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Abstract 
 

The act of writing helps people develop deeper understandings of their lives as they sift 

through the ideas, perceptions, and events that have shaped their personal experiences. They are 

further empowered as they are able to share their new insights with others. Often peoples’ voices 

are silenced, however, by a dominant group striving to fulfill their own agenda. This thesis 

analyzes the work of several Mexican-American artists who overcame struggles to present their 

expressions to the mainstream American public. Tomás Rivera’s short novel . . . And the Earth 

Did Not Devour Him explores issues addressed politically by the larger Chicano movement, 

particularly the human rights violations faced by migrant farm workers. Sandra Cisneros’ novel 

The House on Mango Street confronts the sexism and abuse pushed upon Chicanas by members 

of their own community. Filmmaker Severo Perez spent years striving to gain support and 

funding for his movie . . . And the Earth Did Not Swallow Him as producers insisted that the 

film’s exploration of Chicano issues was unsuitable for the American mainstream market. 

Through their work, these artists were able to provide voices for their communities and express 

their concerns and insights to a broader audience.  
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Introduction 

People often indulge in books because they say the stories provide them an escape from 

their lives. This belief may hold some truth for the act of reading, but it is not the case for the 

process of writing or telling a story. If anything, this process leads writers deeper into their lives. 

As individuals create stories, they sift through the ideas, perceptions, and events that have shaped 

their personal experiences. This exploration and analysis enables artists to better understand 

themselves and their surrounding world—which helps develop insights they can share with 

others and even solutions that can be applied to real-life problems. 

Such self-development is difficult to obtain, though, when opportunities for writing and 

storytelling are limited. Many people are denied a voice when others declare their thoughts to be 

lacking in value. Frequently such dismissive judgments are thrust upon minority groups when 

their views differ from—and challenge—the views of the mainstream public. The Mexican-

American community is one such group that struggles to make their voices heard when so many 

others devalue their different political, social, cultural, and artistic views. This essay will 

examine how some Mexican-American writers have been able overcome this opposition and 

achieve the self-expression necessary to make their communities better known to others and 

develop the insights needed to improve their circumstances. 

In the twentieth century, the Mexican-American community was denied a voice and 

identity as they were made to “Americanize” and abandon their own heritage and culture. 

Frequently such Americanization happened through schools, where young children were 

indoctrinated in the “virtues of the American democracy” as well as the “backwardness’ of 

Mexican Americans” and the “primitive’ conditions of the Mexican home” (Munoz 26). Their 

heritage was presented as something that held them back from success in the American world 
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and the children were exhorted to abandon their communities and conform to the dominant, 

“real” society around them. Such messages caused the children to experience a “crisis of 

identity” (Muñoz 25). Their parents viewed Mexico as their homeland and clung to the practices 

of their past. The children, however, born in Mexico or to Mexican families but raised in the 

United States, were both Mexican and American.  

The option of dwelling in both cultures was not available to these children, however—

they would be outsiders to either group. They could not be Mexican like their parents while 

adopting tenets of the American culture. Nor could they be American while adhering to any 

Mexican practices or lifestyles. Torn between sides, the children frequently answered the call of 

the powerful society around them and abandoned their family’s culture to take up the mindsets, 

attitudes, and actions that they thought would make them Americans (Muñoz 25).  

This identity crisis was also experienced by young adults, particularly those who had 

served in the US army during World War II.  These veterans “did not reject their Mexican 

origins but  . . . emphasized the American part of their Mexican American identity. In their 

minds, political accommodation and assimilation was the only path toward equal status in a 

racist society” (Muñoz 49). They conformed to American practices and lifestyles because they 

were led to believe that such actions would lead to their acceptance and inclusion into 

mainstream American society.  

Their willingness to conform faded, however, as members of the community questioned 

the loss of their culture and the subsequent loss of themselves: “the Chicano student movement 

of the 1960s . . . was a quest for identity, an effort to recapture what had been lost through the 

socialization process imposed by US schools, churches, and other institutions” (Munoz 61). 

These young students recognized the detrimental effects their lost identities had on their 
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community—a price that was not worth paying, especially for a society that would not treat them 

as equals no matter what changes they made. The students sought for a way to explore, 

understand, and express who they really were, seeking an image, a name, and a reality that was 

truly theirs.  

During this Chicano student movement, artistic forms such as literature became vehicles 

for self-exploration. These mediums provided a liberating field for the artists to organize and 

voice their experiences of growing up in America. In addition, their works “filled a vacuum, for 

most student activists had never read a book about Mexican American history—especially one 

that linked that history with Mexican history” (Munoz 61). Chicano literature told their own 

stories and gave Mexican-Americans something they could relate to without having to first 

change themselves. It allowed them to express their own voices, not move their lips to the words 

of another. Such writings voiced concerns faced by the Mexican-American community, modeled 

resolutions for them to take, and helped rally for common goals, such as equal treatment and the 

opportunities for prosperity that America had promised them. 

Writings continued to appear as different groups within the Mexican-American 

community fought to give voice to their particular experiences and perspectives. For example, 

Tomás Rivera’s short novel . . . And the Earth Did Not Devour Him analyzes issues addressed 

politically by the larger Chicano movement, particularly the human rights violations faced by 

migrant farm workers. Mexican-American women had to deal with the sexism pushed upon them 

by members of their own community. Chicanas boldly explored these issues in their own writing, 

such as Sandra Cisneros’ novel The House on Mango Street. Even after the end of their 

liberation movement, Chicanos still struggled to express their voices to the American public, as 

seen by the opposition filmmaker Severo Perez faced in regards his movie . . . And the Earth Did 
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Not Swallow Him. Producers insisted that the film’s exploration of Chicano issues was unsuitable 

for the American mainstream market. All these artists, however, persisted in their expressions, 

because they were determined to have the voices of their community be heard.  

 

Tomás Rivera and Migrant Experiences 

Author and scholar Tomás Rivera is a prime example of a minority writer who worked to 

gain a voice for his community. Rivera was born in the 1930’s to a family of migrant workers—a 

community that struggled just to survive. These workers traveled every year to farms in the 

Midwestern American states to pick crops, an “odd job” the people could do to earn more money 

than what was available to them in their hometowns (Barger and Reza 21, 28). Still, the work 

gave little in return to migrants as they were made to spend long hours in hot fields for little 

pay—often, a lower wage than the farmers had originally promised them (Barger and Reza 33). 

In addition, migrants faced constant threats of being fired from farmers attempting to force even 

more work out of them (Barger and Reza 28).  

Despite their efforts in the fields, Mexican migrant workers were frequently portrayed by 

the mainstream American society as “ignorant, tractable, moderately industrious, and content to 

endure the wretched conditions of life which most white laborers would not tolerate” (Munoz 22-

23). They were deemed as suitable only for manual labor positions—such as migrant 

harvesters—and became essentially trapped in the roles as they were not given access to 

education and training for more advanced jobs (Munoz 20-21). In order to maintain steady work, 

the families had to travel from farm to farm, wherever the harvests were available. Children were 

frequently pulled from school so they could stay with their families and contribute to the meager 

incomes the field work provided. These children, then, were unable to develop a strong academic 
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foundation, and with few skills to apply to their own futures, usually had to resort to migrant 

work as adults. Thus, the poverty-stricken migrant lifestyle became a vicious cycle that 

threatened future generations (Barger and Reza 29). 

This was the future Rivera faced while growing up. Every year his family would leave 

their Texas home in April and head to farms in the northern states. Often they did not return to 

Texas until November. This schedule, of course, cut into both the beginning and end of the 

school year and could have barred Rivera’s progression through the grades. Rivera, however, 

worked hard to overcome these disruptions to his education by making up the assignments he 

had missed while he was away. He was able to finish high school at age eighteen, and from there 

he worked with his family at the farms only during summers so he could attend junior college 

(Olivares xii).  

It was through his academic perseverance that Rivera developed a strong understanding 

of the power of language and writing: 

When I began my formal education and learned to read, I saw man manifested in 

so many words and with such evocative imagery that I came to expect that 

miracles, heroics, love and all human experience could be contained in words . . . 

To perceive what people have done through this process and to come to realize 

that one’s own family group or clan is not represented in literature is a serious 

and saddening realization. (Rivera, “Chicano Literature” 274-75) 

Rivera was frustrated to discover that an entire community—his own community—had been 

excluded from the personal development available through education, especially literature. 

Determined to help his community advance through school, Rivera earned an education degree 

and taught high school English courses, then earned a PhD and worked at universities. He also 
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published stories and poems about his community, so their voices and experiences could finally 

have a place in literature (Olivares xii). 

Through his work, Rivera came to recognize the value of individuals delving into their 

histories and personal experiences. His own experiences with reading and writing confirmed that 

“The act of writing is a personal ritual, a constant means of establishing contact with humanity 

and with one’s origins” (Rivera, “Chicano Literature” 293). Writing allows people to analyze the 

events that have happened to them—events which have influenced and shaped who they have 

become. Rivera sought for more people of his own community to have the opportunity to explore 

their personal histories, arguing that “the past is what we have and it is all that we have” (Rivera, 

“Chicano Literature” 276). The past may be chaotic and painful, but those who work through its 

depths have the opportunity to attain personal growth: “It is from the past  . . . that we derive 

strength, that we can recognize our existence as human beings” (Rivera, “Chicano Literature” 

276). When people recognize the value inherent in their stories, their views—and thus, in 

themselves—they are more likely to seek a future befitting that value, striving and even fighting 

for personal fulfillment and happiness. 

Rivera’s novella . . . And the Earth Did Not Devour Him* explores the experiences of 

migrant farm workers that Rivera knew so well. The short stories, connected by the common 

communal experiences and voices of migrants, analyze the issues that shatter the community’s 

present and future. Readers are introduced to the harsh conditions of migrant life that are formed 

by callous employers and wretched living conditions. Rivera shows how migrants’ hopes for 

obtaining a settled life with a secure income is barred by their limited access to education—while 

those children who do have the chance to attend school are often preventing from completing 

                                                 
* Rivera originally published this book in Spanish, the language of his community, under the title . . . y se lo tragó la 
tierra. 
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their classes due to racist pressures. The stories also demonstrate how some of the Chicano 

community members prey upon others, rather than helping their neighbors rise above their 

common struggles. In addition, many members of the community maintain their bleak futures as 

the traditional, often religious, beliefs they harbor keep them entrenched in their dismal 

circumstances. Through the analysis of themes such as discrimination, social injustice, and 

oppression by both people and belief systems, the stories heighten awareness of a community 

ignored by the rest of the world. These stories provide an outlet for migrants’ voices—as well as 

a call to fight against the forces that dominate their futures and suppress their potential. 

Such suppression of potential is evident in the narrative of a young migrant boy’s 

attempts to attend school while the rest of his family continues working in the fields. From the 

very beginning the boy faces opposition for just trying to attend classes. He complains how “It’s 

always the same in these schools in the north. Everybody just stares at you up and down. And 

then they make fun of you and the teacher with her popsicle stick, poking at your head for lice. 

It’s embarrassing. And then when they turn up their noses. It makes you angry” (Earth 70). 

Rather than being welcomed to the school and encouraged in their studies, the migrant children 

are instantly labeled as dirty outsiders who threaten the health and safety of the local children. 

The boy narrator tells how once he was finally in the classroom, he “felt embarrassed because I 

was sitting away from everyone where they could see me better” (Earth 71)—as though the 

teacher had to keep watch on him to ensure that he does not try anything out of line. Through this 

placement, the teacher is deliberately and overtly excluding the boy from the classroom 

community, and the boy recognizes her clear message—that he really is not a member of the 

class and that he does not belong with them. Such pressure begins to turn the child away from 

school: “I think it’s better staying out here on the ranch, here in the quiet of this knoll, with its 
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chicken coops, or out in the fields where you at least feel more free, more at ease” (Earth 70). 

The lack of encouragement and assistance available for the boy shatters his enthusiasm for 

education—and of course, this loss threatens to chase him away from the ability to achieve a 

stable career and run him right back into the fields where the migrant life cycle will be 

perpetuated once more.  

Later, when the boy gets caught up in a fight at school, the principal uses this event to 

permanently remove him from the premises. It does not matter to the principal that some of the 

local children taunted and attacked him first; this principal is more upset that “the Mexican kid 

got into a fight and beat up some of our boys” (Earth 72). The language of this phone call further 

reveals the sense of otherness cast upon the boy when the principal refers to him as “the Mexican 

kid” (Earth 72). He never uses the boy’s name, as though he is some generic entity simply not 

worth his attention and time. This boy is enrolled in the principal’s school just like the other 

children, but he is not of the same area or race. He is a minority migrant worker, and the 

principle feels that he does not bear the same responsibility to him that he owes to “our boys” 

(Earth 72). 

Rather than taking time to learn more about the situation, the principal resolves the 

problem by dismissing this “outsider” to his “appropriate place,” rationalizing that “[the boy’s 

parents] could care less if I expel him . . . They need him in the fields” (Earth 72). Perhaps the 

family could use the money the boy could earn, but that is not the choice they made when they 

sent him to school. This statement implies that the family cannot think ahead to the future, and 

denies their recognition of the value of education. It assumes the family is satisfied with, or is at 

least willing to tolerate, the migrant lifestyle.  
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This boy’s family is not content, however, with poor migrant life, and they want him to 

gain an education so he is not condemned to the same poverty and deprivation. His parents care 

very much about his opportunity to complete school, because they believe in their son’s potential 

to become something more than a migrant worker, even if no one else believes the same. The 

father recounts how he “told the boss the other day [about his son becoming a telephone 

operator] and he laughed. I don’t think he believes my son can do it, but that’s ‘cause he doesn’t 

know him. He’s smarter than anything. I just pray God helps him finish school so he can become 

an operator” (Earth 73). This father knows his son’s abilities and knows that he is capable of 

more than harvesting vegetables. He knows that there is no reason to keep intelligent, 

hardworking people such as his boy in farm fields for the rest of their lives. This father would 

like his son have opportunities that are equal to his abilities. Yet, in a world bent on keeping 

migrant workers in the fields, the children will have a rough battle escaping these boundaries no 

matter how much intelligence they possess.  

 So the fields are designated as the appropriate place for migrants—but that does not 

mean they are a safe haven for workers, even if they do appear to be more welcoming to the boy 

than the hostile atmosphere of his school. Social injustice continues here—on even more severe 

levels. In the school migrants’ futures are shattered; in the fields their lives are jeopardized as 

they are made to comply with the orders of heartless employers who treat them worse than cattle.  

Rivera’s narrative “The Children Couldn’t Wait” tells of a migrant group forced to work 

in the heat with an insufficient supply of water brought by their employer. In an attempt to help 

themselves, these workers “took to drinking water from a tank at the edge of the furrow. The 

boss had it there for cattle and when he caught them drinking water there he got angry. He didn’t 

much like the idea of their losing time going to drink water because they weren’t [paid] on 
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contract, but by the hour” (Earth 65). This man in no way recognizes these workers as fellow 

humans with the same physical needs as any other living creature. Rather, he treats them as 

machinery that can be pushed to the limits to obtain the maximum profit for him. When a group 

of children keep going back to that tank the boss grabs his rifle to scare the boys away, and ends 

up shooting in the head a child who had only wanted a drink of water. These are the conditions 

migrants are forced to endure.  

After facing such injustice, it would seem that all members of the Mexican-American 

community would be bound together—at least through common struggles—and would work 

together to make their situations less difficult. Some, however, are unsympathetic to the plight of 

their comrades and only add to the problems in their community. In “Hand in His Pocket,” a 

young boy is left with Don Laito and Dona Bone so he can finish the school year while his 

family continues to work in the fields. During his brief time at their home, he falls victim to their 

misdeeds and learns the truth about these members of the community: “Everything that people 

used to say about them behind their backs was true. About how they baked the bread, the 

pastries, how they would sometimes steal, and that they were bootleggers” (Earth 76). Soon they 

even make him do their yard work and try to rope him into stealing as well, clashing with the 

boy’s sense of justice.  

Most upsetting, however, is when the couple forces the boy to bury a man they killed—

another migrant from Mexico. The remainder of his stay is an absolutely miserable experience: 

by the time school was about to end I was afraid of sleeping in their house. And 

toward the end I didn’t even feel like eating . . . sometimes I even felt like 

leaving, but how could I? . . . I thought of how my Dad had paid them for my 

room and board and how even the Anglos liked them so much. All that my 
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parents wanted was for me to finish school so I could find some job that wasn’t so 

hard. (Earth 76-79) 

While this couple is certainly not representative of the Chicano community as a whole, their 

story does reveal how, in addition to oppression from the mainstream society, Chicanos are 

sometimes further betrayed by neighbors who are concerned only with their own welfare and do 

not honor the ideas of a supportive, community bond that can help raise everyone from their 

bleak circumstances. 

Rivera’s narratives illustrate the obstacles placed upon the migrant community by both 

the outside Anglo society and members of the community itself. In addition, he further analyzes 

the obstacles individual members inflict upon themselves through the religious belief systems 

traditional for their community. In the title story, “ . . . And the Earth did not Devour Him,” a 

young boy experiences increasing frustration as he watches first his aunt and uncle succumb to 

tuberculosis, then his father and youngest brother collapse from heatstroke while working in the 

fields. The only action the boy’s mother makes in response to the situations is to pray desperately 

for the recovery of her stricken family. After seeing no results from her many prayers, the boy 

challenges her faith: “What’s to be gained from doing all that, Mother? Don’t tell me you think it 

helped my aunt and uncle any. How come we’re like this, like we’re buried alive? . . . why, God 

doesn’t care about us” (Earth 86). He wants to have some answers and see actions that will make 

a difference to his family’s troubles.  

The mother is not moved to these actions, however. Frightened by her son’s rage, she 

begs him not to “speak against the will of God” (Earth 86) and tries to convince him “that 

everything was in God’s hands and that with God’s help his father was going to get well” (Earth 

86). This line of thinking is not enough for the boy. He does not want to be consoled with 
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reassurances that justice will someday be delivered—someday, on somebody else’s terms—nor 

believe that “only death brings rest” (Earth 86). His family is having problems now, and he 

wants to see them resolved now.  

Rivera’s novella is filled with such narratives that examine a variety of struggles in the 

lives of migrant workers—the struggles to survive in a world of limited opportunities and little 

hope for a better future. By writing about these incidents, Rivera creates “a memorial to and 

partial reconstitution of the forgotten history of a people’s oppression and struggles” (Saldívar 

77) and educates others about the circumstances the migrants face. As the boy narrator works 

through the community’s stories in his mind, readers see how he gains deeper insights into the 

aspects and nuances of their situation. He develops an awareness of his community’s place in the 

world—as a group that is pushed outside accepted society, a group that is marginalized and cast 

away as an inferior “other.” He recognizes the oppression forced upon migrants and the social 

traps that confine them to a world where they can only talk about receiving something more: 

“When we arrive, when we arrive . . . I really should say when we don’t arrive because that’s the 

real truth. We never arrive” (Earth 118). With his increased consciousness, the boy is able to 

question the treatment given to his community—as well as their need to submit to or tolerate 

such treatment. 

For instance, in “ . . . And the Earth Did Not Devour Him,” the mother has been trained 

to believe that God will provide and that she must patiently wait for this help to come—and, in 

the meantime, endure the trials God willingly inflicts upon her. The son, however, recognizes 

that their family must take action for themselves if there are to be any changes to their 

circumstances. His outburst to his mother against God “is less a demand to abandon religion than 

a plea to give up a condition that requires illusions” (Saldívar, “Good and Evil” 84). The 
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problems arise when his mother’s deference to God’s will keeps her from actively seeking to 

change the situations that are destroying her family’s health. The boy’s opposition to “the 

traditional ideology of acceptance and submission that his Catholic faith has taught him allows 

him now to elevate his own creative will to a higher sphere of existence and thus to produce his 

own history” (Saldívar, “Good and Evil” 84). He realizes that his family’s poor circumstances do 

not have to be accepted as an inevitable part of life, and that he can try to do something about 

them without first waiting for permission to act or for someone else to bring about the solution.  

While far from being a moralistic tale, the events and thoughts Rivera explores in his 

novella can encourage readers to take similar actions in their own lives. After observing the 

questions the characters raise and the responses they make to their life situations—situations 

comparable to many in Rivera’s community—readers can chose to follow their leads. Like the 

young boy, they can also identify opportunities to turn their lives in the direction they want to 

take, rather than submit to the roles dictated to them by another.  

 

Sandra Cisneros and the Rise in Chicana Voices 

Migrants were not the only Chicanos empowered through personal expression and the 

exchange of ideas. Women—Chicanas—also began to make their voices heard. In addition to 

facing all the same stereotypes and limitations as all Chicanos, these women were further 

restricted by the “sexism and internal oppression” (Jacobs 32) inflicted on them by men in their 

own community. Frequently these men organized their liberation work by appealing to the best 

interests of the Chicano family—with its conventional patriarchal hierarchy. The leaders claimed 

that such a focus served “as a safeguard for their tradition and cultural values” (Jacobs 33). This 

safeguarding, however, also worked to “solidif[y] male dominance . . . the oppression of women 
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was considered necessary in order to maintain the myth of [the] stability” that traditional male 

governance was said to provide (Jacobs 33). Women, as a result, were “denied positions of 

authority within their own culture” (Jacobs 30) and were “essentially considered second-class 

participants by and large” (Jacobs 30). Chicana voices were especially dismissed when they 

raised issues that appeared to extend beyond Chicanos’ scope of concerns, where “race and class 

were the determining factors in understanding the subordinate position of Mexican Americans in 

the USA” (Jacobs 33). Chicano leaders considered gender struggles to be “irrelevant” (Jacobs 

33) to the cause of liberation and therefore unworthy of their attention. 

Chicanas knew, however, that the prejudice they faced stemmed from two sources—the 

“oppression of the Anglo-American culture that their Chicano brothers confront[ed]” as well as 

the “patriarchal oppression evinced by Chicano writers and present within Chicano culture itself” 

(Saldívar, “Dialectics” 173). In their writings Chicanas dispel the notions that peaceful security 

arises from the patriarchal dominance of their communities and advocate for stronger, more 

independent women who can alter oppressive situations. In Sandra Cisneros’ novel The House 

on Mango Street, for example, the young narrator and protagonist Esperanza Cordero reflects on 

her growing-up stories and becomes determined to develop her own identity, rather than accept 

the assigned roles—and defeat—so rampant around her.  

In Esperanza’s community, women’s burdens arise from being female in a world where 

men reign—men whose decisions are based solely on their own whims, without any 

consideration of others’ needs and feelings. Esperanza tells the story of Alicia, a young girl who 

must take her deceased mother’s place in caring for the family. Alicia is “smart and studies for 

the first time at the university . . . because she doesn’t want to spend her whole life in a factory or 

behind a rolling pin” (Cisneros 31-32). When she stays up late to finish studying and sees mice 



Wager 15 

darting around the house, her father merely tells her that “a woman’s place is sleeping so she can 

wake up early with the tortilla star . . . and make the lunchbox tortillas” (Cisneros 31). Not only 

does her father dismiss her efforts to make a different life for herself because it do not fit into his 

traditional (utilitarian) view of women, but he tries to coerce her into this role by painting it with 

fairy-tale appeal, assuring her that there is a star to greet her every morning—and lead her back 

to the endless line of chores. Through such language, men try to romanticize the limiting roles 

they force upon women and disguise the oppression they are really committing.  

 Many of the men in Esperanza’s world act even more restrictively toward women. One 

husband “is afraid [his wife] Rafaela will run away since she is too beautiful to look at” 

(Cisneros 79) so he locks her in their house at night while he goes out with his friends. Sally’s 

father agrees that “to be this beautiful is trouble” (Cisneros 81) and forbids his daughter to talk 

with boys. Sally tells how he even savagely beats her because “He thinks I’m going to run away 

like his sisters who made the family ashamed. Just because I’m a daughter” (Cisneros 92). 

Through such masculine attitudes and actions, women become objects to be controlled however 

men see fit.  

Even young Esperanza is not spared from being used as an object to satisfy men’s 

desires. When she gets her first job to pay for her high school classes, she meets an old man who 

asks her to give him a birthday kiss. She decides to humor him “because he was so old and just 

as I was about to put my lips on his cheek, he grabs my face with both hands and kisses me hard 

on the mouth and doesn’t let go” (Cisneros 55). Then she is outright brutalized by a group of 

boys she runs into at a carnival: “Sally, you lied. It wasn’t what you said at all. What he did. 

Where he touched me. I didn’t want it, Sally . . . The one who grabbed me by the arm, he 

wouldn’t let me go. He said I love you, Spanish girl, I love you, and pressed his sour mouth to 
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mine” (Cisneros 99-100). Esperanza never explicitly says what happened to her that night, but 

readers can conclude either that she was raped, or that something equally traumatic and violating 

occurred.  

Chicanas’ voices were silenced for the sake of preserving “tradition and cultural values” 

(Jacobs 33)—specifically, the family with the father as a head, leader, and spokesperson. This 

arrangement was said to provide the best security and stability for both the family and the 

community as a whole. In Esperanza’s community, however, such stability and security is clearly 

lacking despite having men in charge. Such stability and security is destroyed, in fact, because of 

the men who are in charge—and women like Esperanza are tired of the lies and want to take 

control of their own lives.  

Even when this need is recognized, however, it is not easy for Chicanas to achieve such 

control. With few opportunities and little authority over themselves, many women are trapped 

into dead-end lives and continue to be dominated by men. Esperanza mourns Sally’s lack of 

freedom and opportunity that her domineering father imposes upon her: “Sally, do you 

sometimes wish you didn’t have to go home?” (Cisneros 82-83). Chicano leaders argued that 

patriarchal authority developed their homes and family life into utopias of happiness and 

security. The tyranny of Sally’s father, however, actually transforms her home into a symbol of 

the imprisonment that he inflicts upon her. Her home is not a comforting place to return to at the 

end of each day—it is a trap to be avoided at all costs. Eventually, Sally leaves this house by 

marrying “a marshmallow salesman [that she met] at a school bazaar” (Cisneros 101). She tells 

Esperanza that “she is in love” (Cisneros 101), but Esperanza believes “she did it to escape” 

(Cisneros 101) the confinement of her father’s home.  Her new husband, though, does not 

provide any relief for Sally: “he won’t let her talk on the telephone. And he doesn’t let her look 
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out the window. And he doesn’t like her friends, so nobody gets to visit her unless he is working. 

She sits at home because she is afraid to go outside without his permission” (Cisneros 101-02). 

Sally’s life moves in a never-ending cycle from one tyrannical man to another, with no chance 

for any development, achievements, or personality of her own.  

Esperanza’s mother fortunately appears to be spared the horrors of an abusive or 

controlling marital relationship, yet even she is unhappy with her life and mourns her unfulfilled 

potential. This woman “can speak two languages . . . sing an opera . . . [and] fix a broken T.V.     

. . . But she doesn’t know which subway train to take to get downtown” (Cisneros 90). Not only 

was her mother unable to fully develop her interests and talents, but under the patriarchal rules, 

she was unable to develop herself into a fully-functional and independent adult. Mrs. Cordero 

tells Esperanza of these personal losses with dismay: “I could have been somebody, you know? 

my mother says and sighs . . . Look at my comadres. She means Izaura whose husband left and 

Yolanda whose husband is dead. Got to take care all your own, she says shaking her head” 

(Cisneros 90-91). She now recognizes that in their world a woman must look out for herself and 

take care of her own interests—because no one else will do it for her. She urges her daughter to 

“go to school. Study hard” (Cisneros 91) and make something more of her talents than she will 

ever be able to do herself.  

This is exactly what Esperanza does. She develops her personal abilities and interests—

namely, her own writing—and it is through these efforts that Esperanza gains the strength and 

determination to take charge of her life. She “recognizes, and Cisneros validates, the 

empowerment that comes through writing and remembering. Hence, the writer can find her 

freedom, can find her voice as a writer” (Sánchez 238). Analyzing her thoughts and feelings 

provides a way for Esperanza to work through her frustrations and finally claim authority over 
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her situations: “I put it down on paper and then the ghost does not ache so much. I write it down 

and Mango says goodbye sometimes. She does not hold me with both arms. She sets me free” 

(Cisneros 110). This self-empowerment comes as Esperanza gains insights into the events 

around her. She observes the defeat of the women around her and is determined not to be caught 

in the same traps. Instead, she rebels against the socially accepted behaviors for women in her 

community—behaviors that keep women demure, docile, and vulnerable to the dictates of men.  

There is a price to be paid for this act, however, and Esperanza knows it. She recognizes 

that her resistance will cause her to be viewed as the “ugly daughter . . . the one nobody comes 

for” (Cisneros 88). To Esperanza this is a price worth paying, though, because after observing 

the experiences of women in her community, she has  

decided not to grow tame like the others who lay their necks on the threshold 

waiting for the ball and chain . . . I have begun my own quiet war. Simple. Sure. I 

am the one who leaves the table like a man, without putting back the chair or 

picking up the plate. (Cisneros 88-89) 

She will not apologize for herself or submit to other’s directions of where she must go. 

Esperanza says that while she “inherited her [grandmother’s] name,” she will not “inherit her 

place by the window” (Cisneros 11), longing for the life she really desires to have. Like the 

movie star “with the red red lips who is beautiful and cruel” (Cisneros 89), Esperanza’s “power 

is her own. She will not give it away” (Cisneros 89). She will not submit to a man for the sake of 

preserving traditions that only hurt the community. She will not be left, like her mother, 

mourning about what she could have been. Esperanza will take control of her situation and make 

herself into all that she is capable of being.  



Wager 19 

Still, Esperanza has to fight just to make her views heard, because her ideas will overturn 

the imposed authority of the mainstream public—in this case the men of her community: 

“Writing is dangerous because we are afraid of what the writing reveals: the fears, the angers, the 

strengths of a woman under a triple or quadruple oppression” (qtd in Sánchez 234). In this case, 

the men have much to fear, because there is much to reveal. Esperanza—and Cisneros, by 

working through her young character—are  

not coy when it comes to articulating clearly the reasons why women become 

trapped in situations of extreme oppression. Fear of violence, sexual violence 

especially, is one of the prime strategies by which women are kept under control. 

Poverty, illiteracy, inability to speak English—these reinforce and exaggerate the 

coercive effect of patriarchal violence by limiting the mobility and opportunities 

of women. (Madsen 122) 

By expressing their voices, Chicana writers counter the limitations their society has pushed upon 

them, because “a woman who writes has power” (qtd in Sánchez 234). Esperanza gains power 

over her own situation as she recognizes and brings awareness to the situations in her community 

which keep women down—and gains the determination to leave such circumstances behind, 

even if it means venturing into the unknown: “One day I will pack my bags of books and paper. 

One day I will say goodbye to Mango. I am too strong for her to keep me here forever” (Cisneros 

110). 

Esperanza is not forsaking her community by her exit, though. On the contrary, her 

newfound understanding enables her to consider both her own life and the lives of those around 

her—and bring improvement to both. As she establishes her “freedom and voice” (Sánchez 238), 

she is also held to “honoring an injunction: You will come back, she is told. She may or may not 
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go far away, but she will come back for herself and ‘for the others’” (Sánchez 238). Esperanza 

has a mission with her writing, and it is not to make a name for herself and leave everyone else 

behind. Rather, she is to use her achievements to open doors for the others in her community and 

make a difference with her writing: “Fiction is used to expose the many lies that are told to 

children, especially girl children, in order to regulate their desires, ambitions, and aspirations . . . 

Cisneros devotes much of her work to this effort of fracturing the powerful narratives of 

femininity that serve the interests of the patriarchy” (Madsen 114, 119). Alicia is told that “a 

woman’s place is sleeping so she can wake up early with the tortilla star” (Cisneros 31). 

Esperanza is crushed by the false promises in books of a love that is always secure, enjoyable . . . 

and wanted (Cisneros 99). By presenting her own stories, however, Esperanza informs her fellow 

Chicanas of the reality they face, as well as solutions that can enact change upon the situations 

which work against their well-being and personal development as complete members of society.  

 

Severo Perez and Chicano Films 

As Chicanos’ and Chicanas’ voices grew stronger, they sought out more ways to express 

their views—such as film. Artists celebrated this additional opportunity to present their real 

voices to an audience: “At last we are the actors, we can create our own ideology, we can create 

and assert our own cinema and break away from ‘their cinema’” (Camplis 333). These ideals, 

however, were not so easily achieved as once again Chicanos faced resistance to their 

expressions. Chicano filmmaker Severo Perez, for example, was inspired by Rivera’s novella . . . 

And the Earth Did Not Devour Him and “wanted to make it into a film” (Perez, Interview 7) to 

share the stories with additional audiences. This project, however, expanded into a twenty-one 
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year venture as Perez struggled with producers to secure funding and support for this film (Perez, 

Interview 7). 

Many of the setbacks stemmed from mainstream film producers’ aversion to any topics 

relating to Chicano culture. Perez commented that “As long as I was doing other things, 

scientific films, I had the respect of peers. But the moment I started to do something about my 

own culture, I was immediately put into the back seat. They told me, ‘We don’t do that. That’s 

not for the mainstream’” (Perez, Interview 6). Like migrant workers in mainstream society or 

Chicanas within their own community, film producers devalued Chicano voices because they 

believed them to exist outside mainstream values and goals of cinematic work. These producers 

insisted that Chicano expressions would not interest or be understood by mainstream audiences. 

Their claims stemmed from the perceived opportunity for financial gain—or the lack of it—that 

Chicano films presumably presented: “Profitability for Chicano films is often predicated on the 

film’s perceived ability to ‘cross over’ to other markets. Chicano filmmakers have suffered the 

racial bias of Hollywood financiers who regard investing in Chicano productions as an 

unprecedented risk” (List 11). Through this view, voices are assigned monetary values—and 

voices such as Chicanos’ are deemed too poor to be expressed.  

Perez has experienced such judgments first hand when he “can’t get in the door to make 

a pitch” (Perez, Interview 6) for his film ideas. He feels that what really limits the Chicano film 

industry 

is not being able to have our own financing and distribution. When you have to 

rely on somebody else to do it, who doesn’t really understand what you are doing 

or the subtleties of your market, everyone’s after a quick buck, the bottom line, 

not art . . . Any time there is a breakthrough, there’s the wake of garbage that 
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Hollywood tries to do but does miserably, without understanding what the clues 

are. (Perez, Interview 11) 

When producing revenue becomes the reason for making a film, the result is a product that is not 

“engaged enough” (Perez, Interview 5) in examining the real issues at stake in a community. 

Such producers play safe by presenting only what is considered to be popular, entertaining, and 

amusing—“escapist fare” that lulls audiences into “a feeling of well-being and a false sense of 

security” (Camplis 339)—rather than promoting thought-provoking media that encourages 

audiences “to pause and reflect on [the] situation” (Camplis 339) presented to them. This loss 

robs storytelling of its ability to explore and express personal identities and insights—qualities 

that make the forms so meaningful and enriching to many people in the first place. 

 Perhaps one reason mainstream producers insist that Chicano films will be unappealing 

to audiences—and therefore unprofitable—is because these films unveil the “other side” of 

society that is typically overlooked or kept hidden. The settings in Perez’s film reveal the 

circumstances migrants are forced to endure as they work. At the first farm, two women walk 

into the place where their families will live while they pick crops—an old barn. Dirt and other 

outside rubbish coats the floorboards. The paint on the walls is scratched and peeling away and 

two bare light bulbs hang from the ceiling on wires. The only furnishings are a few bunks with 

worn, lumpy mattresses and no blankets or other bedding. Later in the film, after a day of 

gathering sugar beets in muddy fields, the families are shown huddling beneath bunk beds or 

blankets to escape the rain pouring through the roof, while one of the mothers coughs and 

coughs. At another farm, the families protest even worse accommodations—a shed so old and 

rundown its frame is actually tilting. The windows are boarded over with gray planks of wood, 

the door is falling off its rusty hinges, and there is not even a cot inside to sleep on. The boss 
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dismisses their words, however, without further consideration: “I know it doesn’t look too good, 

but the last folks who were here made it a real nice house.” Such a statement reveals to audiences 

the severity of migrants’ situations when even a request for decent, humane housing is cast aside.   

The film provides further visual exposure to the realities of migrant life by representing 

the harsh working conditions for migrants. In one scene, the audience is shown a group of men 

working in an orange grove. The sun burns above them, lighting the men’s sweaty faces. The 

only shelter from these rays comes from the brims of their hats. When several of these men try in 

vain to get water out of the empty barrel in the grove, the boss yells as them, “If you spend all 

your time drinking water in the shade, don’t expect to get paid.” The threat of no pay hangs over 

these families, even when a man and his daughter collapse in the field from heatstroke. After this 

incident, the boss merely tells the wife and mother, “I’m afraid it’s going to rain and the crop’s 

going to rot in the field, and nobody’s going to get paid” and leaves her with twenty-seven cents 

to care for her suffering family.  

These are scenes mainstream society does not want to see because they do not want to 

learn about these issues —or be made to remember them. Addressing such situations in film, 

however, allows the Chicano community to correct and explore the “many issues . . .skirted” 

(Perez, Interview 6) in productions that are not devoted to a thorough and piercing study of the 

Chicano community’s life. Such topics may not coincide with mainstream dictates of 

“acceptable” movie content, but they allow Chicanos to present a more rounded image of their 

community that is too often kept from the public’s mind and sight.  

Perez faced opposition for more than his exploration and presentation of Chicano lives 

in . . . And the Earth Did Not Swallow Him, however. His producers even fought the format he 
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chose for organizing his narrative—a weaving back and forth through the different stories 

collected into the body of his film. Perez stated how he 

think[s] in fragments, little disparate pieces that are not connected. I was very 

excited about the possibility of telling a story that was triggered by emotion, 

memory, and dreams, as opposed to chronology. And I knew I could do it. But 

that was one of the big struggles I had with Lindsay Law. He said that while the 

story worked well on the page, Playhouse had never made a successful film using 

the nonlinear structure I was proposing. (Perez, Interview 7) 

Once again, Perez was attempting something outside the industry “norm”—a difference the 

producers chose to view as a risk to their public image (and profitability, of course). The 

American Playhouse producers pressed for a more traditional, linear storyline because they 

thought this format would be “easier for an audience” (Perez, Interview 9) to understand—and 

accept. Perez, however, wanted to do something more than create another “simplistic movie of 

the week” (Perez, Interview 9). He wanted his film to examine the “way people think” (Perez, 

Interview 9). His fragmented approach to storytelling enables the audience to be led deeper into 

the emotional content of the events represented in the movie—which allows them to gain greater 

insights into the character’s experiences, and, accordingly, greater awareness of and 

understanding for their situations.   

Perez’s fragmented style reveals the impact of the story’s events upon the main character 

Marcos and his community as a whole. It “interrogate[s] the interplay between the construction 

of a self image and the shaping forces of mainstream popular culture” (List 17). Rather than 

being a straightforward record of the events in migrants’ lives, viewers can observe how Marcos 
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remembers these events and how he reacts to the memories. They see how the past events have 

impacted and shaped the boy.  

In Perez’s film, difficult stories are often broken into segments as Marcos (and the 

audience) comes to terms with the reality and meaning of the events. In Fitzsimmon’s interview 

with Perez, they discuss the breaking up of the story about the young boy being killed by the 

white boss (Perez, Interview 9). The scene is set up by Marcos remembering the migrants 

working in a hot orange grove with no water available and a boy begging his father for 

something to drink. The scene then cuts back to Marcos sitting alone under a house porch. His 

exhausted eyes brim with tears and he turns away from the camera. Much later, the film returns 

to the scene in the orange grove, when the farmer aims his gun and takes a shot at the boy as he 

desperately drinks dirty water from a ditch beneath one of the trees. Moments later, the audience 

sees Marcos standing at the edge of this ditch, staring horror-struck at the young boy lying dead 

in a mud puddle while his father and other men wail over him. This breaking up of the story 

emphasizes the hurt and vulnerability Marcos is subjected to by a society that places no value on 

his well-being or worth as a person, as well as the difficulty of coming to terms with such 

frightening knowledge. As he eventually works through the story, piece by piece, he finally 

realizes, and the audience sees with him, the extent of the obstacles he will need to overcome if 

he is to ever change the circumstances of his community.  

Many other stories are also told over a series of segments—for example, Marcos’ stay 

with Don Cleto and Dona Rosa. The film alternates scenes of Marcos’ traumatic time with this 

couple with images of him relaxing in the nearby graveyard, a place Marcos oddly finds “so 

beautiful” and comforting. One must wonder what turmoil the boy has been through to come to 

such a conclusion. As the movie progresses, however, the audience observes more of what the 
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couple does during Marcos’ stay, including giving him rotten food, trying to make him steal, 

sending him to work and keeping the wages themselves, and ultimately, forcing him to bury a 

man they killed for his money. The voiceovers that occur during the otherwise quiet graveyard 

scenes reveal Marcos’ thought process as he tries to console himself about the events: “I knew it 

wasn’t my fault. I tried to pretend that the things that had happened hadn’t happened. But of 

course they had.” Through this arrangement of scenes the audience moves with Marcos as once 

again he works step by step to understand the circumstances of his life. Through his reflections 

Marcos is able to acknowledge the reality of the events and realize their impact on his life. At the 

same time, he gains the strength not to let himself become encumbered by circumstances others 

inflict on him, but to move beyond these events and create a better life of his own.  

Throughout the production of the film . . . And the Earth Did Not Swallow Him, Perez 

confronted producers’ resistance to both his choice of topic and his arrangement of the film in 

order to preserve the viewpoints he sought to express: “My struggle with Lindsay was not a 

struggle to beat him, but a struggle to retain a vision” (Perez, Interview 10). In order to maintain 

the integrity of the stories he presented, Perez knew he needed to thoroughly address all issues 

raised by the events and to express the stories in the format most capable of exploring the 

situations and their effects. He needed to remain true to the voices of the people whose stories he 

was telling for the film to reach its potential of representing the reality of migrants’ 

experiences—and to present the stories in a manner that would assist audiences outside the 

Chicano community in understanding and learning from migrants’ lives.  
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Conclusion 

The process of writing and shaping a narrative becomes empowering as people learn to 

sort through the thoughts and feelings in their minds and recognize who they really are and what 

they have to offer to the world. Rivera valued such self-awareness as “the greatest and purist 

discovery” (“Remembering” 303) people could make in their lives. In the case of the young boy 

in Rivera’s novella, the awareness he gains after sorting through his own thoughts extends 

beyond himself and into his whole community. His increased consciousness leads to a greater 

appreciation for the people around him: “I would like to see all of the people together. And then, 

if I had great big arms, I could embrace them all” (Earth 123). Rivera completes this gathering 

act himself “By bringing all those people together between the covers of the book . . . Thus, 

writing, for Rivera is an act of love for his people” (González-Berry and Rebolledo, 117). The 

stories result in the recognition of a community previously ignored by society, lifting them out of 

obscurity and into a venue where their voices and circumstances can finally receive attention.   

Once a community—or a situation, person, or mode of thinking—has been brought to 

attention, writers are able to explore even further and determine their own views about the 

circumstances they see, rather than cling to the views they are instructed to have. Esperanza, for 

example, after observing the situations of the women in her community and seeing the 

oppression placed upon them—all for the sake of patriarchal dominance—is determined “not to 

grow tame like the others who lay their necks on the threshold waiting for the ball and chain” 

(Cisneros 88). She will become her own person, even if it means breaking with the traditions of 

her community, because she can see that these traditions only hurt the people they are supposed 

to protect. Esperanza’s stories illustrate how, through writing, people can learn to think for 
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themselves and become truly contributing members of society—someone who can assess 

situations and call out issues when they are problematic.  

The insights from writers’ work do not touch only the artists themselves, or even their 

immediate communities. Chicano filmmakers recognized that the “struggles, hopes, and dreams” 

represented in their films “are universal because we are human beings” (Camplis 333). Rivera 

acknowledge this same universality in literature as it “provides a setting where differences 

disappear and one gains an insight into the human condition—our human condition” 

(“Labrynith” 272). Perhaps the most impacting effect of writing is when audiences are able to 

recognize themselves in the stories and are moved to further reflect on their own lives. Of all the 

responses Perez received about his film . . . And the Earth Did Not Swallow Him, he felt “The 

most wonderful of all was from a family who said that they saw the film and afterwards sat 

around the table into the night, talking about their family” (Perez, Interview 12). When writing 

spurs people into deeper contemplations about themselves and their circumstances, they can 

achieve insights that have not been reached before, and their new thoughts may continue to 

reshape society into better arrangements for all.  
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