as 

found in the work of Luis Valdez and El Teatro Campesino. Heroes critically comments 

on representations of Chicana struggles of the 1960s that continue to resonate today and 

are marked by the lack of full recognition of the Chicana experience, both on and off 

stage. In Heroes Cerezita, a bodiless character born victim to pesticide poisoning, 

symbolizes the “struggle to wholly embody herself as female… Within the confines of 
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her culture, she is restricted by her femaleness as well. [Cerezita’s] bodilessness 

represents la Mechicana condition” (Moraga quoted in Huerta Chicano Drama 69). By 

acknowledging the ways in which Cerezita embodies herself, the play stresses that 

agency, even in physically limiting circumstances, can be created by building collectives 

with fellow farmworkers and centering the Chicana voice.  

Building on the work of prominent Chicano/a literary scholars, I examine Milcha 

Scott-Sánchez’s play Roosters (1988), Helena María Viramontes’s novel Under the Feet 

of Jesus (1995), Cherríe Moraga’s Heroes and Saints and Tomás Rivera’s short story 

“Zoo Island,” all texts that focus on the multiple layers of invisibility faced and combated 

by agricultural workers in both the workplace and home. Roosters takes place in the 

Southwest and, although not written by a Chicana,13 centers on an agricultural family that 

disengages from the community through cock fighting. Whereas the other texts 

mentioned above focus on the strength of community building, Sánchez-Scott’s play 

warns the audience of the dangers associated with solely seeking individualistic gain. The 

protagonist, Gallo, becomes so obsessed with cockfighting that this inevitably leads to the 

demise of both him and his family. The portrayal of the Chicana perspective through 

Under the Feet of Jesus is, on the other hand, of particular importance because it is one of 

the few texts written by a Chicana that builds from her own lived experience growing up 

with parents who worked in the fields. The novel takes place in California, the first 

agricultural region to burgeon and develop fruits and vegetables on a large scale and, 

thus, create a demand for a hefty seasonal and cheap labor force (Ngai 93). Thirdly, I 

                                                
13 Milcha Sánchez-Scott was born in Bali, Indonesia to an Indonesian mother and a father of both 
Colombian and Mexican origin. She spent a substantial amount of time in Mexico growing up. As a 
teenager her parents moved the family to California (Sánchez-Scott quoted in Bouknight 64). 
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examine Cherríe Moraga’s Heroes and the way in which the protagonist, Cerezita, builds 

alternative collectives by drawing attention to the continued birth deformities that plague 

the town as a result of continued pesticide poisoning. Finally, I provide an analysis of 

Tomás Rivera’s short story “Zoo Island,” which portrays a small make-shift town of 

agricultural workers housed in what were originally chicken coops. Although the short 

story focuses on a young-boy as the protagonist and not on the Chicana voice, I include 

the text here as a pivotal example of building community. Fifteen-year-old José takes it 

upon himself to go around and count each coup’s residents, a task that has never before 

been done on an official level and points to the importance of taking action by building 

alternative collectives. Overall, my examination foregrounds Chicana identity that 

extends beyond the traditional confines of mother/daughter/whore found in literary 

representations to focus on the context of the agricultural sector and on Chicana women’s 

critical roles in building alliances with fellow agricultural workers and their families—

albeit temporary—as formed through alternative collectives. In this respect, alternative 

collectives are fundamental and serve as a means of building community and solidarity 

through the production of social capital by pooling resources together—this includes, for 

example, providing a warm meal, assistance during medical emergencies, or even 

clothing—necessary for everyday survival. This chapter examines various types of 

alternative collectives which range in size and closeness, and notes the dangers of 

foregoing alliances as well as the strength found in a clan family and that of a close-knit 

agricultural or migrant community. At the same time, I argue that this collective action 

generates resistance in order to combat and expose the larger social realities of 

exploitation based on race, class, sexuality, and gender. This collective action, in the face 
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of patriarchy and harsh living conditions as an agricultural worker, all while raising a 

family, enables women to survive. Together these texts speak to the resistance of Chicana 

farm workers against the exploitation of agricultural workers. 

I have divided my chapter into three sections in order to identify the political, 

social and cultural hardships confronted by Chicanas. These challenges, in turn, become 

the building blocks for the formation of alternative collectives. The failure to form 

collectives and remain cut-off from the larger community, results in the detriment of 

individuals and their immediate families, as in the case of Roosters. In my first section I 

provide a historical overview of the daily and long-term hardships concomitant with 

agricultural work. This includes various forms of control and surveillance that include 

long hours and dismal wages that severely limit one’s mobility as well as the constant 

threat of deportation, regardless of one’s citizenship status. Often times this control 

necessitates alternative means for survival, practices for which agricultural workers are 

often blamed and criminalized as they seek to create economic alternatives to make ends 

meet. These practices may include collecting ripe fruit from the fields in the late hours of 

the night. In the second section, I address the familial, emotional, financial, and physical 

consequences correlated with pesticide poisoning. Perhaps one of the most pernicious 

aspects of agricultural labor stems from the hazards produced by the use of pesticides that 

impact field workers and subsequent generations. Finally, in the last section, I provide a 

close reading of Roosters, Under the Feet of Jesus, Heroes and Saints and “Zoo Island,” 

which, although works of fiction provide a context for the exploitative conditions linked 

with agricultural work.  
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Held Captive: The Agricultural Industry, Poverty Wages, and a Culture of Fear 

The agricultural industry boom, as specifically related to the production of 

produce, began in central California with its seemingly vast fertile land, combined with 

an ample supply of cheap agricultural labor, made for a lucrative industry. This led to a 

culture of surveillance and control through the establishment of migrant labor camps. 

Created by the state, the main purpose of migrant labor camps was to establish a strictly 

controlled and confined environment. All labor camps, however, were not created equal; 

instead there were various levels of housing reflective of larger racial hierarchies. For 

example, during the 1930s-1940s, in Sespe Ranch, a Southern California Citrus town, 

there was a separate “Mexican village” designed specifically for Mexican workers. While 

farm owners provided housing for some workers, Mexican and Mexican Americans 

specifically, “were obliged to build and pay for their own homes” (González 41, 

emphasis mine). This meant that when agricultural workers and their families arrived 

ready to work, they only had a barren dirt-filled plot for setting up tents or shacks to sleep 

in. Not only were Mexican and Mexican American laborers and their families expected to 

complete a full day of physically rigorous labor for little pay, but, in this case, as 

migrants they also had to locate, pay for, transport and build temporary homes. Coupled 

with the fact that most agricultural families traveled together, this relocation placed a 

tremendous amount of pressure on families. In stark contrast, housing for a single Anglo 

agricultural worker, for example, was not only already built, but also far larger than that 

of housing provided for an entire Mexican family (González 41). Although an extreme 

example, these differences in housing reflect the racial and economic challenges 

confronted by Mexican and Mexican American agricultural families alike. Migrant 
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workers, however, were not always required to build their own (temporary) homes; many 

times a place to live was already provided, but conditions were poor at best.  

When housing was already provided it was often segregated and adjacent to the 

fields consisting of no more than converted barns or chicken coops. Some researchers 

argue that segregated and poor quality housing was utilized in order to treat farm workers 

“homogenously, as interchangeable and replaceable” (Mize and Swords 18). Living 

conditions then exemplified the expendability of workers. This meant that families were 

constantly subjected to unsanitary and unsafe conditions (Tulchinsky and Yaravikova 

280). The availability of on-site housing allowed growers to control most if not every 

aspect of agricultural workers’ lives from fees deducted directly from their pay check for 

poor quality and high-priced food, as well as transportation to and from their work sites. 

The great irony was that these same fresh fruits and vegetables that agricultural workers 

picked were not necessarily available for their consumption. In Under the Feet of Jesus, 

for example, Viramontes highlights the daily challenges correlated with accessing food, 

from the limited rural locations of grocery stores, price gouging, to the poor-quality of 

food itself. In the scene, Petra, one of the protagonists of the novel, notes, “[while] the 

fruits and vegetables were firm and solid out in the fields . . . here in the [only] store 

[accessible to workers], only the relics remained: squished old tomatoes spilled over onto 

the bruised apples and the jalapeños mixed with soft tomatillos and cucumbers peeked 

from blotchy oranges” (110). Although a fictional example, the scene speaks to the lack 

of affordable and quality food available for agricultural workers and their families. 

Providing quality food was a feasible option for land and grocery store owners; however, 

that was not their priority. Instead their aim was to generate profits through sales to 
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grocery store chains of fresh produce. Together with the poor-quality housing, this served 

to further emphasize the expendability of migrant workers. Moreover, because migrant 

labor is based on seasonal work, employment, by its very nature, “often result[ed] in fat 

and lean seasons” (Apodaca 75). Work was not always available, nor were crops; thus 

sometimes even poor quality food was not accessible to families either because of low 

yield or the lack of funds. In large part, agricultural employers carried out this policy of 

providing rejected produce to the workers, in part to save money and rid themselves of 

wilted produce. Given the rural conditions of agricultural work, oftentimes there were 

few alternatives available for workers, especially those with limited access to 

transportation. The field workers who lived on farm lands did not have many options 

available to them in terms of access to stores; they had to eat what the company store 

made available; there, groceries were often bought on credit with amounts deducted 

directly from agricultural workers’ paychecks, as is the case with Petra in the earlier 

quote. Ultimately, this served as yet another way to control the spaces in which 

agricultural workers were allowed to navigate. Although federal legislation was 

established to protect workers, in reality, little was done to reinforce and ensure a safe, let 

alone adequate, housing environment (Gamboa 92). These severely restrictive housing 

conditions functioned to dictate and control every facet of their lives. Restrictive social 

order then extended into their daily lives and sometimes compounded by the constant 

threat of deportation, regardless of one’s legal standing (Mize and Swords 17 and 20).  

Thus workers eking out an arduous living in the fields had to grapple with 

additional challenges in the form of the policing and surveillance of immigration 

services. Viramontes makes this point especially apparent in Under the Feet of Jesus as 
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Petra, the mother of the protagonist, safeguards the precious documents verifying their 

United States citizenship. Despite their legal right to work, however, as people of 

Mexican origin they were under the same degree of surveillance as undocumented 

workers and were treated essentially as foreigners in their own country. Viramontes 

points the reader to these dangers through Petra’s diligent guarding and constant pressure 

to assert that she and her family belong in the United States. When confronted by 

immigration services, her advice is, “Don’t run scared . . . Don’t let them make you feel 

you did a crime for picking the vegetables they’ll be eating for dinner. If they stop you, if 

they try to pull you into the green vans, you tell them the birth certificates are under the 

feet of Jesus, just tell them” (63). Her quote functions as a means of affirming that one’s 

job and racial background often function as a stigma that signals deportation. For migrant 

agricultural workers, harassment and criminalization function as a daily part of life. This 

means that the simple daily chores such as getting to and from work as well as picking up 

daily provisions become daily acts of survival as their bodies are racialized and targeted 

as criminal. Rather than adhere to such profiling, Petra asserts her space and asks her 

children to do the same by proclaiming their rights to the land. In doing so she notes how 

agricultural workers are much more than bodies meant to toil the land; instead everyone 

has the right to the work and provide for their families, regardless of what type of 

documentation one does/does not possess. Given the Flores family’s legal status as U.S. 

citizens, one would find the fear of deportation far-fetched. However, historically 

aggressive racial targeting and massive repatriation for anyone that is “immigrant 

looking” has been a daily lived reality and led to the deportation of U.S. citizens of 

Mexican origin (Balderrama et al. 52).  
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Agricultural workers have been targeted and profiled simply because they earn 

their living working the fields. This is exemplified, for example, by the case of Ignacio 

Peña, whose family consisted of agricultural workers in central California during the 

1930s. Then only a child of six, he vividly recounts Immigration and Naturalization 

Services (now known as Immigration and Customs Enforcement or ICE) barging into his 

home one morning, drawing their guns and deporting the entire family without any 

questions asked. Peña notes, “They didn’t let us take anything,’ [including] . . . the trunk 

that held their birth certificates proving that he and his five siblings were U.S.-born 

citizens” (Koch). The result was that he and his family would first spend ten days in jail 

and later sixteen years in Mexico before his parents were able to attain copies of their 

U.S. birth certificates, thus allowing them to return to the United States. Although no 

crime had been committed, Peña and his family had been profiled and targeted. 

Criminalization then serves as a prominent theme within the lives of agricultural workers. 

Now, over eighty years old, Ignacio and the Peñas have yet to receive any form of 

apology for being mistakenly deported. For those who are “immigrant looking,” the 

constant threat of deportation translates to a culture of fear that ensures the domination 

and control of agricultural workers. As noted by Ronald L. Mize and Alicia C.S. Swords, 

“Growers could rely on fear rather than violence to keep workers in line because workers 

were made well aware of the history of state agents” (15). In both the Peña’s and Flores’ 

case, the same climate of domination endures. Agricultural workers then have been 

forced to seek alternative means of resistance that includes building alternative 

communities or collectives. Failure to become part of a community and instead opting for 
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a closed off/individualistic stance inevitably work to the detriment of the family isolating 

the member and leading to compounded economic and emotional hardship.  

In this next section, I deal with this individualistic option and the ensuing 

isolation that results when workers focus on individual gain to the detriment of the larger 

alternative collective as seen through Milcha Sánchez-Scott’s play Roosters. Sánchez-

Scott’s text highlights the Morales family, a fifth-generation Mexican American family 

whose history has deep roots in rooster fighting, a predominately male sport. Rooster 

fighting functions as a means of depriving agricultural workers of the little resources 

already available to them while at the same time depriving the community of social and 

economic capital, as linked to the individualistic nature of the sport. 

Synopsis and Background of Roosters 

The play Roosters is a product of the playwright’s participation in the Hispanic 

Playwrights in Residence Lab sponsored by International Art Relations, Inc. (INTAR)—

one of the longest Latino producing theaters in English. Hosted by renowned playwright, 

actress, dramatist, and teacher María Irene Fornes, for over fourteen years, the lab served 

as a site for mentoring young Latina/o playwrights like Sánchez-Scott as well as other 

equally prominent Latina/o playwrights such as Cherríe Moraga, Migdalia Cruz, Josefina 

López, Octavio Solís, and Pulitzer Prize winner Nilo Cruz (INTAR). Roosters initially 

premiered in New York City and was presented through a collaboration by both INTAR 

and the New York Shakespeare Festival on March 11, 1987 (Sánchez-Scott 4). The play 

garnered positive reviews from The New York Times. This collaboration between the 

theaters was atypical and spoke to the demand to bring Latina/o based themes to a more 

Anglo-centered audience. Similarly, its consequent debut in San Francisco, California, at 
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the Eureka Theater, a normally mainstream theater, brought more diverse groups 

together. In so doing the playhouse sought to create bridges across multiple communities 

while at the same time providing insight into the lives of agricultural workers.  

Milcha Sánchez-Scott’s Roosters (1988) follows the story of the Morales family 

whose patriarch, Gallo, prides himself on his rooster-fighting skills as a means of 

garnering more money for his family even though it is at the cost of depriving local 

agricultural workers of what little resources they have. The Morales family consists of 

Juana, Gallo’s wife, his kids, Hector, age twenty, and Angela, described as fifteen, but 

who looks like she is twelve, and their Aunt Chata. Despite the family’s U.S. citizenship 

status, coupled with their longevity across multiple generations in the area, the lack of 

economic and, consequently, job opportunities have severely limited their mobility in the 

United States. As a result, the fields prove to be the only employment option for the 

family.  

The Dangers of Closed-Off Family Units 
 
By centering rooster fighting specifically, Sánchez-Scott touches upon a much 

longer clandestine history that shies away from community building and instead 

encourages a closed-off family unit that deprives the community of potential resources 

and support. Although rooster fighting provides a recreational space of entertainment, it 

has its limits in that the fighting pit is a site for gambling. In its most basic form, 

cockfighting is a sport in which two roosters, typically adorned with metal spurs, are 

placed in a twelve foot ring and made to fight, usually to the death. Because of the violent 

nature of the sport it has been outlawed in the United States; however, many still practice 

it using covert means. Rooster fighting extends far beyond the confines of the ring as it 
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involves a great deal of investment in terms of both time and dedication that includes: 

(cross) breeding, training, and the conditioning of a bird. Gallo’s hobby quickly becomes 

his fixation, as is most prominently reflected by his nickname. In fact, the author, 

throughout the play, does not reveal his birth name; he solely identifies by his profession. 

Rooster fighting then provides Gallo with a false sense of independence and autonomy in 

that it chokes the community of the little resources already at their disposal. Rather than 

provide an additional avenue for funds, Gallo, in seeking his own personal gain, 

ultimately deprives his own family by inhibiting critical connections with their fellow 

community and, in so doing, severely limiting their social capital.  

Gallo has a severely skewed perspective on rooster fighting in that he has 

deceived himself into believing that robbing fellow agricultural workers of their money 

grants him autonomy by freeing himself from working the fields. Gallo, with great pride, 

notes, “[t]he [crucial] difference between them [agricultural work] and us [Gallo and his 

family], is we never put a foot into the fields. We stayed independent—we worked for 

nobody. They have to respect us, to respect our roosters” (Sánchez-Scott 23). “Respect,” 

here is confused with fear and necessity as Gallo preys on the severe lack of resources 

within the community. In reality “independence” from agricultural work speaks to the 

complete dependence of a system that seeks to garner individual gain at the cost of the 

larger community.  Rooster fighting then serves as a means of perpetuating hierarchies. 

Sánchez-Scott then utilizes this platform to make a larger critique of gender confines. 

Roosters and Magic Realism: Contesting Gender Confines 
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By highlighting the theatricality of rooster fighting, coupled with the 

incorporation of magic realism14—or the amalgamation of reality and fantasy—Sánchez-

Scott exemplifies the role of Angela as defiant of traditional gender confines. This 

narrative mode, “in magic realism [allows] the writer [to] confront reality…[by] 

untangl[ing] it” (Leal 121). The specific reality that Sánchez-Scott is referring to is tied to 

the roles imposed upon Chicanas. Unlike the other two Chicana characters who appear 

predominately in the domestic sphere—Juana, representative of the long suffering 

mother, and Aunt Chata, representative of the promiscuous woman—Angela situates 

herself outside of the domestic sphere by creating a space in the hollow just below the 

house. Functioning as her sort of makeshift bedroom and basement, Angela remains there 

through the majority of the play, staying quiet, but always vigilantly observing. Many 

times forgotten and neglected, she is situated in a prominent position to bear witness to 

the daily lived violence that occurs in the household. María Irene Fornes writes, “To 

observe and observing is not really very much a male quality. People who always have 

the opportunity to be active and dominant don’t have the need to observe. They don’t 

have the time to observe; it’s the person who’s forced to stay behind, the kid who’s not 

allowed to play, who’s looking out the window, who’s observing. And there are 

advantages to that. (Irene Fornes quoted via Coates 18).” These “advantages,” as pointed 

out by Fornes, are linked to Angela’s almost invisibility. Because she is always forgotten, 

those around her always speak very candidly, allowing her to fully embody the distinctly 

“feminine” quality of observation. While she cannot physically do anything when she is 

                                                
14 Of the most well-known authors of this narrative mode include, Gabriel García Márquez and Adolfo 
Bioy-Casares (See: Magic Realism: Theory, History and Community).  
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under the house, she instead utilizes the valuable information that she acquires to fulfill 

her role as a protector whenever she leaves her safe heaven. Typically the responsibility 

of protector/guardian is a masculine trait and, in many ways, reflective of the role of the 

gallo or rooster as protector of his chickens. She recites the following prayer, “Angel of 

God/My Guardian Dear/To whom God’s love/Commits me here/Ever this day be/At my 

side/To light and guard/To rule and guide/Amen.” (Sánchez-Scott 9). Looking to 

Catholicism for guidance and counseling helps to best embody the role of guardian and 

caretaker of the family. Segregated from other families and young girls her age, she 

becomes introverted in the absence of a larger community. Rather than limiting her 

protection to their physical well-being, she seeks to also provide emotional and spiritual 

leadership as most prominently displayed in the closing of the play. However, even this 

proves limiting considering she lacks the social capital normally associated with an 

alternative collective on which she can count.  

Ultimately Angela is unable to bring her family together over the long-term 

because of a lack of resources, both financial and emotional. As Roosters closes, Hector 

and Gallo find themselves in disagreement as Gallo adamantly opposes his son’s 

intention to rid the family of the prized bird, Zapata. In contestation, Gallo pulls a knife 

on Hector ready to lunge and swears that he will not let him sell the bird. Unable to stop 

them, Juana and Aunt Chata stand back, terrified. Just as it seems that death may be near, 

Angela prays for guidance, spreads her wings and levitates—a magical action suggests a 

need for a religious intervention to stop the threat of violence. Like a “protective hen” 

Angela seeks to embrace her family protectively, a move that points to the 
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performativity15 of gender roles. By performativity I hark to the work of Diana Taylor 

and am using the word in adjective form by referring to the “nondiscursive realm of 

performance” specifically with respect to the performatic and visual components/fields 

that are distinct from discursive realms that privilege Western logic. Performativity 

specifically refers to what is left unsaid and is linked to gender-based identities; 

performativity is difficult to identify because it in fact has been so normalized that it has 

been rendered invisible (Taylor 5). Angela’s final scene then points to performativity as 

the Morales family stands before her in awe; this fantastical act serves to temporarily 

restore their faith, as they look to her for guidance. However, even this pause proves 

temporary as the fighting within the family continues and goes beyond Angela ability to 

help. This closing scene, in juxtaposition with the opening scene, which mimics a 

masochistic/sadistic rooster fight against Gallo and his prized rooster, Zapata, exemplifies 

performativity. Angela’s role as the almost invisible daughter obliges her to take extreme 

measures in order to contest the confining roles that often limit Chicanas to the private 

sphere of the home. Sánchez-Scott utilizes Angela’s character in order to draw attention 

to the way she has been socialized to respond. Religious doctrine provides the only 

consistent model for shaping her gender identity as submissive. Her introverted and timid 

nature, that finds her always turning to her space under the house and praying for her 

families well-being, has been rendered normal; no one expects the women to verbally 

challenge what father and son are about to do, in view of the socialization of women tied 

to larger gender-based hierarchies. Given the closed-off nature of the Morales clan, the 

                                                
15 It is critical to make this distinction in performance studies as the performative refers to specific acts such 
as that of a marriage or graduation ceremony (Taylor 5).  
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future of the family looks bleak as other than financial gain there is no other motivating 

agency. While the play provides no definitive ending, it alludes to continued hardships in 

the fields and within the home as help and support is never sought outside of the 

immediate family. With that said, not all communities or alternative collectives are 

necessarily ready to immediately expand in size, instead their degree of closeness also 

may vary.  

In my next section I discuss Helena María Viramontes’ Under the Feet of Jesus, 

which centers on the Flores family that is dependent on migrant agricultural work. The 

Flores family is composed of mother, Petra, Petra’s lover, Perfecto, fifteen-year old 

Estrella, her twin sisters, and younger brothers Ricky and Arnulfo. Working together in 

the agricultural fields, the family serves as representative of a close-knit clan family that 

keeps to itself; however, all that changes when Alejo introduces himself to the family is 

the hope of forming an alternative collective of his own.  

Under the Feet of Jesus and the Strength of Alternative Collectives 

Viramontes disrupts the narrative of a close-knit clan family through the character 

of Alejo, age 16, who leaves his grandmother’s side to work in California. Originally 

from Texas, he leaves for California in order to help provide for the household. Alejo, 

however, finds a cruel economic reality as his wages are barely enough to get by, let 

alone provide for a fellow family member. As a result, during the early hours of the 

morning, he would sneak into the fields, collect peaches and later sell them at the local 

flea market. Initially this proves to be an effective method in offsetting his income. In 

fact, when he first approaches the Flores family, he offers Petra a bag full of ripe peaches 

that he picked himself—during the dead of night—and which serves as a sort of peace 
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offering. Alejo had first become aware of the Flores family upon spotting the young 

Estrella, of similar age, in the fields; he quickly feels drawn to her and later finds out that 

she is the daughter of Petra. His approach to the Flores family was thus very intentional, 

and speaks directly to Alejo’s need to forge a connection or bond. Although his need for 

extra income is great, he is willing to sacrifice a portion of his alternative income in order 

to build a connection with the family. Given harsh economic challenges, it is not 

uncommon for non-biologically related workers to come together in the form of 

alternative collectives for day-to-day survival, specifically in order to provide emotional 

and cultural support.  

While it is uncertain whether Alejo and the Flores’s will be working the same 

fields when the seasons change, despite his young age, he understands the value in 

developing a connection and building community. Alejo introduces himself as follows: 

‘My name’s Alejo y estoy muy lejos de donde nací. Como la canción 
Mixteca,’16,17 he joked...‘My mother’s dead,’ and Alejo cleared his voice, 
but the stone in his throat did not go away, ‘My grandma’s in Texas.’ 
Then he added, ‘I’m here with a cousin,’ saying it because he thought for a 
moment she would take the beans back [that she generously poured in the 
sack he brought the peaches in for both him and his family] as if not 
having a mother meant he had no family. He held the bag like a noose.  

 
Of pivotal importance are the opening lines of his introduction, as he quotes the lyrics 

from the song, “Canción Mixteca (Mixteca Song)” composed by José López Alavez, a 

                                                
16 “‘I am very far from where I was first born.’ Just as the Mixteca song goes ” 
17 The original song reads as follows: “¡Qué lejos estoy del suelo donde he nacido!/inmensa nostalgia 
invade mi pensamiento;/y al verme tan solo y triste cual hoja al viento,/quisiera llorar, quisiera morir de 
sentimiento./¡Oh Tierra del Sol! Suspiro por verte/ahora que lejos yo vivo sin luz, sin amor;/y al verme tan 
solo y triste cual hoja al viento,/quisiera llorar, quisiera morir de sentimiento (How far I am from the land 
where I was born!/Immense nostalgia invades my thoughts;/And seeing myself so lonely and sad like a leaf 
in the wind,/I want to cry, I want to die from this feeling./Oh Land of the Sun! I yearn to see you!/Now that 
I'm so far from you, I live without light and love;/And seeing myself so lonely and sad like a leaf in the 
wind,/ I want to cry, I want to die from this feeling.)” (Loefflerr 102). 
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Oaxacan musician, who during the early 1900s wrote the song to express his longing for 

his beloved Oaxaca during his long stay in Mexico City (Loeffler et al. 46). The lyrics 

speak to the yearning and pain correlated with the separation from one’s home. Instead of 

strictly evoking a geographic region, the song expresses the deep pull and longing for 

one’s cultural roots and family. It represents a profound nostalgia and sadness that can 

barely be contained. At the same time, the innate draw to one’s land speaks to the even 

greater pull or necessity of being away in order to, in the case of Alejo, provide for 

family members back home. Although originally written in a Mixteco context, the song 

has since been readapted by multiple artists18 as many Mexican and Mexican American 

citizens have adopted the song to reflect the pain and yearning linked with being far from 

home. For Alejo to jokingly refer to the song in the opening lines of his introduction to 

Petra suggests a point of empathy, which he knows Petra understands. Even though she 

has her family with her, she shares the same loneliness and nostalgia connected to 

migrant work. These simple words then speak heavily to Petra, who, in turn, earnestly 

pours him “six…cups of pinto beans from a ten-pound sack that Perfecto [her husband] 

had managed to get out of the store owner after snaking the man’s backroom 

toilet…[along with] a few flour tortillas” (Viramontes 44-5). Food serves as a precious 

commodity and, upon recognizing Alejo’s generosity and similar positionality, she 

almost immediately forges a bond with him, sharing the few resources she has. Alejo, in 

response, is quick in noting that, he does not travel alone and that he has a young cousin 

to care for at his side as well as his grandmother in Texas. In addition, the generous 

                                                
18 This includes well known Mexican and Mexican American artists such as Antonio Aguilar, Lola Beltran, 
Ry Cooder and Los Tigres del Norte (The Tigers of the North), to name a few.  
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exchange of food speaks heavily to the financial, cultural, and emotional strength found 

in alternative collectives. While he could have easily approached Perfecto, Alejo’s choice 

to make an offering to Petra instead speaks to his need to forge maternal bonds through 

alternative collectives. While Petra does not take the place of his grandmother, Alejo 

does recognize the strength in creating alliances. This proves to be a valuable asset for 

Alejo when his extra means of income results in pesticide poisoning.  

Daño (Sickness) of the Fields: Pesticide Poisoning Amongst Agricultural Workers 

 Viramontes names the “daño of the fields,” or exposure to pesticide poisoning, as 

one of the multiple dangers linked to working in agricultural fields (93). With agricultural 

families often living adjacent to the fields, risk is further compounded as work and home 

become synonymous with agricultural labor, thus adding an increased danger to 

exposure. Viramontes speaks to this risk through the protagonist, Petra, who recalls that, 

her daughter, “Estrella was not more than four when she first accompanied the mother to 

the fields” (Viramontes 51). While Estrella did not necessarily begin working in the fields 

at age four, she would remain at her mother’s side. In part, this also speaks to the lack of 

childcare and the urgent need for labor and income in order to put food on the table. In 

this respect, Estrella, along with her brothers and sisters, were literally raised in the fields 

and exposed to pesticide poisoning early on. Children, as Viramontes highlights through 

the case of Alejo, are perhaps the most at-risk because of their young age.  

On one occasion when Alejo finds himself in the fields in the early morning, 

secretly collecting peaches to sell in the flea market, a pesticide biplane suddenly comes 

without warning, fatally spraying Alejo directly and narrowly missing his young cousin, 

Gumecindo. Unaware of the grave danger that he is in, Alejo runs home to his shack in a 
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panic. With no access to medical care and no means of attaining assistance, he stays 

home, his condition increasingly worsening. What Viramontes highlights in the novel is 

that Alejo, along with the workers that lived adjacent to the fields, were not informed of 

the spraying. Granted Alejo received what could be a fatal dose of pesticides, but so did 

those in the immediate surrounding area due to the poor insulation and decrepit 

conditions of their living quarters or bungalows. Within this context, the setting of central 

California is of particular importance in that it accounts for the massive use of pesticides; 

during any given time, it uses 20 to 50 percent of all pesticides sprayed throughout the 

United States (Bawney et al. 2). Although agricultural workers are well aware of this 

danger, they have little to no control over their work and home environment (Aruiry et al. 

923). Instead, they are subject to the will of farm owners, who do not have workers’ best 

interest in mind.  

Once exposed, there are few, if any, options in recovering from pesticide 

poisoning given the language barriers, the high cost of health care, and the economically 

strict budgets of agricultural workers. For Alejo, the exposure to pesticide poisoning was 

direct and almost instantaneously debilitating. What is perhaps most disturbing is that his 

first reaction was to continue working. Although his health was rapidly declining, 

financially, Alejo needed to be out in the fields. As the days progressed, so did his 

condition as everyday actions became increasingly challenging, until the very act of 

standing and eating would grow to be too laborious for him to withstand. Up until this 

point, Alejo had been struggling alone. Petra then takes pity on him and brings him into 

the Flores’ bungalow to care for him. Perfecto, however, almost immediately realizes the 

grave state of Alejo’s health and informs Petra, “‘He’s sick, Petra. Sicker than any yerba 
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[plant], any prayer could cure,’” to which Petra replies, “‘It’s not good to leave people 

behind. You don’t understand. I feel it in my bones . . . if [our kids] got sick, I would 

want someone to take care of them, wouldn’t you?’” (Viramontes 96-7). Petra’s 

commitment to Alejo is anchored in a sense of duty where, despite her limited resources, 

she readily shares with Alejo what she has at hand. While a combination of plants and 

prayer may not seem like very much, the time and dedication involved in tending to Alejo 

proves to be an invaluable expense in time and energy when raising four children. 

However, Petra does not second-guess her actions because she understands that the 

dangers associated with agricultural work leave one vulnerable to the “daño’s” grasp. 

Demanding Justice: (Lack of) Access to Migrant Health Care 

The entire Flores family watches as Alejo’s state grows from bad to worse with 

no promising ending in sight. Finally, left with no alternative, they proceed to seek 

medical attention, which is a difficult decision, as it requires spending already extremely 

limited funds. Upon visiting the local clinic they are only able to see a nurse as they are 

told that the doctor will not be at the facility for another week. Given her limited medical 

knowledge and tools, she refers the family to the local hospital and they are charged their 

last cent for the consultation. Left with not so much as gas money, Estrella, incensed, 

takes a crow bar and demands that the nurse return the money since medical services 

were not rendered. Estrella’s violent response to the nurse’s diagnosis and consultation 

fee functions as a critique of the larger models of discipline and control responsible for 

exploiting and rendering invisible the basic needs of agricultural workers. In other words, 

economic need and the high demand for agricultural labor leave laborers with limited 

opportunities and mobility as their goal is to work as much as they can before the season 
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ends. Far from serving as a means of acquiescence, Estrella’s actions instead speak to the 

need for daily survival linked to the lack of access to basic sources such as affordable 

food and safe housing. Alejo’s diminishing health, especially considering his very young 

age, serves as the last straw as Estrella blatantly rejects and contests the imposed models 

of regulation and authority. 

Within this context, Alejo’s pesticide poisoning evidences class and racial 

hierarchies and reveals that poor bodies of color that participate in migrant labor are 

highly exploited and treated as expendable. The fictional example of Alejo is a construct 

of the many Mexicans and Mexican American farm workers that have experienced 

ongoing exploitation and contamination from pesticides. In fact, to this day, agricultural 

workers have minimal, if any, legal and environmental protection against pesticide 

poisoning (Arcury et al. 233). The complete failure of the state to uphold safety 

regulations, coupled with ramped up levels of farm worker invisibility, has been tolerated 

for too long and in the narrative Estrella refuses to continue to abide by these confined 

paradigms. Estrella demands acknowledgement and justice for the atrocities not only 

inflicted on Alejo, but also on her collectivity. The rupture and sense of empowerment 

that results from Estrella’s actions serve as a launching point that allows her to exert her 

voice and demand justice. Though both Petra and Perfecto felt the same level of anger as 

Estrella did, they could not act upon their feelings because they had too much to lose as 

heads of the household. As adults and parents they would have most likely been arrested 

on the spot, leaving their underage children without caretakers. Instead, as the eldest 

child, Estrella does not hold the same degree of weight and responsibility. Up until this 

point in the novel, Estrella had always played a secondary role, either tending to her 
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younger siblings or working the fields with her parents, resulting in her having little to no 

say. While the focus of this scene is the clinic where Estrella threatens the nurse with a 

crowbar, I first would like to draw attention to the circumstances that led to this moment. 

Rather than labeling Estrella’s actions as an impetuous moment, instead her action should 

be understood as a reaction to a lifetime of bearing witness to numerous injustices 

highlighted by a vivid awareness of her positionality and surroundings. As noted by Kali 

Tal, “Bearing witness is an aggressive act. It is born out of a refusal to bow to outside 

pressure to revise or to repress experience, a decision to embrace conflict rather than 

conformity, to endure a lifetime of anger and pain rather than to submit to the seductive 

pull of revision and repression. Its goal is change “(Tal quoted in Lopez 76). As a young 

Chicana from a working-class background, Estrella has assumed an assertive stance by 

demanding that the hard work done by her and her family on a daily basis merits 

recognition and respect. Although the nature of the work calls for working in the fields 

and getting their clothes dirty and stained, it is nonetheless an honest living garnering 

respect. Alejo’s health condition brings forth Estrella’s assertiveness and a heightened 

cognizance of her own lived experience; she refuses to in any way deny or hide her 

background and upbringing because of the valuable knowledge that has resulted from it. 

In this case, the knowledge acquired is directly tied to a recognition that protecting her 

family—both biologically and socially depends on her; she understands that other entities 

are not going to provide any level of protection, for them. While Estrella is a teenager, 

she is not typical in any sense of the word, as the level of responsibility she has been 

obliged to take on extends well beyond her years. Although as Alejo points out, she 

realizes that there will be consequences to her actions against the nurse, in that moment 
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she sees the threat of violence as a necessary step towards accessing medical care for 

Alejo.  

Estrella’s decision to take a stance for Alejo but, more importantly, for her family, 

arises from the larger conditions of neglect to which she and her family have been 

subjected as agricultural workers. On their way to the hospital, Estrella notes, “They 

make you that way… You talk and talk and talk to them and they ignore you. But you 

pick up a crowbar and break the pictures of their children, and all of a sudden they listen 

real fast” (Viramontes 150). In her experience, Estrella’s pleas, under peaceful terms, 

have fallen on deaf ears; however, by picking up the crowbar, the nurse, in this case, is 

ready and eager to listen and to provide Estrella with what she needs. While Estrella does 

not necessarily seek to promote violence, she, at the same time, understands that it serves 

as one of the few avenues available to attain the resources needed to survive. Leaving 

without the money that belonged to the family was not an option for Estrella. Estrella’s 

response then reveals how the nurse’s actions function to destroy any sense of obligation 

to her family. At the same time, the seemingly unplanned strike against the nurse’s family 

portrait serves as a critical commentary on the key role of public health workers who feel 

no responsibility towards farm workers, although their very existence serves to guarantee 

the nurse’s employment. Were it not for the agricultural workers like the Flores’s, the 

nurse would not have a job. It is their labor in the fields that ensures that dinner tables 

like hers are provided with fruits and vegetables, fuel for her vehicle, and a roof over her 

heads. Thus, the labor of agricultural workers functions as vital to the larger economy and 

although it should be respected, it is not.  
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The authorities, however, as Alejo points out will not readily interpret Estrella’s 

violent response in the same way. Alejo, as he progressively weakens, and in transport to 

the hospital by the Flores family pleads with Estrella: “Don’t make it easy for them . . . 

No. No. No. . . . Can’t you see, they want us to act like that?” (Viramontes 152-3). By 

“them” Alejo refers to representatives of the state that include the nurse at the clinic. 

Despite his young age, Alejo understands the extra degrees of scrutiny to which 

agricultural workers are subjected. As a result, the Flores family must be particularly 

careful with their every move as they are treated more harshly under the eyes of the law. 

Alejo’s quote then points to the recognition that Estrella’s violent response will be seen 

as one more criminal act by an individual of a particular race and class. Scholar Lisa 

Cacho notes, “to be stereotyped as criminal is to be misrecognized as someone who 

committed a crime, but to be criminalized is to be prevented from being law-abiding” (4). 

In this case, poor agricultural workers are targeted. Laws then serve to perpetuate 

hierarchies by policing specific portions of the population more heavily on the basis of 

race and class. In the case of Viramontes’ novel, Estrella’s and her family’s extreme 

poverty has severely limited the opportunities available to them. As initially noted in the 

opening quote of this chapter, any slight change, including that of the health of a family 

member, results in desperate times and almost automatically hinders one’s ability to be 

law-abiding. For Estrella it is a case of survival; however, in the eyes of the law, this 

translates into criminalization.  

Cacho’s quote speaks to the extreme lack of resources that perpetuates hierarchies 

intimately tied to laws that target and criminalize individuals from primarily working-

class backgrounds. Petra, for example, returns to the bungalow after Estrella’s violent 
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response feeling very uneasy as she understands that it is but a matter of time before the 

authorities reach them. While it is uncertain how long this will take, the fear of their 

imminent arrival literally controls every move of the family. In many ways this is just as 

effective as the actual presence of the police.  

It is important to note, however, that policing extends beyond the police and 

includes community members such as the nurse. Upon seeing the Flores family, the nurse 

makes numerous assumptions, including the belief that the entire family does not speak 

English and is not from the United States. In short, she stereotypes them as foreign and, 

consequently, proceeds to treat them with caution. This description reveals what Lisa 

Marie Cacho has dubbed as “de facto status crime.” Cacho notes: 

de facto status crime does not refer to illegal activity; rather it refers to 
other’s perception that a person of a certain status is certain to commit 
future crimes and may well have already committed crimes unwitnessed. 
A de facto status crime is not contingent on criminal conduct; it is 
premised upon bodies perceived to be criminal . . . thus marking certain 
behaviors as not only illegal but also innate, inherent, and inherited (43-
44). 

Cacho’s term then speaks directly to Alejo’s multiple concerns that have been further 

heightened by Estrella’s actions. Despite his young age, he notes that their positions as 

agricultural workers receive additional scrutiny by state and federal authorities under the 

auspices of de facto status crime. Estrella’s innocence and docile nature have been 

transformed as she responds to the violence of medical neglect with an act of violence: a 

vehement threat with a crowbar. Although Alejo is aware that these extreme actions are 

her only option, he also realizes that negative consequences may follow; however, 

Estrella feels that there is no other alternative available to her. Given the prejudices and 

misconceptions coupled with the racial and class standing of disenfranchised groups like 
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them, Alejo knows that, if the authorities are called, Estrella will not be allowed to defend 

herself and that her parents will be arrested for her actions. The nurse’s disconnection to 

the very population she is employed to service is heightened when she, not knowing the 

extreme poverty of her clients, charges them a discounted rate, because she knows that 

“times are difficult.” Difficult is then an understatement as the survival of the family is on 

a meal-to-meal basis. However, rather than recognize the larger circumstances resulting 

in their extreme poverty, she quickly assumes neglect and presents judgment for not 

bringing Alejo in sooner.  

Similar circumstances surrounding the lack of recognition of the right of 

agricultural workers to live and work can be found early on in the novel when workers 

have to deal with immigration services. At one point while walking home after a long day 

working the fields, Estrella is blinded by a set of lights which she automatically equates 

with the border patrol. Alarmed she “fist[s] her knife” in her pocket that she used in the 

fields (Viramontes 60). Serving as her only weapon, her immediate reaction is to go 

down fighting. She increases her pace to full speed towards her home, so much that, 

when she arrives, she stumbles on the porch as she heads immediately to Perfectos 

toolbox where she locates a pry bar or crowbar. Witnessing her daughter’s behavior, 

Petra asks that Estrella return the pry bar to its rightful place. Estrella anxiously responds, 

“Someone’s trying to get me” (Viramontes 61). Despite being a false alarm, Estrella’s 

reaction extends beyond paranoia, as noted by Petra; the heavy presence of “la migra” or 

immigration services had been plaguing the entire agricultural community. Although she 

has her documentation in order, Estrella knows that she will have little to no time to 

defend herself and instead seeks an alternative weapon since she has already been pegged 
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as having committed a de facto status crime. In this respect, the entire family is limited in 

their physical and social ability as they must literally fight to work and function on a 

daily basis. Rather than address these problems the law treats “criminal[s] . . . [as] 

obvious, self-inflicted, and necessary outcomes of law-breaking rather than as effects of 

the law or as produced by the law” (Cacho 4). Criminality is then reduced to the 

individual level, rather than functioning as a factor of larger racial and economic 

marginalization. While the means to combat these repressive regimes are limited, 

alternative collectives function as a means of opposition. As the size of alternative 

collectives grows, so does their agency to demand change. I then turn to the work of 

Cherríe Moraga’s Heroes and Saints in order to draw attention to the way in which 

community on a larger scale is garnered to combat pesticide poisoning.  

Heroes and Saints: Pesticide Poisoning and Contesting Bodilessness 

Through Heroes Moraga calls attention to the dangerous conditions linked to 

agricultural work as inspired by factual events linked to central California. Between 1978 

and 1988 the small agricultural town of McFarland, California—located in the San 

Joaquín Valley—experienced an unusually high number of children born with cancer and 

birth defects (Moraga Heroes 89). As described by Moraga, the documentary video 

produced by the United Farm Workers Union (UFW) entitled The Wrath of Grapes 

(1986) would highlight details of McFarland’s tragedy, including the image of a child 

born to a farm worker with no arms or legs as a result of pesticide poisoning, an image 

that would, in part, serve as the inspiration for the play’s protagonist, Cerezita. Cerezita is 

born bodiless as a result of her mother’s, Dolores’, work in the pesticide poisoned fields 

of the fictional town of McLaughlin. Because of Cerezita’s physical state, she is fit with a 
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raite or ride that consists of a wheelchair operated by her chin. Consequently, her 

mobility is severely hindered as the flick of a switch renders her raite immobile and at the 

mercy of others (Heroes 90). As a result Cerezita’s physical state serves as a critical 

commentary on the confined roles of Chicanas.  

In a very literal sense, Cerezita’s bodilessness speaks directly to the absence of 

the Chicana body on the stage. In part Moraga speaks out of a point of frustration as it 

relates to her specific social location as a Chicana lesbian feminist playwright. Although 

theater companies were beginning to produce works by Chicana playwrights in the 

1980s—the time that Heroes was produced—little had been done in order to develop and 

cultivate their work; much less recognize the Chicana lesbian perspective (Moraga 

quoted via Jamison). Moraga then purposefully places Heroes in the larger context of 

Chicano theater by directly responding to well-known playwright Luis Valdez’s The 

Shrunken Head of Pancho Villa (Shrunken Head) (1964).19 Despite the twenty-year time 

span between the two plays, Moraga demonstrates how representations of Chicana/o 

struggles of the 1960s still resonated within the late 1980s context and marked by the 

absence of the Chicana voice, both on and off stage. Moraga thus marks Heroes distinctly 

as a feminist response to Shrunken Head as the vivid image of Cerezita’s character works 

                                                
19Shrunken Head serves as Valdez’s first play; the setting consists of the politically and historically charged 
backdrop of the early 1960s. Shrunken Head focuses on the fight against assimilation through the 
construction of a Chicano male revolutionary that is the fusion of two protagonists, Belarmino, a bodiless 
head who claims to be Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa, and brother to Joaquín, a petty criminal. The 
play ends as Joaquín returns from prison without a head. The final lines of the play are shared by 
Belarmino’s character—still in the form of a bodiless head—and allude to the fact that, eventually, he will 
take on Joaquín’s physical body and embody the figure of a new Chicano male revolutionary, one that 
honors and adheres to the historical and cultural legacy of Pancho Villa within the context of the 1960s.  
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to exemplify the condition of the Mexican and Chicana woman confined within the 

polarized figures of the virgin/whore dichotomy.  

Cerezita’s bodiless state then extends beyond the confines of the stage in that she 

represents, “the condition of the Mexicana woman. [In that] We have no body to be. 

There is no body to inhabit between the polarized figures of La Virgen de Guadalupe 

[The Virgin Mary] and La Chingada [the fucked one]” (Moraga, Art in America 159-

160). The figures represent two extremes in that La Virgen de Guadalupe (La Virgen) 

alludes to the ideal and unrealistic figure of womanhood—“pure,” virginal, and 

submissive. While La Chingada, specifically refers to La Malinche or female traitor who, 

having served as Hernan Cortez’s Indian translator and mistress20 is often rendered 

synonymous with all betrayal and often referred to as “la chingada [the fucked one],” 

following Octavio Paz’s rendition. Not only do these models reflect the limitations 

imposed on Chicana female identity, but also make clear that the Chicana lesbian does 

not fit into either of these restrictive bodies. Even though Cerezita is not a lesbian, 

Moraga developed her from a distinct Chicana lesbian sensibility. In other words, Moraga 

constructs Cerezita outside of these limiting archetypical figures by distinctly centralizing 

and framing the protagonist’s “struggle to wholly embody herself as female . . . within 

the confines of her own culture” (Moraga quoted via Huerta 69). Cerezita’s bodilessness 

forces the audience to recognize her beyond these limited roles as she literally cannot 

                                                
20 According to Octavio Paz’s The Labyrinth of Solitude Malinche “gives” herself to Cortés as a slave even 
though her mother, a noblewoman, sold her into slavery in order for her younger brother to succeed to the 
throne (Messenger 95). As the key translator she was in part responsible for Cortéz’s conquest of land. She 
eventually bore a son, considered the first mestizo, to Cortés. As such she is considered the mother of the 
mestizo race. Her image has been redefined and vindicated by Chicana feminist who have re-contextualized 
her role as a victim of slavery and colonization (Messenger 96); she is often seen not only as synonymous 
with all betrayal but also as “la chingada,” following Paz’s rendition.  
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embody them. Moraga hints at this bodilessness in her earlier writing, “I see now in order 

not to embody the chingada, nor the feminized, and therefore perverse, version of the 

chingón [penetrator]¸ I become pure spirit--bodiless.” (Loving 120-1). Here rather than 

construct a body that fits into “neat categories (straight/queer, celibate/sexual, 

lover/sibling, erotic/political)” (Yarbro-Bejarano 68), Moraga frames Cerezita as existing 

beyond the confines of any one grouping. This allows greater attention to be placed on 

the larger social realities responsible for her confined physical state.  

In the absence of a physical body, she turns to the children of McLaughlin as a 

body of action and, in turn, an alternative collective to build agency and opposition 

against the oppressive conditions responsible for her state. Limited in physical mobility, 

Cerezita instead turns to her oratory skills to direct the children of McLaughlin to draw 

attention to the most helpless of victims, that of the small born/unborn children. Under 

her direction the children proceed to hang the bodies of the youngest victims of pesticide 

poisoning on small crosses in the agricultural fields. In this way the fields literally speak 

to the way in which the pesticide poisoning has rendered the land as synonymous with 

that of a cemetery as the fruit and vegetables that grow in the fields have been at the cost 

of many innocent lives. At the same time the vivid act functions to demand attention to 

the state of agricultural workers as, “nobody’s dying should be invisible . . . nobody’s” 

(Moraga 139). Although an extreme response, it also reflects the frustration and anger by 

McLaughlin’s residents at the lack of action to address the continued poisoning of the 

town. It is only through alternative collectives that continued opposition and resistance 

can persist.  

Building Alternative Collectives by Redefining Chicana Positionality  
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In the final scene of the play Cerezita then very consciously uses her 

representation of La Virgen to a readily recognizable figure capable of garnering a great 

deal of attention as a signifier of resistance. As Moraga notes, “[The church] is a double-

edged sword, which is that, on the one hand, the institution of the church is very 

oppressive, but at the same time the kind of spirituality we have as a Mexican people is 

really profound and can cause one to act” (Moraga Quoted Morales 17). Though in the 

beginning of the play Cerezita makes clear it that “[she] has no use for God” (Moraga, 

Heroes, 101) she still understands the inherent power behind the church and its 

iconography. Cerezita’s embodiment of La Virgen serves as the most effective means of 

uniting the collective against the oppressive powers responsible for the many deaths in 

McLaughlin. Moreover, as Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano notes, Cerezita’s, “emergence must 

take the form of La Virgen and Mexican Catholic martyrdom, since this is the only way 

Dolores can understand and accept, and therefore allow, Cere’s action” (74). By allowing 

the children of McLaughlin to adorn her in the image of La Virgen, Cerezita can play the 

role of a Chicana female revolutionary. Moraga specifically evokes the body of La 

Virgen so that Cerezita can exploit the familiarity and faith associated with the well-

recognized icon in order to move the community to action. In this way the delivery of her 

final words carries much more weight and serves to solidify the links within her 

alternative collective.  

Cerezita’s Closing Words  

Cerezita’s final monologue then reaffirms the strength of her alternative collective 

by evoking their shared plight from pesticide poisoning, a condition that parallels the 
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experiences historically suffered by Latina/os. Cerezita addresses McLaughlin with the 

following words:  

Put your hand inside my wound. Inside the valley of my wound, there is a 
people. A miracle people. In this pueblito [little town] where the valley 
people live, the river runs red with blood; but they are not afraid of the 
color red [. . .] You are the miracle people too, for . . . the same blood runs 
through your veins. .[. . .]You are the miracle people because today, this 
day, that red memory will spill out from inside of you and flood this valley 
con coraje [with anger]. And you will be free (Moraga, Heroes, 148). 
 

Her “wound” becomes symbolic of a much larger phenomenon as evoked by her name, 

Cerezita Valle, which literally translates to “valley of small cherries.” Cerezita takes on 

flesh by creating her physicality as representative of not only the pueblo but of a larger 

history of exploitation that speaks to the resilience and strength of the community. 

Cerezita, although justifiably filled with anger, is calling upon the people to re-gear their 

energy towards activism and ultimately change. Her wound becomes the wound of the 

entire pueblo because just as she has no physical body, the pueblo residents are rendered 

bodiless in that they also go unrecognized. Through this symbolism Cerezita 

acknowledges and demands accountability from the matrices of power responsible for the 

state of its residents. Moreover, she specifically refers to the people of McLaughlin as 

“the miracle people” because, like her, they were not meant to survive but, nevertheless, 

continue to endure. It is this level of resilience that similarly frames the next section 

through my analysis of Tomás Rivera’s “Zoo Island.”  

“Zoo Island”: The Census and Community Building 

Tomás Rivera, is perhaps most well-known for his series of short-stories 

highlighting the arduous work conditions of agricultural worker families. In the short 
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story titled “Zoo Island,” Rivera follows the life of José, a fifteen-year-old agricultural 

worker, who wakes up abruptly from a vivid dream and realizes that the make-shift 

community, in which several dozen fellow agricultural families reside, has never been 

counted. He then takes it upon himself to organize the community and take a census of its 

residents.  Although the story does not center on the Chicana voice, I include it here 

because the dominant theme reflects the abject poverty that necessitates community 

alliances on a larger scale. The story opens noting the heavy labor and long work hours of 

farm workers only to have their day off disrupted by locals.  

The agricultural families are forced to live in converted chicken coops, as noted 

earlier, a typical phenomenon that not only segregates workers, but serves to make a 

spectacle of them. The father notes:  

here come those Whities [local townspeople]. They don’t leave a person in 
peace, do they? Soon as Sunday comes, they come riding over to see us, to 
see how we live. They even stop and try to peek inside our chicken coops. 
You saw last Sunday how that row of cars passed by here. Them [sic] all 
laughing and laughing, and pointing at us. And you think they care about 
the dust they raise? Hell no…And here we are, just like a bunch of 
monkeys in that park in San Antonio—Pakenrich [sic] [referring to the 
Brackenridge Park Zoo]. (179). 

 
Agricultural workers are viewed as mere objects of entertainment. The scene proves even 

more insulting as it takes place on Sunday, the only day available for the workers to rest. 

As Rivera points out, a typical work week during the summer could easily range from 

sunrise to sunset, coupled with travel time; an average work week well exceeded seventy 

hours. However, rather than being permitted Sunday to recover, workers are robbed of 

the little time allotted to them as they are instead subjected to ridicule for the purposes of 

amusement. The steady stream of Anglo onlookers serves to reaffirm racial and class 
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divides. As Saidiya Hartman notes, enjoyment “entails the exercise of a right; the 

promise and function of a right, privilege or incorporeal hereditament. Comfort, 

consolation, contentment, ease, happiness, pleasure and satisfaction. Such includes the 

beneficial use, interest, and purpose to which property may be put, and implies rights to 

profits and incomes therefrom” (23). The process of the townspeople purposefully 

loading up their cars to gawk at the conditions of the make-shift shack community and its 

residents directly reflects hierarchies that reduce the presence of agricultural workers to 

brute labor. Spectacle then takes on an entirely new meaning as the weekly ritual of 

driving by the make-shift town to observe at its inhabitants only reasserts the daily lived 

conditions of banal violence agricultural workers must endure. The fact that it has 

become such a “normal” phenomenon for the Anglo townspeople also speaks to the way 

in which they view this ritual as the exercise of a “right” to subordinate agricultural 

workers.  

José recognizes this divide that separates/limits the rights of agricultural workers. 

He sees the importance of the recognition of their place and rights. For this reason he 

turns to the census as a means of combating these stereotypes and acknowledging a larger 

community based collective. In this respect, the census functions as an, albeit informal, 

recognition of the population, whereas before, in part because of its transient nature, 

agricultural workers were not recognized beyond their labor. Documenting residents full 

names and critical details—age, place of birth, and number of family members allows for 

a more formal process. Although he could have stopped after their names, he knows that 

it is important to keep a full record, and consequently he takes careful note of those who 

are no longer able to work the fields, either because they are elderly or too young. The 



52 

 
 

job is taken seriously by José and his friends as numbers would be placed by each 

chicken coop—to insure that everyone is officially recognized and to expedite mail 

distribution. As residents of the small, initially unnamed communities, come to find out 

what the kids are up to, the people slowly come to acknowledge the critical importance of 

the census.  

The census allows for a larger discussion that points to the invisibility of 

agricultural workers and that, in turn, functions to solidify the strength of the community. 

Slowly residents begin to talk about José’s endeavor, and although initially dismissed as 

mischief, the project opens up a much larger discussion. For example, one resident 

comments, “Tell me, when’s anybody ever asked you your name and how many you got 

in the family and then write it all down on paper” (Rivera 179). Their identities extend 

well beyond the agricultural fields, yet little to nothing is being done to recognize 

workers outside of the confines of their work place. Even in the fields when their 

presence is most needed, they count only as far as their labor and productivity is 

concerned. Their well-being and health and overall existence are irrelevant. José then is 

performing the very critical task of evoking change and this does not go 

unacknowledged. Upon soliciting Don Simon, the make-shift town’s recluse, for his 

information, he comments, “By counting yourself, you begin everything. That way you 

know you’re not only here but that you’re alive. Ya’ll know what you ought call this 

place? Zoo Island.” (181). Don Simon recognizes the census as the initial steps for vital 

social, cultural, and political resources—from that of a post office, church, and even 

schools. Resources had otherwise been what fellow community members provided one 

another, if not accessed outside of the confines of the community. Don Simon makes 
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reference to this by suggesting the name “Zoo Island.” Zoo Island speaks to the way in 

which the adjacent town views and treats its residents, as segregated and confined within 

its immediate borders. Venturing outside of the make-shift town is only done to acquire 

supplies and to go to work. As a result the support and camaraderie formed in the 

immediate community is all the more vital. Given this context, the census provides a 

critical platform for resistance and agency in that they are defining themselves as 

members of a collective. However, aside from evoking the need for a change with respect 

to the financial investment into “Zoo Island,” the act provides an internal change tied to a 

sense of belonging.  

Although residents belong to a community, their existence and sense of 

community is largely unrecognized; it is not until Zoo Island is formerly created that the 

resident’s alternative collective and sense of agency is solidified. Towards the end of the 

story José and his friends conclude the census, create a sign and hang it on front of gate 

of the town declaring it, “Zoo Island, Pop. 88 ½,” as the half noted that one of the 

residents was expecting. The very same morning that the sign was hung, every one of its 

residents had already made it a point to take a picture of himself or herself in front of the 

sign. In doing so, the act reaffirms their sense of place and belonging. They are no longer 

solely recognized as a transient population or strictly as agricultural workers; instead, 

they are members of a community, whose population necessitates recognition and access 

to resources. It gives them agency and a sense of location, but more importantly a voice. 

José’s consequent demeanor serves as the primary example of this new identity as his 

way of life significantly shifts taking the census fuels his need to speak up. Invisibility is 

no longer an option; instead he demands to be heard, as he along with the other residents 
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of Zoo Island, refuse to remain unacknowledged. For José, forging community through 

alternative collectives proves fundamental.  

Conclusion 

 Agricultural work continues to be one of the most dangerous professions in the 

nation. Historically farm workers in the Southwest have consisted of Mexicans and 

Mexican Americans alike, often spanning through multiple generations. Greater attention 

must be paid to creating a safe environment from taking the necessary precautions to 

prevent pesticide poisoning, insure safe housing, as well as access to health and medical 

resources. In the absence of formal legal and political means of protection, agricultural 

workers and their families often turn to each other for support through alternative 

collectives. Complicated within this framework is the role of gender with respect to 

Chicana women in the context of building community through both formal and informal 

means—from sharing food, creating alliances, to helping out a fellow worker when she or 

he is ill. While seemingly banal tasks, they serve to create solidarity and reaffirm 

camaraderie. Furthermore, because of the transitory nature of migrant agricultural labor, 

coupled with the criminalization related with being “immigrant looking,” it is often 

difficult to fully document the dangers faced. Literature has a role to play here, although 

clearly more research needs to be conducted in order to best address and provide the 

necessary resources to insure not only the safety of agricultural workers, but also that 

they have access to basic human rights. Ultimately, although fruits and vegetables are a 

ubiquitous part of every household, the process of harvesting produce is one of the most 

poorly paid jobs, but at the same time the most critical to the nation’s food supplies. 

Legislation and regulations must be implemented to reflect the valuable  
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work that farm workers perform.
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Chapter II: Yo Existo (I Exist): Centering Alternative Collectives: Chicana Cannery 
Line Workers in Cherríe Moraga’s Watsonville: Some Place Not Here 

 
 

“Esta huelga para mí es algo muy fuerte. 
Me ha enseñado a hablar, a defenderme, a decir… 

‘No.¡Ya no! ¡Ya no es justo!” 
—Reyna Guzmán21 

 

“The Mexican Family as a result [of the Watsonville strike] was seriously  
rattled… [As many cannery worker] women experienced for the first  

time the trials and exhilaration of true solidarity in a political struggle…  
Mexican women leaders of Watsonville never went back  

to the silence that had shaped their lives before the strike” 
—Ellen Gavin22 

 

This chapter centers on the Watsonville Cannery Company Strike taking place 

from September 1985 through March 1987 and highlights the key role of Chicana 

cannery line workers as configured in Cherríe Moraga’s fictional play Watsonville: Some 

Place Not Here (Watsonville). Watsonville was written as a sequel to her play Heroes and 

Saints (Heroes) which focused on the ramifications of pesticide poisoning in the fictional 

agricultural town of McLaughlin, California. Unlike Heroes, Watsonville follows the 

protagonists as they turn to cannery work. While there is a shift in the type of agricultural 

labor highlighted in Watsonville, many of the same exploitative and oppressive 

conditions that figure in Heroes remain. The play focuses on unreasonable work quotas 

that dictate the minimum amount of vegetables cut per hour, poverty level wages, and 

                                                
21 “For me this strike has been something very powerful. It has taught me how to speak up, defend myself, 
and say… ‘No. This is not just!’” (Moraga Manuscripts “Guzmán” 1, all translations are my own unless 
otherwise noted). 
22 Gavin, Ellen. “Sponsorship Letter.” Compiled by Moraga, Cherríe. 8 Feb 1994. 
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little to no health benefits that lead the characters to strike. To best understand 

Watsonville, it is best to first contextualize the events surrounding Heroes.  

Loosely based on actual events, Heroes takes place in 1988 in the fictional town 

of McLaughlin, California. The play is a satirical theatrical piece based on the historical 

and institutional exploitation of agricultural workers in the central valley of California. 

The main characters consist of Dolores, a field worker and mother to Cerezita, born a 

bodiless victim as a result of pesticide poisoning,23 and, Father Juan, a Catholic priest and 

activist, who assists Cerezita in combating the exploitative conditions of agricultural 

workers. Cerezita plays a critical role spearheading the battle against field owners and 

apathetic government officials in relation to the deaths and illnesses of farm workers and 

their families in McLaughlin. As a closing act of defiance, Cerezita, together with Father 

Juan, proceed into the fields and burn them as a means of contestation and opposition. 

She dies as a result of the fire. Watsonville picks up with Dolores having left McLaughlin 

to escape the injustices that plagued her and fellow agricultural workers. She turns to 

cannery work where she confronts a different set of challenges. Because many actual 

agricultural workers turned to cannery work as an alternative, including many of the 

women Moraga interviewed,24 it is no coincidence that Moraga builds upon these 

connections in the sequel to Heroes. 

                                                
23 Metaphorically Cerezita’s bodilessness is heavily rooted in magic realism and symbolizes a “struggle to 
wholly embody herself as female . . . within the confines of her culture…[Cerezita’s] bodilessness 
represents la Mechicana condition” (Moraga quoted via Huerta Chicano Drama 69). This means that the 
paradigm or body of the virgin or whore, which traditionally define the “Mechicana condition,” do not fit 
Cerezita, as a result she has no body to inhabit. I delved into a more substantial analysis of Cerezita in the 
previous chapter.  

24 Because of Watsonville’s rich agricultural climate, based in central California, families had a history of 
working in the fields and processing plants (Donahoe 446). This fact is further reiterated in multiple 
archival accounts, see: Moraga Manuscripts “Contreras” and “Guzmán.” 



58 

 
 

The critical difference between the two plays, however, is that Moraga went 

beyond published accounts of the strike and the strikers for her sources and interviewed 

key Chicana—formally unrecognized—strike leaders and workers in order to attain a 

more accurate picture of the Watsonville Cannery Strike. Yet despite the extensive 

amount of first-hand interviews conducted by Moraga, Watsonville is not considered 

documentary theater, as she notes in the opening, instead the play is purely fictional. 

These interview accounts are housed in The Cherríe Moraga Archives (The Moraga 

Archives) and serve as the basis of Watsonville. I distinctly label these accounts as 

testimonials or testimonios. Although there are various types of testimonios my focus is 

specifically on narratives by a marginalized person and mediated by an outsider. This 

allows for a distinct discussion around agency by distinguishing between those that are 

being interviewed versus that of the mediator, in this case Moraga. More importantly, 

testimonios move away from individual identity and instead construct a collective 

identity that explicitly engages in political struggle.25 That is to say, although individuals 

are being interviewed, their narratives reflect, speak to and are representative of 

collectives. In order to underline this critical distinction, my analysis then focuses on the 

lacunae of Watsonville by incorporating the testimonios of Chicana strike leaders as 

found in The Moraga Archives. I argue that the role of Chicana line workers was critical 

in maintaining solidarity throughout the strike in the form of alternative collectives. I 

define alternative collectives as opposing the heteronormative familial paradigm through 

the workers' disidentification with and adamant opposition to traditional female gender 
                                                
25 I draw upon the work of Rosaura Sánchez’s Telling Identities: The Californio Testimonios for my 
definition of testimonio. By no means considered a new genre, testimonios have their origins in the 
sixteenth century during the time of Spanish colonialism. Testimonios gained great recognition and acclaim 
during the 1959 Cuban Revolution in order to establish a literary prize. 
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roles that were being imposed on them both in the workplace and at home. Although I 

highlight gender and gender roles here, I am not implying that gender stands in isolation. 

Instead, I will show how gender roles must be examined in relation to social conditions, 

problems and political practices directly linked to the intersection of race, class, gender 

and sexuality-based oppression responsible for defining this alternative collective. The 

success of the strike is in part defined by the fact that not one of the over one thousand 

workers crossed the picket line throughout the eighteen-month course of the strike, this 

despite the fact that 40% of the workforce consisted of single mothers who were forced to 

live off of a meager $55 a week provided by the union that prioritized the best interest of 

owners, and the predominantly male management, over line workers (Donahoe 447). It is, 

however, important to note that the cannery line workers opposition was not with the 

union itself, as they were critical in supporting strikers, but instead with union leaders.  

I have divided this chapter into four sections. The first section addresses the 

political and economic climate of exploitation surrounding cannery families which have 

left Mexican and Mexican American women particularly vulnerable to mistreatment in 

the workplace. In my second section, I move into a more comprehensive account 

surrounding the Watsonville Cannery Company Strike, through a close examination The 

Moraga Archives. A critical analysis of the (re)formation and (re)definition of the family 

in the context of the strike is critical in dispelling mechanisms of heteronormativity as a 

fundamental means of self-government; these Chicana women strikers were adamant in 

asserting their voices and roles under their own terms. Lastly, I will conclude by 
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providing a close reading of Moraga's Watsonville that explicitly incorporates the ways in 

which the archive was integrated into the creation and production of the play. 

Contextualizing Mexican and Mexican American Women Cannery Workers in the 
Late Twentieth Century 

As highlighted in my opening chapter, many of the exploitative conditions 

endured by agricultural workers in the 1960s would continue to plague families in the 

canning industry through the late twentieth century. The biggest distinction, however, lies 

in the fact that, unlike farm work in which both parents and children often worked side by 

side in the fields, cannery work was instead riddled by gender segmentation and 

stratification. Gender divisions in the work place would ultimately mimic the secondary 

role of women associated with the heteronormative family model.  This meant that 

“women's work” was limited to the lowest paying jobs such as working on the cannery 

line, while “men's work” entailed handling heavy machinery and holding supervisorial 

level positions.26  

Limited employment options, coupled with the high demand for cheap labor, 

would leave Mexican and Mexican American women ripe for labor based exploitation by 

cannery owners and management. As Patricia Zavella notes, “[the] occupational 

segregation in the canneries and traditional roles within the family reinforced each other 

to keep most Chicana cannery workers in a subordinate position both on the job and in 

the home” (Quoted in Shopes 927). Viewed as a “better” alternative to farm work, 
                                                
26 Gender stratification is not at all limited to cannery work as many factories or maquiladoras, on the 
Mexican border with the United States parallel similar hierarchies. The passing of the North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA), has heavily contributed to this problem, see: Leslie Salzinger’s, Genders in 
Production: Making Workers in Mexico's Global Factories and Andres Villareal & Yu Wei-hsn’s 
“Economic Globalization and Women’s Employment: The Case of Manufacturing in Mexico.”  
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California cannery work became the logical choice for many Mexican and Mexican 

American women because it required little to no experience. Unfortunately, gender 

stratification and segmentation would dominate cannery work from its inception in the 

1950s. In fact, well into the late twentieth century, “women remained effectively 

restricted to the jobs in the…[lowest] classifications that continued to pay less than the 

lowest paid men’s jobs” (Brown and Phillips 403). Mexican and Mexican American 

women were left particularly vulnerable because the number of workers far exceeded the 

number of positions available.  

 With an excess labor pool coupled with the pressure by cannery owners to 

generate the highest amount of profits, Mexican and Mexican American women would be 

subjected to the lowest paying and most hazardous positions. In fact, women specifically 

were initially paid at a “piece rate,” meaning workers were paid by the amount of work 

produced, while their male counterparts were paid by the hour. This meant that many 

women would be paid at well below minimum wage (Ruiz 15). Moreover, “women’s” 

work would be confined to cutting and packing positions, as opposed to management and 

supervisory positions, both considered to be “men’s” work. So hazardous were the 

working conditions that some women would suffer devastating cuts and lacerations while 

at work and often fail to attain first aid out of fear that the expected quotas would not be 

met. Consequently, infections would often result (Ruiz 29, 36). Moraga makes a direct 

reference to such a perilous environment in Watsonville via an agitprop stage, a la El 

Teatro Campesino (Farm Worker’s Theater),27 a scene which I will go into in greater 

                                                
27 El Teatro Campesino, founded by Luis Valdez in 1965, consisted of a theater agitprop or improvisational 
theater troupe that played a critical role in the formation of the United Farm Workers Union formed by 
Cesar Chavez, Dolores Huerta, and Philip Vera Cruz. The troupe would perform at various locations, 
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detail later in my analysis. Cannery work would continue to be fueled by the boom in the 

frozen food industry in central California and showed no sign of slowing down. The 

flourishing industry would lead to higher profits for owners that would, in turn, 

significantly deteriorate the working conditions surrounding cannery line workers. 

Central California specifically has served as a vital region for cannery work 

because of the proximity of fresh fruits and vegetables. In fact, by the early to mid-

twentieth century, the state of California would produce more canned fruits and 

vegetables than any other state in the U.S. By 1950 approximately 75% of the workforce 

would consist of women who occupied the lowest paying jobs with little to no 

opportunity for advancement (Ruiz 20, 25). Central California would quickly become the 

largest frozen vegetable producing region in the nation with Watsonville specifically 

considered the leading city, as it housed the two largest frozen food packing houses, 

Watsonville Canning and Richard Shaw Frozen Foods (Muraoka A-1). Both companies 

gave workers unreasonable quotas which, if not met, would subject workers to dismissal 

wages, despite the fact that workers were paid at an hourly rate. This proved particularly 

devastating for Watsonville Cannery workers, the majority of whom were primarily 

single Mexican and Mexican American women serving as primary wage earners for their 

respective households. Cannery workers were subject to an incredible amount of 

pressure. Conditions would take a turn for the worse when in 1985 a new contract by 

Watsonville Cannery Company owners would propose a reduction in wages, loss of 

medical benefits, and the elimination of seniority and vacation days (Manzo 56). Owners 

                                                                                                                                            
including strike venues, agricultural sites, universities, and community organizations to inform audience of 
the exploitative nature of agricultural work. See: Jorge Huerta’s Chicano Drama: Performance, Society and 
Myth.  
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would argue that such cuts were necessary in order to readily compete with the foreign 

market. Fed up with these injustices, on September 8, 1985 cannery workers would walk 

out and strike. Whereas Richard Shaw Canning Company workers would return to work 

with a cut in wages and reduced benefits, Watsonville Cannery Company workers 

continued to strike (Duck 63). The Watsonville strike serves as a unique organizational 

platform not only in terms of the longevity of the strike, but, more importantly, in terms 

of the strong alliances established by cannery workers, a point made central in Moraga’s 

play. Solidarity and community allowed the strike to endure as the majority of workers 

resided in the Watsonville area. This meant that individuals crossing the picket line 

would face ostracism from the community (Donahoe 446). I define these alliances as 

alternative collectives because although cannery strikers and their families initially came 

together out of necessity, they inadvertently established deeper alliances that would 

resonate long after the conclusion of the strike.  

Centering Marginalized Voices: Cannery Line Workers and the Archive 

The resilience and resistance demonstrated by the predominately Chicana cannery 

workers of Watsonville Cannery Company highlight the pivotal importance and strength 

found in alternative collectives (Donahoe 447). For almost two years, as noted earlier, 

cannery workers and their families were limited to a meager $55 per week in addition to a 

box of food provided by volunteers, who also served as cannery strikers, every other 

week. It is important to note that volunteers were not paid for this work as they instead 

did so for the benefit of fellow workers. To say that times were trying is an 

understatement. Some cannery workers were evicted from their homes, while others, 

unable to provide for their children, were obliged to send them to Mexico with 
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relatives.28 For children who were fortunate enough to stay, many were forced to drop out 

of school and work full time so that they could help provide for the family (Romero 18). 

Though a very painful decision, families were left with few, if any, alternatives. But this 

was not anything new as Mexican and Mexican Americans have historically fought 

impoverished conditions and discrimination.29 What was new, however, was that the 

strike garnered an avid national audience30 that would draw attention to these institutional 

discriminatory practices. 

The strike endured, in part, because of the vocal and still formally unrecognized 

female leadership amongst cannery workers. Whereas union leaders were formally 

acknowledged as the leading directing force of the strike, in reality several key cannery 

female workers were responsible for maintaining solidarity. Alternative collectives then 

served as a critical means of resistance as Latina cannery workers turned to fellow 

workers and their families in order to create rotating picketing schedules, collective 

cooking schedules, food drives, and assistance in childcare. All of these efforts served to 

strengthen their bond and, in turn, fuel the momentum of the strike.  

                                                
28 This proved to be particularly challenging and agonizing decision to make considering that relatives in 
Mexico were often under greater financial constraints, often relying on remittances from relatives in the 
United States for economic support (Moraga Manuscripts “Guzmán” 8). 
29 A University of California study found that in 1933, for example, Mexicans and Mexican Americans 
were amongst the most impoverished groups in the United States. However, rather than identifying the 
historic—and by extension economic and legal—discrimination committed against Mexicans and Mexican 
Americans; the workers were often blamed for bringing these “slum conditions” with them. (See: Vicki 
Ruiz’s Cannery Women, Cannery Lives: Mexican Women, Unionization, and the California Food 
Processing Industry, 1930-1950.) 
30 Gloria Betancourt, a Watsonville Cannery worker, for example, took her social and political 
consciousness and activism on a national level in that she spoke at various universities nationwide 
informing students of the strike and even attended the 1988 Democratic National Convention, assignments 
otherwise unavailable had she not participated in the strike (Moraga Manuscripts “Betancourt” 9).  
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To understand this larger platform, one must recognize the critical role of the 

archive in excavating these otherwise overlooked voices. In order to fully articulate the 

intimate level in which cannery worker women worked, in 1994 Moraga set out to 

interview former Watsonville Cannery Company line workers. However, with little 

documentation to go on, Moraga would be confronted with the task of first identifying 

and locating key leaders of the strike still residing in the Watsonville area. These 

testimonios would reveal that, despite the many years that had passed since the 

conclusion of the strike, apprehension still existed amongst the former workers and 

leaders because of their close ties to the Watsonville community and its leaders. This 

meant that a lot of the information provided, at least initially, was censored in order to 

protect fellow former cannery workers and community leaders. To off-set the trepidation, 

Moraga would emphasize the fact that the final piece would ultimately take shape in the 

form of fiction in order to protect her informants (Moraga, Manuscripts “García” 11). 

Though various, less-recognized journals published portions of the accounts of Chicana 

women cannery workers, it would not be until Moraga’s archival project that these 

testimonios would be consolidated into one extensive collection. Yet despite the detailed 

information provided by the archives, at the same time, I have to acknowledge the limits 

of the archives as historical documents. 

 In their most basic form, the archives are distinct markers of power that define 

what is and what is not valued. What this means is that although The Moraga Archives 

house these critical testimonios, the fact that they are exclusively a part of Stanford 

University’s Special Collections makes several critical points clear. First, there are 
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extreme limitations in terms of accessibility. Because these archival materials are not 

published or available anywhere else, access is severely limited to the general public and 

instead only available to a select few. Second, as Achille Mbembe notes, “the archive is 

fundamentally a matter of discrimination and selection, which, in the end, results in the 

granting of a privileged status to certain written documents and the refusal of that same 

status to others. . . The archive is, therefore not a piece of data, but a status” (20). While 

The Moraga Archives have been granted privileged status by hegemonic powers, actual 

Chicana women cannery workers have not been directly granted this same authority. The 

voices of these Chicana women are then allowed, but only under the auspices of 

Moraga’s name. In other words, the preservation of these voices are critical not because 

of the manner in which they have been institutionally marginalized, but because they 

serve as a vehicle for Moraga to have a larger discussion. 

 In addition, while the voices of cannery line workers aim to critique and dismantle 

power structures, in part, their placement in the archives serves to reinforce hegemonic 

powers by drawing attention and culpability away from hegemonic powers. What this 

means is that, “the anger, shame, guilt or resentment which the archive tends [to initially 

incite through recalling the noted events]...[results in] the desire of revenge...[to be] 

removed just as the duty of repentance, justice and repatriation is withdrawn” (Mbembe 

24). In other words, whereas outside of the archives these marginalized voices posed a 

threat because of their adamant and vocal nature, their exclusive presence in the archive 

significantly shifts and ameliorates these dangers by spotlighting their voices and, to a 

certain extent, drawing attention away from the larger powers responsible for creating 
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and cultivating these oppressive conditions. Before the archiving of these testimonios, it 

was a constant struggle to have one’s voice heard, the archive provides validation as well 

as an avid audience. This attention, however, is deceptive because it detracts attention 

from the actual culprit in terms of institutional oppression. As Mbembe notes, the 

archives, “obliterate…the distinction between the victim and the executioner" (25). In 

effect, the collection of the workers testimonios in a privileged site, like Stanford 

University, silences the voices by archiving them in a largely inaccessible place, despite 

the fact that The Moraga Archives are very distinct in going against the grain of this 

traditional archival model because of her distinct background. The mere collection of 

these testimonios is however significant.  

 Moraga’s role as a playwright, scholar and woman of color places her in a distinct 

privileged positionality that allows her access to intimate testimonios by moving these 

voices away from the margins. Rosaura Sánchez notes, “discourses of marginality are 

always contradictory, produced as they are by outsiders who are very much within, that 

is, very much insiders as well, although ex-centric, de-centered by dominant social 

relations” (4). This means that before Moraga’s archival research these testimonios were 

ignored and rendered secondary by documented accounts which instead predominantly 

privileged men with formal leadership positions. Yet the very act of documentation shifts 

their status as central. Moraga’s status as “outsider … within” comes from the fact that 

she is a bilingual Chicana from a working-class background, which means that she holds 

numerous potential advantages in relation to Chicana women cannery workers. This 

includes, “a peculiar composition of nearness and remoteness…an ability [for Chicana 

line workers] to confide in a 'stranger' [Moraga] in ways that they never would with each 
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other…[and] the ability of the 'stranger' [Moraga] to see patterns that may be more 

difficult for those immersed in the situation to see” (Collins S15 ).31  In other words, 

Moraga's background provides her with a distinct “nearness” with cannery line workers 

that allow her a unique position for the production of knowledge by building bridges 

between academia and first-hand testimonios from marginalized communities. There is a 

further degree of contradiction in terms of the “outsider within.” On the one hand, 

Moraga holds an advantageous position as an “insider” or member of academia, 

specifically in terms of the resources available and credibility allotted to her in order to 

carry out such an archival project. However, at the same time she has been marginalized 

in terms of the production of her plays.  

Moraga’s prestigious status in academia does not make her immune from the role 

of “outsider” as she has been excluded from mainstream theater. For example, while 

many academics are very eager to write and respond to her work, the reality is that, 

despite numerous accolades, she has great difficulty producing her plays.32 Critics have 

noted that her extensive use of Spanish, with no translations, serve to exclude a large 

portion of the theater audience. Moraga, on the other hand, adamantly defends the 

incorporation of Spanish in her plays and other texts by noting that she seeks to bring to 

the stage an intimate look into the Chicana/o experience which includes the extensive use 

of both Spanish and English with no translations. Instead she relies on the audience to 

                                                
31 The discussion surrounding the authorial voice has been long debated amongst scholars and academics 
alike. For a more expansive discussion, see also: Jayati Lal’s “Situating Locations: The Politics of Self, 
Identity, and ‘Other’ in Living and Writing the Text” in Feminist Approaches to Theory and Methodology 
An Interdisciplinary Reader. 
32 Most recently, Moraga has made it a point to independently raise funds for the production of her plays. 
For example, her newest play, “New Fire: To Put Things Right Again,” was completely funded through 
public and private donations via a Kickstarter, a public funding website. 
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understand a lot of the phrases in context and, if not, depends on them to take the 

initiative to reference a Spanish/English dictionary (Moraga, A Xicana Codex, xxii). In 

marking the differences in marginalized status’ between Moraga and the cannery women 

line workers, I by no means seek to rank different types of oppression. Clearly the space 

of marginality in academia that Moraga holds has many more privileges than that of 

Chicana women cannery workers, and that her academic status adds credibility, validity 

and authority to these testimonios. Moraga then, despite being excluded in terms of the 

production of her plays, undeniably stands as an insider; who, although “de-centered by 

dominant relations” (Sánchez 4) still holds a great deal of agency with respect to her 

position in academia. Yet, interestingly, when she approached many of the former 

Watsonville Cannery Company workers, she did so as a playwright rather than an 

academic, as noted in the archival accounts. Moreover, the fact that she was able to 

approach many of the former cannery workers in Spanish and, often times, in their own 

homes, helped to further bridge the connections between the two.33  

While mainstream accounts focused on the formal leadership within the union, 

Moraga’s archival work instead concentrated on the voices that had been rendered silent. 

The main difference between the two is that the former kept the best interest of owners 

and management in mind, while the workers instead directed their attention on this 

hierarchy by demanding equal rights and wages for all cannery workers. In centering 

                                                
33 Although never explicitly stated in the testimonios, it is important to note that The Moraga Archives 
contain both audio archives and transcripts. While listening to the numerous archival accounts, there are 
various pauses in which an immediate family member comes in to the room inquiring as to dinner time, 
where a certain garment is, etc. This leads the listener to logically conclude the setting takes place in the 
setting of the home. The transcripts, understandably, do not note these banal moments; instead it is the 
testimonios that are highlighted. 
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these critical Chicana voices, The Moraga Archives oppose mainstream documented 

accounts. Many of the interviews Moraga conducted would serve as inspiration for her as 

a playwright and would later directly help shape the content of Watsonville. More 

importantly the archives reveal the ramifications of the strike in that it did not end with 

the acceptance of a new contract; the rejection of the initially proposed contract also 

served to reveal that many of the cannery line workers and community advocates did not 

allow themselves to be intimidated by union leaders and cannery owners. While the 

archive highlights the voices of Chicana women line workers it reveals a very limited 

view of their interaction with male cannery workers and leaders. Although that was 

partially intentional, Moraga’s decision to leave out the male presence points to a very 

distinct positionality that conceals the interactions and possible alliances with fellow 

Chicano cannery workers. For example, at one point various interviewees discuss how 

the initial contract proposed by the union heavily delayed medical and vacation benefits 

for line workers, whereas no such cuts were made to the benefits of the (predominately 

male) supervisors and mechanics alike. Moraga goes on to highlight the staunch 

disapproval by Chicana women line workers, of differences in medical benefits, but her 

interview questions bypass the potential alliances between line workers and Chicano 

male supervisors and mechanics. Within this context, I acknowledge the gender specific 

limitations of The Moraga Archives; however, at the same time, this does not take away 

from the resistance and opposition exerted by the Chicana women who served as key 

organizers in the strike.  
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The Moraga Archives interviewees were predominantly monolingual Spanish 

speakers who were often ostracized from union leadership positions and representation 

because of linguistic barriers and very much eager to have their voices heard. Throughout 

the interviews cannery workers and community leaders alike reiterated how language 

barriers played a crucial role in excluding many from seeking any acknowledged 

leadership role. However, this did not stop them from pursuing more informal leadership 

positions. Perhaps one of the most vehement testimonios in the archives belongs to that of 

line worker Esperanza Contreras. Self-dubbed a peleonera (fighter), Esperanza 

Contreras’ testimonio would highlight the degree of animosity cannery line workers faced 

from the union and the resistance fashioned in the form of alternative collectives (Moraga 

Manuscripts, “Contreras” 5). Although Contreras was a monolingual Spanish speaker and 

did not have the privilege of attending school or even learning the basic skills of reading 

and writing, it did not inhibit her deep involvement in the strike. This included serving as 

a security guard for fellow strikers on the picket line as well as soliciting support from 

local organizations (Moraga Manuscripts, “Contreras” 12). Tension between the union 

leaders and members was high because the union’s main interests aligned with cannery 

owners’ needs as well as with those who held management and higher skilled positions. 

To begin with, although a large portion of cannery workers were of Latina/o decent, 

many only spoke Spanish, the union members were predominantly white male 

monolingual English speakers. In fact it was not until the appointment of Sergio López 

that a bilingual leader came into office. Yet his membership was controversial because he 

was coveted more because of his bilingualism and his propensity to always side with 

union leaders than for his actual leadership skills. For example, whenever any problems 
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would arise amongst union members, López would be sent in to resolve any problems. 

Rather than addressing the needs of the workers, however, he would often make idle 

promises that quickly earned him the nickname of mil máscaras (a thousand masks) 

(Watsonville on Strike, Dir. Silver). López, along with the rest of the union, was not 

trusted and his mil máscaras only heightened the lack of acknowledgement of union 

members’ needs. This essentially meant that meeting cannery line workers’ needs was 

not a priority. In fact, the initially proposed contract was heavily pushed by the union 

even though it meant that the predominantly Chicana women line workers, unlike the 

male mechanics and supervisors, would suffer a great delay in the acquisition of medical 

and vacation benefits. What this means is that, although everyone in the cannery would 

essentially qualify for medical, health, and vacation benefits, line workers specifically 

would have to accumulate a much greater amount of work hours, unlike their male 

counterparts, before reaching eligibility (Moraga Manuscripts “Guzmán” 14). This serves 

as a prime example of gender stratification, as noted by Zavella earlier, because Chicana 

women cannery line workers were withheld rights they had already earned.  

Uncompromising against accepting the contract, Contreras served as a staunch 

and vocal advocate. In the following quote she recounts her response to the union: 

‘Ustedes [los miembros de la unión] son las personas menos indicadas 
para querernos imponer ese…cochino contrato.’ … y me…dijeron[, ‘]eres 
un salvaje[’]…ya casi soltando el llanto, recio, les dije, ‘Acepto que sea 
una salvaje porque yo no tuve la suerte de estudiar como ustedes. Pero, al 
mismo tiempo, les vuelvo a repetir la palabra, son las personas menos 
indicadas para imponernos ese mugroso contrato.’ Y salí para el patio, y 
solté el llanto.34 (Moraga Manuscripts, “Contreras” 28) 

                                                
34 “You are the people with the least authority to impose this dirty contract,’ that is what I told them. . . and 
then . . . they called me a savage . . . almost crying, I responded loudly, ‘I accept the fact that I am a savage 
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In her statement, Contreras constantly refers to the union consisting of the “people least 

indicated to impose such a filthy contract,” and, in so doing, refers to the disconnection 

and antagonism between the union members and its leaders. As a result, being dubbed a 

“salvaje” only reinforced the degree of subordination of women who considered the 

insult to be not only inappropriate but also dehumanizing on the part of union leaders. 

While it was apparent that a hierarchy was imposed, the degree of separation between 

union members and leaders more readily resembled a caste system in which there was 

little possibility for Chicana workers to move outside of their line worker positions. Line 

workers such as Contreras vehemently defied these imposed structures and labels 

imposed by union leaders by dismantling the imposed racial, class, and gender-based 

hierarchies. Essentially Contreras notes that, even though union leaders are recognized 

formally, this does not indicate that they are true leaders; instead their formal schooling 

served as the ticket to their titles. Contreras is, however, clear in noting that their 

“education” does not reveal any knowledge or commitment to the rights of cannery 

workers since their interest seems to lie solely with the cannery owners. Moreover, the 

constant repetition of the term “dirty contract” in Contreras’ statement serves to 

exemplify the fact that negotiations were polluted by skewed priorities. Although she was 

the most vocal advocate in the meeting, her views were not singular but were rather 

reflective of the perspective of the alternative collective consisting of her co-workers. 

Despite adamant disagreement and disapproval of her actions on the part of the union, the 

women of the cannery line did not give up. Instead Contreras, along with other cannery 

                                                                                                                                            
because I did not have the privilege to go to school like you [the union members] have. But, at the same 
time, I repeat again, you, of all people, have the least amount of authority to be imposing such a filthy 
contract.’ I left to the patio and began weeping” (All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated). 
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workers, came together to protest union leadership by means of a hunger strike. The 

hunger strike consisted of over a half a dozen workers and lasted about six days in which 

they fasted (Moraga Manuscripts, “Contreras” 19-20). This act serves to further heighten 

the level of dedication and commitment of these women, but more importantly, to 

strengthen their steadfast opposition against the union. Despite their very limited power 

and resources, they were able to exercise creative means by which to draw attention to, 

contest and resist the union. In short, cannery line workers were forced to essentially rely 

on one another in order to ensure that their employment rights would be respected. 

 Forced to take leadership into their own hands, line workers like Contreras 

practiced various types of informal alliances through alternative collectives. Financially 

this meant that they had to resort to very ingenious means in order to keep food on the 

table. Contreras goes on to state, “Estuvo bien pesado, pero lo vivimos…Si tú tenías un 

paquete grande de huevos, pues tú me dabas unos a mí. Y si yo tenía frijol yo te daba a ti, 

y pues así… Hacíamos intercambio de comida [como] tortillas [y] galletas. [N]os 

dábamos de aquí para acá de lo que tú tenías, y todavía hasta la fecha así somos en 

Watsonville…Y eso ayuda mucho…es muy bueno y muy bonito.35” (Moraga 

Manuscripts, “Contreras” 43). Food was shared amongst cannery-worker families. It is 

important to note that this informal method of distribution was by no means assigned; 

instead workers willingly participated without coaxing from anyone. Contreras’ 

testimonio typifies the connections forged with fellow cannery workers that continued 

                                                
35 “It was very difficult, but we lived through it…If you had a carton of eggs, then you would share some 
with me. And if I had beans, I would give some to you, and that is how we made it work… We made 
exchanges of food [such as] tortillas and cookies. We would exchange what we had and, to this day, we 
have the same practices here in Watsonville…This helps us out tremendously. It is very good and very 
lovely.” 
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well after the conclusion of the strike. What makes these bonds deeper than kinship and 

more appropriately dubbed alternative collectives, is that the strike allotted cannery 

workers the luxury of building community and solidarity initially for the purposes of 

survival, but, as the strike progressed, as a means of empowerment as well as social and 

political consciousness. 

 The strike offered workers the luxury of having the time to communicate with one 

another. While they had a great deal in common, from the ability to manage a large 

family with a small salary to working in the cannery for many years, they had no time to 

converse in the cannery lines as the pressure to meet unrealistic quotas dominated their 

focus. Reyna Guzmán, who had been working for Watsonville Cannery Company for five 

years, notes: 

En la canería nadie estaba libre para hablar. Solamente les pedían que se 
pusieran el mameluco y luego, luego a trabajar. Yo sólo sabía los nombres 
de ciertas personas porque ya tenían años trabajando allí. No sabía nada de 
nadie. Teníamos una hermandad por resultado de la huelga . . . No fue 
hasta la huelga que empezamos a conversar. Antes yo sentía que era como 
una esclava. La huelga fue algo muy bonito porque conocí la mayoría de 
mis compañeras. Y también hoy que regresaron del trabajo hay ese 
sentimiento de compañerismo36 (Moraga Manuscripts, “Guzman” 15). 

Guzmán’s testimonio here epitomizes the normalization of banal forms of violence 

located in the workplace. Banal forms of violence, as noted by Saidiya Hartman, hold the 

devastating potential of standing on equal rank with more spectacular means of violence 

(11). By no means discrediting spectacular forms of violence, Hartman instead seeks to 

                                                
36 “In the cannery no one was free to talk. Our job was to make sure we got our aprons on and work. Period. 
I only knew the names of some people, but only because they had been working there for many years. I 
didn’t know anything about anyone. We had a sisterhood as a result of the strike…Really it wasn’t until the 
strike that we began to converse. Before I felt like a slave. The strike was something very beautiful because 
I was able to get to know my [work] companions. Also now that we have gone back to work there is that 
same sentiment of camaraderie.” 
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emphasize how quotidian forms of terror, in this case the act of not having the time to 

speak with fellow workers, can be just as damaging and destructive as, say, being 

physically beaten because of their seemingly “normal” nature. What the strike then did 

was provide Guzmán, along with other workers, the ability to identify, articulate, and 

oppose such confining means. Though her use of the term “slave” may seem extreme, in 

reality it proved accurate in terms of describing the level of pressure and intimidation 

under which workers were obliged to operate. What was most surprising to both Guzmán 

and other workers is that they were so set upon this routine that this model was not 

questioned, much less contested prior to the strike. This however did not imply 

acceptance; instead, it speaks to the degree of coercion imposed as a result of the 

financial need of cannery line workers.37 The archives function to draw attention to the 

critical dialogue between Chicana women cannery workers throughout the strike and 

speak directly to the creation of Watsonville.  

Weaving the Archives into Watsonville through Actos (Improvisation) 

Moraga begins the play by first critiquing the severe limitations of the 

heteronormative family model in the opening acto of the play. Watsonville opens with the 

exploitative conditions that culminate in the strike; as the scene quickly shifts, the 

cannery women line workers are described as striking in front of the factory when they 

abruptly stop and form an agitprop38 stage in order to perform an acto. While no actos 

                                                
37 Antonio Gramsci analysis of the hegemonic state expands on this concept by noting how coercion can 
only exist through consent. However, consent is loosely defined and tied heavily to racial, class, gender, 
and sexuality based hierarchies, see: Prison Notebooks.  
38 Agitprop is an amalgamation of the words agitation and propaganda. It comes from the political theater 
of Vladimir Mayakovsky in post-revolutionary Russia. For further information about Mayakovsky and 
agitprop, see: Frantisek Deák’s, “The Agit-Prop and Circus Plays of Valdimir Mayakovsky.” The Drama 
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are mentioned in the archival accounts, its inclusion evokes the larger history of 

resistance and opposition associated with Chicano theater and, more specifically with 

Luis Valdez’s El Teatro Campesino. Acto directly translates as an “act or action” and 

refers to improvisational theater created collectively. El Teatro Campesino first adapted 

the term in order to provide accessible language to the mostly Spanish speaking actors 

and members of the troupe (Huerta, Chicano Theater 14-16). This means that, unlike the 

cannery workers union which excluded many of its members because of language 

barriers, actos conveyed the opposite message that everyone had an equal say and role. 

Meant to “inspire social action... [clarify] points about social problems, satirize the 

opposition, show or hint at a solution, [and] express what people are thinking,” the acto 

served as a powerful weapon that allowed the audience to bear witness to the everyday 

hardships endured by workers (Huerta Chicano Theater 16). By evoking the acto, 

Moraga literally gives cannery women center stage to voice their first-hand 

perspectives.39 At the same time an acto necessitates an avid audience. By avid audience 

I not only refer to those watching the actual performance of Watsonville, but also the 

audience within the play for whom the strikers perform their acto, an audience of fellow 

cannery workers. This stage within the stage further centers the striking cannery workers 

by sending an explicit message of collectivity through satire. 

As the acto opens, the women bring out a banner bearing their name, Teatro de 

las Bravas (Theater of the bravas). Bravas—a word that carries multiple meanings in 

                                                                                                                                            
Review, 17 (March 1973). 47-52. Print. See also Malcolm Goldstein’s, The Political Stage. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1974. 32-4. Print.  
39 This is of particular importance considering that the media at the time predominantly reported on 
Chicano male cannery workers, when in reality 85% of those employed by the cannery were women (Firth-
Smith 57). 
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Spanish—is defined as carrying with it ideas of ferociousness, anger, and violence. 

Although the term also has animalistic connotations, Moraga here is re-appropriating it as 

a word of female empowerment by breaking down historically and traditionally 

denigrating terms and roles. The theater troupe’s name, then, reinforces the ties that bind 

these women together as a collective. Out of a shared anger and frustration they would 

resort to any means necessary in order to ensure that their stories took center stage. Even 

though the acto would only provide a limited snapshot of the everyday adversities 

surrounding the life of the cannery women, it would speak volumes in terms of the 

strength and motivation that brought the women together.  

Perhaps one of the strongest elements of the acto is found in the extensive use of 

satire as a means of simultaneously reinforcing solidarity while also providing comedic 

relief. Luis Valdez notes that the, “use [of] comedy [within the acto]... stems from a 

necessary situation—the necessity of lifting the morale of our strikers” (Quoted in 

Huerta, Chicano Theater 18). In other words, humor serves as an outlet for lifting up 

striker’s morale. Moraga’s early and only insertion of the acto within Watsonville 

anchors the play with much needed humor for both fellow cannery workers and the larger 

audience. Because the ramifications of the strike resulted in difficult times both 

emotionally and financially, laughter not only served to lift up the self-esteem of the 

cannery workers during the trying times of the strike, but it also functioned as a means of 

bringing humor to the overall tragic issue surrounding the historical exploitation of 

Chicana women.  

The impromptu acto centers around four representative characters: the obrera 

(worker); veterana (veteran); Mrs. Oprimida (Oppressed), described as “an ancient 
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woman;” and the forelady (Moraga Watsonville 21). Working together on the assembly 

line, the scene opens with the women joking around asking how many fingers each has 

left as a result of working with extremely sharp knives and at an unrealistic pace. 

Laughing, they show their stubby fingers. Dismissing their talk as an unnecessary 

distraction, the forelady insists that they focus on their jobs and move faster. With the 

increasing pressure to meet the ever rising demands/quotas, Mrs. Oprimida’s grip on her 

knife slips and cuts right through her glove. Alarmed, the women quickly pause to assist 

her. Angered by the abrupt pause, the forelady chastises the remaining women on the line 

and tends to the wounded worker. As Mrs. Oprimida takes off her glove she realizes that 

the knife has cut straight through to the bone. Rather than concentrating on providing her 

aid, the forelady blames Mrs. Oprimida, noting that her butchered finger is the result of 

her talking and not focusing on her work. The acto ends with the veterana angrily 

shouting, “¡Eh, obrera! Don’t ‘agonize.’ Organize!” (Moraga Watsonville 21). 

As a whole, the female-centered acto provides a critique of the gender confined 

roles traditionally associated with Chicano theater and, more specifically, El Teatro 

Campesino. While El Teatro Campesino served as a critical arm of the United Farm 

Workers union and later for the Chicano Movement during the late 1960s and 1970s, it 

did not come without its own set of problems. Most notably, the troupe was known for 

perpetuating a traditional heteronormative family model. This meant that the women 

portrayed on stage fell into the role of either virgin or whore.40 The acto mentioned 

above, however, goes against these confined roles. Most notably, the veterana serves as 

                                                
40 I will provide a more extensive discussion around the virgin/whore dichotomy later in my analysis. For a 
more extensive critique of El Teatro Campesino and gender confined roles specifically, See: Yolanda 
Broyles-González’s El Teatro Campesino. 
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the wise elder who holds the greatest amount of experience and agency of the group. This 

is best emphasized by the fact that she is the one who encourages fellow workers to rally 

up and combat against such unjust means of oppression. On the other hand, Mrs. 

Oprimida, despite her extensive experience, is defined by her subjection and inability to 

move outside of this role. Moreover, her elderly status coupled with the blatant apathy 

displayed unto her by management highlight the level of exploitation exerted by cannery 

owners and management. Second, and perhaps most important, is the inclusion of the title 

“Mrs.” Moraga’s purposeful insertion of the English marriage title emphasizes that 

oppression is distinctly correlated with marriage and the traditional family model. By 

extension, this directly complicates the wife’s and woman’s role as secondary. Moraga 

could have easily dubbed her the Spanish title of señora. While señora is a direct 

translation of Mrs., it is a title of address that connotes respect. Moraga’s deliberate 

insertion of the English title “Mrs.” then reinforces Oprimida’s subordinate status within 

the United States. Distinctly opposing this limited role, the veterana in the final line of 

the acto specifically addresses the obrera, inciting her to refrain from agonizing and 

instead focus her energy on organizing in order to dismantle such confined power 

structures. Consequently, because obrera translates directly as worker it can refer to both 

workplace worker as well as domestic worker. As a result, the veterana’s demands allude 

to a struggle against gender inequality across public and domestic realms. 

Behind the Acto: The Archive of Reyna Guzmán  

The previously noted acto draws its inspiration from factual events documented 

and relayed in the archival account of Reyna Guzmán. Guzmán had been working in the 
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cannery for five years before the strike commenced. She began as a part time worker for 

the Watsonville Cannery Company only to later become a full-time employee. As the 

mother of five children, four of whom lived with her in Watsonville while the other 

remained in Mexico, she would primarily work the night shift. Drawn to the cannery by 

the promise of benefits and seniority, she would later realize that, despite her long 

standing employment with the cannery, she would never attain any benefits (Moraga 

Manuscripts “Guzmán” 9).41 At the time, a wage cut was imminent; for cannery workers 

this meant the difference between the ability to pay rent or not. Alone these threats were 

enough to create havoc in any household; however, when coupled with a physically 

debilitating injury, the situation was a recipe for disaster. As represented in the acto, 

Guzmán accidentally lost the grip of her sharp knife while cutting broccoli and suffers a 

deep cut to her hand. The cut proves to be so deep that a piece of her flesh was left in the 

glove she had been wearing. This accident would prove devastating on a physical and 

financial level for Guzmán and would only later be made worse when, upon returning 

from the recovery of her hand she would suffer a fall that permanently injured her knee 

(Moraga Manuscripts “Guzmán” 6 ). 

While the acto ends with this terrible accident, the full ramifications of the 

accident in real life had only just begun. Guzmán notes that it was during the time of her 

accident with the knife that she initially began hearing talks of a strike. After her 

accident, Guzmán would be forced to take a leave in order to recover. Though she was 

provided with disability compensation, the money was not enough to cover the household 
                                                
41 The parameters of the union contract at the time would make it nearly impossible to access health 
benefits as they were attained according to the total amount of hours worked. In fact, even line workers 
who had been at the cannery for years could not accumulate enough hours on the job to gain medical care 
(Moraga Manuscripts “Guzmán”). 
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rent. Unfortunately, cases like that of Guzmán were not isolated. While the union was 

supposedly present to remedy this exploitation, it only in fact functioned to perpetuate it. 

For example, although union meetings were held regularly, they took place during the 

morning hours. This made it extremely difficult for nightshift workers like Guzmán to 

attend, as issues of both exhaustion and adequate child care arrangements for children 

were major barriers for workers’ attendance. Although not necessarily done intentionally, 

this move reflects the lack of communication between union leaders and union members. 

It would be these conditions and the increasing hardships imposed upon her at work that 

would push Guzmán to be one of the most active leaders in the strike. One of the 

elements that distinguished her and other cannery line workers as leaders was the distinct 

way in which they addressed and combated institutional oppression through the 

intersection of race, class, gender and sexuality.  

Building Solidarity on the Picket Line 

The Watsonville Cannery Company strike opened up a much larger discussion of 

institutionalized oppression. In large part this was due to the distinct ways in which line 

workers defined opposition and resistance. While in the play Moraga portrays, 

organizations like the union on a slightly more positive light by conveying the 

importance of class struggles, the unions language and priorities did not readily resonate 

with the majority of line workers. Active participation had a different definition for 

cannery line workers like Guzmán, as it entailed taking a much more hands on approach. 

Whereas Guzmán explicitly relays this disconnection during her interview by overtly 

noting the inability to access union leadership positions because of language barriers, 

Moraga presents this message in Watsonville through a conversation between the 
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characters of Lucha and Dolores. Lucha insists that Dolores attend a union meeting to 

which Dolores responds, “I’d rather be on the picket line or packing the food baskets. 

There, all the womens [sic] speak the same way, ‘How is your kid doing in the junior 

high?’ ‘Who’s going to bring the frijoles [beans] para el [for the] fund-raiser? I 

understand that… mejor que [better than] ‘the working class struggle’.” (Watsonville 42, 

emphasis added). Dolores critiques the detachment between cannery workers and union 

leaders, specifically. The particular point made in the interview is that union leaders use 

inaccessible language and rhetoric that automatically excludes the majority of the female 

line workers. Though she understands the importance of union meetings, at the same time 

Dolores recognizes an inherent divide bordering on distrust between the union and its 

members. In part, this is attributed to the predominantly white male leadership of the 

union that failed to accurately represent the primarily Chicana cannery workers. In other 

words, though the union might have wanted to connect with workers and continued to 

fight against the hardships surrounding “the working class struggle,” the battle was 

presented in an inaccessible manner that deterred rather than promoted participation. 

Although Reyna Guzmán, an actual Watsonville Cannery Company line worker the scene 

is based off of, had always been aware of the presence of discrimination, at first she could 

not readily articulate the larger institutional powers at play. Instead, she would point to 

inquietud (restlessness) as her constant companion that she could not quite pinpoint nor 

readily dismiss; the fact that she later identifies this as “la discriminación racial” in her 

testimonio indicates that this level of discrimination was not at all limited to the 

workplace setting as it manifested itself in determining where one could live, attend 

school, and work by defining the types of jobs one could/could not access. In other 
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words, this discrimination was more accurately defined as de facto segregation. It was not 

until the full ramifications of the strike unfolded that Guzmán was able to clearly identify 

and articulate the level of discrimination and oppression that she experienced within the 

Watsonville Cannery Company and the United States in general.  

Watsonville: A Closer Examination 

In this section I shift to a more thorough examination of Moraga's Watsonville in 

order to draw further attention to the various literary and theatrical devices utilized by the 

playwright to give voice to cannery line worker characters. In the opening scenes, the 

working conditions quickly grow from bad to worse, as cannery workers unanimously 

decide to go on strike within the first few scenes. While the strike was only supposed to 

last no more than a few weeks, it instead dragged well beyond the one year mark. The 

emotional and financial strain takes a heavy toll on both cannery workers and their 

families. Yet rather than portray the strike as a singular incident, Moraga establishes 

critical links to the larger context of historical and institutional oppression through the 

deliberate insertion of the décima.42 What makes the use of the décima so distinctly 

powerful is that while its origins stem from the elite in Spain, the monarchy's 

colonization of Latin America caused the appropriation of this medium by the indigenous 

masses, most notably, by adapting it in the form of folksong. For example, during the 

sixteenth century when Spain was colonizing Latin American, the décima was used as a 

                                                
42 A décima refers to a ten line poem in Spanish, often referred to as a décima espinel, named after the 
Spanish Golden age poet Vicente Espinel from the sixteenth century. Its rhyme scheme is often referred to 
as having the same level of difficulty as a sonnet (Paredes 235). The function of the décima was primarily 
utilized strictly through poetic form to convey a specific religious, social, or cultural message, to name a 
few. Eventually its potential to attract large audiences would prove critical during colonization where 
amongst the indigenous population oral tradition and practices were pivotal. In time décimas would slowly 
change and eventually be completely replaced by corridos, a narrative song or ballad (Paredes 239). 
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means of protesting the colonial system. This proved a particularly useful vehicle to the 

colonized masses because it served as means of reaching large audiences while at the 

same time providing the author with anonymity (Kleymeyer 50). The décima proved 

critical to the colonized masses in creating opposition. In its most basic form the décima 

functioned as an organizational tool. The messages of resistance relayed reinforced 

collectives to oppose to dominant powers.  

Moraga then employs the décima's framework at the end of the opening act. As 

the scene draws to a close, the sun begins to set and only the silhouettes of the strikers 

can be seen. A single huelguista (striker) then recites the following lines, "Mi patria es 

pura riqueza / pero está mal repartida / en el campo allá no hay vida / solo miseria y 

tristeza. / Cuando a crecer uno empieza / ver que al norte todos van / y no quedando otro 

plan / me fui de la tierra mía / y hoy no sé si vuelva un día / ay Dios, a mi Michoacán" 

(38).43 The visual set-up of the scene by strictly highlighting the silhouettes of the strikers 

reinforces the fact that their struggles parallel that of fellow immigrants, meaning, that 

the cannery workers circumstances are by no means isolated. Moreover, rather than take 

on an angry or resentful tone, the tenor of the speaker is instead more informative as it 

draws attention to the driving forces responsible for the massive immigration from 

Mexico to the United States. For Moraga to purposefully evoke this history via the 

décima is to evoke the continued ramifications of colonization. This is made most 

prominent in the opening lines that note how the “patria...está mal repartida” (38). These 

                                                
43 “My homeland is pure richness / But it is badly divided / in the fields there is no life / only misery and 
sadness / When one gets older one begins / to see that the north is where everyone goes / and there is no 
other plan / I left from my homeland / and I don't know if I will be able to go back one day / Oh God, to 
return to my Michoacán" 
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lines directly refer to the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo44 as it relates to the territorial 

division and segregation of Mexicans and Mexican Americans that still haunts strikers, 

immigrants and consequent generations alike. In this respect the battle against 

inequalities in reality is heavily linked to historical oppression and resonates far beyond 

the confines of the cannery. Yet rather than end on a pessimistic note Moraga adds the 

following lines in a subsequent décima “Y El Norte es un infierno / más si se gana esta 

guerra / vive mejor que en su tierra / porque se halla la manera.”45 The striker is specific 

in noting that living in the United States obliges one to live in constant battle against 

oppression. However, despite the great hardship cannery workers continue to face in the 

United States, it is a better alternative than staying in Mexico, which constitutes even 

greater financial perils. However, despite the perpetual struggle, there is hope through 

collective fighting as noted by the perseverance of the strikers.  

Re-Defining Latina/Chicana Gender Confines 

 Moraga continues to make larger historical links to colonization by 

acknowledging how change begins in the home. She does so by critiquing the ways in 

which strict gender paradigms, in relation to La Virgen de Guadalupe (La Virgen) are 

consciously and subconsciously enforced through the character of Dolores. In the play 

Dolores, a cannery line worker nearing sixty, has gone out of her way to provide for her 

husband and children, Cerezita and Manuel.46 Even though she was not at fault, Dolores 

                                                
44 Signed in 1848 the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended the U.S./Mexican War which caused Mexico to 
cede a substantial portion of its territory including what is now known as California, Arizona, Utah, 
Colorado, Wyoming, and New Mexico (Griswold Del Castillo xii). 
45 “In the North it is hell/more so if one wins this war/one lives better than the homeland/because there is a 
will” 
46 Dolores has dealt with a great deal of hardships raising her children. While details are not relayed in 
Watsonville, in the prequel Heroes, as noted in the opening of this chapter, Cerezita was born a bodiless 
head as a result of Dolores working in the pesticide poisoned fields of central California. Cerezita dies in 
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blames herself for the hardships and the later deaths of both her children, this despite the 

fact that conditions were well beyond her control. Unfortunately, her relationship with 

her husband, Don Arturo, has not helped instead he has been consumed by alcoholism. 

He, more often than not, responds to Dolores strictly through ill treatment. While she 

does not have emotional ties to him, she is bound to him through marriage and her role as 

a wife and mother. As an avid “Guadalupana” fully devout to La Virgen, the sanctity of 

marriage obliges her to fulfill the unrealistic role of passive mother (Moraga Watsonville 

5). Traditionally serving as a critical symbol of patriarchy, La Virgen was brought to 

Latin American through colonization and the imposition of Catholocism. She stands as 

the critical religious and cultural model Latinas/Chicanas are expected to uphold. Her 

image is framed around obedience and self-sacrifice. She “is never stern or 

condemnatory, but always loving and accepting” (Esquivel 27). La Virgen then by 

extension serves as a critical symbol in reinforcing the heteronormative model. Under 

this paradigm women like Dolores are always expected to put the needs of the family 

first. Her needs then become the lowest priority, if at all acknowledged. As implied by 

her name, Dolores’ literally translates from Spanish into pain and continued hardship. For 

example, even though she has gone out of her way for Don Arturo, she has virtually no 

freedom as he is always telling her what to do. While she does not adhere to everything 

that he says, he heavily impacts what she can/cannot do as well as where she can/cannot 

go. Most notably Don Arturo has a distinct opinion in regards to the extent of her 

involvement in the cannery strike (Moraga Watsonville 5). Together these circumstances 

                                                                                                                                            
Heroes burned to death in those very fields protesting the very conditions surrounding her physical 
impairments. Dolores' son Manuel suffers a similarly painful fate as he is ostracized by Don Arturo, his 
father, because of his homosexuality and later dies as a result of AIDS. 
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take a significant toll on Dolores who begins to lose hope that the strike demands will be 

met  

Dolores, along with fellow cannery workers, are tried to their limits when Jojo, 

son to fellow cannery worker Lucha, finds himself in the hospital hanging on to dear life 

after a violent confrontation with scabs and police. Lucha and Jojo had set out to 

peacefully speak to a bus full of scabs and encourage them to leave in support of the 

strike. The scene quickly takes a turn for the worse when a tear gas bomb is tossed and 

explodes where Lucha and Jojo had been standing, very little can be seen by the audience 

as a result of the waves of smoke. The heavy sounds of a physical assault overwhelm the 

stage. However, they are quickly overpowered by the sounds of sirens. As an ambulance 

trails off in the distance, Dolores appears on stage in the oak grove. Visibly worried, she 

begins to plea to the “Virgencita (Virgin Mary).” She begs La Virgen to allow Jojo to live 

as she is willing to give anything for him. As her desperation increases she demands that 

La Virgen, “Wake him up!” (Moraga Watsonville 52). The wind begins to kick up as the 

sound of female voices begins to be heard. In an almost ghost like manner, women 

appear in the shadows of the oaks. With faces veiled in white, in crescendo they can be 

heard chanting in nahutl,47 Confused, Dolores responds, “Virgencita, ¿me hablas?” 

(Moraga Watsonville 53). A faint picture of La Virgen begins to appear on an oak tree 

that quickly intensifies as the scene draws to a close (Watsonville 53).  

La Virgen's apparition on the oak tree is symbolic in that Moraga challenges the 

traditional religious symbol by evoking indigenous female deities and, in so doing, 

                                                
47 Nahuatl is an Aztec language and is one of the most widely spoken indigenous languages in Mexico 
(Stacy 457).  



89 

 
 

defines a new Latina feminism that resides outside of confined gender archetypes. La 

Virgen serves as a critical tool that dictates the models by which women are expected to 

uphold. La Virgen is then a critical paradigm for domination and control.48 It is 

important, however, to understand the larger context and response to La Virgen during 

colonization. When her figure was initially introduced to the indigenous community by 

the Spanish, they did not readily believe in La Virgen. In fact it was not until her 

appearance to Juan Diego in the hill of Tepeyac that many began to recognize her 

formally, even still, the fact that La Virgen’s appearance to Juan Diego took place in the 

same location as that of the hill of Tonantzín's49 place of worship. This means that the 

signifier as it relates to Tonantzín remained the same; instead it was the sign/symbol to 

La Virgen that shifted (Romero 72). It is this very history that Moraga invokes through 

the “ghostly” presence of the indigenous female deities, who despite the hundreds of 

years since colonization, continue to live on. Moraga then obliges the reader to confront 

the indigenous origins of La Virgen, by redefining the rigid paradigms by which Latina's 

have been traditionally bound to. 

Most notably, the female voices respond to Dolores with the following, 

“Chihuacoatl, Quilaztli, Tonan [Tonantzin], Centeotl, ....” (Moraga Watsonville 52-53) 

and serve to challenge the gendered constraints by reminding Dolores of the degree of 

agency she holds. Chihuacoatl's, who doubles as a manifestation of Quilaztli are female 
                                                
48 See: Anna Marie Sandoval’s Toward a Latina Feminism of the Americas: Repression and Resistance in 
Chicana and Mexicana Literature and Melvin E. Page and Penny Sonnenberg’s Colonialism: An 
International Social, Cultural, and Political Encyclopedia.  

49 Tonantzín serves as the patroness of midwifes as she helps new life come to the world. As a deity also 
known for her powers to heal, one can readily note the strong parallelisms between Tonantzín and La 
Virgen. However, like Cihuacoatl, she is not passive as she too is recognized as a war goddess 
representative of female power (Arrira de la Garza 126). 
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goddesses of the Toltecs, Aztecs and other indigenous nations. More specifically, 

Chihuacoatl is known as the mother and fertility goddess (Leal 135). Although 

motherhood encompasses part of her identity, it extends beyond the confines of the home 

to include that of mother and creator of the crops and fields. Like La Virgen she is also a 

protector, however, she takes on a much more active role because Chihuacoatl is viewed 

as a fierce warrior, fighter and protector of the land (Nolaca and Rolando 36). Moraga 

evokes these female deities in order to define female gender roles as extending beyond 

the passive archetype associated with La Virgen. This is further complicated by the fact 

that indigenous deities were not viewed strictly within the male/female dichotomy; 

instead there was much more overlap. For example, women who died as a result of child 

birth were given the same coveted burial status as males that had died in battle (Murphy 

and Spear 30). In evoking these indigenous symbols, Moraga asserts Dolores’ agency as 

extending far beyond the confines of the home. Instead it was a question of Dolores 

acknowledging and accessing this power. All of these deities have merged into the 

symbol of La Virgen and appear before Dolores. The apparition had to occur with 

Dolores specifically because she was the one who adhered most strongly to traditional 

paradigms and had to bear witness to the larger historical cultural, religious, and spiritual 

significance in relation to these female deities. Moraga then evokes Latina feminism that 

requires the image of La Virgen be redefined.50 Moraga continues to reinforce this point 

through the characters of Susana and Lucha.  

                                                
50 Numerous scholars have similarly called upon the redefinition of gendered confines as it relates to La 
Virgen and, by extension, her counterpart the whore or La Malinche. See: Gloria Anzaldúa's 
Borderlands/La Frontera (The Borderland) and Sandra Cisneros' "Guadalupe Sex Goddess."  
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Susana, a Physician’s Assistant at the local community clinic, and Lucha, a 

cannery line worker both serve as pivotal figures in the strike. Lucha, an undocumented 

cannery line worker, is a single mother of two children. As the sole breadwinner she is 

constantly working to make sure that ends meet. Up until the strike, she worked full time 

at the cannery only to turn around and work for several more hours in the fields picking 

fruits and vegetables. Once the strike commences she is left especially vulnerable 

because of economic factors combined with the fact that she is undocumented. These 

challenges are not new as she has constantly struggled throughout the entirety of her life 

to attain basic rights and freedoms. Since she was a little girl she fought relentlessly, 

always defending herself, “whether it was from [her] brothers, del papa [from my dad], o 

en la calle [or on the street]. [She has]…lived con los puños así [with her hands always in 

a fist]” (Watsonville 88). As a result, she has developed a great deal of tenacity and 

resilience all of which have proven to be vital traits as one of the most active members of 

the strike. Similarly Susana has shown an astounding level of commitment towards  

strikers. For example, she was responsible for raising the funds necessary to provide free 

health services to strikers as well as serving as an active ally in the play. Openly gay, 

Watsonville opens noting how she has recently left a long-term relationship. Coupled 

with the fact that she has no children, she has a particular degree of freedom that does not 

go unnoticed by those around her, especially Lucha.  

In part, Lucha’s interest is rooted in the fact that Susana has the ability to 

prioritize her physical and emotional needs outside of strict gender and sexuality based 

confines that bind Lucha. This is exemplified through the following quote as Lucha is 

trying to convince Susana of her feelings, “!Ay, Lucha! Lucha. ¿No entiendes? [Don’t 
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you understand?] I'm tired of being Lucha, of being una madre, obrera, luchadora [a 

mother, a worker, a fighter]. Is that all I get to do in this life, fight all the time?” (104). 

The symbolism behind Lucha’s name is employed purposely by Moraga. While in the 

literal sense Lucha translates to perpetual struggle and fighter, it is worth noting that 

Lucha specifically situates this struggle around motherhood as implied by La Virgen. 

Although she loves her son, Jojo, the label of motherhood has encompassed and dictated 

the entirety of her life. In bringing this matter to the forefront Moraga problematizes the 

confines of the virgin/whore dichotomy.51  

Lucha recognizes the unrealistic expectations that accompany the challenges of 

living up to the ideal image of motherhood in relation to the image of La Virgen and, in 

doing so, calls for a redefinition of this archetype under a new Latina feminism. Trying to 

live up to the paradigm of La Virgen has been at the cost of her emotional and physical 

suffering. For example, in many respects she has grown numb by disengaging herself 

from her own needs as a means of survival. Lucha has been a single mother for almost all 

of Jojo's life and because her past male partners have not been supportive she has 

developed an antagonistic outlook towards men. Her life has since been bound to 

surviving on a day-to-day basis while taking care of her son. Bearing witness to Susana’s 

                                                
51 The virgin/whore dichotomy reflects the archetypical paradigm of womanhood that have heavily 
influenced and defined Latina femininity. On one extreme is the image religious and cultural symbol of La 
Virgen de Guadalupe [Virgin Mary] which serves as the virginal ideal of womanhood. At the same time, 
however, La Virgen de Guadalupe serves as the paragon of motherhood as it relates to her passive, 
secondary role in the heteronormative family. On the other extreme is the image of the whore, typically 
associated with La Malinche. According to Octavio Paz’s The Labyrinth of Solitude Malinche “gives” 
herself to Cortés as a slave even though her mother, a noblewoman, sold her into slavery in order for her 
younger brother to succeed to the throne (Messenger 95). As the key translator she was in part responsible 
for Cortéz’s acquisition of land. She eventually bore a son, considered the first mestizo, to Cortés. As such 
she is considered the mother of the mestizo race. Her image has been redefined and vindicated by Chicana 
feminist who have re-contextualized her role as a victim of slavery and colonization (Messenger 96); she is 
often seen not only as synonymous with all betrayal but also as “la chingada,” following Paz’s rendition.  
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daily life has exposed her to a lifestyle that exists outside of strict gender confines 

associated with the virgin/whore dichotomy. Lucha continues, “I want to love. Like you. 

You work and you love. I've seen the women around you. Quiero ser lesbiana como tú [I 

want to be a lesbian like you]. I want to be your lesbian” (104). Susana holds a distinct 

identity as she is neither a mother, virgin, or whore. In doing so, Susana completely 

defies traditional gender archetypes by readily acknowledging and prioritizing her own 

physical and emotional needs.  

Earlier in the play Susana, when asked what she thought of Lucha responds, “No, 

I don't think she's [Lucha] gay. Not liking men does not a lesbian make” (78). Susana 

notes that sexuality does not equate withholding resentment against men. With that said, 

Lucha's quote above is reflective of her own desires to have the same privileges Susana 

has, but have been denied to her. Although she had been a single mother most of her life, 

she has both consciously and subconsciously denied herself the exploration of her own 

sexuality because of the confines of heteronormativity. Before this confrontation with 

Susana’s lifestyle, putting her own needs first had never been so much as an option to 

her. From this respect Lucha’s character is written from a distinct Chicana lesbian 

sensibility. 

A Chicana lesbian sensibility, according to Moraga, highlights the ways in which 

oppression distinctly exists within the intersection of race, gender, class and sexuality 

while assigning equal value to each. For example, during the trajectory of Watsonville 

Cannery Company strike, race, class and gender took precedence. Heteronormativity 

throughout the strike had been the unspoken assumption amongst the organizers. Lucha’s 
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quote then reflects the betrayal experienced in association with the severe limitations of 

Latina womanhood. While it is readily apparent that La Virgen is not a model she can 

conform to, at the same time she realizes that the alternative role of whore proves equally 

confining. Lucha and Dolores confront the severe restrictions associated with these 

confining Latina and Chicana models. She then seeks an alternative platform that is 

inclusionary. Moraga notes: 

As a lesbian, I don't pretend to understand the intricacies or 
intimacies of Chicana/o gay desire, but we do share the fact that our 
‘homosexuality’—our feelings about sex, sexual power and domination, 
femininity and masculinity, family, loyalty and morality—has been shaped 
by heterosexist culture and society. As such, we have plenty to tell 
heterosexuals about themselves ( Moraga The Last Generation 159-160). 

Through the relationship of Lucha and Susana, Moraga brings larger hegemonic powers 

to the forefront by acknowledging the ways in which heteronormativity has been 

indoctrinated. Within this context it does not necessarily matter what Lucha's sexual 

orientation is; instead what is important is prioritizing her sexual needs and desires. She 

seeks a neutral space where she and other women like her can exist outside of confining 

and exclusionary modals. As noted by Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano, “the propelling force is 

the need to transform personal and cultural betrayal into more inclusive forms of 

community. / Writing out of a Chicana lesbian sensibility, Moraga offers a collective 

space where we can gather and share in these collective stories” (30). Lucha’s actions 

articulate and provide an inclusionary space where community can be formed. In this 

respect, Moraga provides an alternative model by which “ostracized” individuals such as 

Susana and Lucha can come together through alternative collectives. 

Conclusion 
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Moraga points to the way that traditional family models often fail and call for an 

alternative framework. While The Moraga Archives, through the use of testimonios, 

provide specific examples that challenge confined heteronormative family models, they 

are only representative of a larger problem that often times go without documenting in 

the archives or otherwise. In part, this is due to who exactly is recording or documenting 

said accounts as well as the perspective that is being highlighted. While there is a great 

deal of research tied to racial, gender, and class-based hierarchies, more studies are 

needed regarding the ways in which Chicanas and women of color as a whole form 

alternative collectives as a means of opposition. As Reyna Guzmán noted in the opening 

epigraph of this chapter, often times the most arduous of circumstances breed great 

degrees of strength through solidarity. While the need for survival may motivate 

collective organizing initially, social and political consciousness ultimately serves as the 

framework for the formation of alternative collectives by demanding both accountability 

and a shift in power dynamics. While the focus of this chapter has been specific to the 

rural agricultural setting, similar challenges prevail within the urban contemporary setting 

as highlighted in my next chapter on gentrification.  
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Chapter III: Gentrification in New York City Barrios: Resisting Dislocation and 
Displacement in Quiara Alegría Hudes and Lin-Manuel Miranda’s In the Heights 

and Ernesto Quiñonez’s Bodega Dreams and Chango’s Fire 
 

“Like tooth decay, it’s a slow process, but in time, 
when all the original teeth have been left to rot and pulled out, 
brand-new gold crowns can be put in their place…With all the 

unhappiness, crime will rise. Now you can blame the people 
who live there for the decay of the neighborhood… 

sooner or later the government will have to declare it 
an empowered zone and throw money their way” 

—Ernesto Quiñonez, Chango’s Fire 
 

“‘This neighborhood will be lost unless we make it ours’… 
All those white yuppies want to live in Manhattan, 

and they think Spanish Harlem is next for the taking.” 
—Ernesto Quiñonez, Bodega Dreams 

 
 

Quiñonez’s metaphor in the above quotes highlight how the benign neglect52 of 

New York City barrios, or neighborhoods of predominantly Latina/o origin, are tied to 

capital and purposefully result in a severely skewed sense of accountability. Rather than 

hold responsible local, state, and federal governments for failing to invest in the barrio; 

residents themselves are blamed for their poor living conditions. No distinction is made 

between the ramifications of benign neglect, as instead residents are mistakenly held 

liable. One of the principle reasons for the poor living conditions in the barrio is tied 

directly to the lack of capital investment that creates ripe conditions for crime. As a 

result, one-by-one apartment buildings are left to decay, later the structures, along with 

                                                
52 Benign neglect refers to governmental policies in relation to the disinvestment of the barrio. More 
specifically, I utilize the term as defined by Daniel Patrick Moynihan, President Nixon’s advisor on urban 
and social policy, who in 1970 submitted a memo to the president that labeled poor urban communities as 
undeserving of state and federal resources (Wallace 22). Moynihan grounded his recommendation through 
the misinterpretation of data of arson fires in New York City responsible for burning down many working-
class housing. He manipulated the data in a way that “labeled the poor people of New York as lawless, 
pathological, and irredeemably locked into an antisocial behavior pattern” (Wallace 21). In many respects, 
this would further fuel de facto segregation in the United States.   
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the tenants, are uprooted and replaced by more affluent housing and residents. Despite 

these continued challenges posed by gentrification, as noted in the second opening quote, 

residents must not remain idle. Whether through formal or informal means, neighborhood 

or barrio residents seek to reclaim their rightful space even as middle-class tenants 

continue to flood the barrio. This is especially critical in the face of “empowerment 

zone” (EZ)53 legislation which, in reality, stands as a euphemism for catering to a more 

affluent population. This process of driving out long-term working-class residents and 

drawing in members of the middle-class through reinvestment is known as 

gentrification.54 

Quiara Alegría Hudes and Lin-Manuel Miranda’s play In the Heights (2007)55 as 

well as Ernesto Quiñonez’s novels Bodega Dreams (2000) and Chango’s Fire (2004) all 

depict the challenges associated with gentrification. More importantly, these three 

works—which serve as the main focus of this chapter—propose that endangered 

communities in barrios form alternative collectives as a response to social dislocation 

resulting from gentrification. Thus, I center my analysis on the displacement of long-term 

residents of Washington Heights and Spanish Harlem—two neighborhoods (to which I 

will refer as barrios) in New York City. As noted in Figure 1, these barrios are located 

in Upper Manhattan approximately three and half miles from one another. Washington 

                                                
53 Empowerment Zones refer to areas in need of revitalization because of deteriorating neighborhood 
conditions, according to federal and state governments (Hanlon et al).  
54 Gentrification was initially coined in 1964 by Ruth Glass, in order to discuss how working-class quarters 
were being quickly taken over by the middle class in London, causing the displacement of once long-term 
residents (xviii-xix). The term specifically highlights how the gentry—typically associated with young 
highly educated individuals—moved into predominately working-class neighborhoods as a result of 
varying economic, cultural, and political factors. 
55 Although the lyrics to most of the songs from In the Heights were written by Lin-Manuel Miranda, the 
play itself was co-written together with Quiara Alegría Hudes who wrote the original children’s book titled 
Welcome to my Neighborhood! A Barrio ABC (2010) on which the Broadway musical play is based.  
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Heights is located on the Upper West Side juxtaposed to the Hudson River, while East 

Harlem is located on Lower East Side adjacent to the East River. 

  

 

Historically the area has been inhabited and populated by Puerto Ricans, 

Nuyoricans,56 Dominicans and, most recently, Mexicans, Mexican Americans and 

Chicanas/os.57 These barrios have drastically shifted demographically in terms of class 

and race as the increase in property values has driven out long time, working-class 

                                                
56 Originally considered a pejorative term, Nuyorican has since been redefined as those of Puerto Rican 
origin born in and around the New York City metropolitan area. In addition, they are distinguished by 
cultural attributes, dress and language (with the predominate use of Spanglish) that reflect a hybridity of 
both Puerto Rican and New York cultural influences. Nuyoricans are not necessarily considered Puerto 
Ricans by island Puerto Ricans, however (Concocannon, et al. 119-120). 
57 Although Puerto Ricans and Nuyoricans still constitute the majority, most recently there has been a 
growing influx of Mexicans, Mexican Americans and Chicanas/os as they constitute the fastest growing 
Latina/o group in New York City barrios (Dávila 153). 

Figure 1: Map of Upper Manhattan (Source: The New York City Department of Information Technology & 
Telecommunication: 2012) 
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residents through a combination of rent gouging and a limited amount of affordable 

housing. 

In order to provide a thorough examination of gentrification in New York City 

barrios, it is critical to first define the multiple spaces of the barrio. In part, Henri 

Lefebvre’s theory is useful in the examination of gentrification. Lefebvre categorizes 

space as perceived, conceived, and lived. The main distinction between these three spaces 

is that each serves a distinct function. Even though they overlap, these spaces are not 

identical. Perceived space refers to the physical or material space as it relates to concrete 

elements, as the dimensions of certain buildings or the actual measurements of a house. 

Perceived space has intimate ties with capitalism because it is valued by its material 

worth. This means that a hierarchy of spaces, and consequently the people who inhabit 

them, is constructed by dominant powers. Conceived space, on the other hand, is tied to 

the way in which urban planners and cartographers, for example, construct urban spaces 

using specific codes or signs that are readable to its inhabitants. Conceived space, by its 

very design, perpetuates hierarchies because built within it are various types of symbols 

and mechanisms meant to control and dictate how people live. This includes, but is 

certainly not limited to, the barrio’s physical layout that oftentimes severely hinders the 

interaction among members of the community. In part this is tied to, for example, the lack 

of safe community centers that are, in turn, rooted in the disinvestment of the barrio by 

federal, state, and local government. Finally, lived space deals with the way in which 

people function within spaces. It is their (inter)actions that reveal how these spaces are 

utilized (Shields Key Thinkers 210). Lived space is determined by barrio residents and 

others living on the margins that come to reconfigure power structures and hierarchies by 
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(re)defining conceived and perceived space (Shields Key Thinkers 210). It is real 

individuals that dictate how space and consequently the barrio functions. 

It is my argument that Latina/o barrio residents form collectives within their lived 

spaces in order to maintain community, resist gentrification, and create alternative 

economies and/or alliances with neighbors. These collectives reassert the social and 

cultural space of the barrio by and for Latina/o residents and, in many ways help to 

compensate for their lack of political and economic capital. This phenomenon is 

represented in Hudes and Miranda’s play In the Heights (2007) as well as in Quiñonez’s 

novels Bodega Dreams (2000) and Chango’s Fire (2004). The representation of the 

barrio as found in In the Heights is particularly important because it is the only 

successful Latina/o play on Broadway, written by a Latina/o about the Latina/o 

experience.58 The play, which takes place in Washington Heights, was well received and 

garnered boisterous reviews.59 However, its portrayal of the barrio heavily filtered the 

hardships and challenges of residents, in large part due to the target Broadway audience. 

By contrast, Quiñonez’s novels take place in Spanish Harlem and are not under the same 

                                                
58 Luis Valdez’s Zoot Suit was the first play written by a Latino about the Latina/o experience to debut on 
Broadway. Unfortunately, it had an extremely limited run and opened to low ticket sales. By contrast, it 
was a box office success in Los Angeles’ Mark Taper Forum, having multiple sold out shows. The 
Capeman, the second play about the Latina/o experience to debut on Broadway, also had a very limited 
run; however, it was not written by Latinos/as. Like Zoot Suit, it opened to “lukewarm reviews” (Heinze 
145). Although Westside Story also had a successful Broadway run and, in part, deals with the Puerto Rican 
community, it was based on a book written by Arthur Laurents, a non-Latino, and is loosely based on 
William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. West Side Story first and foremost foregrounds the love story 
between the protagonists, Maria and Tony, while rendering the perspective of the Latina/o community as 
secondary. Most recently John Leguizamo’s one man shows, Sexaholix…A Love Story (2002), Freak: A 
Semi Demi-Quasi Pseudo Autobiography (1998), and Ghetto Klown (2011), as well as Latinologues (2010) 
written by Rick Najera have also had their Broadway runs. However, Leguizamo’s plays have been heavily 
criticized for perpetuating stereotypes (Heinze 145). 

59 The New York Times initial review noted that, “the collective dance numbers [caught] fire [with] heat 
fill[ing] the stage” (Isherwood E2); while The New York Post noted that the performance “burst with a 
vitality and freshness”' (Robertson 2.9). The Broadway play would go on to win four Tony Awards, 
including the best musical in 2009 (Itzkoff C5).  
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target audience and length constraints as Hudes and Miranda’s play. Instead Quiñonez 

elaborates on the multi-cultural history of Spanish Harlem. This serves to better frame the 

hardships and challenges associated with the gentrification of the barrio. 

Although all three works are fictional, the texts bring to light the lived reality of 

the day-to-day hardships and adversities experienced by long-term residents due to 

Empowerment Zone (EZ) legislation.60 EZ programs—initially passed as federal 

legislation in 1993 and continued through 2011—sought to “revitalize” deteriorating 

neighborhoods through both federal and state funding that brought a series of wage 

increases, tax credits, and tax exempt industries offering jobs, work development, 

community building and affordable housing to residents (Concannon et al 106). 

However, in reality the legislation served to displace long-term working-class families 

and residents. While similarly implemented in other urban cities in the United States, EZ 

legislation was particularly devastating in New York City barrios because it has the 

largest public housing project in the nation.61 This means that many low income residents 

turn to public housing through the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) as a 

means of attaining affordable living arrangements; yet the supply is simply not enough to 

accommodate the extreme demand. Thus, the displacement of working-class residents 

from the little affordable housing that is available quickly proves devastating. 

                                                
60 Although the focus of this chapter is on EZ legislation with respect to New York City barrios, it is 
important to note that the first round of EZ legislation and implementation included a total of six urban and 
two rural areas in the United States, some of which included Cleveland, Philadelphia, and East St. Louis 
(Keating and Krumholz 7).  
61 At present the New York City Housing Authority is responsible for managing over 160,000 housing units 
and is the largest in the nation. The Puerto Rico Public Housing Administration ranks second at just over 
55,000, third is the Chicago Housing Authority at 34,499 followed by the Philadelphia Housing Authority 
at 15,905 housing units (Franz 37).  
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According to Arlene Dávila, numerous anthropological and journalistic studies 

have portrayed the barrio as riddled with crime and urban blight. Barrio residents have 

begun organizing themselves as collectives to respond to high levels of crime. In part 

these studies focus on stereotypes of barrio inhabitants as the “archetype ethnic 

enclave… and the paragon of… [the] ‘culture of poverty,’” when, in reality, larger 

historical and institutionalized forms of oppression are responsible for generating and 

maintaining such conditions (Dávila 6). The three texts analyzed here present characters 

that organize against gentrification through the creation of alternative collectives actively 

involved in community building, be it through the production of memorial murals in 

Bodega Dreams and In the Heights, or through the formation of alternative churches for 

the displaced and ostracized as in Chango’s Fire. The collectives forged are central to 

this chapter. For example, in In the Heights and Bodega Dreams, memorial murals serve 

to challenge the barrio’s history of violence resulting from disinvestment by holding 

dominant powers accountable. By commemorating barrio residents that have died, 

memorial murals reassert the barrio by figuratively populating a lived space with a 

vibrant population. Similarly, Quiñonez’s Chango’s Fire points to the importance of 

bringing together the stigmatized as members of an unorthodox church collective through 

the character of Maritza, a socialist pastor who runs an alternative neighborhood church. 

She caters almost exclusively to the “deviant” and ostracized of the community. 

Although a radical example, Martiza’s church demonstrates the importance of the 

creation of alternative collectives for protection, safety and, ultimately, day-to-day 

survival. 



103 

 
 

While these narratives represent both spectacular and more daily lived means of 

violence within the barrio, I build on Saidiya Hartman’s model by focusing on the more 

banal forms of violence that mask larger paradigms of domination and terror. Hartman’s 

model is developed around the conditions surrounding African Americans in the post-

bellum era, I do not pretend to equate these circumstances with those of residents of New 

York City barrios; instead I draw parallelisms in relation to the lack of legal and political 

agency that, in the case of my analysis, leaves barrio residents particularly vulnerable to 

exploitation. Hartman’s theory is critical (to my work) because it “defamiliariz[es] the 

familiar… [through] the diffusion of terror and the violence perpetrated under the rubric 

of pleasure [and] paternalism” (4). In other words, she problematizes what is “normal” 

through a close examination of the ways in which domination and seemingly 

commonplace forms of violence are masked as enjoyment and dismissed as the “common 

good.” 

The texts examined in this chapter reflect the demographic shifts of New York 

City barrios and require a close examination in terms of the ways in which diverse 

Latina/o communities are responding, either together or separately, to the changing 

physical, cultural, and urban landscape brought on by gentrification. It is my contention 

that these communities build alternative collectives as a means of resisting and combating 

the dislocation and displacement produced by gentrification. In seeking to examine these 

different forms of collectives, I have divided this chapter into sections. First, I provide a 

more thorough framework of the history of Spanish Harlem and Washington Heights as it 

relates to its multi-cultural history. While the area has predominately consisted of 

residents of Puerto Rican origin, there has been a large influx of Latina/os from various 
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parts of Latin America, who although living side-by-side do not necessarily function as a 

single collective community (Smith, “Mexicans: Their Social” 74). Second, I focus on 

the history of benign neglect of the barrio by public and private sectors. These conditions 

of neglect are, in part, responsible for the misconception of predominately poor, minority 

communities as directly responsible for deteriorating health and living conditions as well 

as high crime rates. There are in fact much larger legal and political factors involved in 

the perpetuation of this fallacy. In this section I provide a broader discussion of these 

misconceptions that lead to the residents’ being blamed for poor living conditions. Next, I 

contextualize the language and implementation of EZ programs in terms of the 

devastating social, cultural, and housing ramifications these programs have on barrio 

residents. In particular I focus on the lack of political representation within the city and 

reflective of the predominantly Latina/o population. Finally, I provide a close reading of 

Quiara Alegría Hudes and Lin-Manuel Miranda’s In the Heights and Ernesto Quiñonez’s 

novels, Bodega Dreams and Chango’s Fire in order to examine how these narratives 

construct diverse forms of violence experienced daily by residents. 

Juntos pero no revueltos (Together but not Intermingled): The Pan-Latina/o History 
of New York City Barrios 

Approximately 70% of New York City barrio residents are either Latin American 

or foreign born (Remeseira 2); however, simply because these groups live side-by-side or 

even share a Latin American identity, does not signify that pan-Latina/o coalitions and 

communities exist. Instead, because distinct ethnic enclaves or pockets are constructed 

and maintained, Latina/o groups often form community around residents who share the 

same country of origin. Often time’s ethnic enclaves are formed alongside each other as a 
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means of survival (Miyares and Gowen 3). These various ethnic enclaves, in turn, 

provide access to various social and cultural networks not otherwise available. To best 

understand this phenomenon, one must first recognize the larger pan-Latina/o history of 

New York City. Prior to the arrival of Latina/o immigrants and migrants, New York City 

had been dominated primarily by European immigrants. In particular there was a mass 

migration of European Jews and Italians from the late nineteenth through the late 

twentieth century (Kliger and Peltz 95). In the context of Latina/os during the late 

nineteenth century immigrants consisted mainly of Spaniards, Cubans, and Puerto Ricans 

(Remeisera 36). However, by the mid to late-twentieth century (1945-1970), New York 

City, specifically East Harlem, would become synonymous with Puerto Ricans. In large 

part this was due to the shift in Puerto Rico from an agricultural to an industrialized 

territory. This shift occurred during the mid-1940s when Puerto Rico’s economic industry 

moved from farming to a primarily industrial economy. Fueled in large part by Teodoro 

Moscoso’s Operation Bootstrap, this program provided incentives to private investors, 

including both local and foreign, in order to promote industrial growth in Puerto Rico. 

This included, “tax exemptions, subsidized factory space, recruitment of trained 

personnel, and assistance in obtaining loans” (Meléndez 90). Although on the surface the 

program would appear successful in industrializing the island, there was still a large net 

loss of jobs, pollution, and an increased economic dependence on the United States. This 

led to a large number of Puerto Ricans migrating to New York City for economic 

reasons, with a high concentration in East Harlem (Schultz 496). 

Unfortunately, the positions available for Puerto Ricans journeying into New 

York City consisted primarily of low-paying jobs with little opportunity for advancement. 
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As noted by Gabriela Heslip-Veira, “overall Puerto Ricans and other Latinos worked in 

the garment industry, in paper box factories, in enterprises that manufactured dolls or 

plastic products, in restaurants, in grocery stores, in hotels, in office buildings, residential 

structures, as cooks, dishwashers…” (44). Although the jobs in New York City paid 

better wages than jobs on the island, the higher cost of living along with the limited job 

opportunities left the newly arrived vulnerable to poor housing conditions as well as 

mistreatment by factory owners and service sector companies. With such a high demand 

for jobs coupled with the large influx of migrants, there was not a sufficient amount of 

housing for everyone. Puerto Ricans had to live in overcrowded quarters,’ and in this way 

the beginnings of benign neglect took shape (Haslip-Veira 49). During the 1960s, the 

Puerto Rican and Nuyorican population would peak, their numbers reaching 7.9% of the 

total New York City population (Haslip-Veira 42). These numbers would steadily grow 

through 1990, reaching 12.2% of the total New York City population (Roth 76). 

Historically Puerto Ricans have been considered the dominant Latina/o group in New 

York City. A high concentration of which reside in East Harlem (also known as Spanish 

Harlem or El Barrio); although the area is not exclusive to Puerto Ricans nor is it the case 

that all Puerto Ricans live in East Harlem, they still remain a dominant presence (Abu-

Lughod 76). More importantly, Puerto Ricans have made it a point to assert their space in 

the barrio through, for example, The Puerto Rican Day Parade.  

Although the parade was initially established as “The Hispanic Day Parade” in 

1955, it branched off into The Puerto Rican Day Parade in 1959. While the name “The 

Hispanic Day Parade” attempted to encompass a pan-Latina/o community, ultimately the 

name was not found to speak to the cultural needs and concerns of the dominant Puerto 
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Rican community. More importantly, events like this reassert the lived space of Spanish 

Harlem as distinctly Puerto Rican and Nuyorican (Sánchez 115). Yet, the Puerto Rican 

population would not be the only Latina/o group to be concentrated in one area in large 

numbers. Peaking in the 1960s the Dominican population would begin to grow sharply. 

Unlike Puerto Ricans who migrated initially because of economic reasons, the 

preliminary influx of Dominicans was politically motivated because of the civil unrest 

following the assassination of Rafael Trujillo, the Dominican Republic’s violent dictator 

who reigned from 1930-1961. After Trujillo’s assassination in 1961, a large wave of 

immigration began from the Dominican Republic to New York City as a whole, but, 

more specifically to Washington Heights. A closer historical look into the violence 

surrounding the aftermath of the dictator’s death is necessary to understand the initial 

spike of Dominican immigration.  

Trujillo ruled with an iron fist up until his death and; as a result, a great deal of 

violence over control of the Dominican Republic ensued. The popularly elected 

Dominican President, Juan Bosch, would hold power for seven months, following 

Trujillo’s downfall, until a coup d’état overthrew him. Because the United States feared 

another Cuba in their backyard, its military intervened and helped Joaquin Balaguer, a 

Trujillo supporter in exile in New York City, take leadership over the country (Grasmuck 

and Pessar 32). A great deal of bloodshed and turmoil would follow and ultimately force 

many Dominicans to seek refuge by immigrating to New York City. The high Dominican 

influx to the United States was facilitated by legal policies that granted refugee status. 

The population data helps contextualize this phenomenon: according to Grosfoguel and 

Georas “from 1961 to 1965, 35,372 Dominicans were legally admitted into the United 



108 

 
 

States. During the 1966-1970 post-invasion period… [the total increased] to 58,744” 

(109). Even though many Dominican migrants were from more urban areas, the types of 

jobs available to Dominicans in New York City were very similar to those available to 

Puerto Ricans—mainly concentrated in manufacturing, wholesale and retail trades with 

little to no opportunity for advancement. During the initial influx of (im)migration, many 

Dominicans settled side-by-side Puerto Ricans in East Harlem. However, by 1980 

Dominicans had created their own community in Washington Heights as well as in the 

Upper West Side of Manhattan. Overall, in terms of the total Latina/o population in New 

York City, Dominicans, during the 1960s accounted for 1.7% of the Latina/o population; 

yet, by 2000 their numbers would climb to 5.1% of the total New York City Latina/o 

population (Grusfoguel and Georas 109). 

During the early twenty-first century New York City would also experience a 

growing wave of Central and South American immigrants, both documented and 

undocumented. Among them, residents of Mexican origin began to significantly grow 

throughout New York City barrios.62 Whereas in 1980 the Mexican origin population 

amounted to 35,000-40,000, by 2000 those numbers reached 250,000-275,000 (Smith 

277). This meant that many “Little Mexicos” or pockets of residents of Mexican origin 

emerged. Comparatively, however, their numbers are still significantly smaller than those 

                                                
62 While the Latina/o population in New York City is of diverse origin—beyond Puerto Rican, Dominican, 
and Mexican—for the purposes of my chapter I am limiting my analysis to these particularly groups. 
Overall, the area also experienced a large influx of Cubans during 1960s as many were fleeing the Castro 
regime; however, unlike their other Latina/o Caribbean counter parts, Cubans had access to a number of 
governmental assistance programs to help them economically with their move into the United States. As a 
result, their poverty levels are nowhere near as high as those of the other groups discussed in this chapter 
(Grosfoguel and Georas 113). 
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of Puerto Rican or Dominican origin residents. Despite these ethnic enclaves, all of these 

groups are equally impacted by disinvestment and its ramifications.  

New York City Barrios: A History of Disinvestment and the Dysfunctional 
Consequences that Result 

In order to understand gentrification, it is critical to first contextualize the barrio 

as tied to a cycle of disinvestment followed by reinvestment. In Neil Smith’s seminal 

work, originally published in 1979, “Towards a Theory of Gentrification: A Back to the 

City by Capital, not People,”63 he defines gentrification as inevitable and linked 

specifically to capital gains that extend well beyond gentrifiers and include the vested 

interest of both the public and private sector. Smith critically links the larger historical 

circumstances responsible for urban spatial restructuring. Paralleling the work of Smith, 

Liam Kennedy, points to how, over the last twenty years of deindustrialization, new 

patterns of decentralization and recentralization, the large influx of documented and 

undocumented immigrants, along with the increased privatization of public spaces have 

created a new growth of the urban “underclass” (3).64 In other words, the conceived space 

of the barrio has been riddled with a history of disinvestment. Rather than dismiss 

disinvestment as a consequence of a general lack of resources, instead the implications 

are that the disinvestment is very much deliberate, as it takes place, “as a result of largely 

rational decisions by owners, landlords, local and national governments, and an array of 

                                                
63 Amongst his other well-known works include: American Empire: Roosevelt’s Geographer and the 
Prelude to Globalization, The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the Revanchist City, and Uneven 
Development: Nature, Capital, and the Production of Space. 
64 The term “urban underclass” refers to working-class minorities that have been marginalized spatially and 
financially. 
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financial institutions” (Duncan et al. 151).65 Both public and private sectors make 

purposeful and conscious decisions to disinvest in certain neighborhoods. These 

decisions are “justified” in that the neighborhoods, along with its residents, are not 

defined as financially, culturally, and socially profitable. In some cases, circumstances 

became so extreme that apartment building owners reached “graduated disinvestment,” 

meaning that owners intentionally neglected its occupants by purposefully failing to pay 

property taxes as well as cutting off basic electrical and water services (Duncan et al. 

151). Building and land owners were not held accountable for their actions by officials. 

Consequently, tenants were heavily exploited. Catastrophic levels of disinvestment would 

result when the property would eventually be burned down for insurance purposes, even 

though this meant the loss of the few possessions of barrio residents (Fullilove and 

Wallace 6). As highlighted by Quiñonez in both Bodega Dreams and Chango’s Fire, this 

would often cause the severe displacement of poor, minority residents. 

As noted by Quiñonez in Chango’s Fire, dislocation and (dis/re)investment would 

take on new levels through arson for insurance. In the novel the protagonist, Julio works 

for Eddie, an underground lucrative Italian American businessman who contracts Julio as 

an arsonist for affluent residents who reside in suburban homes just outside of New York 

City. Julio acts as a subcontractor who purposefully sets fire to their homes. It is a 

profitable underground business that has allowed him to purchase his own home in 

Spanish Harlem. Unlike the fires deliberately set by apartment building owners in the 

1970s—which mainly housed and plagued working-class Latina/os—the stakes for 

                                                
65 Although this quote refers specifically to the Lower East Side of New York, the same principle applies to 
the Upper East Side, as well as other neighborhoods throughout the United States that have experienced or 
are experiencing gentrification.  
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Eddie’s clients and, by extension, Julio’s clients are much different. While both are 

premeditated, the number of resources available to each victim of arson varies greatly. 

For working-class residents like Julio and his friend, Maritza, apartment building fires 

were a normal occurrence and would signify the loss of their limited assets as well as 

very few alternatives in terms of living arrangements. Essentially, residents like Julio and 

Maritza would be forced to start from scratch every time that a fire occurred. This meant 

not only a move into a different neighborhood, but also a different school. Both of these 

events would prove devastating for families. In the context of disinvestment, this fueled 

the misconception of the barrio as an unsafe place in view of limited community, 

educational, and housing sources available to residents. By contrast, for Eddie’s clients, 

arson for insurance signified reinvestment back into their homes as they sought to 

personally collect the full value of their assets. Dislocation and displacement was not a 

problem for affluent residents as they had various resources at their disposal. Such a 

distinction between working- and upper-middle class victims of arson for insurance 

reflects the disparities and separation between classes and varying urban areas. 

This class disparity parallels gentrification in terms of who does or does not have 

access to the resources coming into the barrio. But, how exactly does the reinvestment 

process work? In the first place, to assess whether or not a community is worth investing 

in, various entities come together (e.g. architects, lawyers, city planners, etc.). In part, the 

profitability is determined by calculating the rent gap, meaning that the renters are paying 

significantly less than what the property is worth. This indicates that property owners are 

losing money because the worth of the building is not being maximized (Duncan et al. 

152). Once a property has been established as holding the potential for generating a large 
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profit margin, there is promise of addressing many of the educational, community, social 

consequences related to the disinvestment in the barrio. Reinvestment by both public and 

private sectors, however, is a double-edged sword, for though it promises to address the 

benign neglect of barrio communities, it does not benefit long-term residents belonging 

to working-class minorities as urban renewal programs are instead meant to draw in more 

affluent tenants. 

The (dis/re)investment of urban areas like the barrio is directly reflective of racial 

and class hierarchies. As noted by Nancy Denton and Douglas Massey, the segregation in 

New York City barrios reflects social-spatial relations that can be most appropriately 

described as “spatial apartheid” (135). More specifically, this speaks to rigid racial and 

class divides in urban neighborhoods. Even though de jure segregation ended in 1954,66 

de facto segregation continues still to this date both within and outside of the barrio. 

However, rather than being enforced through legal means, these separations are 

economically implemented through (dis/re)investment. Moreover, they are further 

imposed both formally—through hyper-policing in working-class, minority 

communities—and informally— for example, in terms of whom restaurants are or are not 

willing to serve. As noted by Liam Kennedy, “space is not simply the parameter or stage 

of social relations and actions, rather that it is operative in the ‘assembly’ of these 

[relations]” (Kennedy 9). Before being dubbed as the barrio the area was predominately 

                                                
66 De jure segregation legally allowed state-sponsored racial separation in public schools, up until 1954 
when the U.S. Supreme Court declared it unconstitutional in Oliver Brown  et al. vs. Board of Education of 
Topeka (Patterson xiii). The decision was met with a great deal of resistance that included violence and 
backlash by many southern whites. Arguably the decision would later give rise to the Civil Rights 
Movement of the 1960s that would call upon the removal of other similarly unjust laws, such as that of Jim 
Crow (Patterson 46). 
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Italian and segregated space was built into it as a necessary component to generate and 

perpetuate divisions between class and race. In Chango’s Fire, Julio touches upon this 

critical point through flashbacks as he explains these divides to Helen, an affluent 

resident who recently moved into East Harlem, a point I will further elaborate on in a 

later section. Rather than hold accountable both public and private sectors for creating 

these conditions, they are instead rendered a “normal” or “natural” component of the 

barrio and its residents when, in reality “there is nothing natural or inevitable about 

disinvestment” (Duncan et al. 152). In this way, Duncan’s quote directly parallels 

Hartman’s model mentioned earlier, centering the deconstruction and exposure of how 

and what is being labeled as “normal.” 

Given this context, it is impossible to have a discussion around gentrification and 

(dis/re)investment without discussing the role of the state as a key operative in terms of 

the disbursement of resources. As noted by Henri Lefebvre, “[T]he State... is a 

framework—that of a power which makes decisions in such a way as to ensure that the 

interests of certain minorities, of certain classes or fractions of classes are imposed on 

society—so effectively imposed in fact, that they become indistinguishable from the 

general interests” (281). According to Lefebvre, space is then heavily tied to the 

maximization of profits or capital. Barrio residents live in disinvested communities that 

result in dysfunctional consequences; this maximizes the earnings for the “general 

interests” which become synonymous with the best interest of the affluent classes. 

Gentrification reinforces this model by reaffirming these divisions. New York City in 

particular serves as a crucial example in terms of access to public housing. 
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Public Housing: Restrictions, Regulations, and the Construction of Crime 

The New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) is the largest public housing 

organization in the nation and serves primarily low-income Latina/os and other 

minorities. Of those residing in New York City public housing, approximately 40% of the 

families are of Hispanic origin while 50% are of African American origin (Bloom 175). 

Given the increased cost of living in New York City, it is not surprising that as of 

February 3, 2013, there were a total of 167,3535 families on the wait-list for public 

housing (NYCHA 2014). As the demand for public housing far exceeds the supply, 

residents often turn to private housing, with the help of Section Eight vouchers and 

certificates. Section Eight vouchers and certificates are meant to offset the high cost of 

living through governmental programs that offer housing assistance for low-income 

families (NYCHA 2012). Although Section Eight vouchers and certificates provide rental 

assistance, they by no means guarantee affordable housing as building owners are under 

no obligation to accept these vouchers and certificates (Ladd and Ludwig 272). Despite 

this fact, the Section Eight wait-list consisted of 123,533 families in early 2013 (NYCHA 

2014). Given the limited availability of affordable housing, the extensive wait-lists speak 

to the trend towards the privatization of residential housing. Any minor or major shift in 

public housing and assistance rules and regulations leave working-class, particularly 

minorities, vulnerable and often serve to purposefully perpetuate the image of the barrio 

as riddled with crime. 

Legal mandates, such as the Rockefeller drug laws for example, are intimately 

tied to gentrification and only treat a symptom by punishing and criminalizing public 

housing residents rather than addressing the larger problem associated with the 
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dysfunctional consequences of disinvestment. Initially created in 1973 by former New 

York Governor Nelson Rockefeller, these laws mandated harsh minimum prison 

sentences for drug possession.67 Laws like these help to fuel the misconception of the 

barrio as a slum, and to “justify” displacement through gentrification. In part, the 

Rockefeller laws are directly tied to “public housing [as] tenants could be evicted if a 

family member or guest [is] arrested on drug charges” (Dávila 43). As noted earlier, 

public housing and assistance programs are extremely difficult to access and financially 

detrimental to those faced with eviction. Tentatively, eviction can result in potential 

homelessness, and the displacement and dislocation of the entire family. Even though a 

member or guest of the household arrested for drug possession may not necessarily be 

convicted, the entire family is held responsible and, by extension, guilty by association. 

“Public” housing then is loosely defined and no longer “public,” as legal mandates serve 

to justify the dislocation of “criminals” and their families (Dávila 44). By fostering these 

evictions this model justifies displacement and in effect makes room for more affluent 

                                                
67 A prime example of the harsh sentences for drug possession can be seen in the cases of possession of one 
gram of crack—predominately associated with the poor—as holding an equivalent punishment for the 
possession of 100 grams of cocaine—a much more expensive drug, commonly associated with wealthier 
white individuals (Sklansky 1287). The criminalization of barrio residents through Rockefeller drug laws 
are not an isolated incident and instead have served as a model for national legislation linked to the War on 
Drugs. Rockefeller drug laws and the War on Drugs target working-class barrio residents by masking the 
lack of resources invested into the community with delinquency and the construction of criminality. Like 
the Rockefeller laws, the War on Drugs was initially declared in the 1970s, and vehemently re-launched by 
Ronald Reagan in 1982 (Alexander 5). Whereas before “drug addiction was once primarily the purview of 
physicians… [since the War on Drugs] drug use, abuse and addiction have been treated primarily as 
crimes” (Cotton, quoted in Chepesiuk 90). This shift in drug usage from a medical problem to a social and 
legal problem has led to an increment in cases of police violence and deaths in neighborhoods. As a result 
of these laws, the state prison population increased by 478% from 1985 to 1995 (Parrillo 225). This legal 
shift has been critical in promoting and perpetuating racial and class hierarchies that reflect the design and 
construction of conceived space. I discuss the criminalization of minorities more extensively in chapter 
four, “In the Shadow of the Prison: Mass Incarceration, Racial Targeting, and Familial Fragmentation in 
Migdalia Cruz’s El Grito del Bronx, Lourdes Santiago’s Outside the Wall and Ashley Lucas’ Doin’ Time: 
Through the Visiting Glass.” 
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middle-class residents and the expectation of lower crime rates through gentrification. 

There is, in the process, no acknowledgment of state collusion with the private sector.  

Once evictions have taken place, there is now room for reinvestment back into the 

barrio—but not for its long-term Latina/o residents. Few housing opportunities are 

available for long-standing inhabitants as real estate and rent prices continue to 

skyrocket. The move to recruit a more affluent (white) middle-class population is made 

most apparent by the fact that, “East Harlem’s real estate [for example] is not advertised 

in El Diario or other Latina/o and local newspapers; it is more likely listed by downtown 

realtors, who, many believe, intend to keep Latina/os out of the area” (Dávila 54). 

Another dimension of reinvestment can be seen through the multiple high-priced 

developments that continue to be aggressively constructed throughout the barrio. More 

often than not this happens in close vicinity with more run-down apartment buildings 

where residents are primarily working-class minorities. Understandably this has caused a 

great deal of anxiety for Puerto Rican and Nuyorican residents who fear displacement. As 

noted by Rafael Merino, a member of the East Harlem community board, “We’re in crisis 

mode right now, and as far as retaining the Puerto Rican and Latino identity in the 

neighborhood, we’re in red alert... If we don’t pick up speed, we’ll lose a lot of it’” (Vega 

and Williams 32). Merino’s words highlight the importance of lived space in affirming 

the cultural and ethnic identity of the neighborhood. In doing so, Merino emphasizes the 

importance of claiming space through both formal and informal means. Unfortunately, 

Empowerment Zone legislation that was seemingly interested in addressing the 

importance of cultural centers and space contains language that would exclude a large 

number of long-term Latina/o residents. 
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Upper Manhattan Empowerment Zone Programs  

As noted earlier, EZs were developed by the federal government to address the 

deteriorating conditions of urban areas by stimulating poor urban neighborhoods through 

a series of tax credits, low interest business loans and affordable housing that have 

specifically benefited affluent residents. While the results of these programs have varied 

throughout the nation, Spanish Harlem in particular was devastated through the 

implementation of the Upper Manhattan Empowerment Zone or UMEZ specifically. 

Spearheaded in 1994 by New York City Congressman Charles Rangel, the legislation 

entailed three hundred million dollars of state and federal funds for the revitalization of 

Upper Manhattan (Maurrasse 35). Although on the surface UMEZ promised business and 

job growth, in reality, it had a very specific agenda meant to exclude long-term barrio 

residents. This can be seen through, for example, the Cultural Industry Investment Fund, 

a branch of UMEZ, which sought to attract tourists through marketing Latinidad and, in 

turn, the cultural history of the barrio (Dávila 97). While on the surface the program 

seemed to address many of the community concerns, the majority of the funds would go 

to developing businesses that did not necessarily speak to the needs of long-term 

residents.68 Moreover, a significant number of restrictions and limitations were set in 

place to hinder—if not eliminate—access to federal funding for community and Latina/o 

based organizations. 

                                                
68 Overall, UMEZ was based on tax breaks and low interests loans; however, a closer look at the financial 
breakdown of the funds reveals how priorities shifted from UMEZ’s initial motives. During 1996-2000 
58% of the funds went to business investment, 27% to tourism and development, and 15% to workforce 
and human capital (Maurrasse 36-7). However, between 2001 and 2002 specifically there was a devastating 
shift with 81% of the funds allotted to business development, 15% to tourism and development, and less 
than 1% to workforce and human capital. 
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Although the legislation would seemingly promote and celebrate the rich pan-

Latina/o history of New York City barrios, in reality it served as a means of 

commodifying Latina/o culture in order to maximize profits, as noted by Arlene Dávila. 

This meant that, despite the distinct Puerto Rican identity and history in East Harlem, the 

barrio was branded as pan-Latina/o for tourism purposes. This can primarily be seen 

through the changes in El Museo del Barrio (The Museum of the Barrio) that was forced 

to not only open up a gift shop to become more competitive, but also forced to change its 

focus from exclusively Puerto Rican to Latin American (Dávila 101). This spoke heavily 

to the need to modify the cultural history of the barrio according to what would attract 

the greatest amount of tourist, thus losing another valuable opportunity to document local 

history. Perhaps more importantly, these changes created the pitting of Central Harlem 

against East Harlem, since the former had stronger architectural markers that spoke 

directly to the rich African American history needed to attract tourist. On the other hand, 

the cultural history of the barrio relied more heavily on more informal elements such as 

memorial murals as noted in the next section. These informal cultural markers in East 

Harlem were not as readily recognized as those in Central Harlem; thus there was an 

unequal distribution of funds favoring the latter. Dávila points out that many thirty-year-

old grassroots organizations “did not qualify for the funding requirements… [because] 

they lacked annual reports, books, and business plans” (120). These restrictions, due to 

lack of documentation, impacted community based establishments which catered 

primarily to the long-term Latina/o community. This meant that more affluent (and 

newer, non-traditional) organizations benefited from UMEZ and that the barrio had to 

reassert itself through creative means. 
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Reclaiming the Barrio: Memorial Murals as the Reassertion of Space 

Since the implementation of programs like UMEZ, barrio residents have not 

remained idle; instead they have resisted gentrification through various informal means 

such as memorial murals. Memorial murals serve to reclaim the cultural and ethnic space 

of the barrio and, more importantly, to dispel the myth of high crime rates as well as poor 

living and working conditions as a “natural” part of the barrio. At the same time, they 

provide a distinct form of Latinidad documenting local history, which is often left absent 

in formal accounts (Cardalada Sánchez and Tirado-Avilés 264). Although memorial 

murals have been present across the United States, the walls of New York City barrios 

are a canvas with a particularly unique history. Initially appearing in the late 1980s, 

memorial murals commemorate the lives of predominantly African Americans and 

Latina/os violently cut short (Cooper and Sciorra 7). Memorial murals serve to center the 

voices of the barrio while contesting the state violence that has targeted poor minorities. 

Although high crime rates and an excessive police presence are common in the barrio, 

attention needs to be cast on the larger conditions responsible for continued bloodshed. 

For example, prominent graffiti artist Spon created a memorial mural in response to New 

York City Police Commissioner Raymond Kelly’s 1993 decision to authorize police to 

switch from traditional revolvers to 9-mm semi-automatic pistols (Kelly A17).69 When 

asked why he composed such a memorial, Spon responded that it was a Rest In Peace for 

the people who have passed and will pass at the hands of police (Cooper and Sciorra 73). 

Although not all memorial mural deaths are due to violence, unfortunately they represent 
                                                
69 In 1998, deadly police force would reach new heights as the New York Police Department would 
authorize officers to use hollow and deadlier bullets. Unlike their predecessor, these new bullets would 
flatten and expand upon impact. This would create a larger wound and potentially be more lethal (Cooper 
A1). 
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a large number of premature deaths in New York City barrios. These canvases’ directly 

speak to the role (or lack thereof) of local and state government actions that contribute to 

higher crime rates. Equally important is the grassroots nature of memorial murals that 

allow the residents to reaffirm the barrio as a community by asserting its cultural and 

ethnic space; this is especially important considering the shifting landscape rooted in 

gentrification. 

Completely informal in nature, the murals serve to convert the despair and 

anguish surrounding the violent loss of a loved one into resistance and hope. The 

memorial murals serve to chronicle the “voices” of the community. As noted by Martha 

Cooper and Joseph Sciorra: 

The ongoing violence in the public sphere contributes to an overwhelming 
despair and necessitates a communal response to help neighborhood 
residents overcome their bereavement collectively. Memorial walls are 
reminders of, if not indictments against, civil society’s inability or 
unwillingness to address the systemic poverty and the perverse racism that 
promote the rampant flow of drugs and guns into inner-city communities 
(Cooper and Sciorra 7). 

Even though distinct ethnic enclaves and neighborhoods have been formed, as noted 

earlier, the crime and violence that plague the barrio speak across various Latina/o 

communities. This means that while each memorial harks back to its own distinct ethnic 

and cultural symbol(s), the shared tragedy of the loss of a loved one transcends any one 

individual ethnic enclave. Instead it asserts the cultural roots of the life lost as well as that 

of the barrio as a whole by, “transform[ing]… fragmented and discontinuous urban 

landscapes into cultural forms with continuity, rich in values, and bringing forth a sense 

of attachment” (Aponte-Parés quoted in Cardalda Sánchez and Tirado Avilés 264). The 

individual loss of a life is no longer an isolated incident and instead part of a shared 
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experience that commands a response and connection by residents and non-residents 

alike. 

Community is thus further reinforced through the creation of these memorial 

murals. Unlike traditional graffiti, memorial artists often times attain permission before 

painting murals (Cooper and Sciorra xx). This not only ensures the longevity of the 

mural, but also the full participation of the community. This means that building owners 

purposefully and consciously allow the stories of fallen barrio residents to be painted and 

remembered on their walls. Given the large role memorial murals hold in New York City 

barrios, it is not surprising that Quiñonez highlights this critical visual art form, albeit 

briefly, in Bodega Dreams. 

In highlighting the role of memorial murals, Quiñonez spotlights how the process 

of constructing a mural is ultimately a community affair that speaks to the everyday 

forms of terror and violence associated with the barrio. In the novel, the protagonist, 

Julio, has gained notoriety in the barrio as a local graffiti artist. This, in turn, opened up 

the doors for a potentially lucrative business opportunity. Primarily by word of mouth, 

fellow barrio residents would approach Julio to paint memorial murals of those who have 

passed on. Julio describes the typical details that would lead to the construction of a 

memorial mural. He notes that for the most part women were the ones who would come 

knocking at his door and ask if he could paint a memorial mural for a loved one who has 

passed away. In one particular case, a cousin of the deceased victim, Freddy, shares 

details of his death, “[Freddy] was shot by mistake… [and I want the mural] on the wall 

of P.S. 101’s schoolyard… Freddy would hang there all night. I want it to read, ‘Freddy 
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the best of 109th Street, R.I.P.’ And then I want the flag of Borinquen and a big conga 

with Freddy’s face on it’” (Quiñonez, Bodega Dreams 5). Although the particulars 

surrounding his death are left unclear, what is evident is that Freddy’s life was violently 

cut short. More specifically it provides a critical examination of the dysfunctional 

consequences that lead to crime and violence. As noted by Keva Barton and Melvin 

Delgado, “These neighborhood billboards [or murals] are used to elicit critical 

examination of the root causes and solutions to the daily onslaught against inner-city 

youth… documenting community life and... kindl[ing] discussion on the untimely deaths 

of neighbor-hood residents” (349). Freddy’s death could have been easily avoided were it 

not for the violence that plagues working-class communities. Rather than have his life 

strictly documented as yet another homicide statistic, Freddy’s memorial mural replaces 

numbers with a familiar face of the barrio that ended far too early. The memorial mural 

then carries further weight considering its would-be positioning.  

The location of Freddy’s memorial mural directly adjacent to the schoolyard ties 

Freddy cultural roots to the barrio, while simultaneously targeting and provoking the 

school youth as its primary audience. This is done by defining Freddy as more than a 

mere victim of violence, as explained by his cousin, “he was shot by accident” 

(Quiñonez, Bodega Dreams 5). In this respect, Freddy’s memorial mural (and barrio 

murals in general) depict scenes based on historical events and are a daily reminder of the 

trials and tribulations of being Latina/o in this country and of the continual search for 

social justice (Solís 349). At the same time, this memorial mural allows Freddy’s family 

to define him in their own terms as he is instead remembered as a barrio resident, family 

member, and friend. This is especially critical because it dispels the misconception that 
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barrio residents are directly responsible for violence by literally painting a larger and 

more intimate picture associated with violence in the barrio. 

Moreover, the incorporation of rich cultural and historical symbols in the murals, 

as exemplified by the figures of the conga drum and Puerto Rican flag, demonstrate 

ethnic pride and also functions to educate barrio youth with an alternative cultural 

history. Julio makes it a point to note that throughout his upbringing little to nothing was 

done to teach the predominately Latina/o barrio students about their own history. Julio 

notes, “we were almost convinced that our race had no culture” (Quiñonez, Bodega 

Dreams 6). As absurd as Julio’s comment may sound, it reflects the antagonism between 

teachers and school administrators, and students. This animosity breed’s further 

opposition, and is often labeled by the former as “behavioral problems.” In order to speak 

to this cultural absence, Julio chooses to serve as the barrio historian. As a memorial 

artist, Julio essentially heeds the requests of loved ones of the deceased. At the same time 

he provides an alternative social and cultural history through barrio murals. The very act 

of painting murals serves to assert the cultural identity of residents through specific 

pictorial elements. 

Cultural imagery requires further attention, particularly the specific request of the 

“Borinquen” flag. The term Borinquen refers to the “Land of the Brave Lord” which is 

the name that the Arawak Indians or Boricuas gave to the island of Puerto Rico before it 

was colonized, and later dubbed as Puerto Rico (Santiago xviii). In fact, numerous 

student organizations utilized this nationalistic identity in the 1960s and 1970s as a means 

of social and political protest to contest the lack of access to higher education for students 

of Puerto Rican origin, as well as the disproportionate number of soldiers of Puerto Rican 
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origin killed during the Vietnam War (Torres and Velásquez 125). Freddy’s memorial 

mural then asserts the importance of being conscious of Borinquen history while 

remaining proactive in the battle against inequalities. Quiñonez underlines this point by 

dividing the novel into “rounds” instead of chapters. The “rounds” refer to the way in 

which boxing matches are divided and imply that barrio residents are not idle and 

constantly “fighting back.” This constant resistance includes the incorporation of national 

and cultural symbols such as the conga drum and the “Borinquen” flag in Freddy’s 

memorial mural. 

For residents like Freddy’s cousin, constructing the details of the memorial mural 

contribute to the creation of a space for communal acknowledgement; in fact these 

murals highlight that these otherwise marginalized voices continue to live on in the 

barrio. In the process of painting the murals, Julio develops significant links with fellow 

residents. In part this is attained by conveying nationalistic pride. In this way these 

memorial murals “take an active role in reshaping landscapes of despair into landscapes 

of hope” (Aponte-Parés 98). Julio, as a memorial artist, has a significant role in the barrio 

in terms of building community, as made evident in the incorporation of specific cultural 

and national symbols coupled with that strategic positioning of the memorial murals. He 

is in effect a barrio historian, albeit in an informal way. It is this level of investment that 

builds community collectivity.70 This message similarly resonates in Quiara Alegría 

Hudes and Lin-Manuel Miranda’s In the Heights.  

                                                
70 Quiñonez adds, “[Julio] would never ask for money up front, because then you wouldn’t get tipped” 
(Bodega Dreams 5). Painting a mural requires a financial investment, which is worth noting considering 
Julio’s limited funds; yet he always made sure he had enough supplies in order to, “make a few bucks” 
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Abuela (Grandmother) Claudia: "Pacienca y Fe (Patience and Faith)" Memorial 
Mural in In the Heights 
 
 Unlike the memorial mural in Quiñonez’s Bodega Dreams that highlighted the 

life of Freddy, cut short by violence, Hudes and Miranda’s play instead memorializes 

Abuela Claudia, the barrio grandmother and long-term resident of Washington Heights. 

Her memorial mural reads, “Abuela Claudia, ‘Pacienca y Fe’” (“Patience and Faith”), her 

mantra and, consequently, the title of the solo song performed by her character in the 

musical. In order to best contextualize the memorial mural, one must first understand the 

details surrounding Claudia’s own journey from Cuba to the United States. In her solo 

she shares how she arrived in New York City as a child in 1943 with her mother in search 

of better work opportunities (“Pacienca y Fe,” In the Heights). Nineteen forty three is 

significant in that it marked the initial influx of Cuban immigrants to New York and 

neighboring states, in part fueled by the fall of the cigar industry in Cuba (Poyo and Díaz-

Miranda 306). This distinguishes her immigration to the United States as rooted in 

economic hardship—unlike post-1959 Cuban immigrants who were politically motivated 

to leave the island due to Fidel Castro’s rise to power (Grosfoguel and Georas 113). In 

this respect, Abuela Claudia’s experience strongly parallels the struggles of many Puerto 

Rican and Dominican immigrants. Language barriers and the lack of jobs outside of the 

service sector are amongst these challenges.  

In her solo, Claudia describes what she experienced when she finally attained a 

job as a maid. Every day she “cleaned...homes, polishing with pride / scrubbing the 

                                                                                                                                            
(Quiñonez, Bodega Dreams 5). Although in part he does this to maximize the amount of gratuity received, 
more importantly it displays the amount of trust he had in his customers, neighbors and community.  
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whole of the upper east side / [as] The days [turned] into weeks, the weeks into years, … 

[and, despite it all] here [in Washington Heights she]…stayed” (Miranda “Paciencia y 

Fe,” In the Heights). While she reveals how proud she was to have a job, at the same 

time, the lyrics convey a deceptively upbeat tone. What merits further attention are the 

severely limited job options for (im)migrants like Abuela Claudia. As noted in the song, 

what was supposed to be a temporary job turned into a position that she would hold for 

most of her life, a reality she was not counting on. Even though the cost of living 

continued to rise, her salary remained the same. Economic conditions went from bad to 

worse, but as the lyrics reveal, Abuela Claudia continued “polishing [the homes of upper 

class people] with pride.” Although there is no doubt that she performed her work with 

pride, the song misleads the audience into thinking that she somehow found complacency 

in her job as a housekeeper and that she was even happy with her position as a 

housekeeper to a certain degree. This stands as an extremely limited view especially 

considering that Claudia’s job provided her with no medical or pension benefits. What 

the job did consistently provide, however, was poverty level wages.  

While she found and built community with fellow barrio residents, gentrification 

would ultimately strip Abuela Claudia of those ties as long-term friends and neighbors 

were driven out because of skyrocketing rents. This is particularly devastating to Abuela 

Claudia because, despite all of the hardship she was forced to endure, Washington 

Heights had served as a stable home for many years. In this respect, although the play as 

a whole does speak to the consequences of gentrification, it does so through a 

conservative lens that does not hold institutional powers accountable for the 

disinvestment in the barrio; this is best exemplified by the finality of the play. At the 
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conclusion of “Pacienca y Fe” Abuela Claudia reveals that she holds the winning lottery 

ticket entitling her to $96,000 and–essentially–her ticket out of the barrio.  

Given the unlikelihood of winning the lottery, the play provides an unrealistic 

outlet for barrio residents. In reality, there are few, if any, legal financial options 

available for people like Abuela Claudia that would enable one to seek residence outside 

of impoverished Washington Heights. However, In the Heights would lead one to believe 

that having the winning ticket was a given for her because of all the hardship she had 

endured up to that point. This is a particularly problematic message to relay to audiences, 

especially considering the limited portrayal of Latina/o communities on the Broadway 

stage. Although “Pacienca y Fe” does in fact help to address one’s morale in dealing with 

often daunting situations, morale alone does not pay the bills. There is no magical ticket. 

Instead what the play alludes to is false hope in that “Pacienca y Fe” will lead to an 

economic outlet.  

Sadly, Abuela Claudia passes away shortly after making her announcement as the 

winning lottery ticket holder. Her death comes in the midst of a terrible heat wave, 

massive blackouts and rioting in protest of the lack of resources in the barrio. To make 

matters worse many of the mom and pop shops, including the local car service and beauty 

salon, have since closed down and/or have relocated due to increasing rents that are 

primarily a result of gentrification. After her passing, Abuela Claudia leaves the majority 

of her winnings to Usnavi, the owner of the local bodega (convenience store) who had 

initially decided to sell the bodega and leave Washington Heights as he no longer sees 

any purpose in staying. He plans on using his share of the lottery winnings to leave for 

the Dominican Republic. In the “Finale” song Usnavi notes, “In five years when this 
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whole city's rich folks and hipsters, who's gonna miss this raggedy business?” (Miranda 

“Finale Song,” In the Heights). Usnavi has lived in Washington Heights for many years 

and has been well aware of the shifting population and urban landscape that gentrification 

has brought. As he breaks the news of his departure to his fifteen year old cousin, Sonny, 

at the bodega, Usnavi is surprised that the young man has contracted the local graffiti 

artist, Graffiti Pete, to paint a memorial mural of “Abuela Claudia” (see Figure 2) on one 

of the gates of the bodega. At that moment everything changes for Usnavi.  

 

The Abuela Claudia memorial mural placed on a gate of the bodega anchors Usnavi in 

Washington Heights by reminding him of the importance of constructing community 

through conceived and lived space. Even though gentrification is shifting the conceived 

space of the barrio by accommodating and catering to an affluent class, the bodega still 

stands as a distinct cultural center in Washington Heights that offsets the changing 

Figure 2: Abuela Claudia’s “Pacienca y Fe” Memorial Mural (Source: Anna Louizos 
Designs, LLC. New York: 2007) 
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landscape. That is why the placement of the memorial mural is of particular importance. 

The bodega serves as a critical center for the barrio in that residents frequent it and build 

community through it by sharing their daily lives and experiences with locals at the store. 

Given the scarcity—if not complete absence—of community centers, the bodega is even 

more important in building community. Even though the role of the gate is to seal the 

storage for food and supplies, the placement of the Abuela Claudia memorial mural 

serves to remind Usnavi and neighbors of the importance of her role in the lives of barrio 

residents. Visually, there is a direct reflection of Washington Heights in the memorial 

mural (as noted in Figure 2) through the juxtaposition of the urban setting (on the right 

hand side of the mural) with an earlier representation of a neighborhood that predates 

gentrification. It is people like Abuela Claudia that link the contemporary urban 

landscape to one’s cultural roots by building a spirit of collectivity. As a form of lived 

communal space, the mural dispels the conceived space of the barrio as a slum. 

One of the reasons that Abuela Claudia was considered the matriarch of the 

barrio is that she was always ready and willing to help fellow residents as they shared 

their daily struggles and challenges through informal oral histories. The memorial mural 

is a vivid reminder of this, especially considering that Washington Heights residents were 

keenly aware of her role. This message is visually articulated by Graffiti Pete in the mural 

and is exemplified by the closing lyrics of the “Finale” song when Usnavi decides that he 

will stay in Washington Heights after bearing witness to the mural. As the owner of the 

local bodega, Usnavi realizes that he too has the agency to evoke the lived space of the 

neighborhood in that he: 
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Illuminate[s] the stories of the people in the street / Some have happy 
endings, some are bittersweet / But I know them all and that's what makes 
my life complete...And if not me, who keeps our legacies? / Who's gonna 
keep the coffee sweet with secret recipes? / Abuela, rest in peace, you live 
in my memories / Sonny’s gotta eat, and this corner is my destiny. 
(Miranda “Finale Song,”) 
 

At the same time, however, there is an ominous message conveyed in that things continue 

to change and despite Usnavi’s drive, rents are still skyrocketing and long-term residents 

are still being driven out. The Abuela Claudia memorial mural is critical in exemplifying 

the importance of preserving the oral history of barrio residents. Constructed by a barrio 

resident for barrio residents, it reminds its target audience of their roots and role in the 

barrio as keeping their culture and community alive. Hardships—due to gentrification or 

otherwise—will continue, but it is through figures like Abuela Claudia (and by extension 

Usnavi) that the stories of barrio residents will be kept alive and enable the re-

appropriation of the space of the barrio. Unfortunately, there are limitations considering 

the short lifespan of memorial murals. The continually shifting landscape of the barrio 

directly threatens the memory of community leaders like Abuela Claudia.  

 It is important, however, to note that the concept of community here has been 

idealized and formed on the basis of unrealistic winnings. Economic and social 

challenges, such as having access to jobs with sustainable wages, are rendered mute and 

instead replaced by an unrealistic outlet that is a literal gamble. Although memorial 

murals offer solace and the reassertion of lived space, they are temporary in nature. 

Memorial murals may deliver a critical message that honors the memory of the deceased 

by making a normally personal/intimate sentiment a public matter through collective 

consciousness promoted through alternative collectives, but they do not change social 
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conditions. Similarly, Quiñonez’s novel Bodega Dreams further problematizes the issue 

of the shifting urban landscape, and the options available for social change.  

Redefining Vacant Lots: Asserting Lived Space through “The Brown House” 

Quiñonez’s follow-up novel, Chango’s Fire, continues to build on many of the 

same concepts found in Bodega Dreams; however the focus shifts to the growing number 

of gentrifiers within the barrio.71 Reacting to urban changes in Harlem, Julio notes that 

there were no community centers or parks within the barrio when he was growing up. 

Despite the abundant number of vacant lots surrounding Spanish Harlem, little was done 

to invest and much less generate community in the barrio. Consequently, as children, 

Julio and his good friend Trompo Loco72 took it upon themselves to reclaim the long 

vacant lot adjacent to their apartment. They did so by building their own clubhouse and 

labeling it “The Brown House.” The vacant lot was “filled with rats, charred bricks, and 

thrown out diapers” (Quiñonez, Chango’s Fire 6). City authorities or property owners 

paid no attention to up-keeping or tending to lots like this one. The lack of attention 

shows the level of neglect and abandonment on the part of local and state governments. 

“The Brown House” gave children who resided in the barrio a communal space of 

recreation. Moreover, while Julio could have easily provided any other name for the 

clubhouse, its close resemblance to “The White House” parallels the need to have 

political representation that reflects the demographics of the barrio. Julio’s “presidency,” 

if you will, stems from the fact that residents of Spanish Harlem had little to no control of 

                                                
71 While not considered a sequel to Bodega Dreams, Chango’s Fire takes place in the same setting (Spanish 
Harlem) and the protagonists in both novels have the same name, Julio. 
72 Trompo Loco translates to “Crazy Top.” This character is slightly cognitively impaired. Since he was a 
kid, whenever he felt upset he would spin around to the extent that he “passe[d] out from the dizziness” 
(Quiñonez 7).  
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the barrio, as already established previously. Coining the clubhouse with such strong 

political connotations proved symbolic in terms of taking back the space of the barrio by 

redefining it, if only temporarily. Even though Julio was only a child of nine, unable to 

fully articulate the inherent change that the city was undergoing, his actions reflected the 

need to “take back” the barrio by reconstituting the community space. All the barrio 

children flocked to Julio’s clubhouse eager “to join the administration” of “The Brown 

House” (Quiñonez, Chango’s Fire 6). Despite his age, Julio realized early on the 

importance of having a perceived space to congregate. Although fellow members of “The 

Brown House” were only children, they were, to a certain extent, able to acknowledge the 

importance of taking initiative and coming together as a collective. Everything appears to 

be going well at the clubhouse until two white men, or representatives of the property 

owners, burst in demanding the barrio youth to “Get out!” (Chango’s Fire 132). Scarred 

and confused, the children immediately leave and the two men proceed to burn down the 

clubhouse as an action for all of the barrio to bear witness. After that event a “For Sale” 

sign was nailed down to the ground, precisely where the clubhouse once stood, and where 

it would remain for years to come.  

It is important to provide a closer examination of this critical scene with respect to 

perceived, conceived, and lived space. As noted earlier, perceived space is directly 

related to materiality. Even though the property was vacant and could theoretically 

accommodate the clubhouse, its presence had not been accepted by the owners of this 

plot who saw the Brown House as disrupting the authority and agency of the owners 

through the appropriation of space. As such, their ownership must be reasserted through 

conceived space, in this case, through the “For Sale” sign on the very spot where the 
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clubhouse once stood. In this way, the vacant lot has been marked as not belonging or 

being in any way accessible to barrio youth or any of its residents. The fact that the two 

men had to resort to burning down the clubhouse reflects the degree to which the 

placement of the clubhouse threatened the agency of the owners of the lot. However, this 

act only rebounded because of lived space. While the perceived space of the vacant lot 

provided a location for the administration of the “The Brown House,” it was, in reality 

the basis for barrio youth to assert agency over the barrio. Although the physical 

clubhouse no longer existed, it would not stop Julio or the other youth from asserting a 

physical connection and appropriation of the barrio that would accompany him through 

his adulthood. This means that even though the clubhouse had been burned down, the 

roles of barrio youth as community leaders in the administration of “The Brown House” 

had not been compromised. Instead, it is this very mentality that would fuel how barrio 

residents like Julio would navigate and directly respond to gentrification. 

In the context of gentrification, however, these critical ties to the barrio and its 

cultural space go unacknowledged by affluent residents like Helen, a white upper middle-

class newcomer to Spanish Harlem drawn to the barrio by gentrification. According to 

Julio, Helen is a representative of the:  

many New Yorkers [that] have been injected [into Spanish Harlem], 
[because she] has no clue about the city’s past, How when [I] was a kid, 
restaurants and other establishments from the Upper East side and 
Greenwich Village would serve [my friends and me] but would also let 
[us] know, ‘Why don’t you stay uptown, where you belong?’... I heard it. 
It rang in my seven-year-old ears... and now that white people are coming 
into [Spanish] Harlem, they are whistling a different tune, ‘Why don’t you 
people get out of [Spanish] Harlem!’ (Quiñonez, Chango’s Fire 113) 
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The borders surrounding the barrio reflected spatial apartheid as they were regulated 

formally, through policing, and informally, as noted in the quote above. This demarcation 

of space led to being shunned from non-Harlem areas. While Julio was allowed to visit 

the Upper East Side and Greenwich Village, he was not allowed to stay, as his “proper 

place” was in the barrio. De facto segregation was entrenched in New York and had a 

negative impact on Julio from an early age. Gentrification, however, made it a one way 

street as barrio residents were not able to ask gentrifiers like Helen to leave quite as 

explicitly. Though Julio had remained in the same barrio since his childhood, he and 

other residents of Puerto Rican origin still remained ostracized from their affluent spaces, 

like Fifth Avenue, and were not allowed to visit for very long because their physical 

presence was posed a “threat.” However, the same does not hold true for affluent 

residents coming into the barrio as a result of gentrification. 

After multiple conversations with Helen, Julio’s anger reaches a breaking point 

when he tries to explain the ramifications of gentrification on long-term barrio residents 

of Spanish Harlem. He vehemently states, “Fifth Avenue will only change when they 

want it to change. But neighborhoods like mine, though... they change all the fucking 

time” (Quiñonez, Chango’s Fire 204). Julio points to the shift in Spanish Harlem as 

being completely out of his control, specifically with respect to the vulnerability of 

residents in that they can be driven out and replaced by anyone willing and able to pay 

more money for the property.  

Ultimately, Julio’s acceptance of Helen, speaks to the inevitably large influx of 

residents like her taking over. The salt on the wound for Julio comes at the end of 

Chango’s Fire when Julio is forced out of his apartment after Trompo sets it on fire. 
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Although he did have home owners insurance, it is revealed that the property was not 

under his name and instead under the name of his good friend “Papelito,” who dies after 

going back into the building to save Julio’s parents. Julio is left with nothing. In, what 

once stood as Julio’s home and Maritza’s community church, brand new apartment 

buildings would be built to cater to middle-class residents. Julio stops frequenting what 

remains of his neighborhood after what once was Papelito’s botanica is replaced by a 

Starbucks. However, rather than label this ending as giving up or giving in; what it also 

shows is the resilience on the part of Julio who vows to again own his own property in 

the neighborhood. While not necessarily realistic given his now limited income—since 

leaving the business of arson—Julio, nonetheless, is driven by zeal and determination to 

take back the barrio. He, like other long-term residents, has significant roots and a 

history in Spanish Harlem that draws him in in a way that incoming middle-class 

residents cannot fully understand.  

Conclusion 

Gentrification continues to drive out long-term working-class residents of the 

barrio in order to make room for more affluent residents. This proves devastating to 

long-term, predominately working-class Latina/o residents particularly because of New 

York City’s high cost of living coupled with severely limited affordable housing. The 

challenges associated with gentrification, however, span far beyond Spanish Harlem and 

Washington Heights. As metropolitan cities across the United States continue to grow, so 

does the need for affordable housing to accommodate working-class residents. In failing 

to do so, city and state agencies leave poor minorities vulnerable to displacement and 
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dislocation as they make room for more affluent residents. In this respect, de facto 

segregation is being fueled at an entirely new level, specifically within the cycle of 

(dis/re)investment. As alluded to earlier in my analysis, there is no denying the 

connection between disinvestment and crime. High crime rates and, consequently, rising 

incarceration rates, disproportionately impact predominately low-income communities of 

color as expanded on in the next chapter. But what is clear is that these victimized 

communities continue to find ways of building solidarity in order to resist displacement 

as collectivities. Through informal collectives, barrio residents turn to each other to find 

alternative means to build community and reaffirm their social and cultural agency. As 

gentrification continues to encroach, it is important to draw attention to the displacement 

and fragmentation of long-term working-class resident communities whose roots extend 

in the barrio across multiple generations. While the perceived and conceived spaces of 

the barrio have already been laid out beforehand, lived space allots for agency by 

defining how the space of the barrio will be utilized. Through alternative collectives 

barrio residents are fighting for and are adamant in reaffirming their rightful space in the 

barrio.
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Chapter IV: In the Shadow of the Prison: Mass Incarceration, Racial Targeting, 
and Familial Fragmentation in Migdalia Cruz’s El Grito del Bronx, Lourdes 

Santiago’s Outside the Wall: A Puerto Rican Women’s Struggles, and Ashley Lucas’ 
Doin’ Time: Through the Visiting Glass  

 
 “I think of my husband and how much he  

is hurting porque no tenemos ninguna idea de cuándo  
va salir de la cárcel73 He has a life sentence, but it’s  

my life and [my son] Miguelito’s too.” 
—Soledad, Doin’ Time: Through the Visiting Glass74 

 
“People think that, if your husband is in prison, you must 

be a criminal too … we are made to feel like we have  
committed a crime …women like me are truly prisoners in 

the eyes of the society.” 
—Lourdes, Outside the Wall: A Puerto Rican’s Woman’s Struggle75 

 
 

Soledad and Lourdes’s quotes touch upon the displacement directly linked to 

mass incarceration and its implications for those with loved ones in the prison system. 

When a loved one has been given a long-term sentence, incarceration does not stop with 

those that are formally behind prison walls and instead extends to members of the 

immediate family—biological or otherwise. These challenges, however, are distinct and 

instead resonate with respect to day-to-day and long-term challenges associated with 

incarceration, from maintaining the household to raising a family. Miguelito, for 

example, given his young age, cannot comprehend the continued absence of his father. 

Yet, despite his father’s incarceration he recognizes him first and foremost as his parent, 

while, on the other hand, friends and family members, at times, translate incarceration 

as a mark of shame rather than as the product of racial and economic marginalization; 

                                                
73 (because we do not have any idea when he will be released from prison). 
74 Lucas, Ashley Elizabeth. Performing the (Un)Imagined Nation: The Emergence of Ethnographic 
Theater in the Late Twentieth Century. Print. 275. 
75 Padilla, Felis M. and Lourdes Santiago. Outside the Wall: A Puerto Rican’s Woman’s Struggle. New 
Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1993. Print. 134. 
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as highlighted in Lourdes’ opening epigraph the family member is made to feel that she 

or he has committed a crime too. This judgment and stigma, has concrete consequences 

with respect to one’s ability to create, build, and sustain relationships and networks.   

In my examination I highlight Migdalia Cruz’s play El Grito del Bronx (El 

Grito) (2008), Felix M. Padilla and Lourdes Santiago’s biography Outside the Wall: A 

Puerto Rican Woman’s Struggle (Outside the Wall) (1993) as well as Ashley Lucas’ 

testimonial based play Doin’ Time: Through the Visiting Glass (Doin’ Time) (2006), by 

centering the challenges and stigma linked with having a loved one imprisoned. This 

includes combating the myth of the “incorrigible” criminal—a term that can sever 

familial ties and implies that the accused is an “irremediable” offender—by highlighting 

the larger circumstances responsible for breeding this myth. For example, Cruz situates 

her play in the Bronx, a borough of New York City which has a high Latina/o 

population, specifically of Puerto Rican origin. In part, Cruz builds on her own lived 

experience having grown up in the Bronx. This borough has historically been linked to 

high poverty rates and to a disproportionate number of arrests, profiling, and conviction 

levels, all statistics tied back to the criminalization of working-class Latina/os. 

Ultimately, Cruz’s play centers on the voices of Chicanas who ultimately challenge 

these mechanisms of social order through the creation of alternative collectives and 

communities. Similarly, in Outside the Wall Felix M. Padilla focuses on the life of 

Lourdes Santiago, a Chicago native of Puerto Rican origin, who discusses the 

challenges of maintaining her marriage, despite her husband’s seventy year prison 

sentence at an out of state prison. Most importantly the biography highlights the social 

stigma and exclusion she experiences at work and in her personal life. Lucas’ play, on 
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the other hand, focuses on the narrative’s ability to highlight the void that imprisonment 

of a loved one leaves behind. Together these texts challenge the marginalization and 

alienation associated with incarceration as viewed from a distinct Latina woman’s 

perspective. While there are several Latino prison narratives that highlight these 

challenges,76 they often render the Latina woman's voice as secondary and are framed 

strictly around the virgin, mother, or whore trilogy dominant in all of Latina/o 

literature.77 In this chapter I argue that the plays by Cruz, Santiago, and Lucas center 

these otherwise marginalized voices and extend Latina identity beyond these severely 

limited paradigms; in fact Latina’s learn to develop multiple roles as they are forced to 

explore alternative means for economic and emotional survival and seek out alternative 

collectives.  

Clearly the heteronormative family model is always present, but incarceration 

makes this model difficult to attain and thus significantly shifts traditional paradigms. In 

view of the numbers in prison, incarceration targets specific racial and working-class 

groups in order to better regulate and control them. Heteronormative families linked to 

imprisonment, point to, “sexual choices . . . not perceived as normal, moral, or worthy 

                                                
76 Some prominent Latino prison narratives include: Jimmy Santiago Baca’s A Place to Stand, Raul 
Salinas’ Un Trip Through the Mind Jail Y Otras Excursions: Poems, Leonard Peltier’s Prison Writings: 
My Life is a Sundance all of which center the male Latino voice. While there are other texts that highlight 
prison narratives, e.g. Angela Davis’ And They Came in the Morning, George Jacksons Soledad Brother: 
The Prison Letters of George Jackson, and Assata Shakur’s Assata: An Autobiography, the experience 
and positionality of Latina’s as central in narratives is atypical.  
77Latina literary narratives often depict women as confined between the polarized figures of The Virgin 
Mary and La Chingada [the fucked one] (Moraga, Art in America 159-160). While La Virgen de 
Guadalupe alludes to the virginal ideal of womanhood, her opposite, La Chingada, specifically refers to 
La Malinche or female traitor who having served as Hernan Cortez’s Indian translator and mistress is 
often seen as synonymous with all betrayal and often referred to as “la chingada [the fucked one],” 
following Octavio Paz’s rendition. Not only do these models reflect the limitations imposed on Chicana 
female identity, but also severely limit the role of Latinas who, many times, do not fit into any of these 
restrictive bodies/subjectivities (See: Octavio Paz’s Labyrinth of Solitude and Cherríe Moraga’s “Art in 
America”). 
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of support” (Cohen 422). In this way, the mark of criminal, even if one did not commit 

a crime, is imposed on loved ones who are imprisoned by rendering them as somehow 

unmoral and unworthy of obtaining support. In part, this speaks to a much larger history 

linked to regulating unacceptable forms heteronormativity. Most prominently, this 

example can be seen through the prohibition of interracial marriages existed in the 

United States until 1967, in an effort to strictly contain, police, and control 

heteronormative marriages deemed unacceptable.78 This speaks to a much larger 

phenomenon tied to the surveillance and domination over specific groups. Ultimately, 

this reflects a, “pattern of regulation [and] behavior . . . [by] denigrating the identities of 

those heterosexuals on the outside of heteronormative privilege, in particular those 

perceived as threatening systems of white supremacy, male domination, and capitalist 

advancement” (Cohen 455). As such while those with loved ones imprisoned are 

heteronormative, they must seek alternative means to resist this label of denigration. In 

order to do so alternative communities or collectives are created/built and needed to 

combat the challenges associated with having a loved one imprisoned. 

On a daily and long-term level these challenges are multiple and include—

building on the work of Achilles Mbembe—natal alienation, social death, and 

domination (21). While Mbembe identifies these repercussions as distinct to chattel 

slavery, I by no means seek to equate the two; instead, I seek to draw on the 

parallelisms that legally and socially severely hinder and target working-class 

minorities, specifically Latina/os. With respect to natal alienation, unlike Mbembe’s 
                                                
78 In Loving v. Virginia, Richard and Mildred Loving, went to the Supreme Court to challenge their 
convictions of having violated Virginia law by marrying as Mrs. Loving, of African American descent 
and Mr. Loving, of European descent. The court ruled in their favor in 1967 and the law was overturned 
and deemed unconstitutional (Wallenstein 41).  
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definition, I am defining it here as the severing of familial ties that do not strictly take 

place from birth, and instead occur at any age with links specifically tied to a loved 

one’s incarceration. Similarly, social death encompasses natal alienation and isolation 

or severance from friends and colleagues resulting in social and cultural loss. In this 

way natal alienation and social death point to mechanisms of domination. For example, 

for incarcerated parents, this means that contact with offspring is often restricted to 

visits and phone calls. Visits to incarcerated loved ones, can also be limited as they are 

often extremely costly in view of the fact that prisons are often located in rural areas 

and far from the family’s place of residence. As a result, the sheer act of visiting a loved 

one imprisoned often signifies the loss of pay for one or more days coupled with a 

lengthy car and/or plane ride as well as room and board, a feat that can prove 

devastating for a family on a limited and fixed income. While phone calls are an option, 

phone bills to an inmate run at a significantly higher rate than regular domestic calls and 

often result in an extremely steep rate, thus taxing an already burdened and heavily 

strained family.79 Together with the loss of the income to the household because of 

incarceration as well as the emotional and psychological cost, imprisonment then results 

in the severe rupture of familial ties. At the same time, however, the disenfranchisement 

tied to imprisonment extends beyond the immediate family and can be most accurately 

described as social death and domination. The stigma linked to mass incarceration goes 

beyond the period of incarceration and debilitates one’s ability to maintain, much less 

build social capital through traditional avenues. Family members find that navigating 

                                                
79 Inmates are only allowed to call collect; coupled with the fact that phone companies charge exorbitant 
amounts to cover monitoring and recording, families are often left without a choice but to pay for the 
additional costs (Braman 117).  
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through daily life can prove extremely challenging, for the myth of the “incorrigible” 

offender often results in isolation from one’s community as acquaintances and work 

mates try to avoid the topic and stigma. While this form of “confinement” by no means 

equates with the hardships of those formally imprisoned or that of chattel slavery, for 

those left behind, they often find their freedoms to be socially, culturally, and 

psychologically limited as their relationships are severed. As a result, incarceration 

functions as a means of domination by limiting, hindering, and targeting specific 

portions of the population. Essentially what this means is that although the United 

States currently imprisons a total of 2.3 million inmates—the largest incarceration rate 

of any other country in the world—the numbers neither include nor reflect the degree by 

which the prison system devastates and targets a disproportionate number of Latina/os. 

Although Latina/os are not the only group impacted by the prison system—African 

Americans have been similarly targeted at a much higher rate—the number of Latina/os 

imprisoned at both the state and federal level is growing at a rate that exceeds all other 

ethnic groups (Morin 12). At present statistics show that even though Latina/os make up 

16.3% of the total U.S. population, 34% of inmates in both state and federal prison are 

of Latina/o origin (Tonry 37; Passel et al.). This means that cases like that of Soledad 

and Lourdes are by no means isolated and instead are representative of a much larger 

phenomenon. 

This distinct perspective calls for a more critical understanding that forces one to 

revisit and confront the larger framework of institutional oppression responsible for 

tracking Latino/as into the prison system. Given these disproportionate numbers, there 

are thousands of family members with loved ones imprisoned who are targeted, 
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shunned, and treated “truly [as] prisoners in the eyes of society” (Santiago et al. 134). 

More specifically those imprisoned and their loved ones are, “extracted as insignias of 

dangerous and conspiratorial collectivities that extend . . . to the entire ethnic 

community" (Feldman 88). This means that the label of criminality is falsely placed as 

an inherent part of specific ethnic communities. The explanation for this 

disproportionate rate of incarceration is rarely traced to hegemonic powers that are 

responsible for creating extremely limited economic and educational opportunities that 

breed crime. As a result, the crime generated within disenfranchised ethnic communities 

in reality is a derivative symptom of a larger disease that functions as the sites of power 

that keep minority groups in areas of poverty. The capitalist system, on the other hand, 

with its myth of individual merit and effort leading to success generally places the 

blame solely on individuals rather than on the larger institutional powers as responsible 

for creating limited economic and social conditions (Feldman 3).  In this respect 

Feldman speaks directly to criminalization as linked to racial and/or class based 

hierarchies. Together Cruz, Lucas, and Santiago’s texts serve as a direct means of 

resistance and opposition by pointing to the ways in which alternative collectives 

combat the myth that criminalizes and targets ethnic communities.  

In order to delve into these critical points, I have divided this chapter into three 

sections. The first section opens with a detailed historical and political context with 

respect to the Prison Industrial Complex and its impact on Latina/o communities. This 

will allow me to best situate the construction of criminality through the targeting of 

poor Latina/o communities. Second, I segue into the implications mass incarceration 

has on families and kinships specifically in terms of ostracism and social death. Both 
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concepts are critical in contextualizing the limited economic and political rights with 

respect to Latina/os. Finally, I provide a close reading of Cruz, Santiago et al. and 

Lucas’ texts, where Cruz draws critical connections between the history of colonization 

and imprisonment, both Santiago et al. and Lucas focus on navigating daily challenges 

in the absence of a family member. Together, these texts speak to the larger legal and 

social conditions that target low income Latina/os specifically. In part, this is done by 

relying on seemingly personal acts—such as recalling a childhood memory and/or 

writing to or visiting a loved one in the prison system—as political acts of survival.  

The High Cost of Prisons 

In its most basic form, as noted by Dylan Rodríguez, imprisonment is tied to the 

myth of institutional authority and order for the protection of society. This means that 

laws and policing in reality mask the fact that state violence and brutality serve the 

interests of capital to control minorities. These mechanisms function as a means of 

social order that further promote racial, gender, class and sexuality-based hierarchies. In 

order to best contextualize this phenomenon the term Prison Industrial Complex was 

first coined by Mike Davis and speaks to the dependence by federal and state 

governments on the prison system as a means of controlling working-class minorities 

(Gilmore “From Military to...” 3). During the last thirty years, incarceration legislation, 

as elaborated later in this chapter, has targeted predominately working-class minority 

communities, and has resulted in a devastating growth in the total number of prisoners 

and, consequently prisons. Whereas in 1972 the total U.S. inmate population amounted 

to just over 200,000, today, as noted earlier, it currently stands at 2.3 million with the 

majority consisting of Latina/o and African American prisoners (Clear 97). With such 
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significant numbers it is not surprising that mass incarceration has proven to be a 

lucrative business which has brought job opportunities and other resources to 

predominately rural towns (Oboler 1). Essentially through criminalization, prisons have 

served as an economic incentive. In addition, the privatization of prisons has served as 

further impetus to public and private entities alike, as they provide extensive revenue.80  

Extending far beyond the prison walls, the PIC is responsible for bringing with it 

a culture of warfare or domestic militarization predominately waged on neighborhoods 

with residents of color; this manifests itself through increased levels of policing, 

harassment, and violence (Gilmore, “Behind the Power” 16). In Outside the Wall, 

Lourdes draws attention to this matter growing up in Chicago where gang and drug 

violence were an everyday reality. However, rather than identify the prominence of 

drugs in low-income neighborhoods as endemic, Lourdes points to the lack of career 

opportunities as a larger culprit linked to the surveillance and policing of her 

neighborhood. Lourdes notes, for example, that, while in high school the situation was 

different as community investment was a fundamental component. Through the city’s 

Human Resources department there were numerous outreach programs that ranged from 

work with the YMCA to school daycare programs (Santiago et al. 101), all of which 

provided a sense of collective action and community. However, once the summer 

ended, so did the opportunities to invest back into the community. In their place stood 

service-sector positions with little to no opportunities for advancement. As a result, 

                                                
80 Both state and federal prisons have turned to private companies to offset the high cost of the prisons 
system. Critics have argued that private prison facilities are primarily concerned with profit versus safety 
and upholding state regulations. At present approximately seven percent of all state and federal prisons 
consist of private prison facilities, the majority of which consists of minimum security facilities. Because 
of the jobs and economic resources private prisons bring to often rural areas, this trend is expected to 
continue to grow (Miller 1410-3). 
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clandestine economies linked to drug consumption and distribution became rampant 

and, with it, a culture of increased policing and surveillance. Lourdes’ neighborhood 

was not an isolated incident and is instead reflective of a much larger phenomenon 

linked to the War on Drugs responsible for criminalizing poor people of color and, 

largely responsible for fueling the prison boom.  

Initially launched by Richard Nixon in the 1960s, the War on Drugs campaign 

was again picked up by Ronald Reagan in the mid-1980s with much greater force. 

Nowhere is this made more prominent than in the federal consequences associated with 

drug possession.81 The harsh penalties related to specific drugs target, criminalize and 

result in the incarceration of predominately working-class minorities. Ultimately, the 

implementation of such laws through imprisonment serve as a means of perpetuating 

distinct hierarchies based on race and class (Provine 104). Since the initial prison boom 

beginning in the 1980s, the increasing penalties for the possession of drugs from 1995 

to 2003, constituted 49% of prison growth (Bachman and Alvarez 78-9). Furthermore, 

approximately 80% of Latina/os in federal prison were drug offenders (DeLisi et al. 92). 

What this means is that legislation associated with the War on Drugs has, in reality 

served to target specific racial and ethnic groups in to the prison system. 

The PIC is a multi-billion dollar industry that both the public and private sector 

heavily depend upon. Current statistics, however, only reflect the approximate cost of 

running prisons. For example, some states report their statistics under “corrections,” 

which include both state prisons and the parole system, therefore only providing a 
                                                
81A prominent example can be seen in the possession of one gram of crack, a less expensive drug 
typically associated with poorer communities, results in the same sentence as the possession of 100 grams 
of powder cocaine, a significantly higher priced drug associated with the middle and upper class 
(Gabbidone and Greene 344). 
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limited picture. While undoubtedly the PIC includes the parole system, my interest here 

rests on the cost of running the U.S. prison system. According to the most recent report 

from the U.S. Department of Justice, in terms of the 2013 federal proposed budget, 

federal prisons are slated to run tax payers $8.6 billion. This number has been 

increasing in comparison to previous years. The increase for the 2013 year, for example, 

is meant to cover the cost of a growing prison population, in part addressed by the 

opening of two new prisons (“U.S. Department of Justice FY 2013 Budget Request”). 

For all state prisons, according to the 2010-2012 State Expenditures Report, 

corrections—which also includes both parole and probation—is costing state and 

federal tax payers an estimated $53.3 billion for the 2012 fiscal year (“National 

Association of State Budget Officers” 52). While these numbers have been steadily 

growing, they have decreased significantly because this model is not sustainable, thus 

prompting early prisoner release in some states, including California.82 Along a similar 

vein, information regarding private prisons is even more difficult to track down as these 

facilities are considered commercial enterprises and not required to report their cost of 

operations to the government or the public. Private prisons, however, are a growing 

sector in the U.S. currently operating in the form of an oligopoly as two organizations—

Corrections Corporation of America, and Geo Group Inc.—control the entire private 

prison sector in the U.S.83 At present, both GEO Group Inc. and Corrections Company 

of America are registered for public trading and are members of the New York Stock 

                                                
82 In an effort to relief significant prison overcrowding and the high cost of imprisonment, as part of 
Proposition 36, California voters approved an early release program for those who have committed minor 
offenses. (See: Tracey Kaplin’s, “California; Early Release Leaves Some Bereft …”) 
83 Prior to 2010 Cornell Companies, Inc. was also a leading company contracted for private prisons until 
it was bought out and merged with Geo Group Inc. (See: Kish and Lipton’s “Do Private Prisons Really 
Offer Savings Compared with their Public Counterparts.”) 
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Exchange.84 GEO Group Inc. reported its annual total revenue for 2012 at $1.6 billion.85 

This further implicates the model that prisoners are literally being used as capital and, 

by extension, being bought and sold on the stock market. On a community level, these 

statistics speak to the way in which entire working-class communities of color are being 

targeted as sites to assure that there is a hefty supply of prisoners.  

The cost of imprisonment then extends beyond the financial as both families and 

entire communities alike must face loss that is nearly impossible to quantify. For 

example, in the monologue “Married to Silence,” found in Ashley Lucas Doin’ Time, 

the narrator discusses the challenges associated with being married to an absent loved 

one:  

I haven’t spoken to my husband in three years. He’s in the federal prisons, 
and they shipped him clear across the country to some place in New 
Jersey. I just can’t afford the trip to visit . . . It’s not just the money; it’s 
the time, too. People would know that I was up to something if I was 
taking time off from work all the time to go out there, and I can’t let that 
happen. (Lucas 268-9).  

 

Despite her efforts, multiple obstacles would be mounted to hinder her ability to 

maintain communication as well as any type of relationship with her husband. Prisoner 

relocation, for example, functions as a typical phenomenon to address overcrowding as 

well as disciplinary concerns. Often with little warning, prisoners at any time are 

relocated often with minimal notification to family members. Heavily resonating within 

the quote is her concern for compromising her rapport or social capital with colleagues. 

This resonates most deeply in her concern that “people” would begin to question her 
                                                
84 See company website for Geo Group, Inc., “Welcome to GEO Group Inc.” and Corrections 
Corporation of America, “Investor Relations.” 
85These statistics are also limited as Geo Group, Inc. also manages for-profit prisons in Australia, United 
Kingdom and South African (See: “Welcome to GEO Group Inc.) 
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whereabouts. Visits to a loved one imprisoned entail much more than a single event and 

instead reflect a change in lifestyle. Even monthly visits would require a significant 

rearrangement of one’s work schedule. Her averseness to share the details surrounding 

her husband’s state reveal the stigma and segregation attached to imprisonment. In fact, 

recent studies show that “depression and isolation from family and friends were 

experienced more by the wives of incarcerated men than the men themselves” (Braman 

quoted in Lopoo and Western 723). Essentially the ramifications stem well beyond the 

prison walls as this isolation has monetary, social, and emotional consequences, most 

prominently, with respect to the ability of those left outside to create and maintain 

community ties. Because mass incarceration targets working-class communities of 

color, the quote then speaks to a much larger phenomenon that compromises the 

cohesion and reliability of entire populations (Hagan and Dinovitzer 132). In particular 

the narrator’s story speaks directly to the experiences that many African American and 

Latina/o communities are forced to endure as these groups constitute two-thirds of the 

total inmate population (Gilmore, “From Military Complex” 7). However, African 

Americans are impacted at a much higher rate than Latina/os. While in many ways their 

experiences parallel one another, for Latina/os, this massive race based targeting, is 

linked to the larger history colonization. 

Historical Materialism: The Continued Impact of Colonization  

The disproportionately high numbers of Latinas/os in the prison system are in 

part linked to a larger history of colonization and domination that has created 

hierarchies which have served as the basis for U.S. laws. Rather than label colonization 

as marked by historicism—in that the past constitutes a linear history marked by a 
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specific time and era—; instead, historical materialism serves as more accurate 

reflection in that it instead recognizes history as folded into distinct historical/political 

moments in time (Benjamin 263). Historical materialism allows for a single event to no 

longer be isolated in and of itself, and, in so doing, brings to light the violence and 

suffering related to past events that necessitate historical bending within the current 

climate of race and class based targeting linked to mass incarceration.  

One of the most prominent historical examples worth elaborating is the idea of 

Manifest Destiny and, later, Vagrancy or “Greaser” Acts. Manifest Destiny “define[s,] 

Latina/o origin peoples as inferior to white culture regarding their governments [and 

culture as a whole] as substandard and deficient” (Saenz and Murga 5). The ideologies 

imposed by Manifest Destiny resulted in racial hierarchies that were at the heart of U.S. 

expansion as reflected in the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo—which ended the 

Mexican-American war and wrested essentially half of Mexico’s territory to the U.S. In 

part, the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo gave Mexicans residing in the Southwest access 

to citizenship; however, the reality was the equal rights and full protection was not 

allotted. Instead “whiteness” was used as a gauge to treat Mexicans as subordinate and 

unequal (Morin 15-16). These legal injustices and shortcomings would continue as 

Manifest Destiny would resonate as the foundation in the formation of future laws. For 

example, the 1855 Vagrancy Acts, or, as more commonly known, the Greaser Act, 

addressed “all persons who [were] commonly known as ‘Greasers’ or the issue of 

Spanish or Indian blood… and who go armed and are not peaceable and quiet persons” 

(Gonzales-Day 24). The law was more concerned with targeting peoples with “Spanish 

or Indian blood” rather than criminalizing specific behavior or actions. In a 
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contemporary urban context this type of legislation gives place to “segregated 

neighborhoods...segregated and substandard schools, and... limited access to social, 

political and economic opportunities... [that reflects] a Jim-Crow like system of 

segregation” (Jiménez 36). Historical materialism brings to the forefront the violence 

and aggression of past events, often left out in traditional accounts of history. In doing 

so it gives rise to another form of history that reflect contemporary ideologies used to 

justify and promote racial profiling.86 In essence it is these histories that frame Latina/o 

communities nationwide and help speak to the larger history of xenophobia that has 

fueled racial and class based hierarchies, and, ultimately the high rate of imprisonment 

of Latina/os. 

Xenophobia and Social Death: Beyond Formal Prison Walls 

 Mass incarceration has a far wider and devastating impact beyond what it does 

to those formally imprisoned, as families and loved ones who remain outside are also 

stigmatized in social, cultural, and economic terms. In order to expand on this claim, it 

is critical to discuss the degree of ostracism experienced by those left outside and how it 

is linked to institutional oppression. To address these matters I turn to the work of 

Rosaura Sánchez and her analysis on xenophobia. The term xenophobia specifically 

refers to the exclusion by the dominant or mainstream society of those that are deemed 

as foreigners, or foreign born, while also including those that are “immigrant looking” 

                                                
86 See: Laura E. Gómez’s Manifest Destinies: The Making of the Mexican American Race and Steven W. 
Bender’s Greasers and Gringos: Latinos, Law, and the American Imagination. On a contemporary 
context, Arizona’s Senate Bill 1070 serves as a prime example. Initially passed in 2010, the bill allows 
state law enforcement agencies to verify the immigration status of residents, a job designated for federal 
officers. This would ultimately promote racial profiling. The constitutionality of the bill has been severely 
put in question by both the federal government as well as various community organizations (Santa Ana 
and González de Bustamante 48). 
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such as Latina/os and other minorities (Sánchez 129). Although xenophobia refers to a 

specific set of ideas, it has historically fueled and shaped legislation, as noted in an 

earlier section of this chapter, and continues to do so today. Sánchez notes, “the 

function of the narrative of xenophobia is to frame the way particular groups are 

represented as threats to a particular way of life, at an economic and/or cultural level” 

(127). With the Latina/o population currently standing at just over 53 million,87 current 

estimates note that their numbers will reach 133 million by the year 2050 (Schacher 

198). Unfortunately, the rapid growth rate of the Latina/o population also aligns with 

the increasing number of Latinas/os in the prison system. In the case of my analysis, I 

tie this "threat" specifically to a construction that targets and imprisons Latina/os and 

other minorities. 

Crime is a construction because it is not a fixed category; what is defined as 

crime and is made punishable through incarceration can easily change according to 

legislation (Christie quoted in Rodríguez 27). This means that, during any given time in 

U.S. history the definition of crime shifts according to the ways in which particular acts 

are criminalized and punished. Within this context, the increased police presence in 

predominately poor minority neighborhoods is then tied to the PIC as particular groups 

are watched and targeted as potential inmates. The PIC distinctly controls a large 

portion of the population through criminalization and imprisonment. These same 

hierarchies can be legally found in legislation such as the Violent Crime Control and 

Law Enforcement Act (VCCLEA) of 1994. The VCCLEA consisted of a series of state 

and federal laws that included enacting harsher sentences, sometimes punishable by life 
                                                
87 See Seth Motel and Eileen Patten’s “Hispanic Origin Profiles, 2010.” 
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imprisonment, while creating an increased economic dependence on mass 

imprisonment. Some critics argue that it was the final exclusion of the rehabilitation 

process through the prison system because the bill, among other components, 

eliminated access to higher education through Pell grants for inmates, allowed thirteen 

year olds to be tried as adults, and enacted a “three strikes you’re out” policy, as well as 

expanded the implementation of capital punishment (Perkinson 338). 

In the context of working-class Latina/o communities, this significantly shapes 

and severs the ability for one to build community and social capital as seen by Soledad 

in Lucas’ Doin’ Time. Soledad notes, “I don’t have any friends anymore since Mauricio 

[her husband] went to prison, and it's better that way because I want Miguelito [their 

son] to learn that he can’t trust anybody but me and his father. He can’t trust anybody 

except the two of us because he could go to prison, too” (Lucas 275). Soledad’s 

comment speaks to the diminishing social capital in terms of the caution and distance 

she is understandably encouraging her son to keep. This is echoed with respect to 

severed neighborhood and community ties—that also applies to families who do not 

have loved ones in prison. Rather than turning to a neighbor for help and community, 

Soledad instead promotes only turning to immediate family as a means of support. This 

quote, however, is limited in that it represents the imprisonment of a single immediate 

family member; the reality, instead speaks to communities with multiple family 

members in prison. Todd Clear states, “a family is hardly ever without a son [or 

daughter], uncle or father [aunt or mother] who [is currently incarcerated or] has done 

prison time” (9). Clear goes on to explain the larger impact of imprisonment stating, 

“when inmates are removed to prison, people often respond by isolating themselves in 
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ways that undermine norms of cooperation and mutual support” (107). Because 

community in its most basic form stems from trust, mass imprisonment then disrupts 

larger collective networks that rely on camaraderie. In turn, this takes away from the 

social capital of neighborhoods like Soledad’s, which are already strained because of 

the incarceration of a loved one.88 In this respect, living and surviving in the absence of 

single or multiple family members’ function as a political act due to the ways in which 

those left on the outside are forced to adapt and redefine their roles both within their 

households and neighborhoods.  

As noted by Ruth Wilson Gilmore, one of the most prominent constructions 

associated with mass incarceration is linked to the culture of distrust promoted by both 

the media and law enforcement. For instance before the onset of racial targeting through 

mass incarceration in the late 1980s, in the context of one’s neighborhood, one relied on 

fellow neighbors—not the police—by building community and keeping an eye out for 

one another. However, today a police presence is prominent. This means that 

surveillance has taken on a new precedence as a considerable police presence remains 

prominent in low-income, minority communities (Gilmore 6). “Profiling” techniques 

have grown more sophisticated with the use of advanced computer systems to catch 

“dangerous” current and would be criminals (Gaile et al 243). Low-income Latina/os 

and other minorities are then tracked into the prison system, long before an arrest is 

made. Assata Shakur specifically notes, “The only difference between here [prison] and 

the streets is that one is maximum security prison and the other is minimum security. 
                                                
88While scholars have contested definitions of social capital, I use it here in terms of “the measurable 
number and density of a society’s human connections and memberships that connect us to civil society” 
(McLean et al. 1). Essentially this refers to the (in)ability to create, build, and maintain community 
networks. 
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The police patrol our communities just like the guards patrol here” (60). Although 

Shakur’s quote may sound a bit extreme, in reality it notes the daily lived violence of 

constantly being harassed and criminalized. I identify heavy policing and profiling in 

working-class minority communities as one of various political and legal components 

critical in feeding xenophobia and fueling mass incarceration. Family members with 

loved ones in the prison system are particularly vulnerable as their larger community 

networks are severely strained, if not completely severed. 

An example of this phenomenon can be seen through the life of Lourdes in 

Outside the Wall. A biographical account of Lourdes Santiago, a woman of Puerto 

Rican descent, discusses the process of transformation of her neighborhood in Chicago 

due to drug and gang violence. At the young age of fifteen she meets her would-be 

husband, who is heavily involved in gangs. Increasingly troubled by her rocky 

relationship with her mother, Lourdes decides to leave home and marry. At first she 

lives an ideal newlywed life with her husband; however, given his leadership skills and 

lack of economic and educational opportunities, he earns a position of power in the 

gang and quickly draws the attention of the local police. After several close calls, he is 

arrested and charged with the murder of a local resident and is sentenced to a seventy-

year prison term. At eighteen, Lourdes is determined to keep their marriage intact, to 

the point of even running her husband’s neighborhood drug distribution business. 

Realizing the detriment the business was bringing to her neighborhood (or barrio); 

Lourdes quickly abandons the business and goes through great feats to keep her 

marriage strong. 
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Although Lourdes is a vocal advocate of her incarcerated husband, discussing 

his imprisoned state is something she adamantly avoided, at least initially, even though 

it was to her financial detriment. She notes: 

For almost eight years I didn’t want to talk about what had happened to 
my husband [with respect to his imprisonment]. I worked very hard to 
keep his incarceration a secret, not because I was ashamed; I just wanted 
to be protective of my feelings and his. I didn’t want anyone to judge 
him or me… Then, on other occasions, when my workmates would start 
asking too many questions, I simply changed jobs. Over the past seven 
years I’ve changed jobs three or four times because people were getting 
too close to my personal life, I didn’t want them to know. (135-6) 

While Lourdes does not view herself as any different from her friends and 

colleagues, she does, however, separate herself from them as a means of protecting 

herself from stigma and judgment. The irony is that she is also contributing to her own 

isolation, cutting off social ties with her friends and colleagues out of fear that she 

might be ostracized. Consequently, this results in what Orlando Patterson labels as 

social death. Social death encompasses natal alienation—or the severing of familial 

ties—and isolation or severance from friends and colleagues resulting in social and 

cultural loss. Patterson compares social death to chattel slavery in the United States and, 

more specifically, to the removal of all blood or community ties, as paralleled by 

Lourdes’ quote and reflective of imprisonment as a whole. While she had built strong 

relationships with her coworkers, she feared that her reputation in the end rested on the 

fact that her husband was imprisoned. Because of this, she would purposefully avoid 

these difficult conversations and instead switch jobs before the subject of her husband 

would come up. Consequently, when she notes her need “to be protective of [her] 

feelings and his” she refers directly to the need of avoiding rejection. Lourdes’ choice to 
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walk away from jobs and friends is an exercise of the little agency that she holds. 

Intimately tied to power relations, social death, as defined by Patterson, sought to cut 

off all connections other than those assigned by the master and served to reinforce his or 

her expendability (7). Although the current prison system entails a much different 

historical and political context, Lourdes’ actions inadvertently serve to reinforce a 

similar role in that familial, community, and work-placed relationships are severed. 

Patterson notes, “In the intrusive form of representing social death the slave was ritually 

incorporated as the permanent enemy of the inside—the ‘domestic enemy’—... he did 

not and could not belong because he was the product of a hostile, alien culture” 

(Patterson 39). Although Patterson’s definition is specific to chattel slavery—a very 

distinct point in history tied to a legacy of spectacular violence—there are nonetheless 

numerous parallelisms with respect to racial targeting that speak to the way in which 

historical materialism gives rise to a more critical understanding of history. In the case 

of Lourdes and others with loved ones in the prison system, these mechanisms seek to 

impose the label of a “hostile, alien culture” in order to ultimately reinforce racial and 

class-based hierarchies. Lourdes’ isolation, however, would be short-lived as frequent 

visits to her imprisoned husband would lead her to establish collective/community ties 

with others who similarly have loved ones in the prison system.  

Resistance Through Alternative Collectives: Organizing Against Mass 
Incarceration on a Grassroots Level 

 As noted earlier isolation and seclusion function as a typical response in an 

effort to avoid stigmatization by friends and colleagues; however, by coming together 

with others in similar situations, it is possible to garner support, and organize resistance 
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and opposition through alternative collectives. As she visited her husband on a monthly 

basis she soon found that others were making a similar trek by bus and began to 

organize a carpool. While she initially thought that she was doing others a favor, she 

soon found the situation to be quite the opposite as car rides became a launching point. 

“Small-talk” became a way to assure that fellow visitors with loved ones in prison were 

well-informed of their rights. She soon found that there were others that exceeded the 

capacity of her car. This, in turn, served as the springboard for forming a more formal 

organization with others who had loved ones imprisoned. In forming the organization 

Lourdes soon found that: 

the organization …mirrored a family. Like a family, there developed a 
structure of bonding that was built around a commitment of trust toward 
one another . . .The idea of family means that we all share the same 
common condition: as Latinas and women, we have a relative, a loved 
one, who is incarcerated, and, because of that inmate, most of us are going 
through difficult hardships…[the organization signifies that] we have 
someone that confides in us and with whom we can talk (Santiago et al. 
172-3).  

Although not connected by blood, the organization provides the critical space needed to 

come together under the auspices of providing/attaining guidance and support. The use 

of the term family not only mirrors the degree of camaraderie provided, but also blurs 

the lines between public and private spheres. Carla L. Peterson states, “In its broadest 

extension, family . . . functions as a site of contestation over who is familiar and who is 

a stranger, what is normal and what is deviant” (115). By coming together Lourdes and 

others with loved ones in the prison system make the personal a very political matter by 

contesting what/who is defined as excluded and included. Although in both the 

workplace and other social settings they would be rendered as outsiders because of 
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having a loved one in prison, as an organization they come together and defy traditional 

definitions of belonging by coming together and garnering social capital through 

alternative forms. Whereas outside forces are obliging them to be separated, their 

purposeful effort to come together serves as a means of contesting the social 

organization of space (Gilmore 237). Ruth Wilson Gilmore highlights a similar case 

through the formation of the organization Mothers Reclaiming Our Children (ROC), 

which formed in November of 1992 in order, “to be seen, heard, and felt in the interest 

of justice” (182).  

 Like the organization founded by Lourdes, ROC formed in an effort to provide 

support for the battle against injustice. Rather than label these as isolated organizations 

instead, “what happens at the local level has everything to do with forces operating at 

other scales, and it is . . . [important] to reconcile the micro with the macro by showing 

the drama of crisis on the ground as neither wholly determined by nor remotely 

autonomous from the larger crisis” (187). These seemingly small organizations are then 

reflections of a much larger phenomenon targeting entire communities. Self-help 

strategies on a grassroots scale become the critical platform for addressing conflict. 

Within these organizations, connections, rather than fragmentation, become the leading 

force. Lourdes further highlights this critical point by pointing to one of the first things 

asked of a member when joining the organization:  

I’ve learned that nothing can be done until the woman accepts that fact 
that [a loved one] is serving time . . . It’s very hard when a woman has to 
admit to people that her husband is in prison . . . And that’s all I ask them 
to do, because carrying this pain inside for so many years can ultimately 
lead to separation from their husbands (175). 
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Acceptance here manifests itself in terms of publicly “coming out” and acknowledging 

that a loved one is imprisoned. Rather than hiding these critical details, the public 

recognition before an empathetic audience functions as a way to free members from the 

stigma imposed by this connection by the larger society, and, in doing so, relink critical 

familial ties and oppose natal alienation. At the same time, however, like ROC, the 

community built allows for solidarity that manifests into political action. For both 

organizations this resulted in community solidarity and a “rising awareness,” to quote 

Gilmore, “of the specific ways that the contemporary working-class household is a site 

saturated by a neoliberal racial state” (239). The very existence of organizations like 

these serve to defy racial and class-based hierarchies in that their continued presence 

points to ways in which normally marginalized groups gain voice and agency through 

solidarity and are able to challenge and draw attention to the larger institutional powers 

who, through social neglect, starve communities breeding crime and violence. Similarly 

the Cólon family—as highlighted by Migdalia Cruz’s El Grito del Bronx—must endure 

comparable struggles when confronting Papo’s incarceration.  

Synopsis of El Grito del Bronx 

Migdalia Cruz’s El Grito tells the story of the Colón family, which consists of 

María, her alcoholic husband, José, and their kids Jesús, who as an adult changes his 

name to Papo, and Magdalena, who similarly changes her name as an adult to Lulu. In 

part the name changes serve to distinguish the use of flashback with the present setting 

of the play, but also to speak to the transformation of the family that has resulted 

because of imprisonment. Of Nuyorican background, the family is originally from the 

Bronx, New York, and focuses on the years 1977 to 1991, as Lulu prepares for her 
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wedding to her Jewish fiancé, Ed. As the play unfolds, the audience learns that José is 

emotionally and physically violent, and possibly even sexually abusive to Magdalena 

(his own daughter). As a result, Magdalena and Jesús turned to each other for 

consolation and protection. Fed up with his abusive father, Jesús physically confronts—

and presumably kills—José; so begins Jesús’ psychological breakdown. In an effort to 

control Jesús’ violent behavior, their mother moves what is left of the family to Ohio. 

However, by then, it is too late. 

Once in Ohio Jesús is no longer the same child, as reflected by his name change 

to Papo, and goes on a violent killing spree that eventually lands him on death row. 

Desperate to disconnect from her violent past, Lulu cuts all ties to her brother. 

However, it is not so simple. Lulu is constantly haunted by memories of Jesús. Cruz 

exemplifies this by placing Papo’s prison cell juxtaposed to Lulu’s bedroom as she 

prepares for her wedding day. María, their mother, eventually passes away, presumably 

of sadness following Papo’s sentencing. Lulu feels that, like Papo, she carries 

something dark and violent. Fourteen years after his initial sentencing, Lulu finally 

confronts Papo by visiting him in death row. Her visit to Papo provides her with 

perspective in that she is able to humanize Papo by bridging his imprisonment to a 

larger lack of resources in addressing his (and his father’s) violent tendencies early on. 

Even though she remembers him as a protective older brother, she has trouble seeing 

him beyond that of an “incorrigible” criminal due to the gruesome nature of his crimes.  

Worth elaboration with respect to Papo’s state is the notion of guilt as 

highlighted by the particularly violent nature of his crimes. Given the heinous degree 

surrounding such violent murders society places blame strictly on the individual, which, 
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by extension, perpetuates the notion of racialized poor bodies, and, in doing so, renders 

state criminality invisible. Although Papo committed the actions, they were not an 

isolated/individual incident but were instead a product of a much larger problem. It is 

important to draw attention to larger institutional powers responsible for constructing 

the image of the stigmatized or “tainted” body by pointing to what Allen Feldman labels 

as “the creation of an aura of immanent doom around this object [in this case the 

offender and/or prisoner that] function[s] as an imagery of contamination through which 

the counterinsurgency forces [which I define as state powers] predetermine the 

legitimacy of their operations” (109). Feldman, more specifically, points to the violence 

that is created and utilized to target, capture, and justify the imprisonment of poor 

bodies of color that otherwise are seen to “taint” or “contaminate” the rest of the 

population. In doing so, this serves to fuel an even higher degree of policing and, in 

turn, leads to laws and regulations meant to contain and control poor bodies of color, all 

under the auspices of creating/maintaining “safe” communities. State criminality then is 

not rendered invisible as Papo’s actions are a product of an environment of benign 

neglect and few to no resources available to escape from the violence. Rather than view 

these incidents as contemporary phenomena, they can be intimately connected to a 

larger history of colonization. 

Colonization and Imprisonment: Parallel Histories of Confinement 

While Latina/os of Puerto Rican origin boast U.S. citizenship by birth, they have 

been subjected to second-class citizenship that speaks to current poverty levels, lack of 

job and educational opportunities, and, ultimately, criminalization, both on and off the 

island. Since Puerto Rico became a U.S. territory in 1898 as a result of the Spanish-
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American War, its inhabitants have experienced second-class citizenship. While the 

Jones Act of 1917 granted Puerto Rican residents citizenship status, it came with 

various legal and political restrictions from the inability to participate in U.S. national 

elections to extremely limited representation in Congress—even though Puerto Ricans 

living in the island can be called upon at any time to serve in the military (Soto-Crespo 

19). In fact, according to the U.S. Supreme Court even though Puerto Ricans have been 

granted “citizenship,” they do not hold the same constitutional rights as those residing 

in any of the United States, because those residing in Puerto Rico are treated as second-

class citizens (Morin 16). 

Unfortunately, Puerto Ricans residing in the U.S. are not immune to second-

class citizenship. While legally they have been granted United States citizenship, in 

reality they are subjected to similar restrictions that parallel those used against those 

who reside on the main island of Puerto Rico. As discussed more extensively in chapter 

three, the initial influx of Puerto Ricans into the U.S. was driven by the industrialization 

of the island, as many who once relied on agricultural work were left with little 

opportunities to sustain themselves and their families. Consequently, the first wave of 

migration of Puerto Ricans into the United States was rooted in the quest for 

employment, predominantly in the service industry and factories which provided few, if 

any, opportunities for economic and job mobility (Heslip-Veira 44). Consequent 

generations would reflect these limitations. For example, on an economic and 

educational level, those of Puerto Rican origin residing in the United States have higher 

poverty and fewer opportunities for higher education. More specifically, approximately 

27% of Puerto Ricans living in the U.S. live in poverty compared to 15% of the total 
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U.S. population and the 25% median of the Latina/o population as a whole. This means 

that the poverty level of Puerto Ricans is considerably higher than that of the entire 

Latina/o population. With respect to educational attainment, although Puerto Ricans 

have higher levels of education than the general Latina/o population, with 16% of those 

25 and older having obtained a bachelor’s degree or higher, the rates are still low 

compared to the general U.S. population (Motel and Patten 2). 

Migdalia Cruz’s play El Grito reflects the lack of political and economic agency 

that still haunts Puerto Ricans and Nuyoricans as tied to events surrounding the 1977 

occupation of the Statue of Liberty as well as the 1868 Lares revolt—the first (short-

lived) revolt against Spanish-rule in Puerto Rico. In one scene as the Cólon family sits 

to watch the evening newscasts, a news reporter relays the 1977 occupation of the 

Statue of Liberty by Puerto Rican Nationalist activists, which, as José comments, is 

being defined as the Lares rebellion all over again, connections of which I elaborate on 

later in this section. A total of thirty protestors, described as peaceful, would occupy the 

Statue of Liberty for a total of eight hours, draping the statue with a Puerto Rican flag 

just under the monuments crown. The group called for the freedom of Puerto Rican 

Nationalists,89 who had been imprisoned for over twenty years for contesting the 1948 

Law 53, more widely known as the ley de la mordaza (the law of the muzzle), which, 

due to the ambiguity of the wording, “permit[ed] the government to incarcerate anyone 

with dissenting ideas, purely on the basis of ideological position and without any 

                                                
89 The protestors were specifically demanding the freedom of Puerto Rican Nationalists Lolita Lebrón, 
Rafael Cancel Miranda, Andres Figueroa Cordero, Oscar Collazo and Irving Flores who together planned 
an attack on the House of Representatives that took place on March 1, 1954. Lebrón, then thirty-four, 
together with her companions opened fire and wounded five Congressmen. President Jimmy Carter 
eventually granted her unconditional release in 1979 (Jiménez de Wogenheim 380-1).  
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evidence of their involvement in revolutionary activities” (Davíla 27-8). Although it 

would not be until 1979 when President Jimmy Carter granted clemency to the Puerto 

Rican Nationalists, the symbolism is worth noting in that protestors were demanding 

freedom while at the same time contesting current regimes of social order and control as 

prominently highlighted by Cruz’s setting in the play of the Bronx. The Bronx, which 

boasts a high population of residents of Puerto Rican descent, is part of the 16th 

Congressional District, the poorest districts in the United States, which consequently 

boasts unusually high crime and imprisonment rates (Diaz Gonzales 151). Cruz’s 

temporal bending functions to demonstrate the ways in which liberty has been 

historically evasive for Latina/os and other minorities. More importantly, opening the 

play with the 1977 Statue of Liberty Occupation also speaks to the fact that even though 

the outcome may look grim in the short-term, the very act of organizing functions as 

powerful because of the potential to exert collective and community act, as best 

highlighted by the Lares rebellion.  

Cruz’s historical bending continues through the overt reference to Luis Llorens 

Torres’ most well recognized play, El Grito de Lares (1916). El Grito de Lares 

highlights the 1868 Lares Rebellion where approximately 600 men declared the island 

as the Republic of Puerto Rico and faced violent defeat upon their first encounter with 

Spanish troops (Barnes 60). Although the rebellion was not successful—and in fact 

brief—it is a significant event in that it stands as the first attempt to gain independence. 

Rebels came together to assert a distinct Puerto Rican community. The rebellion carried 

great weight because it served to promote a collective Puerto Rican consciousness 
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(Pérez y González 12).90 Perhaps, more importantly, it paved the way for Puerto Rico’s 

Charter of Autonomy in 1897 where the island could select “its own currency, negotiate 

foreign treaties, and establish its own tariffs” (Pérez y González 13). Unfortunately, this 

degree of freedom was short-lived as a year later, in 1898; Puerto Rico was taken over 

by the United States from Spain as a result of the Spanish-American War. Cruz braids 

in this critical history through the characters of Jesús and Magdalena’s re-enactment of 

El Grito de Lares in Act 2, Scene 2 of the play. 

Cruz’s play-within-a-play reveals the continued racial and class targeting, key 

elements in fueling the PIC, necessary in keeping Magdalena/Lulu just as imprisoned as 

her brother Jesús/Papo. The parallels lie in the details of Llorens Torres’ play. Jesús, 14, 

plays the role of Don Cheo, and Magdalena, 12, that of Don Aurelio. Don Cheo’s 

character is a middle-aged man in support of the rebellion who initially does not 

participate on the front lines out of fear of the violent consequences. As Jesús and 

Magdalena continue to reenact the play-within-a-play, it is no coincidence that it is the 

latter that plays the role of Don Aurelio. Don Aurelio was an active member and leader 

of the Lares rebellion. Although Magdalena was not as active as Don Aurelio, she still 

recognized the importance for change with respect to larger controlling powers. 

Magdalena’s lack of action is directly correlated with the lack of resources at her 

disposal. However, the parallels do not stop there. Following an eight year hiatus, Don 

Aurelio, like Magdalena/Lulu, later returns to Lares, after seeking refuge in a nearby 

city, with a more critical perspective, he admits to Don Cheo that the rebellion was 

                                                
90 Historically, the backdrop to the Lares Rebellion was Cuba’s fight for independence also against Spain. 
Due to the islands proximity, this would serve to further fuel the patriotism tied to the Lares Rebellion 
(Ruiz and Korrol 87).  
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unsuccessful because of the lack of communication between the small towns.91 In part, 

the lack of cohesion between the townships was caused by the institutional powers’ 

threat of violent consequences or, in other words, the construction of fear that had 

resulted. Don Aurelio then critiques the lack of continued leadership linked to a long-

lasting oppressive regime. Like Don Aurelio, Magdalena, after a long absence from her 

brother she is able to see the larger circumstances surrounding Papo’s actions.  

In the reenactment, Don Aurelio/Magdalena inquires how Don Cheo/Jesús is 

doing. Don Cheo/Jesús responds, “Vegetating. We only vegetate. Before, at least one 

conspired—today one emotion, tomorrow another. But now, the most unbearable, 

monotony” (Cruz 359). Overall the quote highlights a tone of lament, tinged by the lack 

of a larger goal to conspire as a critical member of a community. Collective ties have 

been severed. Although both Don Cheo and Don Aurelio are ready for change, they 

have remained stagnant, in part by the lack of cohesion. Don Cheo/Jesús specifically 

refers to the few opportunities available for him and the community, a lament 

foreshadowing the few resources available for Puerto Ricans in the U.S. Growing up in 

the Bronx, in a violent home and neighborhood, Jesús has very few options available. 

What is perhaps most ironic is that Jesús’ words as Don Cheo reflect the day-to-day 

monotony he would experience while imprisoned. The fact that Don Cheo/Jesús looks 

to Don Aurelio/Magdalena for leadership, serves to further reveal the important role 

                                                
91 Don Aurelio’s exact words are, “el fracaso fue debido a que los demás pueblos no respondieron [a la 
rebelión] … En Ponce y en Huamacao, por ejemplo, vinieron a enterarse cuando ya todo estaba 
sofocado” [the failure was due to the fact that the surrounding towns did not respond to the rebellion … in 
Ponce and Huamacao (two local towns), for example, residents came to hear about it when the rebellion 
was over] (Llorens Torres 149). 
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that his sister would hold not only in the larger context of the play, but also in terms of 

redefining their roles within their families. 

Vegetating then refers to the banal forms of day-to-day violence meant to keep 

specific populations idle. In part, this is largely attributed to the suppression 

surrounding the rebellion. Don Aurelio, in the original play notes: 

¿Y no es triste que un hombre [por pelear por la libertad de su patria] lo dé 
todo a su pueblo, y que su pueblo ni si quiera se entere, porque no hay 
patriotas que le levanten estatuas, ni historiadores que divulguen su 
hazaña, ni poetas que canten su heroísmo? ¿Dónde está, que no la 
encuentro, esto que llaman la patria puertorriqueña?92 (Llorens Torres 
153) 

 
Don Aurelio here laments the daily isolation rooted in the denial of the details 

surrounding the rebellion to the Puerto Ricans on the main island. This, in turn, refers to 

the inability to create community that ultimately inhibits the fight for freedom and 

independence. Although in Lulu’s case her isolation was not tied to the struggle for the 

independence of Puerto Rico, she instead suffers from similar feelings of solitude 

because she has excluded herself as a result of her brother’s imprisonment. Even though 

mass incarceration impacts so many families, she is led to believe that she stands alone 

and does not have anyone because of the stigma associated with imprisonment. Granted 

the historical and political circumstances are very different, yet the separation remains 

the same.  This means that, even though there is an equal need for community, there is a 

lack of cohesion. Don Cheo (as played by Jesús) finds himself in an analogous 

predicament to Don Aurelio in that he is ready for and willing to enact change but does 

                                                
92 “Is it not sad that a man [as a result of fighting for the liberty of his homeland] would give up 
everything, and that the members from his very village not even be aware of it? All because he does not 
have compatriots to construct statues, historians to divulge his feats, nor poets to praise his heroism? 
Where is what they call the Puerto Rican homeland, because I cannot seem to find it?  
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not have the means to do so. In this respect, the playwrights equate the lack of sources 

and leadership with day-to-day violence.  

Although Magdalena was particularly vulnerable to her father’s violence, as an 

adult there has been a significant shift. Magdalena/Lulu has developed a hyper-

awareness of her positionality, given her race, class, gender and sexuality. As an adult, 

she moves to a predominately Anglo middle-class Connecticut neighborhood, yet she is 

well aware of the fact that, she has access to certain resources not available to her as a 

child because of her socio-economic status. However, at the same time, 

Magdalena/Lulu understands that she is subject to distinct stereotypes living in a 

predominately white neighborhood. For example, when exiting a coffee shop she is 

randomly stopped and asked if she is available as a nanny (Cruz 395). Rather than 

dismiss it as an innocent question, Lulu instead translates the comment as speaking 

directly to the way that Latinas are perceived in middle-class neighborhoods. 

Ultimately, she utilizes these circumstances to feed her social and political 

consciousness, in order to later confront and humanize Jesús/Papo beyond the construct 

of the “incorrigible” criminal. 

Haunted by a Violent Past  

Given Lulu’s connection with Papo, it is no surprise that his memory haunts her 

despite explicitly having cut off all ties after his sentencing. Papo’s ghostly presence 

evokes the work of Avery Gordon who notes, “Haunting is a very particular way of 

knowing what has happened or is happening. Being haunted draws us affectively, 

sometimes against our will…into the structure of feeling of a reality we come to 

experience, not as cold knowledge, but as a transformative recognition” (8). Gordon’s 
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quote points to knowledge production through Lulu’s positionality as a Latina. Growing 

up, Magdalena/Lulu had very little power to protect herself from her father’s violent 

episodes; as a result she instead turned to her brother, who would protect her. However, 

in Jesús’s physical absence, his ghostly presence prevails, contributing to Lulu’s 

transformative recognition that forces her to confront the larger historical context that 

led up to Papo’s psychological break and consequent imprisonment. In part, this is 

connected to the agency she attains in humanizing Papo and painting a more detailed 

picture of the circumstances surrounding her brother’s violent actions. It is important 

that Cruz situates Jesús/Papo’s positionality from Lulu’s perspective in order to 

contextualize the cycle of violence. Cruz partially alludes to this by linking Magdalena 

to Don Aurelio, a critical leader and advocate for independence and freedom. While 

Don Aurelio left his homeland after the failure of the Lares Rebellion, he returns to 

Puerto Rico echoing the memory of what could have been. Despite his years of absence, 

his return, like that of Lulu visiting her brother, is critical in building an alternative 

collective. In this respect, the challenges highlighted in Cruz’s play are representative of 

what actual Latina/o families grappling with the prison system must confront.  

On the Creation and Production of Doin’ Time 

Unlike El Grito del Bronx, Ashley Lucas’ Doin’ Time is distinct in that it was 

conceived as a compilation of interviews with family members who have loved ones in 

the prison system. As noted in her introduction, one of Lucas’ goals when writing the 

play was to draw attention to “the far reaching impact that incarceration has on 

families” (Lucas 242). Lucas found motivation in the often forgotten victims of 

imprisonment literally left outside prison walls, as well as her experiences growing up 
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with an imprisoned father. From a performative aspect, Lucas’ Doin’ Time is staged as a 

one woman show. The show is reflective of the isolation that the relatives of inmates 

have to endure. Because of the fast-paced progression of the scenes, Lucas relies on 

minimal props and changes of clothing to progress from one monologue to the next. 

Such a style harks to true El Teatro Campesino fashion in terms of set design.93 It also 

reveals the limited amount of resources available for the characters that she is 

representing. Interestingly, Lucas notes that, “all costume changes take place in full 

view of the audience” (Lucas 264). This directly draws on the Brechtenian notion of 

breaking through the fourth wall and ultimately reminds the audience that the theatrical 

piece has its roots in the stories of actual families (Tatlow and Wang 35). The identities 

of inmates as members of families are, in turn, critical in humanizing prisoners beyond 

the image of the “incorrigible” criminal. 

Beyond “Inmate number 752948”: Maintaining Familial Connections 

Imprisonment results in physical and psychological familial disconnections, 

most accurately defined as natal alienation, and compounded by limiting the identity of 

prisoners strictly by their inmate numbers. Lucas demonstrates this in the following 

account while Nell is visiting her husband, “Look. Inmate number 752948 is in the hole 

right now, and you can’t see ‘im” (Lucas 264). References to “Inmate Number 752948” 

certainly provide a distinct connotation that strips any sense of humanity and identity 

from the prisoner, affecting those outside of the prison walls as well. Suddenly, a father, 

husband, or companion is lost and replaced by a series of numbers. Mechanisms of 

                                                
93 El Teatro Campesino is a Chicano theater troupe born in 1965 as part of the United Farm Workers 
union struggle and the Chicano Movement of the 1960s. Taking shape predominately in the form of short 
acts or actos, the plays often took place in the form of improvisational theater, often with minimal props 
and were meant to inform their audiences of larger issues of exploitation (Broyles-González 1).  
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separation are at play here not only due to incarceration itself, but also with respect to 

the strategic limitations of one’s identity to that of a criminal. This helps to perpetuate 

anonymity and also becomes a means of reinforcing the dispensability of inmates, as it 

limits all connections to the confines of the prison. Cedric Robinson draws a similar 

comparison in terms of labels linked to slavery. He notes, “the construct [of limiting 

labels such as that of Negro]… suggests no situatedness in time, that is history, or 

space, that is ethno- or politico-geography” (Robinson 81). Although Robinson’s 

discussion is situated around a specific term, it still proves useful here in that he speaks 

to a distinct disconnection meant to separate and subordinate, in this case prisoners, to a 

nonhuman rank. This further strips any physical as well as familial and ethnic ties 

which, in turn, have to be reestablished by outside family members. Ultimately, these 

conditions reflect the earlier discussion on natal alienation and social death that 

surround the realities of inmates and their families. Natal alienation occurs on multiple 

fronts as ties are severed within families that, in turn, hinder larger communities. Joan 

Dayan further compounds the complexity of this phenomenon through the label of civil 

death in that “state of a person who, though possessing natural life, has lost all civil 

rights” (6). Meaning more specifically that although one still physically exists, one is 

rendered with the “stigma of incapacitation” that reduces one to the incorrigible other. 

This death is very unnatural in that it very well extends through multiple generations 

and, I would add, heavily implicates immediate family by perpetuating a specific social 

order or hierarchy meant to subordinate and exclude specific portions of the population 

(Dayan 6-7).  This is exemplified as Nell continues to wait for her husband during 

which time the guard continues to inform her of the fate of “inmate 752948.” Growing 
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increasingly she responds, “Casey! His name is Casey!” (Lucas 264). Her response not 

only serves to give Casey an identity, but also to directly link him back to his role as a 

husband, partner, and member of a society and community that span beyond the prison 

walls. She does not go on to allude to whether or not the guard actually acknowledges 

his name; instead the play leaves the reader to believe that no such acknowledgement is 

made. 

Conclusion 

 Currently the United States has the highest imprisonment rate of any other 

country in the world, standing at just over 2.3 million; however, these numbers fail to 

fully capture the full impact of mass incarceration (Clear 97). When a loved one is 

imprisoned, the sentence extends to immediate family members as they too are “made 

to feel like [they] have committed a crime,” as stated by Lourdes in the opening quote. 

Experiencing stigmatization and exclusion, however, is just the beginning as family 

members with loved ones in prison must also confront social and cultural death as well 

as natal alienation. Although not experienced in the same degree as those behind formal 

prison walls, those with loved ones imprisoned must daily navigate their lives despite 

familial and community severances. More specifically with mass incarceration highly 

targeting poor minority communities, a severe loss of social capital is experienced that 

resonates especially with respect to educational and job opportunities as well as the 

ability to create community. Alternative collectives such as those formed by Lourdes 

and ROC are critical steps in drawing attention to these much larger institutional 

problems responsible for creating violent conditions that target poor minority bodies. 
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Through solidarity and community building, changes can be made on the micro level in 

order to counter the myth of the “incorrigible” criminal and the stigmatization linked to 

having a loved one in prison. As the United States continues to rely more heavily on the 

prison system for monetary gain, so does the reliance on producing the human capital 

necessary in maintaining these regimes be it through laws, regulation, and policing. As 

educational programs, for example, continue to be cut and tuition costs continue to rise, 

it is critical to reassess the ways in which funds are being allocated. More research 

needs to be conducted in order to redirect resources in order to mitigate crime rates and  

instead invest back into disenfranchised communities. 
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Epilogue: The Personal as Political: Forging Change Through Community 
Building 

 
Upon first setting out to establish the framework for this dissertation, I 

mistakenly thought that I was starting from scratch; however, after turning to the 

critical coursework completed at the University of California, San Diego (UCSD) and 

the University of California, Riverside (UCR), I quickly found that this project had 

begun many years ago. I was first introduced to U.S. Latina/o literature as an 

undergraduate; perhaps the most pivotal courses responsible for shaping my scholarly 

development consisted of cross-listed classes in Prison Literature/Latina/o Studies 

taught by Tiffany López and Dylan Rodríguez at UCR. Together they exposed me to 

the critical importance of providing an interdisciplinary framework that enabled me to 

trace the roots of racial targeting and the criminalization of the poor over a trajectory 

that extended well before the formal recognition of the Prison Industrial Complex. 

This led me to consider the Civil Rights Movement, specifically with respect to the 

Chicana/o Movement, the impact of urban planning on the formation of 

neighborhoods, and the high levels of policing in predominantly working-class 

neighborhoods. Subsequently, graduate seminars at UCSD—taught by Rosaura 

Sánchez, Shelley Streeby, Dennis Childs, and David Gutiérrez—solidified these 

connections and allowed me to forge a theoretical foundation for an analysis of 

situations rooted in institutional oppression and their representation in cultural 

production. Theater, sociology, and literature became the vehicles that served 

otherwise marginalized voices to take center stage and, in the process, configure a 

longer history of social activism and resistance. Rather than seeing each 
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genre/discipline as separate entities, I have found that they functioned as an extension 

of one another by providing a humanistic approach that served to compliment pivotal 

sociological data. Research examining the many challenges faced by Latina/os, has 

consistently focused on the family first and foremost as the common thread and 

organizing principle for creating/evoking solidarity and change, despite the fact that 

the Latina/o family has traditionally been marked as patriarchal. Ultimately, in my 

dissertation I argue that changes effected by the Chicana/Latina movement in the last 

four decades have enabled the formation of alternative family models that extend and 

sometimes are completely formed outside the biological family. These new family 

collectives, while locally based, function to address issues that are reflective of larger 

national concerns through cultural forms of resistance. They emerge through the 

expansion of close-knit clan families, links with fellow co-workers and/or neighbors in 

the barrio, as well as coalitions forged when a loved one is imprisoned. Given the size 

and increased population of Latina/os, these new family models are attracting the 

attention of activists who see the need to give greater precedence to state factors 

responsible for creating and maintaining these oppressive conditions.  

Recent figures reveal that by 2050 the U.S. Latina/o population is expected to 

reach an estimated 128 million or 29% of the total U.S. population; in turn, this points 

to the great sense of urgency needed to address the various types of violence that 

plague U.S. Latina/o communities (Passel and Cohn n.p.). My analysis has centered on 

literary representations of U.S. Latina/o communities that have not been fully 

documented in mainstream accounts, primarily by highlighting alternative histories 

that focus on challenges linked to heteropatriarchy as well as economic and racial 
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marginalization. Given this distinct set of challenges, it is important to see how 

families—biological or otherwise—cope with and survive through these various forms 

of violence. Authors such as Sánchez-Scott, Viramontes, Moraga, Rivera, Quiñonez, 

Hudes, Cruz, Lucas, and Padilla, together speak to the importance of reading literature 

as a social document by bringing to the forefront resistance on a grassroots level 

(López “Reading Trauma …” 205). At present, statistically Latina/os are historically 

underrepresented in higher education, overrepresented in jobs with little to no 

opportunities for advancement, and subject to poor and many times dangerous living 

conditions, all of which are responsible for creating ripe conditions for illness, 

poverty, and crime. Central to my analysis is the representation of issues of labor, as 

related specifically to safe working conditions and livable wages, the displacement of 

working-class residents due to gentrification; and the fragmentation of families caused 

by mass incarceration.  

There are many areas of research linked to these issues that merit further 

analysis, but due to time restrictions I was not able to incorporate them within the 

context of this dissertation. In a future manuscript based on this work, I would 

consider reworking Chapter Three, “Gentrification in New York City Barrios: 

Resisting Dislocation and Displacement in Quiara Alegría Hudes and Lin-Manuel 

Miranda’s In the Heights and Ernesto Quiñonez’s Bodega Dreams and Chango’s 

Fire” by incorporating archival work based on Hudes and Miranda’s play In the 

Heights housed in the New York Public Library. In part, the play was inspired by 

Miranda’s lived experiences having grown up in Washington Heights. Examining the 

typescript, which includes unpublished songs and authors’ notes, would help to further 
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bridge the connections between literary representation and the experiences of actual 

displaced residents impacted by gentrification. As one of the most highly acclaimed 

Latina/o centered Broadway hit plays, it is critical to contextualize the accuracy as 

well as the social and political context of In the Heights.  

I also plan on adding an additional chapter that interrogates the label of 

criminalization as linked to xenophobia and the need to “control” all foreigners and 

those that are “immigrant looking” through immigrant detention centers (Sánchez 

129). Since 2009 the Obama administration has been deporting unauthorized 

immigrants at an unprecedented rate, nearly 400,000 per year. This amounts to a total 

of roughly 2,000,000, the majority of which are of Latina/os (Lopez et al. “On 

Immigration …” n.p.).94 In tandem immigrant detention centers have been similarly 

growing at a steady rate over the past several decades (Nopper 210). Perhaps most 

alarming is the recent partnership between federal and local law enforcement agencies 

through the controversial “secure communities” program introduced in 2008 by the 

Bush administration and significantly expanded by President Obama. Intended to 

capture violent criminals, the reality is that many unauthorized immigrants have been 

targeted and deported for minor infractions such as traffic violations (Olivo n.p.). 

Under the auspices of “secure communities” “immigrant looking” groups, such as 

Latina/os, have been targeted, and are in turn being pushed through the legal system 

quickly, often bypassing the appropriate channels and infringing upon basic human 

rights (Kohli et al. 2). To date much of the research suggests immigration studies and 

                                                
94 Overall this is at a rate 1.5 times higher than that of the George W. Bush administration (Ackerman 
A17). Asian Americans also represent a significant portion of those being deported.  
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prison studies are separate; however, these detentions work in tandem as reflected by 

the “secure communities” program. A study of cultural texts surrounding immigrant 

detention centers will enable me to further articulate the racial underpinnings 

surrounding U.S. Latina/o communities. In questioning notions of social and cultural 

death surrounding racial profiling and criminalization, I seek to draw on the larger 

factors responsible for the immigrant detention center boom. An analysis of cultural 

texts that speak to deportation and the continued fragmentation of Latina/os and their 

families also point to the continued resistance against these oppressive state regimes.  

Overall the literary accounts analyzed in my dissertation point to the 

importance of framing literature as a form of history that includes a representational 

example of a broader and more inclusive perspective. Rather than merely exposing 

audiences to these marginalized perspectives, my work suggests the importance of 

“critical witnessing.” As noted by Tiffany López, “Critical witnessing describe[s] the 

process of being so moved by a reading experience as to engage in a specific action 

intended to forge a path toward change” (López “Critical Witnessing …” 64). 

Embedded within this term is the idea that the strength and power of literary texts 

resonate beyond the page/stage. Novels and plays, in this respect are more than a 

means of entertainment and instead function as a bridge between readers and the larger 

domestic conflicts directly impacting Latina/o communities. By creating these critical 

links, readers/audiences take on a more vital role in informing and educating others. 

Decoding political messages that affect Latina/o communities is also indispensable. 

The fundamental message underlying “secure communities,” for example, points to 

racial, class, and heteropatriarchal underpinnings that demand both a response and 
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action. Perhaps more importantly, the literature not only exposes and educates, but it 

also reveals resistance at various levels.  

Recently while rereading Cherríe Moraga’s A Xicana Codex of Changing 

Consciousness: Writings, 2000–2010 I came across a quote by Edward Said, who 

notes, “[A]ction and . . . protest on the basis of human community and human 

sustainability are still formidable tools of human resistance. Call them weapons of the 

weak . . .” (“A Monument . . .” n.p.).  Often left with little if any agency, marginalized 

communities resort to collective and kinship ties that function as the only means of 

opposition when political and economic agency are not otherwise attainable. While 

Said’s quote comes from a 2003 address critiquing the war on Iraq by the United 

States, it heavily resonates today within the context of domestic warfare responsible 

for sustaining racial and class-based hierarchies. In this sense Said’s quote deeply 

reverberates in this analysis; in fact U.S. Latina/o “family” oriented struggle function 

as a case study of a much larger problem linked to working-class communities of color 

facing similar challenges. Perhaps more importantly, the quote recognizes that pockets 

of resistance can be forged amidst seemingly unsurmountable opposition. 

Consequently, rather than label these struggles as Latina/o specific, one needs to see 

that at the crux of the matter is the issue of human rights, sustainability, and justice. As 

a result, the fight for resistance can take shape in many forms including: uniting in 

boycotts against produce picked in unfair and unsafe working conditions, promoting 

safe neighborhoods through community centers and accessible public housing, as well 

as increasing awareness of the amount of money being invested and profited from the 

prison system. The fundamental organizing principle braided throughout my chapters 



181 

 
 

is rooted in framing the personal as the political by using the family as a critical 

organizing principle. Familia, as noted by Cherríe Moraga, must be forged beyond 

biological ties to build support and community in order to counter the lack of social 

and political capital. Moraga notes, “It is like making familia from scratch, each time 

all over again . . . with strangers, if I must.” Sometimes temporary, other times over a 

longer period of time, alternative collectives wield the necessary weapons for helping 

to counter oppressive regimes, albeit on a small-scale. It is my hope that this 

dissertation will serve as a means of giving voice to Latina/os and others left on the 

margins by addressing the root causes of problems in our communities and demanding 

whatever is necessary to provide safe working and living conditions essential in  

forging community. 
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	In part, Lucha’s interest is rooted in the fact that Susana has the ability to prioritize her physical and emotional needs outside of strict gender and sexuality based confines that bind Lucha. This is exemplified through the following quote as Lucha ...
	Lucha recognizes the unrealistic expectations that accompany the challenges of living up to the ideal image of motherhood in relation to the image of La Virgen and, in doing so, calls for a redefinition of this archetype under a new Latina feminism. T...
	Earlier in the play Susana, when asked what she thought of Lucha responds, “No, I don't think she's [Lucha] gay. Not liking men does not a lesbian make” (78). Susana notes that sexuality does not equate withholding resentment against men. With that sa...
	A Chicana lesbian sensibility, according to Moraga, highlights the ways in which oppression distinctly exists within the intersection of race, gender, class and sexuality while assigning equal value to each. For example, during the trajectory of Watso...
	As a lesbian, I don't pretend to understand the intricacies or intimacies of Chicana/o gay desire, but we do share the fact that our ‘homosexuality’—our feelings about sex, sexual power and domination, femininity and masculinity, family, loyalty and m...
	Through the relationship of Lucha and Susana, Moraga brings larger hegemonic powers to the forefront by acknowledging the ways in which heteronormativity has been indoctrinated. Within this context it does not necessarily matter what Lucha's sexual or...
	Conclusion
	Moraga points to the way that traditional family models often fail and call for an alternative framework. While The Moraga Archives, through the use of testimonios, provide specific examples that challenge confined heteronormative family models, they ...
	Chapter III: Gentrification in New York City Barrios: Resisting Dislocation and Displacement in Quiara Alegría Hudes and Lin-Manuel Miranda’s In the Heights and Ernesto Quiñonez’s Bodega Dreams and Chango’s Fire
	“Like tooth decay, it’s a slow process, but in time,
	when all the original teeth have been left to rot and pulled out,
	brand-new gold crowns can be put in their place…With all the
	unhappiness, crime will rise. Now you can blame the people
	who live there for the decay of the neighborhood…
	sooner or later the government will have to declare it
	an empowered zone and throw money their way”
	—Ernesto Quiñonez, Chango’s Fire
	“‘This neighborhood will be lost unless we make it ours’…
	All those white yuppies want to live in Manhattan,
	and they think Spanish Harlem is next for the taking.”
	—Ernesto Quiñonez, Bodega Dreams
	Although all three works are fictional, the texts bring to light the lived reality of the day-to-day hardships and adversities experienced by long-term residents due to Empowerment Zone (EZ) legislation.59F  EZ programs—initially passed as federal leg...
	According to Arlene Dávila, numerous anthropological and journalistic studies have portrayed the barrio as riddled with crime and urban blight. Barrio residents have begun organizing themselves as collectives to respond to high levels of crime. In par...
	While these narratives represent both spectacular and more daily lived means of violence within the barrio, I build on Saidiya Hartman’s model by focusing on the more banal forms of violence that mask larger paradigms of domination and terror. Hartman...
	The texts examined in this chapter reflect the demographic shifts of New York City barrios and require a close examination in terms of the ways in which diverse Latina/o communities are responding, either together or separately, to the changing physic...
	Juntos pero no revueltos (Together but not Intermingled): The Pan-Latina/o History of New York City Barrios
	Approximately 70% of New York City barrio residents are either Latin American or foreign born (Remeseira 2); however, simply because these groups live side-by-side or even share a Latin American identity, does not signify that pan-Latina/o coalitions ...
	Unfortunately, the positions available for Puerto Ricans journeying into New York City consisted primarily of low-paying jobs with little opportunity for advancement. As noted by Gabriela Heslip-Veira, “overall Puerto Ricans and other Latinos worked i...
	Although the parade was initially established as “The Hispanic Day Parade” in 1955, it branched off into The Puerto Rican Day Parade in 1959. While the name “The Hispanic Day Parade” attempted to encompass a pan-Latina/o community, ultimately the name...
	Unlike Puerto Ricans who migrated initially because of economic reasons, the preliminary influx of Dominicans was politically motivated because of the civil unrest following the assassination of Rafael Trujillo, the Dominican Republic’s violent dictat...
	Trujillo ruled with an iron fist up until his death and; as a result, a great deal of violence over control of the Dominican Republic ensued. The popularly elected Dominican President, Juan Bosch, would hold power for seven months, following Trujillo’...
	During the early twenty-first century New York City would also experience a growing wave of Central and South American immigrants, both documented and undocumented. Among them, residents of Mexican origin began to significantly grow throughout New Yor...
	New York City Barrios: A History of Disinvestment and the Dysfunctional Consequences that Result
	In order to understand gentrification, it is critical to first contextualize the barrio as tied to a cycle of disinvestment followed by reinvestment. In Neil Smith’s seminal work, originally published in 1979, “Towards a Theory of Gentrification: A Ba...
	As noted by Quiñonez in Chango’s Fire, dislocation and (dis/re)investment would take on new levels through arson for insurance. In the novel the protagonist, Julio works for Eddie, an underground lucrative Italian American businessman who contracts Ju...
	This class disparity parallels gentrification in terms of who does or does not have access to the resources coming into the barrio. But, how exactly does the reinvestment process work? In the first place, to assess whether or not a community is worth ...
	The (dis/re)investment of urban areas like the barrio is directly reflective of racial and class hierarchies. As noted by Nancy Denton and Douglas Massey, the segregation in New York City barrios reflects social-spatial relations that can be most appr...
	Given this context, it is impossible to have a discussion around gentrification and (dis/re)investment without discussing the role of the state as a key operative in terms of the disbursement of resources. As noted by Henri Lefebvre, “[T]he State... i...
	Public Housing: Restrictions, Regulations, and the Construction of Crime
	Upper Manhattan Empowerment Zone Programs
	As noted earlier, EZs were developed by the federal government to address the deteriorating conditions of urban areas by stimulating poor urban neighborhoods through a series of tax credits, low interest business loans and affordable housing that have...
	Although the legislation would seemingly promote and celebrate the rich pan-Latina/o history of New York City barrios, in reality it served as a means of commodifying Latina/o culture in order to maximize profits, as noted by Arlene Dávila. This meant...
	Reclaiming the Barrio: Memorial Murals as the Reassertion of Space
	Since the implementation of programs like UMEZ, barrio residents have not remained idle; instead they have resisted gentrification through various informal means such as memorial murals. Memorial murals serve to reclaim the cultural and ethnic space o...
	Completely informal in nature, the murals serve to convert the despair and anguish surrounding the violent loss of a loved one into resistance and hope. The memorial murals serve to chronicle the “voices” of the community. As noted by Martha Cooper an...
	The ongoing violence in the public sphere contributes to an overwhelming despair and necessitates a communal response to help neighborhood residents overcome their bereavement collectively. Memorial walls are reminders of, if not indictments against, ...
	Even though distinct ethnic enclaves and neighborhoods have been formed, as noted earlier, the crime and violence that plague the barrio speak across various Latina/o communities. This means that while each memorial harks back to its own distinct ethn...
	Community is thus further reinforced through the creation of these memorial murals. Unlike traditional graffiti, memorial artists often times attain permission before painting murals (Cooper and Sciorra xx). This not only ensures the longevity of the ...
	In highlighting the role of memorial murals, Quiñonez spotlights how the process of constructing a mural is ultimately a community affair that speaks to the everyday forms of terror and violence associated with the barrio. In the novel, the protagonis...
	The location of Freddy’s memorial mural directly adjacent to the schoolyard ties Freddy cultural roots to the barrio, while simultaneously targeting and provoking the school youth as its primary audience. This is done by defining Freddy as more than a...
	Moreover, the incorporation of rich cultural and historical symbols in the murals, as exemplified by the figures of the conga drum and Puerto Rican flag, demonstrate ethnic pride and also functions to educate barrio youth with an alternative cultural ...
	Cultural imagery requires further attention, particularly the specific request of the “Borinquen” flag. The term Borinquen refers to the “Land of the Brave Lord” which is the name that the Arawak Indians or Boricuas gave to the island of Puerto Rico b...
	Abuela (Grandmother) Claudia: "Pacienca y Fe (Patience and Faith)" Memorial Mural in In the Heights
	Unlike the memorial mural in Quiñonez’s Bodega Dreams that highlighted the life of Freddy, cut short by violence, Hudes and Miranda’s play instead memorializes Abuela Claudia, the barrio grandmother and long-term resident of Washington Heights. Her m...
	In her solo, Claudia describes what she experienced when she finally attained a job as a maid. Every day she “cleaned...homes, polishing with pride / scrubbing the whole of the upper east side / [as] The days [turned] into weeks, the weeks into years,...
	While she found and built community with fellow barrio residents, gentrification would ultimately strip Abuela Claudia of those ties as long-term friends and neighbors were driven out because of skyrocketing rents. This is particularly devastating to ...
	Given the unlikelihood of winning the lottery, the play provides an unrealistic outlet for barrio residents. In reality, there are few, if any, legal financial options available for people like Abuela Claudia that would enable one to seek residence ou...
	Sadly, Abuela Claudia passes away shortly after making her announcement as the winning lottery ticket holder. Her death comes in the midst of a terrible heat wave, massive blackouts and rioting in protest of the lack of resources in the barrio. To mak...
	The Abuela Claudia memorial mural placed on a gate of the bodega anchors Usnavi in Washington Heights by reminding him of the importance of constructing community through conceived and lived space. Even though gentrification is shifting the conceived ...
	One of the reasons that Abuela Claudia was considered the matriarch of the barrio is that she was always ready and willing to help fellow residents as they shared their daily struggles and challenges through informal oral histories. The memorial mural...
	Illuminate[s] the stories of the people in the street / Some have happy endings, some are bittersweet / But I know them all and that's what makes my life complete...And if not me, who keeps our legacies? / Who's gonna keep the coffee sweet with secret...
	At the same time, however, there is an ominous message conveyed in that things continue to change and despite Usnavi’s drive, rents are still skyrocketing and long-term residents are still being driven out. The Abuela Claudia memorial mural is critica...
	It is important, however, to note that the concept of community here has been idealized and formed on the basis of unrealistic winnings. Economic and social challenges, such as having access to jobs with sustainable wages, are rendered mute and inste...
	Redefining Vacant Lots: Asserting Lived Space through “The Brown House”
	Quiñonez’s follow-up novel, Chango’s Fire, continues to build on many of the same concepts found in Bodega Dreams; however the focus shifts to the growing number of gentrifiers within the barrio.70F  Reacting to urban changes in Harlem, Julio notes th...
	It is important to provide a closer examination of this critical scene with respect to perceived, conceived, and lived space. As noted earlier, perceived space is directly related to materiality. Even though the property was vacant and could theoretic...
	In the context of gentrification, however, these critical ties to the barrio and its cultural space go unacknowledged by affluent residents like Helen, a white upper middle-class newcomer to Spanish Harlem drawn to the barrio by gentrification. Accord...
	many New Yorkers [that] have been injected [into Spanish Harlem], [because she] has no clue about the city’s past, How when [I] was a kid, restaurants and other establishments from the Upper East side and Greenwich Village would serve [my friends and ...
	The borders surrounding the barrio reflected spatial apartheid as they were regulated formally, through policing, and informally, as noted in the quote above. This demarcation of space led to being shunned from non-Harlem areas. While Julio was allowe...
	After multiple conversations with Helen, Julio’s anger reaches a breaking point when he tries to explain the ramifications of gentrification on long-term barrio residents of Spanish Harlem. He vehemently states, “Fifth Avenue will only change when the...
	Ultimately, Julio’s acceptance of Helen, speaks to the inevitably large influx of residents like her taking over. The salt on the wound for Julio comes at the end of Chango’s Fire when Julio is forced out of his apartment after Trompo sets it on fire....
	Conclusion
	Gentrification continues to drive out long-term working-class residents of the barrio in order to make room for more affluent residents. This proves devastating to long-term, predominately working-class Latina/o residents particularly because of New Y...
	Extending far beyond the prison walls, the PIC is responsible for bringing with it a culture of warfare or domestic militarization predominately waged on neighborhoods with residents of color; this manifests itself through increased levels of policing...
	Initially launched by Richard Nixon in the 1960s, the War on Drugs campaign was again picked up by Ronald Reagan in the mid-1980s with much greater force. Nowhere is this made more prominent than in the federal consequences associated with drug posses...
	Crime is a construction because it is not a fixed category; what is defined as crime and is made punishable through incarceration can easily change according to legislation (Christie quoted in Rodríguez 27). This means that, during any given time in U...
	In the context of working-class Latina/o communities, this significantly shapes and severs the ability for one to build community and social capital as seen by Soledad in Lucas’ Doin’ Time. Soledad notes, “I don’t have any friends anymore since Mauric...
	As noted by Ruth Wilson Gilmore, one of the most prominent constructions associated with mass incarceration is linked to the culture of distrust promoted by both the media and law enforcement. For instance before the onset of racial targeting through ...
	An example of this phenomenon can be seen through the life of Lourdes in Outside the Wall. A biographical account of Lourdes Santiago, a woman of Puerto Rican descent, discusses the process of transformation of her neighborhood in Chicago due to drug ...
	Although Lourdes is a vocal advocate of her incarcerated husband, discussing his imprisoned state is something she adamantly avoided, at least initially, even though it was to her financial detriment. She notes:
	While Lourdes does not view herself as any different from her friends and colleagues, she does, however, separate herself from them as a means of protecting herself from stigma and judgment. The irony is that she is also contributing to her own isolat...
	Although not connected by blood, the organization provides the critical space needed to come together under the auspices of providing/attaining guidance and support. The use of the term family not only mirrors the degree of camaraderie provided, but a...
	Like the organization founded by Lourdes, ROC formed in an effort to provide support for the battle against injustice. Rather than label these as isolated organizations instead, “what happens at the local level has everything to do with forces operat...
	I’ve learned that nothing can be done until the woman accepts that fact that [a loved one] is serving time . . . It’s very hard when a woman has to admit to people that her husband is in prison . . . And that’s all I ask them to do, because carrying t...
	Acceptance here manifests itself in terms of publicly “coming out” and acknowledging that a loved one is imprisoned. Rather than hiding these critical details, the public recognition before an empathetic audience functions as a way to free members fro...
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