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Selection: The House on Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros
Book Summary


As in Paul Fleischman’s Seedfolks, Sandra Cisneros’ House on Mango Street is written through a series of vignettes, thereby doing away with an ordered, singular plot. What is a departure from the former novelette, though, is the voice of the narrator. While Seedfolks features a different narrator for each section, Cisneros’ book is told solely through the eyes and voice of Esperanza Cordero, a young Hispanic girl just reaching puberty. There are still similar features and themes present in the two books: Esperanza hails from Chicago, Fleischman’s setting is relative neighbor Cleveland; both books depict scenes of urban decay and multiple cultures existing in a small space. In Cisneros’ work, however, the “story” belongs neither to the environment nor all of the book’s characters; this is Esperanza’s tale. Of course, the other characters have their place in The House on Mango Street. Esperanza’s family, especially her sister Nenny, their friends, Rachel and Lucy, and Sally, an older teenage girl who Esperanza looks up to, all have recurring, influential roles in the span of the book. Otherwise, most people referenced make short, one-to-two page appearances, but each individual story awakens some emotion or realization in Esperanza’s maturational journey. Seeing as there is no central plot, a lot of the “events” of the story are thematic. Perhaps a central theme for Cisneros and her various characters are the pursuit of the American dream. Many of the book’s young women are beautiful and talented but without much hope of improving their situations; Sally marries in hopes to get money and escape from the squalor, but her marriage is sadly loveless and abusive. Meanwhile, Esperanza (whose name is Spanish for “hope”) is the “shining light” of sorts that has the youth, smarts and resolve to pull herself out of her dead-end location on Mango Street and make something of her life. As she insists on the last page, “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. One day I will go away.”
Applications to Literacy, Diversity and the Classroom

An appeal to diversity can be made by recognizing simply who the voice behind the pages is. In this sense, we will primarily consider Esperanza Cordero as that voice, noting how unique her identity is as a person. Certainly, if we are to only classify her along non-descriptive, easy-to-identify qualities, already she is distinct from a lot of “classics” writers. Esperanza (as well as her author) is not a moneyed white male, but a young, Latina woman whose vocabulary is not as polished, but even so, her delivery is eloquent, honest and perhaps more illuminating. What is important is that Esperanza’s tale speaks to a sense of diversity not by pandering to class, race, gender or age, but by vividly capturing a world many of us in New Jersey have little idea about. This leads then to discussion of the literacy skill/topic of a writer’s voice. Esperanza’s voice is undoubtedly different from those of the other Hispanics around her. To restate earlier sentiments, we cannot simply reduce her to a product of her physical qualities, nor can we reduce her to a product of her surroundings. In other words, nature and nurture both have a hand in Esperanza’s growth. Using writer’s voice as a literacy focus, consequently, one exercise in the classroom (or elsewhere) can be to compare Esperanza’s style to that of another narrator in a previous book; for instance, Melville’s Ishmael from Moby Dick writes from a totally different perspective. Also quite necessary for the teacher is a discussion of how the author and the narrator cannot be assumed to be the same person. With respect to Cisneros and Esperanza, students can be made to contemplate just how much of The House on Mango Street is autobiographical. For further application to the classroom, already I have suggested the theme of the American dream as one to be considered, which can be supplemented by comparisons to Miller’s Death of a Salesman or Edward Albee’s namesake play. Another critical theme is the idea that you are what you have lived. Near the end of the book, Rachel and Lucy’s aunts insist to our protagonista, “You will always be Esperanza. You will always be Mango Street. You can’t erase what you know. You can’t forget who you are.” For Esperanza and Cisneros, both were looking to escape, but realize that they must honor their rough upbringing and “revisit” – even if only to write about it – their prior circumstances and the people who made them the person they are. Students would be encouraged to think about how their town and their small world has influenced them and their writing (esp. in a Creative Writing class), and if possible, discussion of this theme can occur concomitantly with the assignment of a project that has the student explore their family life or geographical surroundings, in doing so perhaps fulfilling goals for interdisciplinary study, as family history and geography relate to Social Studies/History. 
