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Abstract 

“Voz y Vision/Voice and Vision: Catharsis and Conviction in Latina Literature” was a research 
paper that I wrote for my senior Humanities project while attending Lubbock Christian 
University. The goal of the paper was show how Latina authors, first based on Mexican 
American women, use their literature, mainly fiction, to discover their identity.  While writing 
this research paper I found that many women of different ethnic backgrounds have similar 
feelings, experiences, and desires.  The paper then turned into a project that incorporated several 
genres of Latina writing, as well as Latina authors with different ethnicities and cultural 
backgrounds, while exploring these women’s purpose for writing, including finding their identity 
and self-worth. These works allowed the writer many outlets, which includes the escape from 
everyday problems faced by women to expressing their beliefs and voices about injustices of the 
world.  Women authors have been using writing as an outlet for generations; however, this paper 
only provides a glimpse of a few Latina authors and examples of their works and writing styles.  
Some of the authors included in this paper are Julia Alvarez, Gloria Anzaldua, and Sandra 
Cisneros, among others.  I also believe that Latina authors’ works, if read, can help others by 
allowing readers to associate themselves with the characters within the story, poem, or novel. 
The readers can feel that they are not the only ones that have gone through such ordeals. I 
proposed that writing allows Latina women, as well as other women, to find a way to not only 
express themselves creatively, but to also alleviate pain and sadness, inform people, imagine, 
hope and empower others – a sort of therapy.  
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Voz y Vision/Voice and Vision: Catharsis and Conviction in Latina Literature 

Hispanic/Latina literature has always played an important part in Hispanic/Latina society.  

As the population of the United States grows Latino/as1 become the majority (Vera and De Los 

Santos 102).  With this population growth, a flourishing amount of new and undiscovered 

Hispanic/Latina literature is recovered.  Latina literature is widely used throughout academia in 

educational, sociological, as well as in cultural studies settings.  The importance of writing in the 

Hispanic/Latino community is seen significantly throughout the work of women authors.  For 

these women, these Latina authors, writing is valuable in that it provides an escape, 

empowerment, a space for individuality, and a voice of their own - an identity.  

A genre that is preferred by Latina authors is fiction.  However, studies among women 

and literature theorists2 show that many of the genres used by Latina authors are a combination 

of several.  For instance, many novels are “autobiographical narratives,” (Postlewate 10), thus 

mixing details of the author’s experience within a fictitious structure.  Theorists posit that this 

type of writing allows an author to have a voice and to “vindicate the feminine subject” (Fahey 

xi).  Latinas and other women necessitate vindication given that their gender is overshadowed in 

education and women’s political rights among other topics, indicative of Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

A Vindication of the Rights of Women.   This type of “blurring of genres” (9), allows the author 

to possess a creative space in which she can be, say, or do whatever she wants with impunity.  A 

major part of this blurring of genres comes from using what Postlewate and other theorists 

conceive as a technique called “interlacing” (24).  Interlacing, a quixotic tendency, according to 

Postlewate,  “allows authors to reconstruct their identity through writing by interweaving the 

                                                           
1 For the purpose of this paper, the term Latina will be used to broadly cover the many cultural/ethnic identities 
involved. 
2Theorists include Elzbieta Sklodowska, Jaime P. Gomez, John Beverley, among others 
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narration of several events by drawing on various generic discourses—associated with fiction 

and nonfiction” (24).  Genres used in interlacing which provide Latina authors an expansive area 

to create include poetry, non-fiction, and biography. 

Maria Elena de Valdes states in The Shattered Mirror that characters within fictional 

works “can be defined as configurative representations of self or aspects of self” (90).  This self, 

as Postlewate states, is often so “diverse” (25) as to render many works of Latina fiction 

schizophrenic.  Latina authors, as Postlewate and Fahey state, write to resolve matters in their 

own lives that they are trying to figure out.  These women use fictional settings or characters 

with autobiographical traits in order to find themselves within their writing (Fahey xii).  These 

experiences, in most cases, stem from issues related to past subjugations handed down from 

generations of male dominance over women, or “machismo.” The first manifestation is the 

paternal influence in the lives of daughters.  To this day, in ultra-conservative households, Latina 

women, from a young age, are taught to obey their fathers implicitly, that education is not for 

women, that their major role in life is to be a dutiful daughter, a submissive wife and a self-

sacrificing mother - “una madrecita abnegada.”   

These feminine roles, among other traditional norms, are also put into practice by the 

maternal figure, as they were taught these mannerisms by their own mothers.  An example of this 

is observed in Like Water for Chocolate, by Laura Esquivel. The main character, Tita, is the 

youngest daughter of a widowed woman during the Mexican Revolution era.  The daughter is 

told that she can never marry because she is the youngest and is supposed to take care of her 

mother until the mother dies.  The daughter, Tita, is also required to clean, cook, and bathe the 

mother.  Another example of the mother condoning old-world traditions and norms is seen in 

Julia Alvarez’s novel, Yo!.  Yo is the main character of the novel, however Alvarez brings into 
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play “Yo” to signify the first person subject pronoun, “I.”  Yo comes across an older woman who 

wants to express to her daughter the importance of keeping her husband as seen in the following 

excerpt. Here the woman is begging her daughter to keep her vows regardless of how the 

husband treats her daughter. 

And so my daughter, honor this man and he will stop beating you if you do not 

provoke him for as the good priest has taught us we women are subject to the 

wisdom and judgment of our fathers and of our husbands if they are good enough 

to stay with us (106). 

While spousal abuse is hardly acceptable in present day society, older generations believe that 

this behavior is the man’s prerogative. Religious figures validating the dominance of men over 

women supports the abuse. 

Another issue that Latina women must deal with is the roles society dictates for them. 

When a Latina comes of a certain age, she is expected to marry and have children.  Even within 

recent times this notion is still being handed down among young Latinas.  Women who do not fit 

into this traditional norm are considered inferior to other Latina women.  An example of this is 

Rosie Molinary’s essay “The Latina in Me.”  The author relates how her mother is always 

looking for a husband for her and states, “I am wrecked not just by her idea that marriage will be 

my salvation, but by the hope that it will give her, an assurance that marriage and children will 

make me the Latina that I have never been” (152).  Molinary is subjected to old world traditions 

in which she is badgered by her mother’s constant nagging of starting a family.  A husband and 

children represent status and stability.  The better the husband’s standing, the better the woman’s 

position in society. Children, especially male children, are cherished because they will continue 
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the father’s lineage.  Since Molinary has not “earned” her mother’s affection, she is made to feel 

unworthy in the Latina culture. 

Yet another aspect of this repression is that which includes ideas related to education.  In 

the past and sometimes at the present time, women who receive an education beyond high school 

tend to be seen as thinking too highly of themselves or “que se cree mucho.” 3According to 

Gloria Anzaldua, author of Borderlands, “selfishness is condemned especially in women; 

humility and selflessness is considered a virtue” (40).  Only recently have Latinas been able to 

expand their horizons feeling confident enough to pursue an education and career while 

maintaining the family life.  With the diverse traditional norms that are passed down from 

generation to generation, Latinas find themselves feeling pulled in several directions.  Latina 

authors show this struggle of multiple personalities within their fiction, poetry and 

autobiographical narrative.   Multiple personalities are created when women try to keep balance 

within different boundaries.  Multiplicities are seen in Molinary’s following excerpt where she 

contemplates the different sides of being Latina.    For example, she states that her “Latina side is 

contemplating marriage and feminism and her gringa [white] side sleeps” (152).  Molinary 

implies that she has two sides with each one thinking different things.  Latinas who experience 

multiplicities add layers - viewpoints tied to ethnicity and culture, feeling pressure from 

expectations from both the Latino and white culture. 

With all that is expected of women, even personal space becomes an issue to Latina 

authors.  Reminiscent of Virginia Woolf’s, A Room of One’s Own, Postlewate suggests that 

writers need space to develop their creativity.  She articulates that this space allows other 

possibilities to occur - a changing space (46).  Many Latina authors utilize their creative space 

raise awareness of social injustices that women have endured throughout the centuries.  
                                                           
3 To be arrogant 
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According to an article by Helen Vera and Esmeralda De Los Santos, this political awareness is 

an important characteristic of Latina writers.  They gain this awareness from personal 

experiences that they have had regarding racial, ethnic and gender oppression (Vera and De Los 

Santos 107).  Latina authors “[assume] different narrative positions to offer the socio/cultural and 

historical panorama that [surround] her” (Postlewate 55).  These issues include wars, 

dictatorships, and other life-changing events.   

Postlewates’ How and Why I Write provides a discussion of life-changing events in 

another culture that has rules and regulations that suppress different genders, social classes, and 

ethnicities (50).  Mixquiahuala Letters by Ana Castillo provides examples of such differences 

within cultures.  The narrator of the novel traces a journey through correspondence in which she 

and a close friend took to Mexico.  These women experience culture shock when they find 

“California blonds and instructors who didn’t speak Spanish” in the Mexican university that they 

attend (24).  These women experience non-stereotypical behavior from their Mexican hosts that 

startle them. For example, when the women overstay their welcome at an old family home they 

are treated with scrutiny and hostility instead of the “mi casa es su casa” mentality (99).  In Yo!, 

by Julia Alvarez, the character/narrator Yo develops a relationship with a man of a different 

ethnicity.  Yo is faced with the reality of the differences between the different cultures especially 

those of familial relationships.  Yo has a close tie with her family, no matter what ordeals they go 

through and are always involved in everything each other does. However, Yo’s fiancé, who is 

Anglo, is not the type of person who feels that he needs to always surround himself with his 

family and does not understand why Yo gets upset with her family but still puts up with them.  

In relation to the social injustices of dictatorships and wars, there are several examples of 

Latina literature in which the characters or narrators’ lives are influenced by historical events.  
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Angeles Mastretta’s Women with Big Eyes, covers examples of social injustices during the 

Mexican Revolution of 1910. In one story usurpers siege the main character’s (the narrator) 

family’s home and land.  The property and land goes fallow and is discarded afterwards.  Like 

Water for Chocolate, by Laura Esquivel, also represents the era in which the Mexican 

Revolution took place. One of the sisters the narrator speaks of leaving the family and joins the 

fighting on the side of the resistance. This home was also a target of army militia trying to find a 

place for its headquarters.  Latina writers of South America, as well as the Caribbean, write 

about dictatorship.  The dictator of the Dominican Republic, Rafael Trujillo, is portrayed in 

many of the works by Julia Alvarez. Some examples of Álvarez’s work that discusses the 

dictatorship and events that occurred include In the Time of the Butterflies, How the Garcia Girls 

Lost Their Accent and Yo!.  The main character’s father in Yo!, describes how he played a part in 

the resistance against the dictator and a brush with the possibility of losing his life because of 

stories told by Yo, the main character. These experiences may not have been experienced in truth 

by the author, but the author feels that their readers should be well informed of these injustices 

inflicted upon the Latino culture. 

Latina authors experience situations and weave these into their writing.  This 

“experiential” quality is characteristic of Latina authors.  This trend is present in works written 

by long standing authors, according to Valdes, such as Sor Juana Inez de la Cruz (19). These 

circumstances contain aspects of social injustice which take place, not only in Latin America, as 

is the case with Esquivel and Álvarez, but also within American society.  Sandra Cisneros’ The 

House on Mango Street includes an exchange in which characters consider some feelings and 

(mis)perceptions between ethnicities.  Some of the characters note that some people who “don’t 

know any better” believe them to be dangerous and they, themselves, admit that they are scared 
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when they go into different neighborhoods and that they roll up their windows and feel unsafe 

(28).  Prejudices and stereotypes are represented among Latina authors’ experiences and form a 

tangled web because of the many ethnicities involved. Latino/a culture represents a mixture of 

identities which envelops European, Indian, African, and in certain areas, Asian cultural 

elements.   An example of stereotypical attitudes that are relayed within Latina literature is a 

poem by Michelle Serros entitled “White Owned.”  This poem contains a woman conversing 

with a child about how they need to watch out for the “Spanish people from Mexico” since 

Mexicans purportedly steal babies to sell into slave labor, pornography, and human sacrifice 

(26). The poem continues describing the situation further. Serros contemplates the consequences 

of speaking out against the woman, however is stifled at knowing it could result in losing her 

job, losing the income generated, and place her in line at the unemployment office; leading the 

author to believe that she is “white-owned.”  Yet another instance of discrimination seen in this 

target is Linda Nieves-Powell’s novel Free Style. The protagonist works in an environment 

where she is the only person of different ethnicity in the company. Other employees look down 

at her and consider her unworthy to be there.  Her employment at the company is only based on 

the fact that she is Latina and is only given a raise and promotion when she is believed to be able 

to help win a Latino client. Again, the examples of literature provided all include aspects of an 

autobiographical narrative in which the first person point of view lends more credibility to the 

accounts. The conditions of discrimination and ignorance experienced by Latinas are not only 

faced in developing countries, but in the United States as well. 

Women have been using writing as an outlet for centuries with the intention of having a 

voice in eras when they were dominated by male counterparts.  These women were also deemed 

unworthy, uneducated, and not human by society. These authors write to find themselves and to 
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find a sense of identity (Valdes 12-21). This outlet or space is a place where Latina authors can 

voice out their complaints (Postlewate 130).  This creative space also allows the author to create 

another world, become someone else (Postlewate 40); to experiment different options and 

situations, and to imagine a different life by challenging the “norm.”  They recreate their life in 

their writing to help understand or solve situations in their lives.  Writing is more than an outlet; 

however, the creative process is a life-line that helps her develop as an individual.  Gloria 

Anzaldua confides that her writing, “though it is a flawed thing—a clumsy, complex, groping 

blind thing—for me it is alive, infused with spirit. I talk to it, it talks to me” (89).   Free Style: A 

Novel by Linda Nieves-Powell is an example of how an author uses their writing to escape to a 

different world. One could postulate that the information in the novel has autobiographical 

information within it.  The female narrator provides information of the nature of her marriage, 

her upcoming divorce and her feelings of becoming a single mother.  The narrator uses this space 

to recreate occasions that she wants to reflect on: the past, when she and her husband were first 

married; the in between, when she has to come to terms with what she wants for herself and her 

son; and to imagine the after, when she creates a new life without her husband.  In Like Water for 

Chocolate by Laura Esquivel, the character Tita is able to break from traditional norms, even 

though it takes her years, by changing the way women in her family deal with the roles society or 

family traditions demand.  Writing allows the author to use their space in order to find 

themselves. This space gives them a creative freedom to change their lives without really 

changing anything, but viewing life in the eyes of another character - another self.  

Another issue with which Latinas and Latina authors struggle with is that of cultural 

identity.  Many Latinas are not just one ethnicity; they are a multiplicity of many. Many Latinas 

who struggle with this are of Latin-descent but are American born.  They find themselves 
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struggling to maintain balance between their Latin American cultures -as Gloria Anzaldua, 

author of Borderlands calls it, “straddling the border” (19).  She states, “We don’t identify with 

the Anglo-American cultural values and we don’t totally identify with the Mexican cultural 

values” (85).  Many Latinas try to reconnect with their roots by attempting to return to their 

ancestral home.   This return to the “homeland” may or may not be detrimental to the persons’ 

identity formation.  This can be seen in Julia Álvarez’s book entitled Yo!.   The 

character/narrator, Yo (Yolanda), spends time in the Dominican Republic at a friend’s house to 

write a book. She encounters illiteracy, subservient caretakers, and commits cultural faux-pas 

when she wanders by herself to the market leaving the house unattended (Alvarez 125).  Latino/a 

culture is inherent upon having the women subservient to the man, however in Yo! The man is 

subservient to the woman.  Whereas in America, women are used to walking around by 

themselves and taking care of their own needs, society in the Dominican Republic see this as 

unsettling and dangerous.  “Straddling the border” continues to be a major issue among Latina 

Americans. While not actually fitting into either culture, Latinas find themselves trying to 

maintain a balance, keeping their traditions and culture alive while assimilating to the western 

culture as well. 

Many Latinas struggle with living in more than one culture. They feel that they are a part 

of two worlds that sometimes collide while other times they click. Some Latina authors, such as 

Gloria Anzaldua, welcome the richness that biculturalism provides.  Anzaldua treats situations 

that happen to her or have happened to other Latinas as learning experiences. For instance, in her 

poem “To Live in the Borderlands Means You,” she explores being a part of different cultures, 

different ethnicities, genders, and sexualities.  She also suggests what Latinas have to do to 

survive the “Borderlands,” as seen in the following passage: 



De Leon 12 
 

 To survive the Borderlands 

 you must live sin frontera 

 be a crossroads (40-42).  

To live “sin frontera” or without borders; to have an open mind of all cultures; to be able to 

accept others is Anzaldua’s vision for the future. Other Latina authors experience negative 

situations in their lives making them feel at a loss, abandoned, and looked down upon, for not 

being more Latina. These women could have experienced these situations from various people of 

their own culture, gender, or ethnicity.  According to Anzaldua, Chicanos/Latinos “blame 

themselves, hate themselves, and terrorize themselves unconsciously…suspecting that there is 

something wrong with them” (67). A poem in Chicana Falsa, by Michele Serros, entitled “Mi 

Problema” portrays these feelings: 

My sincerity isn’t good enough 

Eyebrows raise 

when I request: 

“Hable más despacio, por favor.”4 

My skin is Brown 

just like theirs, 

but now I’m unworthy of the color 

‘cause I don’t speak Spanish 

the way I should. (1-9) 

  Another part of the poem recognizes how Anglos are encouraged to try to speak and learn 

Spanish, but when it comes to the Latina who doesn’t know how, or is struggling with the 

language it is a different matter. Many Latinas do not have a choice in deciding whether or not 
                                                           
4 Please speak slower 
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they will learn Spanish in the home while growing up. Many first-generation Latinos instill the 

thought of only speaking English to succeed in America. Yet, Latinas who “straddle the border” 

are made to feel unaccepted by Latino society because of their lack of linguistic capabilities. 

Many Latina women try to validate themselves by trying to be more or less Latina, 

depending upon their social status. In Becoming Latina in 10 Easy Steps, by Lara Rios, the main 

character/narrator, Marcela, has a hard time coming to terms that she is half white, due to her 

mother’s extramarital affair. In order to prove to herself, as well as to her family, that she is 

Latina, she makes a list of stereotypical traits that Latinas are supposed to have. Some of the 

items on the list include marrying a Mexican and learning to cook Mexican food.  Marcela goes 

through trials and tribulations of dating men who were not in her league and pushing away 

another man because he was not Latino enough. She also attempts to take on being a role model 

to underprivileged students and finds that her life is easy compared to that of the young girl she 

mentors.  Marcela realizes in the end that the only person that she needed to convince was 

herself.  An additional example is seen in an essay written by Stephanie Li, entitled “The Secret 

American” where there are characteristics of different experiences in regards to finding her 

identity and fitting in.  She is half Chinese and half Mexican, speaks limited Spanish, and grew 

up in a diverse culture, but only English was spoken in her home (Li 99). Li does not fit in either 

the Mexican or Chinese culture because she cannot understand nor communicate Spanish well 

and has a hard time fitting in with extended family. She also does not fit in with the Chinese 

culture because her father never embraced Asian customs, and so never passed down any to his 

children.  This essay shows how even different cultures other than the Latino culture become 

assimilated into the American culture. Li’s father was born in America and never knew his 

culture fully.  The essay goes on to say that Li’s father visited China to learn of his culture, but 
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by then it was too late.  Struggling with cultural identity allows these authors to voice their 

experiences in their writing. It allows them to figure out their lives by re-writing their 

experiences to find a means to an end. 

Language is also important in cultural identity.  It is a part of the person of the Self.  

Louis Mendoza and Toni Herrera state that “being bilingual is seen as a signifier of cultural 

loyalty and as an asset,” but also is seen as a deterrent (14).  As seen in a piece of the poem “Mi 

Problema” by Michelle Serros, Serros states,” My skin is Brown just like theirs, but now I’m 

unworthy of the color” (6-9), language can create barriers among relationships between 

hierarchies within the Latina community.    There is the question of authenticity of language as a 

cultural identifier. Many traditional Latinos believe that Spanish should be spoken properly and 

will have nothing to do with mixed up English and Spanish - speaking Spanglish. Being able to 

communicate in whatever type of Spanish should be acknowledged since it is a new language. 

Anzaldua states that this new language should be accepted as a norm and that people should not 

be forced to speak one way or another.  The editors of Telling Tongues, Mendoza and Herrera 

suggest that language usage is important to identity in regard to its “formation, loss, preservation, 

or negotiation” (15). Within the Latina [Mexican American] society there is a name for those 

who cannot speak Spanish well or who are seen as having assimilated into the mainstream 

culture.  They are called “pochos”. However, in an essay written for Telling Tongues, entitled 

“The Spanglish Superhighway,” the author Leticia Hernandez-Linares states that Spanglish 

[code switching] has become more and more evident in mainstream society (85).  Mixture of 

languages or code switching is seen in an excerpt of the following poem in Telling Tongues, 

entitled “Lengualistic Algo: Spoken-Broken Word” by Olga A. Garcia: 

  ¿Que quieren conmigo los puristas? 
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  All tongue tied 

  and sitting proper 

  behind fat stoic dictionaries… 

  Mi bisabuela fue yaqui5 

mi abuela mexicana 

mi madre mestiza 

¿Y yo? (Mendoza & Herrera 22) 

These different languages spoken within the English context are border tongues, according to 

Anzaldua; they are living languages, and like the identity, are always evolving (77).  Code 

switching allows the author, poet, or person, to be themselves, without having to assimilate to 

one culture or another - they are of both.  

 An alternate route that stems from the writing of social injustices and the subjugation of 

women is the manner that Latina authors use their creative space to write to empower women.  

Latina authors empower other women not only by labeling certain behaviors as discriminations, 

but by also providing them with “alternate endings” for their lives enabling them to change the 

paths that many women have already taken. This allows the reader to see that circumstances do 

not always have to remain the same; that something can be done.  Authors also use their 

literature to empower women by researching and providing stories and characters that evolve 

around a strong feminine heritage and urging readers to send the message along. Borderlands/La 

Frontera: a New Mestiza by Gloria Anzaldua provides a backbone of a significant amount of 

writing and research through academia in the field of Mexican American literature and cultural 

studies.  This text, as well as her other works, may serve as a catalyst to many Latinas to 
                                                           
5 My great grandmother was Yaqui My grandmother was Mexican, My mother was a mixture (of two cultures) and 

I? 
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continue research in these areas. Anzaldua provides a rich background and powerful language of 

the Mexican American, the woman, and the culture.  She enlightens readers of the unknown past 

of the Aztecs, how Mexicans and Mexican Americans came to be, and her hopes for a new way 

of thinking in the future.  She sets new standards for self-realization and welcomes and 

encourages the “straddling of cultures.” 

Latina literature is not only important to the authors who wrote it but also to the readers 

recreate it.  The literature expands the reader’s imagination taking the reader through adventure, 

romance, and drama.  Autobiographical aspects within the literature allow readers to become part 

of the literature.  Women can use these readings to reassure themselves that they are not alone, 

that others have the same feelings or have felt the same at some time or another.   Latina readers 

can also benefit from Latina literature by learning from the mistakes that were made by the 

fictional characters.  These examples can be taken from the literature previously viewed such as 

Free Style by Linda Nieves-Powell, Becoming Latina in 10 Easy Steps by Lara Rios, and the 

powerful words of Gloria Anzaldua in her work Borderlands: The New Mestiza. These authors 

use their literature to empower women by taking a stand for what they believe in, portraying 

strong personas and posing new ideas in regards to changing old systems of society.   

Latina literature, an ever growing phenomenon in Latino/a society, is finding more and 

more readers in the academic world. The interlacing of genres within Latina writing, especially 

autobiographical narrative, examines the authors’ inner feelings of belonging and self realization 

- a sense of purification. The voice and vision of fictional autobiographical narrative in Latina 

writing is important to the author as well as to the reader. The author finds solace in the 

imaginative space that she creates by being able to voice her true self regardless of the genre.  

The reader can find empathy and empowerment, as well as a place for refuge, where she can 
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imagine herself in better situations.  As Gloria Azaldua proclaims, “Nothing happens in the real 

world unless it happens in the images in our heads (109). 
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