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The House (of Memory) on Mango 
Street: Sandra Cisneros's 

Counter-Poetics of Space 

Karen W Martin 
Union University 

vraston Bachelard's The Poetics of Space imagines the "house of dream 

memory," or the remembered home of one's birth and childhood, as 

a positive, protective zone conducive to solitude, refuge, and day 
dreams. This representation of psychoanalytic space defines the 

domestic sector in terms of verticality and "centrality," forces that 

combine to "give mankind proofs or illusions of stability" (17). For 

Bachelard, the idealized remembered home is characterized, therefore, 

by the possibility of migration and movement, so that agency derives 

from the psychological stability provided by private domestic nooks 

and corners that promote contemplation and rest. For Sandra 

Cisneros, first exposed to The Poetics of Space as a graduate student, 
Bachelard's notion of home was irrelevant and foreign, as she con 

trasted his tri-level house of memory with her own experiences in 

urban apartments characterized by shared space, "public zones," and 

fear (xii). Indeed, her reading of Bachelard highlighted this text's 

notion of the house as a privileged, upper-middle-class space for those 

of elevated educational and socio-economic status. 
Consequently, The 

House on Mango Street (1984) may be read as the oneiric or remembered 

home reframed as a destabilized, unprotected public space delimited 

by horizon tali ty, and consequently, by stagnation or paralysis. 
Cisneros's counter-narrative resists fixity through its portrayal of mul 

tiple female voices at various stages of life and with varying degrees of 

mobility. Similarly, the text's domestic spaces represent a series of 

homes which are simultaneously unfixed, semi-public, and unprotect 
ed. Domestic space, rearticulated by Cisneros to reflect the dynamic 
nature of urban community buildings, reinforces race, class, and gen 
der hierarchies imposed externally by the dominant Anglo culture, as 

well as those internally imposed upon the inscribed space of Mango 
Street by Latino patriarchy. 

After an introduction to the notion of dwelling or home in 
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Bachelard, this paper will explore the means by which Cisneros's early 
work attempts to give voice to marginalized protagonists and the 

strategies by which these young women attempt to transgress gen 
dered borders and gain corporeal mobility De-centered and non-ide 

alized notions of house and home are central to this process, as the 

tensions between the romanticized home symbolic of the "American 

dream" and the real house of memory inhabited by Latinas impede 
their transgression of hegemonically-delineated gendered, socio-eco 

nomic, and educational borders. As such, in Cisneros's work, the house 

of memory becomes a restrictive zone of violence, deterritorialization, 

and exclusion whose semi-public 
nature taunts female characters with 

the possibility of agency while simultaneously precluding their trans 

gression of externally- and internally-maintained borders. Our study 
of the contradictory role of the domestic sector will reveal that The 

House on Mango Street offers a counter-poetics of space which ultimate 

ly replaces Bachelard's nostalgic, nest-like home with a fluid, non-hier 

archical heterotopic zone that substitutes materialistic notions of suc 

cess with a feminist-based, class- and race-inclusive reconfiguration of 

the private dwelling. 

The House of Memory 

Bachelard's choice of such terms as "felicitous space," "topophilia," 

"eulogized space," and "the space we love" to describe domestic archi 

tecture makes clear that his "topo-analysis" is rooted in a positive view 

of house and home (xxxv). Acknowledging that the home is the site 

of "imagined values," rather than objective truth, he defines the home 

of one's birth as the essential factor that defines "the topography of 

our intimate being" (xxxvi). Within this protective space, "nooks," 

"shells," and cozy "corners"?places where we "curl up comfort 

ably"?define us and set the parameters for our later existence, both 

in the material and the oneiric realms (xxxviii); in fact, Bachelard refers 

to memories as "housed," or stored and delineated by the parameters 
of one's childhood home (8). This home is present with us through 
out life, having been "physically inscribed" upon the body and 

"engraved" within the psyche (14-15). Accordingly, creativity, both in 

childhood and for the adult artist, is propelled by the notion of 

belonging to and being protected by a steady, vertically rising child 

hood home whose chief benefit is that "the house shelters day-dream 

ing, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one to dream in 
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52 Karen W. Martin 

peace" (6). This view of the home as fountain of creativity permeates 
The Poetics of Space, so that the adult writer is presumed to return, often 

in an oneiric state, to the secure nooks, or "resting-place [s] for day 

dreaming," of her childhood home for literary inspiration (15). For 

Cisneros and others of non-privileged backgrounds this conflation of 

home and artistic inspiration provokes the following question: If cre 

ative energy flows from the remembered bourgeois home, what, then, 
serves as inspiration or muse for authors whose childhood was framed 

by non-idyllic contexts, characterized by shifts and slippage rather than 

stability and permanence? As we shall see below, Cisneros's text, and 

the work of marginalized authors in general, is not rooted in the 

"house of dream-memory [. . .] the crypt of the house that we were 

born in," but reflects the experience of migration and displacement 
lived by those whose housed memories derive from unstable, chaotic, 
or simply unremembered, distant homes (15). 

Bachelard explicitly defines the oneiric house as either a three- or 

four-story dwelling and fixes three stories as the minimum acceptable 

height for a suitably tranquil private home (25). The "illusions of sta 

bility" provided by the remembered childhood home are linked to its 

verticality, a term repeated throughout the text as the key factor in dif 

ferentiating one domestic space from another (17). In order to achieve 

verticality, the home is defined in terms of the "polarity of cellar and 

attic," with the attic or garret serving as the point of "shelter," "ratio 

nality," and the conquering of fears; indeed, tranquility is achieved by 

ascending the attic stairs to a zone of "solitude," far from the "irra 

tional" "depths" of the cellar (17-26). When the non-vertical urban 

dwelling is referenced in The Poetics of Space, it is presented as clearly 

inadequate for the provision of psychic shelter, and it lacks the organ 
ic state of being presumed to characterize the multi-level private 
home. Instead, non-vertical homes, or urban apartments, are 

"purely 

rootless" "superimposed boxes" whose "mere horizontality" renders 

them stagnant (26-27). With elevators having replaced stairs, and in the 

absence of private cellars and attics accessed by staircases, even the 

multi-level office building of modernity is represented as a soulless, 

"purely exterior" zone (27). The vertical, private home, therefore, is far 

more than a geometrical object. Instead, its "transposition to the 

human plane takes place immediately whenever a house is considered 

as space for cheer and intimacy," conditions which are presumably 
unachievable within a dwelling such as the house on Mango Street 
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(48). The importance of verticality in modern Western notions of 

home has also been observed by Yi-Fu Tuan, who notes that the eth 

nocentric presumption that one's "homeland [. . .] [is] the center of the 

world" is linked to an implicit notion of home as "the center of an 

astronomically determined spatial system" (149). One's sense of being 
anchored in this system, or of having roots, is further defined by the? 

perhaps subconscious?notion of a hierarchical, vertical axis of posi 

tionality,1 which descends spatially on three tiers from heaven to home 

to a mysterious underworld. As a result, the mystical sense of home, 
as Tuan notes, is inextricably tethered to "enchanted images of the 

past" linked to memories of one's childhood house, 
not so much by the entire building, which can only be seen, as 

by its components and furnishings, which can be touched and 

smelled as well: the attic and the cellar, the fireplace and the 

bay windows, the hidden corners [. . .]. (144) 
Henri Lefebvre's landmark work The Production of Space suggests that 

our idealized notion of home, and, correspondingly, Bachelard's house 

of memory, are self-insulating reactions to the fragmented nature of 

contemporary urban life, or the "disintegration" of the city. Modern 

nostalgic views of home are rooted, therefore, in illusion, so that: 

The House has a merely historico-poetic reality rooted in 

folklore [. . .]. This memory, however, has an obsessive quality: 
it persists in art, poetry, drama and philosophy. What is more, 

it runs through the terrible urban reality which the twentieth 

century has instituted, embellishing it with a nostalgic aura 

while also suffusing the work of its critics [...]. [In Bachelard] 
the House is as much cosmic as it is human. From cellar to 

attic, from foundations to roof, it has a density at once dreamy 
and rational, earthly and celestial.2 The relationship between 

Home and Ego, meanwhile, borders on identity. The shell, a 

secret and directly experienced space, for Bachelard epito 
mizes the virtue of human 'space.' (120-21) 

The House on Mango Street 

Cisneros's 1993 introduction to the text makes clear that the narra 

tive of The House on Mango Street is shaped by the strong sense of dis 

location and foreign-ness that she experienced in the Iowa Writers' 

Workshop in the late 1970s. While she acknowledges having been 

aware of her "otherness" during her childhood in Chicago, in Iowa the 
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54 Karen W. Martin 

author suffered a crisis of deterritorialization, "as if / were a foreign 
er. But this was my land too" (xii). This sense of displacement was 

intensified by a course on memory that included The Poetics of Space as 

required reading, a text which left the author "baffled" and riddled 

with self-doubt because her own remembered home was not 

Bachelard's vertical, nurturing nest, but a crowded urban dwelling that 

she recalls primarily in terms of its semi-public nature. In Cisneros's 

non-utopian house of memory, spaces of verticality are not peaceful 

nooks, but heavily trafficked, semi-public zones that she describes in 

terms of dirt, invasion, and fear, as is evident in her recollections 

below: 

The conversation [. . .] was about the house of memory?the 

attic, the stairwells, the cellar. Attic? My family lived in third 

floor flats for the most part, because noise traveled down. 

Stairwells reeked of Pine Sol from the Saturday scrubbing. We 

shared them with the people downstairs; they were public 
zones no one except us thought to clean. We mopped them all 

right, but not without resentment for cleaning up some other 

people's trash. And as for cellars, we had a basement, but 

who'd want to hide in there? Basements were filled with urban 

fauna. Everyone was scared to go in there including the meter 

reader and the landlord. What was this guy Bachelard talking 
about when he mentioned the familiar and comforting house 

of memory? It was obvious he never had to clean one or pay 
the landlord rent for one like ours, (xiii-xiv) 

Her eventual de-coding of Bachelard's bourgeois home, a dwelling 
that his text presumed to be normative, led Cisneros to realize that her 

entire education had been rooted in "presumptions about what was 

'"normal"' (xiv). Mango Street as text, therefore, proposes a de-center 

ing, stylistically and thematically, of mainstream socio-cultural and 

educational standards which have presumed the white, middle-class, 

suburban existence to be the normative one, and the home to be a sin 

gle-family space of ownership, permanence, comfort, and familiarity. 
In contrast, Cisneros's representation of a realistic Latino neighbor 
hood offers a collective voice characterized by deterritorialization, 

physical instability, and disappointment in the myth of America as the 

land of equal opportunity. Consequently, the text is bookended by ref 

erences to Esperanza's house as a space of disappointment and dislo 

cation, a site that is rendered more stifling by its contrast to the ideal 

This content downloaded from 70.169.133.158 on Fri, 14 Aug 2015 20:32:05 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


South Atlantic Review 55 

ized home and characterized by the very rootlessness of its inhabi 

tants. Julian Olivares, in one of the few studies that to date has noted 

the links between these two works, points out, "The semes that we 

ordinarily perceive in house, and the ones that Bachelard assumes? 

such as comfort, security, tranquility, esteem?are lacking. This is a 

house that constrains, one that [Esperanza] wants to leave; conse 

quently, the house sets up a dialectic of inside and outside: of living 
here and wishing to leave for there' (162). Indeed, as Olivares notes, 
Cisneros's text may be read as an "inversion] of Bachelard's nostalgic 
and privileged Utopia, for her's [sic] is a different reality: 'That's pre 

cisely what I chose to write: about third-floor flats, and fear of rats 

[. . .] anything as far from the poetic as possible'" (Cisneros quoted in 

Olivares 160). 
The opening paragraph of Cisneros's work initially seems to prom 

ise the uplifting tale of an immigrant family who has achieved the 

American dream of home ownership; at last "the house on Mango 
Street is ours, and we don't have to pay rent to anybody" (4). 

However, the family's sense of disappointment, even betrayal, is evi 

dent by the end of the following paragraph, when the reader learns, 
"But even so, it's not the house we thought we'd get" (4). Esperanza's 

complaints in the opening vignette about the shortcomings of this real 

house, in contrast to the idealized home Mama had "dreamed up" in 

the children's bedtime stories?that is, the stereotypical middle-class 

American home?may be read as a response to Bachelard's elitist 

images of home. Only the idyllic home of Mama's fantasies is charac 

terized as "real," and its description is marked by openness, move 

ment, and verticality. Even the internal workings of this imagined, 
oneiric home?the functioning plumbing, for example?are spaces of 

flow and connectivity, and the stairs are "real stairs, not hallway stairs, 
but stairs inside like the houses on TV" (4).3 This secure space is 

unbounded, surrounded by trees, a spacious yard, and "grass growing 
without a fence (4)." In contrast, the partitioned domestic space of the 

real Mango Street is framed by tightness, suffocation, and decay: 
It's small and red with tight steps in front and windows so 

small you'd think they were holding their breath. Bricks are 

crumbling in places, and the front door is so swollen you have 

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

elms [. . .] by the curb. Out back is a small garage for the car 

we don't own yet and a small yard that looks smaller between 
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the two buildings on either side. There are stairs in our house, 
but they're ordinary hallway stairs [. . .]. Everybody has to 

share a bedroom. (5) 
Instead of the longed-for staircases of television sitcoms, Esperanza's 
house has steps that are difficult to navigate and whose tightness 
serves to exaggerate the horizontality of the home; there is literally no 

nest or shelter for its inhabitants to ascend to. The home is so crowd 

ed, so clearly presented as a closed and partitioned space, that it is even 

difficult to enter through the front door. Instead of offering the airy 
feel of the suburban home, this urban dwelling is bounded on all four 

sides, so that its exterior feels as suffocating as its interior: There is no 

front yard, only the street; the back and sides of the house are dwarfed 

by neighboring buildings; and the peripheral space behind the home is 

a cramped reminder of yet another material possession that the fami 

ly lacks?a car. 

The house's links to shame and humiliation are further made evi 

dent in this opening vignette by the nun's incredulous comment to 

Esperanza, "You live there}!' When this representative of the ultimate 

hierarchical force?the Catholic church as normative spiritual and cul 

tural institution?re-directs the narrator's gaze to the home, she effec 

tively robs Esperanza of her place in the neighborhood by forcing her 

to envision the urban dwelling as filtered through the lens of the nun's 

own socio-economic and aesthetic standards. Consequently, the 

house's deterioration and confining aspects become even more appar 

ent to the narrator: "I had to look where she pointed?the third floor, 
the paint peeling, wooden bars Papa had nailed on the windows so we 

wouldn't fall out. You live there? The way she said it made me feel like 

nothing" (6). This experience frames the narrative and is central to 

Esperanza's struggle to find her place in the world; indeed, her self 

definition from this point on is determined by a continuum of poten 
tial positionalities, from the "temporary" dwelling on Mango Street to 

the "real house [. . .] that I could point to" that for her would sig 

nify permanence and material success (6). For the time being, howev 

er, she will remain trapped in a version of the house of memory that 

is reflective of lower-income urban existence, a nailed, barred, prison 
like space whose description invokes images of entrapment, danger, 
and potential violence. 

After having suffered the humiliation of the nun's incredulous 

glimpse at her home, Esperanza attempts to achieve a modest level of 
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mobility by manipulating the perceptions of domestic space held by 
her superiors. Determined to gain access to the canteen, where the 

"special kids" eat at school because their homes are too far away for 

them to return home for lunch, she pretends to live in a home that is 

even more undesirable, in the nun's eyes, than her own. In essence, she 

manipulates this nun's gaze by directing it toward another counter 

dwelling: 

[S]he made me stand up on a box of books and point. That 

one? she said, pointing to a row of ugly three-flats, the ones 

even the raggedy men are ashamed to go into. Yes, I nodded 

even though I knew that wasn't my house and started to cry 

[...]. Then she said she was sorry and said I could stay. (54) 

Esperanza plays into hegemonic forces' stereotypical notion of poor 
Latino space, using these tenements to evoke sympathy so that she can 

gain access to the bounded, privileged space of the canteen. Sadly, this 

autonomic experiment turns out to be a disappointment, as her bor 

der crossing heightens her sense of other-ness, exclusion, and objecti 

fication, where "lots of boys and girls watched while I cried and ate" 

(54). Her temporary negotiation of access to this idealized space 

points out the hostile, unwelcoming nature of partitioned space for 

the outsider who attempts to penetrate it. In essence, this experience 
of displacement and exclusion intensifies the narrator's sense of 

attachment to her own 
topos?Mango Street?a bounded territory 

that offers her a sense of place free from the defining gaze of upper 
class white culture. 

The home of Meme Ortiz serves as another counter-house of 

memory, one that offers images of verticality, but in terms of dilapi 
dation and multi-family dwelling. The Ortiz family purchases the 

home only after the narrator's "white" friend, Cathy, has to sell it "to 

move a little farther north from Mango Street" because the "neighbor 
hood is getting bad" due to the immigration of families like 

Esperanza's (15). Verticality in the Ortiz home implies neither protec 
tion nor mobility, nor does it derive from the three-story model pre 
ferred by Bachelard. In contrast, the poor construction and age of the 

home have created an accidental slope through its uneven flooring, 
with "[s]ome rooms uphill. Some down" (26). In this case, ascending 
and descending the home's levels, far from the magical experience of 

privileged youth, occurs precariously within a single story of the 

house, so that its tenants experience verticality in a Sisyphean rhythm 
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that keeps them tethered to a bounded, minimal space. The home does 

offer the illusion of height through the twenty-one steps leading to its 

front entrance, but instead of a serving as a stable, majestic point of 

access, these steps are "lopsided and jutting like crooked teeth" (26). 
Similar to Esperanza's home, the periphery of Meme's house offers a 

yard that is "mostly dirt" and "a greasy bunch of boards that used to 

be a garage" (26). 
The home's semi-public, transient nature is heightened by its com 

plete absence of private, secure spaces; unlike the inviting nooks 

which encourage reading, writing, and contemplation in the idealized 

house, this home does not even include a closet which might have 

served as a quiet refuge for the development of a child's imagination. 
The bottom level of the house is rented to a Puerto Rican family as a 

basement apartment, further accentuating the public nature of the 

home. Marin, one of the basement tenants, highlights the contrast 

between this stark existence and the American dream: she is convinced 

that if she could only manage to work downtown, she would always 
"look beautiful and get to wear nice clothes and [. . .] meet someone 

in the subway who might marry [her] and take [her] to live in a big 
house far away" (30-31). Her dreams of mobility and access to 

unbounded space, which she believes to be achievable only through 

marriage, 
serve as 

counterpoint to the stagnation she experiences 
at 

the end of this vignette, when she is framed as dancing alone under a 

streetlight on Mango Street, still waiting for a man to marry her and 

give her permission to transgress the barrio's borders. Left alone to 

watch out the window and wait for life to begin, she is another of the 

Mango Steet women who "[l]ike fairy-tale heroines, [. . .] await the kiss, 
the arrival of the prince, to wake them up" (Rebolledo 205). 

Cisneros's rejection of the idealized bourgeois home is paralleled by 
the non-traditional narrative structure she chose for her debut work of 

fiction. Rather than adhering to the generic norms favored by male 

centered literary traditions, and correspondingly by commercial inter 

ests, her text is structured as a series of titled vignettes inhabited by a 

gallery of marginalized, primarily female characters. These narrative 

fragments 
are uncharacterizable as short stories, novella or novel, yet 

anchored and given internal cohesion and narrative kinesthesia by the 

presence of the adolescent narrator, Esperanza. Stella Bolaki incisive 

ly analyzes the text's structure in spatial terms, noting that "the chap 
ters are interchangeable and carry equal weight. At the same time, they 
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reconstruct the narrator's process of growing up as a movement in 

contradictory directions by inscribing competing narratives of devel 

opment" (6) through a fluid textual design that lends itself to "'narra 

tive overspill" (Fraiman quoted in Bolaki 6). Cisneros herself identifies 

the language of Mango Street as an "antiacademic" flow of fused voic 

es that express the quadruple marginalization of childhood, poverty, 

girlhood and Chicana ethnicity (xiii). Her deceptively simple narrative 

structure, syntax and lexicon have made the text a favorite of adoles 

cent literature, yet the work must also be viewed as a sophisticated 

experiment in counter-narrative and autohistoria which prefigures 
Gloria Anzaldua's groundbreaking study of these subversive, at times 

anti-commercial literary forms, and echoes the narrative structures of 

autochthonous art through its organization in "a mosaic pattern 

(Aztec-like), [. . .] a weaving pattern, thin here, thick there [. . .] a pre 

occupation with the deep structure, the underlying structure" 

(Anzaldua 88). 

(Im)mobility in the Borderlands 

The psychological borderlands, the sexual borderlands and 

the spiritual borderlands are not particular to the Southwest. 

In fact, the Borderlands are physically present wherever two 

or more cultures edge each other, where people of different 

races occupy the same territory, where under, lower, middle 

and upper classes touch, where the space between two indi 

viduals shrinks with intimacy. (Anzaldua preface) 
Female agency and mobility elude Cisneros's female characters, who 

dream of transgressing the confines of the one-block perimeter with 

in which they have been inscribed. While the author's more recent 

works may offer stronger voices of resistance and rebellion, the ado 

lescent Esperanza of Mango Street echoes the frustrations and fears 

of the Mexican-American female who has yet to achieve what Gloria 

Anzaldua describes as "new mestiza consciousness," or a 
"plural per 

sonality" that would allow her to "juggle cultures" and "sustain con 

tradictions" as she navigates man-made cultural boundaries (101). 

Rather, the young protagonist's contradictory experience of place? 
she is at once rigidly confined to "home" and de-territorialized? 

reflects the "fear of going home" acutely felt in Borderlands / Ta 

Frontera: The New Mestiza by the woman who is trapped between the 

"alien" culture of the United States and the boundaries erected by 
Latino patriarchy: 
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We shudder in separate cells in enclosed cities, shoulders 

hunched, [. . .] daily drinking shock along with our morning 

coffee, fearing the torches being set to our buildings, the 

attacks in the streets. Shutting down. Woman does not feel 

safe when her own culture, and white culture, are critical of 

her; when the males of all races hunt her as prey. (42) 

Significantly, this description represents female domestic life as a 

prison-like or cloistered existence, a no-place within which woman is 

required to take refuge from the dangers of the streets. The act of 

"putting woman in her place," i.e. within the supposedly protected and 

protective private sphere, firmly inscribes her within an isolated zone 

dominated by the threat of physical and verbal violence perpetrated by 
the very men who have asserted their roles as women's protectors. 

Her stagnation is both provoked and ensured by her entrapment 
"between los intersticios, the spaces between the different worlds she 

inhabits." As Anzadlua points out, this positioning "shackle[s] us in 

the name of protection. Blocked, immobilized, we can't move for 

ward, can't move backward" (42-43). It follows that if identity is 

indeed positional, determined either by means of our navigation of or 

confinement within boundaries, the Chicana woman's immobility pre 
cludes her development of a sense of self and further exacerbates her 

dependence on the male-identified male. This rootlessness highlights 
the negative pole of the border dichotomy indicated by Nestor Garcia 

Cancilini's observation that, "At every border there are rigid wires and 

fallen wires'" (quoted in Friedman 3). For the Latina, liminal spaces or 

interstices, rather than "invitfing] transgression, dissolution, reconcili 

ation, and mixing" as sites of possibility, function as "[b]orders [that] 
enforce silence, miscommunication, misrecognition" (Friedman 3). 

As Alejandro Morales observes in his study of Esperanza's 

(im)mobility, if the narrator manages to transgress the borders of 

Mango Street, she will do so at the cost of "deterritorialization from 

kinship, friendship, group, community, and history" (231). Leslie Petty 
locates this notion that female agency equates to a betrayal of the larg 
er community in the archetypal figure of Malinche, whose intellect and 

transgression?although against her will?of the borders of her 

native culture branded her a traitor and intensified traditional 

Mexicans' resistance to the interloper, as well as to the female who is 

seen as having usurped a position in society. Consequently, "[f]or 

Cisneros, the dilemma is creating a role model for herself and other 

This content downloaded from 70.169.133.158 on Fri, 14 Aug 2015 20:32:05 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


South Atlantic Review 61 

Chicanas that is neither limited by this good/bad duality ingrained in 

Mexican culture, nor too 'Anglicized' [. . .] to adequately represent their 

experience" (122-23). Bolaki has also pointed out the challenges of 

Esperanza's tightrope walk between the margins of "American" suc 

cess and her sense of ethnic loyalty: because "the formation of self 

hood [. . .] is defined for ethnic Americans by a constant negotiation 
of belonging in distinct territories, in other words by a kind of border 

crossing," the narrator's struggle to find her place within or beyond 

Mango Street will require her to constantly navigate the margins of 

Anglo and Latino cultures, perhaps without fully belonging to either 

(1). Consequently, Bolaki correctly states that this counter-narrative, 
which she views as "pieced together by assembled patches like a quilt, 
can be read as an example of what it means for a Mexican-American 

female to grow up in the cultural and textual borderlands"(1). Indeed, 
the text's portrayal of the tensions between "good" and "bad" girls, 
and the constant physical and sexual threats imposed particularly by 
Latino males within the barrio, reflects the "cultural tyranny" suffered 

by the "internal exile"?in this case, the Chicana who is estranged 
from her physical homeland but inscribed in a partitioned space whose 

rules of access are defined and regulated by male hegemony (Anzaldua 

38). Within this zone, Cisneros's female characters are forced to serve 

as the guarantors of a set of socio-cultural norms prescribed, but not 

adhered to, by men. As Anzaldua describes this system, 
Dominant paradigms, predefined concepts that exist as 

unquestionable, unchallengeable, are transmitted to us 

through the culture. Culture is made by those in power?men. 
Males make the rules and laws; women transmit them [. . .]. 
The culture expects women to show greater acceptance of, 
and commitment to, the value system than men [...]. If a 

woman rebels she is a mujer mala. If a woman doesn't 

renounce herself in favor of the male, she is selfish. If a 

woman remains a virgen until she marries, she is a good woman 

[. . .]. Today some of us have a fourth choice: entering the 

world by way of education and career and becoming self 

autonomous persons. A very few of us. (38-39) 
In Cisneros's text, Aunt Lupe's home is one of the few domestic 

spaces that offers Esperanza the tantalizing possibilities of a creative, 

nurturing space conducive to the development of autonomy. Only 
within this exclusively-female territory does the house achieve some 

This content downloaded from 70.169.133.158 on Fri, 14 Aug 2015 20:32:05 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


62 Karen W. Martin 

similarity to Bachelard's cocoon-like nested space, for it is here that 

Esperanza is free to write in relative quiet and solitude, and then to 

share her work with an admiring, attentive audience (of one) who 

encourages her to write as a means of earning her passage out of 

Mango Street. Creativity, for Esperanza, is a double-edged sword: it 

offers her a means of transgressing the borders of the barrio and con 

structing a self-delineated zone of what Anzaldua has famously 
described as "female architecture," but only if she effectively rejects 
the community which represents her ethnic, linguistic, and socio-eco 

nomic home. For this reason, the trepidation she feels when walking 
alone to Lupe's house may be multi-faceted: it not only reflects the 

immediate dangers implicit in a young woman's solo navigation of the 

barrio, but also foregrounds her fear of losing her place?her identi 

ty?if she rejects Mango Street's hierarchies and value systems. 

Perhaps for this reason, Esperanza views herself as an anchored bal 

loon?in theory she possesses the potential of flight, but she is teth 

ered to Mango Street by the double anchors of poverty and female 

gender (10). Indeed, her family's oral history is rife with cautionary 
tales of stagnation and bounded existence imposed upon women who 

attempted to venture beyond the passive mother/nurturer role. For 

example, noting that "the Mexicans don't like their women strong," 

early in the text Esperanza recalls the tale of her great-grandmother, 
"a wild horse of a woman, so wild she wouldn't marry," who nonethe 

less was forced into marriage when "my great-grandfather threw a sack 

over her head and carried her off. Just like that as if she were a fancy 
chandelier" (12). In Esperanza's family, mobile, autonomous women 

may attempt to live unbounded and unshackled, but they are destined 

to be tamed and remade as polished, delicate domestic ornamentation. 

Determined to avoid a life characterized by "look[ing] out the win 

dow" as this paralyzed ancestor had done for decades, Esperanza 

resolves, "I have inherited her name, but I don't want to inherit her 

place at the window" (12). As a result, she craves a new, secret identi 

ty, "[sjomething like Zeze the X," as a symbol of her aspirations of 

mobility and self-definition, a mysterious name evocative of the 

unknown, the variable, and the fluid (13). 
As Cisneros nears the end of the narrative, her vignettes highlight 

female immobility, isolation, and victimization as a result of cloistered 

domestic life by presenting a series of women who are displaced, or 

out-of-place, within their own homes. First, "No Speak English" pres 
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ents the story of a "huge, enormous, beautiful" third-floor apartment 
dweller who becomes invisible shortly after her boyfriend brings her 

to the United States. Most of the neighbors choose to blame this 

woman for her own immobility, citing her large size which complicates 
her descent of three flights of stairs and thereby traps her in the tiny 
rental property where she becomes yet another watching woman, one 

who "sits all day by the window" and observes the open space that 

remains off limits to her (97). Only Esperanza grasps the true cause 

of Mamacita's self-imposed isolation?a profound homesickness 

caused by her linguistic and geographic displacement from her native 

tongue and country. The home for which she longs is not Bachelard's 

three-story elitist space, but a Caribbean dwelling that for her repre 
sents security, and whose color and light are not duplicable in her 

adopted residence: "Home. Home. Home is a house in a photograph, 
a pink house, pink as hollyhocks with lots of startled light. The man 

paints the walls of the apartment pink, but it's not the same you know. 

She still sighs for her pink house, and then I think she cries" (97). 
When the novio insists that Mamacita speak English and accept that 

"ft]his is home," she cries "as if he had torn the only skinny thread that 

kept her alive, the only road out to that country" (97). Dislocated from 

her own house of memory, Mamacita has become another of the 

watching, waiting women of Mango Street. As she loses her linguistic 

identity, she loses the "social topography" that had previously defined 

her "intimate geography" by "reconciling] subject and country, eth 

nicity and place," leaving her deterritorialized, feeling homeless despite 
her constant positioning at "home" (Rodriguez 135-37). 

If Mamacita's non-adherence to traditional norms of beauty and 

female corporeality were blamed for her isolation, Rafaela and Sally, 
two women who are confined to the home as punishment for their 

beauty, represent the other ends of the dialectic that determines Latina 

mobility based on physical appearance. "Rafaela who Drinks Coconut 

and Papaya Juice on Tuesdays" is yet another female character con 

demned to her seat by the window, "locked indoors because her hus 

band is afraid Rafaela will run away since she is too beautiful to look 

at" (99). The next vignette, "Sally," focuses on a "girl with eyes like 

Egypt [. . .] [and] hair [. . .] shiny like raven feathers" who is also 

trapped by patriarchy, in this case by her strict, religious father and the 

gossip spread about her by the boys at school, so that she must "go 

straight home after school," remove her makeup, and sit alone "in the 
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house you can't come out from" (101). While Rafaela is the victim of 

her machista husband's paranoia and distrust, Sally is shackled to home 

by patriarchal religious norms. Both women long to escape from their 

"empty room" to a forbidden space?in Rafaela's case, "the dance hall 

down the street "which she fantasizes about while leaning out her win 

dow, dreaming of becoming Rapunzel and using her beautiful hair to 

create an escape route for herself" (100). For Sally, the longing for 

freedom is tied to an idealized house, an open space characterized 

simultaneously by privacy and limitlessness. Her longing for verticality 
focuses on access to nature and freedom from her neighbors' prying 

eyes in a house "with flowers and big windows and steps for you to 

climb up two by two to where a room is waiting for you" (103). In this 

case the room is a threshold she willingly crosses because she is its sole 

inhabitant, and therefore is free to control its borders and delineate its 

norms of access. This nurturing zone, in contrast to the dark, dull one 

of her quotidian experience, offers seemingly endless windows, with 

access to "all the sky [. . .] [o]nly trees and more trees and plenty of 

blue sky. And you could laugh [. . .]. You could close your eyes and 

nobody would think you're strange because you like to dream and 

dream" (104). The text, despite its rejection of Bachelard's house as 

the norm, here embraces the house of memory's simultaneous open 

ness and cocoon-like qualities as spaces designed for creativity and 

dreams, free from the borders imposed by the multiple inhabitants and 

crowded rooms of shared urban dwellings. 
Cisneros's vignette structure abruptly closes off Sally's dreams of 

freedom by immediately following her escapist fantasies with the sad 

reality of Minerva, a domestic abuse victim who is only slightly older 

than Esperanza but already trapped in the house, raising two children 

by herself. This character, who writes poetry as a lifeline, and shares 

her work with the narrator, is "always sad like a house on fire," and her 

precarious personal situation indeed evokes the dangers of being per 

petually engulfed by hostile forces. Never leaving the apartment, she is 

trapped in a cycle of abuse, alternately forcing her husband to leave 

and opening the door to allow him to return home. Despite her 

attempts to usurp control over her own domestic space, she never 

gains the agency and mobility necessary for a true reconfiguring of 

this zone, because the constant menace of her abuser's return ensures 

his continued domination of the home. In contrast to Minerva's 

entrapment, Esperanza longs for "a house on the hill," another space 
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of verticality and possibility, yet she refuses to drive past these ideal 

ized homes because, "I am tired of looking at what we can't have" 

(107). In her daydreams, the elevated house offers a peaceful existence 

"so close to the stars," in stark contrast to her own painfully one 

dimensional existence troubled by "last week's garbage" and "fear of 

rats" (108). 
Cisneros's alternation in the text's final scenes between the walled 

existence of immobile women and the promise of freedom and 

agency offered by 
a vertical, non-urban home seems to steer the read 

er toward a privileging of so-called mainstream, upper-class existence 

over the struggles faced by the urban working class. Ultimately, how 

ever, these contrasts lead the narrator to construct a new type of ide 

alized home, a heterotopic space that combines the senses of possibil 

ity, creativity, and corporeal mobility offered by the stereotypical home 

of the American dream with a refusal to render invisible those who fall 

outside the parameters of wealth and social status. Esperanza begins 
to resolve her question of personal place and identity by constructing 
a counter-space, or a 

third-space oneiric home, a house that will serve 

as one of memory not because it adheres to Bachelard's idealized 

notions, but because it allows the narrator to remember her own roots 

and provide shelter to those who lack a secure domestic space.4 She 

resolves to purchase her own multi-level private home, complete with 

an attic, dinner guests, and a cozy fireplace, but rooted in a non-hier 

archical juxtaposition of the previously irreconcilable sectors of 

homeowner and homeless, center and margin. Instead of aspiring to 

become one of the wealthy who "forget those of us who live too 

much on earth," in other words, those who inhabit small, delimited 

spaces like the ones on Mango Street, she longs to construct a new 

house of memory whose attic is filled with "[pjassing bums, [. . .] 
because I know how it is to be without a house" (108). This home in 

the borderlands of class and race will allow her to fulfill the mandate 

made by the three sisters, las comadres, who admonish her that, "You 

will always be Mango Street [. . .]. [RJemember to come back. For the 

ones who cannot leave as easily as you" (129). As a means of "coming 

back," Esperanza will design 
a counter-narrative of the home as nur 

turing source of creative energy, and simultaneously, a shelter for the 

disenfranchised and displaced who share her roots. At the same time, 
this new cocoon will serve as a vehicle for the negotiation of agency 

by those whose race, class, education levels, and/or gender have 
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bounded their own ability to cross the neighborhood's borders. 

Having won access to the world beyond Mango Street, Esperanza's 

mobility will create a circular pattern of movement as she will "have 

gone away to come back. For the ones I left behind. For the ones who 

cannot out" (134). The House on Mango Street's idealized home, or 

Esperanza's re-designed "American dream," therefore, is not the tradi 

tional, single-family dwelling, but a transgressive space whose creative 

possibilities, peacefulness, and sense of security derive not from the 

isolation offered by wealth and privilege, but from the joy of collective 

existence and shared experiences. Her talent for writing will allow her 

to freely navigate the borders of Mango Street and seek refuge in a 

"house quiet as snow, a space for myself to go" (134). Within this 

cocoon of energy and movement, created by female ownership and 

agency, the house of memory is reconstructed as an unbounded zone 

of inclusiveness and collaboration rather than silence and isolation. 

Through this re-orientation of domestic space, the culturally or eco 

nomically marginalized appropriate the space of housed memories, 

shifting it from Bachelard's elitist domain to the unfixed, fluid spaces 
of urban, Latina existence. If Cisneros's characters have been restrict 

ed to horizontality by hegemonic forces, her counter-poetics of space 
will offer them the possibility of mobility and agency as a concrete 

result of the journeys and cultural navigation previously won by 

Esperanza's manuscripts. 

Notes 
1 
My use of this term follows Leather's view of position, power, and identity as linked, 
so that positionality "implies that there are places where we are welcome and others 

from which we are excluded by convention or by law because of sex, age, class or 

colour, or other reasons" (3). As such, an objective understanding of "social situa 

tions," or one's "place," is unachievable, since these constructs are inherently fluid and 

subjective. 2 
It is worth noting that Lefebvre refers to the emphasis on the tri-level home in 

Bachelard and the corresponding rise from cellar to attic as "phallic verticality" (36). 3 The role of the media, particularly popular television shows, is frequently referenced 

in the text. Ironically, Esperanza frequently identifies those domestic structures that 

mesh with televised images as real or authentic, whereas the spaces of her daily life are 

in her view artificial or, at best, inferior substitutes for the "real" American experience. 4 
According to Edward Soja's defintion, counterspaces are spaces of resistance rooted 

in marginalized or subaltern positions. Due to their hybrid nature, they "contain all 

real and imagined spaces simultaenously" (68-69). 
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