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Chicago occupies a place in the American imagination as a city of industry and 

opportunity for those who are willing to hustle. Writers have in no small part contributed 

to the creation of this mythology; this canon includes Frank Norris, Theodore Dreiser, 

Upton Sinclair, Carl Sandburg, and Richard Wright. What is it about these authors that 

make them the classics of Chicago literature? The ―essential‖ books of Chicago enshrine 

a period during which the city still held a prominent position in the national economy and 

culture, and embodied for Americans something of their own identity—the value of 

individualism, and the Protestant work ethic. Notably absent are the narratives from 

immigrants, particularly those of color: for a city that was a primary destination for the 

Great Migration of African Americans from the South and the concurrent immigration of 

Mexicans in the early part of the 20
th

 century, it is remarkable that these stories have not 

gained significant attention, with the exception of Richard Wright‘s.  

This dissertation interrogates the discourse of ambition and labor in the Chicago 

literary tradition from the perspective of three Mexican American authors from 

Chicago—Carlos Cortez, Ana Castillo, and Sandra Cisneros. These authors, faced with 

late 20
th

 century deindustrialization and the enduring legacy of segregation, engage with 

the canonical narratives of Chicago by addressing the intersections of race and citizenship 



 ix 

as they affect urban space and labor opportunities. Rather than simply offering a critique, 

however, the Mexican American authors engage in a re-visioning of the city that 

incorporates the complexities of a fluid, transnational experience, and in doing so suggest 

the future of urban life in a post-industrial America. 
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Introduction: City of Myth and Muscle 

On the way back to Austin from a recent trip to my hometown of Chicago, I 

stopped in my tracks at O‘Hare Airport to browse a kiosk operated by the Chicago 

Museum of History.  Normally I don‘t shop at airport stores, but museum gift shops hold 

a special allure for me, and I made my way over to the bookshelves.  Newly reissued 

editions of books by Studs Terkel lined the top shelf, while titles by Nelson Algren and 

Carl Sandburg rested underneath.  I picked up Terkel‘s Division Street, as well as 

Algren‘s Chicago: City on the Make and Sandburg‘s Chicago Poems.  It‘s for research, I 

reasoned, as I handed over my credit card to the cashier.   

I immediately began to read Division Street on the plane, delving into Terkel‘s 

interviews with Chicago residents, who were meant to represent a cross-section of that 

city in the 1960s, and by extrapolation, the nation.  Recognized for capturing people‘s 

unvarnished attitudes about race, the book evokes the character of Chicago for me, a city 

known for its diversity and, unfortunately, for its racism. It occurs to me as I write this 

introduction, that like Terkel‘s book, the other titles in that museum gift shop were 

selected because they somehow embody the essence of Chicago.  Passing travelers can 

pick up a volume of poetry by Sandburg or a novel by Algren, and take away with them a 

classic piece of the city, in compact form to fit in their briefcase or purse.   

Algren, Sandburg, Terkel.  To this list, one might add Upton Sinclair, Theodore 

Dreiser, James Farrell, and Richard Wright.  What is it about these authors and their 

books that make them instantly identifiable as Chicago writers?  Why are these texts the 

classics of Chicago literature?  These are the books that people return to in order to 

experience the city—the bravado, the energy, the scandals—and to understand the 

powerful influence of industry and immigrant communities on its development. These are 
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the books that have shaped, for better or worse, the story of Chicago in the nation‘s 

imagination.  They conjure images of brawny workers making an honest day‘s living on 

the railroad or in the packinghouses; of gang warfare in the interstitial spaces of the city‘s 

neighborhoods; or according to Henry B. Fuller, of hungry newcomers arriving in droves 

with the ―avowed purpose of making money‖ (Cappetti 11).  Through these books, the 

nation‘s readers might know something of the forces of industry, labor relations, race 

relations, and spatial organization that determine, for many of the city‘s residents, how 

they are to live.  Yet even as we invoke race in Chicago, in order to understand the 

history of these fraught relations we must also recall the fact of the Great Migration by 

Southern Blacks and the concurrent migration of Mexicans in the early part of the 

twentieth century.  And we need to ask, why haven‘t the fact of these migrations been 

given the same kind of attention in Chicago‘s literature?  

Glaringly absent from these bookshelves are works by writers of color, with the 

exception of Richard Wright, and more specifically, works by Mexican American 

authors.  To be sure, book sales of poetry by a relatively unknown Carlos Cortez cannot 

hope to compare to Carl Sandburg‘s, but with an acknowledgment of Sandburg‘s position 

within the canon of American literature, it is for me to seriously question why this 

particular ―canon‖ of Chicago writers is comprised almost exclusively of white male 

writers from the first half of the twentieth century.  For a city known widely for its racial 

and ethnic diversity, and for its painful history of racial tension, it is striking that minority 

writers should be so absent from the celebrated representations of Chicago.   

These observations lead me to suggest that the ―essential‖ books of Chicago 

enshrine a period of time during which the city still held a prominent position in the 

national economy and culture, when it rivaled New York in importance despite its 

nickname, the ―Second City,‖ and that despite its problems and sharp divisions in class 
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and race, it embodied for Americans something of their own identity—full of vitality, a 

City on the Make, a pull-yourself-up-by-your-own-bootstraps kind of place.  Two 

significant challenges to that image emerge, however: one is that Chicago in the second 

half of the twentieth century has experienced an economic decline (as has the rest of the 

U.S. manufacturing sector), and cannot even accurately be called the Second City any 

more in terms of influence or population (Los Angeles has long outranked it in those 

respects).  As for the second challenge, simply imagine the counter-narratives that 

women writers and writers of color can bring to the table:  Sandburg‘s brawny railroad 

workers confronted by women doing backbreaking garment work;  Algren, in describing 

a city of two faces—one for Go-Getters and another for Go-Get-It-Yourselfers—

answering questions about how a tireless Go-Getter attitude from a Mexican immigrant 

or a Southern black migrant might not actually get them anywhere, thanks to enduring 

conditions related to poverty and racism. 

Despite their noticeable absence from the city‘s history as represented by the 

museum bookshelves, Mexican-Americans have in fact been present in Chicago since the 

turn of the twentieth century.  With a few exceptions, not until recently has research on 

the history of Mexican migration to the Midwest been made widely available.  Apart 

from Paul Taylor‘s sociological study, Louise Año Nuevo Kerr‘s unpublished 

dissertation from the University of Illinois, The Chicano Experience in Chicago: 1920-

1970 (1976), had long been the recognized source for historical information.  Juan R. 

Garcia‘s Mexicans in the Midwest: 1900-1932 (2004) and Dennis Valdés‘s Barrios 

Norteños: St. Paul and Midwestern Mexican Communities in the Twentieth Century 

(2000) have documented Mexican migration to the Midwest region and offer a history of 

Mexican agricultural labor, but little information specific to Chicago.  Gabriela 

Arredondo‘s Mexican Chicago: Race, Identity, and Nation, 1916-1939 (2008) may be the 
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first scholarly book to examine early Mexican Chicago history, and argues that the 

Mexican population in Chicago, many of whom were fleeing the Mexican Revolution, 

integrated into the city differently from other racial and ethnic minorities.  For more 

recent history, Lilia Fernandez has written about comparative perspectives on Mexican 

and Puerto Rican migration to Chicago in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Although the importance of Mexican agricultural labor in Texas, California, and 

the Southwest is widely recognized, especially in conjunction with the bracero program 

of the 1940s to the 1960s, it is less well known that Mexicans were drawn to the Midwest 

in the early 1900s by agriculture and by Chicago‘s industry.  García writes that although 

the railroads lured both Mexicans and Southern black migrants northward with the 

promise of transportation and work, it was also the sugar beet industry that attracted 

many Mexicans to the Midwest.  The growth in population after the Civil War caused an 

explosion in the demand for sugar, and consequently, sugar beet growers in the Midwest 

found themselves desperately seeking laborers.   

Initially interested in hiring European immigrants, the growers soon found that 

their laborers were saving their wages and buying their own land, leaving them to 

continuously seek new workers.  The start of World War I caused many workers to enlist, 

but it also led to changes in immigration law, which restricted the available pool of cheap 

labor.  Agricultural interests then pressured the government to make exceptions for 

Mexican workers, exempting them from the literacy and the head tax requirement.  These 

modifications, met with opposition from organized labor, led to the more stringent 

requirements of the bracero program.  The seasonal nature of the agricultural work 

allowed many of these laborers to work for the railroads in the off-season, or provided 

them with the opportunity to seek industrial work in the major urban centers of the 

Midwest.  Paul Taylor, in his study ―Mexican Labor in the United States,‖ describes the 
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allure of the North: ―The tremendous pulling power of northern industry…was clearly 

visible in many places…At Laredo, for example, which is a major port of entry, the new 

immigrants streamed past border agriculture in large numbers, often giving no heed at all 

to its cries for more labor‖ (34-35).  Many laborers never went back to the fields, since 

work conditions and wages were significantly better in the city.   

Mexican labor in the city‘s steel plant industry and its slaughterhouses largely 

determined where the community would eventually settle and which other racial and 

ethnic groups they would come into contact with.  Chicago‘s neighborhood boundaries, 

while strictly drawn, allowed the exodus of white communities in the face of incoming 

immigrant populations, creating the city‘s notorious reputation for segregation.  While 

some immigrants came to live in the Italian Taylor Street neighborhood, significant 

Mexican neighborhoods developed in South Chicago, near the steel mills, and Pilsen, 

Little Village, and Back of the Yards, close to the meatpacking and other industries.  In 

the cases of Pilsen and Little Village, the influx of Mexican residents meant the exodus of 

the Eastern European population, which included recent Bohemian and Polish 

immigrants—so recent that Pilsen was named after the second largest city in the Czech 

Republic, and Little Village was chosen to evoke their own villages of origin in Europe.  

Both Little Village and Pilsen adjoin the African-American neighborhoods of the West 

Side.  The decline into poverty of these neighborhoods contributed to the racial tensions 

between Mexican and African-American residents, as did the way in which these groups 

imagined themselves in competition for scarce employment opportunities.  Additionally, 

the presence of a sizeable Puerto Rican population, and to a lesser extent, a Cuban 

community, also affected the ways in which Mexican immigrants viewed competition for 

limited resources, although occasionally they also saw the potential for political 

mobilization through ethnic solidarity. Arredondo writes, however, that ―nowhere in 
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Chicago did Mexicans have the cultural or demographic concentration to make 

significant inroads into Chicago‘s ethnic orders.  Indeed, theirs was not an ethnic identity 

designed to rise into Chicago‘s Americanized ethnic social orders.  Rather, Mexicanidad 

was about carving a space for their own survival‖ (10). 

This Mexicanidad is key to my formulation of the category ―Chicago Mexican.‖ 

Taking a cue from Nicholas De Genova‘s theorization of a ―Mexican Chicago,‖ in which 

he argues that the cityspace created by the Mexican community in Chicago is 

transnational in nature and pertains both to the U.S. and Mexico, I suggest that the 

Chicago Mexican identity is distinct from that of Chicano/a, Mexican American, or other 

terms connoting a U.S.-based identity.1  The connection to a Mexico outside of the U.S. 

nation-state remains so persistent, even for those who were born and grew up in Chicago, 

that most simply identify as ―Mexican.‖ This self-identification, I argue, can be attributed 

to the recent and continued immigration of Mexican nationals, which significantly 

influences the cultural nature of the neighborhoods.  Spanish remains a predominant 

language and restaurants carry regional fare from residents‘ hometowns.  Familial and 

economic connections to those places of origin remain vibrant two-way exchanges, 

giving the area a transnational character.  As of the 2000 census, the Chicago Mexican 

population in Chicago forms one of the largest communities in the United States, after 

Los Angeles (U.S. Census Bureau 7).  ―Chicago Mexican‖ in this study, then, indicates a 

community comprised of Mexican nationals, naturalized citizens, and residents of the 

second generation and beyond who claim Mexican descent. 

                                                 
1 In this study, I understand ―Chicano/a‖ to represent an identity that is politically grounded in the Chicano 

Movement, is oppositional in nature, and that considers ideological concepts such as Aztlán and indigeneity 

to be central to its philosophy.  My use of ―Mexican American‖ is meant to be descriptive in identifying a 

U.S. citizen of Mexican descent, although I wish to recognize that it also denotes a stance that finds equal 

identification with U.S. and Mexican cultural and national heritage.  In my discussion of literary texts, 

authors, and critics, particularly within the Chicano/a tradition, I have attempted to use the most accurate 

term for each, based on past usage and the author‘s or critic‘s own stated position.   
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This dissertation places into conversation both canonical and Chicago Mexican 

texts that engage in the very themes that have historically characterized the city—those of 

labor, industry, immigration, segregation, and racial conflict.  The popular associations 

with abundant labor and opportunity that Chicago has boasted are affirmed, complicated, 

and challenged by the writers I examine here: Frank Norris, Theodore Dreiser, Upton 

Sinclair, Carl Sandburg, Richard Wright, Carlos Cortez, Ana Castillo, and Sandra 

Cisneros.  I alternately refer to these associations as Chicago‘s ―mythology of work‖ or 

―mythos‖ in order to connote the way stories about Chicago‘s job and living 

opportunities circulate and grow in the popular imagination, and especially among 

im/migrant communities; these terms also refer to the way a ―myth‖ can suggest a certain 

amount of unreality.  The authors I have selected for this study all engage with the 

mythos in different ways; sometimes to marvel at the city‘s economic power and 

sometimes to add to its mythic proportions; some heed the call of labor to imagine the 

im/migrants2 that respond, and some to find the half-truths or the outright lies in that call.  

Frank Norris and Theodore Dreiser write of protagonists who have come to Chicago to 

find success, and represent the city as endowed with a primal force that its characters 

survive through luck or good fortune.  Upton Sinclair and Carl Sandburg complicate that 

discourse of good fortune by imagining im/migrants without much cultural or economic 

capital to see them through.  Richard Wright‘s vision, the bleakest of all, shows an 

absence of luck for blacks in Chicago, but in confirming the city‘s power to destroy lives, 

it paradoxically affirms and adds to the mythos.   

                                                 
2 This alternate spelling of ―immigrant‖ represents my wish to represent mobility across different kinds of 

spaces and borders.  In this study, the term ―im/migrant‖ indicates a simultaneous inclusion of  immigrants 

across international borders, and migrants from within the U.S., particularly African Americans from the 

South, and Mexican Americans from the Southwest. 
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Chicago Mexican writers additionally bring their unique im/migration histories, 

politics, and cultural and linguistic sensibilities that also challenge and revise classic 

images of the city.3  Carlos Cortez, Sandra Cisneros, and Ana Castillo have produced a 

body of literature that has emerged as not only Mexican American, but as also uniquely 

Chicagoan—they are the Chicago Mexicans.  These authors create subjects that negotiate 

a city marked by its industrial legacy and by its segregated neighborhoods, participants in 

a discourse of space, power, and resources.  However, situated in the latter half of the 

twentieth century, these subjects must confront the decampment of factories for locales 

further south and the changing racial and ethnic landscape.  The Chicago Mexican 

authors in this study therefore not only contest the literary legacy that has excluded them, 

but radically alter the received knowledge about their hometown, demanding an honest 

accounting of unfulfilled promise.  While their poetry and fiction describe limited 

opportunity and stark poverty, they also gesture toward a city humming with cross-racial 

connections and transnational mobility, updating Chicago‘s immigrant and labor-centered 

identity for the twenty-first century. 

In Writing Chicago, Carla Cappetti explains in reference to U.S. literature, why a 

focus on the Midwest is important:   

 

Much as to study the literature of the South is to evoke slavery and the plantation 

economy, and much as to study the literature of New England is to confront early 

merchant and industrial capitalism, to study the literature of the Midwest is to 

encounter the forces that made the United States the world‘s greatest economic 

power in less than a century.  To call attention to this literature is to emphasize the 

forces of advanced capitalism, of modern corporate industrialism in the city where 

such events took place in most dramatic, sudden, and exaggerated form. (10) 

                                                 
3 The Chicago Mexican authors in this study frequently employ a combination of Spanish and Spanglish in 

their texts, which are normally italicized in mainstream publishing practice.  I have preserved the original 

italics whenever they appear  in the original quotations; however, throughout the study I have chosen not to 

italicize Spanish or Spanglish, in order to recognize and resist the creation of difference and 

marginalization by this typographic practice. 
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If Cappetti is right to argue that to read Midwestern literature is to understand a major 

development in U.S. history, then this examination of the work of Cortez, Cisneros and 

Castillo seeks to understand the role of the Mexican American community in the 

aftermath of that significant shift and their responses to those changes.  The Chicago 

Mexican experience in the context of industrialism and immigration is important to 

understanding its literature, and more broadly, its political engagement and conceptions 

of its group identity.  However, a study of the literary representation of one group‘s 

experiences in Chicago is not merely for the purpose of better understanding that group; 

it is also to understand something about the fortunes of the city itself.  The image of 

Chicago as ―Hog Butcher for the World/Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat,‖ as Sandburg 

vividly described, can no longer be considered accurate; through the work of Cortez, 

Cisneros and Castillo, one surveys the changing nature of the urban landscape in the 

latter part of the twentieth century, traces the decline of the city‘s industrial legacy, and 

witnesses the emergence of a transnational economy and labor force.   

Carlos Cortez, a radical labor activist with the Industrial Workers of the World in 

the 1940s through the 1960s, was a poet and artist who moved to Chicago in the mid 

1960s and became part of the city‘s emerging Chicano movement.  His work includes 

Where are the Voices? & Other Wobbly Poems, Crystal Gazing the Amber Fluid & Other 

Wobbly Poems, and De Kansas a Califas and Back to Chicago.   Ana Castillo is best 

known for So Far From God, her novel set in New Mexico, but Sapogonia and Peel My 

Love Like an Onion engage with issues of immigration, race, labor, and gender politics in 

Chicago‘s urban environment.  Sandra Cisneros‘s The House on Mango Street and 

Caramelo envision a continuing engagement with Mexico as a source of home and 

family, while coming to terms with living in the city.  These authors continue to be 

concerned with subjects that first inspired Chicago‘s canonical authors, but additionally 
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demand a close attention to the intersections of race, class, and gender that interrogates 

the city‘s mythology.  For example, Cortez brings an awareness of the importance of 

racial solidarity to labor organizing, an aspect ignored by the socialist solution offered by 

The Jungle.  The image of inner-city slums, colorfully elaborated by sociologists at the 

University of Chicago, is contested by Cortez and Cisneros, whose intimate knowledge of 

the communities flourishing in those spaces serves as an elegy when they are finally 

razed.  Castillo gives an openly direct critique of Chicago‘s legacy as a city of 

opportunity as she portrays a family working themselves to exhaustion without any 

visible improvements in their lot.  Cisneros challenges the narratives of assimilation 

found in The Jungle by representing immigrant families whose connections to their home 

countries continue to influence their identities and everyday realities. 

By virtue of their position in the city, the Chicago Mexican writers were 

responding, whether consciously or not, to the Chicago literary tradition represented by 

Norris, Sinclair, Dreiser, Sandburg, and Wright.  These chroniclers of the city, many of 

them known as social realists, brought to the public‘s attention a different facet of the 

glittering metropolis by detailing the lives of the working class and the neighborhoods 

they inhabited.  Chicago, which experienced a significant rebuilding and population 

boom after the Great Fire of 1871, nevertheless struggled with an East Coast 

snobbishness that pegged it as provincial, and used the 1893 World‘s Columbian 

Exposition as an opportunity to build its reputation as a center of culture and progress.  

Yet these writers, operating within the literary tradition of naturalism, rejected the 

bourgeois patina of the city and sought to document the everyday realities of the 

ethnically and racially mixed underclass and the role of industrialization in the makeup of 

the city‘s fabric.   
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The Chicago writers of the 1920s and 1930s were particularly influenced by the 

researchers and scholars better known as the Chicago school of sociology.  These men, 

whose practice of interviews and intimate contact with the inhabitants of the city‘s slums 

marked the development of this nascent discipline, also gave writers such as James 

Farrell, Nelson Algren, and Richard Wright the foundation upon which to write their 

narratives of alienation, displacement, and marginality.  Richard Wright, in particular, 

acknowledged the debt he owed such men as Robert Park, Louis Wirth, W.I. Thomas, 

and Ernest Burgess, stating that ―I did not know what my story was, and it was not until I 

stumbled upon science that I discovered some of the meanings of the environment that 

battered and taunted me.‖  In Writing Chicago, Carla Cappetti argues that the exchange 

between the novelists and the sociologists was a two-way street; the researchers depended 

heavily on literary narratives to develop their theories and in fact sometimes used them as 

case histories.  While this demonstrates the mutual influence that this group of 

intellectuals shared, it also helps to explain how the literature of Chicago became marked 

by a profound attention to what some might call the underbelly of the city—the destitute, 

the criminals, the poverty-ridden slums.   

Gilbert Gonzalez has argued in Culture of Empire: American Writers, Mexico, & 

Mexican Immigrants, 1880-1930, that American writers were part of the culture of 

empire that characterized Mexicans and Mexican immigrants in negative ways in order to 

facilitate the economic domination of Mexico, and consequently its modernization.  

While he chronicles this phenomenon through the writings of journalists, diplomats, 

academics, businesspeople, and travelers, the Chicago school goes unmentioned, possibly 

due to its span beyond Gonzalez‘s time frame.  Yet the sociologists also engaged in 

similar projects to construct representations of immigrant groups that would reinforce the 

U.S. cultural hegemony.  In particular, as José Limón points out in American Encounters, 
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Robert Redfield‘s study of the Indian village of Tepoztlán was largely motivated by a 

desire to understand the growing trend of Mexican immigration to the United States.  In 

general, the Chicago sociologists, while documenting the underrepresented lives of the 

underclass also helped to create stereotypes that portrayed these groups in problematic 

ways.  Relying on scientific explanations in which to couch their theories and imagining 

the city as a social laboratory, Robert Park and others constructed immigrants as 

primitive and as relying on their basic instincts in response to their environment, thus 

reinforcing the image of the urban ―jungle.‖  These theories, while having been critically 

refuted and replaced by more humanistic models, nevertheless exerted influence on 

Chicago writers and continue to color perceptions of the inner city and its inhabitants.  

This study‘s Chicago Mexican authors find themselves writing not just to 

elaborate their particular concerns, but in writing about the city are shadowed by this 

literary legacy.  They find themselves heirs to a tradition that sought to understand many 

of the same conditions that they confronted in the mid to late twentieth century.  While it 

is important to locate these authors within the broader context of Chicano literature, it 

also becomes clear that to trace their literary heritage in Chicago means to uncover 

influences and affinities with some of the most well-known authors in American 

literature.  Constructing this kind of genealogy does not just locate the authors in this 

study within a literary tradition in hopes of gaining recognition by association, but rather 

intends to show how these writers may challenge and/or subvert the very tradition they 

are influenced by.   

If Chicago Mexican literature stands to revise the Chicago literary tradition in 

significant ways, it is also positioned to challenge the paradigms of Chicano/a literature.  

Certain key texts, such as Américo Paredes‘s With a Pistol In His Hand, Rudolfo 

Anaya‘s Bless Me Ultima, and Tomás Rivera‘s …y no se lo trago la tierra, are examples 
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of a body of work that poses fundamental concerns with the Chicano/a community‘s 

experiences in the Southwestern United States, its legacy of deterritorialization, and the 

concept of Aztlán, the mythic homeland, as a site of cultural nationalism.  Luis Leal 

defines the myth of Aztlán as symbolizing ―the existence of a paradisiacal region where 

injustice, evil, sickness, old age, poverty, and misery do not exist.‖  While affirming that 

Aztlán‘s location is the actual geographic region of the Southwest, he adds that it also 

symbolizes ―the spiritual union of the Chicanos, and is something that is carried within 

the heart, no matter where they may find themselves‖ (8). While this definition is meant 

to be inclusionary, it nevertheless remains that a spiritual union grounded in a history of 

struggle over territory is bound to effect stronger identification among some Chicanos 

than with those who have no experience of the land.  Reading Chicago Mexican authors 

necessitates a revision of those paradigms to account for an experience that is not rooted 

in land loss but instead originates in immigration.  Movement and displacement would 

then become common concerns, while leaving room for articulating differences in themes 

of exile and nostalgia.  Even more significantly, the difference in geographic location 

brings with it a context of urban diversity and labor relations that positions the Mexican 

American subject in ways that have not been indicated in literature of the Southwest, but 

that gesture towards a Latino/a experience emerging from shared experiences with Puerto 

Ricans, Cubans, Guatemaltecos, Salvadoreños, etc.    

Critically speaking, Mexican American literature produced outside of Texas, the 

Southwest, and California remains on the periphery of the discourse of Chicano/a literary 

scholars.  Ramon Saldívar, for example, in Chicano Narrative: Dialectics of Difference, 

proposes that ―Chicano narrative has contributed to a general reassessment of the cultural 

and historical situation of Mexican Americans in the American West and Southwest.  It 

has provided a mediated truth about a culturally determinate people in a historically 
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determinate context‖ (5).  Saldívar here sets the terms of a discussion that is fixed in a 

specific geographic location, with its particular sociohistorical context, foreclosing the 

possibility that narratives telling of experiences outside of the Southwest might still be 

considered Chicano/a.  Despite the aforementioned statement, Saldívar includes in his 

discussion Sandra Cisneros‘s The House on Mango Street, a novel set in Chicago and 

very much about the urban Midwestern experience.  However, if Saldívar‘s purpose is to 

talk about ―a culturally determinate people in a historically determinate context,‖ then he 

contradicts his stated goals by decontextualizing Cisneros‘s narrative to discuss 

chronotopes of domestic and public spaces in a general way.  In doing so, Saldívar at best 

glosses over the material differences produced by the difference in location, and at worst, 

marginalizes ―truth of the real world‖ experienced by the Chicago Mexican community 

that inhabits this text.  Similarly, Teresa McKenna privileges the Mexican American 

Southwestern experience in Migrant Song: Politics and Process in Contemporary 

Chicano Literature, suggesting that ―migrant‖ is a better description than ―immigrant‖ of 

the Mexican experience.  This re-identification is tied to the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

of 1848, in which Mexico ceded nearly half of its territory to the U.S., and recognizes 

that movement by Mexicans through the Southwest in fact remain in their homeland, 

despite crossing the geopolitical boundary instituted after 1848.  While this is true of 

much of the Mexican American population living in Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and 

California, for example, in fact more recent arrivals to places like Chicago and New York 

certainly cannot identify in this way. 

This study brings to center of Chicano/a literary critical discourse texts that have 

previously been marginalized or partially contextualized, and revisits the terms of 

analysis with a new critical eye.  Understanding how the differences in land loss and 

displacement versus migration and immigration can affect the way in which the Mexican 
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American subject experiences race and class, for example, is a significant way in which 

this study intends to dispel homogenous conceptions of the Mexican American 

experience.  Mexican American literature of the Southwest has described, for the most 

part, racial interpellation within an Anglo-Mexican context.  Chicago Mexicans instead 

have found themselves negotiating not only their own racial identity in relationship to 

Anglos, but have had to locate themselves within historically fraught relationships among 

communities of color, including African-Americans and other Latinos/as.  Mexican 

American literature of Los Angeles narrates experiences that bear many similarities to 

this dynamic; however, the history of California as a former territory of Mexico gives 

those Mexican Americans a claim to the land that the Chicagoans do not have.  The 

racially charged situation in Chicago affects the way communities negotiate the urban 

landscape, political standing, and work, often imagining themselves pitted against each 

other for space and resources instead of locating the source of their oppression in white 

hegemonic power.   

Chicago Mexican literature represents a significant shift away from the trope of 

Aztlán and the literary mourning of land dispossession in the Southwest, towards a 

recognition of how an urban Midwestern community, far from the ―homeland,‖ may be 

key to understanding the Mexican American experience in the coming years.  As the U.S. 

economy, now shifting toward the service sector and away from an industrial core, forces 

people to become more mobile and as the Mexican population burgeons and immigrates 

to locations previously uninhabited by Latinos/as, Mexican American identity stands to 

become significantly different than it has been understood in the past.  Chicago Mexican 

authors provide not only a means of understanding how these differences in racial 

identity, work and location have been manifested in Mexican American lived experience, 
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but also gesture toward how the Mexican American subject is positioned within a 

transnational context.   

This study considers five canonical and three Chicago Mexican authors, their 

responses to the city and its challenges, and how their representations significantly 

complicate the mythos of Chicago as a city of opportunity for immigrants.  In my next 

section, I consider briefly the history of Chicago and its emergence as an industrial 

powerhouse at the turn of the twentieth century, and look at mythmaking in the form of 

boosterism and the Columbian Exposition that seems to have been key in the argument 

for the city‘s position as the ―Gateway to America‘s West.‖  In Chapter 1, I pair Frank 

Norris‘s The Pit with Theodore Dreiser‘s Sister Carrie, and look at the way these 

naturalist writers represent the city as a living entity that seduces the protagonists Curtis 

Jadwin and Carrie Meeber.  Norris concentrates the city‘s power in its financial center, 

represented by the futures trading floor, otherwise known as the Pit, and endows it with 

the forces of nature itself. While Jadwin is powerless against the wheat futures market, 

his success previous to this moment is attributed again to a force beyond his control—the 

angel of luck.  Carrie Meeber, on the other hand, does not have a meteoric rise in the 

futures market, but she does experience Chicago‘s seductive power as a lover.  While the 

city seduces her mind and Charles Drouet seduces her body, Carrie discovers a 

previously unknown acting talent that entitles her to a sense of selfhood.  Carrie‘s natural 

talent, beauty, and luck, like Curtis‘s, elides her social capital and racial privilege.   

In Chapter 2, I compare Upton Sinclair‘s The Jungle and Carl Sandburg‘s 

Chicago Poems for their representations of the immigrant population that arrives with 

significantly fewer advantages than Curtis or Carrie had.  In The Jungle, Sinclair‘s 

protagonist Jurgis Rudkus exemplifies the eagerness and naïveté of new immigrants as 

they first arrive, and then gradually shows the erosion of hope until Jurgis‘s salvation 
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comes in the form of the Socialist Party.  The story of the Rudkus family reverses the 

discourse of fortune in that they only ever experience bad luck or fortune; while a 

naturalist, Sinclair undercuts the discourse by showing the institutional sources of the 

calamities that befall them.  Sandburg, also interested in representing immigrant life in 

Chicago, intersperses somber poems about dehumanizing work with poems that celebrate 

immigrant culture, and with others that exult in the city‘s contradictions.  While both 

Sinclair and Sandburg can be credited with reflecting sympathetically the immigrant 

diversity in the city by the turn of the century, both also represent African Americans on 

the extreme margins of their urban milieus.  When considered in the context of the 

overall representations of characters, these instances of black subjects are glaring in their 

difference. 

Chapter 3 continues with the work of Carl Sandburg and pairs his The Chicago 

Race Riots, July 1919 with the work of Richard Wright in order to position their literary 

considerations of blackness as a significant challenge to the Chicago mythology of 

opportunity.  Sandburg‘s pamphlet, a collection of articles written for the Chicago Daily 

News, represents a study of the city‘s Black Belt at the end of World War I.  Interviewing 

a range of residents, academics, and community leaders, Sandburg represents a chorus of 

voices that decry the limited work and economic opportunities for African Americans in 

this fabled city of work.  Richard Wright‘s Native Son, while in the same tradition of 

literary naturalism as the other Chicago writers in this study, adds to the hostile 

environment the element of racial injustice and provides a stunning representation of how 

race determines labor relationships and access to city space.  In other words, it is a 

perspective of Chicago not previously seen in the city‘s literature, claustrophobic and 

devastating, and sets a precedent for discussing the city‘s literature by authors of color. 
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Chapter 4 examines the work of Carlos Cortez, the poet whose work was shaped 

by his ultimate concern for the worker.  Against the backdrop of a city that was a hotbed 

of labor activism in the 1870s and 1880s, and that counts the Haymarket Riot of 1886 as 

one of its foundational stories, Cortez wrote poetry that decried the degenerative effects 

of industry on the environment and called on readers to continue the struggle for worker 

freedom.  In spite of waning membership and actual influence in labor negotiations, the 

Industrial Workers of the World continued to inspire Cortez with its spirit of worker 

brotherhood.  Cortez, however, made a significant departure from the IWW philosophy 

of unity through class identification, and insisted upon recognition of racial issues and 

tolerance as a means of creating solidarity.  In a city that often saw bitter conflict between 

the Latino and African-American communities, Cortez paid tribute to the struggles 

toward a common cause of a diverse group of labor heroes, including Ben Fletcher, 

Ricardo Flores Magón, Joe Hill, and Lucia González de Parsons.   

Chapter 5 examines the love/hate relationship between Ana Castillo and Chicago, 

the city she has alternately fled and embraced.  Castillo‘s early published poetry reveals 

an engagement with Chicago‘s urban environment and its effects on family life; her 

succinct poem, ―My Father Was a Toltec,‖ describes ethnic gang warfare and her 

mother‘s silent rejection of her father‘s involvement.  As a young woman, Castillo 

alternatively expresses grudging admiration for Chicago, and a deep desire to escape.  

Consequently, her later work literally takes the reader on a tour of Latin America, 

stopping in Mexico with The Mixquiahuala Letters and in fictional Sapogonia with the 

novel of the same name.  Not until Peel My Love Like an Onion does Castillo finally 

settle back with a story firmly grounded in her hometown.  Yet regardless of how far 

Castillo‘s novels take the reader from Chicago, the city remains a recurring and 

ineluctable presence.  In Sapogonia, Castillo positions the city as a node in a 
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transnational circuit of picaresque travel for her anti-hero Maximo.  Chicago thus 

becomes a place of shifting Latino identities and a source of potential for a Latino artistic 

and political class.  But in Peel My Love Like an Onion, Castillo returns to a critique of 

the city as a place of selective opportunity, until Carmen la Coja is able to make peace 

with its contradictions and acknowledge Chicago as her home. 

Chapter 6 examines the ways in which Sandra Cisneros‘s fiction and poetry 

reflect the urban reality of a Chicago Mexican community that is part Mexican American, 

part Mexican immigrant, and how these individuals negotiate issues of race and class.  In 

doing so, I argue that her work contributes to a re-conceptualization of Aztlán, one that is 

not reliant on fixed boundaries but that is imagined (much as the definition of Greater 

Mexico has come to encompass the diaspora of Mexican-origin people throughout the 

U.S.) and one that is flexible enough to accommodate different notions of 

deterritorialization.  Even further, I am interested in examining the transnational character 

of Cisneros‘s fiction, which brings together elements of the immigrant experience, 

Mexican American identity, and Mexican history, and brings them into dialogue with 

each other.  In order to re-examine notions of Chicano/a identity and Aztlán, I draw from 

Nicolas De Genova‘s anthropological work on Mexicans in Chicago, in which he 

recognizes that it may be necessary to rethink the mythic narrative of Aztlán altogether to 

retool the impulse that has driven the Chicano studies project for the more complicated 

social configuration that increasingly interweaves Mexico and the United States today 

and transcends the traditional terrain of the Chicano Southwest.  This understanding of 

Mexican immigration and its potential to change the way Aztlán is defined provides a 

lens through which to read Sandra Cisneros‘s stories in The House on Mango Street, 

Woman Hollering Creek, and Caramelo.  While previous critical analyses of issues of 

gender and Chicana identity have been the more common approaches to Cisneros‘s work, 
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this analytical framework allows us to complicate those approaches within a context of 

transnational migration, labor, and cultural practices.   

Before moving to an analysis of the literature in question, I would like to give a 

brief and selective overview of Chicago‘s history, with a focus on racial formation in the 

city and its intersection with labor practices.  This context will enable us to situate the 

texts within the city‘s own metanarrative of industrial exceptionalism and multi-ethnic 

and racial diversity.  I will consider the role of race and assimilation as it comes to bear 

on labor opportunities, and argue that the reality of racial exclusion besmirches the city‘s 

mythology of opportunity and the American dream, and that this is why brown and black 

voices are mostly absent from Chicago‘s literary canon.   

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

A city so invested in its mythology must have a proper origin story, and any 

Chicagoan worth his or her salt will require the listener to stop and marvel that only two 

hundred years ago, the great metropolis of the Midwest was nothing more than a solitary 

fur trading post on the banks of the Chicago River. Prior to non-native settlement, 

American Indian tribes including the Miami and the Powatomis inhabited the region, 

while European and Canadian explorers came and went during the 1600s and the 1700s, 

most notably Jesuit missionary Jacques Marquette and Louis Jolliet in the early 1670s 

(Delgado).  Historians squabbled over the exact etymology of the place name ―Chicago,‖ 

but most agree that it is a French pronunciation of an Algonquian word for ―wild leek,‖ 

―wild onion,‖ or ―wild garlic,‖ which most likely grew in significant quantities near the 

lake or river (McCafferty).  In any case, the notion that an overpoweringly strong 

vegetable with the adjective ―wild‖ attached to it should come to characterize a city is an 

oddly fitting tribute to the way in which Chicagoans self-identify.   
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The first non-native settler was Jean Baptiste Point du Sable, who established his 

fur trading post in 1779 and is considered the father of modern Chicago (Farr 14).  

Although Du Sable left for Missouri in 1800, his influence remained in the substantial 

property he sold to fellow French Canadian Jean Lalime, which included two barns, a 

windmill, and a significant number of livestock and farm equipment.  The settlement 

began taking more substantial shape when in 1803 Captain John Whistler of the U.S. 

Army and his company of soldiers were sent by Secretary of War Henry Dearborn to 

build a fort on the Chicago River.  While Fort Dearborn was destroyed in 1812, it was 

rebuilt and remained in use until 1837, and served as one of the cornerstones of the 

emerging town, which was incorporated on August 12, 1833.   

Within seven years, the population would grow to 4,000 residents.  In 1848, the 

Illinois and Michigan Canal opened, making the town a major port of entry for shipping 

in the Great Lakes region, and the Galena and Chicago Union Railroad, the first rail line 

to Chicago was completed.  Chicago‘s importance as a key location for shipping from 

East to West (and vice versa) was growing, although other cities, such as St. Louis and 

Toledo, vied mightily for the transportation and shipping business and accompanying 

economic growth.  Chicago‘s position as the transportation hub of the nation, however, 

was well-cemented as the railroads grew and gradually connected to converge in 

Chicago; its location by Lake Michigan enabled the city to combine shipping on the 

water from the east and on rail to the west.  Despite early problems with building on 

swampy ground and with sewage, the city continued to grow at a fast clip; in 1860 it had 

become the nation‘s ninth largest city with 90,000 residents, and was the largest city in 

what was then known as the Northwest.   

Possibly one of the most important stories in Chicago‘s mythology is that of the 

Great Chicago Fire of 1871, which burned most of the central city.  The devastation 
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included 300 people dead and 100,000 homeless, of the city‘s 300,000 residents.  The 

city had just experienced a severe lack of rain, and the mostly wooden buildings burned 

easily and quickly.  While this would appear to be an enormous setback, it in fact gave 

Chicago the opportunity to rebuild itself as a modern city.  The commercial and 

transportation infrastructure remained, allowing the city to quickly resume its economic 

operations, and the building and construction boom that had already been underway 

continued. Comparisons to the Greek myth of the Phoenix rising from the ashes were 

inevitable.  A brief twenty years later saw Chicago hosting the World‘s Columbian 

Exposition, which positioned the city as a leader of the industrial world and a center for 

technological marvels.  For the exposition, Daniel Burnham and Frederick Law Olmsted 

created ―the White City,‖ an architectural fairyland of neoclassical buildings, pavilions, 

rolling parks and tranquil lagoons.  Visitors, if they remained in and near the fairgrounds, 

were seduced by the vision of a pristine, modern city that they took back to their 

hometowns.  Tourists who ventured beyond the fair were treated to the chaotic urban 

reality of Chicago, but were no less stunned by the city‘s industrial power.  The 

stockyards, for example, offered tours that allowed visitors a glimpse of the streamlining 

and mechanization of death that enabled Chicago to supply meat to the rest of the nation 

and the world.  William Cronon tells of a British traveler who wrote: ―Great as this 

wonderful city is in everything, it seems that the first place among its strong points must 

be given to the celerity and comprehensiveness of the Chicago style of killing hogs‖ 

(207-208).  A New Zealander told of showing an American visitor the geysers at Rotorua, 

who informed him that ―you would reckon it a grander sight to see a man standing to his 

waist in blood sticking pigs. We do that in my country.‖  While the New Zealander 

initially supposed the remark to be ―a leap from the sublime to the ridiculous,‖ Cronon 
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writes that ―he decided after finally visiting the Chicago stockyards for himself that the 

American ‗was quite right.  It was a wonderful sight, and almost true to the letter‘‖ (208). 

The stockyards were only one part of the larger economic landscape that gave 

Chicago its reputation as one of the most influential cities in the nation at the end of the 

nineteenth century.  Cyrus McCormack‘s invention of the reaper and the development of 

the grain elevators are two examples of innovations that emerged in Chicago to 

modernize agriculture and to change the way farmers conducted business.  The grain 

elevators revolutionized the way grain was measured and sold, and enabled the Chicago 

financial market to develop its trading practices in futures and options.  The industrial 

infrastructure of the city drew raw resources from its surrounding hinterlands, into its 

lumberyards, steel mills, and factories, and the products that emerged flowed back into 

the hands of wholesalers and retailers, for sale to the consumer.  Retailing giants 

headquartered in Chicago, such as Sears, Roebuck and Montgomery Ward, pioneered the 

direct-mail method of selling merchandise, and with their catalogues revolutionized the 

lifestyles of their rural customers and the business practices of small town merchants.  Of 

course, the city‘s industry voraciously demanded human labor to meet its incredible 

production and output demands, despite the modernization of these processes.   Chicago‘s 

incredible economic power, seeming to grow unstoppably in every aspect of the market, 

proved to be an irresistible siren song for thousands of migrants and immigrants. 

Chicago had been characterized by the presence of foreign-born citizens since its 

early days, more so than other cities of the American South and West.  In 1850, some 

40,000 immigrants lived in the six-county metropolitan region; by 1890, more than half a 

million immigrants called the city their home (Paral).  As noted previously, Germans and 

Irish residents dominated the immigrant population prior to 1880, and supplied the labor 

needed for the city‘s remarkable industrial growth, but from 1880 to 1910, Russian Jews, 
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Slavs, and Italians had established significant communities.  African Americans had been 

migrating from the South to Chicago since the 1840s, but the Great Migration, beginning 

in 1916, brought more than 500,000 to the region.  Chicago‘s industrial sector, however, 

did not exactly welcome the African American population with open arms; James 

Grossman notes that ―widespread beliefs about the aptitudes of racial and ethnic groups 

on the part of employers relegated East and South European immigrants to the least 

skilled jobs in industry, and African Americans had even fewer opportunities.‖ At 

approximately this time in the early twentieth century, Mexicans fleeing economic hard 

times and the Mexican Revolution began to trickle into the Midwest following the 

promise of work on the railroads and in agriculture.  While Mexicans and African 

Americans shared the stigma of having to occasionally work as strikebreakers, the labor 

shortage and manufacturing demands produced by World War I, as well as the restrictive 

immigration legislation in the 1920s, opened work opportunities for these populations.   

The increase in the immigrant population and the surge of African American 

migration may have satisfied labor demands, but it also marked the emergence of 

Chicago‘s racially explosive history in the twentieth century.  Immigrant and migrant 

settlement patterns tended to coalesce near sources of employment, bringing these 

communities into neighborhoods that had been settled by previous immigrant groups, 

including the Italians, Irish, and Polish.  These groups, in the process of assimilating, 

were likely to distance themselves from the newcomers by moving out of the old 

neighborhood in the spirit of white flight.  Thus, Chicago‘s neighborhoods became 

synonymous with its ethnic/racial makeup.  In fact, Historic City: The Settlement of 

Chicago, a commemorative book published for the 1976 U.S. bicentennial by the city, 

chronologically describes the growth of the city specifically in terms of the arrival of 

ethnic and racial groups, including Irish, Polish, Dutch, Germans, African-Americans, 
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and Mexicans.  Decade by decade, the book provides fold-out maps that visually 

demonstrates the growth of the city‘s population by ethnicity and race.  The notion that 

the city itself chose to characterize its growth in this particular way is telling; Chicago 

prides itself immensely on its immigrant history. What this piece of mythmaking elides is 

necessarily the history of racial conflict that has also been part and parcel of Chicago‘s 

image.  While the city is well-known for its diversity, it also has been and continues to be 

notoriously segregated.  Neighborhoods, while providing familiarity and community for 

its residents, also reinforce boundaries that discourage access to outsiders to its resources 

and work opportunities.  These boundaries have historically been the source of conflict 

and violence.   

One of the most devastating racial incidents has come to be known as the Chicago 

Race Riot of 1919.  Although the ―Red Summer of 1919‖ witnessed race riots throughout 

the nation, Chicago was the site of one of the worst that year.  Historians generally blame 

the post-war tensions on racism, unemployment, and inflation; in Chicago, the increase in 

the African American population, their frustration with the lack of jobs and decent 

housing, and the perceived competition for work by European Americans set the stage for 

tragedy.  The Chicago riots were ignited in July of that year when a group of African 

American boys went swimming in Lake Michigan, and took out a raft between the 29th 

Street area reserved for blacks, and the white beach area at 26th Street.  Eugene Williams 

swam across an imaginary segregation line in the water, prompting a white man to throw 

rocks at the boys.  Accounts differ as to exactly what caused Williams‘s death—that the 

stone hit him in the head and he drowned, that he panicked and drowned, that he tired of 

holding onto the raft and drowned.   A stone-throwing riot ensued, but a police officer 

witnessing the scene refused to interfere or make any arrests.  The rioting escalated, and 

five days later, 23 African Americans and 15 whites were dead.   
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The race riots heralded the particularly ugly race relations that were brewing in 

Chicago, and that would continue to influence urban life in the twentieth century.  

African Americans and Mexicans, who had filled new and vacated jobs during World 

War I, were seen post-war as competition for those jobs by the white working class.  If 

African Americans (and Mexicans, to a lesser degree) were seen as strike-breakers, 

imagine how that was met by the white working class. Additionally, consider Chicago as 

the home of radical union organizing—it had seen the Haymarket riots explode in 1886 in 

response to strikes for the eight hour workday, and had witnessed the birth of the 

Industrial Workers of the World at a 1905 convention attended by socialists, anarchists, 

and radical trade unionists.  European immigrants, particularly the Irish, Italian, and 

Slavic populations, who had previously been racialized and discriminated against, now 

found a means for assimilation via the industrial sector and through unionizing. Granted, 

the assimilation patterns for all these groups would be different based on specific 

employment and residential patterns, but it is clear that through industrial labor and union 

organizing, European immigrants found the means to differentiate themselves racially 

against the brown and black newcomers, and ease their integration into white society.  

These distinctions would manifest themselves not only through labor relations, but as 

seen in the example of the Chicago riots, virulently through urban geography and spatial 

segregation.   

Thus, as Chicago moved through the twentieth century, politicians and civic 

organizers began to celebrate the diversity of its immigrant populations; the ugly side of 

that coin was the racial tensions, discrimination, and segregation that continue to this day.  

The city hosts public events celebrating the culture of different communities; every ethnic 

group has a pride parade, and festivals all summer long in Grant Park on the lakefront 

and in the different neighborhoods invite visitors to fill their bellies with cuisines from 
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different countries and listen to musicians playing both folk and popular music.  These 

neighborhoods, the source of many Chicagoans‘ civic pride, are also the visible 

manifestation of the racial divisions that have led to segregation.  While gentrification 

and scattered attempts to provide low-income housing in mixed communities do break up 

some of these residential patterns, it is rare to find the true integrated neighborhood.  

Chicago‘s ethnic and racial stratification by neighborhood has had a profound effect on 

access to work, and any discussion of the city‘s labor history must take this into 

consideration.  Work, immigration, and the construction of space are so interconnected 

that it is impossible to talk about one without the others in the context of the city‘s urban 

development.  There is an interesting paradox, then, that emerges about this city of myth 

and muscle, ―stormy, husky, brawling,‖ according to Sandburg:  Chicago is celebrated as 

a city of immigrants, Chicago is celebrated as a city of industry—and these two things are 

very much parts of the same process—but some im/migrants have had more access to 

industry than others. 

As Chicago, a quintessential city of immigrants, boasts of its industrial legacy and 

the contributions from its diverse communities, it must also be remembered for its racist 

attitudes and gatekeeping practices—some overt, some more insidiously exclusionary.  

Part of the messy ways in which race has historically intersected with immigration, labor, 

and space in Chicago has to do with the way ―new‖ immigrants were interpellated at the 

turn of the twentieth century, and how their experiences have been reimagined as 

―ethnic‖ in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.  In discussions of race and 

ethnicity, David Roediger has argued for the necessity of remembering the racialization 

of southern and eastern European immigrants, rather than effacing it with contemporary 

concepts and definitions of ―ethnicity,‖ which did not come into popular use at least until 

the 1970s and 1980s.  Roediger defines ―new immigrants‖ as a ―racially inflected term 
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that categorized the numerous newcomers from southern and eastern Europe as different 

both from the whiter and longer established northern and western European migrants to 

the United States and from the nonwhite Chinese and other ―Asiatics‖ (6).   

Thus, as ―new‖ immigrants arrived, they were perceived to be ―nonwhite,‖ but 

they were not necessarily placed in the same category as people of color; Roediger argues 

for ―inbetweeness‖ as the best term to convey the new immigrants‘ existence between 

nonwhite and full inclusion as whites (13).  While on the one hand, they became ―whiter‖ 

when the rights of people of color and of Europeans were up for discussion, their 

whiteness came into question when the ―deficiencies alleged to plague new immigrants 

were frequently connected to their fitness for certain kinds of jobs or for American 

citizenship‖ (12).  Roediger cautions against assuming that all European immigrants were 

treated as white upon arrival in the United States, and that ―their stories were always ones 

of assimilation (or not) into American rather than specifically white American ways‖ (7).  

Thus, in forgetting the racialization of new immigrants, we also forget the ways in which 

they negotiated a system in which a specifically white Americanness was seen as 

desirable, and how sometimes that whiteness was accomplished by distancing oneself 

from people of color.  As Roediger states, ―such a view keeps us from understanding a 

deep tragedy with important lessons for today: that proximity to oppression could also 

lead new immigrants to distance themselves from black Americans‖ (32). 

The implications of these racialization and assimilation processes for labor and 

Americanization in twentieth century Chicago are significant.  If some immigrants had 

more direct access to the American Dream through their labor and their acquisition of 

whiteness, others were drawn to Chicago by that dream but, unable to escape 

racialization, found that their labor would never return the same measure of success.  The 

investment in white hegemony, the acquisition of whiteness, and its inextricability from 
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achieving the full privileges of citizenship ensured that labor as a means of access to 

power and success remained exclusionary and kept people of color in unskilled, 

unremunerative, exploitative jobs.  And, as George Lipsitz has recognized: ―The power 

of whiteness depended not only on white hegemony over separate racialized groups, but 

also on manipulating racial outsiders to fight against one another, to compete with each 

other for white approval, and to seek the rewards and privileges of whiteness for 

themselves at the expense of other racialized populations‖ (3).  Thus, as Italians, Irish, 

Greeks and Eastern Europeans shed the stigma of racial otherness, through their 

participation in the socially-sanctioned industrial infrastructure and through labor 

organizing, they acquired whiteness at the expense of those who stood outside those 

factory doors.  Later, as Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and other Latinos began to arrive in 

significant numbers, they too would perceive themselves as competing for work and 

housing resources with Chicago‘s African Americans, obscuring the racial oppression 

that operates to keep an underclass in place and to maintain the white hegemonic status 

quo.    

Much of the ugliness of racial discord is, of course, overlooked in favor of the 

city‘s persistent, aggressive celebration of diversity, as mentioned earlier.  The city‘s 

tourist industry profits from promoting just such a vision of a ―beautiful mosaic,‖ but this 

discourse also draws from idealistic images of a free, democratic, inclusive United States; 

by emphasizing its ―diversity,‖ Chicago places itself at the center of the discourse, as 

essentially American, as the realization of these hopes for harmony.  Roediger speaks to 

precisely this re-imagination of history in the service of optimism: ―The ways in which 

race broadly and deliberately structured competition for jobs and shaped ideas regarding 

who was a fit citizen or neighbor can get lost in a story that uplifts ethnics and premises 

the uplift not on addressing injustice but on Americanization‖ (33).  Here, Roediger cuts 
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cleanly through the ―diversity‖ rhetoric to pinpoint how individual responsibility for 

success via Americanization is assigned, instead of addressing the underlying, systemic 

structures of racial oppression.  Interestingly, diversity is only celebrated when it does not 

reach beyond the boundaries of the body politic, and is premised upon its implicit 

incorporation into the American mainstream.
4
  Roediger‘s use of the word ―ethnic‖ here 

also implies a lesser stigma than that of race and carries the assumption that one can 

become American without losing cultural differences; a diversity that includes ethnicity 

as well as race, then, implies a friendlier Otherness, one without as much fear of 

difference.  Thus, the Americanization process is modeled as a route to economic and 

social inclusion, eliding the acquisition of whiteness by new immigrants, and the 

impossibility of reproducing that same route to inclusion/integration by people of color. 

THE CHICAGO CANON 

The writers whose work eventually became synonymous with Chicago told stories 

of daring self-made men, immigrants hungry for opportunity, and streetwise toughs.  

These characters, regardless of their activity or milieu, found themselves in 

circumstances so extreme that only a city of mythical proportions could foster them.  

There were no average, hum-drum lives in these stories—those were the ones people 

were escaping from in the small town and the country, to come to Chicago. If the 

boosters were concerned with securing the city‘s economic importance, then the writers 

seemed intent on carving out a niche in the nation‘s cultural imagination.  New York may 

have had the sophistication that Chicago lacked, but Sandburg‘s ―City of the Big 

Shoulders‖ had the brawn and the rough ambition that epitomized the American Dream. 

                                                 
4 Nationalistic sentiments are roundly denounced, as seen in the immigration marches of 2006 when 

protesters carried Mexican flags. 
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These were the stories that were instrumental in cementing Chicago‘s image as a 

place that would devour the faint of heart, one that required bravado, endurance, and 

maybe a willingness to do things unconventionally.  And at the heart of these stories were 

often immigrants—either from other parts of the country or from overseas—who were 

drawn by the promise of work and the fulfillment of the American Dream. What better 

way to show the city in its size and power than through the eyes of an awed newcomer, 

buoyed by stories of other people‘s triumphs?  The urban environment then, in the 

tradition of naturalistic fiction, tests the will of these individuals as they attempt to make 

good on the promise of the city.  These writers, concerned as they were with representing 

their characters ―realistically,‖ struggled to capture the reality of the immigrant, which at 

the turn of the century in Chicago were predominantly northern and western Europeans, 

principally German and Irish (Paral). In their poetry and prose, Chicago writers were 

interested in capturing the richness and variety of urban life, and thus took pains to show 

how immigrants were giving Chicago its diverse character.  But in addition to helping to 

create a Chicago mythology, they were also engaged in constructions of race and 

ethnicity that simultaneously bolstered and undercut that mythology.   

Along similar lines, the novels that have come to be synonymous with Chicago 

participate in a discourse of work and success that obscures or romanticizes the 

complications of race, as they construct a mythos around the city‘s dominance in industry 

and labor at the turn of the twentieth century.  This dominance, of course, also coincides 

with the U.S.‘s rise to global imperialism.  In the novels of Norris, Dreiser, Sinclair, and 

the poetry of Sandburg, individuals struggle in, with, and against Chicago, the awe-

inspiring and fearsome giant of financial and manufacturing production.  Their struggles 

with the giant may be harrowing, but ultimately, they prove their worth and their right to 

remain in the city.  Through their labor, their characters are developed and their 
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fundamental humanness is revealed.  These authors, writing in the tradition of literary 

realism and naturalism, were interested in authentically representing ―real life,‖ the 

problems of the working class, and in considering the effect of the environment on 

individual action.  Many of these writers were politically left-leaning; Sinclair, Norris, 

and Sandburg all had socialist leanings.  For their literary purposes, then, Chicago proved 

a fertile ground for drawing inspiration—the hostile environment could easily be found in 

the world of factories and slaughterhouses.  

As naturalists, too, they were interested in representing immigrants and ethnic 

outsiders—so in this sense, how can they be said to exclude race from the discourse of 

work and ambition?  Simply stated, the Chicago authors either represented race 

reductively or wrote narratives of assimilation; those who would not or could not 

assimilate were represented as irretrievably outside of the industrial/labor complex, and 

consequently on the margins of society. While they might be represented 

sympathetically, as in Sandburg‘s work, they were excluded from achieving that 

American identity, that fundamental Chicago-ness.  These novels and poetry, written now 

more than 100 years ago, continues to have currency not just in high school literature 

classes, but in the popular imagination.  They define how Chicagoans see themselves and 

their city, and remind the nation of a time when they were entering the fullness of power, 

before civil rights and postcolonial movements called critical attention to and worked to 

dismantle U.S. imperialist ideologies and practices.  In a way, they nostalgically represent 

a Chicago that no longer exists, before significant numbers of non-white migrants and 

immigrants established themselves and began to gain political influence.  In another way, 

however, they continue to represent dreams of work and assimilation that remain very 

current, and that persist in influencing the way race is constructed and imagined in the 

context of labor in the city of Chicago. 
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In the next chapters, I will consider how the books I call Chicago‘s ―canon‖ of 

literature both critique and mythologize the industrial city, and how they imagine race at 

the turn of the twentieth century in connection with labor and space.  The Pit, Sister 

Carrie, The Jungle, Chicago Poems, and Native Son—I have chosen to discuss these 

books because I argue that these are the ones that persist in our national memory as 

delivering some essential truth about Chicago, and because they are exemplary in the way 

that they frame Chicago‘s industry and labor at the height of its economic power.  In fact, 

these two reasons are inextricably connected.  Frank Norris‘s The Pit: A Story of Chicago 

establishes Curtis Jadwin as a financier extraordinaire, a ―master of the universe‖ long 

before Tom Wolfe imagined the New York stock traders of the 1980s.  But as in Bonfire 

of the Vanities, the master of the universe is confident that his remarkable good fortune is 

due entirely to his bravado and intuition, without recognizing his white privilege.
5
  In 

Theodore Dreiser‘s and Upton Sinclair‘s critiques of the factories and the packinghouses, 

race is apparent, but in the margins.  Dreiser‘s primary concern is with all-American 

Carrie Meeber, whose family‘s immigration history is not apparent, but whose brother-in-

law is a Swede whose old-world views and habits squash her dreams of big-city glamour 

until she flees out of boredom and frustration.  Sinclair‘s treatment of race is certainly 

more substantial.  It is clear from the beginning of The Jungle that the Rudkus family‘s 

destiny is determined by their immigrant status; not being able to speak any English, they 

are promptly directed to the packinghouses upon their arrival in the city.  The way in 

which they are racialized is similar to that of many European immigrant groups at the 

turn of the century—as Lithuanians, they are pegged as being suited for a particular kind 

of brutal, low-paying work.  But not until Richard Wright‘s Native Son do we see a vivid 

                                                 
5 Of course, in Bonfire, white privilege becomes foregrounded and interrogated after the main character 

runs over a black youth and flees the scene of the accident.   
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representation of the way racism and space combine in Chicago to limit the African-

American community‘s opportunities to make a livelihood.  Bigger Thomas can only 

navigate Chicago‘s segregated cityspace as far as his neighborhood reaches, and his 

mobility is predicated on the condition that he is legitimately employed in another part of 

the city.  Wright‘s indictment of racism is explicit, but he goes exponentially further than 

other Chicago authors in dismantling the Chicago mythology of abundant work and 

prosperity by connecting race to space and labor opportunities.  

Despite the critical nature of these novels, however, they nevertheless ascribe to 

the city an overwhelming power that serves to deify it. These novels stand dialectically 

opposed to the romanticized image of industrial, immigrant Chicago created by 

Chicago‘s most well-known poet, Carl Sandburg.   If the city‘s boosters represented the 

city as a place for the creation of capital and achieving dreams of material wealth, 

Sandburg brought to life at the level of sweat and muscle the workers behind the 

accumulation of such wealth.  In his poetry, readers could also experience the cultural 

texture of the city through his depictions of the increasingly diverse ethnic mix.   Yet 

Sandburg‘s poems provided only the most cursory examination of how much race 

mattered in shaping the experience of immigrants and Black emigrants from the South in 

coming to Chicago in pursuit of work.  On the other hand, Sandburg‘s thoughtful 

discussion of race in Chicago, The Chicago Race Riots, July 1919, is rarely discussed in 

the same context as his other work, and has fallen into relative obscurity. Thus, I wish to 

consider how the novels and poetry mentioned here construct, or are excluded from, a 

mythology of Chicago that both engages with and obscures the relationship between race, 

labor, and space, one that has perpetuated a discourse of opportunity, assimilation, and 

upward mobility, and I ask: what are the stakes, then, in considering these books as an 

erstwhile ―canon‖ of Chicago‘s labor literature? 
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Chapter 1: Luck Trumps Labor:  Naturalism and Work in Frank 

Norris’s The Pit and Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie 

The early twentieth century witnessed the publication of a pair of novels set in 

Chicago that took the city‘s position as the major industrial, financial, and commercial 

center of the Midwest as an important influence in how the narratives would unfold.  The 

Pit: A Story of Chicago (1903), by Frank Norris, and Sister Carrie (1900), by Theodore 

Dreiser, feature young protagonists who come to Chicago seeking their fortunes and are 

seduced, in one way or another, by forces beyond their imagining.  As naturalist writers, 

Norris and Dreiser explored the character of human nature when subjected to conditions 

and events that when set in motion, sweep the protagonists along to their fates.  In doing 

so, both authors creative narratives of success—the typical emigrant story of success in 

the city of labor—that elide and mystify labor.  In The Pit, Curtis Jadwin‘s rise to the top 

is portrayed as being a matter of luck, as much as anything having to do with his talent or 

shrewdness.  When he creates a corner on the wheat market, the cumulative effect of his 

trades, i.e. his labor, is erased by the trading exchange, or the Pit, which has accrued the 

natural forces of the commodities exchanged and assumes the symbolic power of a 

tornado.  The narrative of Sister Carrie, which prefers a quieter kind of drama, also 

positions Carrie at the mercy of the city‘s seduction, which comes to her in the form of 

male attention.  She ultimately rejects the honest labor that the city offers for the comfort 

of being ―kept,‖ and when she does try her hand at acting, her success is due to her 

―natural‖ untapped talent.   

Ironically, in The Pit and Sister Carrie, the emigrants to the city of industry find 

success without exerting much visible labor. In examining these novels together, I 
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propose to show the literary creation of a discourse of luck and ―natural‖ talent that elides 

labor and disguises race and class privilege in the pursuit and attainment of material 

success.  It can be said that literary naturalism proposes to give readers an unvarnished 

look at social reality, but in these novels, naturalism also creates characters controlled by 

their environment and yet who stand apart from it.  They participate in Chicago‘s 

economy, but never really dirty their hands. 

THE PIT: A STORY OF CHICAGO 

Frank Norris‘s The Pit: A Story of Chicago features at its moral center the 

businessman Curtis Jadwin, but is in fact a story of the Chicago Board of Trade and its 

fearsome power over the city‘s economy and the lives of the people touched by financial 

speculation.  The second book in Norris‘s trilogy, The Epic of the Wheat, it follows The 

Octopus (1901), a novel about California growers and their struggle with monopolistic 

railroad corporations.  Norris intended the trilogy to encompass the social and economic 

forces involved in the production, consumption, and distribution of wheat, but died 

before he could write the final book, Wolf, which would tell the story of American-grown 

wheat relieving a famine in a European village.  In telling the story of wheat and 

endowing it with the primal force of the earth itself, Norris could establish the importance 

of the U.S. in the global economy; by writing The Pit, Norris would place Chicago as the 

central link in that chain of relationships.  Chicago exhibited the raw ambition and 

unpolished surface that would make sense as context for the Wheat as Force, that would 

enable Norris to tell the story of ―one man battling the very earth, only to be eventually 

overcome by that ‗gigantic world-force, that colossal billow, Nourisher of the Nations‘‖ 

(Kaplan 75). 
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Critics interested in Frank Norris have largely written about his role as a naturalist 

writer, exploring Norris‘s fascination with and anxiety towards the changing economic 

landscape at the turn of the century.  At a time when the financial markets were creating 

abstractions in currency, separating goods from their value as commodities, critics such 

as Walter Benn Michaels have pointed out Norris‘s interest in maintaining the gold 

standard in McTeague, for instance.   In The Pit, wheat becomes the gold standard as the 

material good underlying the commodity abstraction, and the novel demonstrates the 

destructive nature of speculation when the wheat‘s value becomes independent of the 

actual good and becomes overinflated.  Chicago, in the way it facilitated the creation of a 

―second nature‖ according to Cronon, was the perfect place for Norris to explore the 

relationship between nature and the city, and the way the city distorts nature for the 

purpose of appropriating its goods for the markets.  Norris‘s naturalism, not only in The 

Pit but in The Octopus, as well, envisions machines and urban spaces with powerful, and 

at times monstrous, natural imagery; his characters, then, struggle against these 

superhuman entities that, while of their creation, have exceeded their control.     

In this formulation between the urban and the natural, Chicago presents expansive 

opportunity for the protagonists, but at the same time the potential for damaging 

consequences consistently colors the narratives.  Renata Mautner Wasserman and 

William H. Barnard have noted that Norris‘s primary problem with financial speculation 

is its very unnaturalness—the artificial inflation of value caused by the withholding of the 

commodity severs the link between the markets and their origins.  Barnard suggests that 

for Norris, ―wheat is valuable when it flows as part of a supply and demand that is not 

economic in origin but organic‖—in other words, when it is bought and sold to sustain 

communities, rather than enhance the fortunes of a few (78).  Wasserman affirms that: 
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In Norris, speculation is a misguided attempt to control a force of nature—

wheat—and transform it from substance into relation. Structurally, in The Pit, 

speculation goes up against nature herself, since, as we are shown, the attempt to 

control the price, that is, the circulation of wheat, would make it necessary for 

Jadwin to control the very productivity of the soil, the rains and the droughts 

whose irregular alternation first gives him the impression that he can impose his 

will on the commerce in wheat. Yet the very process by which Jadwin asserts his 

control—holding back sales of wheat to keep up its price—encourages farmers to 

plant [302], and affords Norris the opportunity to introduce the fundamental 

slippage by which ‗nature‘ becomes the moving force not only in the growth of 

the wheat but also in the functioning of the ‗market.‘ (199) 

It would seem then that Norris brings the natural into financial operations not only to 

restore order, but to decisively foreground Jadwin‘s irresponsibility in attempting to 

control and subvert the ―natural‖ operations of the market.  As Wasserman points out, 

this move to restore a natural order elides government and corporate influences on the 

market; rather, ―human agency falls out of the picture, except as that which will exact 

retribution from nature itself‖ (199).   

That retribution in The Pit, epic in scale, becomes associated with the trading pit, 

which takes on the qualities of nature exceeding its boundaries—in other words, Norris 

imagines it as a beast.  Since the pit is located in the heart of the financial district, the city 

reverberates with its monstrous qualities.  This vision of the city endowed with powerful 

natural forces has been discussed by such critics as Christopher Den Tandt and Zena 

Meadowsong in the context of naturalist theory and practice—Den Tandt argues that 

naturalist writers draw on the romantic concept of the sublime in order to apprehend the 

wonder and terror of the vast city, while Meadowsong explores the notion of the 

monstrous machine to think about naturalism‘s rejection of realistic language to describe 

the tyranny of the man-made.  Meadowsong argues that Norris taps into the language of 

myth in The Octopus and The Pit when confronted with the surreal, and sometimes 

horrifying, power of the industrial. In The Octopus, Norris reverts to mythic imagery in a 
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scene in which a railroad locomotive has slaughtered a herd of sheep that inadvertently 

wandered onto the tracks.  Meadowsong points out that the terms in which Norris 

describes the locomotive, as a leviathan and a Colossus, not only introduces the character 

Presley‘s poetic imagination, but also ―gives us, in effect, a record of the way 

documentary realism falters before the horror of the reality described. The mythological 

Octopus emerges under the stress of a calamity beyond ‗realistic‘ articulation‖ (8).  This 

mythic move, which some critics have signaled as a failure of naturalism, Meadowsong 

argues is in fact a way that the ruptures of the text draw attention to the ―paradoxes of 

modern experience: rationality produces irrationality, mastery produces subjection, 

realism produces myth‖ (12).  In The Pit, Norris represents the trading pit as a Sphinx, 

which comes to life with colossal energy during the day of trading, but also reverberates 

with the power of the natural commodity traded there, the wheat. 

It is this kind of mythmaking that I will take up in this section on The Pit, in 

which I will examine the narrative of success represented by Curtis Jadwin. Of course, 

Jadwin is ultimately defeated by his own speculation in the market and loses most of his 

wealth.  How does Jadwin represent a narrative of success, then?  I see Jadwin as one of 

thousands of hopeful emigrants who arrive in Chicago hoping to make their fortunes; as 

part of a narrative of Midwestern emigration to the paradigmatic city of labor and 

opportunity, Jadwin indeed does very well for himself.  It is a testament to his position 

and privilege that he does not have to engage in the manual labor of the packinghouses or 

railroads, but instead finds a career in finance where he can amass the kind of power 

necessary to produce a corner on the market. Jadwin, the hero in this tale where myth 

interrupts the documentary text, finds his success through savvy, but also through the 

hand of Fortune, which propels him to the top of his field.  This persistent thread of good 

luck or fortune in the novel clearly fits in with Norris‘s use of the ―mythic move,‖ as 
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Meadowsong calls it.  But it also disguises Jadwin‘s class, gender, and race privilege, 

which to an extent allows him to be seen as an Everyman who happened to do well in the 

city.  This is another kind of mythmaking that Norris perhaps didn‘t intend, but that 

nevertheless contributes to Chicago‘s own mythos as a place of opportunity.  Norris‘s 

cautionary tale warns against imprudent manipulation of the natural world, but the 

possible wealth to be made for the ambitious nevertheless gleams seductively from the 

pages of the novel. As Wasserman points out, Norris does not challenge market 

operations themselves, but objects to interference in something he has come to see 

metonymically as ―nature‖ (203).  Along similar lines, I argue that The Pit does not vilify 

Chicago, but rather represents the city as a mythic place of possibility.  When the scales 

fall out of balance between the natural and the human, then the city takes on the aspect of 

mythic awe and horror.  

Initially, The Pit seems to be the story of Laura Dearborn, a beautiful young 

woman who arrives in the city from Massachusetts and is caught up in the whirl of 

Chicago society; her deceased father was boyhood friends with Charles Cressler, a grain 

farmer who made his millions by buying a seat on the Board of Trade.  He and his wife 

take Laura and her sister Page under their wing and introduce the girls to city life, which 

includes parties, the opera, and a bevy of suitors.  Laura briefly entertains the attentions 

of Landry Court, a young trader, Sheldon Corthell, an artist, and Curtis Jadwin, real 

estate financier, before Jadwin mounts a single-minded campaign to win her hand.   

The story of the romantic relationship between Laura and Curtis runs parallel to 

the one about the Pit: the trading floor of the Chicago Board of Trade, which is more than 

just a physical space in the novel.  The financial transactions taking place there endow the 

Pit with such power that Norris envisions it as an elemental force that the couple‘s 

fortunes depend upon, and indeed, those of the nation.  At stake is wheat—not the 
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nation‘s actual or future wheat supply, but the monetary value it represents and the high-

stakes trading that centers on it.  The Chicago Board of Trade was instrumental in 

revolutionizing the way in which grain was traded when in 1856, it instituted three 

categories of wheat—white winter wheat, red winter wheat, and spring wheat—and set 

quality standards for each.  This allowed grain elevators to sort many shipments from 

individual farmers into three categories, removing those farmers‘ individual claims from 

the physical grain that they sent in and giving them a receipt to claim or sell the same 

quantity at a future date—they would not get the same wheat they grew, but they would 

get a quantity of what the elevators claimed was the same grade.  These receipts became 

like bank notes, allowing for sale or trade.  The trading of wheat in this way turned the 

physical object into an abstract concept of wheat as a commodity.  As Cronon puts it: 

 

Insofar as farmers were already raising corn and wheat with the intention of 

selling them, these grains had been commodities long before the founding of the 

Chicago Board of Trade. But ‗Change [the Exchange] altered their meaning, 

distancing them from the rural farm and tying them ever more closely to the urban 

market in which they were exchanged. The very language of the market reshaped 

the objects traded within it. To understand wheat or corn in the vocabulary of 

bulls, bears, corners, grades, and futures meant seeing grain as a commodity, not 

as a living organism planted and harvested by farmers as a crop for people to mill 

into flour, bake into bread, and eat…By imposing their own order and vocabulary 

on the world of first nature, the city‘s traders invented a world of second nature in 

which they could buy and sell grain as commodity almost independently from 

grain as crop. (146) 

The artificial separation of nature from production of commodities, Cronon argues, thus 

obscures the inextricable relationship between city and country. This effacement of the 

relationship between nature and commerce became more commonplace as Chicago, and 

cities more generally, were industrialized.  While many of these differences were 

artificial, over time they became naturalized, gaining acceptance as part of the ―natural‖ 

order of things, becoming ―second nature,‖ as Cronon argues.  When wheat becomes a 
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set of price quotes on the trading floor, it is shorn of its relationship to the land, but the 

resulting market activity seems to take on a life of its own.  Certainly Norris imagines so, 

describing the laws of supply and demand as natural forces to be obeyed, rather than 

conditions created by human activity.  If commodities trading drains wheat of its physical 

properties, Norris then fills that empty space with supranatural properties, most often 

associated with tsunamis, for example.  Rather than remaining something so mundane as 

―a crop for people to mill into flour, bake into bread, and eat,‖ wheat becomes in The Pit 

―the undiked Ocean of the Wheat,‖ ―a colossal billow‖ which ―with a thunder as of the 

grind and crash of chaotic worlds, broke upon [Jadwin], burst through the Pit and raced 

past him‖ (392).  Clearly, in the midst of such activity perhaps only before associated 

with a clash of mythological gods, mere mortals are helplessly swept up beyond their 

control.  In passages like these, Norris thus further mystifies the commodities market—if 

the object of trade had already been disassociated from the farmers that grew it, now the 

trading activity itself is separated from the individual actions of thousands of people, 

transformed into a discrete, powerful entity behaving according to its own logic.  In the 

face of such an entity, only a protagonist like Jadwin, a passionate, willful man blessed 

with luck and with integrity, can briefly attempt to direct the ―colossal billow,‖ before 

being overwhelmed by the force of the wave.      

In The Pit, Norris highlights the relationship Chicago has with nature, and also 

makes a rhetorical move to ascribe to the trading pit the characteristics of a primeval 

force, endowing the city‘s financial operations, and the city by extension, with 

superlative power.   At one point, Laura thinks of Chicago as the ―Great Grey City,‖ but 

for those who would find nature and the metropolis incompatible, Norris shows that 

Chicago is a city full of natural beauty.  In one of the most entrancing passages in the 
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book, Norris indulges in paragraph upon paragraph of descriptions of urban springtime, 

emphasizing the sweetness of the fresh season that follows a cold winter: 

 

On the North Side, in Washington Square, along the Lake-shore Drive, all up and 

down the Lincoln Park Boulevard, and all through Erie, Huron, and Superior 

streets, through North State Street, North Clarke Street, and La Salle Avenue, the 

minute sparkling of green flashed from tree top to tree top, like the first kindling 

of dry twigs.  One could almost fancy that the click of igniting branch tips was 

audible as whole beds of yellow-green sparks defined themselves within certain 

elms and cottonwoods.  (148) 

Here, Norris lyrically intersperses near-pastoral descriptions of emerging greenery with a 

litany of well-known Chicago street names, as though swiping a broad swath of color 

over a row of brownstones.  The mere mention of ―dry twigs‖ and ―igniting branch tips‖ 

would certainly strike fear into the heart of any Chicagoan for whom the Great Fire was a 

recent memory; however, here the flame imagery evokes the Phoenix‘s resurrective 

power and claims it for the urban springtime.  Significantly, in the context of the colossal 

force of the Wheat that later characterizes the Pit, this moment represents a counterpoint, 

an ideal balance between the natural world and the urban.  Rather than the destructive 

force of the Wheat that ultimately swallows Jadwin in retribution for his manipulation of 

nature, here the springtime imagery infuses life into the urban landscape.   

That Norris names State, Clarke, and LaSalle streets in this passage connects this 

imagery of nature-in-balance to the financial district, as these streets run north-south from 

the genteel neighborhood in which Laura and Page live, to the financial district in the 

downtown area.  Although the downtown might exhibit few green trees, it nevertheless 

emerges in Norris‘s novel as the site of tremendous power beyond human control.  If 

springtime on the North Side seemed exhilarating, it was yet benevolent; the power 

located in the trading pit harnessed the strength of natural disasters and threatened to be 

equally destructive.  The reader‘s first view of the Pit begins innocuously enough, as 
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Norris takes pains to describe the Board of Trade as nothing more than an empty room 

before the day‘s activities begin:  ―It was a vast enclosure, lighted on either side by great 

windows of coloured glass…To the left were the bulletin blackboards, and beyond 

these…a great railed-in space where the Western Union Telegraph was installed…To the 

right…a row of tables, laden with neatly arranged paper bags half full of samples of 

grains‖ (91).
6
  But once the large clock on the wall marked nine o‘clock, the room was 

transformed; in fact, the minutes before trading start seem to herald an approaching 

storm, as messenger boys, clerks, and traders shout to each other, and ―the whirring of 

telephone signals rose into the troubled air, and mingled overhead to form a vast 

note…and issued…in one long roll of uninterrupted thunder‖ (98).  Finally, the gong 

strikes, and:  

 

Instantly a tumult was unchained…All articulate expression was lost in the single 

explosion of sound as the traders surged downwards to the centre of the Pit, 

grabbing each other, struggling towards each other, tramping, stamping, charging 

through with might and main.  Promptly the hand on the great dial above the 

clock stirred and trembled, and as though driven by the tempest breath of the Pit 

moved upward through the degrees of its circle. (98)  

While the trading of the Pit is driven by so many multitudes of smaller human 

transactions, as a collective force it is inhuman, flinging thousands of fortunes in its 

centrifugal force, as though they were the flimsy pieces of paper that represented them.  

The economic force harnessed by the Pit thus had the power to make millionaires out of 

men, but also to destroy them.  Those that traded on a regular basis had to be willing to 

take risks, but the speculators who betted against future price fluctuations in wheat were 

the mavericks who risked everything, and once in a very long while, had the effrontery to 

try and corner the market.  

                                                 
6 The original Chicago Stock Exchange Trading Room, designed by Louis Sullivan and Dankmar Adler 

and constructed in 1893, has been reconstructed at the Art Institute of Chicago.    
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Among these gamblers, Curtis Jadwin is the consummate speculator.  Based on 

Joseph Leiter‘s corner of the wheat market between 1897 and 1898, which collapsed 

spectacularly in June 1898, Norris‘s novel ultimately is about the hubris of men who 

attempt to profit by betting against Nature itself.  If the Pit is the highly charged metaphor 

for man‘s tenuous hold over Nature, then Jadwin is one of the few men fit to grab the 

reins.  As befits any Chicago legend, Jadwin has fought his way to prosperity from a poor 

Michigan farm.  Unpretentious, serious, and a bit clumsy in his courtship of Laura, 

Jadwin is nevertheless a ―man‘s man,‖ respected among his peers.  Norris characterizes 

Jadwin as that rare man who can control the Pit, even fleetingly; fittingly enough, in 

trading terminology, he is a Bear until the day he recognizes a shortfall in the world‘s 

wheat supply and turns bullish.  The evocative descriptors are perfect for those willing to 

tangle with the ―great central force that spun the Niagara of wheat in its grip‖ (107), and 

when Jadwin begins to buy up supplies of wheat in preparation of the corner, keeping his 

identity secret, people wonder who the ―Unknown Bull‖ is.  Jadwin not only has a grip on 

the market, but can in fact control it:  ―the whole market hung upon his horns; and from 

time to time, one felt the sudden upward thrust, powerful, tremendous, as he flung the 

wheat up another notch‖ (269).  The irresistible force of the Pit has met its immovable 

match—while other traders are driven to frantic negotiations and scurry about the stock 

exchange, Jadwin ―bought steadily, gathering in the wheat, calling for it, welcoming it, 

receiving full in the face and with opened arms the cataract that poured in upon the Pit 

from Iowa and Nebraska, Minnesota and Dakota, from the dwindling bins of Illinois and 

the fast-emptying elevators of Kansas and Missouri‖ (263).  Jadwin thus stands not only 

in the center of the Pit, but in Chicago, at the heart of the nation, channeling its very 

lifeblood.   
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Who else could possibly aspire to Jadwin‘s power?  Certainly, it would seem that 

if Jadwin, born on a poor farm, could pull himself out of obscurity to confront the 

Niagara of the Pit, then anyone might hope to rise to similar heights.  But Norris insists 

on mystifying this particular iteration of the American Dream; Jadwin is, in fact, gifted 

with an intuition that distinguishes him from other traders, and that gives him the 

audacity to attempt the wheat corner: 

 

Again that strange sixth sense of his, the inexplicable instinct, that only the born 

speculator knows, warned him.  Every now and then during the course of his 

business career, this intuition came to him, this flair, this intangible, vague 

premonition, this presentiment that he must seize Opportunity or else Fortune, 

that so long had stayed at his elbow, would desert him.  In the air about him he 

seemed to feel an influence, a sudden new element, the presence of a new force.  

It was Luck, the great power, the great goddess, and all at once it had stooped 

from out the invisible, and just over his head passed swiftly in a rush of glittering 

wings. (87) 

Jadwin‘s success, then, is owed to a sixth sense that invites Fortune to stay with him as 

long as he is smart enough to act on it; Luck, on the other hand, seems a fickle goddess 

who sees fit to inexplicably bestow her blessings on him. As a ―born speculator‖ 

[emphasis mine], Jadwin is literally fighting against his own nature if he were to stay out 

of the market.  Clearly, Jadwin is in possession of a remarkable set of circumstances that 

would be incredibly hard to duplicate; and perhaps for a story about the Pit, that is as it 

should be.  But for a story about Chicago, city of opportunity, one is encouraged to think 

that anyone who had half the luck and fortune of Jadwin might do very well for him or 

herself.  In fact, this story about Curtis Jadwin, purporting to be about a combination of 

skill and luck, lionizes someone who already has every socially constructed advantage in 

his favor—as a white man, his race and gender have positioned him well.   

This is not to say that Norris excludes immigrants from his narrative of success, 

or even racialized ones; Jadwin, as part of his charitable endeavors, funds a Sunday 
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school and mission that serve the Irish community of Chicago.  In his courting of Laura, 

he takes her down to visit his ―little micks‖ during a Sunday service. Interestingly, Norris 

writes this passage in the following way: quoting Jadwin, he says, ―‗I suppose my little 

micks‘ (he invariably spoke of his mission children thus) ‗do make more noise than 

music‘‖ (123).  Norris uses the racial slur thus to denote a touch of crudeness about 

Jadwin and his lack of self-awareness, since his explanation in parentheses demonstrate 

the author‘s own awareness of the racial slur.  However, Jadwin later explains that one of 

the ―little micks‖ has actually made it into Jadwin‘s office and has done quite well for 

himself:  

 

‗I guess he‘s about sixteen; name is Bradley—Billy Bradley, father a confirmed 

drunk, mother takes in washing, sister—we won‘t speak about; and he seemed to 

be bright and willing to work, and I gave him a job in my agent‘s office….Well, 

Miss Dearborn, that boy has a desk of his own now, and the agent tells me he‘s 

one of the very best men he‘s got.  He does his work so well that I‘ve been able to 

discharge two other fellows who sat around and watched the clock for lunch hour, 

and Bradley does their work now better and quicker than they did, and saves me 

twenty dollars a week; that‘s a thousand a year.‘ (124) 

Norris here suggests that at least one Irish kid, through hard work and ambition, has the 

potential to break free of the racial stereotypes about the Irish—that they are drunk, or 

morally suspect—and rise through the ranks of the financial world.  Through the figures 

of Billy Bradley and Curtis Jadwin, readers witness the progression of the American 

Dream, from its nascent beginnings as a cherished hope in the heart of the immigrant, to 

its fulfillment in the wildly successful career of the financier.  With both Bradley and 

Jadwin, it is important to recognize the discourse of ambition and self-motivation that is 

being advanced in the novel.  As Billy works hard and achieves a measure of respect and 

success, he loses his Irishness, constructed here through the examples of his father, 

mother, and sister.  Norris‘s sympathetic treatment of the Irish here comes at a time when 
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this immigrant community was still vilified, yet in the process of assimilating into 

mainstream American society.  This passage memorably dramatizes that assimilation, at 

the moment it is occurring, and significantly highlights the ways in which race, 

assimilation, and material success are implicated in the process of becoming ―American,‖ 

and underscores the means by which this happens—through labor.  Hence, Bradley‘s 

success serves as the perfect model for the American Dream, which can theoretically be 

achieved by ambition and hard work, against the most difficult obstacles.  Bradley‘s 

singularity also throws a shadow on Irish and other immigrants who suffer in 

comparison—clearly, if they haven‘t achieved what Bradley has, they must not be 

working as hard, or are doing something wrong.   

As representatives of the beginning and end points on a teleological narrative of 

the American Dream, Bradley‘s future success, which seems almost assured, is different 

from Jadwin‘s; as a racially-marked Irish immigrant, he has had to do the work of three 

men in order to make his reputation.  Jadwin, the deracinated, fully American male, has 

been constructed as ―naturally‖ successful, despite his early struggles on the Wisconsin 

farm.  And when he loses his entire fortune, it is because the ―natural‖ environment of the 

Pit has finally gotten the best of him. All of Norris‘s literary efforts in ascribing to the Pit 

the natural force of a volcano or a tidal wave achieve narrative payday here as we see 

Jadwin caught in the grip of something he can‘t control.  As we have been discouraged 

from seeing the force of the Pit as accumulating from thousands of mundane financial 

transactions, we are now encouraged to see Jadwin as a man possessed, not responsible 

for his reckless maneuvers.  When confronted by his partner with the market conditions 

and his significant holdings, Jadwin realizes that he can attempt a corner of the wheat 

market, and buys up all available stores of grain in order to control the asking price.  In 

doing so, he has the power to financially break others who are dependent on buying the 
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wheat, and one might suppose that Jadwin‘s moral character has finally been undermined 

by greed and egomania.  However, Norris represents Jadwin‘s response to the market 

conditions in a more sympathetic way: ―He who had only so short a while before 

considered the amount of five million bushels burdensome, demanding careful attention, 

was now called upon to watch, govern, and control the tremendous forces latent in a line 

of forty million‖ (281).  Not only is he figured here as a benevolent caretaker, but it is 

almost a civic call of duty that he is responding to, watching the wheat for the good of all.  

A few lines later, Norris writes: 

 

Now he had discovered that there were in him powers, capabilities, and a breadth 

of grasp hitherto unsuspected.  He could control the Chicago wheat market; and 

the man who could do that might well call himself ‗great,‘ without presumption.  

He knew that he overtopped them all—Gretry, the Crookes gang, the arrogant 

sneering Bears, all the men of the world of the Board of Trade.  He was stronger, 

bigger, shrewder than them all. (281-282)   

His power, his greatness, is utterly ―without presumption,‖ in the manner of a great 

statesman—George Washington or Abraham Lincoln, for example—rather than that of a 

calculating speculator.  His power is at the expense of unscrupulous men like the Crookes 

gang, and is therefore not greedy or grasping, but benificent. 

And here is where the rub is.  Because of his actions in cornering the market, it is 

a necessary consequence that many other investors are financially ruined.  Bear 

speculators who had bought futures contracts were obliged to deliver grain on a future 

date at an agreed-upon price; if the market were cornered, and there was nowhere to buy 

the grain they promised to deliver, then things could get very bad indeed.  Cronon 

explains:  

 

If a bear speculator could not make delivery as a contract promised, because the 

operators of the corner owned all available grain, the seller had no choice but to 

fulfill the contract by purchasing grain from the cornerers themselves, usually at 

exorbitant prices.  The operators of a corner could name virtually any price, for 
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the futures contract had the full penalties of civil law supporting it.  Those who 

failed to deliver on their legal promise placed their businesses and reputations in 

jeopardy, and could even face bankruptcy or jail. (127) 

In fact, one of Jadwin‘s closest friends, Charles Cressler, despite his earlier renouncement 

of speculation, has secretly joined in with the Crookes gang, the group of Bear investors 

that Jadwin so loathes.  And as Jadwin is the ―Unknown Bull,‖ keeping his identity a 

mystery, neither is aware of the role the other plays in the drama that is about to unfold.  

When Jadwin has finally turned the screws so tight on the market that Cressler attempts 

to get out, he is forced to cover his investment at such a loss that he is financially ruined; 

shortly thereafter, he commits suicide.   

Yet, for Norris, the tragic hero is not Cressler, but Jadwin.  As the novel‘s 

protagonist, Jadwin‘s moral character has never been in question until the corner.  But 

because the Pit represents an elemental force of nature, beyond any mere mortal‘s 

control, Jadwin is ultimately not responsible for the market‘s catastrophic consequences.  

His compulsion to accept his responsibility as a ―great man‖ has become an obsession; he 

thinks of wheat to the exclusion of everything else, including his wife, and as he rides 

home from the office, the horses‘ ―hoofs upon the asphalt beat out unceasingly the 

monotone of the one refrain, ‗Wheat—wheat—wheat, wheat—wheat—wheat‘‖ (282).  At 

one point, his cry to Laura is telling:  ―‘You think I am willfully doing this!  You don‘t 

know, you haven‘t a guess.  I corner the wheat!  Great heavens, it is the wheat that has 

cornered me! The corner made itself.  I happened to stand between two sets of 

circumstances, and they made me do what I‘ve done.  I couldn‘t get out of it now, with 

all the good will in the world‘‖ (283-284).  While the reader may harbor some doubts 

about Jadwin‘s sincerity, Norris paints him as a financial caped crusader, using his power 

for good; through his control of the price of wheat, he forces one speculator to pay for his 
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wheat in the amount of money he‘d robbed from his partner, Hargus, years ago, and then 

gives the profits over to Hargus.   

When the news of Cressler‘s suicide reaches Jadwin, his heartfelt remorse is brief 

in the face of the turning tide of the market against him. As a result of the inflated price 

of wheat, farmers have eagerly gone to plant new crops to the exclusion of other kinds of 

grain, anticipating a huge payday.  As Cronon reminds us, ―the activities of speculators 

working the floor of ‗Change sooner or later circled back to those of farmers working the 

black prairie soil of the western countryside.  Remote as the two groups often seemed 

from each other, they were linked by the forces of a single market.‖ And indeed, the 

farmers‘ activities, influenced by the Pit, will now drive the Pit—the most fundamental 

laws of supply and demand predict that a flood of new wheat will inexorably bring the 

price down.  ―A cornered market,‖ Cronon writes, ―was a painful and expensive reminder 

that elevator receipts and paper contracts were ultimately backed by real grain‖ (127).  

Norris vividly illustrates that connection in describing the corner‘s collapse: 

 

For a second [his enemies] hesitated, then moved by a common impulse, feeling 

the push of the wonderful new harvest behind them, they gathered together for the 

final assault, and again offered the wheat for sale…poured, as it were, the 

reapings of entire principalities out upon the floor of the Board of Trade. 

 

 Jadwin was in the thick of the confusion by now.  And the avalanche, the 

undiked Ocean of the Wheat, leaping to the lash of the hurricane, struck him fairly 

in the face. (391-392) 

Even as Norris points to the decisions of the countless of actors in this drama, he 

positions the Pit as the place where those decisions achieve an alchemical transformation 

into a force beyond the control of their creators, gaining momentum and hurtling forward 

as the Ocean of Wheat.  And when faced by such an Ocean, what can one man, even one 

such as Jadwin, do?  His own worst nemesis, Crookes, chastises those who celebrate on 
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the floor after the collapse: ―‗They can cheer now, all they want.  They didn‘t do it.  It 

was the wheat itself that beat him; no combination of men could have done it—go on, 

cheer, you damn fools!  He was a bigger man than the best of us‘‖ (396).   

And therein lies the tragedy of the circumstances: even in spite of the thousands 

of fortunes he has ruined, Jadwin always acted with pure motives, and ultimately is 

ruined himself.  Laura absolves her husband of blame, remembering Jadwin‘s own words 

about the wheat cornering him, not he the wheat, as they move out of their mansion: ―The 

ramifications of the catastrophe were unbelievable…The business world began to speak 

of hard times, once more.  But Laura would not admit her husband was in any way to 

blame.  He had suffered too‖ (419).  Because of Jadwin‘s own suffering, the reader‘s 

sympathy is restored to him.  After all, Jadwin is the classic hero with a tragic flaw—his 

inability to stay out of the market.  With the natural talents he possesses, the gift of 

intuition, how could he possibly say no?  It would be as if he were turning against his 

destiny.  The fact of this, of his being controlled by his destiny, bears out the narrative of 

success that Norris has constructed, in that great men are somehow both chosen and 

made—nothwithstanding Jadwin‘s own hard work, he wouldn‘t have achieved the 

pinnacle of success without that elusive, fickle Lady Luck.  The trajectory of success is 

somehow mystified, then, in a process that separates out the chaff from the wheat (so to 

speak).  One can work their fingers to the bone, as many immigrants have, but when 

looking for an explanation for the limits to one‘s success, you might then say that you 

need that extra bit of luck.  It‘s the luck that explains it, and no one has to search for an 

answer that might involve someone‘s race and gender.  Norris does evoke race, but 

explicitly for the purposes of demonstrating assimilation.  

Norris‘s literary use of the American work ethos, then, contributes to the greater 

mythology of Chicago, especially as it concerns immigrants seeking success.  Perhaps, if 
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seen within the context of Chicago as ―nature‘s metropolis,‖ the course of assimilation 

for immigrants might even be understood as inevitable.  The way in which Chicago was 

positioned in a ―natural‖ location for establishing the predominant gateway city, as 

Cronon argues, is certainly a part of Chicago‘s mythology, which informed the way 

people understood that city‘s links between the urban and the rural, as well as the links 

between what constitutes ―hard work‖ and ―success.‖  In both cases, the mythos obscures 

human manipulation and complex choices.  The resulting narrative that draws together 

various iterations of ―Nature‖—the natural city, the natural forces of the Pit, the ―natural‖ 

ability of Jadwin—creates a powerful addition to Chicago‘s own narrative of production, 

labor, and expectations for success. 

SISTER CARRIE 

Frank Norris‘s vision of Chicago characterized it as a city of Nature, where 

market forces transcended human activity and acquired superlative natural force, and 

where almost supernatural human talent might attempt to harness that force.  In Sister 

Carrie (1900), Theodore Dreiser‘s Chicago is a more decidedly urban place where the 

line between nature and city is firmly drawn, yet human drama must still answer account 

to the power of the city‘s influence.  Carrie Meeber comes to Chicago from a small town 

to start a new life, but soon falls away from virtue as she moves in with Charles Drouet, a 

salesman who can offer her a comfortable existence.  This keeps her satisfied until she 

meets George Hurstwood, a well-off saloon manager who courts her without telling her 

that he is married.  When she finds out, she resists him, but driven by desperation, he 

takes money from the saloon‘s safe and tricks Carrie into coming away with him to 

Canada.  Eventually they find their way to New York City and settle there, but not before 

a detective for the saloon owners tracks down Hurstwood and makes him give back most 
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of the money.  In New York, Carrie finds success on the stage, but Hurstwood‘s inability 

to find work leads Carrie to abandon him and to his decline.  Defeated, he commits 

suicide in a Bowery flophouse, and the end of the novel finds Carrie contemplating her 

future possibilities as she sits alone.   

Despite the volumes of critical work published on Theodore Dreiser as a naturalist 

writer, with the understanding of naturalism as a genre concerned with the societal 

changes wrought at the turn of the twentieth century by industrialism and urbanization, 

few critics have studied Dreiser‘s attention to working-class labor.  Fewer still have 

attended to the context of race and ethnicity, which I argue is distinctly important in a 

city like Chicago. Recent New Historicist critics argue that Dreiser reflects the 

underlying values of his historical moment; Donald Pizer argues, rather, that this kind of 

criticism obscures ―the powerful radical center of naturalist expression,‖ or, as he calls it, 

―the contemporary gut reaction‖ to industrialism (―Late Nineteenth-Century American 

Literary Naturalism‖ 191).   The shock and outrage by Hamlin Garland and Stephen 

Crane, for example, in their investigative journalism covering conditions at a Homestead 

steel factory and a Pennsylvania coal mine would carry over, suggests Pizer, to Dreiser‘s 

representation of factory work in Sister Carrie.  Thus, the reaction by Garland and Crane 

to the threat of labor to the life of the mind and the spirit is reflected in what Carrie sees 

at the factory, and in the Hanson home.  Pizer notes that the American naturalist ―writer‘s 

stress is not on demonstrating the origins of an inescapable prison but on encouraging the 

reader to accept the idea that conditions within the prison are intolerable and its walls 

must be torn down‖ (197).  He argues then that Carrie‘s flight from the factory and from 

the Hanson home demonstrates this rejection of the inescapable prison.  While I agree 

with Pizer to an extent, I would also argue that Carrie‘s flight is self-serving—she leaves 

to preserve her own future, but there is not an equal interest on the part of the heroine or 
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the narrator to tear down those prison walls.  The ones who are left behind, it can be said, 

deserve to be there because they are perfectly accepting of their fate.   

Laura Hapke, however, while writing about literary naturalism as an early form of 

industrial realism, engages with the way Dreiser creates racial and class difference in 

Sister Carrie.  In positioning Dreiser within a literary naturalism of social protest, Hapke 

notes that ―this ‗labor Dreiser‘ widens the naturalist discussion of working-class 

experience but only by positioning white working people in a landscape of relative 

privilege‖ (129).  Hapke situates her argument in the context of the whiteness and labor 

studies undertaken by historians such as David Roediger and Neil Foley, as well literary 

studies such as Toni Morrison‘s Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary 

Imagination. Hapke points out that Dreiser constructs Carrie‘s whiteness as a given when 

he writes about ethnics; in contrast to the ethnic and racial markers he uses, Carrie 

―occupies a ‗sort of invisible norm‘ rather than membership in a ‗racially marked group 

existing in relation to many other such groups‘ [Roediger qtd. in Newitz and Ray 3]‖ 

(132).  Hapke, however, argues that Carrie never leaves a white working-class and leisure 

world, and that the portrayal of Hanson and the factory women as white fits into the 

tendency of the period‘s rare socialist texts to ―prefer the skilled native born or old 

immigrant worker to the unruly ethnic‖ (134).  I differ from Hapke here in arguing that 

the blue-collar laborers are also distinctly marked in race, ethnic, and class terms, enough 

that these differences can be associated with inherent qualities that distinguish them from 

Carrie.  

In this section, I will argue that the way in which Theodore Dreiser represents 

industrial labor in Sister Carrie creates a difference or otherness, partly racial and partly 

classed, in the represented workers that sets Carrie apart, and distinguishes her as being 

above that kind of work.  Dreiser‘s naturalism, then, disguises Carrie‘s white privilege, as 
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it seemingly sets her adrift in the urban landscape where circumstances largely affect her 

eventual destiny.  This is not to say that she does not use her own agency to seek the 

better life she has dreamed of—she leaves her sister‘s place to run away with Drouet, for 

example.  But her eventual success as an actress on the stage seems to happen through a 

combination of chance and previously undiscovered talent, a talent that she arguably did 

not cultivate.  In the same way that Jadwin‘s initial success is assisted by Lady Luck, 

fortune also seems to smile on Carrie.  Because we have been persuaded that her 

character is too fine for factory work, as readers we happily accept this turn of events for 

Carrie.  Pizer has argued that Sister Carrie, while not perfectly meeting the criteria for a 

Zolaesque naturalism, is naturalist in its general drift of represented ideas, and that one 

major category for this drift would be ―the central role of inherent qualities of 

temperament in achieving success‖ (―The Problem of American Literary Naturalism‖ 7).  

One of these qualities is her will to survive, which Dreiser has posited as a quest for 

beauty and happiness, Pizer states.  In constructing this as an inherent quality of Carrie‘s, 

anyone who does not share Carrie‘s success would appear to simply lack that will.  Such 

an individualist view of agency thus doubly leaves behind the characters who Dreiser has 

demonstrated are crucially different from Carrie.   

Carrie Meeber and Curtis Jadwin, then, can be seen as characters exerting their 

will against a city that would seem to have a will of its own.  Norris closes his novel with 

a vision of the Pit as an insensate beast, dark and crouching at the bottom of LaSalle 

Street, waiting for the next trading day to open its maw and suck in lives and fortunes 

into the vortex. Dreiser‘s city also demonstrates destructive power, but it is manifested in 

the allure of the city.  If Norris sees the Pit as a beast waiting to savage its victims, 

Dreiser‘s Chicago is the ultimate seducer.  In language reminiscent of Norris, Dreiser 

mystifies the city by giving it character and power entirely separate from the human 
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population that drives its activity; in fact, in the following passage, it is not only 

possesses superior seductive powers greater than a human lover‘s, but is almost figured 

as a rival: 

 

The city has its cunning wiles, no less than the infinitely smaller and more human 

tempter.  There are large forces which allure with all the soulfulness of expression 

possible in the most cultured human.  The gleam of a thousand lights is often as 

effective as the persuasive light in a wooing and fascinating eye.  Half the 

undoing of the unsophisticated and natural mind is accomplished by forces wholly 

superhuman. A blare of sound, a roar of life, a vast array of human hives, appeal 

to the astonished senses in equivocal terms.  Without a counselor at hand to 

whisper cautious interpretations, what falsehoods may not these things breathe 

into the unguarded ear!  Unrecognized for what they are, their beauty, like music, 

too often relaxes, then weakens, then perverts the simpler human perceptions. (8) 

Here, Dreiser blurs the relationship of the city‘s power to the activities of its people; the 

city manages to draw its energy from the ―vast array of human hives,‖ yet transcend them 

to exhibit ―forces wholly superhuman‖; in short, to add up to more than its sum total.  As 

Cronon might point out, Dreiser‘s vision of human dwellings that become the new 

―hives‖ in the city constitute a symbolic annihilation of natural creation, but one which 

disguises its human construction with a metaphor drawn from nature.  In fact, the city is 

seen as virtually a thing independent here from its people; the contrast between the city 

and human nature is foregrounded, rather than the more traditional contest between the 

city and the ―natural‖ environment.  The city is cunning, it is cultured, and it whispers 

falsehoods.  In contrast, what is typically figured as ―natural‖ in literature—the 

unspoiled, the innocent—is here rendered as the natural mind, which is unguarded, 

unsophisticated, and simple.  And in fact, human nature and the city together shape the 

destiny of the characters; as Loving characterizes them, they are ―pawns of heredity and 

environment‖ (143).  
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It is really only against such superhuman forces that one can posit a sympathetic, 

yet flawed, protagonist, for how could anyone, especially the guileless Carrie, resist such 

―cunning wiles‖?  Thus, when salesman Charles Drouet appears in the pages following 

the quoted passage and begins his own seduction of Carrie, Dreiser has already made 

clear that her fall is virtually guaranteed in the context of the irresistible allure of the city.  

There is no ambiguity about which way the narrative will turn as Dreiser portentously 

remarks, ―When a girl leaves her home at eighteen, she does one of two things.  Either 

she falls into saving hands and becomes better, or she rapidly assumes the cosmopolitan 

standard of virtue and becomes worse.  Of an intermediate balance, under the 

circumstances, there is no possibility‖ (7).  Drouet‘s introduction soon follows this 

passage, and it is entirely clear that his are anything other than saving hands.   

While Sister Carrie is a story about one young woman‘s fall from grace, as 

evidenced above it is also very much a novel of the city, particularly one of Chicago, in 

its first twenty eight chapters.  The city that emerges in its pages is the raucous Chicago 

of the early 1890s, a place of contrasts with its art and theater scene a short distance from 

the factories and warehouses on the Chicago River.  Amid Carrie‘s first confused 

impressions of the city, it becomes clear that Chicago is a significant center of finance 

and manufacturing, and enjoys a great amount of concentrated wealth.  On the other side 

of this coin are the workers who receive very little for their labor; they are forced to live 

quite meanly, yet find themselves bound to their circumstances for lack of any other 

opportunity.  The hope that, even if they don‘t work their way up, they might at least 

always have work, keeps people streaming into Chicago, ―men who had come, and were 

still coming, with the rush of population pouring in at the rate of fifty thousand a year‖ 

(16).  Carrie is but one in a wave of migrants responding to the city‘s mythology of work 

for anyone who wants it.   
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The novel begins in August, 1889, when Caroline Meeber boards the afternoon 

train in her hometown of Columbia City, breaking the ―threads which bound her so 

lightly to girlhood and home‖ (7) as she travels to Chicago to live with her sister, her 

brother-in-law, and their baby.
7
  On the train, she meets Drouet who impresses Carrie 

with his knowledge of Chicago, immediately recommending that she visit Lincoln Park 

and Michigan Boulevard, and flattering her with comparisons to a popular actress.  

Drouet is a ―drummer,‖ a type of salesman who would act as an agent for wholesale 

houses to smaller retailers in smaller towns and rural areas.
8
   She leaves his company 

once the train enters the station, but not without giving him her address and taking his 

card first.  The anticipation of an exciting life in the city fades away as soon as she finds 

her sister, Minnie: ―Amid all the maze, uproar, and novelty she felt cold reality taking her 

by the hand.  No world of light and merriment.  No round of amusement.  Her sister 

carried with her most of the grimness of shift and toil‖ (15).  Here is the first hint of the 

White City‘s dual nature—pure spectacle on the one hand, and the less-glamorous 

industry that toils behind the spectacle.   

At times, however, these two aspects mingle together to contribute to the 

mythology of Chicago, where the industry can be glamorous, at least to the newcomer‘s 

uninitiated perspective.  Upon Carrie‘s initial venture into the city‘s wholesale and 

                                                 
7 The name ―Columbia City‖ may be significant in that it evokes the Columbian Exposition of 1893, also 

sometimes called ―Chicago‘s World Fair.‖  Based on the train route Carrie appears to take, one might 

approximate Columbia City‘s location in Wisconsin, although such a town exists not in Wisconsin but in 

Indiana.   
8 Although Drouet is depicted here as an affable, harmless, if self-interested fellow, drummers were 

generally viewed with suspicion.  As traveling salesmen for large wholesale companies located in cities, 

they cut into the profits of local suppliers and contributed to the idea that the city was ruining honest rural 

businesses.  Additionally, they were often seen liars, cheaters, gamblers, drinkers, no better than your 

average con man; the Western Rural newspaper was moved to call Chicago ―The Grand College of Vice,‖ 

producing ―‘a vast host of vagabonds and criminals to overrun the State of Illinois and the Northwest,‘ 

whether in the form of drummers, speculators, confidence men, prostitutes or tramps‖ (Cronon 356). 
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shopping district, the imposing and well-appointed buildings mask the often tedious work 

that happens inside: 

 

It was a characteristic of Chicago then, and one not generally shared by other 

cities, that individual firms of any pretension occupied individual buildings.  The 

presence of ample ground made this possible.  It gave an imposing appearance to 

most of the wholesale houses…The large plates of window glass…gave to the 

ground floor offices and distinguished and prosperous look.  The casual wanderer 

could see as he passed a polished array of office fixtures, much frosted glass, 

clerks hard at work, and genteel business men in ―nobby‖ suits…The entire 

metropolitan center possessed a high and mighty air calculated to overawe and 

abash the common applicant, and to make the gulf between poverty and success 

seem both wide and deep. (20)   

The significance of how Chicago is being constructed here as a mythological place of 

business and industry cannot be overstated.  Dreiser indulges in a bit of exceptionalism as 

he points out how Chicago is different from other cities; the physical fact of the abundant 

space in which to build is one more way in which Chicago had an embarrassment of 

resources.  Extreme wealth is apparent in the clothing worn, the office fixtures, and in the 

very plate glass that graces the buildings‘ facades.  The lavish display of material success, 

while indeed instilling humility in applicants, is precisely what draws them forward in 

spite of their inadequacies in the hope that, with so much excess, there may be a share for 

them.  Here is capitalism writ large, as Dreiser contrasts the town stonecutter‘s yard that 

Carrie might have some understanding of, to ―the yards of some huge stone 

corporation…filled with spur tracks and flat cars, transpierced by docks from the river 

and traversed overhead by immense trundling cranes of wood and steel‖ (21).  It is no 

wonder that Carrie is in for a great disappointment later when she discovers the difficulty 

inherent in working; the effect of the business district is to mystify the nature of labor, so 

that she ―could only think of people connected with [the offices] as counting money, 
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dressing magnificently, and riding in carriages.  What they dealt in, how they labored, to 

what end it all came, she had only the vaguest conception‖ (21).   

The general nature of labor eventually becomes demystified for Carrie as she 

begins to actually apply for jobs, but even before she does so, she gains a taste (or 

distaste) for the laborer‘s life at her sister Minnie‘s apartment.  Located relatively close to 

the downtown area and the factories along the Chicago River, Minnie‘s neighborhood, 

populated by the families of laborers and clerks, wasn‘t altogether unwelcoming, as 

children played in the street and the sound of the horsecar bells ―as they tinkled in and 

out of hearing, was as pleasing as it was novel‖ (16).  But upon being introduced to the 

life of the laborer, through her brother-in-law Hanson, Carrie feels the charm draining 

away from her existence.  Hanson was ―a silent man, American born, of a Swede father, 

and now employed as a cleaner of refrigerator cars at the stockyards‖ (16).  His lone 

remark upon Carrie‘s arrival was to speculate on the chances of her getting work, because 

of course, she is expected to contribute to the household.  He tells her, ―It‘s a big 

place…You can get in somewhere in a few days.  Everybody does‖ (16).  Hanson 

perpetuates Chicago‘s mythology of abundant work for Carrie—and as far as he can tell, 

why else would she have come to Chicago if not to work?  The reality that jobs at a 

factory are notoriously unsteady isn‘t part of the mythology that gets circulated, but 

affects Carrie later when she comes down with a cold for three days and doesn‘t return to 

work, assuming that she‘s lost her job.  As her sister prepares dinner, Carrie studies the 

apartment and ―felt the drag of a lean and narrow life‖ (17). 

Labor, especially in turn-of-the-century Chicago, was not only stratified by skill 

level and experience, but also, significantly, by race and class.  Sister Carrie offers the 

reader portrayals of the working class, which includes Sven and Maggie Hanson, the 

professional class, to which Drouet and Hurstwood belong, and the artistic class, for 
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which Carrie is destined.  In a city drawing emigrants and immigrants by the thousands 

and offering them only unskilled manual labor, belonging to the working class in Chicago 

would mean being closely associated with immigrant/racial Otherness.  Apart from the 

shoe factory denizens and Hanson, other members of this class that the main characters 

come into contact with are the waiter at the old Windsor dining room (59) and the series 

of maids in the Hurstwood household (82-83).  In the first instance, the waiter is ―a full-

chested, round-faced Negro‖ whose single word of dialogue is to say ―Yassah‖ in 

response to Drouet‘s order of sirloin, potatoes, and asparagus.  Hurstwood‘s maids do not 

appear in the narrative except to receive a passing mention from Julia Hurstwood about 

their dismissal.  These maids are ―of various extraction,‖ implying their immigrant 

origins, and none of them last very long in the presence of difficult-to-please Mrs. 

Hurstwood.  Dreiser suggests their nameless insignificance in the world of the 

Hurstwoods, as they are all interchangeably called ―Mary‖: ―‗George, I let Mary go 

yesterday,‘ was not an unfrequent salutation at the dinner table‖ (82).  Later, Dreiser 

underscores this point as he describes how Hurstwood tutors the maids in his collection 

of knickknacks: ―He took no little satisfaction in telling each Mary, shortly after she 

arrived, something of what the art of the thing required‖ (83).  Doubtlessly for the sake of 

realism, Dreiser inserted these characters to round out the milieu, and suggest the variety 

of the working-class population in Chicago.  But in this novel, these racial Others remain 

mostly wordless and nameless, serving as only the most distant of foils for Carrie.   

The one working-class character who receives relatively significant attention is 

Hanson.  In this reader‘s imagination, Hanson might have worked in the same stockyard 

as Jurgis Rudkus of The Jungle, although his job cleaning out refrigerator cars was likely 

less onerous than that of slaughtering livestock.  While Hanson doesn‘t exhibit much joie 

de vivre, he nevertheless exhibits desire for the American Dream, having already made a 
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number of payments on two lots far out on the West Side in order to someday build a 

house there.  The reader can imagine Hanson making a solid, comfortable life for himself 

and his family over the years, building a nice brick house and possibly owning a horse 

and carriage.  While acquiring these things is a concrete achievement, in contrast to 

Carrie‘s vaguely glamorous dreams for herself, Hanson‘s may not be a wildly successful 

or ambitious future.  It is not too surprising, then, that Dreiser marks him as Other, 

reminding us that although he is American-born, his father was a Swede, and he still has 

the air of the immigrant about him, as Carrie notices that ―there was a certain Swedish 

accent noticeable in his voice‖ (17).  Thus does this life of grinding toil become 

associated with the immigrant, who is only too happy, one assumes, to accept it in 

exchange for a daily wage.  It may be that being American-born has taken him out of the 

slaughterhouse, but his racialized status keeps his opportunities limited to the stockyards.   

In contrast, Carrie herself is ―two generations removed from the emigrant‖ (8), 

and one would assume fully Americanized, enough to have more access to opportunity.  

The significance of the relationship between these two is important, because the future of 

Carrie‘s ambition depends upon escaping from the influence of Hanson.  It is clear that 

Hanson‘s work ethos permeates his household, which in Carrie‘s perception, translates to 

a life of drudgery: ―She read from the manner of Hanson, in the subdued air of Minnie, 

and indeed, the whole atmosphere of the flat, a settled opposition of anything save a 

conservative round of toil‖ (18).  The physical aspects of the apartment reflect this, as the 

walls are ―discordantly papered,‖ and the furniture is cheap and of a ―patched-together 

quality‖ (17); obviously, making the apartment more pleasant would be seen as an 

unnecessary, wasteful frippery.  Although Hanson is shown as a doting father, it would 

seem that this is his only endearing quality; after returning home from work, the narrator 

reports that ―he was inclined to be a little crusty—his usual demeanor before supper.  
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This never showed so much in anything he said as in a certain solemnity of countenance 

and the silent manner in which he slopped about‖ (33).  It is not entirely clear here 

whether Hanson‘s dourness is understood to be a characteristic of his immigrant stock or 

a result of another grueling day in the stockyards, but it in fact matters little, as both have 

already been associated so closely with each other.  It is interesting also that his race and 

class here translate into ―the manner in which he slopped about,‖ preparing for dinner 

only by changing into a pair of ratty yellow carpet slippers and scrubbing his face until it 

shines red.  The often-imagined slovenliness of immigrant life is thus written over 

Hanson‘s character, and as mentioned previously, threatens to mark Carrie as well if she 

were to stay in the apartment.  Dreiser writes: ―For a young man, this was rather a morbid 

turn of character, and so affected Carrie.  Indeed, it affected the entire atmosphere of the 

flat, as such things are inclined to do‖ (33).  Carrie‘s ―Americanness,‖ which is only two 

generations removed from the emigrant, hangs in the balance here as Hanson‘s Otherness 

threatens to take it over.   

The paradox here is that labor is normally posited as the path to 

―Americanness‖—hard work being all that is needed to achieve the Dream and Chicago 

being chock full of it—but there is a certain kind of labor that will keep you on the 

margins, and possibly keep you from ever moving toward the center.  Carrie, without any 

skills or experience, has no choice except to act according to the expectations of her 

household and look for any work that will pay her a wage.  Upon securing a job in a shoe 

factory that pays $4.50 per week, Carrie elicits a small smile from Hanson and a little bit 

of praise: ―You didn‘t lose any time, did you?‖  Of course, once she realizes that she has 

to give most of her salary over for room and board and hasn‘t enough left for carfare, let 

alone the new clothes, hats, and shoes she dreams about, Carrie sinks into a depression.  

Adding to her despondency are the conditions she must face at the factory, where she is 
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given a place at a hole-punching machine and begins to weary from the tedious physical 

labor and the coarse company of the other young workers.  Her vague ideas of what her 

job would be like, that ―she would come into contact with the great owners, that her work 

would be where grave, stylishly dressed men occasionally look on,‖ (36-37) are dashed 

on her first day at work.  Her legs begin to ache from sitting in one place, her eyes strain, 

and the only person who looks on is her foreman, whose only response is ―um‖ to her 

telling him that she is getting along all right.  The factory itself is hardly bearable: 

 

The place smelled of the oil of the machines and the new leather—a combination 

which, added to the stale odors of the building, was not pleasant even in cold 

weather…Not the slightest provision had been made for the comfort of the 

employees, the idea being that something was gained by giving them as little and 

making the work as hard and unremunerative as possible. (41) 

The narrator wryly remarks that ―the new socialism which involves pleasant working 

conditions for employees had not then taken hold upon manufacturing companies‖ (41).   

Dreiser‘s critique of exploitative labor practices and factory conditions is clear, 

but this critique fades in light of his purpose to distinguish Carrie, to show the reader that 

she is better than this kind of work, and the girls who perform it.  Mostly nameless and 

faceless, the girls joke and gossip with each other, and tolerate the flirtation from the 

boys that takes on a rough, aggressive nature.  Although the girl next to Carrie kindly 

tries to give her advice, for the most part Carrie considers herself apart, and different: ―As 

Carrie listened to this and much more of similar familiar badinage among the men and 

girls, she instinctively withdrew into herself.  She was not used to this type, and felt that 

there was something hard and low about it all‖ (42).  While Dreiser doesn‘t make specific 

references to the racial composition of this labor force, at one point one of the machine 

hands calls out to Carrie, saying: ―Say, Maggie…if you wait, I‘ll walk with you‖ (43).  

While the nickname ―Maggie‖ evokes Stephen Crane‘s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, 



 66 

especially as the title character is an immigrant working-class girl, it also recalls the way 

in which Mrs. Hurstwood interchangeably calls all her servant girls of various extractions 

―Mary.‖ Carrie, not an immigrant and not used to factory work, has the identity 

associated with a ―Maggie‖ carelessly slapped on her, and her participation in hard 

physical labor, as did her association with laborer Hanson, once again brings her identity 

close to mingling with racial Otherness.  As far as differentiating herself from the girls 

she works with, Carrie‘s dislike for their slang or their dress seems to pale in comparison 

with what seems to be their greater offense—their lack of ambition:  ―They seemed 

satisfied with their lot, and were in a sense ‗common.‘ Carrie had more imagination than 

they‖ (54).  Apparently, this would be Carrie‘s saving grace, since this is also what sets 

her apart from Hanson, who ―supposed that Carrie would be satisfied‖ after her first day 

at work.  When she expresses dissatisfaction, rather than encouraging her by suggesting 

that she‘ll find something better, he tells Minnie, ―I‘d tell her to keep it if I were you.  

She might be here weeks without getting another one‖ (52).  Depending on one‘s 

perspective, Hanson might be the voice of practicality or the killer of dreams, but in 

either case, his recommendation would consign Carrie to the ―round of toil‖ that she has 

come to hate and for which sees herself as quite unsuited.  Ironically, Hanson voices a 

contradiction here to the mythology of labor in which jobs are to be handed out for the 

asking; in spite of having told her that all she needed to do was look and she‘d find one in 

a few days, out of her earshot he expresses a harder reality.  In a way, what the reader 

sees here is the workings of rhetoric of the American Dream for im/migrants—the 

promise of work is promoted religiously, in order to bring bodies in for labor, or in 

Hanson‘s case, to persuade Carrie to stay in order to take her contribution to household 

expenses and put it towards his own dream. 
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However, as far as Carrie is concerned, there is a loophole out of the ―hard work‖ 

ethos associated with unskilled labor—she is different.  The trouble that Dreiser takes to 

underscore the Otherness of the working class is for the purpose of distinguishing Carrie 

as special, and as it turns out, she is truly unsuited for the manual work she despises.  

Even when she dresses in typical working-girl attire suited for the factory, it is clear that 

she transcends it: ―She made a very average-looking shopgirl with the exception of her 

features.  These were slightly more even than common, and gave her a sweet, reserved, 

and pleasing appearance‖ (36).  She doesn‘t remain long in those clothes, for as the novel 

progresses, the reader discovers that Carrie is gifted with a talent for acting: 

 

Carrie was possessed of that sympathetic, impressionable nature which, ever in 

the most developed form, has been the glory of the drama.  She was created with 

that passivity of soul which is always the mirror of the active world.  She 

possessed an innate taste for imitation and no small ability.  Even without 

practice, she could sometimes restore dramatic situations she had witnessed by re-

creating, before her mirror, the expressions of the various faces taking part in the 

scene…it was nothing more than the first subtle outcroppings of an artistic nature, 

endeavoring to re-create the perfect likeness of some phase of beauty which 

appealed to her.  In such feeble tendencies, be it known, such outworking of 

desire to reproduce life, lies the basis of all dramatic art. (150-151) 

Much like Curtis Jadwin in The Pit, Carrie has a ―natural‖ ability, due to heredity or 

fortune, that gives her the extra help she needs to transcend her initial situation.  Also like 

Jadwin, she is not so much the agent, but is ―possessed of‖ her ability, and as the genre 

would have it, at its mercy in determining her future.  Without any previous practice or 

experience, Carrie lands the acting part that sets her on her path.  Thanks to Drouet‘s Elk 

Lodge production of Augustin Daly‘s Under the Gaslight, the opportunity to discover her 

acting chops falls into Carrie‘s lap when they ask Drouet to find a girl to fill a small part.  

Despite some initial stumbling, Carrie acquits herself brilliantly, and when Hurstwood 

steals away with her to New York, she finds on Broadway her greatest success.  The 
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combination of fate and nature provide the liberating release from toil, and it makes 

Carrie exceptional.  Once again, as in The Pit, the trope of natural ability is used to 

mystify the relationship between work and success, and singles out a select few to receive 

the benefits of fortune.  In a moment of ―there but for the grace of God go I,‖ Carrie 

bumps into a girl, poorly dressed and generally shabby, that she recognizes from the shoe 

factory, and feels ―as if some great tide had rolled between them.  The old dress and the 

old machine came back.  She actually started‖ (77).   The girls she worked with, her 

brother-in-law—none possessed the luck or talent that Carrie does, obviously, or they 

wouldn‘t be still in their low-paying jobs.  What they do possess is the Otherness that 

Carrie was able to shake off in order to pursue her fantasies.  As an artist, Carrie is 

―naturally‖ separated from the world of industry, but it is this supposed 

incommensurability between business and art that functions to mask the racial divisions 

that also mark Carrie as separate. 

Carrie‘s fantasies are what distinguish her more than anything else; her desires 

and vague longings drive the narrative action forward.  Carrie is defined by desire—the 

things she doesn‘t have, the home she doesn‘t live in, the jobs she thinks she might like 

better than her own.  Desire for something other than her small-town life impels her to go 

to Chicago; desire for material comforts convinces her to abandon her virtue and live 

with Drouet; desire for passion allows her to go to New York with Hurstwood in spite of 

his deception; and desire for more serious acting roles propel the narrative beyond the 

novel‘s ending, leaving the reader to speculate to where Carrie‘s longings might lead.  

Walter Benn Michaels argues that Carrie‘s ―economy of desire,‖ which propels her ever 

forward, is in fact Dreiser‘s unwitting endorsement of capitalism: ―The power of Sister 

Carrie, then, arguably the greatest American realist novel, derives not from its scathing 

―picture‖ of capitalist ―conditions,‖ but from its unabashed and extraordinarily literal 
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acceptance of the economy that produced those conditions‖ (35).  In other words, the 

desire for that which you do not have leads to the conditions necessary in capitalism for 

unlimited expansion, which leads to the creation of excess value, or profit.  Michaels 

rejects the ―moral lesson‖ that the engineer Ames brings to Carrie: you cannot be happy 

if you want more than what you have. Instead, he suggests that ―in Sister Carrie, 

satisfaction itself is never desirable; it is instead the sign of incipient failure, decay, and 

finally death‖ (42).  As with Pizer‘s argument about Carrie‘s inherent will to survive, 

Benn Michael‘s insight also serves to further highlight Carrie‘s singularity and, in fact, 

damns those characters that are not motivated by desire.  That clearly marks Hurstwood 

for the dust bin, since it is his lack of trying for anything better that leads to his 

disintegration.  But it also condemns the working class, those factory girls who are 

satisfied with their lot, or even Hanson, whose dreams of building a house are not 

sufficiently grand for Carrie, and only shows his lack of imagination.  If these workers, 

marginalized by race and class, are indeed condemned to the endless round of toil and 

find no means of escape, then it is clear that in the world of Sister Carrie, they did not 

exhibit the sufficient amount of desire to transcend it.   

If The Pit and Sister Carrie represent protagonists who can be said to have failed 

in some catastrophic way—Jadwin by losing his fortune, and Carrie by losing her 

virtue—such an assessment obscures the mobility each character exhibits, a mobility that 

is in fact a privilege located in their social capital and whiteness.  Jadwin‘s and Carrie‘s 

falls are preceded by either their rise or their good standing, and this mobility, in the true 

sense of the American dream, means that they can start over and rise again.  Laborers, 

particularly immigrants, can experience mobility much more incrementally, particularly 

when hurdles of language and culture must be overcome before securing even a foothold 

on the ladder of success.  With such obstacles in place, what happens to the mythology of 



 70 

work that brought them to Chicago to begin with? More to the point of this dissertation, 

how do Chicago writers imagine the challenges presented to a labor force that is 

distinctly other, and what are the critiques of the mythos that emerge, if any?  Does the 

City of Big Shoulders begin to crumble, or does it stand firm?  
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Chapter 2: A City of Immigrants—Race, Labor, and the City in Upton 

Sinclair’s The Jungle and Carl Sandburg’s Chicago Poems 

While The Pit and Sister Carrie feature emigrants to Chicago at the center of their 

narratives, these protagonists come from towns relatively nearby, i.e. the city‘s 

hinterland.  Curtis and Carrie, Midwesterners both, do not need to travel a great distance 

culturally, linguistically, or racially in order to find their niches in these novels about 

social aspirations in Chicago.  Those that do, the working immigrants, are located in 

barely visible positions, if only to offer a foil for their main characters.   

At a time when new immigrants from southern and eastern Europe were causing 

great nativist anxiety about the integrity of ―American‖ culture and values, but at the 

same time providing earlier immigrant groups from central and northern Europe a means 

by which they could measure their own assimilation and acquisition of whiteness, it is 

significant that Upton Sinclair and Carl Sandburg both feature new immigrants so 

prominently and so sympathetically in their texts.  In The Jungle, rather than representing 

Lithuanian culture as a mark of Otherness, Sinclair instead uses it to provide context and 

demystify immigrant life.  Language, food, and music serve to underscore a common 

humanity for the Rudkus family and their neighbors; it is not offered as a basis for 

racialization. In Chicago Poems, Sandburg‘s imagistic verse does not provide as much 

detail about immigrant culture, but does position it as a central feature of city life.  In his 

vision of Chicago‘s urban milieu, alternating descriptions of the natural landscape, the 

desperate poverty of the ghetto, and scenes of construction and manufacturing, new 

immigrants are regularly integrated, and often provide Sandburg a justification for 

commentary on the hypocrisy and injustice of American culture.   
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However, in both Sinclair‘s and Sandburg‘s texts, the demystification and 

privileging of a European immigrant experience comes at the expense of African 

Americans.  As Sinclair de-emphasizes the racialization of his Lithuanian characters, he 

sketches African American strikebreakers in the broadest and most damning racial 

stereotypes.  In a novel that places more importance on class over race for the purpose of 

building solidarity, blackness is made doubly visible in the most reprehensible characters, 

leaving those workers outside the realm of socialist salvation.  Sandburg, too, represents 

blackness in one poem in his collection as outside of the urban industrial center, anchored 

in the South and in the past.  David Roediger shows that European immigrants, when 

positioned against and above black workers in the workplace, acquired whiteness; these 

literary texts accomplish the rhetorical equivalent. In these Chicago texts, we see the 

invisible color line drawn that not only keeps certain workers from those jobs, but 

distances them to such an extent that they are not even imaginable as workers.   

THE JUNGLE 

Upton Sinclair‘s The Jungle (1906) brings the immigrant working class from the 

margins to the center of its narrative, in its detailed account of the horrors and abuses of 

Chicago‘s slaughterhouses at the turn of the twentieth century.  Legendary for having 

aroused enough public outrage to prompt the passage of the Pure Food and Drug Act in 

1906, the novel‘s reception also prompted Sinclair‘s remark that he had aimed at the 

public‘s heart, and by accident..hit it in the stomach.‖ Indeed, the heartbreaking portrayal 

of the Rudkus family‘s trials, along with those of the other immigrants working in the 

stockyards, was meant to inspire such sympathy for the working class that it would be the 

start of a political revolution, with socialism as its ultimate goal.   Rather, readers were 

more personally affected by vivid descriptions of how the meat that they had been 
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blithely serving for dinner had been slaughtered, processed, and packaged.  The 

revolution thus took place in people‘s eating habits, as the consumption of meat dropped 

in the American diet.  Without a doubt, however, the misery and suffering borne by the 

slaughterhouse workers in the book could not have gone ignored, and Jurgis Rudkus‘s 

misfortunes certainly stand out as some of the most memorable in naturalist literature.  

His family‘s journey from the forests of Lithuania to the urban jungle of Chicago is 

sympathetically told by Sinclair, whose inclusion of Lithuanian language and culture 

serve to round out the family‘s portrayal beyond that of a stereotype.  Significantly, The 

Jungle represents possibly the first time a novel represented in any detail the lives of 

Chicago‘s immigrant working class, predating James Farrell‘s stories of the South Side 

Irish and Nelson Algren‘s depictions of the Polish by at least twenty-five years. 

It may be the documentary aspect of Sinclair‘s novel that has caused it to be 

dismissed and neglected by many literary critics.  Christopher Taylor points out that the 

body of Upton Sinclair‘s work has disappeared from academic discourse, and in the high 

school classrooms or mainstream media where The Jungle is still taken up, ―Sinclair is 

treated primarily as a muckraking reporter who figured prominently in Progressive Era 

reforms, and those few critics who do deal with him as a literary figure tend to have a low 

opinion of his work‖ (166).  He suggests that their low opinion results from the 

application of the conventions of literary naturalism, against which The Jungle often 

comes up short.  As with the other naturalist novels in this study, the critical 

conversations around the criteria for naturalist texts seem destined to always find fault 

with the texts.  However, Orm Øverland and Christopher Taylor have argued that it 

would be a mistake to dismiss The Jungle on that basis, instead showing the significance 

of the departures the novel makes from naturalism.  Taylor states that while Sinclair was 

friends with many naturalist writers and claimed Frank Norris‘s work as an influence, he 
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was not necessarily interested in following the conventions to the letter in his work.  If 

naturalism represents a deterministic world that crushes its characters, there would be 

little room for the kind of socialist vision Sinclair wished to convey.  Instead, Taylor 

argues that The Jungle should be understood within the context of the French roman à 

thèse, which Susan Rubin Suleiman defines as ―a novel written in the realistic mode (that 

is, based on an aesthetic of verisimilitude and representation), which signals itself to the 

reader as primarily didactic in intent, seeking to demonstrate the validity of a political, 

philosophical, or religious doctrine‖ (qtd. in Taylor 169).  In this sense, The Jungle, while 

featuring elements of naturalism, employs them in order to make more dramatic the 

novel‘s socialist lesson, which the reader learns through the conversion of Jurgis Rudkus.   

Along similar lines, Øverland argues that The Jungle‘s departure from naturalism 

comes in the form of the bildungsroman, which emphasizes the education of Jurgis the 

immigrant. Øverland compares the structure of the bildungsroman to the events in The 

Jungle, and shows that Jurgis‘s evolution from naïve immigrant to enlightened Socialist 

can be traced through the bildungsroman.  Øverland writes: 

 

The Jungle has a structure of movements from one basis for a confident identity, 

through a tough educational process, to a basis for a new confident identity: from 

confidence in muscle to confidence in understanding, from confidence in self to 

confidence in solidarity, from the community values of a local peasant culture to 

those of an international Socialism, from a dream of a glorious America to the 

visionary advent of a new America, and from an ethnic nuclear family to a multi-

ethnic nuclear family of socialists. (10) 

In this formulation, the assimilation process is depicted as a poignant loss of immigrant 

culture, but inevitable; for Sinclair, however, the old values are replaced not by 

―American‖ values, but by socialist ideology.  Øverland argues, as does Taylor, that 

Jurgis‘s political awakening would not be possible within a strictly naturalist context, as 
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it provides him with the agency to ―break out of the determinism of the naturalist novel—

and out of history‖ (18).     

The treatment of the Rudkus family‘s ethnicity and/or racialization is limited in 

Øverland‘s article to his consideration of Jurgis‘s movement from immigrant to an 

American worker with class consciousness.  For the purposes of this study, I want to pay 

closer attention to the way in which The Jungle constructs the race and ethnicity of 

immigrants in the context of the labor of the packing yards.  Historians who have written 

about the about The Jungle have been argued about the novel‘s veracity, due to Sinclair‘s 

own claims that everything in the novel was true and based on his experiences and 

observations. James R. Barrett has suggested that in his pursuit of the novel‘s didactic 

purpose, Sinclair represented the Lithuanian community as victimized, hopeless 

immigrants, when in fact the community forged strong institutions for support, through 

churches and participation in labor unions, for example.  However, I am less concerned 

with the accuracy of Sinclair‘s representations of Lithuanians; rather, I seek to understand 

whether The Jungle participates in a literary ―working toward whiteness,‖ through the 

representation of race and ethnicity of its characters.  This inquiry leads me to consider 

the incidence of strikebreaking in the novel, in which Sinclair portrays scabs working at 

the packinghouses as primarily black.  Company bosses engaged in the practice of 

bringing migrants from the South to work when union members were on strike, but in 

Sinclair‘s account, the strikebreakers are endowed with all manner of undesirable 

characteristics, which are consequently racialized as black.  Surprisingly, there has been 

little critical attention paid to this aspect of The Jungle.  Mark Noon has included 

Sinclair‘s strikebreakers in a broader study of literary representations of African 

Americans as strikebreakers, in which he also considers Ernest Poole‘s The Harbor, Jack 

Conroy‘s The Disinherited, William Attaway‘s Blood on the Forge, and Alden Bland‘s 
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Behold a Cry.  He observes that ―the lack of objection to racist passages provides 

additional proof that American socialists were influenced by a doctrine of white 

supremacy during this time‖ (431).  This suggests that Sinclair, rather than subsuming 

race to class in the interest of solidarity, simply did not have the sympathy for black 

workers that he showed toward the immigrants in his novel.  Like Barrett, however, Noon 

is concerned with comparing Sinclair‘s representations with the historical record, and 

finds that the author minimizes violence against the black strikebreakers, and 

misrepresents actual participation in labor unions by black workers.  In this section, 

rather than focus on the accuracy of Sinclair‘s representations of race, I would like to 

consider the ways in which Sinclair creates these representations, and what effects they 

might have on how readers would consequently imagine race in relation to an 

im/migrant‘s prospects for work and success in Chicago. 

The Jungle begins with a wedding, a false note of optimism as it turns out, since it 

quickly becomes clear that the family has dug themselves deeply into debt in order to 

host the festivities.  Here, though, we see the culmination of almost two years of hard 

work by Jurgis, gladly performed so that he might finally marry Ona, the girl he fell in 

love with in Lithuania and brought to America, along with her stepmother Elzbieta, her 

stepmother‘s children, a couple of cousins, and his own father, Antanas.  Once in 

Chicago, they soon settle in Packingtown, the neighborhood now known as ―Back of the 

Yards,‖ and promptly find jobs associated with the area‘s stockyards.  Jurgis‘s initial 

excitement at finding work quickly wanes as he learns more about the industry practices 

that serve to chew up and spit out workers in the interest of higher profit margins.  And 

soon, Chicago‘s infamously bitter winter settles in, driving the family‘s suffering beyond 

comprehension.  The string of horrifying misfortunes that ensue seem to be the result of 

some dogged, miserable fate—his father dies of blood poisoning, his wife is coerced into 
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a sexual relationship with her foreman, Jurgis is sent to prison after beating said foreman 

and is blacklisted as a result, the family loses their house, Ona dies in childbirth, and their 

child dies by accidental drowning.  Ultimately, after abandoning the remainder of the 

family and then returning to Chicago, finding and losing jobs, living on the streets and in 

cheap boarding houses, joining the union and working as a scab, Jurgis‘s final salvation 

lies in the Socialist Party.  He greets his political awakening at a party meeting much like 

Paul met Jesus Christ on the road to Damascus, and finally finds his place in the world 

and his purpose in life by working toward the overthrow of capitalism.    

The Chicago of The Jungle is the same Chicago of The Pit and of Sister Carrie, 

although Curtis Jadwin and Carrie Meeber might never have recognized it.  To contrast 

Jurgis‘s frame house in Packingtown with Jadwin‘s patrician mansion on North Avenue 

and Carrie‘s comfortable apartment in Ogden Place, we must wheel 180 degrees in the 

other direction, both literally and figuratively, toward the city‘s South Side.  This was the 

vista that met Jurgis and his family after they were placed on a streetcar heading south for 

the stockyards:   

 

They were on a street which seemed to run on forever, mile after mile—thirty-

four of them, if they had known it—and each side of it one uninterrupted row of 

wretched little two-story frame buildings.  Down every side street they could see, 

it was the same—never a hill and never a hollow, but always the same endless 

vista of ugly and dirty little wooden buildings.  Here and there would be a bridge 

crossing a filthy creek, with hard-baked mud shores and dingy sheds and docks 

along it; here and there would be a railroad crossing, with a tangle of switches, 

and locomotives puffing, and rattling freight cars filing by; here and there would 

be a great factory, a dingy building with innumerable windows in it, and immense 

volumes of smoke pouring from the chimneys, darkening the air above and 

making filthy the earth beneath. (26) 

This blasted landscape bears nothing at all in common with Hanson‘s apartment on the 

Near West Side, let alone the Jadwin residence on the lush skirts of Lincoln Park.  The 

elements of nature that Norris was so intent on weaving into his cityscape have been 
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utterly annihilated here, and as the narrator points out with devilish cynicism, ―the only 

bit of green thing in Packingtown‖ is the tiny plot of grass in front of Brown‘s General 

Office building (35).  The difference between this landscape and the others is that the 

presence of industry sits heavily in the center of it all, and its direct effects on living 

conditions here are immediately apparent.  Houses, cheaply built, ring the factories and 

run alongside the railroad, ensuring that residents must accept the constant noise and the 

filth on the ground and in the air as an ever-present part of their lives.  Despite such 

disparity, however, the landscape of the stockyards and that of the financial market of 

The Pit, and even of the warehouses and factories where Carrie seeks her first job are all 

part of the same industrial matrix that gave Chicago its dominant position in the national 

economy at the turn of the twentieth century. 

Much as the centralized Board of Exchange revolutionized the operations of 

financial markets, the stockyards of Chicago changed people‘s very relationship to the 

food that they ate.  Where before, townspeople and rural customers would rely on their 

own butchering or their local butcher, subsequent to the rise of the Chicago stockyards 

people were able to visit meat counters where they would buy beef or pork that had been 

butchered thousands of miles away.  Chicago‘s place on the hub of the railroad network 

snaking through the Midwest ensured its importance as a central location for shipping.  It 

finally occurred to those in the cattle industry that livestock being shipped eastward for 

consumption incurred fewer shipping costs if it were already converted into meat.  The 

logical location for this process to happen, then, would be in Chicago, and the necessity 

for keeping the meat fresh led to the invention of the refrigerated railroad car.  The 

evolution of the business caused most local butchers to abandon that part of their trade, 

and instead become retailers for the dressed beef arriving in shipments from Chicago.  

These retailers devised ways to attractively arrange the cuts of meat in display cases, 
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attempting to offset people‘s misgivings about beef that had been killed days ago instead 

of that day, and thus not only invented the refrigerated meat case, but also changed the 

way people perceived the meat.  If the stock exchange turned wheat and other grain into 

abstract commodities, the new practice of selling meat also erased the relationship 

between nature and product, between the steaks and hams wrapped neatly in butcher 

paper, and the physicality of the animals that provided those products (Cronon 207-262). 

In order for this revolution to have happened, slaughtering and capitalism had to 

come together in a great mechanization of the process, which would allow suppliers to 

meet increased demand and make a profit.  While fearsome to behold, it could not be 

denied that the scale on which the slaughterhouses operated was completely 

unprecedented, and added to Chicago‘s reputation as an industrial superpower: 

 

Tourists might hesitate to subject themselves to the stench and gore of the place, 

but all knew that something special, something never before seen in the history of 

the world, was taking place on the south side of the city…. Many saw in it the 

pinnacle of Chicago‘s social and economic achievement, the site, above all others, 

that made the city an icon of nineteenth-century progress.  ‗Great as this 

wonderful city is in everything,‘ wrote a British traveler, ‗it seems that the first 

place among its strong points must be given to the celerity and 

comprehensiveness of the Chicago style of killing hogs.‘ (Cronon 207-208) 

The cost of this magnificence is found in Sinclair‘s story of human suffering, as 

experienced by one family of immigrants.  The stockyards, along with the steel mills, 

railroads, and countless other industrial concerns in Chicago, could not have been so 

profitable without cheap labor, and thus issued the siren call of labor to so many 

thousands of immigrants, who brought their hopes and aspirations with them.  While the 

mythology of plentiful work was often spread by word of mouth, in The Jungle, this 

particular siren call had a more definable source in the company owners:  ―[Old man 

Durham] had sworn that he would fix the people of Packingtown so that they would 
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never again call a strike on him, and so he had sent his agents into every city and village 

in Europe to spread the tale of the chances of work and high wages at the stockyards‖ 

(71).  Of course, the ―tale‖ they spread is kept fantastic—while there certainly is work, it 

is the kind that will grind you into the ground.  The wages sound high to European ears, 

but what they don‘t include in the telling is the commensurate higher cost of living.  And 

of course, another hidden cost is Durham‘s anti-union practices.   

It is telling that Sinclair chose an immigrant as his protagonist, for what better 

way to interrogate the lies and loopholes of the American Dream, than through the eyes 

of one naïve hopeful?  Jurgis, with his buoyant belief in his own strength and 

invincibility, greets the sight of Packingtown at night with optimism, thrilled to become a 

part of something so much grander than his own life.  In an ironic reversal of pastoralism, 

Sinclair describes a blood-red sunset and rivers of smoke streaming away from the 

packinghouse, yet in the middle of all this, Jurgis echoes the same amazement as 

Cronon‘s tourists: ―All the sordid suggestions of the place were gone—in the twilight it 

was a vision of power.  To the two who stood watching while the darkness swallowed it 

up, it seemed a dream of wonder, with its tale of human energy, of things being done, of 

employment for thousands upon thousands of men, of opportunity and freedom, of life 

and love and joy‖ (31-32).  To those who cannot see clearly, then, whether because of 

twilight or their own inexperience, what remains visible in the darkness is the power of 

industry and its concomitant promise of honest labor, which in turn might lead to a better 

life.  All one needs is to do one‘s best at work, and the American Dream is theirs. Isn‘t it?   

In fact, Upton Sinclair makes it his task to expose the operations of capitalism, 

effectively showing how it makes the achievement of the American Dream near-

impossible for the poor immigrants who hold it most dear.  He accomplishes this by 

through the growing cynicism of Jurgis, who was perhaps the most naïve of all the 
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family.  In their native Lithuania, they could listen to success stories passed on by word 

of mouth, and dream that the same might be possible for them.  Monetary success wasn‘t 

the only objective they pinned their hopes on, however—democracy and equality was 

also part of their aspirations: ―In that country, rich or poor, a man was free, it was 

said…he might do as he pleased, and count himself as good as any other man.  So 

America was a place of which lovers and young people dreamed‖ (23).  But in Chicago, 

they would learn how stratified by class society is, and how little they were worth to the 

packers, no matter how worthy they counted themselves.  Most devastating of all, 

perhaps, was the increasing knowledge that they would never work themselves out of 

their class, and the miserable conditions they lived in.  Jurgis, upon arrival, laughs in 

disbelief when confronted with the effects of laissez-faire capitalism—all the men who 

are out of work due to injury simply weren‘t strong enough!  They didn‘t work hard 

enough!  Hinting at things to come, the narrator intones: ―Jurgis had come there [to 

Durham] and thought he was going to make himself useful, and rise and become a skilled 

man; but he would soon find out his error—for nobody rose in Packingtown by doing 

good work‖ (60).  Jurgis discovers the reality of corruption in America—the only way to 

rise in Packingtown has little to do with your labor, and everything to do with your 

willingness to graft from your fellow worker.  That corruption extends to slaughterhouse 

practices, those unimaginable combinations of bribery, deliberate carelessness and 

―efficiency‖ that would cause a man to lose his life in a vat of ―pure leaf lard‖ and have it 

packed and shipped all the same, or that would prompt a health inspector to regale a 

visitor with stories of poisonous meat while six tubercular carcasses slipped past him on 

the line.  After a day of processing dead and hurt cattle and slipping them in with the 

other ―good‖ meat so that they couldn‘t be identified, Jurgis begins to see ―at last how 

those might be right who had laughed at him for his faith in America‖ (63). 
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 Jurgis‘s faith in America also dissipates as calamity upon calamity befalls the 

family.  Luck, both the good and bad kind, play a significant role in this novel about the 

rottenness disguised by the American Dream, and no wonder—if the Chicago stories of 

success in The Pit and Sister Carrie are to be believed, those who want to get ahead need 

a healthy dose of fortune.  Strikingly, the notion of luck runs like a leitmotif through The 

Jungle:  words such as ―chance,‖ ―luck,‖ and ―fortune‖ sprinkle the pages of the novel so 

often that it is hard not to believe that everything that happens to the Rudkus family, 

happens through no effort or fault of their own.  For example, Marija‘s success in finding 

a job on her first day of looking happens because she has the ―good fortune to encounter 

the ‗forelady‘‖ in the canning room of a meatpacker, and ―better luck than all this could 

hardly have been hoped for‖ in that all but Antanas had secured jobs so quickly (43). The 

fact that Jonas got his job through a friend‘s connections is conveniently forgotten, and 

Marija‘s ―good fortune‖ happens to have come through another‘s ―misfortune‖ in being 

dismissed.   

Sure enough, the family‘s own misfortune soon begins to plague them, and as the 

novel progresses, it becomes so disastrously bad that the reader cannot help but feel that 

Jurgis has the worst luck in the world.  The family‘s bad luck would be interesting 

enough as a reversal of the ―good luck‖ that blesses Curtis Jadwin and Carrie Meeber.  

One might suppose, then, that the hidden advantages of whiteness and upper class 

position, mystified as ―luck,‖ become stripped away once the subject is racialized and 

locked into poverty.  But as a naturalist writing about an immigrant family trapped by 

their circumstances, ―those hostages to fortune‖ (121), Sinclair has a formal interest in 

representing the pre-determined quality of his characters‘ lives; luck is very much part of 

that, as it is something that no one can control.  Thus, because the family has no way of 

paying their rent, thirteen-year-old Stanislovas goes to work, a circumstance he has no 
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control over.  But, as he ―sallied forth to make his fortune in the world,‖ it ―chanced that 

Durham had just put in a wonderful new lard machine,‖ giving him the amazing 

opportunity to stand at that machine and take the cans of lard off the machine as they are 

pressed shut.  In this world of diminished expectations, the ―good‖ luck of stumbling 

across this job, while enabling him to contribute to the family‘s expenses, also condemns 

him to a lifetime of soul-crushing labor: ―Hour after hour, day after day, year after year, it 

was fated that he should stand upon a certain square foot of floor from seven in the 

morning until noon, and again from half-past twelve till half-past five, making never a 

motion and thinking never a thought, save for the setting of cans‖ (72). 

What happens in The Jungle, then, is that ―luck‖ (good and bad) and a sense of 

being ―fated‖ to one‘s circumstances are made ironic with Sinclair‘s keen interest in 

vividly describing the deliberate negligence of the slaughterhouses, and their direct effect 

on every aspect of the immigrants‘ lives, from danger at work to danger in their homes.  

If one were to have an ―accident‖ at work, for example, it could be that he or she just 

happened to be standing in the wrong place at the wrong time, but it could also be that the 

practice of ―speeding up‖ the workers makes them so reckless in trying to keep up with 

quotas that accidents become inevitable.  Likewise, the drowning of Jurgis‘s baby 

Antanas in the street outside their home could easily be blamed on the bad luck that Teta 

Elzbieta looked away for one second, or one could also conclude that corporate and 

government neglect allowed the streets to become rivers of running filth.  It is beyond the 

characters‘ abilities to find an appropriate, earthly source of blame instead of blaming 

luck:  the long hours, the awful stench, the insecurity of the work—all are systemic and 

overwhelming, emanating from the stockyard corporations, whose power seems absolute. 

In language similar to Norris‘s description of the Pit, Durham seems to Jurgis ―a thing as 

tremendous as the universe—the laws and ways of its working no more than the universe 
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to be questioned or understood.  All that a mere man could do…was to take a thing like 

this as he found it, and do as he was told‖ (41).   

But Sinclair expects the reader to see more clearly.  As often as he mentions 

―luck‖ or ―fortune,‖ he twice as often describes atrocities brought about by the packers‘ 

neglect and abuse, making clear the connection between the community‘s poverty and the 

corporations‘ profits.  In the memorable passage in which Grandmother Majauszkiene 

tells the family about the history of their house, she tells them that the house was 

unlucky, because in every family that had lived there, someone had gotten consumption.  

Although she speculates on rumors as to why that was—―some folks said it was because 

the building had been begun in the dark of the moon‖—she admits that there were dozens 

of houses that way in Packingtown (68).  The careful reader will note later that the 

sewage from the time the house was built had been sitting underneath the building the 

entire time without draining away, and will easily realize that living on a cesspool, 

together with eating diseased meat and working in abhorrent conditions has more to do 

with one‘s life expectancy than building a house in the dark of the moon.   

Sinclair had to demystify luck to a certain extent, in order to advance the 

possibility of a socialist revolution.  If people were resigned to luck and fate to determine 

their lives, then there would be no motivation for organizing labor unions or a socialist 

party.  Further, to pinpoint the connections between the abject poverty of many workers 

and the negligence of the corporations was to begin to identify a concrete list of 

grievances that they could then begin to organize around.  For Jurgis, joining a labor 

union was also his first incursion into U.S. culture, and provided the motivation for 

learning English, so that he could know what was going on at meetings.  Even further, the 

union was the beginning of his politicization, and he discovered at least the semblance of 

political participation: ―It was the beginning of democracy with him.  It was a little state, 
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the union, a miniature republic; its affairs were every man‘s affairs, and every man had a 

real say about them‖ (91).  Through the union, and later, through his conversion to 

socialism, Jurgis begins the process of assimilation.  Eager to convert others to his radical 

politics, he attempts to learn all he can and acquires ―the reading habit‖ in order to read 

tracts, pamphlets, or newspapers; he also picks up from an Irish porter at the hotel where 

he works ―the geography of America, and its history, its constitution and its laws; also he 

gave him an idea of the business system of the country, the great railroads and 

corporations, and who owned them, and the labor unions, and the big strikes, and the men 

who had led them‖ (322-323).  Jurgis‘s self-education teaches him as much as he needs to 

know not only to navigate the culture, but to become savvy enough to figure out how to 

begin changing it.   

Through this process, Sinclair offers readers a revised version of the American 

Dream.  Before, Jurgis harbored romantic notions of freedom and is ecstatic to merely 

have a place in the system: ―All that a mere man could do…was to take a thing like this 

as he found it, and do as he was told; to be given a place in it and a share in its wonderful 

activities was a blessing to be grateful for, as one was grateful for the sunshine and the 

rain‖ (41).  His experience working in the slaughterhouses certainly disabused him of the 

notion that their activities were anything but ―wonderful‖; more importantly, though, he 

is empowered through his political awakening to act, to not simply ―take a thing…as he 

found it,‖ to dream that change is possible.  Jurgis‘s new ―American Dream,‖ then, 

imagines control of the means of production in the hands of the workers, and 

reconceptualizes the entire premise of U.S. society:  

 

You would begin talking to some poor devil who had worked in one shop for the 

last thirty years, and had never been able to save a penny…and when you started 

to tell him about Socialism he would sniff and say, ‗I‘m not interested in that—

I‘m an individualist!‘ And then he would go on to tell you that Socialism was 
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‗paternalism,‘ and that if it ever had its way the world would stop 

progressing.…how many millions of such poor deluded wretches there were, 

whose lives had been so stunted by capitalism that they no longer knew what 

freedom was! And they really thought that it was ‗individualism‘ for tens of 

thousands of them to herd together and obey the orders of a steel magnate, and 

produce hundreds of millions of dollars of wealth for him, and then let him give 

them libraries; while for them to take the industry, and run it to suit themselves, 

and build their own libraries—that would have been ‗paternalism‘! (322)   

With such words as ―freedom,‖ ―individualism,‖ and ―capitalism,‖ Sinclair attacks the 

very heart of the discourse surrounding the American Dream, arguing that the concept of 

liberty in fact hides the shackles of wage slavery, and that romantic ideals of 

―individualism‖ are simply a smoke screen. The new dream, then, is to take back 

America from the control of a handful of individuals, and in The Jungle, specifically to 

take back Chicago.  It is fitting that Chicago, the mythic city of labor and industry, should 

represent everything the workers are struggling for, as the novel ends with the thrice-

shouted cry, ―Chicago will be ours! Chicago will be ours! CHICAGO WILL BE OURS!‖ 

It is a powerful message for the arriving im/migrant, to imagine this recast vision 

of the American Dream. But to whom does ―we‖ and ―our‖ refer to?  Clearly, these 

inclusive terms are necessary for Sinclair to communicate the solidarity required in order 

for workers to begin to organize.  In a novel about the constantly changing landscape of 

nationalities among immigrants, however, the problem becomes for any organizer, not 

just the author, to determine the best way to build that solidarity.  It was the strategy of 

the meat packers to deliberately encourage the immigration from different countries, not 

just to replace the earlier cohort, but to prey upon their vulnerability and to increase the 

dissonance between groups.  When it came to finding work in Packingtown, ―new‖ 

immigrants replaced the earlier groups to do the unskilled, dangerous work at the 

slaughterhouses, increasing a sense of competition over the distasteful, poorly valued 

jobs.  As mentioned earlier regarding Durham‘s recruitment efforts in Europe, the 
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packer‘s expectation in bringing immigrants to work in the stockyards was to short-

circuit any labor organizing attempts. One would suppose that Durham fully expected 

these immigrants to have no knowledge of their rights and be grateful for any kind of 

work they could get.  And as Roediger would remind us, immigrants were subject to a 

racialization process that pigeonholed them into work that they were deemed fit for.  This 

racialization was also circulated among the immigrant groups themselves, creating 

friction and lessening the likelihood that they would be willing to organize on each 

other‘s behalf.  Racial categories were freely and often used in the U.S. in the decades 

prior to widespread popular understandings of ethnicity, and racial slurs such as ―dago,‖ 

―mick,‖ and ―hunky‖ were commonly used and provocation enough for a fight.     

Interestingly, the word ―hunky,‖ which refers to someone of Lithuanian or more 

generally of eastern European origin, does not appear at all in The Jungle.  For a novelist 

interested in representing in realistic detail the experiences of immigrant laborers in turn-

of-the-century Chicago, it is a surprising omission.  However, for a novelist also faced 

with the problem of creating a representation of solidarity among many different 

nationalities with very little in common culturally, the answer would be to foreground 

class over race.  Whenever Sinclair indicates difference in his Lithuanians, it is most 

often portrayed as a result of class difference.  The Rudkus family is, without a doubt, a 

family of peasants, and the abuses they suffer have as much to do with their lack of 

education and naïveté as it has to do with their inability to speak English.  When they 

finally muster up the courage to give a down payment on a house, which represents 

almost all the money they have in the world, they cower in the presence of the smooth-

talking agent, too nervous to ask questions when he glosses quickly over the contract: 

―To press the matter would have seemed to be doubting his word, and never in their lives 

had any one of them ever spoken to a person of the class called ‗gentleman‘ except with 
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deference and humility‖ (50).   Later, when the agent reveals the miracle of the running 

water and faucet inside the house, ―it would have seemed ungrateful to find any fault, and 

so they tried to shut their eyes to other defects‖ (51).  They are clearly not ignorant or 

timid because they are Lithuanian—they have been taught their place in a class system. 

This is not to say that Sinclair does not indicate the nationality of the immigrants 

in his novel; in fact, The Jungle richly details the ethnic makeup of the immigrant 

community in the Back of the Yards neighborhood.  In a conversation the family has with 

Grandmother Majauszkiene, a long-time neighborhood resident, she tells of all the 

families that have passed through the house that Jurgis‘s family just bought:  ―The first 

family had been Germans.  The families had all been of different nationalities—there had 

been a representative of several races that had displaced each other in the stockyards‖ 

(71).  After the Germans, according to the old woman, came the Irish, which ran all the 

unions and the police force and got all the graft; then the Bohemians, and then the Poles.  

Each generation wasn‘t replaced because they were ―making it,‖ necessarily; in 

Grandmother Majauszkiene‘s view, they were being ground to pieces:  ―The Poles, who 

had come by the tens of thousands, had been driven to the wall by the Lithuanians, and 

now the Lithuanians were giving way to the Slovaks.  Who there was poorer than the 

Slovaks, Grandmother Majauszkiene had no idea, but the packers would find them, never 

fear‖ (71).   

In a turn-of-the-century novel about Chicago, Sinclair can‘t help but reflect some 

of the racialization of new immigrants—the Irish seem to get it the worst, as in her view, 

the cops are all corrupt, and later Grandmother Majauszkiene tells of the Irish family who 

lived in the Rudkus house, in which the father drank and beat the children.  Yet Sinclair 

seems to go to some lengths to downplay this kind of racialization in favor of 

representing class; significantly, these characterizations of the Irish come from old, loose-
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cannon Grandmother Majauszkiene, and not from the narrator.  Recent scholarship 

suggests that racialization and class discrimination in the U.S. are mutually constituting 

processes, but in 1906 (and really, even today), there are those who would argue for the 

significance of one over another.  In this particular socialist novel, then, Sinclair‘s 

priority would be to highlight class over race; even when he describes the relationship 

between the workers‘ nationalities to the foremen‘s abuse, the suggestion of racial 

discrimination is so oblique that one could just as easily infer that the foremen were 

merely impatient with language differences: ―Lithuanians and Slovaks and such, who 

could not understand what was said to them, the bosses were wont to kick about the place 

like so many dogs‖ (66).   

The effect of Grandmother Majauszkiene‘s litany of nationalities, then, is not 

necessarily to racialize each, but to demonstrate their interchangeability, at least from the 

packers‘ perspective.  Rather than detail the derogatory characteristics or traits popularly 

associated with each, Sinclair foregrounds the commonality of their experiences in 

working for the slaughterhouses.  For example, Marija learns of how she lucked into her 

job painting cans from Jadvyga, who tells her that an Irish woman, sick with consumption 

and supporting her epileptic child,  had just been let go.  ―It was a striking circumstance,‖ 

intones the narrator, ―that Jonas, too, had gotten his job by the misfortune of some other 

person.‖  Jonas worked by pushing trucks loaded with hams from the smoking room to 

the elevator, and was under constant pressure from the bosses to move ever faster, despite 

the uneven floor and the weight of the trucks. In attempting to meet these expectations, 

Jonas‘s predecessor was crushed between the wall and one of these trucks (65-66).  

Surely, upon hearing these stories, Jurgis and his family realize how dispensable they all 

are.  The effect on the reader is to see how the workers, despite their language and 

cultural differences, are similarly disenfranchised by their class.  Thus, class is the 
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defining characteristic and the common factor that workers can unite around, and in this 

novel of Jurgis‘s conversion to socialism, it makes perfect sense that race is subsumed to 

class in importance. 

Given Sinclair‘s means by which organizers can build solidarity, I would like to 

return to the earlier question I posed—who is the ―we‖ and the ―our‖ in the final lines: 

―And then will begin the rush that will never be checked, the tide that will never turn till 

it has reached its flood…the rallying of the outraged workingmen of Chicago to our 

standard!...We shall bear down the opposition, we shall sweep it before us—and Chicago 

will be ours!‖ (342-343). To whom does the recast American Dream belong?  The 

obvious answer is—to anyone on board with socialism.  In his powerful novel about one 

Lithuanian‘s man conversion to the revolution, Sinclair demonstrates the means by which 

immigrants can participate in what he sees as a true democracy, via their assimilation and 

socialist politicization.  The key here is the willingness to become a part of the organizing 

efforts, to forgo one‘s own immediate welfare for the benefit of the collective.  In this 

vision of radical action, then, the ultimate outsider is the one who will not act, or even 

worse, acts against the group.  In the context of one of the most powerful, visible 

manifestations of collective action, a workers‘ strike, there is no more loathing and 

disdain reserved for anyone than for the strikebreaker, or the scab.  About two-thirds 

through the novel, Sinclair writes about the great beef strike of 1904, and in one of the 

most powerful and disturbing passages of The Jungle, Sinclair reveals a blind spot as 

broad as a chasm in his socialist vision for America. 

In this strike, as was common during other strikes of the period, desperate 

companies would import labor, often from the South and from Mexico.  These workers 

were not told that they were being brought in for the purposes of breaking a strike, and 

only discovered the fact once they had arrived at the plant.  Juan García describes 
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Mexican workers being brought up North this way and quitting once they realized the 

deception (38-39).  Sinclair, while acknowledging that this was a common practice, 

nevertheless demonizes the strikebreakers by painting nightmarish, chaotic scenes that 

could have been imagined by Hieronymus Bosch.  Conflating their race and nationalities 

with the atrocious behavior stemming from having to live like animals in the stockyard 

pens, Sinclair creates the grossly racist characterizations that he seems to have been 

working to avoid throughout the novel.  Jurgis is included as one of the strikebreakers, 

but he is not racialized as are the black and ―foreign‖ workers.  Narratively speaking, 

Jurgis needs to stay within the confines of the stockyards, so as to give the reader a first-

hand perspective of what was going on inside, but he remains outside of the worst of the 

activities.  In fact, he initially tries to join the strikers, but his local city political operator, 

Mike Scully, cannot promise him a temporary job while he rides out the strike.  Scully 

tells Jurgis to work as a scab, cynically suggesting that the strike would be over in a few 

days, and what did Jurgis have to gain by a strike anyway?  Jurgis, without other options 

and for whom any work has always been better than none, returns to his plant and is 

promptly made a supervisor and given a raise.  Flush with his initial success, he soon 

discovers that the gang he must supervise is barely fit to work.   

Given the public‘s growing hysteria over the strike and the possibility that meat 

production might be cut short, Sinclair ironically calls the strikebreakers the ―new 

American heroes‖ who will save the country from having to interrupt their well-fed 

routine.  As far as their inclusion in the body politic goes, however, these workers are on 

the extreme margins: 

 

As very few of the better class of workingmen could be got for such work, these 

specimens of the new American hero contained an assortment of the criminals and 

thugs of the city, besides Negroes and the lowest foreigners—Greeks, 

Roumanians, Sicilians, and Slovaks.  They had been attracted more by the 
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prospect of disorder than by the big wages; and they made the night hideous with 

singing and carousing, and only went to sleep when the time came for them to get 

up to work. (267) 

Sinclair says that the ―better class‖ of workingmen could not be found, but he does not 

state explicitly what is worse about this group—he does not say that they aren‘t skilled or 

aren‘t motivated.  Simply by calling them ―criminals,‖ ―thugs, ―Negroes,‖ and ―the 

lowest foreigners,‖ Sinclair expects his reader to instantly evaluate, as he does, their 

fitness for work by these characteristics.  The irony of calling them the ―new American 

heroes‖ could not be more clear, as Sinclair gathers what he understands to be the 

―lowest‖ members of society into one loathsome group.  This passage, too, is a vivid 

illustration of David Roediger‘s elaboration of the ―new‖ immigrant, as the nationalities 

Sinclair lists here are precisely the southeastern European ones that Roediger argues were 

racialized after the first wave of northern and eastern European immigrants.  The Greeks 

and Italians, especially, were not just racialized based on perceived cultural deficiencies, 

but were also considered a ―darker‖ white than the Irish, Germans, or Polish, for 

example.  Singing and carousing in any other context would be considered festive, but 

here it is ―hideous,‖ representing a threatening inassimilability into American cultural 

life.  Sinclair calls them the ―lowest‖ of the foreigners, grouping them and blacks with the 

―criminals‖ and ―thugs‖ that had been brought in from surrounding towns and cities eager 

to clear out their jails and workhouses (269).  Again, he doesn‘t precisely say why they‘re 

the ―lowest,‖ but in his characterization of their interest in disorder rather than the wages, 

he makes it clear that they do not have the same aspirations or eagerness to work as 

Jurgis‘s Lithuanian family for whom he‘s expressed so much sympathy. 

However, in the hierarchy of the stockyard madhouse, the black workers are the 

ones who rank the lowest, judging by Sinclair‘s descriptions.  Making up the ―weird 

sight‖ on the killing beds are the ―stupid black Negroes‖ working alongside the 
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foreigners who cannot speak or understand a word of English (267).  If the willingness to 

labor honestly is the measure by which Sinclair bestows his compassion, then surely the 

well has run dry for black workers, as he describes their utter lack of interest: ―The 

Negroes and the ‗toughs‘ from the Levee did not want to work, and every few minutes 

some of them would feel obliged to retire and recuperate.  In a couple of days Durham 

and Company had electric fans up to cool off the rooms for them, and even couches for 

them to rest on.‖  More than merely intractable, however, they are downright dangerous, 

in a way that the other workers are not: ―After the first meal nearly all the steel knives 

had been missing, and now every Negro had one, ground to a fine point, hidden in his 

boots‖ (268).  This comes after a scene in which a ―big black ‗buck‘‖ tells Jurgis that if 

he doesn‘t like the work he‘s doing, he can find someone else to do it, and his friends 

gather around muttering threats.  Within the space of three sentences, Sinclair manages to 

identify blackness with brute strength and insubordination, in addition to dangerousness.  

The fact that their knives are ―hidden‖ in their boots adds an extra element of deceit and 

treachery.   

As conditions deteriorate in the stockyards, however, so does the characterization 

of the strikebreakers, particularly that of African Americans.  Crowded into any available 

space, the workers slept within the buildings because to go outside meant to be attacked 

by strikers and the surrounding community, which actively supported the strike.  Inside, 

people were piled on each other—one windowless storeroom contained seven hundred 

men—and workers put their cots on tables to keep away from the swarms of rats.  The 

toilet rooms were essentially open sewers.  In the midst of this, and possibly in an effort 

to forget all this, the strikebreakers, in addition to drinking and fighting, ―singing and 

carousing,‖ engaged in gambling and prizefights: 
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…any night, in the big open space in front of Brown‘s, one might see brawny 

Negroes stripped to the waist and pounding each other for money, while a 

howling throng of three or four thousand surged about, men and women, young 

white girls from the country rubbing elbows with big buck Negroes with daggers 

in their boots, while rows of wooly heads peered down from every window of the 

surrounding factories.  The ancestors of these black people had been savages in 

Africa; and since then they had been chattel slaves, or had been held down by a 

community ruled by the traditions of slavery.  Now for the first time they were 

free—free to gratify every passion, free to wreck themselves. (272) 

Whereas before blacks represented the threat of disorder, in this passage, they are at the 

center of it.  Stripped of any intelligence or morality, they are reduced to their bodies—in 

both their physical strength and their racialized sexuality.  Sinclair reproduces to the letter 

the white fear of black male sexuality to white women, and joins it to the threat of 

violence represented by the daggers hidden in their boots.  By characterizing the black 

strikebreakers in this way, he can remind the reader of their ―savage‖ African ancestry, 

but also suggest that the gulf between those ancestors and these workers isn‘t so very 

wide.  He says that they are free, but he doesn‘t grant them the same freedom of the 

American Dream, that uplifting, redemptive freedom he imagines for Jurgis, or for other 

immigrant workers.  They might have the freedom to work, to provide homes for their 

families, to have better lives; these black people, obeying only their own embodied 

gratification, are ―free to wreck themselves.‖   

And in the pursuit of their self-gratification, they not only wreck themselves, but 

they potentially wreck the American public, as well.  The shootings and the stabbings and 

the fighting—it‘s all just as well, since the violence is confined to the packinghouses.  

But Sinclair seems to reserve his most outraged indignation for the following scene: 

 

They lodged men and women on the same floor; and with the night there began a 

saturnalia of debauchery—scenes such as never before had been witnessed in 

America.  And as the women were the dregs from the brothels of Chicago, and the 

men were for the most part ignorant country Negroes, the nameless diseases of 
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vice were soon rife; and this is where food was being handled which was sent out 

to every corner of the civilized world. (272) 

Sinclair can barely disguise his revulsion for what he sees as truly a violation of 

American life.  He draws liberally from the construction of people of color as the carriers 

of disease, again reducing them to their embodiment, but now posing it as a threat.  

Where before black male sexuality was a menace to a feminine virginal whiteness, here it 

is a source of disease that has the potential to be transmitted not only across the country, 

but to ―every corner of the civilized world.‖  It‘s as though Sinclair has forgotten that he 

spent the past two hundred and seventy pages describing the contamination of meat 

ordinarily present in the day-to-day operations of the stockyards; here there is a special 

horror reserved for the ―nameless diseases of vice.‖  What is at stake here is the 

containment of ―savagery‖—as the choice of the word ―civilized‖ reveals, the author 

implies that it‘s not just the disease that threatens physical harm, but the racialized vice 

that has the potential to infect and destroy civilization itself.   

Here, then, is the flaw in Sinclair‘s class-based rhetorical attempt to foment 

socialism: after pages and pages of highlighting commonalities across the working class, 

regardless of nationality, and downplaying race in an effort to defuse its divisive 

potential, Sinclair reveals that race does matter as far as he is concerned, when it comes 

to blacks and new immigrants.  James R. Barrett states that in these pages Sinclair 

demonstrates his nativism and racism, but I would argue that he isn‘t so much nativist, 

given his obvious sympathy and compassion for northern and eastern European 

immigrants, as exemplified by the Lithuanian Rudkus family.  Racist toward ―Negroes‖ 

and southeastern Europeans he certainly is, particularly when evaluating their fitness for 

work and their worthiness of inclusion in the body politic.  In every possible aspect, he 

has represented them as Other—in their behavior, appearance, morality, sexuality.  Their 
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Otherness is doubly constituted by their participation as strikebreakers in a novel 

centrally concerned with the empowerment of the workingman and woman to 

collectively organize.  Thus, when the novel ends with the rallying cry at the socialist 

meeting that ―CHICAGO WILL BE OURS!,‖ it is important to ask, to whom exactly will 

the city belong?  Sinclair has demonstrated that it won‘t belong to those who remain 

racialized and on the fringes—the unorganizable, the unassimilable, the uncivilized.  

What does this mean for a novel that is seen as iconic in Chicago?  In representing 

the city‘s industrial heyday, The Jungle not only showcases the sheer economic power 

that the city‘s magnates wielded, but conversely revealed the misery of the workers who 

were both subject to and provided that power.  Sinclair clearly dismantles idealized 

visions of the American Dream, particularly for immigrants coming to the country with 

naïve expectations for easily finding work.  It is an important critique for a city that is so 

closely identified with the American Dream; unfortunately, it did not spark the socialist 

revolution that the author had hoped for.  What it does fuel, however, is the perpetuation 

of racist stereotypes that contribute to divisiveness, instead of collaboration.  For a city 

that is marked with a violent history of labor struggle, the depiction of certain workers as 

dangerously Other makes them easy to exclude from labor union organizing.  Barrett 

seems to try to recover Sinclair‘s racist representations by remarking: ―Even here, 

however, the novel is instructive in the sense that it conveys the relationship between the 

strike-breaking strategies of employers on the one hand and the growth of racial and 

ethnic intolerance on the other‖ (348).  While Barrett is absolutely right about the 

divisive nature of the strike-breaking strategies, I would argue that the novel in fact 

provides a rationalization for treating black and ―new‖ immigrant workers badly, in its 

depiction of their inherent laziness and dangerousness.  What color you are would seem 

to have much to do with how hard you are willing to work, and as everyone knows, your 
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willingness to work has everything to do with whether you achieve the American Dream 

or Sinclair‘s revision of it.  

CHICAGO POEMS 

There likely isn‘t another novelist other than Upton Sinclair who is so closely 

associated with Chicago‘s turn-of-the-century working class.  But if one were to turn to 

verse, it would be another story altogether, for mention of Carl Sandburg‘s poetry 

instantly evokes images of Chicago meatpackers, railroad workers, and factory girls.  

Jurgis Rudkus would find his poetic expression throughout the pages of Chicago Poems 

(1916), as would thousands of other laborers claiming dozens of nationalities.  In fact, as 

Sandburg‘s reputation grew and as he became more beloved as the ―people‘s poet,‖ his 

images of brawny, industrious, honest, optimistic, and often immigrant workers became 

synonymous with Chicago itself, as though the city were accruing all of labor‘s best 

attributes to itself.  Of course, Sandburg‘s best-known poem, ―Chicago,‖ performs much 

of that work, so to speak, personifying the city as a ―tall bold slugger set vivid against the 

little soft cities.‖ When the poem first appeared in 1914 in Harriet Monroe‘s Poetry: A 

Magazine of Verse, it shocked more readers than it pleased. Poet Eunice Tietjens 

described the reaction: ―Many Chicagoans were furious at seeing the city presented in 

this, to them, unflattering light, and Harriet received many complaints‖ (Niven 243).  

Doubtless the city‘s cultural aspirations were part of this initial popular reaction against 

seeing ―Hog Butcher for the World‖ as the poem‘s opening line.  But ultimately, 

Sandburg‘s Chicago Poems spoke to both the cultural gatekeepers and the average 

reader, with its vanguard use of free verse, idiomatic expression, and down-to-earth 

subject matter, leading biographer Penelope Niven to claim that ―Sandburg would 

continue to speak to and from the heart of American life, and when Louis Untermeyer 
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pronounced him the emotional democrat of American Poetry, Sandburg was well on his 

way to becoming the Poet of the People‖ (281).  Sandburg‘s admiring term for Chicago, 

―City of the Big Shoulders,‖ would become identifiable worldwide with that upstart 

Midwestern city, and would be embraced by Chicagoans of all stripes.   

It would seem, though, that Sandburg‘s status as beloved Poet of the People has 

discounted his poetry in the eyes of the latter twentieth-century literary establishment.  

Upon the initial appearance of Chicago Poems, some critics lauded his impressionistic 

style while dismissing the poems with political content, dubbing them propagandistic. 

W.A. Bradley wrote such a review in the Dial, capturing a general sentiment that 

Sandburg was at once a ―mystical mobocrat‖ and a ―highly sensitized impressionist‖ 

(Niven 276). More recently, however, Mark Van Weinen has convincingly argued that in 

Chicago Poems, even the supposed ―apolitical‖ poems tend to mutually comment on and 

are colored by the more outspoken poems by virtue of their placement throughout the 

collection. In any case, after ―Chicago‖ won Poetry‘s prize for best American poem of 

the year in 1914, Sandburg was already well in the inner circle of the literary world, 

gaining respect and friendship from established writers such as Edgar Lee Masters, Ezra 

Pound, and Amy Lowell.  As his work became widely anthologized, however, and as he 

developed a more public personality, Sandburg became less the radical poet and more the 

literary celebrity. Philip R. Yannella writes:  

 

At mid-century, Carl Sandburg was one of America‘s most popular and honored 

writers.  He won two Pulitzer Prizes, one in 1940 for his Abraham Lincoln: The 

War Years, the second in 1951 for his Complete Poems.  High schools and 

elementary schools were named after him, and a number of colleges and 

universities awarded him honorary degrees….He was a popular lecturer and 

entertainer, giving performances in which he read his poems, sang folk ballads, 

and talked about Lincoln. (ix)   
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In short, Sandburg entered the last phase of his career as a national treasure, befriending 

presidents Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, and John F. Kennedy, and becoming one 

of the few private citizens to address a joint session of Congress in 1959.  Chris Beyers 

surmises that ―so brilliant has been Sandburg's public persona that few have been able to 

read his poems except by its rather distorting illumination. Sympathetic critics display a 

striking propensity to refer to their subject as ‗Carl‘…Although Sandburg's detractors are 

more formal, they are similarly inclined to talk about such extrapoetic issues as his banjo 

playing.‖ Brian M. Reed agrees that Sandburg‘s literary reputation in the academy has 

suffered in comparison to his popular appeal, and citing a handful of books and articles 

published on Sandburg in the past twenty-odd years, states that ―this meager showing 

cannot begin to compare to the literary-critical industries that have grown up around such 

other American modernists as Hart Crane, H.D., T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and William 

Carlos Williams‖ (185).   

Among Midwesterners, however, Sandburg‘s poetry remains vastly popular, and 

perhaps there is no other author whose work has become so entwined with Chicago‘s 

celebratory self-image.  This popularity is the very reason that Sandburg‘s work demands 

a critical re-evaluation, particularly within the terms of inquiry that guide this dissertation 

project, in order to consider the author‘s lasting impact on the discourse of work, race, 

and American identity.  Recent critics engaging Sandburg vis-à-vis race and politics 

amount to a small handful, as many perhaps fold their cards too quickly in the face of that 

era‘s racism; to point out the troublesome aspects of Sandburg‘s poem ―Nigger‖ would 

seem to state the obvious.  Of the few, Aldon Lynn Nielsen in Reading Race: Twentieth 

Century American Poetry and the Racial Discourse excoriates Sandburg for engaging in 

the vocabulary of white racism, yet also grants that the poet subverts stereotypes by 

setting up a speaking subject in ―Nigger‖ and ―Sayings of Henry Stephens‖ and allows 
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the reader to ―hear the voice of suppressed otherness calling to them across the abyss‖ 

(37).   Philip Yannella argues, however, that what recent critics might consider an 

indiscriminate use of stereotypes by Sandburg is in fact the poet‘s deployment of types, 

which was a common feature among writers of the left culture in that period.  ―Given his 

political beliefs,‖ Yannella observes, ―Sandburg was always interested in the type, the 

representative man or woman or child who was the end result of socioeconomic 

determinants, as opposed to the individuated person‖ (158).  Suggesting that this feature 

has been distressing to ahistorical literary critics, he adds that turn-of-the-century left 

movements usually reflected mainstream racial beliefs: ―the American Railway Union of 

the 1890s was for whites only, the AFL rarely attempted to organize blacks, and the SPA 

[Socialist Party of America] leadership typically saw racial oppression as a result of class 

oppression‖ (158).  This last observation is particularly evident in Sandburg‘s evaluation 

of what he calls ―the race question‖ in Chicago, as many of the articles in The Chicago 

Race Riots, July 1919 center around work opportunities and black participation in labor 

unions.  It would be a tautological dead-end, at best, to suggest that Sandburg‘s poetry 

was racist, or participated in racist discourse.  It is more interesting to me to consider the 

way in which Sandburg imagines race and nationality in tandem with labor in Chicago, 

arguably the most important industrial urban center at the turn of the century; and to 

consider how Sandburg‘s literary expression in turn finds its way into the lexicon of 

opportunity and entitlement in the nation‘s discourse of belonging and citizenship. 

It is precisely Chicago‘s popular image as a town full of opportunity for anyone 

who wants it, one that Carl Sandburg‘s poetry reinforces, that obscures the history of 

racialized labor and spatial segregation which to this day limits access to said 

opportunity.  In the poem ―Chicago,‖ there is so much work to be had in hog-butchering, 

toolmaking, and stacking of wheat that all one really needs is to be strong enough for the 
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challenge. The reality of wage differences and racial exclusion from unions lies on the 

outside of this optimistic narrative, which functioned to renew the magnetic attraction to 

the urban North for so many migrants and immigrants throughout the twentieth century.  

The irony is that Sandburg doesn‘t exclude immigrants from his vision of the working 

class, or even what were considered non-whites, such as Italians; in fact, this might be 

another reason he is so beloved in Chicago, which prides itself on its immigrant history 

and maximizes the public relations value of its ―diversity.‖  In Sandburg‘s poetry, 

however, new immigrants are never fully imagined within the rubric of an American 

working-class—they are certainly a part of the economy, but always seem to keep one 

foot in their native countries. They remain foreign, Other, in a society that equates a 

willingness to labor with Americanness. But in these poems, even further outside are 

African Americans, whose exclusion seems total when considering that Americanness 

was also a privilege associated with whiteness.   

Philip Yannella has documented a little-mentioned period in Sandburg‘s career, 

between 1915 and 1918, when he wrote 41 articles for the Chicago-based International 

Socialist Review. According to Yannella, he ―became deeply radicalized, was absolutely 

partisan, moved startlingly leftward‖ (xiv).  It was during these years that Chicago Poems 

was published with Henry Holt and Company, and before Sandburg wrote a series of 

articles in the summer of 1919 for the Chicago Daily News on the city‘s Black Belt 

population.  As with Upton Sinclair, it is clear that Sandburg‘s socialist tendencies 

influenced his writing, and in this light it is unsurprising that his poetry should so 

strongly evoke The Jungle, both in imagery and sentiment, despite the fifteen-year 

difference.   
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The centerpiece of Sandburg‘s collection, ―Chicago,‖ subsumes race in order to 

create one mighty titan of a worker, representing all.  When people think of Chicago, they 

are likely to think of these lines.  It will only do to reproduce the poem here: 

 

 Hog Butcher for the World, 

 Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat, 

 Player with Railroads and the Nation‘s Freight Handler; 

 Stormy, husky, brawling, 

 City of the Big Shoulders: 

 

They tell me you are wicked and I believe them, for I have seen your painted 

women under the gas lamps luring the farm boys. 

And they tell me you are crooked and I answer: Yes, it is true I have seen the 

gunman kill and go free to kill again.  

And they tell me you are brutal and my reply is: On the faces of women and 

children I have seen the marks of wanton hunger. 

And having answered so I turn once more to those who sneer at this my city, and I 

give them back the sneer and say to them: 

Come and show me another city with lifted head singing so proud to be alive and 

coarse and strong and cunning. 

Flinging magnetic curses amid the toil of piling job on job, here is a tall bold 

slugger set vivid against the little soft cities; 

Fierce as a dog with tongue lapping for action, cunning as a savage pitted against 

the wilderness, 

 Bareheaded, 

 Shoveling, 

 Wrecking, 

 Planning, 

 Building, breaking, rebuilding, 

Under the smoke, dust all over his mouth, laughing with white teeth, 

Under the terrible burden of destiny laughing as a young man laughs, 

Laughing even as an ignorant fighter laughs who has never lost a battle, 

Bragging and laughing that under his wrist is the pulse, and under his ribs the 

heart of the people,  

  Laughing! 

Laughing the stormy, husky, brawling laughter of Youth, half-naked, sweating, 

proud to be Hog Butcher, Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat, Player with 

Railroads and Freight Handler to the Nation. (1-2) 
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It is no surprise that this is the poem that has long been the city‘s anthem.  The energy in 

this poem is transformative and triumphant—its very rhythm evokes a locomotive that 

speeds us to its climax, in which the city is laughing despite its myriad problems.  The 

city is marvelous, the poet might say, not despite its contradictions, but because of them.  

Lest one think that Sandburg is cavalier about poverty and vice, his following poems 

explore these subjects with gravity and pathos.  Here, however, Sandburg‘s Chicago 

draws energy from all of its aspects, even those that seem unsavory; it is all at once ―alive 

and coarse and strong and cunning.‖   His descriptive phrases—stormy, husky, brawling, 

fierce, bareheaded—conjure an image of Chicago as masculine, strong, and young, as in 

fact the city very much was at the turn of the century.  Truly, the city is 

anthropomorphized as the workers that make up its populace—it is the ultimate Tool 

Maker, Stacker of Wheat, it is the Hog Butcher for the World.  In the city of the poem, 

Sandburg doesn‘t simply describe the workers; instead, they are represented by one 

Worker, a juggernaut that can perform all these jobs at once.   

While other poems in the Chicago Poems collection could be sharply critical of 

the city‘s problems and sometimes explicitly political, here Sandburg makes exhilarating 

the industrial metropolis that many were surely blaming for the decline of civilization.  It 

is almost as though he were offering a panoramic, bird‘s eye view of Chicago before 

alighting in the street and taking a kaleidoscopic tour of the streets.  Here, in contrast to 

modernism‘s urban alienation, Sandburg offers us a city ―with lifted head singing so 

proud to be/alive.‖ In contrast to J. Alfred Prufrock measuring out his life by coffee 

spoons, here instead, brimming with swagger, is an ―ignorant fighter who has never lost a 

battle.‖  And in response to those who would place the blame for the city‘s corruption 

and vice in the inner city, in those ghettos that reformists strove to clean up and improve, 

Sandburg argues that despite those problems, the common people are not the agents of 
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destruction, but rather the builders.  They infuse the city with its vitality—setting 

Chicago to ―Bragging and laughing that under his wrist is the pulse, and under / his ribs 

the heart of the people.‖  It is a remarkable poem, offering a celebratory vision of a city 

that had often been denigrated for being too rough around the edges.  ―Chicago‖ argues 

that it is precisely that coarseness that makes the city so special, bolstered by the way in 

which Sandburg brings an aggressiveness with form into the realm of ―high‖ literary art.  

Using Whitmanesque free verse, a sprawling command of the page, and a mixture of 

lyricism and forceful, brusque language, Sandburg managed to jolt and seduce readers all 

at once, much as Chicago was reputed to do.   

―Chicago‖ unqualifiedly announces Sandburg‘s profound concern with the 

working class, which would run throughout the rest of the poems in the collection.  Given 

that Sandburg‘s previous writing assignments had been for the International Socialist 

Review and the Chicago Day Book, an advertisement-free newspaper committed to being 

―the poor man‘s advocate, whether the poor man be right or wrong,‖ it is unsurprising 

that this poetry collection should set out to explore myriad aspects of working-class life.  

Certainly there are the wide-angle poems that envision the people as a collective, 

gathering their revolutionary potential as in ―I Am the People, the Mob,‖ or witness the 

potential for vast poverty, comparing it to mountains or the ocean as in ―Masses.‖  Other 

poems offer commentary on the tragic effects of factory labor—in ―They Will Say,‖ 

children are taken from the outdoors ―To work, broken and smothered, for bread and 

wages‖ (3); in ―Mill-Doors,‖ the narrator knows that the loved one who goes to work will 

be changed irrevocably inside the mill, where ―they tap your wrists, / …And all the blood 

of you drop by drop, / And you are old before you are young‖ (4).  Sandburg is at times 

wryly ironic about the desirability of such difficult labor; in ―Muckers,‖ twenty men 

watch a group of ditch diggers, half of them thinking, ―‘O, it‘s a hell of a job,‘‖ and the 
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other half wishing that they had that job (8-9).  The misfortunes of vulnerable workers 

play havoc in ―Blacklisted,‖ where the speaker decides to change his name in order to 

find work again; in a world where grand names and elite pedigrees have value beyond 

measure, stark desperation leads this worker to declare that ―A name is a cheap thing… / 

A job is a job and I want to live‖ (9).  Despite the book‘s opening anthem celebrating 

labor, Sandburg populates the rest of the collection with cutting observations about the 

backbreaking nature of physical labor, inhumane work conditions, and the devastating 

toll these have on the well-being of workers and their families.  

Within this hard look at the human price paid for Chicago‘s status as an industrial 

leader, Sandburg offers vivid portraits of immigrant workers and descriptions of 

immigrant culture.  These workers are subject to the same dehumanizing occupational 

conditions as native laborers, but in Sandburg‘s poems, they also often offer moments of 

joy and represent a different outlook on life that, the reader assumes, is owed to their 

native culture.  In fact, while he laments the desperate conditions in which many of the 

working class live, he accords the immigrant a special sort of resilience in the face of 

struggle.  In ―Fish Crier,‖ Sandburg writes, ―I know a Jew fish crier down on Maxwell 

Street with a voice like a north wind blowing over corn stubble in January. / He dangles 

herring before prospective customers evincing a joy identical with that of Pavlowa 

dancing‖ (7). In a favorite device, Sandburg contrasts the institutional knowledge of 

corporate executives to the simple, homespun wisdom of an immigrant in ―Fellow 

Citizens.‖  Here, after spending time with millionaires and with the mayor himself, the 

narrator visits the Hull House neighborhood and finds a man making accordions and 

guitars, who had it all over the bigwigs ―when it came to happiness‖ (20-21).  The Italian 

humbly shows his beautiful work to the narrator, who decides that ―he had a real soul and 

knew a lot about God. / There was light in his eyes of one who has conquered sorrow in 
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so / far as sorrow is conquerable or worth conquering.‖ Here, as well as in other poems, 

Sandburg posits immigrant culture as a retreat from the intellectual into the spiritual, 

offering renewal to the cultural tourist while glossing over the depredations of poverty.  

Despite this, he ends the poem by stating that ―he is the only Chicago citizen I was 

jealous of that day,‖ granting him status as a member of the citizenry that was not often 

given to immigrants. 

These poems contribute toward a representation of Chicago that includes 

immigrant culture as a part of city life, and one that provides colorful relief from the 

urban landscape.  Brief, imagistic poems give the reader a sense of a flaneur-esque stroll 

about the city, collecting impressions along the way.  In this spirit, the narrator of ―Picnic 

Boat‖ describes standing on a pier, watching the landing of a boat come back from the 

peach farms of Saugatuck, Michigan, and listening to the ―rhythmic oompa of the brasses 

playing a Polish folk- / song for the home-comers‖ (8). In a night that is as ―dark as a / 

stack of black cats,‖ the boat arrives amidst a welcoming tumult of lights and music, and 

while there is no hint of whether the actual home-comers are Polish, the folk-song itself is 

evidently so identifiable with Chicago that it is the music of choice to signal one‘s arrival 

back home.    

The immigrant‘s place in Chicago, then, appears to be woven into the fabric of 

daily city life, in rare moments of pleasure as well as in the context of industrial labor.  

Poems intending to invite in a broader swath of the working class understandably do not 

mention ethnicity, such as ―Masses,‖ in which ―the Poor, millions of the Poor, / patient 

and toiling‖ achieves maximum effect precisely through the loss of individuality to sheer 

numbers (2).  In other poems, however, Sandburg seems to mention ethnicity when he 

intends to evoke additional poignancy.  In ―The Right to Grief,‖ for example, the poet 

scorns the ―perfumed sorrow‖ over the death of a millionaire‘s child, and instead writes 
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an elegy for the dead child of a ―stockyards hunky,‖ who grieves for a day before 

returning to work ―shoving hog blood ahead of him with a broom‖ (10-11).  There is 

bitterness in the contrast between a millionaire whose money could not buy back the life 

of his child, and the Lithuanian who is dully glad the three year old is gone, ―for the rest 

of the family now will have more to eat and wear.‖  Unspoken, yet understood, is the 

pathos of the child‘s death in light of the immigrant family‘s American dream, so clearly 

gone sour.  

Similarly, ―Anna Imroth‖ is a simple poem about a dead factory girl, the only 

unlucky worker who died trying to escape from a fire.  The tragedy of her death will be 

mourned by her mother, who ―will cry some and so will her sisters and brothers‖ (14).  

Although her ethnicity is not mentioned in the poem, the title denotes a name of German 

origin, and again signals the broken promise of America in light of Anna‘s death.  

Sandburg adds an extra dose of irony when he notes in a rapid-fire unpunctuated sing-

song, as though quoting a city official, that ―all of the others got down and they are safe 

and this is the only / one of the factory girls who wasn‘t lucky in making the jump / when 

the fire broke.‖  If somehow the escape of all the other girls is supposed to ameliorate the 

loss of one Anna Imroth, Sandburg decisively says no, and returns the reader‘s attention 

to the real culprit. Strongly echoing Sinclair‘s critique of the concepts of ―luck‖ and 

―fortune‖ in rationalizing tragedy due to neglect and exploitation, Sandburg here bluntly 

undermines the ―official‖ line with ―It is the hand of God and the lack of fire escapes.‖ 

Needless to say, the logic of ―luck‖ or ―fate‖ or ―God‘s will‖ would allow the factory 

escape from responsibility to continue business as usual, but Sandburg bitingly dismisses 

this logic that would justify Anna‘s death, and instead foregrounds the industrial neglect 

that was the true cause of the tragedy.  
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Sandburg‘s sympathetic characterization of the immigrant‘s lot might seem to be 

at odds with his usage of what are commonly considered ethnic slurs, such as ―hunky‖ or 

―dago.‖  The twenty-first-century reader, particularly, might be put off by this language, 

but as Phillip Yanella suggests, a critical analysis that takes into consideration historical 

usage of those terms will yield a more nuanced understanding of the work.  In this case, 

Sandburg‘s usage is fairly unremarkable for his time, and in keeping with his 

commitment to write poetry for and about the working class, rather than just for the 

literary cognoscenti.  In fact, his training as a journalist was greatly influential in the 

development of his poetic style; as Penelope Niven documents, his editor at the Day Book 

encouraged him to write in the ―common man‘s language.‖ In early twentieth-century 

Chicago, the common man‘s language, particularly the parlance of the industrial laborer, 

bore the mark of the day‘s uneasy race relations, especially in the workplace.  David 

Roediger specifically discusses racial slurs as playing a significant role over contested 

identities and over industrial unskilled and semi-skilled jobs.  Certain kinds of labor was 

seen as suitable only for a certain race/ethnicity; so blast furnace jobs in steel mills went 

from being predominantly worked by the Irish, to being seen as ―hunky‖ work as the Irish 

assimilated into the mainstream (90).  The term ―hunky,‖ loosely describing a range of 

nationalities including Bohemian, Hungarian, Polish, Slovak, Austrian, or even ―any 

uneducated, unskilled immigrant from central and east Europe,‖ was closely connected 

with hard work, but was also negatively associated with risky, dangerous work (43-44).  

Roediger states, ―To be hunked meant to be disabled by an occupational accident, a 

condition disproportionately afflicting eastern European workers in some areas…Thus 

‗hunkie‘ described both the brawny and the broken, the inferior and the damaged‖ (44). 

So for Sandburg to write of a ―stockyards hunky‖ or a ―dago shovelman‖ is to evoke the 

linguistically brutalizing nature of the shopfloor or the slaughterhouse.   
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Additionally, Yanella has argued that Sandburg uses this terminology to denote a 

stereotype, in order to defuse it in subsequent lines by demonstrating that character‘s 

humanity.  His use of these slurs becomes even more apparent as a deliberate artistic 

choice when compared to other poems in which Sandburg describes immigrant characters 

or culture outside of an industrial context.  For example, in ―Onion Days,‖ there are no 

derogatory racial names as Sandburg brings to life Mrs. Gabrielle Giovannitti and her 

daughter-in-law, Mrs. Pietro Giovannitti; in this long character sketch, the poet 

compassionately looks at the difficult daily routine of the women in contrast to the farmer 

who profits from the younger woman‘s labor (12-13).  It would seem, then, that Sandburg 

reserves the use of ―dago‖ and ―hunky‖ to specifically refer to the industrial work 

environment.  In contrast to his portrayal of Italians in ―Onion Days,‖ Sandburg deploys 

the term ―dago‖ in two poems, ―The Shovel Man‖ and ―Child of the Romans,‖ in a 

strategy that effaces their individual identities and turns them into types, as Yannella 

suggests.  In both of these poems, the ―dago‖ is a shovel man on the railroad, whose 

humble work in Chicago stands in sharp contrast to his romanticized origins.  In ―Child 

of the Romans,‖ Sandburg deftly references the great Roman civilization in the title to 

underscore the irony of his character‘s seemingly trivial work—he works ten hours a day 

to make sure that the wealthy rail passengers feel nary a jostle, keeping the roadbed clear 

so that the roses and the jonquils will ―Shake hardly at all in the cut glass vases / Standing 

slender on the tables in the dining cars‖ (10). In ―The Shovel Man,‖ Sandburg‘s portrait 

of the man is through descriptions of his battered clothing, which bear the residue of the 

day‘s labor: ―overalls faded from sun and rain in the ditches; / Spatter of dry clay sticking 

yellow on his left sleeve‖ (7).  As in the previous poem, Sandburg uses the Italian‘s 

heritage to leverage the contrast between his difficult physical labor with what would 

have been his patrimony in the old country.  In this case, the shovel man only earns ―a 
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dollar six bits a day,‖ but also ―a dark-eyed woman in the old country dreams of him for 

one / of the world‘s ready men with a pair of fresh lips and a kiss / better than all the wild 

grapes that ever grew in Tuscany.‖  Intending some kind of consolation for the 

backbreaking nature of railroad work, Sandburg also restores the beauty of the man‘s 

country erased by the derogatory ―dago.‖  Counteracting the alienation of Otherness, the 

poem‘s coda endows the shovel man with the humanity that comes from being loved.   

And yet this characterization of the old country connection, recurring in other 

poems in the collection, signals a problem for the immigrant wishing for inclusion in 

America.  Sandburg romanticizes Italy here beyond the point of realistic circumstances, 

so that the poverty and political injustice that brought immigrants to the States in the first 

place aren‘t represented.  Arguably, the dreamy haze coloring the fresh lips and the wild 

Tuscan grapes indicates a severe bout of nostalgia brought on by unremitting railroad 

work.  More significantly, however, is that such a romantic nostalgia tying the immigrant 

emotionally and even physically to his or her place of origin suggests an inability to fully 

assimilate into mainstream America.  Repeatedly in Chicago Poems, the poet conjures for 

the reader the pleasures of the old country in contrast to the cynicism and difficulty of 

urban life, or indicates that immigrants themselves live halfway turned back toward their 

birthplace.  Nostalgia for what may be remembered as a simpler but happier time is 

understandable, but the consequence is that they are not represented as American 

citizens-in-the-making but as sojourners, who may yet decide to return ―home.‖  In 

―Population Drifts,‖ the call of home is so strong that it even runs in the bloodline, as 

Sandburg imagines that the dissatisfaction of second-generation children working in a 

box factory is in fact an incoherent desire for their parents‘ country.  Only sensing 

wistfulness and a vague desire, ―they do not know it is the new-mown hay smell calling 

and the / wind of the plain praying for them to come back and take hold / of life again 
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with tough hands and with passion‖ (13). The elemental forces of nature contrast sharply 

with the city environment—witness the way the children ―played on the stones and 

prowled in the garbage / cans‖—and will match something in their own nature. After all, 

their mother was a woman ―whose ribs had the power of the hills in them,‖ and it is clear 

that they literally are out of their element in the slums.  The work there will not be easy, 

as they will need ―tough hands,‖ but it will afford passion in a way that cardboard boxes 

do not.  

And in fact, there was a belief that new immigrants were only waiting for their 

chance to return home, particularly after World War I.  In The Chicago Race Riots, July 

1919, years after the appearance of Chicago Poems, Sandburg cites Dr. George Edwin 

Haynes, who bolsters his earlier representation of immigrants as sojourners in America: 

―Among alien residents in our country large numbers intend to return to their native land.  

The principal cause is a desire to learn what has befallen their families…there is also a 

desire on the part of many foreigners to return to the land just freed from German or 

Austrian domination in the belief that opportunities will be better in the new democracies 

than in the United States‖ (23).  Dr. Haynes, a Columbia Ph.D. and a director of ―negro 

economics in the department of labor,‖ offers advance information from a report by the 

immigration and inspection service of said department, stating that one investigation by a 

steel plant showed that 61% of the immigrants employed there planned to return to 

Europe, and of those, only 9% intended to return to America after their visit.  Given in 

support of the theory that employment conditions for African Americans would 

dramatically improve with such an exodus, the information banks on the heart‘s desire, 

anxiety, and tentative plans of many new immigrants, but not on the realistic effort it 

would take for an actual trans-oceanic move.  Nonetheless, Sandburg‘s poetic and 

journalistic representations of new immigrants worked to keep them in a perpetually 
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transitory state in the public eye, without a real stake in the economy or an investment in 

American citizenship.   

The implications of such a perception are significant in the context of the 

xenophobia of the late teens and early twenties, leading up to the nativist, restrictive 

Johnson-Reed Act passed in 1924.  The criteria for who was truly fit for inclusion in the 

American body politic, always under negotiation, was hotly debated, and getting 

narrower. In this light, Carl Sandburg‘s sentimental portrayals of Eastern Europeans and 

Italians appear positively benevolent when compared to the racist sentiment sweeping the 

nation, reflected in a line from James T. Farrell‘s The Young Manhood of Studs Lonigan 

(1924): ―You know, you can tell an inferior race by the way they dress. The Polacks and 

the Dagoes, and niggers are the same, only the niggers are the lowest‖ (qtd. in Roediger 

140).  The idea that one could distinguish the ―lower‖ or ―inferior‖ races was part of the 

logic governing the new immigration legislation, which aimed to keep the American 

population as stocked with the ―superior‖ northern and western European races as 

possible.  In the face of this virulent anti-immigrant sentiment, even Progressive 

reformers who had attempted to ―Americanize‖ new immigrants conceded defeat, and 

according to historian John Higham, felt that the problem wasn‘t theirs, ―but a reflection 

of the ‗incorrigibly inassimilable nature of the material on which they had worked‘‖ (qtd. 

in Roediger 143).  Security planners for the War Plans White initiative (1919) saw new 

immigrants as never ―‗entirely recasted in the American ‗Melting Pot,‘ and therefore 

‗susceptible to hostile leadership against Anglo-Saxon institutions‘‖ (qtd. in Roediger 

143).  In light of the first Red Scare, which targeted ―foreigners‖ suspected to be 

Bolsheviks or radical anarchists, but widely cast doubt on any immigrant from eastern or 

southern Europe, this comment illustrates the extremely tenuous footing that immigrants 

had in terms of acceptance. Under this kind of scrutiny, Sandburg‘s homeward-looking 
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immigrants would surely be found not simply wanting, but actively dangerous to the 

nation.  While it‘s possible that Sandburg‘s benevolent portraits were a rhetorical attempt 

to diminish the racist sentiment, it nevertheless remains that his poetry positions new 

immigrants on the margins of the body politic.  Polish music may be part of the city‘s 

cultural mix, but perhaps only as long as the Poles themselves remain unthreatening 

temporary workers. 

When compared with the lot of African American workers, however, the marginal 

hold that new immigrants had on employment might seem positively entrenched.   As 

evidenced in the aforementioned quote from Studs Lonigan, on a scale of racial 

acceptance in the U.S. workplace in the early twentieth century, African Americans 

found themselves at the very bottom.
9
  Economic historian Melvyn Dubofsky claimed 

that as far as employment discrimination went, ―only the Negro‘s presence kept the 

Italian, the Pole, and the Slav above society‘s mudsill,‖ and new research by Stewart 

Tolnay on race, immigration, and occupational standing in 1920 shows that African 

Americans were ―much more segregated, from immigrants and third-plus generation 

men…than the latter two groups were segregated from each other.‖ He adds that new 

immigrants ―were relatively better off in cities with higher proportions of African 

American population, lending some support to Dubofsky‘s ‗mudsill‘ hypothesis‖ 

(Roediger 77-78).  In Chicago, African Americans were arriving in record numbers as 

part of the first Great Migration, drawn by the wartime labor shortage, but found that 

opportunities in the ―promised land‖ of the north were starkly limited.  Industrial 

employers often turned them away, or if they were able to secure a job, also found 

                                                 
9 Although with the 1924 Johnson-Reed act, Asians found themselves completely excluded from further 

immigration, and Roediger cites social researcher T.J. Woofter as stating in his 1920s and 1930s work that 

―the children of Oriental immigrants‖ found their job opportunities even more limited than that of African 

Americans. 
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tension or outright hostility from their white co-workers.  As alluded to in The Chicago 

Race Riots, July 1919, many black workers were waiting for job availability to get better 

after the war, but competition only became more fierce with the return of war veterans.  

Joblessness and inadequate housing in Chicago‘s Black Belt were only two of the factors 

contributing to a volatile racial situation that exploded in the summer of 1919. 

For a poet so interested in the realistic representation of the diverse milieu of 

Chicago, the scant amount of references to African Americans in Chicago Poems is a bit 

surprising.  A quick chronology helps to situate the context: published in 1916, the 

collection appeared several years before the race riots, and was written in the years before 

the Great Migration began in 1916.  Therefore, Sandburg‘s Chicago, caught in the 

moments before thousands of southern African Americans arrived and indelibly changed 

the city‘s cultural and political landscape, reflects the relatively small proportion of black 

residents of the overall urban population at the time.
10

  However, as stated in the 

introductory pages to The Chicago Race Riots, July 1919, by the time of the riots the 

city‘s population had doubled from 50,000 to about 120,000 residents in the Black Belt.  

Chicago‘s African American population may have been comparatively small, but 50,000 

residents are hardly invisible, especially considering that they occupied a space in the city 

named for their race.  If Chicago Poems can be understood as a representation of that 

city‘s milieu, it is instructive, then, to realize that the only reference to African 

Americans in the collection is a single poem entitled ―Nigger.‖  Sandburg may have had a 

lack of significant direct experience with African Americans in Chicago at the time he 

wrote this poem, but he could not have been unaware of their presence in the city.  Why 

is it, then, that in a collection representing a host of immigrant workers in industrial jobs, 

                                                 
10 According to James Grossman, before the Migration, African Americans made up 2% of Chicago‘s 

population, compared with 33% in 1970.  
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the only way he can imagine a black man is in the rural South?  ―Nigger‖ is the portrait of 

a ―type‖ that is tethered to his enslaved, agrarian Southern past, and even further, to his 

―jungle‖ past: 

 

I am the nigger. 

Singer of songs,  

Dancer… 

Softer than fluff of cotton… 

Harder than dark earth 

Roads beaten in the sun 

By the bare feet of slaves… 

Foam of teeth…breaking crash of laughter… 

Red love of the blood of woman, 

White love of the tumbling pickaninnies… 

Lazy love of the banjo thrum… 

Sweated and driven for the harvest-wage, 

Loud laughter with hands like hams, 

Fists toughened on the handles, 

Smiling the slumber dreams of old jungles, 

Crazy as the sun and dew and dripping, heaving life of the jungle, 

Brooding and muttering with memories of shackles: 

  I am the nigger. 

  Look at me. 

  I am the nigger. (21-22) 

Told in the first person, the poem moves between four distinct sections, in which the 

subject is depicted in terms of his physical nature, his passions, his work, and his origins.  

His connection to the earth is more elemental than one made through labor; in fact, his 

own physical aspect is likened to the earth‘s very materials: ―Softer than fluff of cotton… 

/ Harder than dark earth.‖  Additionally, he is a creature of his passions, known through 

his carnal loves of women and music.  In fact, the very first lines characterize him in 

terms of music, suggesting he remains primarily known for his affinity with dance and 

song, regardless of his backbreaking labor.  This characterization also recalls the 

stereotype of the carefree slave who manages to sing despite his troubles, but Sandburg 

quickly follows it with another stereotype of the crazy, muttering slave consumed by 
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―memories of shackles.‖ The entire poem seems to deal in racial constructions, between 

one of a harmless, almost innocuous blackness, and another of a menacing, dangerous 

blackness.  The tension between these alternating visions is the basis for the forward 

movement in the poem, which brings it to the forceful conclusion: ―Look at me. / I am 

the nigger.‖  Suggesting that the ―nigger‖ is neither entirely the happy slave nor the 

muttering jungle beast but somehow a combination of both, the poem demands that the 

reader confront this character and the specter of slavery that he lives with.
11

  Aldon Lynn 

Nielsen suggests that this is ―the defiant image of the New Negro as defined from the 

hopes of a people after World War One by such black intellectuals as W.E.B. DuBois and 

Alain Locke‖ (36).   

However, it‘s a limited accomplishment.  There was certainly no shortage of 

―pickaninnies‖ and other stereotypical images of African Americans in the era‘s media 

representations, and this poem, while confronting readers with their own discomfort, does 

not move beyond these images to offer something more.  Sandburg accomplishes a more 

effective subversion of stereotype in his poems about Italians, for example:  in ―The 

Shovel Man,‖ Sandburg renders the slur ―dago‖ ineffective by restoring the subject‘s 

humanity to him through the memory of love.  Sandburg‘s redemption for the immigrant 

is also to be found through a return to the subject‘s home country, which in the ―Child of 

the Romans‖ restores respect in the reader for the shovel man‘s connection to ancient 

civilization. While arguably ―Nigger‖ is written with the same structure, setting up the 

racial slur in the first half to subvert it in the second half, Sandburg‘s return to this 

subject‘s place of origin does not humanize him in any way, but in fact renders him even 

more Other; he is ―Crazy as the sun and dew and dripping, heaving life of the jungle.‖  

                                                 
11  The fact that many African Americans lived in poverty as sharecroppers (alluded to here with the phrase 

―harvest-wage‖) after Reconstruction suggests that their emancipation from slavery did not necessarily 

bring a significant improvement in their living conditions. 



 117 

And unlike ―Child of the Romans,‖ the African American is not connected in any way to 

a recovered intellectual history, but is more firmly reinscribed within a physical, 

emotional, primitive nature.  

―Nigger,‖ then, is a poem striking for its inclusion in a collection of poetry that 

depicts racialized immigrants and that takes pains to subvert that racialization.  What‘s 

more, it is a collection about immigrant workers, which requires specific attention paid to 

the kind of labor represented in ―Nigger.‖  The work is physical and demanding, much 

like the factory, railroad, and packinghouse labor found in Chicago, yet it remains rooted 

in the earth, in Southern agriculture—the factory floor and the cotton field could not 

seem distant from each other. The use of the racial epithet ―nigger‖ works to deepen this 

gulf: if in other poems Sandburg deploys slurs such as ―hunky‖ and ―dago‖ to represent 

working-class usage that indicates a specific racial identity tied to the industrial 

workplace, then this poem ties the slur ―nigger‖ to a specific agricultural labor located far 

from the Midwest, let alone Chicago.  And the poem‘s placement in Chicago Poems, a 

collection theoretically about the city, as a piece set entirely in the rural South (even the 

global South, if one counts the reference to the jungle), is unusual.  The poem‘s rural 

setting seems to offer a contrast, or a relief, to the city‘s industrial landscape.  But in a 

way, it also offers a twinning of the juggernaut Worker in the collection‘s signature poem 

―Chicago,‖ the ―Hog Butcher for the World.‖  ―Nigger‖ presents a character that is 

similarly larger than life, and in structure, the poem also offers imagistic lines similar to 

that of Chicago, rendering a character dramatically in the moment of his labor, working 

and sweating, yet laughing.  The poem then returns to the same image it begins with (―I 

am the nigger,‖ ―Hog Butcher‖), having fleshed out the character.  These two are 

possibly the most vivid characters in the collection, as if to represent the iconic 

incarnation of their respective labor, agricultural and industrial; however, grounded in 
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that labor, they also stand at opposite ends of a rural-urban continuum, each 

simultaneously providing a mirror and a contrast to the attributes of the other.  That 

Sandburg racialized this opposition is significant.  African Americans are thus figured not 

only as racially and geographically (pre-Migration) opposite of the urban population, but 

as occupationally opposite, as well.   

This perception, of course, had dogged African Americans attempting to find 

industrial work of any kind, and one can see how it contributed to their tumultuous 

experience as strikebreakers, as they were not viewed as temperamentally suited or 

skilled for regular work.  In fact, Sinclair‘s depiction of strikebreakers in The Jungle 

deals in precisely the kind of images that ―Nigger‖ reproduces, but to sinister effect; 

black strikebreakers overindulge in carnal passions—drinking, sex, and violence—and 

create scenes of chaos and excess that threaten to undermine the very foundations of 

society within the walls of the factory.  ―Nigger,‖ although arguably more sympathetic, 

nevertheless positions African Americans outside of the sphere of industrial work, and 

completely excludes them from the urban imagination, except as its antithesis.  Published 

at a crucial moment in history, on the brink of the Great Migration, this poem 

undoubtedly affected Chicagoans‘ impressions of African Americans, even as the Black 

Belt population swelled to 120,000 in 1919, double its pre-World War I size.  Tellingly, 

these new urban residents continued to encounter difficulty in finding industrial work, 

competing with new immigrants for jobs in which race was often overtly used as a 

criteria for exclusion.   

Represented as beastly, amoral strikebreakers in The Jungle, one of the most 

widely-read books of the early twentieth century, and as completely outside the industrial 

imagination in Chicago Poems, African Americans might look long and fruitlessly for 

more complex representations of their struggles to gain access to equal economic 
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opportunity in the urban North.  While these two texts engage in the incorporation of 

immigrants into the Chicago imaginary in sympathetic ways, it excludes by contrast the 

black migrants arriving from the American South.  One could argue that the project of 

incorporation, then, or the literary ―working toward whiteness‖ of European immigrants 

in these texts, is accomplished precisely through the further marginalization of African 

Americans.  However, in 1919, Carl Sandburg would attempt to understand the scope of 

the complex labor struggles and economic situation faced by Black Belt residents, in a 

series of articles for the Chicago Daily News.  Written in the weeks just prior to the 

infamous Chicago race riot of 1919, the articles were collected and rushed into 

publication as a pamphlet entitled The Chicago Race Riots, July 1919.  This pamphlet 

presented a diversity of voices speaking to African American life in Chicago, but more 

importantly, gave voice to African Americans themselves, albeit mediated by Sandburg 

and the Daily News.  These voices, optimistic about their opportunities at the end of 

World War I, contrast dramatically with the figure of Bigger Thomas in Richard Wright‘s 

Native Son.   When considered together, these two texts narrate the heartbreaking failure 

of Chicago, the iconic city of immigrants, to deliver on its promises to its native sons and 

daughters. 
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Chapter 3: African Americans and the Black Belt—Carl Sandburg’s 

The Chicago Race Riots, July 1919 and Richard Wright’s Native Son and 

Black Boy 

African Americans have had a long history in Chicago, and given the vexed 

nature of that history, it is easy to forget that the first non-native settler in the place that 

would become the city was a black man, Jean Baptiste Pointe du Sable.  While the black 

community was initially quite small, including about 1,000 free blacks and runaway 

slaves by the start of the Civil War, they tended to live in racially mixed neighborhoods.  

It wasn‘t until Jim Crow came to the South that a monolithic racial ghetto emerged in 

Chicago on the city‘s South Side, containing from less than 15,000 in 1890 to more than 

50,000 in 1915 (Biles 31-32).  Not more than about seven blocks wide, the Black Belt 

extended about thirty blocks north and south along State Street, starting at around 22nd 

Street.12  Over the course of the twentieth century, African Americans began to also 

settle on the West Side, which gradually became another segregated ghetto, thanks to 

racially restrictive covenants and racist housing policy decisions which would not locate 

public housing in ―white‖ neighborhoods.  Racial integration in Chicago residential 

neighborhoods is still very hard to come by, and the Black Belt remains mostly black, 

excepting the occasional instance of gentrification or the areas shared with the University 

of Chicago. 

Despite their physical presence in the city, early twentieth-century Chicago 

literature made little mention of African Americans, and the texts I have examined so far 

only include them at the periphery of their narratives, whether it‘s as a waiter in Sister 

Carrie, as strikebreakers in The Jungle, or as a rural Southern black in a collection of 

                                                 
12 Eventually the Black Belt would extend east from the Dan Ryan Expressway to Lake Michigan, and 

from about 39
th

 Street to 95
th

 Street (―Black Belt‖). 
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urban poems in Chicago Poems.  In all of these cases, the African Americans are so 

insignificant as to barely register, or they bear the weight of alterity in order to reveal by 

contrast some salient quality in the more central characters.  If the African American 

presence in Chicago is so scant, then African Americans‘ own voices had been little 

heard until, one would suppose, Richard Wright‘s Native Son, published in 1940.  But 

earlier echoes come from a less likely source—the journalism of Carl Sandburg, in a 

series of July 1919 articles for the Chicago Daily News on the African American 

neighborhood commonly known as the Black Belt.  While these voices are, without a 

doubt, mediated by Sandburg and the white liberal news organ, they nevertheless 

afforded a venue in which African Americans might speak directly to Chicago‘s reading 

public, in the form of interviews and direct quotes.  In this chapter, I will read Sandburg‘s 

The Chicago Race Riots, July 1919 (the pamphlet collecting his Daily News articles) 

alongside Richard Wright‘s Native Son and Black Boy to trace out textually how 

Chicago‘s promise of abundant work translated into actual opportunity for African 

Americans.  More specifically, if Chicago has been posited as a place of promise in 

which one can achieve the American Dream through hard work, and if Americanness is 

also achieved through the acquisition of whiteness, as David Roediger and others have 

argued, then what happens when Chicago fails in its promise to its native sons and 

daughters? 

Together, the writings of Carl Sandburg and Richard Wright on Chicago‘s 

African American population provide at once a literary representation of racialized life in 

the industrial North, and a dialectical understanding of discursive constructions of race 

and labor from a white and a black perspective, both ideologically and politically radical.  

The work of two such iconic Chicago authors, separated by at least twenty years in the 

case of the Race Riots and Native Son, may seem too distant in time to effectively carry 
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out such a comparison.  Speaking from the position of a literary critic, however, Richard 

Wright brings up the end of an extended era of the realist/naturalist novel, one in which 

he openly acknowledges his debt to such writers as H.L. Mencken, Sherwood Anderson, 

Frank Norris, and particularly Theodore Dreiser.  In Black Boy, Wright recalls: ―I read 

Dreiser‘s Jennie Gerhardt and Sister Carrie and they revived in me a vivid sense of my 

mother‘ suffering…All my life had shaped me for the realism, the naturalism of the 

modern novel, and I could not read enough of them‖ (250).  To include Wright‘s work in 

a comparison with Sandburg, who was writing with similar literary concerns to represent 

the previously invisible underclass, is a strategic move to uncover the embedded 

character of white authorship within the category of realism/naturalism, and to look at 

Wright‘s revisions of the movement‘s conventions within that context.   

In addition to literary concerns, the problem of a twenty-year gap between the 

texts is made less so when one sees that material conditions in the Black Belt had not 

significantly changed at the time of Native Son‘s publication.  While the Black Belt 

population may have grown somewhat, it would not have experienced the same kind of 

expansion as in the late 1910s, and in fact black migration from the South slowed 

dramatically during the Great Depression.  The deplorable conditions of the housing 

stock in the Black Belt in 1919 were the same in which Bigger ―paid eight dollars a week 

for one rat-infested room‖ during the 1930s, and the threat of violence, evidenced by the 

bombs Sandburg described as targeting African Americans living outside the segregation 

line, was the same threat that led Bigger to bring a gun to his interview with the rich 

Daltons: ―in order to get to the Dalton place, he had to go through a white neighborhood. 

He had not heard of any Negroes being molested recently, but he felt that it was always 

possible‖ (43).  And it is always possible, as demonstrated later in the novel by the white 

retribution for Bigger‘s crimes on the heads of innocent black residents.  Rather than 
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presenting a temporal gap too wide to bridge, the span of twenty years between Sandburg 

and Wright offers a useful opportunity to compare Sandburg‘s optimism for an economic 

solution to the ―race problem‖ at the beginning of the 1920s boom years, to Wright‘s 

bleak novel about African American life in a racist society at the end of the Great 

Depression. 

THE CHICAGO RACE RIOTS, JULY 1919 

The summer of 1919 is known as the ―Red Summer,‖ in which scores of race riots 

and anti-black violence broke out across the United States in the wake of World War I.  

The reasons for this culmination of racial tensions are various and complex, but many can 

be traced to the end of the war, which brought thousands of servicemen, both white and 

black, back home.  The war had opened doors to African Americans looking for 

industrial jobs left vacant by men in the service, who now returned to a tight labor 

market.  Tensions also increased with the return of African American servicemen, who 

were ready to claim the right to full citizenship based on their military contributions and 

demonstrated patriotism.  White mobs, determined to keep black people in their place, 

met increased African American confidence with a sharp rise in lynchings, particularly, 

but not exclusively, in the Jim Crow South; from 1916 to 1919, almost 300 people, 

mostly Southern blacks and a number of them returning soldiers still in uniform, were 

lynched.  Additionally, the perception, fueled by the Red Scare, that many African 

Americans were dangerous radicals because they were attracted to socialist and 

communist philosophies, or were involved in organized labor, added to the volatile 

climate of hostility and resentment.  African Americans found themselves in a crucible of 

American identity formation, in which the lines of inclusion and exclusion, based on race, 

citizenship and patriotism, were being fiercely negotiated. 
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Between April and October 1919, race riots broke out in twenty-five cities, with 

the most violent occurring in Washington D.C., Chicago, and Elaine, Arkansas.  In 

Chicago, the violence began on July 27, with one black boy swimming across an invisible 

line of segregation in the waters of Lake Michigan; it ended thirteen days later, with 23 

black and 15 white people dead, 537 injured, and approximately 1,000 African 

Americans left homeless after their houses and apartments had been torched (―Red 

Summer‖).  On July 27, at about four o‘clock that day, seventeen-year-old Eugene 

Williams entered ―black‖ waters at 27th Street.  His attention was drawn to an onshore 

altercation between four black men and the white men who had ordered them to leave the 

area; consequently, Williams, who couldn‘t swim well but was afraid to come back to the 

shore, grabbed on to a railroad tie and drifted into ―white‖ waters.  According to the 

Chicago Commission on Race Relations, he panicked at the sight of a white boy near him 

in the water, let go of his tie, and drowned.  Conflicting reports abounded about whether 

he had been hit by stones from the shore, but the commission‘s report claimed that his 

body did not show any signs of bruises, and the coroner‘s jury concluded that he drowned 

―because fear of stone-throwing kept him from shore‖ (Chicago Commission 4).  

Williams‘s death, in addition to reports that a white police officer had refused to 

intervene in the stoning, touched off the worst race riot in the city‘s history: by midnight 

that night, four whites had been beaten, five were stabbed, and one was shot, while 

twenty seven blacks were beaten, seven were stabbed, and four were shot.  Over the 

course of the following days, incidents occurred throughout the city, with white mobs 

terrorizing and beating black passengers dragged from streetcars, and black mobs 

―besieging‖ an apartment building to demand a white occupant accused of shooting a 

black boy.  In one telling example of how race was employed as a tool for division 

among Chicago‘s immigrant and African American working class, reports claimed that 
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the arson fire set in the Back of the Yards neighborhood, populated by new immigrants, 

was actually set by an Irish-American gang called Ragen‘s Colts wearing blackface in an 

attempt to prompt the residents to engage in racial terror (Roediger 126).  Nine hundred 

and forty-eight people, mostly Lithuanian, were left homeless, and there were reports of 

$250,000 in property damage (Chicago Commission 7). 

Just prior to the outbreak of the Chicago race riots, Carl Sandburg had been 

assigned by his editor at the Chicago Daily News, Henry Justin Smith, to write a series of 

articles on the African American population.  He spent days in the Black Belt 

interviewing a wide range of residents and business owners, in addition to academics, 

government officials, and political leaders.  The stories ran in the Daily News in the three 

weeks leading up to the riots, and covered topics including the reasons for the migration 

of Southern blacks to Chicago, the state of employment for black men and women in 

Chicago, and the dilapidated, overcrowded living conditions in the Black Belt.  In many 

of these stories, Sandburg pursues answers to the ―race question,‖ or the ―race problem‖; 

unsurprisingly, given the poet and journalist‘s background as a socialist and as a writer 

on organized labor, he is drawn to those that claim economic equality as a solution.  

Repeatedly, his stories argue that racial discrimination will dissipate once African 

Americans are given equal access to jobs and fair wages. In a report on an organized 

labor rally, Sandburg writes that for the 2,000 men gathered, ―the race problem is solved. 

Their theory is that when economic equality of the races is admitted, then the social, 

housing, real estate, transportation or educational phases are not difficult‖ (56).  Writing 

about the belief that European immigrants are certain to go home after the war, leaving 

hundreds of industrial jobs available for African Americans, Sandburg quotes Dr. George 

Edwin Haynes:  
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All we are waiting for is the open gate so we may enter into the industrial and 

agricultural opportunities on the same terms as other workers.  That day has 

arrived.  When orders come from France and Belgium and central Europe and 

South America and Africa to the American factories, it doesn‘t matter an iota 

what color the skin of the man whose hand or brain produces that product.  The 

manufacturer is getting more and more to realize that when the pressure comes, as 

it came during the war, if he can get the labor he doesn‘t see any color mark on 

the bank check or the draft that he gets in payment for his goods.  Most of this 

thing we call a race question is down at rock bottom a labor question. (25)  

The implied understanding in both of these quotes is that the poverty afflicting the 

African American population is at the root of prejudice against them, causing white 

people to judge them as deficient.  The hope is that once they are on equal economic 

footing, they will be treated with respect.  This logic optimistically takes little notice of 

biological theories of racial inferiority, which fueled debates about the fitness for 

citizenship not just for African Americans, but for the new immigrants from southern and 

eastern Europe, in the early years of the twentieth century.  And so, Sandburg can write 

that economic equality ―gets the emphasis in the speeches and the writings of the colored 

people themselves.  They hate Jim Crow cars and lynching and all acts of race 

discrimination, in part, because back of these is the big fact that, even in the north, in 

many skilled occupations, as well as in many unskilled, it is useless for any colored man 

or woman to ask a job,‖ without a sense of the circularity of such a statement, or 

admitting precisely why it was useless to ask for a job (26). 

Leaving aside current understandings of race that have the benefit of history and 

retrospective distance, Carl Sandburg‘s Daily News series on the Black Belt was well-

received.  The Chicago Commission on Race Relations stated that his series ―gave a 

necessary balance to the more usual publication of stories involving Negroes only in 

crimes‖ (549).  After the race riots in Chicago actually happened, Alfred Harcourt rushed 

to publication a collection of Sandburg‘s articles at Harcourt, Brace, and Howe, entitling 
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it The Chicago Race Riots, July 1919.  The pamphlet was somewhat deceptively named, 

since it did not actually document the riots themselves, but naming it for the sensational 

events reflected what Sandburg himself admitted in the introduction: ―…as usual nearly 

everybody was more interested in the war than how it got loose‖ (6).  Penelope Niven 

writes that the pamphlet ―reached a wide audience,‖ and that ―critics hailed the pamphlet 

as a ‗serious and intelligent investigation into conditions which made the race riots 

possible‘ and a ‗contribution to the solving of the Negro problem in any section of the 

country‘‖ (343). 

More recent critical attention, however, has been sparse.  As stated previously, 

mention of The Chicago Race Riots has been limited to brief treatment in literary 

histories, such as Philip Yanella‘s The Other Carl Sandburg, and Niven‘s biography.  In 

fact, most mentions of the pamphlet treat it as an historical artifact, rather than as an 

object for critical literary analysis. Strikingly, it was completely overlooked in Aldon 

Lynn Nielsen‘s discussion of Sandburg‘s poetry in Reading Race: White American Poets 

and the Racial Discourse in the Twentieth Century.  While he begrudgingly gives 

Sandburg some credit for ―allowing the nonwhite to speak his own experience into the 

ruminations of white poetry‖ in latter poems treating the African American subject (not 

included in Chicago Poems), he writes of Sandburg‘s work on the Chicago race riots 

without ever mentioning the pamphlet itself or indicating that he has read it.  Instead, he 

quotes from Sandburg‘s letters to his brother-in-law, Edward Steichen, about his work for 

the Chicago Daily News, in which he says that he has ―spent ten days in the black belt 

and [is] starting a series of articles on why Abasynnians, Bushmen, and Zulus are here 

[sic]‖ (Sandburg, Letters 166).  From this Nielsen concludes that what was really 

bothering Sandburg was an unjustifiable increase in the black population in the city, and 

that like ―Lindsay after the Springfield riots, Sandburg seemed to think that the blacks 
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brought all this on themselves by failing to stay where they belonged‖ (35).  While the 

quote from the letter does hearken back to Sandburg‘s reductive images in ―Nigger‖ and 

arguably evinces a tall-tale humor, it does not sufficiently demonstrate that Sandburg 

found the increase in the black population ―unjustifiable.‖  Anyone who had read The 

Chicago Race Riots and its connection of the Great Migration to Jim Crow lynchings 

could not make this allegation; even further, the charge that Sandburg thought that 

African Americans ―brought all this on themselves‖ would disintegrate in light of 

Sandburg‘s series of articles connecting ―the race problem‖ to a systematic oppression of 

African Americans in Chicago involving labor and housing conditions. 

C.K. Doreski, however, brings Sandburg‘s articles into dialogue with the riot 

coverage from the Chicago Defender, the leading African American newspaper in 

Chicago, edited by Robert Abbott.  Written in the wake of the Los Angeles riots, Doreski 

takes as her point of departure the relationship between news reporting and its subsequent 

privileging as history in order to investigate the rhetoric in articles about the Black Belt 

and the riot from the Daily News and the Defender.  She writes: ―While Sandburg's 

conscious attempt to move beyond personal prejudice to empower a language of 

accommodation and harmony has been eclipsed by the Chicago Commission's official 

report, it nonetheless provides a crucial voice in the dialogue between the black and white 

press, between news and history.‖ Suggesting that Sandburg‘s articles were in direct 

conversation with Robert Abbott‘s editorial mission and sensational journalistic style, 

Doreski argues that Sandburg‘s coverage in the Daily News, while well-intentioned, 

works to maintain the status quo of its liberal white audience.  According to Doreski, 

Sandburg, while professing to represent a broad range of African American voices, in 

fact promoted a social Darwinist view of knowing one‘s ―place‖ in the evolutionary 

cycle, and a perception of black migrants as uneducated hicks: ―The denizens located 
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through his explorations seem to have migrated from Catfish Row, where even the 

sharpest black characters are sly, not intelligent.‖   

 Given my preceding analysis of ―Nigger,‖ this might be exactly the sort of 

representation one might expect from Carl Sandburg.  But it isn‘t true. Doreski‘s 

characterization of Sandburg‘s prose misrepresents it, in her attempt to privilege the 

Defender‘s rhetorical strategies.  At times selectively quoting from the Chicago Race 

Riots, she also quotes out of context and at other times overgeneralizes.  Doreski‘s article 

offers valuable insights into newspaper rhetoric of the day and the dynamic relationship 

between the black press and the mainstream press, but she unfairly excoriates Sandburg 

as she attempts to rehabilitate the Chicago Defender‘s journalistic practices.  Certainly 

Sandburg‘s coverage of the African American population for the Daily News does not 

advocate anything radically progressive, such as integrated neighborhoods.  Occasionally 

he is hesitant and overly cautious, as in his coverage of the bombing of African American 

property adjacent to the Black Belt, stating that in one case a child was killed although 

generally there was ―little or no evidence to indicate a motive to destroy life,‖ and that 

police evidence indicated that the bomb was mistakenly planted on the wrong doorstep 

by feuding Italians, rather than vindictive white people.13  But far more often, Sandburg 

is bluntly critical of racial discrimination, as in his article ―Negroes and Rising Rents‖: 

―There seems to be certain preposterous axioms of real estate exchange governing this 

district [the Black Belt] and no others in Chicago. These axioms might be stated thus: (1) 

Sell at a loss and the rent goes higher, and (2) the larger the number of colored persons 

                                                 
13 The paragraph in which he relates this comes at the end of the article and feels tacked on, as if by a 

heavy-handed editor.  Although it‘s hard to know for sure what might have been editorial intervention, it 

contradicts (and undercuts) the tone of the previous paragraph, which discusses the details of the arrests of 

the men accused of some of the bombings (one of whom worked in a real estate office, lending credence to 

Charles Duke‘s demand that ―real estate dealers should cease to make a business of commercializing racial 

antagonisms‖).   
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ready to pay higher rentals, the lower the realty values slump‖ (45-46).14  And contrary 

to Doreski‘s charge that Sandburg mostly populates his articles with characters from 

Catfish Row, The Chicago Race Riots exhaustively includes black voices from all walks 

of life, in dialogue with each other and with those from Chicago‘s white establishment.   

There are country folk new to Chicago in these pages, and in these instances, 

Sandburg cannot resist the homespun stereotypes, such as a woman walking with her 

barefoot and bareheaded children down Michigan Avenue, and a family sitting out on 

their front step eating watermelon and throwing the rinds out past the curb (12-13).  But 

he also includes other examples of professional, middle-to-upper class African 

Americans, many of whom were engaged in the ―task of assimilation‖ with the newly 

arrived Southerners.
15

 In the first example, a big limousine swings up to the woman on 

Michigan Avenue, and ―a colored man steps out, touches his hat to the mother and 

children and gives them the surprise of their lives,‖ advising her to wash and dress her 

children before taking them out, and offering to pay for shoes and stockings if she can‘t 

afford to do it herself. He gives her his card, which reveals that he is a banker and a real 

estate man. After the second example, Sandburg writes, ―It must not be assumed, of 

course, that the types thus far mentioned are representative of all who come from 

                                                 
14 In The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit, Thomas J. Sugrue describes 

this tactic, called blockbusting: ―The tactics of blockbusting brokers and speculators were simple. They 

began by selling a house in an all-white block or neighborhood to a black family, or using devious 

techniques like paying a black woman to walk her baby through a white neighborhood to fuel suspicion of 

black residential ‗takeover‘…They bought houses from panicked white sellers at below-market 

prices…Then they placed ads in African American newspapers, offering residents of overcrowded and 

substandard inner-city housing the chance to escape. They quickly sold the houses at substantial markups to 

blacks willing to pay a premium for good-quality housing in an ostensibly racially mixed neighborhood‖ 

(195-196).  In ―Negroes and Rising Rents,‖ Sandburg tells the story of a woman who sold an apartment 

house at a huge loss ―because, as [her agent] said, the colored people were coming into the neighborhood 

and the property surely was going to take a slump‖ (45). 
15 The National Urban League was particularly active in this regard, assisting southern blacks with finding 

housing and employment, and advising ―families on matters of local dress, sanitation, health, and behavior 

needed for success in urban America‖ (Berman 642).   
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Alabama or other states of the south.  Among the recent arrivals, for example, are a 

banker, the managing editor of a weekly newspaper, a manual training instructor in the 

public schools and several men who have made successes in business‖ (13-14).  The 

remainder of the article is devoted to an interview with Willis N. Huggins, the public 

school instructor, who discusses a ―social survey‖ of the northern counties of Alabama he 

was in the process of conducting when the Great Migration began. His observations of 

migration patterns along certain railroad routes and his first-hand interviews with 

migrants belie an ambitious, scholarly interest that lies beyond the probable scope of his 

job duties.  Throughout the series of articles, Sandburg relies on information gathered 

from distinguished African American educators, government officials, and scholars, such 

as Harvard graduate and former military lieutenant Charles S. Duke, and Columbia Ph.D. 

George Edwin Haynes.    

Where Chicago Poems can only imagine African Americans as rural Southerners 

tied to agricultural work and their primitive past, The Chicago Race Riots demonstrates 

an expansive, far-reaching vision that takes stock of every kind of industrial job African 

Americans occupy, and posits an optimistic future for a decidedly urban black 

population.  Given his stance that the road to racial equality lies in economic opportunity, 

Sandburg goes to great lengths to give hope that the ―color line‖ is disintegrating across 

many occupations and industries, and others where he says ―color does not count one 

way or the other.‖ In ―New Industrial Opportunities,‖ Sandburg surveys the previous two 

years, listing foundry molding, tanneries, freight shipping, auto repair shops, utility 

corporations, and taxi companies as places where ―new doors of opportunity‖ were 

opening, in addition to the expected occupations of chauffeur, cook, kitchen help, valet, 

elevator man, and waiter.  Underscoring the significance of these achievements, he 

writes, ―in all these instances…it is the record of a new precedent. A door once inscribed, 
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‗No hope,‘ now says, ‗There is hope‘‖ (27). And unlike the new immigrants envisioned 

in Chicago Poems, who looked nostalgically back toward Europe, these African 

Americans are firmly grounded in the city; quoting a Central Soldiers‘ and Sailors‘ 

bureau official responsible for labor, Sandburg writes, ―‗It is noticeable that some whose 

homes are in the south say they are going to stay in Chicago…We have five or six 

applicants a day, new ones, coming in and saying they have chosen the north to live in. 

They pound on my table and say, ‗I‘ll be stiff as this table before I go back south‘‖ (29).  

A similar article in which Sandburg surveys the trades open to African American women 

states that ―Colored women were occupied during the war in various cities in making 

soldiers‘ uniforms, horses‘ gas masks, belts, puttees, leggings, razor blade cases, gloves, 

veils, embroideries, raincoats, books, cigars, cigarettes, dyed furs, millinery, candy, 

artificial feathers, buttons, toys, marabou and women‘s garments‖ (40).  Not only does 

this list place black women firmly in an urban context, not just that of Chicago but 

nationwide, but it additionally posits them as fundamentally involved in the everyday 

existence of the American population.  They are incontrovertibly important to the war 

effort with the manufacture of uniforms and gas masks, but they are also makers of 

mundane necessities such as belts, razor blade cases, and raincoats, as well as of small 

luxuries such as candy and books, and of extravagances such as dyed furs and marabou.   

If Chicago Poems suffered from a poverty of vision, four years later The Chicago 

Race Riots makes an impassioned argument toward inclusion of African Americans not 

only in urban Chicago but in the American body politic, deserving of equal access to full 

rights of citizenship through their military service and their labor.  Writing during a 

volatile, xenophobic post-war year, Sandburg taps into a discourse of Americanness 

undergirding negotiations of racial equality, cleanliness and ―assimilation,‖ and work 

opportunity.  Foremost, of course, is the issue of black servicemen who volunteered to 
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fight for a country in which they were treated as second-class citizens; Sandburg lists 

9,000 volunteers from a population of 30,000 residents in the mostly black district of 

local draft board no. 4.  In this neighborhood, marked by segregation and exorbitant rents, 

Sandburg remarks that there are thousands of young men who have enlisted and have 

been seriously asking each other the questions, ―‗What are we ready to die for? Why do 

we live? What is democracy? What is the meaning of freedom; of self-determination?‘‖ 

(8). These conversations, one assumes, surround the issue of a global conflict over 

nationalism and autonomy, but take on added significance in the context of the limited 

autonomy experienced by these men.  The community residents Sandburg talks to make 

clear the paradox of second-class citizens fighting in a democracy: ―‗We made the 

supreme sacrifice;…our record, like Old Glory, the flag we love because it stands for our 

freedom, hasn‘t got a spot on it;…now we want to see our country live up to the 

constitution and the declaration of independence‖ (9).  ―Soldiers, ministers, lawyers, 

doctors, politicians, machinists, teamsters, day laborers‖—an entire community considers 

their veterans‘ sacrifice to be their own sacrifice as well, and because they are 

characterized through their occupations, whether professional, skilled, or unskilled, 

Sandburg suggests a productive citizenry entitled by their labor to their demands.  In a 

particularly poignant example, later Sandburg offers the keen insight of an unnamed 

―industrial observer‖ who has been discussing the way black women have been pushed 

into undesirable work:  

 

At the time of the greatest labor shortage in the history of this country, colored 

women were the last to be employed. They did the most menial and by far the 

most underpaid work. They were the marginal workers all through the war, and 

yet during those perilous times, the colored woman made just as genuine 

contribution to the cause of democracy as her white sister in the munitions factory 

or her brother in the trench.  She released the white women for more skilled work 

and she replaced colored men who went into service. (41) 
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This powerful passage utterly reverses the general undervaluation of black women‘s 

work, to make them some of the most valuable citizens during a time of war.  Later, 

Sandburg cites the Urban League call to black women to ―render citizen service‖ by 

keeping their appearance and their household clean, but here, in the industrial workplace, 

it is their sacrifice in working menial jobs that enabled the rest of the citizenry, both 

white and black, to honor their own commitment to the war effort and, one presumes, to 

keeping democracy alive in the world.   

At the end of Within Our Gates, the silent film by African American filmmaker 

Oscar Micheaux, Dr. Vivian urges Sylvia Landry to keep faith in her country, reminding 

her of African American contributions to the Spanish American War and World War I, 

and declaring, ―We are not immigrants!‖  This plaintive statement recalls, of course, the 

entitlement of African Americans by right of birth to the privileges of citizenship, but 

also rings even more loudly in the context of anti-immigrant hysteria and debates 

attempting to frame an American identity through exclusion and an emphasis on racial 

difference.  Likewise, the argument of The Chicago Race Riots, proposing a fully 

enfranchised and productive African American population, gains added rhetorical weight 

in this context as well.  But Sandburg, bard of an immigrant Chicago, does not pit one 

population against another; rather, he sees a brotherhood forged through organized labor, 

where ―Poles, Negroes, Lithuanians, Italians, Irishmen, Germans, Slovaks, Russians, 

Mexicans, Yankees, Englishmen, [and] Scotchmen‖ would shake hands in the stockyards 

and declare their opposition to violence ―between white union men and colored union 

men‖ (6).  In tandem with his position on economic equality, Sandburg posits a belief 

that labor unions subsume a member‘s race in favor of his or her identity as a worker.  In 

this racially inclusive vision of Chicago‘s industrial labor, the black man stands as an 

equal participant and as a partner.  
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The Chicago Race Riots, July 1919 may have reached a wide audience and had an 

impact on contemporary conversations about race, but as Sandburg‘s reputation grew, the 

pamphlet dropped into relative obscurity compared to his subsequent collections of 

poetry and folk songs, his children‘s works, his biography of Abraham Lincoln, and his 

television and radio performances.  As for his reputation as the quintessential poet of 

Chicago and of the working man, Chicago Poems, together with Smoke and Steel (1920), 

would come to define not only his own relationship with the Midwestern city, but would 

ultimately define the city itself, known forever after as the City of Big Shoulders.  

Chicago Poems became a large part of the literary legacy associated with the city, 

indelibly marking it in the national imagination as a place for butchering hogs and 

forging steel.  Long after these industries, and others mentioned in the poems, had closed 

their doors or became less significant in the city‘s overall economy, visitors continue to 

speak of Chicago in these terms.  And certainly the immigrant life Sandburg 

memorialized continues to be a vibrant part of the city‘s landscape; Chicago‘s own 

residents tout their pride in their racial and ethnic diversity, and the city receives new 

immigrants every year.  This diversity, celebrated in numerous ethnic pride parades 

throughout the year, is less popularly acknowledged as the racial tensions, educational 

inequality, and neighborhood segregation that continue to be a characterizing feature of 

life in Chicago. Little surprise, then, that Chicago Poems, representing on the one hand 

immigrants who evince joy and offer wisdom and on the other hand an almost complete 

lack of African Americans, is the book that remains a vital part of the city‘s self-image, 

offering a nostalgic look at what readers assume was a less complicated time.  The 

Chicago Race Riots, entirely a more instructive book and one that remains profoundly 

relevant to the still-troubling issue of race and space in the city‘s impoverished 

neighborhoods, is little remembered and remains mostly an object of curiosity. 
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NATIVE SON AND BLACK BOY 

Twenty-four years after the poem ―Nigger‖ was published in Carl Sandburg‘s 

Chicago Poems, Bigger Thomas made his shocking, momentous entrance into the 

American literary scene with the publication of Richard Wright‘s Native Son (1940).  In 

fact, Bigger might be viewed as the fully-rendered, fictional incarnation of the character 

in Sandburg‘s poem, possessed of his passions and very little intellect, at turns full of joy 

and menace, ―brooding and muttering with the memory of shackles.‖  If Sandburg has 

created a type in his poem that illustrates an African American life on the margins, then, 

interestingly, Wright does not subvert it by representing its opposite—say, a bourgeois 

middle-class African American life—but instead seeks to render such a marginal 

character as honestly as he felt possible, and to show how racial oppression creates such a 

life:  ―…I knew that I could not write of Bigger convincingly if I did not depict him as he 

was: resentful toward whites, sullen, angry, ignorant, emotionally unstable, depressed and 

unaccountably elated at times, and unable even, because of his own lack of inner 

organization which American oppression has fostered in him, to unite with the members 

of his own race‖ (―How Bigger Was Born,‖ Native Son 448).  In Native Son, the rural 

African American of Sandburg‘s imagination has been transplanted from the South to 

Chicago‘s South Side as part of the first Great Migration, only to find himself lost in its 

urban industrialized landscape and confronting the constant presence of racial prejudice 

in America.  The Black Belt that Carl Sandburg details in The Chicago Race Riots, July 

1919 is the neighborhood that Bigger Thomas and his family move into, with its 

crumbling housing and high rents.  Black Boy (originally titled American Hunger) is 

Richard Wright‘s autobiography, which tells of his childhood and adolescence in the 
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South, his journey to Chicago, and his development as a writer, influenced by his 

involvement with the American Communist Party‘s John Reed Club.
16

 

Richard Wright himself was part of the Great Migration from the South, moving 

first to Memphis, Tennessee, in 1925, and then to Chicago in December, 1927.  While 

Native Son is not based on his own life (Black Boy/American Hunger [1945, 1977] would 

be his autobiography), it is clear that Wright drew upon his own experiences as a 

Southern migrant and impressions of Chicago to flesh out his novel.  In ―How Bigger was 

Born,‖ Wright describes the city in terms much like Dreiser or Sandburg had before him: 

―Then there was the fabulous city in which Bigger lived, an indescribable city, huge, 

roaring, dirty, noisy, raw, stark, brutal; a city of extremes: torrid summers and sub-zero 

winters, white people and black people, the English language and strange tongues, 

foreign born and native born, scabby poverty and gaudy luxury, high idealism and hard 

cynicism!‖ (453).  However, Wright gives the reader a glimpse into a Chicago 

neighborhood not previously represented, into a Black Belt life so desperately poor that 

neither Dreiser nor Sandburg could have imagined it: ―I began to remember…that 

Chicago was overrun with rats. I recalled that I‘d seen many rats on the streets, that I‘d 

heard and read of Negro children being bitten by rats in their beds‖ (460).  From this 

detail, Wright constructs the crucially important opening scene in Native Son in which 

Bigger corners and kills a terrified yet defiant rat in his apartment.   This scene, 

                                                 
16 The publication history of Black Boy/American Hunger is a fraught one, complicated by Wright‘s and 

his publisher‘s relationship to the Book of the Month Club.  Dorothy Canfield Fisher, an influential 

member of the BOMC selection committee, asked Wright to truncate the manuscript by removing the 

second half dealing with Chicago and his Communist Party involvement, change the title of the book, and 

change the ending of the first half to a more hopeful one that retained a belief in American ideals.  Because 

the BOMC had made Wright‘s Native Son a financial success and stood to guarantee his future success, 

Wright grudgingly made most of the alterations Canfield Fisher requested.  The second half of the 

autobiography was later published posthumously in 1977 as American Hunger, and the fully restored 

autobiography, as written before the BOMC revisions were made, was restored by the Library of America 

and published in 1991. 
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foreshadowing Bigger‘s own fateful end, establishes the execrable conditions of the 

apartment building in which Bigger and his family must live, and the fraught, alienated 

relationship that he has with his mother and siblings.  Any love he has for them has 

curdled into hate and resentment because of his inability to do anything to relieve their 

suffering.  Their shame and misery only reminds him of his own, so in order to retain his 

ability to function, he distances himself from them: ―He knew that the moment he 

allowed what his life meant to enter fully into his consciousness, he would either kill 

himself or someone else‖ (10).  

This is the psychological and emotional condition at the heart of the novel, and 

presumably, according to Wright, at the heart of the African American condition in the 

United States.  In a meditation on the corrosive effects of racial discrimination, Wright 

recalls that in his early Chicago years, ―a dim notion of what life meant to a Negro in 

America was coming to consciousness in me, not in terms of external events, lynchings, 

Jim Crowism, and the endless brutalities, but in terms of crossed-up feeling, of psyche 

pain‖ (Black Boy 267).  Indeed, the inability of an African American to ―live and die with 

dignity in a country that denied his humanity‖ was at the crux of this psychological pain 

that Bigger demonstrates, and sets the conditions for the tragedy that ensues.   Bigger‘s 

chance out of the Black Belt comes in the form of a job with the Dalton family, which 

owns a substantial amount of Chicago real estate.  However, once he begins interacting 

with them, he finds that his interactions with them are completely governed by his fear of 

white people—a fear doubtlessly inculcated in him since his childhood days in the South.  

Always aware of the inherent power differential in his relationship with the Daltons, he is 

tested by the Dalton daughter‘s aggressively friendly overtures, and Mary‘s insistence on 

befriending Bigger produces extreme discomfort and resentment in him.  Yet at the same 

time, he is physically attracted to her, and finds himself aroused by her open and drunken 
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sexual activity with her Communist boyfriend, Jan, in the backseat of the car as he 

chauffeurs them around the park.  When he takes her home, she is so inebriated that he 

must physically carry her into her bedroom, where he steals a kiss and finds that she 

responds by grinding her hips against him.  However, Mary‘s blind mother appears in the 

doorway to check on her, and paralyzed by fear, Bigger smothers Mary so that she does 

not give away his presence.   

This accidental murder touches off a series of decisions driven by desperation and 

foregone conclusions: convinced that no one will believe his innocence, he beheads the 

body and hides it in the furnace; he directs the police‘s gaze away from himself with a 

forged ransom note pinning the blame on Communists, convinced that no one would 

believe a black boy‘s ability to plot such a scheme.  He finally flees when Mary‘s body is 

discovered, and while hiding in the Black Belt, he rapes and murders his own girlfriend, 

Bessie.  But when he tries to make an escape plan, he realizes that he is literally trapped 

in the Black Belt, as police sweep the streets and surveillance tightens in closer and closer 

to his location.  On any given day, he would be highly visible in any white part of the 

city, but now that he is wanted, every black face is suspect, inside and outside of the 

Black Belt.  He is finally caught after a brutal rooftop chase, and after an imprisonment in 

which he must come to a moral reckoning with the Daltons, Jan, and his family, he is 

tried and sentenced to death. 

In setting the action of Native Son in Chicago, Richard Wright sharply critiques 

the vision of the North as the Promised Land of freedom from racial hatred for African 

Americans, and the iconic status of Chicago as the land of plenty—plenty of job 

opportunities, that is.  Bigger is the only member of his family who can work, which 

makes his position that much more difficult when he would rather daydream or hang out 

with his friends.  His mother excoriates him for his lack of motivation, scolding, ―‗Even 
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when the relief offers you a job you won‘t take it till they threaten to cut off your food 

and starve you! Bigger, honest, you the most no-countest man I ever seen in all my life!‘‖ 

(9).  Later we find out, however, that Bigger lost one job when he was accused of stealing 

tires and landed in reform school.  Bigger protests his innocence to Mr. Dalton, who 

brings it up in the job interview; he says he was with some boys and the police picked 

them up.  If this is true, it would be an example of racial profiling as one obstacle of 

many stacked against Bigger‘s prospects for gainful employment.  Contrary to what his 

mother believes, Mr. Dalton tells Bigger that ―‗the relief people said you were a very 

good worker when you were interested in what you were doing‘‖ (49). Thus, it would 

appear that the missing factor in Bigger‘s struggle for gainful employment is not just to 

find any job, but to find one that is meaningful to him.  If one were to look at Carl 

Sandburg‘s assessment of labor in the Black Belt, one might assume that the sheer 

presence of opportunity would be enough for one to start bettering their economic status, 

thereby diminishing racial prejudice, regardless of whether that opportunity is found as a 

blue collar factory worker or as a white collar educated professional.  Truly, in the midst 

of difficult economic times, it is expected that one should be grateful to have any job.   

Wright, however, understands that the dignity denied to African Americans is 

partly denied through limited access to meaningful work, and through their conscription 

to rote service work, their dehumanization is made complete.  In Black Boy, Wright 

describes his work at a major medical research institute, caring for the laboratory animals 

and performing other custodial duties.  He recalls his own childhood interest in becoming 

a medical research worker, but states with bitterness that his questions to the doctors were 

routinely dismissed with the common warning that his head might explode if he got too 

much knowledge.  He concludes: ―The hospital kept us four Negroes, as though we were 

close kin to the animals we tended, huddled together down in the underworld corridors of 
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the hospital, separated by a vast psychological distance from the significant processes of 

the rest of the hospital—just as America had kept us locked in the dark underworld of 

American life for three hundred years‖ (314). 

Bigger‘s employment with the Dalton family as a chauffeur, while not the most 

challenging, would certainly have been seen socially and economically as a cut above 

custodial work.  Physically, it would have been much less demanding, and as far as his 

dignity was concerned, the Dalton family appeared ready to treat him with respect and 

kindness.  Peggy, the housemaid, lets him know just how lucky he is as she shows him 

around the house: ―This is a swell place…About as good as you‘ll find anywhere.  The 

last colored man who worked for us stayed ten years‖ (55).  However, it quickly becomes 

clear that his place would have been within a paternalistic household, where the pretense 

at familial relationships disguise the power dynamics between employer and employee; 

this sort of paternalism was also often at work in Southern antebellum households, where 

slaves were nominally included as part of the ―family.‖  Peggy claims, ―It‘s really more 

than a job you‘ve got here…It‘s just like home.  I‘m always telling Mrs. Dalton that this 

is the only home I‘ll ever know‖ (56-57).  Peggy, who is an Irish immigrant, claims 

solidarity with American blacks, stating that her people ―feel about England like the 

colored folks feel about this country‖ (57).  But she betrays the difference between her 

own status as a white person in America and that of ―the colored folks‖ when she says 

that Green, the former chauffeur, ―worked for us‖ [emphasis mine]. Bigger picks up on 

this, marveling that she must be in pretty good with the Daltons.  Peggy can claim a 

familial relationship with the Daltons, but the black man who served as their chauffeur is 

conveniently not present to give his opinion as to how ―at home‖ he might have felt in the 

household.  Peggy‘s claim to whiteness affords her a certain level of comfort in the 

Dalton household, which is completely out of Bigger‘s reach.   
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Despite the outward kindness demonstrated by the Daltons, there is a certain 

amount of unstated coercion, disguised by paternalism, which remains present.  When 

Bigger asks why Green left the job, Peggy says proudly, ―Oh, he was smart, that Green 

was. He took a job with the government.  Mrs. Dalton made him go to night school.  Mrs. 

Dalton‘s always trying to help somebody‖ [emphasis mine] (55).  Upon hearing this, 

Bigger thinks to himself that he‘s not going to any night school.  Interestingly, later 

Bigger does ascribe to Mrs. Dalton a maternal impulse not unlike that of his mother, but 

his attitude toward that connection and his resistance to going to night school becomes 

more clearly defined: ―The difference in his feelings toward Mrs. Dalton and his mother 

was that he felt that his mother wanted him to do the things she wanted him to do, and he 

felt that Mrs. Dalton wanted him to do the things she felt that he should have wanted to 

do.  But he did not want to go to night school‖ (61-62).  The pressure from Mrs. Dalton 

takes away more of Bigger‘s agency than that from his mother—Mrs. Dalton presumes to 

know his own desires and motivations.   

This presumption, as well-intentioned as it may be, betokens the greater pattern of 

racial attitudes towards blacks that lead toward the murder of Mary.  Trapped with a 

drunken Mary in her bedroom, Bigger is paralyzed by the knowledge that, should he be 

discovered, the white fear of violent black male sexuality will have already doomed him, 

no matter what he does at that point—people will immediately assume that he raped her. 

Thus, Bigger‘s racialized, unequal position within the household not only prevents him 

from achieving any measure of self-determination, if he does with his life as Mrs. Dalton 

wants, but also literally prevents him from acting rationally in his own best interests—

which would be to simply tell Mrs. Dalton that he had to carry Mary upstairs—in the face 

of the powerful irrationality of racism.  These are the conditions that lead to the novel‘s 

paradox, that in acting self-destructively, in committing the crimes that will surely lead to 
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his imprisonment and death, Bigger is finally deciding his own actions, and by this 

measure becomes free: ―As long as he could take his life into his own hands and dispose 

of it as he pleased, as long as he could decide just when and where he would run to, he 

need not be afraid. He felt that he had his destiny in his grasp. He was more alive than he 

could ever remember having been‖ (149).   

Paradoxically, too, Native Son points to the way in which labor, the mechanism 

by which immigrants to America proved their worthiness of citizenship and of whiteness, 

continued to reinscribe African Americans in the margins of the American body politic.  

While the industrial and slaughterhouse jobs that would generally accept black men and 

women consisted of performing menial, repetitive tasks, even a position of relative 

privilege, as chauffeur and odd-job man for the wealthy Dalton family, still operated on 

couched assumptions about black behavior rooted in the plantation culture of the South.  

In Chicago, then, the city of opportunity for anyone who wants it, a black man like 

Bigger might ask, opportunity for whom, and what kind?  The economic solution to the 

race problem that Carl Sandburg posits in Chicago Race Riots imagines that the ability to 

earn a paycheck will equal a change in class status for working blacks, and will therefore 

eradicate racism.  Native Son imagines that working conditions in a racist society must 

necessarily keep black people subjugated, so that no individual‘s salary will solve the 

systematic basis for oppression.  For example, had Bigger kept his job with the Daltons, 

he would still have to pay exorbitant rent to his landlord, who turns out to be none other 

than Mr. Dalton.  During Bigger‘s trial, his lawyer Max excoriates Dalton for throwing 

money at African American charities rather than revamping his real estate practice: ―Mr. 

Dalton, you give millions to help Negroes. May I ask why you don‘t charge them less 

rent for fire-traps and check that against your charity budget?‖ (328).  Dalton‘s response 

that such an action would be unethical because it would undersell his competitors 
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ironically turns to an excuse based on economics, which is rooted in the same belief that 

the only color that capitalism sees is green.  This belief allows one to say that their 

actions are not personal, they‘re business; they‘re not motivated by racism, but only by 

profit.  The economic solution to the ―race problem‖ held on to so dearly in The Chicago 

Race Riots must also contain within it the rationale for the excuses and justifications 

trotted out by the capitalist ruling class, to which Dalton belongs.   

The optimism demonstrated by Sandburg‘s The Chicago Race Riots for labor 

providing the way to equality is at heart based in the experience of European immigrants 

achieving equality through work via the acquisition of whiteness.  Native Son counters 

this narrative of success with the realization that the method by which others achieve 

equality cannot work for African Americans; the concept of equality through labor in a 

racist society is simply not available to black workers because it is rooted in a black-

white binary that assigns privilege and equality to whiteness.  The system that allows 

immigrants to work toward whiteness, in other words, has a color bar across which 

certain groups of people, blacks included, cannot cross.  And achieving a certain measure 

of whiteness is necessary to inclusion in the American mainstream, with full benefits of 

citizenship.  It is this exclusion that black voices in The Chicago Race Riots repeatedly 

decry; more than any other claim, the one to which their American identity rings loudest.  

African American service in World War I does not guarantee them inclusion, and in fact 

triggers a backlash upon their return home, so it is no wonder that many looked hopefully 

to labor and to the promise of trade unions to achieve their status as full citizens.  But the 

need to work so hard, literally, for something that should be one‘s own by right is the 

irony that Richard Wright sees so well—the ―native son‖ of his novel‘s title starkly 

underscores the injustice of an unearned citizenship for subjects born in America.  
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However, in the position of extreme marginality occupied by African Americans, Wright 

finds some hope: 

 

I felt that the Negro could not live a full, human life under the conditions imposed 

upon him by America; and I felt, too, that America, for different reasons, could 

not live a full, human life.  It seemed to me, then, that if the Negro solved his 

problem, he would be solving infinitely more than his problem alone.  I felt 

certain that the Negro could never solve his problem until the deeper problem of 

American civilization had been faced and solved.  And because the Negro was the 

most cast-out of all the outcast people in America, I felt that no other group in 

America could tackle this problem of what our American lives meant so well as 

the Negro could. (Black Boy 298) 

Here, Wright reverses conventional wisdom and points to the damage that racism inflicts 

on America, rather assuming that racism only hurts black people.  African Americans, by 

virtue of being the most ―cast-out,‖ are thus in the most crucially important position to 

address the problem of racism in America.  He does not offer a clear solution, but as a 

member of the Communist Party in the 1930s, he gestures toward the problems of a 

capitalist society: ―It seemed to me that for the Negro to try to save himself he would 

have to forget himself and try to save a confused, materialistic nation from its own drift 

toward self-destruction‖ (298).  Thus, Wright might say to those who would seek an 

economic means to American inclusion that such a strategy is impossible in an economic 

system engineered for inequality.  He astutely sees how African American claims on a 

share of economic wealth is a part and parcel of, and sustains, the corruption in the 

system, and wryly states that ―[whites] never dream that they would face a situation far 

more terrifying if they were confronted by Negroes who made no claims at all than by 

those who are buoyed by social aggressiveness‖ (302). 

Make no mistake—Wright‘s criticisms of the United States are intimately tied to a 

critique of Chicago.  He, like other Chicago writers before him, sees the city as 

emblematic of the nation‘s optimism and power; he says of Chicago that it is ―old enough 
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to have caught within the homes of its long, straight streets the symbols and images of 

man‘s age-old destiny, of truths as old as the mountains and seas, of dramas as abiding as 

the soul of man itself! A city which has become the pivot of the Eastern, Western, 

Northern, and Southern poles of the nation‖ (―How Bigger Was Born,‖ Native Son 453). 

And if it is emblematic of the nation‘s power, it is also bears the weight of the nation‘s 

failures; here, Wright points to the greed that fuels industrial pollution and political 

corruption in the city.  In Native Son, the suggestion that Chicago could foster an 

underlying racism that might lead to such violent attacks as found in the South, illustrated 

by the white community‘s retaliation on black residents during Bigger‘s flight, is an 

indictment of the North as a place of racial tolerance, and a scathing critique of the 

nation—after all, if not in the North, where then can the ideals of liberty be found?  And 

if in the pinnacle of industrial urban America, black people cannot find steady gainful 

employment, then where might they go? This meditation on Wright‘s sharp critique of 

the United States, and by association, of Chicago, causes me to wonder how Wright‘s 

work, particularly Native Son, has come to be claimed so consistently for the canon of 

American and Chicago literature.  One answer, I believe, is to be found through the 

discipline of literature itself. 

As I suggested earlier, Richard Wright‘s Native Son constitutes one of the last 

works of an era in American naturalism that included other Chicago writers, such as 

Norris, Dreiser and Sinclair.  His position as the inheritor of that legacy is further secured 

through his own admission that he was heavily influenced by their work.  The bleakness 

of life to be found in Sister Carrie, for example, spoke profoundly to Wright, and he says 

that because of that recognition, ―I no longer felt that the world about me was hostile, 

killing; I knew it‖ (Black Boy 251).  Wright‘s brand of naturalism, however, portrays the 

world around him, i.e. Chicago, in vastly different terms than say, Frank Norris‘s.  While 
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Norris imagines Curtis Jadwin‘s actions controlled by the inexorable, naturalized force of 

the Pit, that force is contained to the trading floor.  Bigger‘s actions, on the other hand, 

are limited and constrained by the environment of the entire city.  When comparing these 

two figures, both migrants from the country who sought a better life in Chicago, Bigger‘s 

blackness starkly underscores Jadwin‘s racial privilege within the naturalist context.  

Jadwin, while controlled by the Pit, remains economically and physically mobile.  Even 

at the end, when he is in financial ruins, he and his wife leave to make a new start out 

West, presumably to build his fortune again.  While the promise of economic mobility is 

a faint dream for Bigger at the beginning of Native Son, the focus soon becomes his 

complete lack of physical mobility, as the boundaries of the Black Belt literally pin him 

in place.  Additionally, the angel of fortune that has graced Jadwin‘s shoulder during his 

rise is utterly absent for Bigger.  Even when compared to Jurgis Rudkus, whose 

misfortunes seem to happen as a series of random accidents, Bigger‘s fate seems to be 

completely devoid of luck or chance, which presents the illusion of a choice or options—

in other words, if I hadn‘t overslept today, I would have been in that pileup on the 

expressway.  Two scenarios exist in such a proposition, one better than another, whereas 

Wright stacks the cards so firmly against Bigger to demonstrate that in a racist America, 

all of Bigger‘s ―choices‖ lead to a catastrophic end.   

But as an author at the latter end of twentieth-century Chicago naturalism, Wright, 

like the other Chicago naturalists, does not question the primacy of the city, but rather 

confirms it.  Here, I want to build on Ana Maria Fraile Marcos‘s argument that Native 

Son has secured a place in the American literary canon because it employs the rhetoric of 

the jeremiad, an American and African American literary form that would be familiar to a 

wide range of readers.  Wright‘s use of the jeremiad form, Fraile Marcos argues, both 

critiques and upholds American exceptionalism—critiques it for America‘s failed 
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promise to its black citizens, and upholds a belief in those fundamental promises of 

liberty, democracy, etc. if only readers will commit to changing racist systems of 

oppression.  This position places the novel in the canon, because as Fraile suggests, ―its 

engagement with the meta-narrative of the nation warrantees its central position in the 

American literary canon, whose creation responded from the beginning to a ‗standard of 

Americanness rather than a standard of excellence‘ [Baym 125]‖ (120).  Similarly, 

Wright‘s critique of Chicago affirms the city‘s power to provide opportunities for 

success—those opportunities are simply out of reach for those citizens of color.  Chicago, 

as the setting for Native Son‘s tragedy, once again becomes associated with the American 

Dream, or in Bigger‘s case, the inaccessibility of it.  For readers interested in a certain 

kind of Chicago exceptionalism, then, Native Son does not destabilize the city‘s 

significance in any way.   In the way that Wright suggested that the real fear white 

Americans faced was not of African Americans‘ anger, but their indifference, the 

Chicago mythos is only threatened when Chicago ceases to matter.  For Wright, Chicago 

still embodies the forces of naturalism that Norris, Dreiser, Sinclair, and Sandburg 

endowed it with.    

Richard Wright and Carl Sandburg show us that in the literature of Chicago, the 

mythology of work and opportunity stands compromised when it comes to race.  African 

Americans, encountering near insurmountable obstacles to finding work that will allow 

them to improve their economic standing, are rarely imagined in these texts as even 

capable of productive labor in the city; Sandburg and Wright‘s critiques demonstrate the 

consequences of this exclusion from the Chicago imaginary, but do not challenge the 

mythos.  When we turn from black migrants to brown immigrants, what, if anything, 

happens to the discourse of labor, race, and opportunity in the City of Big Shoulders?  

How do citizenship, different racialization, migration, or language differences affect the 
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basic assumptions of Chicago‘s promise of work?  When Mexican American writers 

imagine the city, what do they see?   
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Interchapter: Introducing the Writers of Mexican Chicago 

In bringing a critical eye to Chicago‘s literary canon that takes race as its primary 

lens in interrogating the city‘s mythology of opportunity, we can navigate a course 

through the early Chicago fictional representations of work and uncover an ideological 

thread that masks white privilege as luck or fortune, one that isn‘t seriously challenged 

until Richard Wright‘s Black Boy and Native Son.  We have seen how Frank Norris‘s The 

Pit and Theodore Dreiser‘s Sister Carrie posit the city as a place to generate tremendous 

wealth.  But Upton Sinclair‘s The Jungle makes it clear that the good luck and fortune 

favor more often the good citizens of the United States, whereas racialization contributes 

largely to Jurgis‘s bad luck.  Citizenship has its privileges, and although the characters in 

The Jungle might work to achieve the promise extended by Chicago‘s opportunity myth, 

their progress is impeded by their struggles as foreigners in a new land.   

And yet, these Eastern European immigrants are included in the space Sinclair 

imagines for a working class revolution, whereas he sharply excludes African Americans. 

Carl Sandburg‘s Chicago Poems does likewise, but while this paean to the working-class 

remains constantly on the lips of anyone who talks of Chicago, The Chicago Race Riots, 

July 1919 remains critically and popularly unnoticed.
17

  If as David Roediger has 

convincingly argued, immigrants historically have achieved whiteness through their 

labor, and citizenship has been legally and practically dependent on whiteness, then the 

exclusion of black Americans within Chicago‘s literary imaginary of labor speaks loudly 

of the bankruptcy of the opportunity myth and the consequent limitations of the 

                                                 
17 Granta’s editor John Freeman drops a ―Chicago‖ reference in his video introduction to the magazine‘s 

special Chicago issue (Summer 2009), and ―Soaked‖ by Richard Powers in this issue also references it.  

Without mentioning the author and poem, the editor of course assumes that readers are instantly familiar 

with these lines. 
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American Dream.  Richard Wright‘s Black Boy and Native Son eloquently and painfully 

demonstrate this.   Color is the unacknowledged impediment to securing work in this 

early Chicago literary canon, to exerting the labor on which so much else depends.  

Narratives of humble beginnings and eventual success, like those written by Norris and 

Dreiser, create space in the imaginary for the possibility of struggle resolved by 

persistence and luck, but does not leave space for the struggle with no easy resolution.  

The color impediment not only becomes invisible in such a narrative, but is rationalized 

away by a novel like Sinclair‘s, which underscores racialization in labor but elides the 

eventual whitening that assimilation brings, even as it speeds along that whitening 

through the foil of the black strikebreakers. 

What does this color lacuna in Chicago‘s labor literature suggest for 

representation of those workers who are neither white, nor black, nor even arguably ―in-

between,‖ if such a term connotes a process of whitening through which immigrants 

come out the other end with their difference well tamped away?  What about those 

workers who are possibly always ―in-between‖?  Chicago, in all of its population 

diversity, is home to communities of immigrants for whom the color line remains very 

real, despite a long history of immigration, settlement, and labor.  I would like to observe 

that for some groups, the consistent pattern of new immigration into the city keeps these 

communities closely connected to their places of origin, their extended families, and their 

language. Along with Chinese Americans and Polish Americans, for example, Chicago‘s 

Mexican American population can be considered an inbetween group, despite their 

presence in the city dating back to the early twentieth century.
18

  In fact, the 

                                                 
18 In making this observation, I am in no way overlooking the systematized poverty and segregation that 

also works to keep many communities marginalized.  It might be possible to suggest, however, that this 

inbetweeness attached to these communities takes foreignness as its primary means of expression in 

popular discourse, and allows precisely that systematized oppression to go unnoticed or neglected in 

discussing unequal access to opportunity.  Thus you can talk about the language barrier or cultural 
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inbetweenness is true within the community as well as from without; young people often 

do not identify as Chicano/a or even as Mexican-American. They are simply Mexican. 

Even as these members of the second and third generations assimilate into the 

mainstream, the continuing presence of new immigrants codes such population groups 

with difference in the eyes of the popular imagination. 

This phenomenon of inbetweenness offers a unique vantage point from which to 

reimagine Chicago‘s opportunity myth that informs Chicago Mexican literature in this 

industrial city.  Authors Carlos Cortez, Ana Castillo, and Sandra Cisneros write 

narratives that stand in contrast to and in opposition to official narratives of harmonious 

diversity and canonical idealizations of industrial might, job availability, and even 

working-class solidarity.  But more significantly, each author positions Chicago not at the 

center of their narratives, but as one location in a pattern of intra-national and/or 

transnational migration, or as one node in a network of transnational labor sites.  Thus, 

Chicago is not the ultimate destination in these texts as a site for assimilation or for 

finding work.  Arguably, Chicago Mexicans‘ inbetween identity, while resisting 

incorporation into whiteness, also enables physical and cultural connections not just to 

Mexico, but to global culture.  Cisneros maps a circuit of transnational identity between 

Chicago and Mexico; Cortez traces a hemispheric indigenous identity as well as 

international labor solidarity in his poetry; while Castillo‘s fiction finds affinity with 

gypsy culture.  These connections allow each author to represent Chicago in a way that 

destabilizes it from the center, and reimagines it as a place invested with memories and 

associations from Mexico and beyond.  Chicago is in fact made and re-made through 

                                                                                                                                                 
difference in ethnic neighborhoods presenting difficulties in gaining parity without recognizing that a good 

percentage of that population have in fact assimilated. 
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these narratives, as Nicholas De Genova has suggested of Mexican immigrants‘ social 

practices, one that belongs as much to Mexico as it does to the United States.   

Together, these representations complicate a master narrative in Chicago‘s 

literature of job opportunity and access to the American Dream, of immigration and 

assimilation.  Additionally, however, these authors also represent a Mexican American 

experience different from canonical Chicano representations, which have largely been 

centered in the Southwest, are often concerned with agricultural labor, and explore the 

Chicano/a connection to an indigenous past.  The Chicago writers, in contrast, attend to a 

primarily urban experience lived in conjunction with other racially and ethnically diverse 

populations, and critique the industrial legacy of the city.  Chicago Mexican settlement in 

a multi-racial, segregated city suggests a complicated positioning among other inbetween 

groups and with African Americans that has implications for political and economic 

resources.  The work of Cortez, Castillo, and Cisneros reckons with this complex 

positionality and, in different ways, represents the difficulties in negotiating identity in 

such a setting as well as the potential for a fresh vision.   
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Chapter 4: Labor Organizing, the Wobblies, and the Chicago 

Mexican—Carlos Cortez 

If Chicago could dream up its archetypal worker, it might have been Carlos 

Cortez.  Jack of all trades, caustically funny, and a lifelong member of the Industrial 

Workers of the World, Cortez is the poet of the blue collar worker, empathizing with the 

long hours of the night shift and the long lines at the unemployment office.   Although he 

worked as a stevedore, a bookstore clerk, a construction worker, and a school janitor, 

Cortez placed his most heartfelt labor into his poetry and his visual art.  Writing initially 

in the Wobbly artistic tradition, Cortez wrote poetry to raise the reader‘s awareness of 

social injustice, environmental degradation, wartime destruction, and U.S. imperialism, 

but most of all, he consistently sought to dramatize the plight of the worker and to use his 

verse as a tool for organizing.  As the paradigmatic city of industry and as an iconic place 

for revolutionary worker action, Chicago could not escape the poet‘s attention.  The 

city, mythologized in the literary canon for its magnetic pull on immigrants and its 

promise of jobs, emerges in Cortez‘s poetry as a place of hard, tedious work, of 

joblessness, of privation.  But the poet also finds quiet beauty in the urban landscape and 

vitality in the near West Side ―ghetto‖ of wildly diverse immigrants.  While Cortez‘s 

artistic sensibility was influenced by Carl Sandburg, Kenneth Patchen, and José 

Guadalupe Posada, his critical lens was shaped by various political and cultural 

influences—the IWW, the Chicano/a Movement, and his own hybrid 

Mexican/Indian/German heritage.  This combination of influences finds Cortez working 

within a literary tradition in order to work against it—we can see how Cortez writes 

against the vision of a larger than life city.  He does not aggrandize its industry but 

represents its hard realities.  He writes explicitly of the way that race and ethnicity 
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shapes—and limits—job opportunity. When he writes of the multitude of immigrants, it 

is not to pay lip service to Chicago‘s diversity; rather, he re-envisions the city as a place 

full of potential for worker alliance, through its various peoples and cultures.  Cortez, a 

perennial iconoclast, engages in nothing less than a project to re-write the mythology of 

Chicago.   

While Carl Sandburg occasionally devotes moments in his best-known poetry to 

the grimness of poverty and the dull outlines of the urban landscape, the vital energy he 

ascribes to the city‘s industries, most famously in ―Chicago,‖ easily eclipses these 

moments. Writing in the 1910s when Chicago was indeed an economic powerhouse, 

Sandburg represents the city‘s immigrants as an integral part of that economy.  Whether 

they‘re working on the railroad or the packinghouse, these Italians and Germans and 

Poles have found the fulfillment of Chicago‘s promise of work.  They may live in the 

shadows of the slums, and Sandburg writes sympathetically of their plight, but the respite 

he finds is in an escape to whatever natural beauty the city affords.  Sandburg folds these 

immigrants into the greater body of Chicago‘s citizenry, where they provide the poet (and 

one assumes, the reader) with moments of felicity and wisdom.  It seems as though, for 

the people who came to Chicago seeking the fulfillment of the American Dream, that this 

should be enough.    

Carlos Cortez, writing from the 1950s to the 1990s, demonstrates that it is not 

enough, and shows instead the uncertainty of Chicago‘s promise and the consequent 

disillusionment and despair of hopeful jobseekers. In the second half of the twentieth 

century, Chicago‘s industries began to decamp for the lower wages and fewer restrictions 

of southern states, but the city‘s reputation for jobs remained strong and continued to 

draw immigrants.  Cortez‘s poetry dramatizes the despair of the unemployment line, 

particularly for those migrants and immigrants whose families continue to believe the 
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opportunity myth.  When he writes of the workplace, it is with a sardonic note—

Sandburg‘s laughing slugger is replaced by a monstrous entity that swallows and 

regurgitates its workers.  In Cortez‘s work, the real heart and vitality of the city is not in 

its industry, but in its laborers, particularly its immigrant workers.  They are the first to 

lose their jobs, as Cortez critically notes, but they also engage in a transformation of 

urban space that inscribes multiple cultural memories and practices within a single 

neighborhood.   This organic community and cultural hybridity is what makes Chicago 

singular, eclipsing the packinghouses and railyards, in Cortez‘s re-imagination of the 

conventional wisdom about the inner city.  However, Cortez is not content to let this be 

enough for the immigrant, or the worker; rather, time and again, he emphasizes the 

potential for an awakening of consciousness and alliances across racial and ethnic lines.  

This potential is what Chicago holds for the people who have come for work and stay in 

the hopes of finding that elusive good fortune and opportunity.  What they might find 

instead, Cortez‘s poetry seems to suggest, is the opportunity for a working-class 

brotherhood in a city that, through the virtue of unprecedented industrialization, has 

brought together people who share a common lot. Cortez‘s particular vision of the city 

consists of a paradox in which industry creates conditions where the destruction of the 

built environment co-exists with, and can sometimes be a catalyst for, the creation of 

diverse human communities and alliances. 

Carlos Cortez‘s artistic vision and purpose, attuned as they are to the cause of the 

worker, race and ethnic representations, and the space of the city, can be traced to several 

major influences.  As Marc Zimmerman explains, ―Cortéz's radical vision and art were 

not simply the organic outgrowth of standard Midwestern Mexican migration processes; 

rather, they stemmed from a broader evolution of international worker migrations and 

their convergences with syndicalist and political struggle.‖  His parents, Alfredo Cortez 
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and Augusta Ungerecht, were each activists in their own right and shaped Cortez‘s early 

political and artistic development.  Alfredo, a Mexican Indian from Sinaloa, was a 

traveling delegate for the IWW sent to organize Mexican and German workers in the 

Milwaukee area when in 1920, he met Augusta, a second-generation German American 

and a pacifist/Socialist follower of Eugene Debs.  Cortez, born in 1923, identified with 

both his German and Mexican cultures and was raised speaking both German and 

Spanish.  As he explained, his German mother awakened his Chicano identity when he 

was taunted in school for being Mexican; she explained that because of his father‘s 

Native American blood, Carlos was not foreign at all (Zimmerman).  Because of his 

parents‘ beliefs, Cortez grew up with an awareness of radical politics and unionism, and 

after a term in prison as a World War II conscientious objector, in 1947 he joined the 

Industrial Workers of the World, the anarcho-syndicalist labor union founded in Chicago 

in 1905.  Known for radicalism and an internationalist stance, IWW members, sometimes 

called ―Wobblies,‖ fostered a tradition of folk art and music that simultaneously 

encouraged rank-and-file creativity and raised spirits.  Thus, Cortez‘s participation in the 

IWW was the initial force guiding his early poetry and art, and continued to inform his 

involvement in other movements and activism, which included the Chicano/a Movement.   

In 1965, Cortez and his wife, Marianna, moved to Chicago from Milwaukee, 

where they joined a Chicano artist coalition called Movimiento Artistico Chicano 

(MARCH).  Zimmerman writes that Cortez‘s strengthened ties to the Chicano movement 

ultimately caused a shift in his Wobbly principles:  

 

At first he saw the United Farm Workers struggle and the overall Chicano 

Movement in terms of his IWW-related principles of unionism and cultural 

solidarity. Nevertheless, the Chicano vision, which melded with his views on the 

Vietnam War, civil rights, and the IWW critique of capitalist domination, and 

ecological devastation soon grew to become more central to his thinking.  



 158 

His visual art displayed the influences of Mexican muralists Diego Rivera and Jose 

Clemente Orozco, but perhaps most strongly the graphic art of José Guadalupe Posada, 

the late nineteenth century Mexican engraver and illustrator whose satirical and 

politically engaged work has become iconic.  As with his political views, Cortez‘s artistic 

vision derives from a variety of different sources; as he explained, ―[O]f course there 

were influences of Posada, Orozco, and Diego [Rivera]. But I was also strongly 

influenced by Art Young and the Wobbly cartoonists, Kathe Kollwitz and the German 

Expressionists.  My art was socially-minded and so was my poetry.‖ (MFAC 88).  Thus, 

Cortez‘s work is not easily definable, but it is the line he walks among all of his various 

identifications and affiliations—whether Chicano, Mexicano, German, or Wobbly—that 

makes his a singular voice in the Chicago literary tradition. 

It is not difficult to see how Cortez‘s poems and art earn their place within a 

tradition of Chicago literature.  While many of his poems evoke an urban industrial mood 

that can be associated with a number of cities in the late twentieth century, Cortez writes 

with a certain Chicago poetic sensibility that is hard-nosed, cynical, humorous, and 

populist.  But he turns this sensibility toward a critique of Chicago‘s mythology of 

opportunity informed by his labor activism and his awareness of race.  In this chapter, I 

will examine through a selection of poems Cortez‘s insistence on re-writing and revising 

what has come to be accepted as common knowledge about the city—that working-class 

and/or immigrant neighborhoods hold no beauty or promise, and that jobs are to be had 

for the asking.  I draw from Cortez‘s three published volumes of poetry: Crystal-Gazing 

the Amber Fluid & Other Wobbly Poems (1990), De Kansas a Califas & Back to Chicago 

(1992), and Where Are the Voices? & Other Wobbly Poems (1997).19  In contesting 

                                                 
19 De Kansas a Califas is a road trip journal in graphics and verse, documenting Cortez‘s trip in a used 

camper across the U.S. with his friends, the Climenhagas, in 1982.   The other two volumes collect poems 

and visual art that had been originally published in the IWW‘s newspaper, Industrial Worker. 
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these tropes about the city, Cortez questions Chicago‘s very place in the formulation of 

the American Dream, as the launching pad for so many immigrants.  While the influence 

of the IWW is clear in his critiques of industrial capitalism, it is his Mexican and Chicano 

politics and artistic bent that set these apart from those of other labor writers, not to 

mention other Chicago writers.  In the first section, I will argue that Cortez‘s gaze on the 

city reverses the accepted wisdom about urban blight and squalor, finding beauty and 

potential in the immigrant neighborhoods many have shunned.  In the second section, I 

argue that Cortez uses the folkloric tradition of the Mexican corrido to contest the making 

of the historical record in the representations of workers of color.  Finally, in a section in 

which I focus exclusively on De Kansas a Califas and Back to Chicago, I read this 

collection as documenting an escape from Chicago and a trip to Aztlán.  However, what 

Cortez brings back to his Midwestern home is a Chicano sensibility that foregrounds an 

emphasis on indigeneity that allows him to connect his labor-related critiques to a 

hemispheric reconsideration of the Americas.  

CITYSCAPES 

Carlos Cortez‘s brief glimpses of the city itself are marked by a critical awareness 

of the built environment‘s encroachment upon the natural environment.  In his poems 

there is an element present of the toll that industry takes on the land, and yet the 

cityscapes are a palimpsest through which nature will always out, despite apparent efforts 

by city planners to erase it.  In ―Purification,‖ snow has the transformative power to 

redeem the city: 

 

Covering rooftops 

Railyards and coal piles, 

Even cemeteries 

And squat supermarket roofs, 

For once the city looks 
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Beautiful. (Where are the Voices? 41)  

That the city is physically and/or morally soiled and needs some kind of redemption goes 

unstated, but the visible source of the despoilment is here—the industry of railroads and 

the coal piles leave behind soot, in addition to polluting the city with noise.  The rooftops 

visually mar the natural vistas, as do the squat supermarket roofs, which represent crass 

commercialism and are also visually echoed in the cemeteries from the previous line.  In 

spite of all this, the snow, not explicitly named but re-visualized as the more abstract 

―purification,‖ has the power to make the city beautiful.  This is not the larger-than-life 

Chicago of Sandburg‘s most lauded poem, but rather bears more in common with 

Sandburg‘s ―The Harbor,‖ in which nature in the form of Lake Michigan provides 

blessed relief to the ―huddled and ugly walls‖ of the inner city (3), or more famously, 

with the quietness of ―Fog.‖   

While the built environment of the city might lack grace, ―Depot Park Night 

Blues‖ finds a certain beauty in the otherwise dispirited midnight scene at a train station 

(Where are the Voices? 20).  While the title references blues music, thereby evoking 

Chicago‘s famed association with that tradition, the poem also re-imagines an operatic 

aria on the stage of the depot: 

 

Lonesome depot nights 

Caressing the park‘s night leaves. 

A solitary water fountain 

Singing an aria 

With a few philharmonic crickets 

In an angry hot breeze. 

Pinch-hitting for the moon 

Hidden behind a night hot cloud 

The depot clock shines 

His flat dull face 

On the bowed heads of  

The benches‘ nocturnal inhabitants 

Who have nowhere else to go 
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In the trainwhistle night‘s  

Angry hot breeze. 

Hot summer nights in Grant Park, graced by the music of Buckingham Fountain, are 

alluded to in this poem, particularly when one remembers that railroads ran along the lake 

shore into downtown Chicago‘s Central Station, located at the end of Grant Park at 

Roosevelt Road and Michigan Avenue.
20

  Thus, the park‘s proximity to the cultural 

venues of Michigan Avenue, especially Auditorium Theatre, provides a context for 

Cortez‘s fanciful re-casting of the water fountain‘s music as an aria in counterpoint with 

the ―philharmonic crickets‖ and the bluesy refrain of ―angry hot breeze.‖  The poetic 

blending of music genres is echoed in the way Cortez emphasizes the natural in this 

quintessential city scene.  Nature here is not only brought into the urban landscape in 

order to redeem or purify it, but in fact achieves a synchronicity with the city to produce 

something beautiful.  The whimsy, then, acknowledges a certain beauty in the city that 

does not depend on nature, but is in fact enhanced when the two are integrated, as when 

the depot clock, ―pinch-hitting for the moon,‖ shines on the depot‘s nighttime denizens.  

This lyricism provides some relief from the dull desperation of the scene, but lest we 

imagine that Cortez would let us forget the lonesomeness of the depot‘s inhabitants, the 

last line reinforces the monotony of the ―angry hot breeze.‖ 

The often-heard criticism directed at cities about the lack of public green spaces 

carries with it the assumption that nature provides a place for regeneration and for 

reconnecting with a more authentic self.  In the previous examples, Cortez demonstrates 

the need to find elements of nature against the unrelieved industrialism of the city.  In 

―Requiem for a Street,‖ however, he offers a cityscape in which nature is completely 

absent, and yet represents Chicago at its most vibrant and authentic (Crystal Gazing 27-

                                                 
20 Central Station was closed in 1973 when Amtrak rerouted those lines to Union Station. 
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29).  Cortez celebrates in this prose poem the urban chaos that others have typically 

called the ―ghetto,‖ but his celebration is tempered with grief over the destruction of the 

street in the name of ―progress.‖   

As Cortez states in a footnote, the street depicted in the poem is ―a stretch of 

Chicago‘s Halsted Street between Roosevelt Road and Greek Town,‖ which is 

approximately a mile long.  Located less than a mile west of downtown Chicago, Halsted 

Street runs through sections of neighborhoods that have historically represented 

―gateway‖ communities for immigrants, such as Little Italy, Greektown, and Pilsen, as 

well as for African American migrants from the South.  In fact, it was here in 1889 that 

Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr rented the Charles J. Hull mansion on Halsted and 

Polk Streets to establish Hull House, perhaps the best-known settlement house in the 

United States.  Addams and Starr chose to work in this neighborhood precisely because 

of the increasing influx into the area of immigrants from southern and eastern Europe, 

and unlike other Progressive era reformers, were concerned about respecting ethnic 

cultures and opposed Americanization programs. As scholars at the University of Illinois 

at Chicago point out, the fascination of the ―settlers‖ for the cosmopolitan nature of 

Halsted Street was also echoed by the daily newspapers and reflect a public interest in the 

area‘s diversity that ―complicated the characterization of these neighborhoods as ‗slums‘ 

and encourage an examination of the complex role of the media in stereotyping the 

inhabitants and neighborhoods of the city‖ (―Attractions of Cosmpolitanism‖).  The 

cosmopolitanism of Halsted Street is the very quality that Cortez lovingly illustrates in 

―Requiem for a Street.‖  It is what makes the neighborhood stand out in this 

―standardized American metropolis,‖ and it is the thing that has been destroyed in the 

name of civic redevelopment. Cortez notes that this particular stretch he memorializes 

was razed in the late 1950s and early 1960s for the purpose of building the University of 
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Illinois and the Congress Expressway, an initiative that also displaced Hull House.  The 

embattled neighborhoods along Halsted continue to be affected by university expansion, 

as with the demolition of the Maxwell Street open air market in 1994 and the continued 

gentrification of Pilsen.  Cortez‘s requiem, then, was a far-reaching critique that 

unfortunately presaged the loss of some of the city‘s most treasured cultural sites.   

He opens the piece by launching into a tirade against the ―apostles of civic 

improvement‖ who have ―finally gotten around to the Street‖ to begin the new 

construction.  He segues quickly, though, from the images of the bulldozers to memories 

of what the Street used to be like, lined with shops and restaurants and teeming with 

street life including ―sidewalk pitchmen and Gypsy fortune tellers.‖  Multiple senses are 

stimulated simultaneously, as the poet describes hearing ―strange music that somehow 

was not strange at all,‖ seeing ―the latest fashion in suits,‖ and inhaling the smell of 

―pizza, roasted lamb heads, Turkish coffee, and tacos.‖  Readers already familiar with 

Chicago‘s diversity might not be surprised at the widely varied cultures represented here, 

but the wonderful quality of the Street is that they all co-exist here on one mile-long 

stretch.  Languages from around the world mingle in a cacophony that Cortez takes 

obvious delight in: 

 

…it was a happy street…happy with the voices of Bucaresti, Odessa and Wilno; 

happy with the voices from Piraeus, Salonika and Plaka; happy with the voices of 

those who had known only the roof of Rumanian, Hungarian and Serbian skies; 

happy with the voices from Morelia, Ixtapalapa and Nuevo Laredo; happy with 

the voices from Caguas, Ponce and Arecibo; yes, happy with the voices from 

Mobile, Beaumont and Chattanooga; happy with the voices from Palermo, 

Catania and Livorno, a small united nations that somehow wasn‘t completely 

united and somehow didn‘t make too much difference. (27-28) 

Halsted Street would appear to have much in common with the tower of Babel, except 

that Cortez does not suggest that the polyvocality is confusing or a cause for anxiety.  
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Rather, the Street—echoing with voices from Russia, Greece, eastern Europe, Mexico, 

Puerto Rico, the southern U.S., and Italy—is happy not in spite of the ―raucous babble,‖ 

but because of it.  These lines suggest a network of social relationships that somehow 

thrives through the confluence of cultures, where unity is not the goal and might even 

block or dilute the cultural phenomenon happening on Halsted Street. 

In fact, the proximity of neighbors from far-flung nations produces a melding of 

cultures that is completely unique to the Street:  ―…where else in this standardized 

American metropolis could you hear of the wonderful quality and ridiculously low price 

of the latest fashion in suits extolled to you in Spanish with a Yiddish accent or the 

Gypsy girls who take one quick size-up and start handing you their con-line in the tongue 

of your ancestors?‖  The ―standardization‖ of the metropolis, a quality often seen as 

representing safety or good taste, is here thrown into sharp contrast with the scene on the 

Street, which is brimming with a hybrid culture impossible to duplicate almost anywhere 

else, thrilling and marvelous all at once.  Even the supposed danger of being conned in 

this ghetto dims next to the wonder of a Gypsy girl who speaks every possible language 

she might need in order to attract the prospects she encounters, or of hearing Spanish 

rendered in a strange accent, made newly foreign yet still intelligible.  The hybridity is 

perhaps only possible for pecuniary reasons, granted—the business of the day is at stake 

and everyone‘s livelihood depends on the ability to appeal to each other in a fundamental 

way.  This is no multicultural utopia.  And yet, it becomes a space in which a passerby 

can experience the ―foreign‖ or the ―other‖ and thrill to unexpected commonalities, 

―where one could walk by small music stores and hear strange music that was somehow 

not strange at all‖ (27). 

In most of his poetry, Cortez rarely approaches Carl Sandburg‘s buoyant 

enthusiasm for the city, but in this poem that is at once an elegy and a celebration, he 
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indulges in ―Chicago‖-esque pleasure in describing the varied richness of mingling 

nationalities on the Street.   One can‘t help but see echoes of Sandburg‘s portraits of 

immigrants in the lines of ―Requiem,‖ and in fact, Sandburg walks the same 

neighborhood in his poem ―Fellow Citizens,‖ when he describes the guitar maker ―down 

in Gilpin Place, near Hull House.‖  The difference in the vision of the two poets, 

however, is that while Sandburg gives the reader a sense of the diversity of nationalities 

present in the city, each immigrant group remains isolated within the poems.  On the 

other hand, Cortez shows us a community—imperfect, but a community nonetheless, a 

―small united nations that somehow wasn‘t completely united and somehow it didn‘t 

make too much difference‖ (28).  Sandburg‘s immigrants are almost static: they seem to 

function as colorful window-dressing for the city—here‘s an Italian dreaming of the 

vineyards, there‘s a Hungarian family playing the accordion by the river‘s edge.  On the 

other hand, Cortez helps the reader to imagine a milieu that has dynamically evolved 

from the interactions, both necessary and serendipitous, of scores of different 

nationalities.  The difference here seems to emerge from each poet‘s position:  Sandburg, 

in the journalistic mode, writes of individual personalities as though he‘s interviewing 

them, which gives the reader a sense of being outside the scene looking on.  Cortez, on 

the other hand, is very much a part of that milieu he writes about—he hears the strange 

music and recognizes the familiarity in it, he is spoken to in Spanish, a ―foreign‖ 

language.  Sandburg‘s white privilege, too, builds in a distance from the ―new 

immigrants‖ that he no doubt feels sympathy toward thanks to his own immigrant 

forebears.  But Cortez is first-generation, and half Mexican Indian as well; his racial 

Otherness enables him to participate in the scene from within, instead of as an onlooker, 

which lends the scene on the Street a sense of dynamism.   
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The chaos of the ―ghetto,‖ then, is a generative process that produces 

relationships, communities, and a cultural hybridity that is rarely seen outside of urban 

spaces such as this. Cortez writes, ―it was quite a din but it was a human din, it was a 

mess but it was a human mess.‖ Here is the key to recognizing the potential of the Street.  

Where in other poems Cortez (as well as Sandburg) assigns to nature the transformative 

power for recovering some authentic human essence, that power is almost always 

dependent upon individual reflection.  In ―Requiem,‖ the realization of human potential is 

located within urban space, it is dependent on interaction rather than isolation, and it 

exists because of the din, because of the mess.   

The comparative potential of Sandburg and Cortez as a pair also generates an 

exquisite sense of loss and of the passage of time in the city, because as Sandburg 

rejoiced in the unparalleled growth and construction in ―Chicago,‖ Cortez lovingly details 

the Halsted Street community in order to memorialize it after its destruction.  Cortez 

places the ―human din‖ in stark contrast with the ―din that is heard on the Street now, the 

mechanical roar of the cranes and the mechanical thump of the large ball and the 

mechanical roar of the bulldozers directed from distant offices,‖ bringing the reader back 

to the present moment of grief.  Cortez defines the differences in the ―din‖—the human 

din is productive, while the mechanical din, in the supposed service of construction, is 

destructive.  In a city, you cannot construct something new without destroying something 

old that once meant something to someone, and to Cortez, the Street meant the world.  In 

fact, mechanization demolishes not only the Street, but robs the developers of their very 

humanness, the ―committees and kickback artists with mechanical mentalities and 

mechanical hearts.‖  

In the last movement of the poem, Cortez illustrates the differences between the 

urban redeveloped space imposed from above, and the more organic, multicultural urban 
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place created from below.  In the tone of one reading a death sentence to the condemned, 

the poet lists a series of laments:  

 

Street of zucchini, baklava and enchilada, at last you are falling before the 

advance of standardization; Street of olives, snails and avocados, your days are 

numbered; Street of chianti, mazel and retsina, of ouzo, arak and tequila…those 

who do not know you have the power to destroy you for behold advancing in the 

distance following in the wake of the bulldozers and rising above the clouds of 

dust of your corpse are your brand new tombstones called civic redevelopment… 

(28)  

In these lines, the most obvious crime perpetrated by the developers with the ―mechanical 

hearts‖ is that of sameness; the construction of complexes of apartments and university 

buildings, representing the ―advance of standardization,‖ annihilates the very diversity 

that makes the Street a vibrant place. Following closely behind is the sin of omission in 

the developers‘ distance and utter lack of knowledge of the neighborhood: the bulldozers 

are ―directed from distant offices,‖ and mourning is laced with irony in the poet‘s 

pronouncement that ―those who do not know you have the power to destroy you.‖   

Cortez‘s multiple critical concerns come together here in a deft critique of race 

and imperialism that connects the local ―redevelopment‖ effort to a global U.S. project of 

empire. In another poem, ―Apres midi d‘un Jet,‖ a young father‘s disparaging comments 

about Vietnam belies a lack of emotional engagement; here Cortez brings that critique 

round to bear on the destruction of the ―slum,‖ most explicitly when he writes, ―it was a 

human mess…not like the mess left in the wake of the redevelopment juggernaut leaving 

behind a mess that would put a B-29 to shame‖ (28).  The Boeing B-29 Superfortress, 

used heavily by the U.S. during World War II and the Korean War, was also specifically 

the bomber that carried the atomic bombs that destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
21

  

Thus, Cortez makes apparent the connection between the emotional and intellectual 

                                                 
21  Thanks to Andy Scheiber for this insight. 
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detachment that allows the developers to raze the Street and the detachment operating in 

military-sponsored carnage.   

Throughout this piece, Cortez engages with stereotypical expectations of ―slum‖ 

life—that it is dirty, chaotic, loud, and dangerous—only to reverse readers‘ expectations 

by assigning fresh meaning to the old categories.  Indeed, Cortez doesn‘t merely argue 

against stereotypes, but asks the reader to reconsider their connotations.  When he writes 

that they are ―tearing down the old slums so that newer and bigger and loftier slums can 

be built,‖ calling into question that new construction is necessarily better, he redefines the 

very meaning of ―slum.‖  Rather than evoking dilapidated buildings, in Cortez‘s book, 

―slum‖ stands for the absence of imagination, of community, of diversity, despite the 

newness of the construction.  He returns to this redefinition at the end, when he writes 

that ―rising above the clouds of dust of your corpse are your brand new tombstones called 

civic redevelopment; human anthills that look like a combination of cell-block and 

skyscraper, yes they are building bigger and better tenements that are destined to become 

bigger and blightier areas‖ (28-29).  In this apocalyptic vision, the redevelopment, a 

collection of ―new tombstones,‖ only reminds the poet of the Street‘s death; rather than 

hosting a thriving community, the redevelopment evokes instead anthills and cellblocks, 

indicating the frightening absence of imagination and free will.  This is the civic 

―improvement,‖ then, that Cortez skewers when he asks, ―And you, you good city 

planners and you fat pocket contractors, when your job is completed and you come down 

here to look at your accomplishments, are you honestly going to believe you‘ve made any 

improvement other than in the health of your back pockets?‖ (29). Cortez‘s elegy for this 

singular community is thus punctuated by his ironic question that underscores the 

poisonous self-interest that has worked to destroy the Street. 
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While ―Requiem for a Street‖ demonstrates the potential in urban spaces to build 

relationships across race and ethnic lines, ―Suburban Gal‖ offers the hope of creating 

understanding across class lines, and bridges the divide between the ideologically 

different spaces of the city and the suburbs: 

 

There she stood in the chill November afternoon 

With the wind whipping at her bare ankles 

Among the small group of people gathered 

By the tomb of the Haymarket Martyrs 

Listening as the impromptu orator 

Told our side of the story. 

 

Later on as we were sitting in the restaurant 

She listened some more as I told of other martyrs 

And how today FBI stooges snap pictures 

Of everyone who walks into a radical meeting 

And I could see that she understood 

Our side of the story. (Crystal Gazing the Amber Fluid 36) 

The Haymarket Affair, which took place on May 4, 1886 at Haymarket Square in 

Chicago, began as a peaceful rally in support of workers striking for the eight-hour 

workday, but ended in violence when a bomb was thrown as the last speaker was making 

his remarks.  Eight anarchists were tried for murder and four were executed, inspiring the 

monument that Cortez refers to in this poem.  The Haymarket Affair not only is 

remembered in connection with the celebration of May Day, but is credited with 

solidifying a commitment to anarchism for ―Big Bill‖ Haywood, one of the founding 

members of the Industrial Workers of the World.
22

 

The unlikely presence of the suburban gal near the Haymarket monument is made 

less so when one considers that the monument itself is in Forest Park, a suburb located on 

                                                 
22 In addition, the Haymarket Affair and May Day have resonated strongly in Mexico—Mother Jones in 

1921 wrote of the fiestas commemorating the ―killing of workers in Chicago for demanding the 8 hour 

day.‖ This is significant in light of Cortez‘s Mexican heritage and his place in a lineage of Mexican labor 

activism.   
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the western boundary of the city.  The monument itself serves as the meeting place 

between the history of industrial labor and activism in Chicago, and the ideological space 

of the suburbs, which were constructed to provide a physical ―respite‖ from urban space, 

and to create an illusion of living harmoniously with nature.  Suburban communities also, 

of course, have typically represented a class divide from the city, implying economic 

privilege that has also sometimes translated into racial exclusion.  Thus, the suburban gal 

seems to have perhaps stumbled on the gathering in Cortez‘s poem, but the story of 

worker struggle has compelled her to remain, even despite the cold November wind 

―whipping at her bare ankles.‖  The bare ankles gesture toward her privilege, indicating 

that she very likely has a car and thus does not have to think about protection from the 

cold.  But her bare ankles also demonstrate her commitment to listening to Cortez and his 

friends tell their ―side of the story,‖ as she follows them from the monument to a 

restaurant.   

Thus, Chicago as the city of great labor opportunity, as mythologized by earlier 

writers, is appropriated by Cortez to create myth around great labor activism as well.  

Sinclair and Sandburg, as writers with a socialist purpose, demonstrate clear concern with 

motivating and persuading readers to awaken to class consciousness, but Cortez here 

highlights the importance of also remembering the history of worker struggle.  Sandburg 

may be concerned with class consciousness, but he also celebrates the worker in a way 

that contributes to the myth of Chicago‘s economic dominance, and glosses over the 

tedium and danger of physical labor.  Cortez in this poem makes apparent the process of 

mythmaking by Sandburg and others not only by reminding readers of the Haymarket 

affair, but in foregrounding the process of storytelling and placing emphasis on ―our side 

of the story.‖ In this way, he makes transparent the subjective nature of mythmaking and 
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asks the suburban gal, as well as his readers, to look for multiple and hidden perspectives 

in the creation of myth.   

DISMANTLING THE MYTH, TELLING NEW STORIES 

In his 1931 study on Mexican labor in the Chicago and Calumet region, 

economist Paul Taylor offers a vivid example of the allure that Chicago and other 

northern cities held for immigrants, not just from Mexico, but from all over the United 

States and the world.  Taylor described the fruitless efforts by agricultural labor scouts in 

Texas to recruit workers:  ―The tremendous pulling power of northern industry…was 

clearly visible in many places…At Laredo, for example, which is a major port of entry, 

the new immigrants streamed past border agriculture in large numbers, often giving no 

heed at all to its cries for more labor‖ (34).  Motivated by word-of-mouth stories and 

newspaper accounts of plentiful work and high wages, jobseekers came to Chicago to 

send back money to their families and, with any luck, success stories of their own.  The 

reality—of few jobs, insecure work, and racial politics—was often a stark contrast to 

what they had expected.  Cortez, in his role as a poet of the IWW, often wrote about labor 

concerns, but in two specific poems, ―Appalachian Thanksgiving‖ and ―Un Corrido 

Borincano,‖ he dramatizes this reversal of expectations, and in the process subverts the 

mythology of abundant and equal opportunity in Chicago. 

―Appalachian Thanksgiving‖ dramatizes the flight to northern cities such as 

Chicago in order to find better opportunities (Where are the Voices? 33).  Here, Cortez 

uses spare details to suggest one migrant‘s story of disappointment, deftly juxtaposing the 

fragility of dreams against the bitterness of poverty: 

 

The winds whistle through the valleys 

And past the deserted mines 

Through the cracks in the tarpaper shack 
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And past the newsprint wallpaper 

Where on a bare wooden table 

Along with the hog jowls and hominy grits 

Is a letter from Cousin Bob in Chicago 

Who is living on welfare checks 

Asking to please send a picture  

Of the Mountains. 

While the Great Migration of African Americans from the South has occupied a 

significant place in the public‘s imagination, as it brought the blues and Richard Wright 

to Chicago, for example, white Appalachian migrants also came in large numbers to 

Chicago and other Midwestern sites after World War II and up to the 1970s.
23

  Here, 

Cortez dramatizes the story of one white migrant to turn the trope of the Chicago success 

story on its head.  In this poetic still life, the only movement is that of the wind, which 

bears the reader through the visible signs of economic depression in the deserted mines 

and past the thin, crack-filled walls of the ―tarpaper shack.‖  The familiar narrative of 

leaving one‘s home to seek better job opportunities northward emerges from these 

details, but the second half of the poem delivers the ironic post-migration story that few 

rarely hear.  The family left behind with only bare table and thin walls, thus receives not 

a check from migrant Cousin Bob or tales of success, but instead the news that Bob is 

surviving on welfare, and is presumably jobless.  Rather than send anything, Bob instead 

asks for something from this family, which has so little to give: a picture from home.  

The poignant last line sets up the contrast between the migrant nostalgia for the 

mountains, with the reality of the desperate poverty found there.  In effect, Cortez sets up 

a poetic chiasmus, in which two expressions of a dream meet their reversals.  The dream 

of achieving work and success in Chicago comes to a crushing end for the sending 

                                                 
23 The approximate number is estimated at 3.2 million between 1940 and 1970 (Berry). 
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family, while the dream of the city dweller for his country home is met with the image of 

the spare repast of hog jowls and the hominy grits on this Appalachian Thanksgiving.   

While Cortez makes his critique of Chicago‘s job myth on behalf of all workers, 

in ―Un Corrido Borincano‖ he trenchantly points out the significance of racialization in 

accessing the pool of available work (Where are the Voices? 34).  In this poem, he 

harnesses another tradition of mythmaking, the Mexican corrido, in order to situate it in a 

tradition of resistance against Anglo-American domination.
24

  "Un Corrido Borincano" 

dramatizes the plight of a Puerto Rican man who heeds the call of the ―land of plenty,‖ 

only to find substandard living conditions and nonexistent job security.  Upon losing his 

tannery job and driven by desperation, he robs a store and accidentally kills the owner.  

His pleas of innocence are ignored, and he is sentenced to death.  Cortez thus deliberately 

draws the reader‘s attention to the tropes of American opportunity and undermines them 

by foregrounding the way that racialization limits his hero‘s chances for success. 

―Un Corrido" both employs the corrido tradition and departs from it in order to 

portray the Puerto Rican‘s tragic situation.  The epic heroic corrido, as described by José 

E. Limón in Mexican Ballads, Chicano Poems, is a male narrative folk song originating 

along the Texas-Mexico border, but clearly deriving from the Spanish romance. A vital 

part of the oral tradition, the corridista typically began composing his poem immediately 

after a significant event, so that a community might be able to listen to the completed 

corrido the day after a battle. The communal aspect of listening to a storyteller as part of 

a group is enhanced by the author's third person perspective, which prevents the audience 

from identifying with any one figure; rather, as Limón suggests, "one tends to identify 

                                                 
24 The power of Cortez‘s poetry often comes from the musical folk traditions he borrows from the migrant 

and immigrant workers he champions, and thus we see the influence of the blues, ballads, and the corrido. 

In writing these poems, he also consciously participated in the Wobbly tradition of poetry, folk music and 

protest songwriting. 
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with the public social events depicted and the cultural actions that produce them," 

reinforcing the social, collective nature of the corrido (15). The hero of such poems is 

typically a local man who through a violent confrontation finds himself fighting for his 

right and his personal honor.  And while the ballad is termed "heroic," Limón has 

recognized that "heroic actions are most appealing and most productive of a balladry 

when they occur in a losing cause" (25).  The corrido, which emerged in the late 

nineteenth century, typically depicts a larger-than-life hero who fights for his right and 

honor against unjust circumstances; while the Puerto Rican hero is certainly faced with 

unjust circumstances, he has no means of fighting for his honor and must submit to his 

fate.  Additionally, the action of most traditional corridos takes place on the rural Texas-

Mexico border, while the setting for Cortez‘s poem is a large industrial city.
25

  

 Cortez's choice in employing the corrido form is an interesting one, since he 

follows many of its conventions, yet updates them for the urban context in which he 

situates his struggle for labor rights. From the first, the reader understands that this 

corrido is not the typical one from the Southwest, since it is a corrido Borincano, which 

suggests not only that the protagonist is Puerto Rican, but that the corrido itself is Puerto 

Rican in its perspective. Limón does state that after the Mexican Revolution, the Mexican 

poor who migrated throughout the United States were mostly from the northern Mexican 

states, to which he credits the origination of the corrido; as they moved beyond Texas, he 

writes, "they introduced the heroic corrido into California, New Mexico, and Arizona, as 

well as the Midwest" (29). Although Limón's focus is not to trace the evolution of the 

corrido in those regions, it comes as no surprise that in this example of the ballad poem, 

the poet should adapt the conventions to the particular urban Midwestern context in 

                                                 
25 However, the ―Corrido de Kiansis‖ is the first known corrido, and is an exception to this generalization. 
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which he is writing, for the specific concerns of its community—unemployment and 

racial injustice. In a city such as Chicago, where Puerto Ricans and Mexicans have 

attempted to build solidarity despite competition over jobs and issues of citizenship, this 

poem signals an attempt by Cortez to connect their common struggles.  

The poem begins as the young man leaves his family on the island and takes a job 

at a tannery in a large city. He soon loses his job as a result of a downshift in production, 

but as a Puerto Rican, is also one of the first to be let go. Desperate, he comes across a 

storefront in which he sees the owner counting his money, and grabs a baseball bat in 

order to rob the store. In the struggle, the owner falls, hits his head and dies; when the 

detective comes to investigate, he finds the Puerto Rican man's identification card on the 

floor. The protagonist is apprehended at a bank, trying to send the money to his family, 

and is sentenced to death by electrocution. The poem ends with the presiding judge 

entertaining friends and the landlord dining on porterhouse steak as the corrido's hero is 

executed.  The young man‘s migration story is like countless others, and Cortez 

emphasizes those elements that seem to be a part of the typical ―coming to America‖ 

experience.  He is a farmer whose sugar crop couldn‘t sustain the family, so he ―fell in 

with the notion / To find his fortune on the mainland / Where the statue faced out to the 

ocean.‖  Cortez pairs the farmer‘s economic need with the iconic image of the Statue of 

Liberty, evoking the freedom and the all-welcoming embrace traditionally associated 

with emigrating to America.  Here, however, it provides ironic foreshadowing, as his 

racialization in the U.S. will decidedly limit his opportunity.  But the young man doesn‘t 

know yet about the difficulties waiting for him, and the tantalizing power of success 

stories draws him in: ―He was told of many jobs on the mainland / Where they pay 

fantastic wages / And he could send home some of his paycheck / Each week to his 

family courageous.‖  Whether it appears at the Texas-Mexico border among migrant 
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workers, is printed in newspapers bidding Southern African Americans during the Great 

Migration, or is passed among Puerto Rican families, the opportunity myth is the great 

archetypal tale shared among the hopeful, in which the jobs are many and the wages are 

not merely adequate, but fantastic.   

Cortez reveals the deception inherent in this narrative through an abrupt contrast 

between the clichés of immigrant success and the reality no one writes home about: 

 

He kissed his young wife and five children 

And graying mother he gave on [sic] last embrace 

Went down to the ticket office 

And booked passage for the promised place 

He came to the land of plenty 

Found himself room in a tenement 

And like the others of his race 

A smelly tannery his place of employment 

Where he lived was crowded and dirty 

The street was foul with neglect 

His job was filthy and thankless 

Yet each week he mailed home a check... 

Cortez deploys two tropes of America, ―the promised place‖ and ―the land of plenty,‖ 

which resonate with biblical significance in their evocation of the ―promised land‖ of the 

Israelites, and promptly undermines them with a graphic rendering of inner-city squalor.  

The alliteration in the passage works to increase the impact of the contrast, as the hard 

consonant ―t‖ in ―tenement‖ and ―tannery‖ counter the bubbling optimism of ―plenty‖ 

and ―promised place‖; equally as effective is the specificity of the images conjured by 

tannery and tenement, as opposed to the idealized vagueness suggested by ―place‖ and 

―land.‖  Additionally, the rhyme works as well with the pairing of ―place‖ and ―race,‖ to 

subtly reveal the limitations of the ―promised place‖ for those workers of color—in fact, 

the irony becomes quite stark as Cortez changes the context over those few lines for the 

word ―place.‖  It loses its pleasant abstraction as a ―promised place,‖ and becomes the 
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smelly tannery, the Puerto Rican‘s ―place of employment‖ [emphasis mine].  Cortez 

shows that race stratifies and limits job opportunity in this ―land of plenty,‖ reserving the 

―filthy and thankless‖ jobs for those constructed as ―other,‖ and reveals the gaping hole 

in the job myth.   

Nevertheless, that tannery job is providing the wages the Puerto Rican needs to 

sustain his family at home.  When he loses that job to layoffs, the more profound 

disparities in the dream become apparent.  The whims of a free market take their toll on 

the workers when one day, the tannery slows down their operations due to a decrease in 

orders: ―The boss said to cut down the number of workers / And the Puerto Ricans were 

the first to go.‖  If race stratifies the labor market and determines the kind of job—in this 

poem, manual and distasteful labor—that one will be offered, then Cortez points out that 

race also determines the level of job security one gets.  It is dispiriting to see that the 

unchecked vagaries of supply and demand that Jurgis Rudkus experiences in The Jungle 

are much like what the Puerto Rican witnesses decades later—and in truth, both authors 

employ their writing to dramatize the need for organized activism, whether through 

socialism or the anarchist IWW.  Unlike Sinclair, however, whose analysis of race is 

absent in favor of a class-conscious narrative, Cortez foregrounds a critique that posits 

racialization as the loophole in the American Dream.  In no uncertain terms, the poet 

pointedly observes, ―If you ever are born again, brothers / Be sure it‘s with a fair skin / 

Be unable to speak with an accent / That‘s the only way you can be ‗in.‘‖   

In response to the inherent deception in the mythmaking around job opportunity 

in the United States, Cortez engages in another form of mythmaking, that of the corrido.  

This ballad tradition has made legendary heroes of ordinary men who fought against 

extraordinary injustice; in ―Un Corrido Borincano,‖ the story of an ordinary man fighting 

against insurmountable circumstances, Cortez creates a counternarrative that exposes not 
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only the opportunity myth, but the very act of turning subjective knowledge into official 

history.  In appropriating the corrido, Cortez‘s purpose is not particularly to enshrine his 

hero and endow him with superhuman qualities, but rather to take advantage of folklore's 

ability to provide an oppositional account of conventional history. At the beginning of the 

poem, Cortez invites the audience to ―gang around while I tell you a story,‖ but does not 

specify the date of a particular event, which is often a typical trait of the corrido. While 

this vagueness gives the poem a fable-like, timeless quality, later in the narrative Cortez 

tells that ―‗Lone shop-keeper killed by Puerto Rican‘ / Were the tabloids‘ broad 

headlined report‖ (36). There is no footnote or indication that this was an actual event, 

but the detail of the headline suggests that perhaps Cortez based his poem on a newspaper 

headline of the day, or created a composite protagonist from many similar news accounts. 

The juxtaposition of these lines with the lines immediately preceding (―I only wanted 

money to send home / To my wife, children and poor old mother / Because in this strange 

place I'm alone‖) exposes the media's reduction of the protagonist to a faceless 

stereotype—the dangerous Puerto Rican—for the purpose of sensationalism, in contrast 

to the multilayered circumstances of the robbery. His poignant plea about being alone is 

disregarded and any sympathy he may have gained is precluded, while the ―aloneness‖ of 

the shopkeeper is highlighted, transferring all sympathy to him.   

Cortez‘s purpose, then, in choosing to tell this particular tale, is not to create a 

mythic hero, but to subvert the headlines that stereotype and dehumanize Puerto Ricans 

and other minorities to show the humanity beneath. Building on Antonio Gramsci's 

observations that folklore offers a conception of the world in opposition to "official" 

conceptions, Ramón Saldívar notes that for Américo Paredes, foremost scholar on the 

corrido, ―folklore constituted vernacular history in the making, sometimes offering the 

only surviving evidence of another history, adulterated, dismembered, and mutilated by 
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the official narratives of the nation‖ (57). Cortez, in telling the story of the unfortunate 

Puerto Rican in the form of a corrido, deliberately sets out to tell this ―vernacular history‖ 

in opposition to the newspapers that create history's official account. Even when the 

newspapers are gone, the images they purvey of dangerous Puerto Ricans (or blacks, or 

Mexicans) remain in the popular imaginary. In the final lines of the poem, Cortez urges: 

―Fly away, fly away little dove bird / Fly away to your blue Caribbean / Tell the little 

family of their young farmer / Who'll never come back to Borinquen.‖ Now that he has 

created his narrative, Cortez sets the task for the dove to retell the story, and by 

extension, charges the audience to remember the tragedy and to possibly tell it again. If 

the agency has been stripped from the Puerto Rican protagonist, it is here restored to the 

corridista, who through the persistent record of the literary poem, continues to remind 

readers of the alternative histories that exist behind the headlines.  

DE KANSAS A CALIFAS & BACK TO CHICAGO 

In Where Are the Voices? and Crystal Gazing the Amber Fluid, Chicago emerges 

as a place of contrasts—it is sometimes place of suffering, and sometimes a place of quiet 

beauty.  The City of Big Shoulders that Carl Sandburg lionized is a vexed place for 

Cortez, who turns a critical gaze on the way that racial differentiation serves the industry 

that has fueled the city‘s mythology.  Sandburg, too, sees the contrasts and can be at 

times critical of the city‘s desperate poverty, but ultimately, Sandburg celebrates 

Chicago‘s industrial might, at a time when it was at its peak of influence and economic 

power.  Cortez, the lifelong Wobbly, sees instead how Chicago‘s status is built on the 

tedium and exploitation of the worker, and how its mythology of opportunity is 

constructed to draw ever more workers into the service of its industry.  For Cortez, 

Chicago always seems fraught with melancholy, even when he celebrates the city‘s 
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confluence of diverse races, nationalities, and cultures. As such, the seeds of destruction 

are located within Chicago‘s own mythos of industrial greatness. 

De Kansas a Califas and Back to Chicago, a collection of poems that record a 

road trip across the Southwest in 1982, narrates an escape from the city for Cortez.  He, 

as so many other artists have, seeks solace in the natural landscape, looking for a 

restoration of the self and of tranquility.  However, while the emptiness and solitude of 

the desert vistas Cortez writes of stand in sharp contrast to the cityscapes represented in 

his other collections, they are not the natural refuge one might expect.  Cortez can leave 

the city behind, but he can never remove himself from his politics.  The Southwest is 

laden with significance for this Chicago Mexican poet, as geographically it represents the 

land that once belonged to Native American tribes, as well as the symbolic homeland for 

Chicanos/as, Aztlán.  There is a perceptible shift in Cortez‘s critical lens as he moves 

from his urban home to the ancestral home: his Wobbly concerns for labor rights 

diminish in favor of indigenous rights and environmental critiques.  The small towns and 

deserts throughout New Mexico, Arizona, and California offer ample material for 

Cortez‘s sharp commentary in the form of pollution, tourism, exploitation of Native 

American resources, as well as always serving as a reminder of the homeland lost in 1848 

with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.  Through the Southwestern road trip, Cortez 

constructs a more ―Chicano‖ identity than he evinces in the urban poems that celebrate a 

cosmopolitan, hybrid mix of ethnicity and culture.  Nineteen poems paired with Cortez‘s 

haunting woodcuts alternate between moments of natural beauty, despoilment of Native 

lands and culture by pollution and tourism, and the reclamation of those by the original 

inhabitants. 

Cortez‘s identification with Mexican history, culture, and politics, as well as with 

labor activism, can be attributed to the influence of his father, Alfredo Cortez.  But his 
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Chicano sensibilities can be traced to his involvement in the emerging Chicano 

movement in Chicago in the 1970s.  Marc Zimmerman recalls that in the early 1970s, 

Cortez and his wife, Marianna, became involved with el Movimiento Artistico Chicano 

(MARCH), which included other activist painters and cultural workers José Nario, Ray 

Patlán, Víctor Alejandro Sorell, Antonio Zavala, and José Gamaliel González (MFAC 

88).  The Chicano movement has as some of its central concerns, to name a few: the 

simultaneous hybrid and liminal existence of a dual Mexican American identity, i.e. 

being both and somehow neither; the awareness of a colonized past rooted in Mexico‘s 

loss of the Southwest to the U.S.; a recognition of the indigenous in Mexico‘s racial 

makeup, culture, and history; and the significance of language as a marker of identity.  

Cortez, however, occupied an uneasy location between a fully Mexican identity or a 

strong Chicano identity, thanks to his own mixed background as a Mexican-German, and 

the indigenous heritage received through his father.  De Kansas a Califas and Back to 

Chicago demonstrates Cortez‘s own unique positionality in a way that the other two 

poetry collections do not—the code-switching, references to indigeneity, and desert 

imagery are all markers that can be attributed to Chicano artistic expression, but the way 

in which Cortez approaches the deterritorialization of the Southwest is more attuned to 

Native American dispossession, rather than to that of Mexico. 

Cortez uses his signature exuberant, wry humor to remember the Indian past in 

the present landscape and to predict its reclamation, as he and his companions make their 

way across New Mexico, Arizona, and California.  Two epigrams, ―Elk City Night Stop‖ 

and ―Tehachapi Pass‖ contrast the current degraded condition of the land, polluted by 

noise and smog, with Cortez‘s presentiment of a coming reversal.  In the first poem, 

confronted with the auditory and visual pollution of semi-trucks, autos, and the 

―sprawling suburbia of motels,‖ he both reimagines the noise and cuts through it to ―hear 



 182 

the thunder of hoofbeats: / The Buffalo are coming back!‖ (9). In the second, the poet 

laments the smog from Los Angeles blocking the view to the mountains on the other side 

of Tehachapi Pass, but again uses hearing as the sense that is most attuned to the return of 

a lost presence: ―I hear the flapping of wings; / The California Condor is coming back, / 

Even if he has to migrate / From Machu Picchu!‖ (16). In both poems, Cortez inscribes 

the memory of a Native American presence through these culturally significant and once 

endangered animals over twentieth century depredations.  Interestingly, although the 

California condor is a non-migratory animal, Cortez imagines a migratory return from 

Peru‘s Machu Picchu, signaling a link between Latin American indigenous tribes and 

American Indians.  

While Cortez poetically imagines an Indian past through animal imagery, he finds 

the Indian present as tragically fallen victim to tourist enterprise.  In ―Quo Vadisimus?‖ 

Cortez complains that ―The West ain‘t what it used to be / And it‘s getting aint‘ier every 

day,‖ and indulges in code-switching and wordplay to bring an ironic humor to his 

analysis of cultural appropriation (12).  He fires: ―Swimming pool and closed-circuit TV 

motels, / Colonel Sandhog and MacDunghills, / With authentically expensive Indian 

curio shops, / (Mientras los Indios fueron desempleados / So damn long they can‘t afford 

to / Emborrachar anymore)…‖  Invoking the stereotype of Indian alcoholism in a bit of 

black humor, Cortez connects the wealth spent with ―inauthentic‖ fast-food chains and 

―authentic‖ souvenir shops and the disenfranchisement of the Indians.  The 

accompanying woodcut illustrates this point graphically, in which shivering figures 

huddle at the foot of a long avenue boasting signs that crow ―Authentic,‖ ―Indian Art,‖ 

and ―Motel,‖ as cars with faceless tourists cruise past.  On the other hand, ―Yosemite, 

1982‖ offers a take on the Indian present in which Native culture is still alive:  
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The bark houses, 

The stone mortars, 

A complete village 

Just like the old days; 

All for the tourists! 

 

But the entrances to the  

Ceremonial house 

And the Sweat Lodge 

Are closed off! 

They are still in use! 

 

Wa chi taw! 

It is good! (18) 

The first stanza continues the cynical mood of ―Quo Vadisimus,‖ leading readers to 

believe that Cortez has finally found a piece of undisturbed Native American culture, 

only to upset us with the information that it is, in fact, completely preserved for the 

benefit of tourism. Yet with the second stanza, Cortez reverses again with the discovery 

that the places of ritual have not only been preserved, but ―are still in use!‖  More 

important, clearly, than the preservation of artifacts, Cortez tells us, is the continuation of 

a living culture.  While in ―Quo Vadisimus,‖ Cortez vividly shows how tourism promotes 

and benefits from an interest in commodified culture at the expense of Native American 

people, ―Yosemite, 1982‖ celebrates a remaining symbol of culture that can only be kept 

authentic when it is preserved for its people alone.    

In his travels throughout the Southwest, Cortez‘s primary poetic concern is to 

excavate traces of natural wildlife and cultures erased by twentieth century 

modernization, as well as to find the living representatives in the present.  In doing so, he 

not only writes of Native American concerns, but also those of the Mexican-origin people 

who claim the Southwest as well.  In writing these poems, Cortez exhibits a more 

Mexican/Chicano persona than in other poems, code-switching liberally between English 
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and a regionally-inflected Spanish, swapping ―onde‖ for ―en donde,‖ for example.  In 

―Soledad, Califas,‖ Cortez describes a visit to a Mexican restaurant in the town of 

Soledad, where he breakfasts on ―huebos con chorizo‖ and indulges in the feeling of 

being surrounded by ―Raza‖ (25).  In fact, the name of the town provides him with an 

opening to write about how here, ―no hay ningún loneliness.‖  But it‘s not the people 

themselves that are banishing the loneliness, as Cortez sits alone contentedly eating his 

eggs and chorizo.  Rather, he creates a space layered with Mexican-American culture that 

gives the poet a profound sense of community.  He writes: 

 

En ―El Zacatecano‖ 

Onde comi mis huebos con chorizo 

While looking at 

And listening to the mariachis 

On the TV from Salinas 

And looking at the Ventana Mountains 

Through the front window, 

Hay mas pica que el chile. 

Although technically in California, USA, Cortez here constructs ―Califas,‖ a distinctly 

Chicano space in which blended Mexican and American influences seduce nearly every 

sense—in the taste of the chorizo, the name of the restaurant (which indicates a 

provenance in Zacatecas, Mexico), the sights and sounds of the mariachis from Salinas 

(just up the road from Soledad), Cortez‘s code-switching dialect, and the vista of the 

Spanish-named Ventana Moutains through the front ventana of the restaurant.  Taken 

together in its entirety, the scene provokes Cortez to claim that here, it‘s spicier than a 

chile pepper.   

As Cortez excavated Native American cultural space in ―Yosemite, 1982,‖ he 

does the same here for Chicanos/as, positing Soledad as a refuge from the destructive 

influences of modernity.  He writes, ―Out on the distant highway / The Twentieth 
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Century speeds on / To its ultimate oblivion / Pero aqui hay Raza / Por todos lados.‖  

While initially Cortez‘s sentiment may appear to frame Raza as somehow ―out of time‖ 

and not in tune with the twentieth century, what he does is access that history of 

California in which the space did not belong to the United States.  In his concluding lines, 

he writes, ―Never mind the history books, / Dice la Palomita, / We never lost Califas!‖ 

Thus, the cultural layering extends to a temporal layering as well, in which the present 

moment is continuous with pre-annexation time.  As in his urban poetry, Cortez 

interrogates the historical record; here, however, he insists upon nothing less than a re-

vision that places more emphasis on the lived cultural practices to claim a space, than the 

legal annexation that ceded the state to the U.S.  He is not simply re-claiming California, 

but constructing a ―Califas‖ that never truly belonged to the U.S.  It is significant that la 

Palomita, the archetypal dove in the corrido who is charged with re-telling the story, 

performs her task here as a corridista in contesting ―official history‖ by reminding Cortez 

that ―We never lost Califas.‖  

As I suggested earlier, these picaresque adventures through the Southwest give 

Cortez the opportunity to construct a more pronounced ―Chicano‖ speaking voice than in 

his urban poetry.  Whether this trip through the imagined homeland of Aztlán gave him 

the inspiration to emphasize that aspect of his identity, or whether he had already been 

cultivating it in Chicago in the company of the MARCH artistic collective, this collection 

stands apart from Crystal Gazing the Amber Fluid and Where are the Voices? in its 

Chicano sensibility, but also demonstrates Cortez‘s own unique understanding of what 

this meant for him, politically and personally.  Drawing on his Mexican, indigenous, and 

Chicano identities, Cortez crafts an approach that integrates concerns from all three in De 

Kansas a Califas and Back to Chicago.  Where ―Soledad, Califas‖ establishes Chicano 

claims to space, ―Club El Mercado‖ inserts a Mexican sensibility into the Chicano place 
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of East Los Angeles (32).  The only poem in the collection written almost entirely in 

Spanish, ―Club El Mercado‖ imagines Cortez‘s ―heaven‖ to be wherever the mariachis 

are: 

 

Cuando moriré 

No me importa 

Si San Pedro  

Me dice 

―Vete pa‘l otro piso, ese‖ 

Si hay Mariachis allá. 

Y si no hay… 

Si todos seran a la Gloria; 

 

No seré el primer indocumentado 

Que pasar pá 

Las Pearly Gates. 

El Mercado is a retail and food market in East Los Angeles that hosts three restaurants on 

the third floor, all of which feature mariachi music daily after 5 PM.  The woodcut 

illustration accompanying the poem, in which musicians sing gathered round a listener, 

identifies the location as ―E Los Califas.‖ The musical entertainment at el Club inspires 

Cortez to declare that when he dies, it doesn‘t matter if Saint Peter sends him to Hell by 

telling him to ―go to the other floor, ese,‖ as long as there are mariachis there.  However, 

if they aren‘t there, if they all have gone to their greater reward, Cortez humorously 

insists on following them, claiming that he won‘t be the first undocumented person who 

crosses over the Pearly Gates.  Here, Cortez suggests that place is dependent on culture; 

in other words, his ―heaven‖ is subjective and contingent on finding the mariachis.  

Tellingly, his point of view is informed by an immigrant perspective, which does not see 

the border between heaven and hell as fixed but fluid, and in an amusing re-imagination 

of the Pearly Gates as a border wall, ultimately permeable.   
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Thus, the paradigmatic Chicano place of East Los Angeles offers Cortez a 

transcendent experience that can only be described in terms of a Mexican immigrant 

experience.  Taken as complementary poems, ―Soledad, Califas‖ and ―Club El Mercado‖ 

construct California space as Raza place, establishing a continuity of Mexicano/Chicano 

presence from before U.S. annexation to the present moment of Mexican immigration.  

However, the two poems also offer the reader dual lenses through which to envision 

California: the Chicano lens places emphasis on the experience of displacement and 

reclamation, while the Mexican lens articulates the experience of border crossing.  

Cortez‘s poetic use of both lenses irrevocably tie the two experiences together, refusing 

binaries, and rewrites California place to create a subjectivity that insists upon 

simultaneous ways of seeing.   

Cortez‘s poetic journey across the Southwest and California winds back through 

Arizona and Texas with poems ―Centinela‖ and ―Tumbleweeds #2,‖ to fulfill the ―Back 

to Chicago‖ part of the collection‘s title.  Returning from the mythic homeland of Aztlán, 

Cortez comes to his functional, unromantic home of Chicago with a vision informed by 

the Mexicano/Chicano subjectivity cultivated on his journey.  Chicago stands in stark 

contrast to the landscapes of saguaro cacti and snow-capped mountains; in ―Two 

December Songs for 1982,‖ the city is identified by the whipping winds and the 

unemployment line (44).  The woodcut illustration accompanying it is all straight lines 

and sharp angles, depicting an interminable line of faceless people huddled against the 

massive building of the bureau of unemployment.  This clearly marks a return to harsh 

reality, but for Cortez, also to his usual subject matter of poverty, injustice and 

monolithic institutional indifference.   

While critical of those matters as he encountered them in the Southwest, Cortez 

also found enough cultural solidarity and visions of natural beauty to transform the 
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journey into something of an idyll.  Back in the Midwest, the urban landscape is 

unredeemed by any such elements: 

 

Snaking around the block 

From the Unemployment Compensation 

Office 

The early morning waiting line 

Of new applicants 

Look at the Christmas decorations 

On the businesses across the street 

While telling the canvasser from 

Voter registration to go to Hell 

As Booger King‘s Stars and Stripes 

Are whipped into further ragged tatters 

By the cold December wind. 

Rather than vistas of mountains and deserts, the sights of mass consumerism greet the 

weary eyes of the people who can least afford Christmas gifts or eating out.  In fact, 

Cortez provides the only relief with his caustic wit in the second ―December Song,‖ a 

coda in which he notes that ―Here / They do a better job / Of calling out surnames / Than 

down at / Immigration Service!‖  The ―new applicants‖ in line reflect a fresh wave of 

unemployment, and are twice betrayed—first, by the corporations who laid them off just 

before the holidays, and by the promises of the American dream.  James Kyung-Jin Lee 

writes in Urban Triage: Race and the Fictions of Multiculturalism: ―In the eight years 

that marked [Ronald Reagan‘s] official tenure and the four-year extension of the senior 

Bush‘s regime, cities and their residents suffered economic, political, and cultural 

hemorrhage so great that it constituted nothing less than a great urban crisis of terminal 

proportions‖ (xiv).  ―Two December Songs‖ marks Cortez‘s place at the center of this 

crisis, and more than ever in Cortez‘s poetry, the belief that hard work will guarantee a 

piece of the dream is made visible as a transparent fiction.  The tattered ―Stars and 

Stripes‖ raised by that icon of American culture, Burger King, are a visual representation 
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of the corruption of the mythology, and serve as a backdrop to the angry workers who tell 

the canvasser to ―go to Hell‖ and refuse to participate in an election process that will 

continue to deliver false promises.   

Chicago, as I have argued, stands as a central icon of that American dream 

through its industry and the jobs it proffers; here, Cortez underscores that significance 

and its breakdown through the shreds of the American flag whipping over the urban 

unemployment line.  Thus, the length of unemployment lines in Chicago signals a larger 

betrayal of America‘s promise of a good life to its workers.  Cortez has certainly written 

tirelessly about workers‘ rights before, but through its inclusion in this collection, the 

anger and desperation of the unemployment line is connected to other broken promises 

encountered on the trip ―from Kansas to Califas‖: the poems ―Soledad, Califas‖ and ―Quo 

Vadisimus‖ illustrate the theft of lands belonging to Native Americans and to Mexico, 

which belie treaties promising just compensation. The narrative of such a journey across 

the country can be expected to become a means by which a writer might make a 

statement about U.S. society, as did Jack Kerouac in On the Road and Hunter Thompson 

in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. Taken as a whole, Cortez‘s poems speak of a 

persistent pattern of betrayal that destabilizes the very foundations upon which the United 

States is premised. 

―Two December Songs for 1982‖ isn‘t the final poem in the chapbook, however.  

If De Kansas a Califas and Back to Chicago can be understood to represent a journey 

with a return to a place of origin (as suggested by ―back to Chicago‖), then the narrative 

―ending‖ or the return ―home‖ lies with ―Poema por El Dia de la Raza‖ (45).  This poem 

investigates what El Dia de la Raza, otherwise known as Columbus Day, commemorates, 

and thus addresses the colonization of the Americas.  Its addition at the end of a travel 

narrative across the Southwest and back is at first glance puzzling, as it does not 
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materially have much to say about Chicago, or the urban condition, as one can argue 

about ―Two December Songs.‖  It would seem that it perhaps was added on as an 

afterthought; additionally, if one were to read the collection in a non-linear fashion, the 

need for a narrative closure would be eliminated and the significance of this poem‘s 

placement would diminish.  However, even if one were to resist a chronological reading, 

the fact that this is a collection of poems written about a journey remains, and ―Poema‖ 

seems to occupy a position outside, narratively and thematically.   

―Poema por El Dia de la Raza‖ may not fit into the road trip narrative or theme, 

but if we choose to read Cortez‘s collection as a critique of U.S. ideals, as I have 

suggested, then ―Poema‖ in fact does occupy a place on Cortez‘s metaphorical journey, if 

not on the literal road trip.  Telescoping his perspective outward from the geographic 

space of the United States to a hemispheric look at the Americas, Cortez thus places his 

critique into a broader context, connecting his claims about U.S. betrayals to the history 

of the colonization of the Americas.  ―Poema por El Dia de la Raza‖ begins with a series 

of journeys as he chronicles the encounters of the Chinese, the Scandinavians, and the 

Celtics.  Each of these groups of adventurers came and left, or stayed and became ―light-

skinned Indians‖ as Cortez argues of the Celts. In contrast, ―Este cabron, / Cristobal 

Colon‖ came with the support of the king and queen of Spain, who with their ―corazones 

de ladrones / …recognized in this fregon / Immense possibilities of empire.‖ As in other 

poems where he takes issue with the historical record, Cortez contrasts Columbus with 

earlier navigators to upset the misperception that Columbus was the first to demonstrate 

that the earth is round, ―never mind what the school teachers / try to tell you.‖  

Cortez extends his realignment of history to the way in which la Raza have been 

represented: 
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Their historians refer to us as primitive, backward 

 and historically unprogressive, 

Pero nuestro maiz, papas, gitomates, calabazas, 

tabaco, 

 chocolate, camotes, vanilla, chiles y cacahuates, 

Saved their so-called ―Old World‖ from certain 

 starvation and probable revolution; 

Helped them to feed their hungry armies and navies 

 so they could be progressive enough  

 to colonize the World. 

Of course, the usage of ―progressive‖ and ―unprogressive‖ here is laced heavily with 

irony, but the point Cortez wants to make is clear—the contributions of the indigenous 

people to the West‘s entrance into the modern age too often go unrecognized.  Instead, 

native cultures are written off as ―primitive‖ and ―backward,‖ and while the rest of 

civilization can advance into the modern age, the natives never advance, as they are 

―historically unprogressive.‖   

Thus, Cortez disrupts the idea of a historical record, at least one authored by the 

Europeans.   Suggesting that the designation of a day associated with Columbus as el Dia 

de la Raza is disingenuous, since ―one thing we know fo‘ shu‘ / La Raza did not begin in 

1492!,‖ Cortez later asserts that ―para nosotros, ‗El Dia de la Raza‘ / todavia no lo llegue; 

/ It is still somewhere in the future.‖  While the historical record ignores the contributions 

of the indigenous, which also signals their continued oppression, a true celebration cannot 

exist.  But this line also points to the idea that La Raza exists beyond the constraints of 

recorded time, and in this Cortez offers infinite possibility.  For as long as they inhabited 

the land prior to Columbus‘s arrival, for which Cortez has argued there is no measure, la 

Raza will endure into the future; Cortez‘s final cry at the end of the poem, in Nahuatl, is 

―¡Itzachilatlan aik ixpolihuiz! [Land of the Red Giants will never perish!]‖ [translation 

mine].   



 192 

It is in this signal phrase that the collection ends, and it is significant that it is in 

Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs.  If throughout the collection Cortez has indulged in 

variations of Spanish, Spanglish, code-switching, and caló, this is the first and only 

moment in which he writes in Nahuatl.  ―Poema por el Dia de la Raza‖ is mostly written 

in English and Spanish, as Cortez code-switches between the two and uses caló or slang 

for humorous emphasis, as when he calls the Vikings ―real rough batos who were 

accustomed to coming on pretty tough‖ and who ultimately ―sailed back / To their fjords 

and flaxen-haired rucas.‖  Imagining the Vikings as pachucos is whimsical, but Cortez‘s 

use of language is deliberate and meant to do more than entertain.  In this critical 

intervention into the historical record, Cortez‘s irreverent wordplay further dismantles 

what has been understood as official knowledge.  But in the final line, Cortez removes 

both the record and the retelling entirely from the comprehension of Western readers and 

places it in the hands of the native peoples.  Tellingly, in the annotations provided, he 

selectively translates some of the Spanish and the caló, but the Nahuatl goes untranslated.  

It stands alone at the end as a cry of resistance, in that native people endure despite the 

colonizer‘s efforts to eradicate them.  But it also rings of triumph, as it reclaims the land 

itself away from Columbus and the Spanish, bypasses the name ―America,‖ as it is never 

mentioned in the poem, and reminds us of its Nahuatl name, ―Land of the Red Giants.‖    

Therefore, it is fitting that this road trip diary through America ends with ―Poema 

por el Dia de la Raza.‖  After such a survey of the nation‘s lands and ideals and finding 

evidence of erosion in both, Cortez in the end offers his readers a call for reclamation, not 

only of the U.S.‘s western territory, but in fact, all of the Americas.  As the last 

geographic stop on this journey, Chicago functions as the place in the collection where 

Cortez can formulate his vision for a metaphorical home that stretches across the 

hemisphere.  The key to this vision is in the indigeneity that runs throughout the poems.  
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Cortez‘s respect for and sympathy with the Native American communities he encounters 

on his journey becomes a recognition of common struggle, and in the end he accesses the 

indigeneity within his own Mexican/Chicano cultural identification.  ―Poema por el Dia 

de la Raza‖ demonstrates a distinctly Chicano voice, more so than in any of the other 

poems in this chapbook, or indeed, in his other Wobbly collections.  But the mixture of 

Spanish and calo culminates in the Nahuatl, establishing a cultural connection among the 

languages but also returning to the originary tongue to emphasize the reclamation of the 

homeland.   

CONCLUSION 

Carlos Cortez is a Chicago poet unlike any other.  He writes of the industrial city 

with an aim to awaken the political consciousness of his readers, and in that he is not 

unique.  Certainly Cortez follows in the literary path of Upton Sinclair, Carl Sandburg, 

and Richard Wright in this respect.  But his distinct poetic sensibility, informed by his 

Wobbly and later Chicano politics, foregrounds race in order to emphasize the common 

struggle of labor, in a way that other writers in this study do not.  In this sense, he is 

closest to Carl Sandburg in his vision of the city, as Sandburg also writes of Chicago‘s 

citizens with attention to their race and ethnicity. Where Sandburg inserts happy 

immigrants to denote the vitality of Chicago‘s populace, Cortez also takes pains to 

represent racial and ethnic diversity; however, his purpose is directly tied to his ideals in 

imagining labor solidarity.   
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Chapter 5: Latinidad and Transnational Living: Ana Castillo 

In Ana Castillo‘s novels Sapogonia and Peel My Love Like an Onion, immigrants 

both come in the traditional way, to seek work or a better life, and they come 

haphazardly, landing in Chicago thanks to a mistaken bus ticket, or staying until better 

prospects beckon elsewhere.  Maximo Madrigal, the protagonist of Sapogonia, travels 

through Latin America and Europe on picaresque, sexual misadventures until he lands in 

Chicago through his family‘s efforts to attend art school. In Peel My Love, Carmen la 

Coja is a Chicago native, but is also a daughter of immigrants who have come to the city 

believing that work can be had for whoever wants it.  Carmen, who aspires to be a 

flamenco dancer despite her polio disability, provides the counterpoint to her parents‘ 

ambitions by observing that the only jobs available to them are menial and keep them in 

the working class, instead of ever lifting them out.  In both these novels, the main 

characters are artists or pursue artistic ambitions, shattering the general assumption that 

immigrants, particularly those from the hemispheric South, are only qualified for 

unskilled labor, but also show how those assumptions, both from dominant society and 

from within Mexican culture, work to hinder the characters from fulfilling their 

ambitions.  In these ways, Castillo‘s novels challenge Chicago‘s centrality as the obvious 

city for immigrant destinations, and they subvert the power of the myth of work and 

opportunity by showing how race, citizenship, and gender mediate access to work, 

creating and changing the kind of opportunities one has.     

While Carlos Cortez may have achieved limited recognition as a poet outside of 

the local Chicago arts scene, Ana Castillo is without a doubt one of the most well-known 

Latina writers in American literature.  Born in Chicago in 1953, Castillo is a poet, 

essayist, novelist, and sometime painter who writes from a Xicanista (Chicana feminist) 
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perspective, a term she coined in her collection of essays, Massacre of the Dreamers 

(1994).  Often concerned with themes of identity, race, class, and gender, Castillo‘s work 

is also intensely aware of place, in its narrative function and metaphoric significance; her 

settings range from Chicago and New Mexico to Mexico and Latin America.  Ironically, 

despite Castillo‘s Chicago provenance and the fact that a good portion of her work is set 

there, she is best known for her novel So Far From God (1993), which takes place in a 

small New Mexican town.  While the story is about a woman and her daughters, critics 

have argued that the book also sells Latinidad to literary audiences, with its touristic 

descriptions of New Mexico and of dichos, curanderismo, and other local customs in 

order to give the narrative an ―authentic‖ New Mexican voice.  Laura Padilla argues that 

Castillo not only spectacularly fails at creating this voice, but that she also participates in 

a long literary tradition of representing New Mexico as hopelessly out of touch with 

modernity, affording outsiders the opportunity to transform it into a place for pastoral 

idyll.  The reasons, then, for the novel‘s popular success potentially lie in this very 

problem: in packaging a New Mexican world for the benefit of cultural tourism, Castillo 

has situated Mexican American characters in the place that seems to be exactly where 

they should belong—in the Southwest.  Mexican Americans in Chicago, however, have 

the potential to create cognitive dissonance for many readers, who have imagined such 

characters largely within the limits of Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, and California.  It is 

baffling that even when critics write about Castillo‘s Chicago novels, addressing themes 

of place, exile, home, and identity in Sapogonia, for example, they barely mention 

Chicago, if at all. 

Padilla has argued that Chicago as place is most notable for its ―absence‖ in 

Castillo‘s novels, suggesting that the author‘s ambivalence about her hometown is one 
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reason that ―constant travel [is] the lot of the modern mestiza‖ in her work.  Padilla writes 

that: 

 

…her protagonists are often in a state of flight from this city only known by its 

name. More prominent in her texts are the places to which her characters fly: the 

made-up country of Sapogonia, Mexico, or New Mexico. Even Peel My Love Like 

an Onion, in which most of the action occurs in Chicago, is much more invested 

in an American vision of Romany culture in Spain than it is in representing 

Castillo‘s hometown…the significant backgrounding of Chicago forces us to 

wonder what it is that the city does not provide, and compels us to examine the 

objects of her fascination, the fantasy homelands... (55-56) 

Padilla offers a compelling reading of So Far From God, arguing that Castillo‘s 

rendering of New Mexico is superficial, inauthentic, and damaging.  However, I take 

issue with Padilla‘s assessment of Chicago‘s significance in Castillo‘s work, particularly 

in Sapogonia and Peel My Love Like an Onion.  While Sapogonia is titled after Castillo‘s 

fictional country, the novel in fact takes place largely in Chicago, and offers a densely 

textured representation of place and a vision of a hybrid, fluid Latino identity that has 

much in common with Carlos Cortez‘s representation of the city‘s ethnic and racial 

mixing.  Peel My Love Like an Onion is entirely set in Chicago, and while it is true that 

the novel is largely concerned with Romany culture, I will argue that it in fact performs 

an important critical function in Castillo‘s commentary on Chicago as a place of 

immigration and labor. 

I suggest that the absence of Chicago isn‘t so much found in Castillo‘s novels, as 

it is located right in a Chicano/a studies critical blind spot.  Arguments like Padilla‘s 

emerge from a reliance on a critical framework that is based in borderlands theory, which 

is grounded in the lived experience of post-colonial subjects after Mexico ceded the 

Southwest to the United States.  Such an epistemic perspective has as its basis a 

fundamental rootedness in a centuries-old claim to ancestral lands. Castillo‘s work, as an 
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example of Chicago Mexican writing, derives from a Mexican immigrant experience, and 

thus has more in common with diaspora studies, with an emphasis on globalization, 

mobility, and nostalgia.  Borderlands theory certainly has much to offer to the study of 

Mexican Americans in Chicago, but it cannot tell the whole story.  In suggesting that 

Castillo‘s characters are in constant flight from the city, Padilla assumes Chicago to be 

the place of exile and the Southwest, Mexico, and Latin America as the place to be 

repossessed, the mythic Aztlán.  This, in fact, misrepresents the movement in Castillo‘s 

novels. The characters in Sapogonia are not in flight from Chicago, but rather are in 

flight from the ancestral homeland.  

I argue that the frequent migration one sees in her novels indicates a transnational 

experience that involves cultural flows as well as physical travel between Chicago and 

various countries of origin, whether actual or perceived.  This circular movement does 

not posit Chicago as a starting or ending point, but rather creates a place called Chicago 

that is made and re-made with cultural practices, memories, artifacts, and newly arrived 

family members and friends.  As I have stated in the introduction to this dissertation, the 

theoretical lens that is helpful in thinking about this phenomenon is one I draw from the 

work of anthropologist Nicholas De Genova, in which he posits a ―Mexican Chicago‖ 

that destabilizes the construction of space dependent upon the boundaries drawn by 

nation-states: ―Mexican migration to Chicago thus partakes of an active reworking and 

(re)production of social space itself. As a result, Chicago and Mexico have come to be 

inextricably implicated into one another.  As urban space, Chicago itself is continuously 

produced (and reconfigured) through the contradictions of struggles in which migrants 

are centrally implicated—where Mexican communities themselves can be constituted not 

in isolation but indeed only in the midst of social conflict‖ (113). The ―contradictions of 

struggles‖ gestures to the social context of this highly diverse city, which includes 
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political and economic struggle, but also points to the way in which racial and ethnic 

groups are constituted in relationship to each other.  Here, De Genova correctly suggests 

the conflict present in this process, but as the novelists and poets in this study often show, 

it also holds generative potential for ethnic alliances and fluid re-combinations of identity 

and culture. 

Ana Castillo‘s work explicitly positions itself within this site of struggle, which is 

the complex and contradictory nature of Mexican Chicago.  Her novels, short stories, and 

poetry, range from depicting transnational movement and the creation of Latin 

American/Latino place, to imagining an urban landscape in which Mexican Americans 

struggle for position within and in opposition to other groups, such as Anglo Americans, 

African Americans, Cuban Americans, and Puerto Ricans.  When combined with a 

critical awareness of the position Chicago has held as a city of industry, Castillo‘s vision 

of a transnational Latino milieu transforms into a multi-faceted critique of the Chicago 

mythology.  Instead of the magnetic, larger-than-life metropolis that draws hopeful 

workers with the promise of opportunity, as Dreiser and Wright describe in Sister Carrie 

and American Hunger, Castillo destabilizes Chicago‘s centrality by locating it in the 

context of global capitalism and migration.  In doing so, she takes aim at Chicago‘s 

mythology of work by explicitly showing how race and gender mediate the kind of 

opportunity one receives.  Considering the role that naturalism has played in the creation 

of the Chicago mythology as the dominant mode in which canonical Chicago writers 

have worked, Castillo‘s choice of writing a picaresque novel in Sapogonia reads as an 

interrogation of the way that naturalist writers have created a world of industry and 

immigrants in which everything is beyond the control of the characters.  On the other 

hand, Peel My Love Like an Onion is enough of a social realist novel that its mode of 

challenge to the canon lies in its similarities to Sister Carrie.  Imagine, then, a novel 
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about a young woman‘s dreams of success in the city, except instead of Carrie‘s distaste 

for unskilled factory work replaced by a suddenly discovered acting ability, one reads of 

Carmen‘s long-held but thwarted flamenco ambitions and her resignment to unskilled 

work, of whatever kind she can get.  In this case, Castillo undermines the discourse of 

fortune or luck by showing how Carmen‘s lack of control over her situation is directly 

influenced by her race, class, and gender.  

Specifically, I see Sapogonia and Peel My Love Like an Onion as a 

complementary pair of Chicago novels that together can be read as a densely layered 

evocation of a transnational Latino identity and a commentary on the nature of work and 

artistic talent.  In Sapogonia, the protagonist‘s picaresque wanderings bring him 

haphazardly to Chicago, where he blithely uses gender privilege to obtain work as an 

artist, while his immigration status cancels that privilege by keeping him precariously 

situated.  In this city, Maximo Madrigal finds a Latino community that in its hybridity 

fulfills the theoretical description for Sapogonia, the ―distinct place in the Americas 

where all mestizos reside‖ (1).  In Peel My Love Like an Onion, Carmen la Coja is 

Maximo‘s female counterpart, alike in artistic talent but lacking his racial, gender, and 

able-bodied privilege.  Carmen‘s ironic gaze on her hometown of Chicago, then, emerges 

from her difficulty in pursuing either dance or the blue-collar work her parents know and 

value, and is able to discern precisely how much of Chicago‘s mythology of work and 

opportunity is dependent upon one‘s skin color and gender.  While Maximo‘s existence is 

literally a transnational one, as he travels from Chicago to Sapogonia and back again, 

Carmen witnesses transnational cultural and economic circuits on the local level and 

recognizes the place her laboring body occupies in those circuits.  Chicago is really one 

of the few places that can yield such a vision—its legacy of industrial dominance and 

history of drawing immigrants racialized by their labor provide sharp contrast to the 
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changing economic landscape of the late twentieth century.  Positioned at the 

intersection, her parents a reminder of past practices and she an uneasy participant in the 

present, Carmen can tell us precisely what has changed in prospects for the working 

class, and what has stayed the same. 

These two novels can thus been seen as a dialogue on Mexican American 

engagement with the mythology surrounding Chicago‘s industrial importance and as a 

locus of immigrant dreams.  In this chapter, I will look to Sapogonia and Peel My Love 

Like an Onion guided by the following critical questions:  What happens when 

Latino/Mexican immigrants are not imagined as laborers, but as artists? What happens 

then to the definitions of racialized labor? How can literature reveal the workings of 

race/class/gender in a mythology where privilege has been disguised by a discourse of 

fortune or luck?  If we can read Sapogonia as a parody of a picaresque novel, how can 

the genre of parody assist in this process? 

SAPOGONIA 

Sapogonia tells the story of Maximo Madrigal, a young man from a small Latin 

American country who has left home to follow vague dreams of success that did not 

include inheriting his grandfather‘s ranch.  Abandoned by his father before he was born, 

Max is beloved by his mother and grandparents, who are wealthy landowners in 

Sapogonia, and grows up with every privilege.  He first discovers his drive to possess 

women as if they were objects as a teenager, when he rapes a young girl and is 

consequently beaten up by her brothers.  In short order, however, Max learns the social 

worth of a woman, as he becomes good friends with her brothers and forgets ―about the 

deflowered sister‖ (12).  He continues to use women sexually as he leaves behind his 

country‘s political turmoil with his friend el Tinto, and travels to France and Spain, where 
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he decides to look for his father.  As it happens, his father, Pío de la Costurera, is known 

as one of the best flamenco guitarists in Spain, and teaches his son some technique before 

sending him to New York City and in effect ―gifts‖ him a woman who once loved Pío 

years ago.  True to form, Max uses Hilda until he is ready to move on—he travels to 

L.A., gets deported to Sapogonia, works and whiles away some time in Mexico, and 

finally gets accepted to art school in Chicago based on an application his uncle wrote for 

him.  While it may seem that this is enough story for two novels, Max‘s adventures to 

this point are only a prelude to his life in Chicago, where he succeeds in becoming a 

visual artist and meets his sexual match: Pastora Velasquez Ake, the only woman Max 

cannot truly possess or dominate.  Pastora, a Latina protest singer and songwriter, 

initially holds Max at some distance, but ultimately becomes involved with him in a 

relationship that is equal parts mutual attraction and repulsion.  While Max‘s obsession 

with Pastora compels him to seek her out periodically over the span of years, he also 

fears her power over him and his own vulnerability with her. The novel ends with an 

ambiguous dream sequence, a parallel to the one the novel began with, in which it 

appears that Maximo murders Pastora.  The ending is further complicated with an 

epilogue in which Pastora, in her garden with her husband Eduardo and their son, muses 

on the inevitable attempts that Maximo would make to see her again.   

While Max is arguably the protagonist of Sapogonia and narrates at least half of 

the novel—the third person is also prominent and there is one section about Pastora told 

in the second person—he is not necessarily the ―hero‖ of the story.  The Routledge 

Dictionary of Literary Terms defines ―hero‖ in this way:  ―In classical myth heroes had 

superhuman powers; they conversed with gods (sometimes, like Achilles or Theseus, 

they were demigods) and their lines were accompanied by prophecies‖ (105).  Sapogonia 

begins with an epigraph defining ―anti-hero‖: ―1. In mythology and legend, a man who 
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celebrates his own strength and bold exploits. 2. Any man who notes his special 

achievements. 3. The principal male character in a novel, poem, or dramatic work.‖  By 

playing with the meaning of this literary element, Castillo signals her interest in genre, as 

a ―hero‖ exists in an original, literal sense in certain genres—mythology, for example, or 

the chivalric romance.  Thus, Sapogonia begins by making its parodic intentions clear, 

and in one brief epigraph asks readers to consider not only what an anti-hero might be, 

but also to contrast it with what one‘s expectations are for heroes, including the kind of 

genre one might find heroes in, and finally, to entertain the author‘s implicit critique of 

masculinity.  In this excerpt, definitions of hero and anti-hero are rooted in classic 

mythology, but Jopi Nyman has identified Sapogonia as a parody of the early novel, 

arguing that it ―appears to write back to the Western genre of the picaresque novel 

originating in a fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Spain struggling with the end of the 

feudal order and the emergence of modernity…and also to the related myth of Don 

Quixote‖ (176).  Nyman argues that in doing so, Castillo connects her representation of 

the patriarchal order and male subjectivity to the emergence of the autonomous individual 

in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe.  The anti-hero, as it were, of the novel is 

Maximo Madrigal, a narcissistic dilettante and unrepentant ladies‘ man who leaves his 

home country of Sapogonia as a young man and wanders throughout Europe bedding 

women and eking out a living as a street vendor and musician.  His travels eventually 

take him to New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Sapogonia, and back to Chicago, where he 

at long last establishes somewhat of a permanent residence.  Maximo has been seen 

almost unilaterally by critics as unable to find community or make interpersonal 

connections (see Gomez-Vega, Walter, Lynch, for example), and have viewed him as the 
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foil for the novel‘s other significant character, Pastora Velasquez Ake, the author of the 

above epigraph.
26

  Ibis Gomez-Vega, for example, reasons that if Maximo Madrigal is the 

anti-hero, then Pastora must be the hero of the novel, and drawing on Dana A. Heller‘s 

The Feminization of Quest-Romance, argues that ―Pastora‘s version of the hero is one 

who ‗enables self-discovery through the forming of nurturant, reciprocal bonds with 

others‘ [Heller 13]‖ (252).   Nyman, too, reads Maximo‘s character in opposition to 

Pastora‘s and suggests that the novel ―replaces the solitary male hero with a community-

based notion of women‘s networks and communities‖ (178). 

Importantly, however, Castillo‘s appropriation of the picaresque also speaks to the 

concepts of mobility, migration, and diaspora, as well as that of place and landscape.  The 

picaresque character is typically understood to be on a quest or perpetually traveling, and 

while Don Quixote would be the immediately obvious comparison, Tom Jones also 

makes sense in comparison to Maximo in his travels around England and his sexual 

peccadilloes.
27

  Critics, in addition to Nyman, who have written about Sapogonia have 

been concerned largely with themes of homesickness, exile, migration, dislocation and 

relocation. Of course, this emphasis on travel is inextricably tied to considerations of 

place; and while evocation of place is not always a primary consideration in travel 

narratives, it does provide meaning behind the characters‘ movement.  Arguably the most 

meaningful place of all is called home, as it is where one flees from, where one dreams 

about, or where one is trying to return.  In this novel, Sapogonia is not only Maximo‘s 

home, but that of all mestizos:   

 

                                                 
26 The exception would be Maya Socolovsky, who reads Maximo as a more complex character and more 

sympathetically, as do I. 
27 The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling, by Henry Fielding, also bears similarities to Maximo‘s  love for 

one, unreachable woman, and his status as an illegitimate son whose father‘s identity is a mystery. 
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Sapogonia is a distinct place in the Americas where all mestizos reside, regardless 

of nationality, individual racial composition, or legal residential status—or, 

perhaps, because of all of these…Sapogonia (like the Sapogón/a) is not identified 

by modern boundaries.  Throughout the Americas, Sapogones, those who are 

wholly or in part descended from the indigenous peoples of what was erroneously 

named ―The New World,‖ continue to populate, breed, and therefore dominate the 

lands of their ancestors.  Due to present political conditions decreed by the powers 

that be, the Sapogon pueblo finds itself continuously divided and reunited with 

the certainty of the Northern winds that sweep across its continents to leave 

evershifting results. (1-2) 

While Sapogonia is represented in the novel itself as a country with physical reality, in 

the Prologue, where this excerpt appears, Sapogonia is understood to be a metaphoric 

place whose identifying characteristic is that of hybridity.  Sapogonia represents a 

paradox, in which a ―distinct place‖ can somehow comprise innumerable places—as 

Castillo suggests, it is not identified by modern boundaries, but exists wherever a 

mestizo/a finds him or herself.  Maya Socolovsky argues that the concept of Sapogonia 

brings together two key theories of homeland—Aztlán and the borderlands.  Gloria 

Anzaldua has theorized that for Mexican Americans (or other mixed-race or mixed-

culture people), it is possible and necessary to find a spiritual home in the contradictions 

of identity, represented by borderlands. But Socolovsky explains that for Alfredo 

Arteaga, ―the borderlands, in contrast to Aztlán, offer a ‗poorer conception of homeland 

because one never knows where the real borderland ends and the metaphoric one begins‘ 

and although Aztlán is a myth, ‗the borderlands is an argument‘ [Arteaga 1997 18]‖ (74-

75).  Instead, Socolovsky argues for merging the two concepts in a way that will enable 

an understanding of home for Chicana authors.  Socolovsky writes: ―To combine 

argument with myth in the formation of a homeland is to leave all myths of that 

homeland constantly open to reinterpretation and reappropriation…To build one‘s own 

myths is, therefore, akin to being the architect of one‘s own home in the here and now, 

and the impossibility of return to a country that one is in exile from is resolved when that 
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return becomes represented by the movement of that country to the present location and 

time, through memory‖ (75).  

Socolovsky‘s elegant explication of the concept of Sapogonia is ultimately the 

premise for her argument that for exiles and migrants, ―home‖ is a transportable ideal, 

tied more to memories that travel rather than the place one originates from.  She writes, 

―The particular transported and renewed myths…work against nostalgic dreams of going 

home to a mythic location, and instead, theorize a way of being at home in which it is the 

arrival of the past place to the present which replaces the migrant‘s return to place 

through nostalgia and longing‖ (90).  I find her argument fascinating and compelling, but 

it causes me to raise the following problems:  In Sapogonia, Maximo is not an exile, as 

he is free to return to his homeland whenever he wants.  It might be argued that economic 

necessity forces him to live outside of his country, but the novel demonstrates amply that 

Maximo chooses not to live in Sapogonia; he is certainly not politically or legally 

blocked from returning. If we look at Sapogonia as a narrative of late twentieth century 

transnational migration, rather think exclusively of exile, and see travel as a circuit 

instead of as one-way, the concept of home becomes ever-renewable, with memories and 

experiences traveling in both directions.  The issue at the basis of Socolovsky‘s argument 

is that exilic existence arises from the concept of Aztlán, the mythic homeland to which 

Chicanos yearn to return to and cannot (or yearn to repossess and cannot).  According to 

this mythology, Chicanos/as then are perpetually displaced and dispossessed.  But 

Maximo is an immigrant, as are Chicago‘s Latinos—whether first-generation or beyond, 

they do not have the territorial claim that Chicanos make to the Southwest.  Thus we 

must understand migration, rather than dispossession, as a fundamental part of that 

identity.  In addition, I find it an incomplete argument to discuss exile, homesickness, and 

nostalgia and argue for a moveable concept of home without ever mentioning the place 
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on which these memories have been layered—in this case, Chicago.  While Socolovsky 

does mention New York City, this represents a brief chapter in Maximo‘s travels, while 

Chicago can be seen as his home base for much of the novel.   

We might modify Socolovsky‘s formulation of home then if we take the notion of 

the ―arrival of the past place to the present,‖ replace the temporal progression (past to 

present) with the idea that both places are present, and begin to imagine what Chicago is 

like, layered with migrants‘ memories.  While Chicago is depicted as an often bitterly 

cold place, and the characters live in converted loft spaces typical of the city‘s changing 

industrial landscape, Maximo nevertheless finds moments in which he feels Sapogonia in 

that urban place.  In one instance, he recalls his childhood fear of stairs, remembering the 

story about the ghost of his friend‘s grandmother struggling up their stairs. In the next 

paragraph, he decides to go outside instead of up the stairs to begin a new sculpture, and 

he thinks, ―Laura‘s garden filled his nostrils with scents that brought back Sapogonia, the 

squash his grandmother grew, the chili peppers that made food palatable‖ (177).  It‘s 

almost as if the memory of the experience enables Max to find sensory ―memories‖ of 

Sapogonia in the city around him, which ordinarily wouldn‘t evoke that Latin American 

country.  For Pastora, who might never have been to Sapogonia herself (the narrative 

doesn‘t say so explicitly), the associations come in a dream she has of a spirit guide.  The 

guide is an old woman from Sapogonia, whom the reader understands to be Maximo‘s 

grandmother.  In the dream, the woman takes Pastora to the river of San Co in Sapogonia, 

telling her that ―the beaches of Lake Michigan in Chicago would bring the same peace of 

mind.‖  When Pastora expresses skepticism, thinking that the river was ―the most sublime 

body of water she had ever seen,‖ the old woman persisted, saying ‗You‘ll see…you‘ll 

see, mi Pastorita‘‖ (222).  While Max‘s memories of Sapogonia are from his own past, 
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Pastora seems to channel another‘s experience of Sapogonia and transform it into a way 

of feeling at home in the present, in Chicago. 

Chicago, however, is more than a static receptacle for the memories and 

experiences of a distant Latin American homeland.  Castillo‘s explanation for Sapogonia 

is that it is the place where all mestizos reside, and in reading her representations of 

Chicago, it becomes clear that the metaphoric sense of Sapogonia fits Chicago equally as 

well.  In fact, Castillo is sure to let us know that Chicago lies within the imaginary 

borders of Sapogonia in the Prologue, when she signs her initials followed by the date 

and location: ―Chicago, birthplace.‖ Castillo‘s vision of Chicago includes a multicultural 

population in which different racial and ethnic groups not only live with each other and 

interact closely, but mix.  Max‘s friend Miguel el Griego, for example, is half Mexican 

and half Greek, and the woman whom Max eventually marries, Maritza Marin-Levy, is of 

Latino heritage but was adopted by a Jewish family and identifies as such.  The city, then, 

provides not only the fertile ground, so to speak, for couples of different races or 

ethnicities to meet and produce children, but also makes the categories of identity fluid, 

so that some characters find the leeway to appropriate different cultures, or change them 

if necessary.  As such, Chicago does not merely receive the cultures and memories of its 

Sapogonans—it in fact becomes Sapogonia.  The place of the city becomes something 

different with the alchemy of memory, and it is, like Sapogonia, not just the place where 

mestizos reside, but the place where mestizaje happens. 

Ana Castillo mentions her experience of Chicago in an interview with Bryce 

Milligan Smith, and she specifically talks about the city as a place for cultural hybridity: 

 

Well, the term ―melting pot‖ is a direct reference to the American Dream, or the 

illusion of the American Dream, and it refers very specifically to assimilation and 

to traditional WASP lifestyles. I am talking about taking from, rather than going 

toward—taking from Anglo culture what we need and what feels right for us, and 
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adding that to what we already are. Almost everyone is doing it anyway. I see it 

every day here in Chicago, this tremendously multi-ethnic city—everyone is 

mixing it up. 

Here, Castillo problematizes the teleological narrative of assimilation, and in connecting 

it to the American Dream, shows how both are posited as the end point of a process 

without the possibility of another alternative.  In fact, Castillo argues that there is an 

alternative, one of active choice that doesn‘t entail the loss of culture but rather a mixing 

of cultures—and she offers Chicago as the example of a place in which this process is 

possible.  The city thus emerges as a place of infinite possibilities in which people can 

draw from and be inspired by each other‘s customs and cultures, much as Carlos Cortez 

envisioned in ―Requiem for a Street.‖  Castillo does not state it here, but the borrowing of 

Anglo culture is just one possibility.  In Sapogonia, Chicago creates opportunity for 

forming friendships, alliances, and families across cultures.  As mentioned earlier, 

Miguel ―El Griego‖ and Maritza Marin-Levy are two examples of cultural and ethnic 

mixing, but in the proximity of ethnic neighborhoods, Max can think of the Polish 

restaurant Warsaw at Night, ―where one could have a full meal at a relatively inexpensive 

price…if one was partial to sausage and sauerkraut‖ just as he is passing the Mexico 

Theater, which is showing the Maria Felix movie ―La Generala‖ (343).  These two 

establishments point to the way in which these two imaginary communities overlap in the 

same urban space, as they both mine the migrant nostalgia for home in naming Warsaw 

and Mexico.  On a different occasion, Pastora meets her lover Eduardo in Chinatown for 

dinner, after which they bring groceries to her African American friend Yvonne, and 

subsequently remembers another friend, an Argentine woman who also lives in Hyde 

Park, and brings her a bottle of wine.  Spatially, this example is interesting for the way it 

maps out the way that race intersects with space in Chicago, but also indicates the 

potential for fluidly crossing boundaries—two Latinos travel from Chinatown to Hyde 
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Park, which is known for its racially mixed population.  They can visit their African 

American friend Yvonne as well as a woman whose identification as Argentine creates a 

national distinction, and possibly cultural as well, from Pastora and Eduardo.  In one brief 

paragraph, Castillo gestures toward the diversity of the ethnic and racial density of the 

South Side. While this may not signal actual cultural mixing, it does create the possibility 

for it; and on one occasion, Pastora‘s and Yvonne‘s duet provides a symbolic gesture 

toward that potential: ―As [Pastora] drank, she shared snatches of her experiences in 

prison and, before the evening was through, they both sang together, in harmony; one, 

with a raspy spiritual yearning and the other, soft and haunting‖ (242).   

If we think of Chicago as a mirror or a doubling of Sapogonia, the mestizaje or 

cultural mixing that happens there goes beyond the Mexican-Polish or Mexican-Greek 

combinations of people and customs.  What also emerges in this novel is the formation of 

a Latino identity—a blending of otherwise distinct Latin American nationalities that is 

fluid and contingent.  Agustin Laó-Montes defines Latinidad as: 

 

…an analytical concept that signifies a category of identification, familiarity, and 

affinity.  In this sense, latinidad is a noun that identifies a subject position (the 

state of being Latino/a) in a given discursive space.  Latino/a identity refers to the 

specific positioning of peoples of Latin American and Caribbean descent living in 

the United States, a historical location with particular historical foundations, 

hemispheric linkages, and global projections. … Latinidad, however, does not 

denote a single discursive formation but rather a multiplicity of intersecting 

discourses enabling different types of subjects and identities and deploying 

specific kinds of knowledge and power relations. 

In other words, there is no singular Latino identity, but many possible forms of 

identification, and in different places of the U.S., which claim their own histories of Latin 

American immigration and settlement, Latinidad may vary from place to place.  Arlene 

Davila in Latinos Inc.: The Marketing and Making of a People has demonstrated how the 

Latino identity has been appropriated and commodified by corporations wanting to brand 
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their products in a way that they hope will appeal to a U.S. Latino community.  At the 

level of the community, however, the choice to identify oneself as Latino instead of or in 

addition to their Latin American national origin has varied greatly, and is often dependent 

on relationships of power, as Montes suggests.  Politically, the decision to form alliances 

with other groups of Latin American origin has created powerful voting blocs, known as 

the Latino vote, in city elections.   

The formation of Latino identity is far from unique to Chicago, but Sapogonia 

offers us a glimpse of a moment in the 1980s when Chicago residents were beginning to 

understand the power of a collective Latino identity.  While the Mexican American 

community saw the election of its own to the post of city alderman—Juan Soliz and Jesus 

―Chuy‖ Garcia in 1986—and Ambrosio Medrano‘s appointment to Richard M. Daley‘s 

commission on Latino affairs after Daley‘s election in 1988, the Puerto Rican community 

elected Luis Gutierrez in 1986 to the city council, where he served until he was elected to 

the U.S. House of Representatives in 1992.  As a community of voters in Chicago, 

however, Latinos represented significant support in the 1983 election of Harold 

Washington, the first black mayor of the city.  Washington‘s election followed on the 

heels of Jane Byrne‘s term as mayor, who was the first woman to be elected to that 

office.  Thus, the 1980s represented a seismic shift in the racial and gender representation 

at the level of city government, and in Sapogonia, Castillo offers us the fictional election 

of the city‘s first Latino mayor, Alan Garcia.  Thus, this change in the political landscape 

is representative of a new, emerging Latino community that is poised to control the city.   

In fact, in contradiction to Padilla‘s assertion of Chicago‘s absence in this novel, I 

see a careful and complex mapping of Latino Chicago in Sapogonia.  By this, I mean that 

as Castillo renders place in the novel, identifying neighborhoods explicitly by location, 

landmarks, and street names, she is often mindful of the significance of race and ethnicity 
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in marking city space as well. In one key scene in which Pastora speaks on behalf of the 

Colloquium of U.S. Latinas at a mayoral press conference, she is pressed by someone on 

who she is supposed to represent; the questioner asks if she works in the Hispanic 

community in Chicago as Pastora observes his flamboyant gestures calculated to make ―a 

pretty picture for the cameras.‖  She acidly responds: 

 

To which community in particular are you referring, sir? Are you referring to the 

Mexican community of West Town? Do you mean the new Central American 

community in Logan Square or that of the Cuban residents on Milwaukee 

Avenue? Do you mean, perhaps, to use ‗community‘ in a broader sense and refer 

to all the countries of South America, Mexico, Central America, and the 

Caribbean—in which case we should not say Hispanic, because there are those 

territories, including Brazil, which constitutes one-fifth of South American and 

was not settled by the Spaniards and therefore is not Hispanic… (311) 

Here, her retort is clearly meant to counter the homogenizing effects of ―Hispanic,‖ even 

though she suspects that ―her unplanned comments brought on confusion.  After all, the 

term Hispanic had been made official by the status quo and was only questioned by 

linguists, scholars, and anarchists, whose custom it was to question mainstream thought‖ 

(311).  This speech also demonstrates the way that ethnicity and nationality are closely 

identified with Chicago space, and in order to complicate the term ―Hispanic,‖ Pastora 

uses the spatial language of neighborhoods that Chicagoans will understand.  But more 

importantly, Latino Chicago in this novel also represents the ―multiplicity of intersecting 

discourses enabling different types of subjects and identities.‖ While in the above 

example Pastora is adamant about preserving the unique national and cultural identities of 

various communities, throughout the novel Castillo uses the term ―Latino‖ to suggest a 

flexible, collective identity and the possibility of a variety of different subject positions 

that characters occupy, sometimes simultaneously.  Maximo, in observing his friend 

Miguel Spanudis‘s involvement with Alan Garcia‘s campaign, remarks that ―El Griego, 
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being more Chicagoan than anything else, took an avid interest in the gladiator sport of 

local politics…Miguel was placing all his faith in this tío‘s being the savior of the Latinos 

of Chicago‖ (266).  In this example, Max indicates that Miguel‘s interest in politics is 

somehow at the core of a distinct Chicago identity, which in this case, associates him 

with a greater community of Chicagoans.  Max‘s comment makes it seem as though it 

would trump his ethnic identity, but his interest in working for ―the Latinos of Chicago‖ 

realigns him with that community as well.  On the other hand, at the press conference 

Pastora attends, she surveys the room and notes that ―the majority of the faces belonged 

to Latinos, of every hue and hair texture, but to the knowledgeable eye, nonetheless of 

Latin American heritage…In Chicago, one would never say one was simply Chicagoan, 

much less, American, but hyphenated and belonging to a particular ethnic origin‖ (307).  

While this observation about Chicago identity seems to directly contradict the previous 

one, that each of these examples comes from two different narrators (Maximo and 

Pastora) point to the idea that both subject positions are possible.  In both of these 

examples, the Latino label retains a power rooted in a collective identity that often serves 

a political purpose.  In Alan Garcia‘s election, he is able to mobilize voters on the basis 

of Latino representation, as well as court African American, liberal Lake Shore Drive, 

and Irish voters (267). Importantly, however, one can retain one‘s own national, ethnic, 

or even place identity (in identifying as a Chicagoan), and still understand oneself as a 

Latino.   

This is not to say, though, that this Latino identity implies a harmonious 

community of divergent Latin American nationalities in Sapogonia.  Rather, Latino 

identity seems to be a complex set of negotiations among the characters in the novel, who 

use their subject positions to challenge each other on matters of race, nationality, and 

culture.  Maritza Marin Levy, for example, who dates Alan Garcia before Maximo wins 
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her away, positions herself as Puerto Rican and Jewish.  During a conversation with Max 

and Miguel about who Garcia might date next, she scoffs that ―‘his people will find 

someone to replace me soon enough…They‘ll pick some nice Mexicana with long braids 

and the docility those women are known for and they‘ll be super happy together!‘‖ (284). 

By hurling this cultural stereotype about Mexican women, Maritza positions her own 

Puerto Rican identity as not docile.  Later, she heaps more abuse specifically on Pastora, 

telling Max that if he wants to ―‘go see esa india fea sing her shit, you go without me!‘‖ 

(286). With this remark, Maritza not only constructs her own whiteness, but associates it 

with beauty by calling Pastora an ugly Indian.  Pastora in fact cultivates the Indian part of 

her mestizaje by wearing traditional costumes to perform and creating an altar with clay 

replicas of indigenous gods; Miguel points this out to Maritza, saying ―‗Pastora‘s always 

been proud of her Indian heritage. She‘s never tried to be anything else, but I can‘t say 

the same for everyone…‘‖ (287). Miguel‘s comment makes visible the process of identity 

construction that Maritza engages in, and turns it on her by challenging her authenticity.  

He recalls meeting her when she claimed a Cuban heritage during the days of the 

Venceremos Brigade, back when ―it was cool to be associated with Castro,‖ and 

remembers that later she became Puerto Rican around the time of the Humboldt Park riot, 

saying, ―you got involved with all the hullabaloo that followed and you were telling 

people you were from Mayagüez.  You may have gone on vacation to Mayagüez with a 

Puerto Rican boyfriend, but I doubt that you were born there!‖ Although Maritza is not 

the most sympathetic character in the novel, the narrative creates a moment of 

vulnerability for her as she defends herself: ―‗I was born in the county hospital in New 

York. The Levys adopted me right afterward and I don‘t know if my mother was Cuban 

or Puerto Rican, but it doesn‘t matter! I‘m still hispana and I‘m not trying to pass for 

anything else!‘‖ (287). Stripped of her claims to a specific nationality, Maritza resorts to 
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claiming a pan-Latinidad that preserves her cultural right to belong to the community.  In 

fact, although Miguel does not approve of her chameleon-like behavior, Maritza‘s 

inability to be certain about her nationality liberates her to move among different 

categories with ease—Puerto Rican, Cuban, hispana, Latina—highlighting the 

constructedness and fluidity of identity while also illustrating the ability to occupy 

several subject positions at once.   

Yvonne Yarbo-Bejarano, in writing about Castillo‘s fiction, has suggested that it 

embodies Gloria Anzaldua‘s mestiza consciousness or Homi Bhaba‘s space of 

translation, ―‗neither the one nor the Other,‘ a third space of flux and negotiation between 

colonized and colonizer.‖ She continues, ―These subjects speak from a multiplicity of 

positions that at times compliment and at times contradict one another.  Their subjectivity 

is a weave of differences, contradictory and potentially transformative‖ (66).  While 

Yarbro-Bejarano discusses the various narrative perspectives and gender difference in the 

novel, the multiple subjectivity she proposes also provides space for the shifting 

manifestations of Latino identity and polyvocality in Chicago and other places in 

Sapogonia.    Maritza and Miguel are but two examples of the many voices that count as 

Latino in the narrative—there is of course Max, the Sapogonan immigrant and Pastora, 

the American, but also Eduardo, the Sapogonan carpenter; Dora, a Sapogonan refugee 

and Eduardo‘s wife; Gloria and Jaime Melendez, naturalized citizens and ―one as dark as 

the other was light-skinned‖ (197); Jacobo, the Mexican-American aspiring actor; Adolfo 

Zaragoza, the Latin American theater director.  Some characters identify as American, 

while others bear stronger ties to their Latin American home countries, but each 

represents a different way of being Latino in Chicago.   Castillo shows how being ―Latino 

in Chicago‖ can mean different things for individual characters, but also how it can 

function on the community level: Latinos come together as activists, to sponsor a 
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Nicaraguan benefit or to assist in a Latin American refugee ―underground railroad‖; 

politically, to elect Alan Garcia; or socially, to fete Adolfo Zaragoza.  The nature of 

Latinidad in Chicago, then, to be contradictory yet also able to unify, fits the description 

of Sapogonia that Castillo provides at the end of the Prologue: ―Due to present political 

conditions decreed by the powers that be, the Sapogón pueblo finds itself continuously 

divided and reunited with the certainty of the Northern winds that sweep across its 

continents to leave evershifting results‖ (2).  The first reading of this Prologue is a literal 

one, in that one understands the civil war in Sapogonia as the cause of the diaspora, but a 

second reading on the level of metaphor allows a complex understanding of what 

Latinidad can look like in a city known for drawing people from various and distant 

places. 

Sapogonia‘s vision of Latinidad as a polyvalent, continuously evolving identity 

flies in the face of the way in which Chicago literature has constructed race and ethnicity.  

In The Jungle, Chicago Poems, and Native Son, the descriptions of race, nationality, or 

ethnicity were sufficient to mark those immigrant characters as different from the white 

status quo, and enough to demonstrate their fitness for certain kinds of work (unskilled, 

blue-collar, etc.).  Jurgis is Lithuanian, Bigger is black, and Sandburg‘s immigrants are 

Italian, Hungarian, or German.  There are no variations within those categories, and we 

can understand them as representative characters.  In Sandburg‘s The Chicago Race 

Riots, July 1919 we find the sort of polyvocality Castillo creates; in that collection of 

articles, Sandburg includes African Americans from various economic and professional 

classes.  Yet the primary subject that emerges from this work is the Southern African 

American emigrant to Chicago.  Sapogonia breaks open the unified racialized/ethnic 

working-class subject and demonstrates a realm of possibility in its representation of 

Latino identity.  Max‘s own looks are quite indeterminate: he believes that he looks 
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Caucasian, but is often mistaken for Greek or Italian.  He ―passes‖ as he watches 

immigration agents track potentially undocumented travelers in the Chicago bus station; 

when he drops his bus ticket, the agent merely calls him back and gives it to him (76).  

But Pastora calls him on his indigenous features; as they talk one night and he tells her 

his grandmother is Mayan, she remarks, ―Oh, I wondered about the profile‖ (180).  

Pastora, however, seems positioned as the mestiza who can see the mestizaje in Max, 

when others cannot. In fact, Pastora and Yvonne speak frankly about race and the Latinos 

they know; as Pastora comments on the mess that city hall has become since Alan Garcia 

was elected, Yvonne ironically wonders, ―You think that Alan Garcia is really white?‖  

Pastora takes the question half-seriously and responds, ―He may be white-looking, but 

he‘s not…If you study his features, they could be Indian. He‘s not very light-skinned 

either‖ (319). Later, they break down Maritza Marin-Levy‘s appearance, as Yvonne 

comments, ―Now nobody is going to tell me that that woman is not white!‖   Pastora 

concedes, ―She‘s very white, even though I‘m sure she dyes that orange hair of hers with 

saffron…But she says she‘s Cuban or Puerto Rican or something like that.  If you really 

look at her, you can see the strains of African blood.  The problem is that, since she has a 

Jewish surname, people assume those are Semitic features‖ (220).  In Pastora‘s 

responses, she argues on the basis of phenotypes to make racial distinctions, but at the 

same time her words reveal the slipperiness of racial constructions.  It‘s interesting to 

note that Yvonne, who is African American, sees Alan‘s race quite differently from 

Pastora, which belies their respective experience as racialized residents in the city.  

Pastora‘s comment about Maritza also demonstrates that ―whiteness‖ does not necessarily 

make someone ―white‖; that her ―strains of African blood‖ can be confused with Semitic 

features again highlights the constructedness of racial phenotypes.  Pastora, the 

archetypal mestiza in the novel, is thus presumably authorized to translate the many 
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variations on race in the Latino community.  This conversation between Pastora and 

Yvonne works to counter mainstream preconceptions of a racially homogenous Latino 

population, and broadens the category of mestizaje to include other influences beyond the 

Spanish and Indian mixed-race possibility. 

Not only do Latinos of different races and nationalities come together under the 

rubric of Latinidad, but Castillo also proffers the novel idea that Latinos can come to 

Chicago aspiring to something other than factory labor.  In fact, the Latino milieu that 

Maximo encounters in Chicago represents a power elite, of which Alan Garcia is only the 

most public face.  Yvonne observes, ―you Latinos are really stirring up city hall these 

days!‖ (319), and sure enough, in true Chicago political fashion Garcia loads his 

administration with friends and fellow Latinos.  Maritza is hired to be the public relations 

person for the mayor‘s new Department on Women, Aged, Disabled, and Special Affairs 

(a name that rings with ironic humor but in fact sounds like many bureaucratic 

departments), and Pastora‘s former friend Perla co-owns a gallery, serves on the boards 

of cultural organizations, and consults for the mayor on Spanish-speaking community 

affairs.  In fact, the novel‘s world of politically and culturally savvy characters is 

influential enough that Maximo dubs them the ―Latino celebrity set of Chicago,‖ all of 

whom are invited to Alfredo Zaragoza‘s party:  

 

A news anchorman, who he believed was a Chicano from Texas, was very smug 

in the company of a blond gringa with luscious breasts. There were two or three 

academic types he had seen at a recent music conference at Northwestern 

University.  He saw a woman whom he didn‘t really know, but whom he had 

asked once to go out with him.  She worked at a gallery on Ontario Street.  She 

had turned him down.  Her husband (he hadn‘t known there was a husband at 

first) was with the Museum of Contemporary Art and kept a close eye on his wife.  

Max thought it was unnecessary. She was no great beauty. (294) 
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Although Max relates to most of these people through his sexual power or advantage over 

them, this passage also works to show Latinos in a variety of intellectual, cultural, and 

professional capacities.  Interestingly, although they are briefly sketched, the characters 

are also geographically marked; not only does the reader see the incorporation of a 

Chicano from Texas, but the others represent a Latino presence that is diffuse throughout 

Chicago‘s streets.  They are in Evanston where Northwestern is located, in the gallery 

district on the near North Side, and in the Gold Coast where the Museum of 

Contemporary Art is found.  Earlier, the novel characterizes the issues affecting the 

Mexican neighborhood of Little Village as having to do with ―the undocumented 

workers‘ plight, with gang problems, with the issue of bilingual education‖ (267). But 

this passage from Zaragoza‘s party shows that there are Latinos that have transcended 

their neighborhood‘s social and economic barriers, moving into spaces replete with 

associations of wealth and power.    

In this sense, Castillo‘s Sapogonia makes a significant intervention in how 

Chicago is perceived as a city of industry and immigrants.  In earlier novels, the city is a 

force that acts upon those who come to find work in its shops, factories, and packing 

houses.  Immigrants come and are battered about and leave, as Carrie Meeber does, or 

they are battered about and stay, as does Jurgis Rudkus.  The most striking example of 

the city acting upon the fortunes of an individual is that of Bigger Thomas, in which the 

very streets of the Black Belt close upon Bigger and prevent his escape.  In each of these 

cases, the memories of the homes left behind are rarely mentioned, much less brought out 

to make the present more tolerable.  These immigrants are left to confront the city and 

make of it what they can with the resources they have available.  But ultimately, it‘s the 

immigrants that must change to adapt to the city, if they are to stay, and in all of these 

cases, the means of adaptation is through the work that they do.  Curtis Jadwin from The 
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Pit may be the most successful of these, but when his corner of the wheat market fails 

spectacularly, he must leave the city.  Carrie is likewise unable to adapt to the mean 

factory work the city offers and although eventually she is made to leave against her will, 

her sensibilities find a better match in New York City.  Again, Bigger‘s example is the 

starkest of what happens when one is unable to perform the work that Chicago offers, but 

of course Wright makes it sharply clear that self-determined black manhood in Chicago 

will always make adaptability impossible.  Of these, Jurgis Rudkus is the one that stays, 

and while the city nearly does finish him, he finds a way to adapt through his socialist 

awakening, so that after working at any job he can find, his politicization is his salvation. 

But this is also, ironically, what makes him completely a Chicagoan, as his politics 

emerge from worker struggle.  The quintessential Chicago identity is one of labor—the 

blue-collar hue has long colored the town, despite the efforts of the Potter Palmers and 

the Marshall Fields and the Jay Pritzkers to give the city cultural credibility. 

Sapogonia‘s vision of a transnational, artistic anti-hero and mutable sense of place 

challenges this long-held Chicago identity, which implies a teleological narrative of 

immigration and assimilation.  Instead, Castillo‘s novel imagines a protagonist who is not 

defined by his unskilled labor, but rather comes to Chicago as part of his picaresque 

adventures, develops his artistic talents randomly, and takes trips to Sapogonia and 

elsewhere, randomly.  Chicago does not act on Maximo to change him—he does not 

accept the racialized blue collar work that is expected of him, and neither does Pastora.  

She comments that her own parents, who are factory workers, have not heard her album 

(138).  After she serves a prison term for transporting refugees from Sapogonia, she finds 

herself jobless, but refuses to sacrifice her art for work that will pay a subsistence wage.  

Her mother tells her to get a job bagging at the supermarket, and Pastora thinks she might 

have to seriously consider it.  But ―she wanted so much to return to her song that she 
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preferred the dismal life she led‖ (241).  The possibility that someone would reject hard 

but ―decent‖ work in favor of their art, and is willing to suffer instead, directly 

contradicts what Chicago and the pursuit of the American dream has come to mean for 

immigrants and/or people of color.  Castillo complicates this point, however, when Max 

acidly comments on Pastora‘s privilege, noting that her primary language and U.S. 

citizenship gave her opportunity for success greater than the peña singers in his country 

would ever have (139). 

For immigrants and minorities who seek the fulfillment of the American dream, 

the choice to pursue it through art is rarely the obvious one. But the assumption is that an 

artists‘ life is one of either luxury or self-indulgence, regardless of one‘s race.  The logic 

of improving one‘s lot through hard work lies at the heart of the American dream, and the 

kind of work Chicago has typically offered immigrants has been of the unskilled, manual 

variety.  In fact, Maximo‘s own mother comes to Chicago pursuing that timeworn dream 

and finds it, appropriately enough, in a glove-making factory.  Maximo wryly comments, 

―Of course, the pay was abominable, although at least it was minimum wage; and the 

hours, if she wanted to make it worth her while at all, were from dawn to dusk.  But along 

with the other women in need of the work, she did her job and did it well, and even 

earned bonuses for producing beyond the designated quota of gloves‖ (281-282).   The 

work Carrie Meeber tried for a few days in turn-of-the-century Chicago still exists with 

much the same conditions, although Max‘s mother, without the citizenship and language 

advantages Carrie possesses, must keep her job and even finds satisfaction in it—as Max 

remarks, ―it was the first time my mother was on her own‖ (282).   

But for Max and others, the pursuit of art becomes their dream.  Jacobo, a 

Mexican American, aspires to the stage: ―He wanted to be an actor, in the same vein as 

Sir Lawrence Olivier, his idol‖ (113).  Even so, he must still find a way to pay his bills, 
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which he manages by working as an employment counselor at a neighborhood center in 

Little Village.  Jacobo is part of an entire troupe of Latino actors, whose enthusiasm 

outweighs their experience in producing Corona de Sombra, a play by Rodolfo Usigli 

about Emperor Maximiliano.  That this troupe of actors agrees to produce a work by a 

revolution-era Mexican playwright, rather than any number of 1970s movement-era 

plays, demonstrates the Latin American influences affecting this Latino community of 

artists, rather than that of Chicano artistic production.  Maximo, too, taps his own 

international influences when he learns to play flamenco guitar from his Spanish father, 

Pio.  The way that culture becomes translated when moving in the transnational circuits 

traveled by someone like Maximo is perfectly captured by the moment in which Max 

begins to perform flamenco at Zaragoza‘s party: ―Although he‘d never taken lessons, he 

danced now from memory of what he thought they had done on hard wooden 

platforms…Some clapped and did what they thought were palmas, but then Max was 

only doing what he thought was flamenco‖ (295).  The reproduction of the dance will 

never be perfect or authentic, as Max relies on his memory of what ―he thought they had 

done,‖ a performance that is twice removed from the original.   

The Latinos in Chicago, then, are performing an identity by relying on an 

international Spanish-Latin American culture that becomes something different when it 

travels.  This becomes materially evident when Max ships sculptures from Sapogonia that 

he created from wood gathered on his grandfather‘s ranch.  When they finally arrive after 

being lost in transit, Max opens the crates only to find them utterly destroyed, seemingly 

smashed deliberately.  Miguel grimly asks if the wood will at least serve as good 

firewood, and Max says, ―‘An artist will sculpt out of toothpicks if he must,‘ I told El 

Griego. And that‘s what I did, not work with toothpicks naturally, but from what 

remained of my damaged pieces‖ (266).  Max‘s art, then, while representing his origins, 
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violently goes through a transformative process that completely changes it.  In Chicago, 

Max will take the broken remnants to make something different.  This migration and 

transformation of culture speaks to the way a transnational Latino community makes a 

home in the United States.  Maya Socolovsky reads the sculpture incident as evidence for 

the concept of a traveling home, so that the place of Sapogonia follows the migrant 

instead of being preserved unchanged in nostalgic flashbacks: 

 

The migrant thus refuses to leave the past as having ―passed‖ through this 

transplanting of place, and the understanding of time as a separation of past and 

present is collapsed. Time is renegotiated so that the present is able to become 

familiar through the presence of an object from the past (the wood from the ranch 

in Sapogonia), and the memory inspired by looking at the sculpture challenges the 

onset of nostalgia because it is focused on an object that is simultaneously old and 

new: the old wood has a new form. The familiar, or the home, is thus translated as 

a place in being brought forward in time and space to the present. (82-83) 

Socolovsky understands Max‘s existence as exilic and thus understands the challenge of 

nostalgia in tandem with an inability to return home.  However, if we view Max‘s travels 

as transnational, we discover the possibility that the present is continuously being 

renewed through contact with the original home.   

Maximo Madrigal, the artist who makes a home in Chicago but is not rooted to it, 

who brings his culture with him and transforms it but does not let Chicago transform him, 

who is racially impossible to define, stands as a character different from any others in 

Chicago‘s canon of literature.  On the surface, his story sounds like that of countless 

others who come to the U.S. to seek their fortune, but Castillo‘s singular anti-hero travels 

a path that at every step makes a significant departure from the mythology of the 

immigrant dream.  Castillo‘s use of the picaresque form, likewise, undermines Chicago‘s 

status as the primary destination for those seeking work, as Maximo doesn‘t particularly 

want to work and never intended to arrive in Chicago, but somehow finds material 
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success there anyway.  In radical contrast, Carmen la Coja, the protagonist of Peel My 

Love Like an Onion, needs to work and literally cannot because of her polio-damaged 

body.  Each of these texts tells the story of Latinos in pursuit of an artistic life, but in 

many ways, Carmen represents the complete opposite of the able-bodied, international 

artist and ladies‘ man Maximo Madrigal.  Carmen aspires to an artistic career as a 

flamenco dancer, but her body and her family‘s work ethic conspires against her.  Living 

in the City of Big Shoulders as a Mexican American woman, a child of immigrants, 

Carmen is hemmed in by the mythology of Chicago, which tells her that all she needs to 

do is work hard to make a better life for herself.  Carmen is the proof that shatters the 

mythology—the only jobs available to a woman of color without a college education and 

a physical disability are the ones that will never pay her enough to make a better life for 

herself and in fact may literally finish her off. 

PEEL MY LOVE LIKE AN ONION 

Castillo‘s 1999 novel, Peel My Love Like an Onion, is a sharp critique of the 

iconic image of the city as a place of plentiful work and opportunity.  Castillo peels away 

popular images of Chicago as a place of abundant prospects to reveal a city in which only 

the most menial of jobs are available to people whose race, gender, and citizenship 

severely limit their opportunities, making it impossible to ever achieve the ―American 

dream.‖  Charting the changes that the city has undergone from the flight of 

manufacturing to the arrival of a more ―flexible‖ mode of production, Castillo explores 

the significance of this deindustrialization for the contemporary immigrant seeking work.   

In doing so, Castillo deftly makes links across the lines of race, citizenship, and gender to 

uncover the web of exploitation that enmeshes disenfranchised minority workers, but 

even more specifically targets poor women of color.   
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In Peel My Love Like an Onion, Castillo offers an unforgiving look at the nature 

of unskilled labor in contemporary Chicago from the perspective of her Mexican-

American narrator, Carmen la Coja.  One of the unlikeliest of narrators, Carmen is a 

Mexican-American woman who, despite having been afflicted with polio, pursues a 

career as a flamenco dancer.  Ignoring her mother‘s advice that her dancing will never 

amount to anything, the young Carmen takes lessons from Miss Dorotea, who teaches 

flamenco in her physical rehabilitation class and encourages the child, despite her 

withered leg.  In her mid- to late thirties, however, Carmen finds that her polio has 

returned.  Unable to dance, her body deteriorating, Carmen is forced to take a job 

reheating frozen pizzas at O‘Hare Airport.  While others might become despondent, 

Carmen remains resigned—she comes from a family whose work ethic is unshakable. 

Carmen‘s parents, like millions of other immigrants, came to the North via Texas 

in search of work.  As soon as they arrived, her father went out and found work collecting 

bricks at a construction site, making fifteen dollars per day.  Describing her mother‘s 

amazement and disbelief, Carmen intones, ―Then it was true about the North.  There 

really was work for whoever wanted it…My mother could not believe their good fortune‖ 

(29).  With subtle irony, Castillo underscores the immigrant desperation for work, any 

work that allows them to be exploited for meager pay and consider themselves fortunate.  

Carmen recalls for the reader Nelson Algren‘s words about the city:  ―Chicago…forever 

keeps two faces…One face for Go-Getters and one for Go-Get-It-Yourselfers‖ (3).  

Algren thus starkly divides the city‘s populace based on ambition or lack thereof, and 

through this characterization, Castillo evokes Chicago‘s mythos as the city of bustling 

industry and endless opportunity.  However, considering that Carmen‘s parents exhibit a 

surplus of dogged determination and yet find themselves struggling financially, the 
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question becomes whether ambition is enough, especially if you are an immigrant of 

color. 

Certainly falling into the category of Go-Getters, and in contradiction of the 

stereotype of the lazy Mexican, Carmen‘s parents‘ first priority has always been work.  

Carmen ruefully comments on her father‘s unwillingness to miss work so that he can take 

his wife to the doctor: ―As I see it, poor Mexicans in the United States, including 

American-born Mexicans, have always had one goal: to work like a bloody burro until 

they drop dead.  The job doesn‘t matter.  The pay is not the first consideration.  Work is 

work.  You can never be ashamed of that‖ (29).  Castillo here points out an interesting 

paradox—while the primary reason for Mexican immigrants coming to the U.S. is to 

work, factors of language, race, education, and citizenship all contribute to a precarious 

situation for finding employment.  Thus, the ability to find a job—any job—precludes 

opportunities for advancement or promotion.  This example offers a subtle critique of the 

resulting cultural singlemindedness—poor Mexicans may find honor in an honest day‘s 

work, but the flip side is that you can work yourself sick, or neglect your family.  The 

irony is that the nobility of character that makes Mexicans such good workers also 

benefits a system created to keep them in the lowest-paid urban jobs.  In a country where 

it is assumed that if you‘re a Go-Getter you can rise unimpeded up the socioeconomic 

ladder, Carmen observes that for some segments of the population, having and keeping a 

job is the only viable goal.   

In the novel, a sense of loss comes when talent is neglected in favor of a single-

minded pursuit of work.  Carmen, while exhibiting a passion and affinity for dance, is 

never encouraged by her parents to pursue flamenco.  Uniquely positioned as a child of 

immigrants and as an American citizen, Carmen exhibits a desire to invest her identity 

with her choice of career; she characterizes the polio as ―this robbery of not only my 
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livelihood but my very sense of being‖ (4).  Her cultural and linguistic fluency frees her 

to consider alternatives to unskilled manual labor, but this desire clashes sharply with the 

working-class worldview of her parents:  ―My mother kept insisting I start cashiering 

again at someplace like El Burrito Grande…If she had once gotten up every morning at 

four-thirty to catch the bus to her job at the factory…she couldn‘t see why I thought I was 

too good for everyday work‖ (4).  Her mother‘s routine of early mornings and factory 

work not only sets the standard here for honest, decent work, but it also serves as a moral 

compass.  The unspoken implication behind her mother‘s words is that by choosing to 

cultivate her talent over cashiering, Carmen must believe not only that she is better than 

everyday work, but also somehow better than her mother. 

In contrast to the working-class ethos espoused by her family, the gypsy culture 

that Carmen embraces offers her an escape from the tedium of minimum wage labor.  

Early in the novel, Carmen falls in love with the leader of a flamenco group, Agustin.  

She joins the troupe and begins a complicated years-long affair with him, negotiating her 

own position in his life among his other lovers and a wife who lives in Spain.  Later, she 

meets and falls in love with Agustin‘s godson Manolo, a passionate and brilliant 

flamenco dancer.  Carmen‘s emotions toward her two lovers are influenced by the culture 

they represent—a body-and-soul investment in their art and a freedom from convention. 

Like Pastora in Sapogonia, Carmen must deal with the same resistance to an artistic life 

from her parents, who see her dancing as frivolous and not a way in which she can 

reasonably support herself.  Ultimately their dismissal comes down to economic necessity 

for them, and they cannot share Carmen‘s investment of her identity with her artistic 

work.  Carmen‘s attraction to Agustin and Manolo is thus partly driven by their rejection 

of ―gaje‖ culture—meaning mainstream values, especially when it comes to working in a 

traditional sense.  Feeling trapped by her parents‘ low expectations for her, Carmen 
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throws herself into an art form that liberates her by making her feel powerful, and a 

lifestyle that represents the opposite of her parents‘ beliefs. 

Castillo‘s insertion of gypsy culture into her novel about a Chicana protagonist is 

an interesting choice, but not without precedence in Chicago literature.  Carl Sandburg 

features a gypsy-like band of merrymakers in ―Happiness,‖ in which they also represent 

the opposite of restrictive conventional values.  After asking professors and ―famous 

executives who boss the work of thousands of men‖ for their definition of happiness and 

receiving nothing more than mild amusement at what they think is a joke, the speaker 

wanders out to the Desplaines River and sees a ―crowd of Hungarians under the trees 

with / their women and children and a keg of beer and an / accordion‖ (8).  In Chicago 

Poems, a collection representing immigrant working-class men and women, this poem 

stands apart in depicting the Rom as outside of the capitalist, industrial matrix.  The 

pursuit of happiness does not depend on power or material success, Sandburg suggests, 

but can be had with very little.  However, in characterizing the Rom people as perpetually 

carefree, it is possible to romanticize their material existence.  Behind the music and the 

beer sometimes lies desperate poverty, and just as African Americans in the antebellum 

South were viewed as happy, music-loving people, the representation becomes a way for 

the reader to disassociate him/herself from any responsibility.  It can be argued that Peel 

My Love Like an Onion makes a similar essentializing maneuver—in equating the gypsy 

flamenco lifestyle with freedom from convention in order to escape the hardships her 

culture oppresses her with, Carmen erases the material experience of gypsy life.  While 

understanding the problems with this characterization, I also wish to situate Castillo‘s 

gypsy narrative within the context of the industrialist mythology of Chicago in order to 

understand how it might be engaging with that discourse of work and race. Carmen‘s 

attraction to the flamenco culture must not only be understood as a rejection of her 
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parents‘ values, but also in conjunction with the critiques she voices of Chicago‘s 

crumbling industrial power and of the flexible service and assembly economy that has 

replaced it.  Gypsy culture and flamenco, in this context, represents a way to circumvent 

the mythological narrative of the immigrant American dream—almost always to be found 

in Chicago through physical labor that will build the city‘s industrial capital—and 

subverts her own interpellation as a brown, female working body.  Sandburg views his 

gypsies as a touchstone for his own life, reminding him of the happiness to be found in 

simplicity. But ultimately he does not join them; they do not break down the Chicago 

mythos.  For Carmen, however, flamenco and gypsy culture is more than a touchstone: it 

offers her a way of resisting that mythology of labor and opportunity. 

The mythology of Chicago‘s industrial power, however, no longer aligns with the 

reality of the late twentieth century city.  The opportunity for the kind of industrial jobs 

Carmen‘s parents value is mostly gone, as the manufacturing companies that Chicago has 

long been identified with have decamped for the non-unionized South or across national 

borders.  Carmen explains that her father, who refuses to retire early and forfeit his full 

benefits, still works rain or shine at ―one of the few factories left in Chicago now that 

Mexican labor has gotten even cheaper for the same companies right in Mexico‖ (26).  

Later, she remarks that her father used to work overtime back in the days when 

companies still offered such benefits, ―not like companies are doing now, allowing 

foreign children to work as slaves because on their shoulders rests their families‘ 

survival, children who were unlucky to be born in countries that don‘t have labor laws‖ 

(99).   

Castillo‘s narrator, as I pointed out earlier, is a child of immigrants; Carmen, with 

her intimate knowledge of her parents‘ struggles together with her cultural capital as an 

American citizen, observes from the ground level the shift in the labor market, and offers 
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a trenchantly critical labor analysis of the effects of global capitalism.  As she walks 

through her gentrifying neighborhood and sees a resident watch her nervously, Carmen 

observes that ―there‘s no doubt about it: this face of mine may very well be related to the 

one who assembled these bright white cross-trainers somewhere, very 

foreign…desperately poor and surely-should-be-very-glad-to-have-production-

companies-set-up-in-her-backyard-to-give-her-work foreign‖ (6).  As a woman of color, 

she understands the links between her own subjectivity and that of the exploited workers 

overseas; her family‘s inability to escape the unskilled job market and the labor of foreign 

workers, largely women of color, are both part of the racial differentiation of labor that 

enables the accumulation of capital and continues to fuel overseas corporate expansion.   

Lisa Lowe, in an analysis of Asian immigrant and Asian American women‘s labor 

in the San Francisco garment industry, provides an understanding of the global 

restructuring of the capitalist mode of production and its dependence on racialized 

women‘s labor.  Lowe observes that the globalization of capitalism has reorganized a 

mode of production that previously employed a U.S. male labor force and now relies on 

Asian and Latina women to ―fill the insecure assembly and service sector jobs in the 

United States that have emerged‖ as a result of restructuring.  We see this process vividly 

illustrated in Castillo‘s novel:  Carmen‘s father holds one of the last secure 

manufacturing jobs of its kind in Chicago, while her mother takes on temporary assembly 

and service work and urges it on Carmen.  Lowe argues that ―the proletarianization of 

Asian and Latina immigrant women…takes place in conjunction with a gendered 

international division of labor that makes use of third world and racialized immigrant 

women as a more ‗flexible, ‗casual,‘ docile‘ workforce‖ (359).  Pointing out that these 

women are made into a more malleable labor pool either through state-instituted 

traditional patriarchy, as in Malaysia or Guatemala, or by racialized immigrant laws, such 
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as in California, she writes, ―The global racialized feminization of…labor is a new social 

formation characterized by the exploitation of women both in export-oriented production 

zones in Asia and Latin America, and near the center of the market in the Silicon Valley 

electronics industry, in the Los Angeles manufacturing district, and in the San Francisco 

Bay Area garment industry‖ (360).  Here, Lowe exposes the workings of global 

capitalism that produces the concurrent and overlapping patterns of exploited labor to 

exist both overseas and at home; in the novel, we see the way these patterns affect 

Carmen‘s daily life as she narrates the trajectory of immigrant labor opportunities in 

Chicago.  

After a stint as a shampoo girl and running her brother‘s elote cart for a day, 

Carmen lets herself be persuaded by her mother to go with her to work for a Korean 

garment wholesaler, who needs women to do some sewing for his fall fashion line.  Her 

mother‘s Guatemalan friend tells them about the job, which involves sewing bells onto 

Christmas sweaters, and claims that it will be almost like joining a sewing circle:  ―It was 

light, easy labor, her friend insisted. All we had to do was add the finishing touches, a 

few last stitches y ya‖ (123).  Chandra Mohanty discusses the racial and gender 

significance of precisely this characterization of women‘s industrial labor as easy, light, 

and almost recreational in nature.  Referring to a study by Naomi Katz and David 

Kemnitzer of the Silicon Valley electronics industry in which they assert that the industry 

actively deskills production and relies on racial and ethnic stereotypes to attract groups of 

workers who are ―more suited‖ to performing repetitive, poorly paid jobs, she writes that 

―the notion of ‗unskilled‘ as easy...and the idea of tolerance for tedious work…both draw 

upon stereotypes that infantilize Third World women and initiate a nativist discourse of 

‗tedium‘ and ‗tolerance‘ as characteristics of non-Western, primarily agricultural, 

premodern (Asian) cultures‖ (153).  She also argues that these jobs are seen as 
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supplementary to the work of the household, thereby reinscribing women‘s gender roles 

within the home.  The comment about the sewing circle supports this observation; in 

addition, Carmen remarks upon infantilization of women workers when she hears the 

Guatemalan‘s description of what the wholesaler wants as girls who can work with yarn: 

―It was hard to see seventy-year-old Ama as a girl for any kind of work not to mention 

that at age forty I was no debutante myself‖ (123). 

Once they arrive at the wholesaler‘s shop, Carmen walks in and thinks, without 

any irony or artifice:   

 

…nothing I‘d ever read before in my brother‘s magazines or heard on public radio 

prepared me for what I was hit with on the second floor.  It was like something I 

had studied in school about the Industrial Age, a page right out of Dickens.  But 

this is the brink of the twenty-first century, I thought.  And this isn‘t a book, it‘s 

my life.  My life in Chicago—not Juarez, where I‘d heard these low-tech, low-

skilled, low-paying operations existed, but right down the street from where we 

live. (124) 

The reader‘s identification with Carmen as the protagonist forces him/her to share 

Carmen‘s shock at the deplorable, nineteenth-century working conditions that can be 

found in the heart of her ―modern‖ city.  As someone who is educated, reads The 

Economist, and listens to NPR, Carmen nevertheless is overwhelmed at the extent of 

what she does not know about the sweatshop conditions right down the street from her 

home, conditions that have somehow been overlooked or ignored by even the liberal 

media.  The Chicago sweatshop tears away the comfortable wall she has been protected 

by, and to make matters worse, it does not operate in some Third World country with no 

labor laws, but right underneath her nose.  She recognizes Juarez as the location for 

maquiladoras, where one would expect these low-skilled and low-paying operations to be 

situated, across a national border and distant from her Wal-Mart.  Carmen knows enough 
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about the exploitation of foreign women‘s labor to feel self-righteously angry about it, 

but is removed enough from the sweatshops to not feel personally implicated.   

And Carmen is implicated—she consumes products like her cross-trainers, has 

her moment of self-righteousness, and does nothing about it.  In a different scene, 

Carmen and her brother discuss an INS raid in a Mexican neighborhood where they 

indiscriminately took in both legal and illegal immigrants.  Her brother says, ―Yeah, 

they‘re just scapegoats for big-time interests.  People treated like dispensable machines.‖  

Carmen thinks, ―My useless brother actually talks like that, like a political commentator 

on public television.  Yeah, I say.  I can‘t stand to think about it.  I know, he says.  Me 

neither.  Then he gets up to get a second helping‖ (105).  Again, Carmen and her 

brother‘s ethnicity allow them to feel mild outrage at the INS‘s abuse of power, while 

their citizenship protects them.  In fact, the bigger outrage might be that as children of 

immigrants, they don‘t do more than weakly comment on the news before reaching for a 

second helping.  Carmen, who understands her connection to the sweatshop workers via 

her foreignness, and recognizes the racism in her neighborhood as people look at her with 

fear, perpetuates inequality herself by allowing her relationship to those women to protect 

her from consumer guilt through a sense of empty solidarity.     

In this novel, Castillo has sketched out through the lives of Carmen‘s immigrant 

family the decline of urban industrialization and the manifestation of global capitalism in 

the city.  Chicago, synonymous with the working class and traditionally seen as a place 

rife with opportunity for immigrants, has now become the site for non-unionized 

sweatshops to operate beneath the radar and exploit a most vulnerable class, illegal 

immigrants.  The irony is that in the twenty-first century, a century of advancement and 

progress, workplace conditions should have come full circle and reverted back to the 

nineteenth century, similar to Carrie Meeber‘s tannery in Theodore Dreiser‘s Sister 
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Carrie.  Carmen thinks, ―these weren‘t British waifs or Jewish immigrants like in my 

schoolbooks either…but reedy and dark, thin-limbed younger copies of myself…like 

indentured servants toiling in exchange for their freedom.  I thought, You can‘t do this to 

people, you just can‘t! Slavery was abolished a long time ago.  Wasn‘t it?‖ (124).  Her 

plaintive question demands an answer that she may not be entirely comfortable with—

that her First World nation has somehow allowed Third World conditions to flourish in 

the heart of her city.  While legal slavery may be a thing of the past, slave-like conditions 

can be approximated when labor regulations are either overlooked or allow exploitative 

practices, such as paying the workers per piece instead of by the hour, which ensures that 

they work themselves to exhaustion without receiving overtime pay.  In dramatizing this 

through her fiction, Castillo makes an intervention not only in the myth of Chicago as a 

city of opportunity—opportunity for whom, she might ask, pointing out that race and 

gender mediates the amount of and quality of work available—but also intervenes in the 

complacency that allows for the continued exploitation of immigrant women.   

In juxtaposing Sapogonia and Peel My Love Like an Onion, then, we see a 

contradiction of narratives and genres.  While one text imagines Chicago as a place 

generative of potential for Latino mobility, the other offers a cynical, claustrophobic view 

of opportunity in the city for Mexican immigrants, particularly for women.  Sapogonia is 

written as a picaresque tale with elements of magical realism, while Peel My Love is 

more of a romance with elements of social realism.  As cynical as Peel My Love can be, 

however, it asserts the same right to an artistic identity for its Latino protagonist that 

Sapogonia does for Maximo Madrigal and Pastora Ake Velasquez.  In the end, Carmen‘s 

singing abilities are discovered and she records an album that goes on to garner critical 

and financial success.  Carmen purchases a home for her parents, and the book ends on a 

note of artistic and financial security, previously not experienced by this family.  The 
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final scene centers on Carmen as a secure, artistically accomplished, self-determined 

woman who has a choice of lovers, but yet is content to dance alone.  Carmen‘s sudden 

―discovery‖ of her singing is another parallel to Carrie Meeber‘s discovery of her natural 

acting abilities.  This revelation at the end of the book rescues Carmen from a life as an 

invalid.  While Carrie‘s stroke of luck might obscure the privileges she moves in the 

world with, for Carmen we see that this stroke of luck comes after the absence of 

privilege—she is a poor, disabled woman of color with little chance of employment.  

Carmen‘s talents as a singer and as a dancer allow her to break through the stereotype of 

Mexican as laborer, and the novel‘s ending affirms her choice to be an artist, a privilege 

usually afforded to those with financial support.   

Sapogonia and Peel My Love Like an Onion resist the Chicago mythology of 

opportunity on various levels.  The teleology of immigration, work, acculturation, 

assimilation, and success is broken apart by Carmen‘s refusal to entirely assimilate 

through her identification with gypsy culture, and Maximo‘s picaresque wanderings 

disrupts the one-way narrative of immigration with Chicago as the ultimate end.  Both 

novels decenter Chicago and position it within a transnational circuit of culture and labor.  

Moreover, the way in which Sapogonia re-makes Chicago space stands in opposition to 

the naturalist view of the city, which imagines it as an implacable entity that acts upon 

immigrants to the city and changes them.  Rather, the city has always been made and 

remade by immigrants; Sapogonia makes this apparent.  Sandra Cisneros, too, 

demonstrates in her work how immigrants remake the city, and in The House on Mango 

Street, Woman Hollering Creek, and Caramelo, we see how Chicago fits into a circuit 

with Texas and Mexico in which each place exists as part of the others.   
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Chapter 6: Mexican Chicago and the Creation of Transnational 

Space—Sandra Cisneros 

Imagine that you‘re on a street called Mango.  It‘s not in San Antonio, or 

Albuquerque, or Tucson, or even Los Angeles.  It‘s in a city you might think is least 

likely to have streets named after tropical fruits, but there it is, in Chicago.  Sandra 

Cisneros‘s The House on Mango Street and Caramelo, in tandem with selected stories 

from Woman Hollering Creek, create a textual universe situated on the same streets that 

were populated by Carl Sandburg‘s Italian peasants, Jewish fish criers, and Hungarian 

gypsies.  On Mango Street live the Corderos, ethnic Mexicans, although sometimes we 

recognize them as the Reyes family from Caramelo.  Their neighbors are also mostly 

Latinos, some from Texas, some from Puerto Rico, and some immigrants from Mexico, 

although they have some Chinese, Polish, and Italian neighbors as well.  Both families 

have sassy, smart, knowing young girls, Esperanza and Lala, who tell the family stories. 

The young narrators know Mexico as a living place, not as a distant memory, through the 

yearly summer family trips back to visit grandparents and relatives.   

Readers and critics have understood The House on Mango Street as any city with 

an ethnically and racially diverse population, and certainly Cisneros‘s stories also ring 

true for many in their critiques of urban poverty and gender inequality, for example.  But 

many of her narratives, I argue, are also grounded in and speak to the space of the city, 

with the history of Chicago as a city of immigrants and as transnational place and space.  

Cisneros‘s particular use of actual street names and city geography, a technique prevalent 

throughout her work, anchors these stories on Chicago‘s West Side, or so I will argue.  

Thanks to settlement patterns and the practice of segregating space, neighborhoods in 

Chicago tell much about the ethnicity and race of residents.  The Near West Side is 

known as the home of Little Italy and Greektown, but bordering Maxwell Street on the 
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south, it also fostered one of Chicago‘s first Mexican neighborhoods. In Caramelo, this 

population contiguity helps to explain how Uncle Baby came to meet and marry Aunty 

Ninfa, an Italian-American.  The House on Mango Street, based on Cisneros‘s childhood 

home at 1531 N. Campbell in Humboldt Park, opens with an image of the family‘s 

movement all over the West Side, from Paulina to Keeler to Loomis, and then to Mango 

Street.  This movement places them in a variety of different neighborhoods—some 

racially and ethnically mixed, some immigrant, some not, but all working-class and/or 

poor.    

Understanding Cisneros‘s narratives in the context of these iconic Chicago 

neighborhoods helps us to see how they have contributed to a literary tradition that has 

responded to the city‘s history of labor and immigration, as well as to its racial and ethnic 

intergroup dynamics and patterns of segregated space, even as she now joins this 

tradition.  From Upton Sinclair‘s evocation of the South Side slaughterhouse 

neighborhood, to Carl Sandburg‘s denizens of the Hull House neighborhood, to Richard 

Wright‘s claustrophobic Black Belt; each of these authors engages with the Chicago 

mythology of opportunity, making connections between the race/ethnicity of residents, 

neighborhood space, the relationship of these to the possibility of earning a livelihood, 

and subsequently to their chances at the American Dream.  Cisneros‘s own Mexican 

hopeful, with the apt name of Inocencio Reyes from Caramelo, is the prototypical 

immigrant dreamer who arrives in Chicago and sees opportunity in the upholstery 

business.  But Cisneros‘s primary focus in this novel and in Mango Street is not on the 

laborer, but on the first generation daughters, those children for whom the labor and the 

sacrifices are made.  They are the ones who observe keenly the toll taken by work on 

their fathers‘ bodies, the strain on relationships, and when it comes time to buy that house 

that is the culmination of the American Dream, it is ―not the way they told it at all‖ 
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(House on Mango Street 4).  These young narrators do not call Chicago their kind of 

town as Frank Sinatra did, but rather see it as an alien and hostile place, much like Jurgis 

Rudkus and Bigger Thomas did.   

Unlike these two characters, through her relationships with the people who live 

there, Esperanza is able to navigate her neighborhood in a way that allows her a measure 

of control, or so I will argue in this chapter.  While Bigger‘s relationships only serve to 

pin him in place, both physically and metaphorically, Esperanza‘s friends explore their 

space together, and ultimately help her see a way out.  Esperanza‘s observations of her 

neighborhood are characteristically Chicagoan in the way they are informed by race and 

spatial politics, but are unique in the way they offer a self-critique of the fear of 

segregated spaces.  More significantly, however, both Esperanza and Lala display a 

transnational consciousness, born of their families‘ ongoing connections to Mexico, 

which allows them to rewrite the urban landscape with memories and experiences that are 

distinctly Mexican and are connected with sustaining familial practices.  This 

consciousness, which can be understood through the theoretical lens anthropologist 

Nicholas DeGenova offers as ―Mexican Chicago,‖ produces a sense of place that belongs 

both to Mexico and Chicago.  While Sandburg‘s immigrants were only ever able to think 

longingly of their original homes, their lack of mobility confined those thoughts to 

memories.  In Cisneros‘s work, the narrators not only see their Chicago neighborhoods 

through memories of Mexico, but in their travels back, bring a hybrid sensibility that 

recreates and reimagines Mexico as well.  Part of this process involves a transnational 

flow of popular culture in which Lala, the Caramelo narrator, absorbs Mexican movies 

and telenovelas and subsequently creates a sense of Mexican place that is part family 

story, part memory, and partly imagined as scenes from Mexico‘s golden age of cinema.   
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NOT MY KIND OF TOWN 

In The Jungle, the Rudkus family crosses the Atlantic Ocean and disembarks in 

America knowing only one word:  ―Chicago.‖  For Jurgis, it is the fabled city of jobs, and 

as far as he is concerned, it is his final destination.  In the Chicago literary canon, hopeful 

migrants arrive and make a home for themselves, however indigent it might be.  For as 

many reasons as Jurgis had to flee the city, he stayed and found his socialist awakening; 

but occasionally characters leave, as Curtis Jadwin reluctantly did at the end of The Pit, 

or as Carrie Meeber did in Sister Carrie, quite against her will.  Their journeys are either 

one-way, or Chicago is a stop on their way to somewhere else; in none of these texts do 

characters circulate among cities, coming back to Chicago repeatedly.  The Chicago 

Mexican authors in this study, however, all depict Chicago as both a destination and a 

point of departure, in various patterns of movement.  Carlos Cortez returns to Chicago‘s 

unemployment lines after his tour of Aztlán in De Kansas a Califas and Back to Chicago; 

Ana Castillo‘s Maximo Madrigal wanders in and out of Chicago in the picaresque 

Sapogonia, and in Cisneros‘s stories, Chicago represents one pole of a transnational 

experience, at the other end of which lies Mexico City.  While this may suggest an 

itinerant existence, I argue rather that these characters take a hemispheric approach to 

creating home and understanding nation.  In The House on Mango Street, Caramelo, and 

the stories in ―My Lucy Friend Who Smells Like Corn‖ from Woman Hollering Creek, 

the young narrators not only exhibit a sense of ownership of city space both in Mexico 

and in Chicago, but they map memories and experiences from the opposite city in order 

to better understand their immediate environment. This doubling creates a hybrid urban 

landscape that is partly imagined, and is the key to Lala‘s conundrum in the coda at the 

end of Caramelo, in which she muses that ―these things, that song, that time, that place, 

are all bound together in a country I am homesick for, that doesn‘t exist anymore.  That 
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never existed.  A country I invented.  Like all emigrants caught between here and there‖ 

(434). But in order to understand how this transnational vision re-shapes Chicago space, 

it is necessary to first examine Cisneros‘s critical engagement with the city of myth, the 

canonical Chicago.   

EVEN REYES HAVE TO WORK IN CHICAGO 

At first glance, Caramelo seems like one of a hundred stories about immigrants 

following their dreams to the City of Big Shoulders.  Like so many others, Inocencio 

Reyes migrates north to join a branch of the Reyes family, his uncles Snake, Curly, and 

Chubby, that has established itself in the upholstery business.  He works his way there, 

following a trail of manual labor jobs northward as he collects pecans in San Antonio, 

washes dishes in Waco, buses tables in Dallas, and shucks oysters in Little Rock (210). 

But unlike the other Chicago narratives in this study, Inocencio‘s journey is part of a 

circular migration pattern that began with his father Narciso, and arguably continues with 

his daughter, Lala.  In this way, Chicago is destabilized from its location in a teleology of 

migration, work, and success; rather, it is one node of several, and arrival at any one 

place does not signal an achievement, or an ending. Narciso preceded Inocencio to 

Chicago as a young man, and did not find it to his liking. In order to escape the dangers 

of the Mexican Revolution, Narciso stayed with the Chicago Reyes family and 

grudgingly worked with his hands for the first time in his life.  In fact, Narciso‘s attitude 

toward the workroom and its inhabitants remind the reader of Carrie‘s initial impressions 

of the factories she encountered when first looking for a job; Narciso had arrived with the 

fine clothing he wore in Mexico City, and ―here he was, expected to sweep the shop and 

strip furniture down to its frame! He‘d never held a hammer, much less a broom‖ (139).  

Like Carrie, he equates the work with low morals and values, thinking that by 
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memorizing the United States state capitols he would ―keep his memory sharp and 

distinguish him[self] from the lowlifes called his cousins‖ (139).  Returning to Mexico 

City as soon as it was safe to do so, some twenty years later Narciso sees his own son go 

north rather than own up to his failing grades at the university.  

Although Inocencio fits the American immigrant narrative more easily and 

willingly than his father did, he sets out for Chicago with every intention of returning, 

thinking that in a few months his father‘s anger over his grades will blow over.  When he 

arrives, however, Inocencio immediately distinguishes himself from his father when he 

sees potential in the upholstery business belonging to his uncle.  The potential isn‘t 

couched in dreams of material success, however: ―unlike his fussy father, Inocencio 

found the chaos of his uncle‘s shop an opportunity; something for him to improve and, 

therefore, make himself useful‖ (212).  It would seem that Inocencio replaces his 

university education with one that speaks to his practicality and desire for self-

improvement.  Tellingly, he is schooled in the language of the working class, when his 

uncle tells him that ―the important thing is to have ganas, and you‘ve got necessity biting 

you on the ass, I can see that‖ (213).  This sentiment recalls Carmen la Coja‘s observation 

that the Mexican work ethic involves finding any job—―Work is work. You can never be 

ashamed of that‖ (Peel My Love 29).  Unspoken is the need, even desperation, for a 

paying job, which Uncle Snake also alludes to in his advice to Inocencio.  But the 

difference between Carmen‘s and Snake‘s approaches is that Snake is also teaching 

Inocencio a craft, which requires more than desperation to make a go of it.  He muses, 

―Got to have pride in your labor, Inocencio. Put your heart and your soul into it.  You 

don‘t want to be famous for making junk, do you? After all, your work is your signature, 

remember that‖ (213).  This lesson is one that endures, important enough to pass down to 

his children; at the end of the book, it is the subject that Lala‘s and her father‘s 
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conversation revolves around, as she reminds him that he‘s taught them to ―take pride in 

our work, and to work hard. That‘s what you‘ve taught us‖ (426).  This investment in 

craftsmanship is one that stands at odds with Chicago‘s narrative of labor—in fact, it puts 

Inocencio at odds with the industrial revolution.  While this causes problems for him later 

when his brothers take advantage of new technology, such as staple guns, and cheaper 

material, Inocencio stands against them, reaffirming the quality his name, Reyes, stands 

for.  Inocencio‘s integrity and craftsmanship practically guarantees that he will never 

grow his small shop into a huge financial success, but it does ensure that his identity does 

not become swallowed in the maw of Chicago‘s steel plants, packinghouses, or railroad 

yards.  While Inocencio maintains pride in his labor, the upholstery business never quite 

provides the family with financial security, and it inexorably takes a physical toll on 

Inocencio.  One of the first images in the novel is of a family photograph taken in 

Acapulco when the children were little.  The adult Lala begins the novel by looking back 

across the years to that moment, before her father has been physically exhausted.  He is 

young and handsome, ―squinting that same squint I always make when I‘m 

photographed. He isn‘t acabado yet.  He isn‘t finished, worn from working, from 

worrying, from smoking too many packs of cigarettes‖ (3).  The way in which Inocencio 

has been worn away by work is one of the first things we learn about him.     

If Inocencio works in this novel as a ―type‖ who embodies the ambitions and 

hopes of the immigrant, it is Lala, the second generation, who sees the cost of pursuing 

those ambitions. While authors such as Dreiser and Wright have written about Chicago‘s 

seductive allure, Cisneros, on the other hand, offers no such moments of awe for the City 

of Big Shoulders.  In a moment that almost explicitly evokes Sandburg‘s ―tall bold 

slugger,‖ the Awful Grandmother rues her decision to move to Chicago, thinking about 

the ―trucks rumbling past and shaking the building like an earthquake, and sirens and car 
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horns at all hours, well, it just about drove her crazy; even the rowdy Chicago wind, a 

rough, moody brute who took one look at you and laughed‖ (286).  The first image of 

living next to an expressway, including that of a masculinized brutal wind, resembles 

Sandburg‘s description of the city in ―Chicago‖ in its sensory qualities—full of the 

aggressive motion and loud sounds in the lines ―Bareheaded, / Shoveling, / Wrecking, / 

Planning, / Building, breaking, rebuilding.‖  But even more evocative is Cisneros‘s 

description of the ―rough moody brute who took one look at you and laughed.‖  

Sandburg‘s Chicago is certainly a brute, ―fierce as a dog‖ and ―cunning as a savage,‖ but 

perhaps his most notable trait is his laughter, as it rings through the last section of the 

poem no less than seven times, ending with the stanza ―Laughing the stormy, husky, 

brawling laughter of Youth, half-naked, sweating, proud to be Hog Butcher, Tool Maker, 

Stacker of Wheat, Player with Railroads and Freight Handler to the Nation.‖  The 

slugger‘s laugh thrills to a joy in physical strength, as well as with a certain arrogance 

toward ―the terrible burden of destiny.‖  In contrast, Cisneros‘s moody brute laughs at 

you, the Chicago citizen who is only trying to eke out a living at one of the city‘s fabled 

jobs.  At best disdainful, at worst malicious, it could not signal a more different mood 

from Sandburg‘s good-natured brute, embodiment of the workers, who brags that ―under 

his wrist is the pulse, and under / his ribs the heart of the people.‖   

Sandburg‘s visions of Chicago aren‘t always quite as exultant as the one in his 

most well-known poem, and he often does offer a clear-eyed, sympathetic look at the 

hardships faced by the city‘s lower class.  The sympathy, however heartfelt, implies a 

limit in how far he can see as the outsider; he says that he has seen ―the marks of wanton 

hunger,‖ but he does not say that he has felt them.  In ―The Harbor,‖ he walks past 

―huddled and ugly walls / By doorways where women / looked from their hunger-deep 

eyes,‖ but does not go inside. In Caramelo, one can imagine that Lala takes Sandburg by 
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the hand and leads him into those tenements he walks past, the ones she has lived in:  

―Their hallways and their hallway smell, dank and dusty or reeking of Pine-Sol.  A heavy 

door blunted with kicks, carved initials, and the scars from changes of locks like 

appendectomies. Fingerprints on the glass. No yard, or if there is a yard, no grass. A 

darkness to the hallway, like a cave or an open mouth.‖ (301). Lala‘s dispassionate tone 

belies the pain of poverty, which can be felt in every minute detail.  The heavy door 

marked by kicks bears a history of violence and of a constant stream of tenants, whose 

transience is also as violent as the ―scars from changes of locks‖ suggests. The darkness, 

dust, and peeling paint suggest landlord neglect, but also echo the narrator‘s spiritual 

pain. In Sandburg‘s ―The Harbor,‖ nature offers relief from unrelenting misery, but it is 

relief for the speaker, who passes the buildings and walks to the lake.  In Lala‘s 

description, the overpowering mood is one of claustrophobia, and the yard, which might 

offer some relief, is devoid of life.  Lala‘s litany of woe is in response to her father‘s 

assertion that sleeping on the floor is low class.  He remarks, ―Do you want people to 

think we‘re poor?‖  Inocencio certainly is not blind to his family‘s hardships, but this 

remark illustrates the sense of class he brings with him from Mexico: they are Reyes, and 

they do not sleep on the floor.  Lala, however, does not share her father‘s class privilege, 

and her microscopic descriptions let us see what he cannot.  In effect, Lala‘s view of 

urban poverty is a response both to her father‘s unrelenting optimism as a new immigrant 

and to Sandburg‘s sympathetic, yet privileged, distance.   

While Sandburg admits to the grimness of the city, he often provides redemptive 

moments for Chicago; Cisneros offers very few.  Chicago is a hard, cold place for both 

the Awful Grandmother and Lala in Caramelo; the grandmother, Soledad, explicitly 

contrasts the reality with the glossy-brochure images that everyone is familiar with:  
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To visit Chicago is one thing, to live there another.  This was not the 

Chicago of her vacations, where one is always escorted to the lake shore, to the 

gold coast, driven along the winding lanes of traffic of Lake Shore Drive in the 

shadow of beautiful apartment buildings…How is it she hadn‘t noticed the 

expression of the citizens, not the ones fluttering in and out of taxis, but the ones 

at bus stops, hopping like sparrows, shivering and peering anxiously for the next 

bus, and those descending wearily into the filthy bowels of the subway like the 

souls condemned to purgatory. (290) 

Here, the difficulty of city life is almost like a secret that Chicago doesn‘t have to work 

too hard to keep—as long as the gold coast gleams brightly enough, visitors will never 

want to look away.  This has been the role of the lakefront at least as far back as the 1893 

World‘s Columbian Exposition, which earned Chicago the nickname of ―The White 

City,‖ even though the neighborhoods stretching westward were anything but.   But the 

citizens, as Soledad recognizes, are the ones who must stay in the city and labor. And it‘s 

clear that the ones who work hardest, those who ―descend wearily‖ into the subway are 

easily the poorest, without money for taxis.  Unlike Dreiser and Wright, Cisneros does 

not submit for a moment to the city‘s glamour, not even to undercut it; she spares 

Chicago‘s landmarks the thickly detailed descriptions she lavishes elsewhere on Mexico 

City, instead settling for landmark place names to evoke associations of wealth.  If these 

citizens were ever lured to Chicago by the attraction of material wealth, its unattainability 

is marked by the disparity between the heights of the apartment buildings and the depths 

of the bowels of the subway. In the end, as the tourists cannot look away from the glitz, 

the workers can barely lift their heads from the sidewalk to notice the wealth surrounding 

them.  In fact, this downward vision allows people like Lala and the Grandmother to see 

more clearly than anyone else the hollowness of the Chicago myth.  Lala confesses that 

―you can‘t explain it to somebody who‘s never lived in a city.  All they see is a pretty 

picture postcard.  Buckingham Fountain at dusk. But take a good look.  Those furry 

shapes scampering around the base aren‘t kittens‖ (301).  As in the earlier example, 
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Cisneros taps into the well-worn iconic images of Chicago to powerfully show the 

proximity of poverty to the symbols of wealth that draw emigrants to town in the first 

place.   

MAPPING MANGO STREET 

Cisneros may take us behind the postcard view of Chicago to demonstrate the 

difficulty of city life for the lower class, but she also imagines the means of survival for 

her characters. One way in which her narrators find a way to manage their environments, 

and even take ownership, is through the practice of barriology.  Raúl Homero Villa in 

Barrio-Logos: Space and Place in Urban Chicano Literature and Culture theorizes 

barriology as an expressive means of resistance, a ―cumulative ‗anti-discipline‘ that 

subverts the totalizing impulse of the dominant social space containing the barrio,‖ 

constituting a ―tactical ethos (and aesthetic) of barriology ever engaged in counterpoint to 

external barrioization‖ (6).  Grounding his theory in the history of Mexican settlement in 

Los Angeles, Villa posits artistic resistance to the encroaching urbanization, demolition, 

and evisceration of Chicano neighborhoods.  While the development of Mexican 

American neighborhoods in Chicago differs significantly from that of L.A., the core 

concept of subverting ―the totalizing impulse of the dominant social space containing the 

barrio‖ remains useful for thinking about Cisneros‘s insistence on mapping urban space.  

Throughout The House on Mango Street, Caramelo, and Woman Hollering Creek, 

characters navigate the social and cultural space of their Chicago neighborhoods, as well 

as deploy tactics to claim that space.  Through the eyes of the narrators, we see a Chicago 

that never appears on postcards, but that is vital to a complex understanding of the city. 

In The House on Mango Street, Esperanza‘s reaction to her environment is one of 

shame, much like Lala‘s in Caramelo, but more acutely felt.  As Julián Olivares points 
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out, her house or apartment performs a metonymic function in describing herself: ―By 

pointing to this dilapidated house, she points to herself.  House and narrator become 

identified as one, thereby revealing an ideological perspective of poverty and shame‖ 

(162-163).  But this reaction isn‘t arrived at in a vacuum—Esperanza‘s perception of her 

environment and herself is mediated through the perspective of authority figures, namely, 

the nuns who teach at her grade school.  For Esperanza, the external barrioization does 

not involve the physical encroachment of freeways or housing developments.  Instead, 

she is literally put in her place, in the barrio, through a lens of double consciousness as 

she recognizes the racialized perception of the nuns.   Their gaze comes to represent for 

Esperanza the gaze of hegemonic culture.  She uncomfortably remembers, ―Once when 

we were living on Loomis, a nun from my school passed by and saw me playing out 

front…Where do you live? she asked.  There, I said pointing up to the third floor.  You 

live there?  There…The way she said it made me feel like nothing.  There.  I lived there.  

I nodded‖ (5).  The italics reveal the nun‘s incredulity at the conditions of the child‘s 

home—paint peeling, wooden bars nailed on the windows, but a home nonetheless.   

These experiences make Esperanza more restless than ever, and more determined 

to have a house like the ones on television.  But in the meanwhile—indeed, immediately 

after the first vignette describing her house—Esperanza engages in a form of barriology 

in order to make her life on Mango Street endurable.  Villa points out that ―social 

commentators have long noted the importance of the barrio‘s internal ‗geographical 

identity.‘  This identity, manifest in the unique conjunctural forms of its residents‘ 

cultural practices and consciousness, has been a vital mode of urban Chicano community 

survival‖ (5).  Esperanza‘s insistence on mapping the urban space surrounding her goes 

beyond the physical characteristics to include the characters that inhabit it.  As Villa 

notes, ―the expressive practices of barrio social and cultural reproduction…reveal 
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multiple possibilities for re-creating and re-imagining dominant urban space as 

community-enabling place‖ (6).   

Esperanza‘s act of writing the stories of her neighbors becomes, then, a form of 

re-imagining urban space—as the novel progresses, the faces of Alicia, Marin and Louie, 

Rachel and Lucy, Sally and Cathy become as familiar as the crumbling red bricks of 

Esperanza‘s house and the four anemic trees that grace the front.  These neighborhood 

residents constitute the community that Esperanza comes to assume responsibility for at 

the end of the novel—―the ones who cannot out.‖  Moreover, in contrast to Olivares‘ 

claim, this is not simply a Latino neighborhood inscribed by the name Mango, but is 

constituted by different ethnicities, representing the diverse nature of Chicago‘s 

population.  Ruthie, of the babushka, represents the Polish community, Marin and her 

family are Puerto Rican, and Gil, of ―Gil‘s Furniture Bought & Sold,‖ is African-

American.  

In fact, Esperanza‘s first experience of mapping the neighborhood comes courtesy 

of Cathy, ―Queen of Cats,‖ who engages in a racialized, gendered production of space.  

As she shows the newly-arrived Esperanza around, her characterization of the 

neighborhood highlights the gendered nature of the space.  Cathy lives next door to ―Joe 

the baby-grabber.  Keep away from him, she says. He is full of danger.‖  A few lines 

later, Cathy comments, ―Edna is the lady who owns the building next to you.  She used to 

own a building big as a whale, but her brother sold it.  Their mother said no, no, no, don‘t 

ever sell it. I won‘t.  And then she closed her eyes and he sold it.‖  As Esperanza is 

introduced to her new neighborhood, she quickly becomes aware of the sexual threats 

present in it, as represented by Joe, but also of the unequal relationship of power and 

capital that Edna and her brother represent.   
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Cathy‘s descriptions also provide an articulation of the racial dynamics 

encountered by and produced by the Chicago Mexicans.  She comments, ―Two girls 

raggedy as rats live across the street.  You don‘t want to know them‖ (12).  In retrospect, 

the reader realizes that these girls are Lucy and Rachel, recently arrived Tejana girls who 

eventually become Esperanza‘s best friends.  Cathy, however, here reproduces the racist 

comparisons of brown people to pests, usually rats or roaches.  To add insult to injury, 

however, she proceeds to inform Esperanza ―as if she forgot I just moved in…the 

neighborhood is getting bad‖ (13).  Esperanza recognizes that Cathy‘s almost absent-

minded reaction to the Mexican population undoubtedly includes her, but beyond that, 

she demonstrates a sophisticated awareness of the larger ―white flight‖ migration that 

Cathy‘s own move represents.  ―In the meantime,‖ Esperanza says, ―they‘ll just have to 

move a little farther north from Mango Street, a little farther away every time people like 

us keep moving in‖ (13). 

Similarly, Esperanza maps a racialized space in ―Those Who Don‘t,‖ but in this 

case turns the table on the Latino population, and highlights their own interpellation ―by 

the hegemonic racism of the United States against the African Americans,‖ as Nicholas 

De Genova has noted.   She pokes fun at the people who are afraid of her neighborhood, 

intuiting that their lack of familiarity breeds fear.  But then she demystifies the space by 

identifying the people within it, saying, ―We know the guy with the crooked eye is Davey 

the Baby‘s brother, and the tall one next to him in the straw brim, that‘s Rosa‘s Eddie V., 

and the big one that looks like a dumb grown man, he‘s Fat Boy, though he‘s not fat 

anymore nor a boy.‖  Her humor manages to create a sense of intimacy and affection for 

the characters, rendering them harmless.  However, she then interrogates this sense of 

security, noting, ―All brown all around, we‘re safe. But watch us drive into a 

neighborhood of another color and our knees go shakity-shake and our car windows get 
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rolled up tight and our eyes look straight.  Yeah.  That is how it goes and goes‖ (28).  

While she remains vague on the ―neighborhood of another color,‖ the reader can assume 

that she is not referring to white neighborhoods—those are most likely the ones that the 

family drives recreationally through on weekends, ―all of us staring out the window like 

the hungry‖ (86). 

The vignette ―Gil‘s Furniture Bought & Sold‖ hums with a current of bewildering 

tension that may be better understood when placed into the context of Mexican and 

African American relations in the contested spaces of Chicago.  In the city‘s segregated 

neighborhoods, black and Mexican communities border each other, and with few 

exceptions, do not mix unless it is on the shopping and commercial avenues or through 

gang rivalries and alliances.  Historically, while Mexicans and African Americans have 

been positioned as the least desirable workers, some employers demonstrated a clear 

preference for Mexicans.  As Gabriela Arredondo documents, ―when Clyde Brading of 

Wisconsin Steel hired light-skinned Mexicans, not only was he favoring a degree of 

whiteness, he also was actively not hiring Blacks‖ (63). This kind of workplace 

discrimination that pitted one ethnoracial group against another surely generated 

resentment that spilled over into other matters of daily life.  In this story, Gil owns a 

small junk store, which is piled high with tables and couches and refrigerators, and is 

kept dark unless ―you got money to buy things with‖ (19).  Esperanza says that Gil is ―a 

black man who doesn‘t talk much and sometimes if you didn‘t know better you could be 

in there a long time before your eyes notice a pair of gold glasses floating in the dark.‖  

The striking image of the floating glasses, like a Cheshire cat grin, adds to the Alice-in-

Wonderland mood that is created when Esperanza observes that ―everything is on top of 

everything‖ and that ―you can get lost easy‖; symbolically, however, the glasses let us 

understand that although Gil is invisible to the girls, he retains the power of sight.  In a 



 250 

society in which African Americans have been invisible, this small shop demarcates a 

space of power for Gil.  Esperanza harbors some distrust of Gil, which underlies her 

comment: ―Me, I never said nothing to him except once when I bought the Statue of 

Liberty for a dime.‖  The humor in suggesting that she actually bought the Statue of 

Liberty, instead of a replica, marks her immigrant background, but at the same time it 

distracts the reader from her expression of distrust.   

For reasons that are unclear but nevertheless suggest racial tension, Esperanza and 

Gil are counterpoised in mutual suspicion.  And then Nenny asks about the music box.  It 

is an old wooden box with a brass perforated disk, but when Gil winds the box, ―it‘s like 

all of a sudden he let go a million moths all over the dusty furniture and swan-neck 

shadows and in our bones.  It‘s like drops of water.  Or like marimbas only with a funny 

little plucked sound to it like if you were running your fingers across the teeth of a metal 

comb‖ (20).  In this moment of magic, Esperanza thinks of marimbas, which are found in 

southern Mexico, Central America, and parts of South America.  But scholars have also 

argued that the marimba was developed from the African xylophone, and thus this 

moment represents a connection between two cultural traditions (Bensusan).   But when 

Nenny roots through her pocket for some quarters, he abruptly snatches away the object.  

―This, the old man says shutting the lid, this ain‘t for sale‖ (20).  Somehow, Esperanza 

anticipates the snub, because she says, ―And then I don‘t know why, but I have to turn 

around and pretend I don‘t care about the box so Nenny won‘t see how stupid I am.  But 

Nenny, who is stupider, already is asking how much‖ (20).  It is unclear why Esperanza 

thinks that she and Nenny are stupid for being entranced by the box, but it arguably 

hinges on Esperanza‘s earlier distrust; in this moment of being caught off guard, they are 

made vulnerable.  Gil takes advantage of the moment to deny the acquisition of this 

treasure to these girls, whom he might see as usurpers of jobs and property.  In light of 
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the history of slavery in which people were ―bought and sold‖ as property, Gil is 

reclaiming the right to assert ownership, and to claim that something precious ―ain‘t for 

sale.‖ 

Esperanza‘s spatial mapping thus provides a way of knowing her neighborhood 

that is characterized by an immediacy of the immigration experience informing her own 

relationship to intra-urban migration, for example, and the production and reproduction 

of racial tensions and struggles within the city.  The Chicago that readers see in Caramelo 

is almost exclusively centered in Little Italy and the Maxwell Street market, both of 

which represent the Near West side area that has been home to different immigrant 

groups, and in which Jane Addams established Hull House.  Uncle Fat-face and Aunty 

Licha live in, as Lala tells it, ―A wooden house that looks like an elephant sat on the 

roof…Just off Taylor Street. Not far from Saint Francis church of the Mexicans.  A 

stone‘s throw from Maxwell Street flea market. The old Italian section of Chicago in the 

shadow of the downtown Loop‖ (10).  This is the neighborhood that Carlos Cortez 

celebrated in ―Requiem for a Street‖ for its mixing of cultures, races, and nationalities, 

and in Caramelo, we see the same potential for hybridity.  Aunty Ninfa is in fact Italian 

American, which makes Lala‘s cousins Amor and Paz Mexican-Italian-American.  The 

old Italian neighborhood from Sandburg‘s poetry is present in a ―life-size portrait of an 

Italian street beggar bending over to take a drink from a fountain,‖ and in a sense lives in 

their family, as they explain that they bought the painting because it reminded them of 

―our little Paz.‖   But the Italian Americans of mid-twentieth-century Chicago are already 

some generations distant from these origins.  Aunty and Uncle have a taste for gilt and 

marble, which contrasts humorously with the painting, and Lala reasons that ―It‘s because 

Aunty Ninfa is from Italy, that‘s why she‘s used to fancy things.  Uncle Baby met her in a 

Laundromat on Taylor Street and fell in love with her voice, sexy and sad as a trombone 
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in a smoky café‖ (13).  Lala asks Ninfa if she is ever homesick for Italy, and her response 

is telling: ―I don‘t know, honey, I‘ve never been there.‖ For Lala, whose sense of home is 

divided between Chicago and Mexico City, this realization that someone can be 

considered Italian and never have been to their country of origin is surprising.  It serves 

to underscore Lala‘s own transnational experience, but also points to the different 

position Italian Americans had come to occupy in Chicago since the early twentieth 

century.  As the established ethnic group, Italian Americans represent, for Lala, 

assimilation and class, which she experiences vicariously through Uncle Baby‘s marriage 

to Aunty Ninfa. 

“VAMOS A LA MASGUEL”: APPROPRIATING CHICAGO SPACE 

While Chicago tends to be oppressive for Lala and the Grandmother, there are 

moments in which characters in Caramelo appropriate urban space in transformative 

ways.  Uncle Fat-face, for example, is a gleeful yet unauthorized participant in the 

Mexican Independence day parade that runs through the Loop: 

 

Every year Uncle trades his old Cadillac for a brand-new used one.  On the 16th 

of September, Uncle waits until the tail of the Mexican parade.  When the last 

float is rolling toward the Loop, Uncle tags along in his big Caddy, thrilled to be 

driving down State Street, the top rolled down, the kids sitting in the back dressed 

in charro suits and waving.  (10-11) 

While Lala rarely tells of her family visiting other neighborhoods, here Uncle Fat-face 

and his kids not only roll down the middle of downtown Chicago, but do so as part of the 

Mexican parade.  As Lala states just a paragraph earlier, the Italian neighborhood they 

live in is in ―the shadow of the downtown Loop,‖ implying not just proximity, but also a 

hierarchy of space in which the central commercial and business district of Chicago is 

more well-known and valued than Taylor Street.  The Mexican parade (and the other 

ethnonational parades, for that matter), represents more than pride—it signifies 
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acceptance and inclusion in a city well-known for its immigrants, and for at least one day, 

an ownership of valued urban space.  For Uncle Fat-face, the thrill of driving down State 

Street involves subverting the parade, as generally only businesses and civic groups 

sponsor floats, but it is also a transgression of public space in which Mexicans are not 

regularly imagined.   

In their neighborhood, however, the Maxwell Street flea market is the place for 

magic.  Like Carlos Cortez before her, Cisneros endows the chaotic space in this part of 

the city with a transformative energy, in which the mixture of cultures and the haphazard, 

odds-and-ends nature of the market offer some of the more happy moments in the novel.  

In fact, Cisneros‘s engagement with Maxwell Street began prior to the publication of 

Caramelo with ―Barbie-Q,‖ a short story in Woman Hollering Creek.  The narrator‘s 

excited description of her and her friend‘s Barbie outfits is threaded with the regret that 

they can only afford one extra outfit apiece, and therefore must be creative in cutting up 

an old sock to make a dress with the ―glamorous, fancy-free, off-the-shoulder look‖ (14).  

That resourcefulness is echoed in the Maxwell Street market, which features such random 

items as ―tool bits, and platform shoes with the heels all squashed, and a fluorescent 

green wicker wastebasket, and aluminum foil…and a coffee can full of rusty nails.‖ Junk, 

to the average consumer, but these items could be potential repurposed treasures or parts 

of as-yet-unimagined new creations.  For the girls on this particular day, however, 

Maxwell Street represents the fulfillment of their wildest fantasies, as they spy among the 

merchandise Bendable Legs Barbie, Midge, Ken, Skipper, Tutti and Todd—even 

―Francie, Barbie‘s MOD‘ern cousin.‖  As the narrator explains, ―Everybody today selling 

toys, all of them damaged with water and smelling of smoke.  Because a big toy 

warehouse on Halsted Street burned down yesterday…And now there is a big fire sale at 

Maxwell Street, today only‖ (15).  Maxwell Street‘s alternative economy, questionable in 
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the legality of some of its merchandise, represents an opportunity for the narrator to 

complete her Barbie family.  The girls get them all, and more important than that 

Francie‘s left foot is melted a little is that they also now have the ―Prom Pinks‖ outfit that 

will cover it up so that no one has to know.   

In Caramelo, Maxwell Street is both a transformative space and a site of memory.  

As in Carlos Cortez‘s ―Requiem for a Street,‖ it fosters a chaotic energy and a mixture of 

influences that the dominant culture views unfavorably.  In Maxwell Street, one could see 

the kind of confused disorder and hardscrabble conditions that progressives at the 

beginning of the twentieth century targeted as in need of improvement.  But Cisneros 

describes it in a footnote as ―a filthy, pungent, wonderful place filled with astonishing 

people, good music, and goods from don‘t-ask-where.‖  While Cisneros acknowledges 

the qualities that might raise eyebrows elsewhere, she re-casts them as having almost 

magical potential.  As in the previous example from ―Barbie-Q,‖ the market represents 

not only junk, but opportunity, given the right approach and attitude.  Cisneros‘s first 

footnote on Maxwell Street explains its history after Lala mentions that Uncle Fat-Face 

and Aunty Licha‘s apartment is filled with things they collect over the year at Maxwell 

Street, in order to sell them when they travel to Toluca for the summer.  Lala comments 

that ―All year their apartment looks like a store,‖ suggesting that the jumble-sale, odds-

and-ends, make-do rascuache aesthetic that characterizes the market also extends into and 

infuses their private space.  But the footnotes also function as an elegy for Maxwell 

Street: at the time of the novel‘s writing, Maxwell Street and the surrounding 

neighborhood was being pushed back and demolished so that the University of Illinois at 

Chicago could expand.  This pair of footnotes is nested, so that the second footnote 

provides further information on the first.  The first recounts the university expansion and 

the relocation of the market so that it is no longer on Maxwell Street and exists only ―as a 
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shadow of its former grime and glory.‖  Only Jim‘s Original Hot Dogs remains, Cisneros 

notes, suggesting admiration for the endurance of the famous hot dog stand that was built 

in 1939 and remains as a ―memorial to Maxwell Street‘s funky past.‖  But the second 

footnote adds that that Jim‘s Original Hot Dogs, the symbol of Maxwell Street‘s past 

glory, was demolished by the university and the city.  Cisneros comments that Mayor 

Daley‘s gentrification efforts result in ―tidy parks and tidy houses for the very very 

wealthy, while the poor, as always, get swept under the rug, out of sight and out of mind‖ 

(9).  Cisneros‘s pointed use of ―tidy‖ contrasts with the ―filth‖ and the ―grime‖ of 

Maxwell Street, in a way that suggests not only a wiping clean, but a wiping free of the 

neighborhood‘s character.  Thus, as Cisneros astutely points out, the conceit of ―cleaning 

up‖ the neighborhood extends beyond its appearances to displacing the very population 

that had kept the market running and made the area their home for more than a hundred 

years.  

Cisneros and Cortez both imagine the Maxwell Street/Halsted Street area as a 

vivid place of creative potential anchored in the past.  Even as they celebrate its 

transformative qualities, they do so with grief and anger at the city government‘s 

disregard for the valued spaces of the lower class in its effort to sanitize the city and 

make room for the upper class. In Caramelo, this view of Maxwell Street as a kind of 

refuge that no longer exists is significant for the way Lala articulates her sense of home, 

which is complicated by distance and time.  Throughout the novel, Lala struggles to 

articulate what ―home‖ means to her, when her family has always lived between Chicago 

and Mexico City, but also when the meaning of ―home‖ is so entwined with her 

childhood that the entire novel becomes an attempt to access the past.  She remarks, after 

an attempt to relocate to San Antonio, ―That terrible ache and nostalgia for home when 

home is gone, and this isn‘t it…In less than three hours we could be at the border, but 
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where‘s the border to the past, I ask you, where?‖  Cisneros‘s investigation of place, then, 

is invested with an exilic nostalgia but complicated by a transnational sensibility.  As 

Lala grows up, she can continue to make the circuitious travels her family took between 

Chicago and Mexico, but she can never return to the same places—her creation of place 

is anchored in the past, and clash harshly with present-day reality.  In a way, then, 

Maxwell Street is doubly charged with the weight of the past—that of the narrator, but 

also as a symbol of what was wonderful about Chicago, a city that in this novel has very 

little to recommend it.  There is no love lost between Lala and Chicago—she says at one 

point that she has been waiting all her life to get out of ―the cold, and the stink, and the 

terror‖ (301)—but her own identity was formed at the core of what Maxwell Street 

represented: 

 

When I was born Mother said she needed two things after getting out of the 

hospital, —Please, a pork chop sandwich from Jim‘s Original Hot Dogs on 

Maxwell Street, and a barbacoa taquito just down the street at La Milagrosa.  

And me just born wrapped in my new flannel blanket, hair wet as a calf, face still 

long from coming through the birth chute, and my mother standing there on 

Halsted and Maxwell with her pork chop sandwich, and men with gold teeth 

hawking watches, and the balloon man with his prophylactic-shaped ugly 

balloons, and right across the street that man Harold my father always fights with 

every time he buys shoes, and La Milagrosa filled with mice.  Don‘t look! (350) 

Here, the intersection of Halsted and Maxwell appears almost as though it were the center 

of the universe, with Lala resting there nearly at the moment of her birth.  The pork chop 

sandwich from Jim‘s and the barbacoa taquito represent the kind of cultural brew that 

Maxwell fostered, while the watch-seller, the balloon man, and Harold speak to the 

entrepreneurial, yet slightly off-color, dicey nature of the place.  This is the kind of 

colorful place from which Lala emerges, and a piece of Lala‘s past is lost along with a 

piece of Chicago history when Maxwell Street disappears. By including her memories of 
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Maxwell Street, however, in re-creating her family‘s history, Lala ensures that this 

significant place is not forgotten. 

FINDING MEXICAN CHICAGO 

Thus far, my analysis has been concerned with how Chicago appears in 

Cisneros‘s novels as a city of soured promise for immigrants, and the author‘s spatial 

mapping of the city that allows her characters a measure of agency despite the sometimes 

oppressive urban environment.  The theoretical lens based on Raúl Homero Villa‘s 

concept of barriology emphasizes community-enabling spatial practice that resists 

external barrioization forces, which can be seen in both Mango Street and Caramelo.  

However, a critical reading of space in Cisneros‘s novels expands when one adds to 

barriology a transnational vision that invests into the local creation of space a global 

sensibility.  In Cisneros‘s fiction, the work of anthropologist Nicholas De Genova helps 

to conceptualize a Mexican Chicago that incorporates into the creation of space and place 

the circulation of culture, experience, and memories between the two major cities.   

In Caramelo, Cisneros‘s focus on space moves from Chicago to explore Mexico 

City; in engaging both, Cisneros forges a connection between the two for the narrator that 

results in a transnational production of space. In his 2005 book Working the Boundaries: 

Race, Space, and “Illegality” in Mexican Chicago, De Genova pinpoints the binary 

nature of formulations that have attempted to describe the condition of Mexican-origin 

people in the U.S.  Citing Jose Vasconcelos‘s notion of a Mexico de afuera, (a Mexico 

abroad or outside of itself) and Americo Paredes‘s description of ―Greater Mexico‖ that 

foregrounds cultural rather than political ties, De Genova argues that both ―construe the 

Mexican presence on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico divide in terms of an inside and 

outside of the originary Mexican space and thus tend to reinscribe…a binary 
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juxtaposition of nation-state spaces.‖  Rather, De Genova‘s articulation of a Mexican 

Chicago destabilizes the construction of space dependent upon the boundaries drawn by 

nation-states, proposing instead a Chicago that corresponds sociospatially to Latin 

America.  He writes: ―The Mexican in Mexican Chicago…pertains not to the Mexican 

nation-state, nor to any presumed essential Mexicanness, but rather to the particular 

sociohistorical situation of transnational working-class migrants, originating in Mexico, 

for which Mexican (in my formulation) serves as shorthand, but through which the very 

meanings of Mexican—for these migrants themselves—come to be reconfigured.  Rather 

than an outpost or extension of Mexico, therefore, the ―Mexicanness‖ of Mexican 

Chicago signifies a permanent disruption of the space of the U.S. nation-state and 

embodies the vital possibility of something truly new, a radically different social 

formation‖ (100).   

This something that is truly new encompasses a concept of transnational space 

that can at once comprise innumerable places; it is a concept that makes explicit the 

social production of space, one that disrupts the reliance of much Chicano scholarship on 

the premise of ―a radical and spatial discontinuity between the United States and Mexico‖ 

(109).  Within this framework, we can thus understand, as De Genova argues, how: 

 

Mexican migration to Chicago thus partakes of an active reworking and 

(re)production of social space itself. As a result, Chicago and Mexico have come 

to be inextricably implicated into one another.  As urban space, Chicago itself is 

continuously produced (and reconfigured) through the contradictions of struggles 

in which migrants are centrally implicated—where Mexican communities 

themselves can be constituted not in isolation but indeed only in the midst of 

social conflict. (113)   

This social conflict has different implications from that of Chicanos in the Southwest, 

tied as it is to Chicago‘s mythological status as the City of Big Shoulders and its history 

of labor struggles, its multiracial and ethnic population, and its vexed race relations.  One 
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might rush to add that in the present moment, the rest of Mexican America is becoming 

like Chicago. 

Additionally, De Genova reworks the conceptualization of the city as a 

naturalized, essentialized urban environment, taking to task the Chicago School of 

sociology for devising ―an urban sociology that explicitly sought to emulate the 

ethnographic techniques of Boasian (primitivist) anthropology, coupled with a 

purportedly ‗ecological‘ perspective, approaching ‗the city‘ as a singular, universal, 

evolutionary and natural fact‖ (96).  Arguing that this framework effectively reduces the 

city to a ―context,‖ an aggregate of naturalized sociocultural processes, against which 

―cultural‖ units could be ―put in their place‖ and studied, De Genova places Mexican 

Chicago outside of this anthropologic fantasy, claiming that its irreducibility to physical 

location defies ―the segregationist‘s metaphysics of flat cartographic modes‖ (97).  

Instead, the fluid nature of the relationship between Mexican Chicago and Mexico 

demands an understanding of community not anchored to any preconceived notions of 

territoriality.  De Genova argues that ―the everyday-life practices of migrant workers 

produce a living space in Chicago that conjoins it irreversibly to Mexico and render it 

irretrievable for the U.S. nation-state‖ (98).  As he sees it, a Mexican Chicago entails the 

consideration of the effects of transnationalism, both in the active relationships that 

immigrants maintain over vast distances, and in the production of racialized difference 

―across a global capitalist topography of domination‖ (103) that finds its origins in a local 

capitalist configuration.   

Cisneros‘s fiction does not simply represent urban space but in essence 

corresponds to Mexican Chicago.  While The House on Mango Street maps a Chicago 

social space whose Latino population transcends its boundaries, Caramelo creates a more 

complex, densely layered relationship between Chicago and Mexico City which shows 
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how the creation of place in each depends on the narrator‘s memories of the other.  In 

Mango Street, the residents are multi-ethnic and multi-racial.  Many have recently moved 

to the neighborhood, whether from Puerto Rico or Mexico, or even from Tennessee, as 

Earl has.  The recent nature of their arrival produces connections to their sources of 

origin, which they maintain through culture.  This reproduction of culture is evident in 

Alicia‘s confinement within Latino patriarchal traditions; her daily movements are guided 

as much by the ―tortilla star‖ that demands her presence in the kitchen, as by her 

ambitions to get a college degree.  The same patriarchal culture also keeps Marin‘s 

movements strictly within the parameters of the home; barely allowed past the front door, 

she only escapes at night to dream underneath the streetlight. 

However, these connections also manifest themselves in a much more direct way, 

through the flow of movement to and from their homelands and through the flow of 

capital.  Louie‘s family maintains direct ties to Puerto Rico, and Marin herself keeps a 

boyfriend there.  In a bit of foreshadowing, the reader learns that Marin is soon to return, 

sent back by her aunt and uncle ―with a letter saying she‘s too much trouble‖ (26).   Even 

Alicia, whose university education will offer her the opportunity to enter the U.S. 

economy, considers Mango Street a temporary home.  ―I like Alicia,‖ Esperanza informs 

the reader, ―because once she gave me a little leather purse with the word 

GUADALAJARA stitched on it, which is home for Alicia, and one day she will go back 

there‖ (106).     

Most memorable, however, is ―Geraldo No Last Name,‖ the vignette about the 

young immigrant whom Marin meets at a dance and who is killed in a hit-and-run 

accident.  His death is made more poignant by the loneliness of his life and the distance 

of his family: ―They never saw the kitchenettes.  They never knew about the two-room 

flats and the sleeping rooms he rented, the weekly money orders sent home, the currency 
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exchange.  How could they?  His name was Geraldo.  And his home is in another 

country.  The ones he left behind are far away, will wonder, shrug, remember‖ (66).  

Geraldo No Last Name becomes representative of the millions of migrant laborers made 

anonymous by their vulnerable, often tenuous legal status.  It is this population De 

Genova considers when he writes, ―one distinctive feature of Chicago in the era of 

globalization is that if it is not exactly a ‗world city‘ it has certainly become a Mexican 

city through the entrenchment of transnationalized labor and migrant workers‘ 

improvisational productions of locality‖ (102).  He notes that the movement of capital 

across borders, as represented here by the currency exchange, keeps viable entire 

communities in Mexico by providing ―crucial material sustenance to ways of life defined 

by subsistence farming and small-scale commerce‖ (101).  Cisneros puts a human face on 

this system of labor, highlighting the alienation involved from one‘s own family when 

making the decision to come north in search of work. 

The presence of a migrant transnational work force in Chicago, as De Genova 

argues, has the effect of producing a space that belongs both to Mexico and Chicago.  In 

The House on Mango Street, this certainly seems to be the case, as the reproduction of 

space and memory evokes a Mexico that belongs to Esperanza‘s barrio, in spite of her 

never having lived there.  While Villa‘s articulation of barriology involves the concept of 

the palimpsest, in which new construction cannot obliterate the memory of the old barrio 

in the minds of the Mexican population, Cisneros evokes a different kind of rewriting of 

space, particular to Mexican Chicago.  On Mango Street, the persistence of memory 

manifests Mexico in the material environment.    It is less successful at times than others, 

but is nevertheless present, as when Mamacita‘s husband attempts to recreate a sense of 

the country she pines for:  ―Home.  Home.  Home is a house in a photograph, a pink 

house, pink as hollyhocks with lots of startled light.  The man paints the walls of the 
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apartment pink, but it‘s not the same, you know.  She still sighs for that pink house, and 

then I think she cries.  I would‖ (77).   

Mamacita‘s memories of Mexico are fresh, however, and no coat of paint will 

satisfy her grief.  Esperanza‘s experiences of Mexico, however, are non-native, and 

tempered by time.  Thus, when she, Nenny, Rachel, and Lucy pass a house that reminds 

her of Mexico, Esperanza can evoke a sense of her father‘s homeland that is true for her, 

and for her sister as well.   She recalls, ―There was nothing about the house that looked 

exactly like the houses I remembered.  I‘m not even sure why I thought it, but it seemed 

right.  Look at that house, I said, it looks like Mexico.‖  Rachel and Lucy, perhaps never 

having been to Mexico, remain skeptical, but Nenny confirms Esperanza‘s intuition, 

saying, ―Yes, that‘s Mexico all right.  That‘s what I was thinking exactly‖ (18).  It is 

significant that Nenny does not say, as Esperanza does, that it looks like Mexico, but that 

it is Mexico.  Nenny and Esperanza are producing a reality that could not exist without 

their experience as children of a Mexican immigrant and the trips back to Mexico that it 

entails.  In this sense, their memory of Mexico is written over the built environment of 

Chicago, creating a barrio space that is personalized to their own transnational 

experience.   

In Caramelo, Cisneros explores in more depth the relationship between memory, 

the construction of space, and the concept of home when a transnational experience 

shapes one‘s identity.  In The House on Mango Street, memories of Mexico shape the 

Chicago landscape, but in Caramelo, readers travel across the border with the Reyes 

family to the capital of Mexico itself.  Cisneros creates the sense of a continuous circuit 

of travel in the early chapters of the book by narrating the details of a road trip in which 

memories are embedded of previous trips.  Lala knows the route by heart—―Chicago, 

Route 66—Ogden Avenue past the giant Turtle Wax turtle‖ all the way to the border and 
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then to Mexico City (5).  When they reach Texas, memories come flooding back through 

her senses: ―I forgot the light, white and stinging like an onion.  I remembered the bugs, a 

windshield spotted with yellow….I remembered how big Texas is…But the light. That I 

don‘t remember forgetting until I remember it‖ (16).  More than the details of the trip, 

however, Lala remembers the feel of Mexico itself—its sounds, smells, and colors—as a 

different, pungent, intimate experience.  But the Reyes family makes their yearly summer 

journey in the context of a greater pattern of migration; one knows that these memories 

and experiences aren‘t particular to Lala and her brothers, but are typical for many 

Chicago Mexicans.  The Awful Grandmother convinces her sons to make the trip 

together one year in light of the stories she has heard from other travelers: ―What if 

someone falls asleep at the wheel like the time Concha Chacón became a widow and lost 

half her family near Dallas.  What a barbarity! And did you hear that sad story about 

Blanca‘s cousins, eight people killed just as they were returning from Michoacán, right 

outside the Chicago city limits, a patch of ice and a light pole in some place called 

Aurora, pobrecitos‖ (8).  These cautionary tales, taking on an almost mythic quality, tell 

of the dangers of the journey, but also demonstrate the Grandmother‘s own familiarity 

with the major cities along the well-known route.  

While the Awful Grandmother‘s knowledge of the United States comes from 

cuentos of disaster, Lala‘s own knowledge of Mexico is personal, first-hand, and 

intimate.  She remarks that ―every year Father‘s birthday is celebrated in Mexico City 

and never in Chicago, because Father‘s birthday falls in the summer.  That‘s why on the 

mornings of Father‘s birth we wake to ‗The Little Mornings,‘ and not ‗Happy Birthday to 

You‘‖ [emphasis mine] (47).  That Inocencio returns to Mexico every year to celebrate 

his birthday and brings his family with him not only reinscribes his own Mexican-ness, 

but transfers that part of his identity to his children.  Here, Lala demonstrates a hybrid 
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cultural awareness in her knowledge of both kinds of birthday songs, but also in the way 

she translates the title of the popular Mexican birthday song, ―Las Mañanitas.‖  The 

diminutive reminds one that the song is traditionally sung before dawn, in order to be the 

first to serenade the loved one and wish them a happy birthday.  Thus, ―mañanita‖ can be 

understood as ―dawn,‖ but Lala offers the literal translation with a sense of play, based on 

her native knowledge of English and Spanish.   

This kind of transliteration is a signature of Cisneros‘s style, as is her prodigious 

familiarity with Mexican popular culture, including film, music, and printed media.  In 

Caramelo, it denotes the way popular culture travels with families across borders to 

inform lived experience on the other side.  For example, when Lala describes Aunty 

Licha and Uncle Fat-Face‘s relationship, she recalls what her mother said about Licha:   

―she‘s from over there, Mother continues, meaning from the Mexican side, and not this 

side. –Mexican women are just like the Mexican songs, locas for love‖ (11).  While Zoila 

draws a distinction between herself and Licha, Lala nevertheless knows that Mexican 

love well, as she is familiar those Mexican songs.  She also recognizes that Mexican love 

from the telenovelas that her father watches, which famously feature high drama and a 

love that conquers all.  Cisneros playfully mocks the dialogue of telenovelas in a 

footnote, which includes four different lines that, when said twice and ―more dramatic the 

second time ‗round…will sound like the dialogue of any telenovela‖ (15).  These lines all 

express the suffering, cruelty, and deception that constitute the bread and butter of 

Mexican soaps.  That passionate, dramatic, stylized form of love informs the way in 

which Lala self-consciously romanticizes her family‘s history, constructing narratives of 

passion and destiny for her grandparents and her parents.   

As with any circuit, however, the transnational flow of culture and experience 

travels both ways, and Mexico City is affected by the culture and experience that the 
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Reyes family brings.  Transnational travel affects the material reality of the family in 

Mexico; for example, part of Aunty Light-Skin‘s sense of style comes from the 

American-bought clothing she wears to work every day.  Whether she dons glittery 

cocktail dresses, silk blouses, or crocodile stilettos, ―Aunty always looks elegant. 

Because she doesn‘t shop at El Palacio de Hierro or Liverpool like the other office girls.  

Her clothes are from Carson Pirie Scott and Marshall Field‘s‖ (31).  Most likely her 

clothes were brought by relatives visiting from Chicago, or possibly on a trip of her own 

to the city.  But naming those two iconic department stores evokes not just the cachet that 

American brands carry in Mexico, but the specific glamour associated with Chicago, 

especially when one thinks of Marshall Field‘s and its history as one of the first 

department stores in the nation and as a city landmark.  Clothing from el Palacio de 

Hierro and Liverpool, expensive retail stores in Mexico, here cannot compete in 

desirability with the goods brought from the North.   

Memories, as well as material goods, are brought from Chicago to Mexico City 

and help Lala to translate the space into place that is layered with experience—with hers 

and that of other family members.  These memories transform space at the level of small 

detail and grand narrative.  When Lala returns to Mexico City with her father to help her 

grandmother pack her things and sell the house, she comes upon Soledad sitting amidst 

the jumble of things kept in her treasured armoire. Lala observes, ―All over the floor and 

spilling out of the walnut-wood armoire is a tangled mess of junk impossible not to want 

to touch.  The open doors let out the same smell I remember from when I was little.  Old, 

sweet, and rotten, like things you buy at Maxwell Street.‖  Soledad‘s collection of 

random memorabilia appeals to Lala‘s flaneur-esque sensibilities, prompting her to want 

to touch them, and thus somehow make them her own.  But for Lala, the sensory 

experience also recalls Maxwell Street, which evokes nostalgic memory as well as the 
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possibility of finding treasure in the discarded.  And she does, rummaging in a box full of 

photographs, Lala finds a picture of her grandfather when he was young, ―handsome in a 

fancy striped suit…leaning to the side like a clock at ten to six‖ (253).  The reader knows, 

based on a previous chapter, that Narciso leans toward a lover who has been cut out of 

the picture, and thus the image holds the potential for pain, as well as love, for Soledad.  

This treasure is not for Lala to appropriate, unlike at the Maxwell Street flea market; in a 

moment that echoes ―Gil‘s Furniture Bought & Sold‖ from The House on Mango Street, 

the Grandmother snatches away the photo from Lala‘s hand and admonishes that she 

won‘t need her help anymore that day.     

At the level of narrative, Lala depends on her knowledge of Mexican popular 

culture to envision the Mexico City that her grandmother inhabited as a young girl. 

Chronologically, she begins to write her grandmother‘s story after Soledad dies, so she 

has no direct access to her stories.  Instead, she taps into the vast store of imagery she has 

collected from Mexican art, photography, and the films she has watched over the years in 

Chicago‘s Mexican movie houses.  The Mexico City she creates, then, is romanticized, 

nostalgic, and antithetical to the Chicago she knows well and despises.  Lala writes, 

―Aunty Fina lived in a building that would appear lovely only after demolition, surviving 

in a nostalgic hand-colored photograph by Manuel Ramos Sánchez, the Mexican Atget.  

In rosy pastels it seemed to rise like a dream of a more charming time…‖ However, Lala 

imagines Soledad‘s voice over her shoulder, contradicting her idealization of the past.  In 

this novel, which gleefully blurs the lines between memory, history, storytelling, and 

gossip, this particular section explicitly confronts Lala‘s desire to imagine a charming 

family history with the sordid reality experienced by the young Soledad.  Ironically, her 

memories of the city sound quite similar to Lala‘s description of dark Chicago hallways: 

―It was never rosy, and it certainly wasn‘t charming.  It was smelly, dank, noisy, hot, and 
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filled with vermin.‖  Undeterred, Lala continues with her fantasy:  ―Although the walls 

were damp and rust-stained, the courtyard was made cheerful with several potted 

bougainvillea plants, rubber trees, camellias, and caged canaries‖ (97-98).  Soledad 

interjects in disgust, ―How you exaggerate! Where you get these ridiculous ideas is 

beyond me.‖  After a few paragraphs, the argument between Lala and Soledad becomes a 

harmony as they imagine/remember the manner in which Narciso and Soledad met, and it 

isn‘t beyond the careful reader to see how Lala‘s idealization of Soledad‘s life comes 

straight from the celluloid past.  As she muses, ―If this were a movie from Mexico‘s 

Golden Age of cinema, it would be black-and-white and no doubt a musical,‖ Soledad 

dreamily adds, ―Like Nosotros, los pobres,‖ an iconic 1948 film starring the great 

Mexican actor, Pedro Infante (98).  Movies, long recognized as a site of fantasy and 

escape for the underclass, offer Lala the opportunity to imagine herself out of her 

oppressive urban space in Chicago by watching Mexican movies to re-imagine another 

oppressive urban space as beautiful.  The transnational flow of culture and memory here 

demonstrate a complex configuration of influences in the construction of this space, as 

Mexico‘s own idealization of its past, as represented by Mexican movies, travels to 

Chicago to affect the sensibility of a young girl who feels trapped in her environment.  

Lala‘s reimagination of a poor Mexico City ghetto thus seems to be constituted of her 

own memories, her current alienation, and images from Mexico‘s golden age of film.  

The image of the humble yet charming Mexican barrio, then, contains the tension 

between Lala‘s desires to flee her own Chicago neighborhood and Soledad‘s wish to have 

her story told accurately.   

But Lala cannot escape, which becomes the central dilemma of the novel.  When 

she does run away from San Antonio, where her family has moved, to Mexico City, she 

finds that the city is not the refuge of her childhood, but is different, dirtier, unfamiliar.  It 
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has become more like Chicago.  Earlier, I suggested that Chicago and Mexico City stand 

as opposite poles in a transnational circuit, but to imagine them cartographically limits 

the way Lala‘s memories and experience shape urban space.  In Lala‘s young life, her 

travels between the two have created a kind of doubling of cities, in the way that De 

Genova‘s concept of a Mexican Chicago can help to imagine.  As previously noted, De 

Genova has observed that the reproduction of social space Mexican migrants participate 

in has caused ―Chicago and Mexico…to be inextricably implicated into one another.‖  

Thus, when Lala is in either city, the other is also always present; however, Mexico in 

Chicago helps to make that city more livable, while Chicago in Mexico represents 

degradation.  When she runs an errand in the D.F. with the Awful Grandmother to buy 

tamales especially for her father, Lala thinks, ―Downtown is changed from how I 

remember it, or could it be I remember it all wrong?  Walls are dirtier, more crowded, 

graffiti painted on buildings like in Chicago.  Mexico City looks more like cities in the 

U.S., as if it suddenly got sick and tired of keeping itself clean‖ (259).  Of course, as 

Soledad pointed out earlier, Mexico City—at least the poor parts—has always been noisy 

and crowded and dirty.  As a child, however, Lala has only ever seen the charm and the 

magic of the city, particularly as it appeared in contrast to Chicago.  Here, with the dirty 

walls signaling Lala‘s loss of innocence, the cities begin to merge.   

But when Mexico City surfaces in Chicago, its charm merges with the magic of 

Maxwell Street.  Lala narrates an episode in which the entire family accompanies her 

father to buy new wingtip oxfords from Harold‘s on the corner of Halsted and Maxwell, 

but as she indicates, they go every Sunday, while other families go to church.  The outing 

puts everyone in a good mood, but particularly her father, who ―starts to sing ‗Farolito‘ in 

a happy voice‖ as he shaves.  His excitement is puzzling, since Inocencio hates used 

things and doesn‘t let his kids have anything secondhand from Goodwill or the Salvation 
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Army.  But as Lala explains, ―Maxwell Street is different.  It reminds Father of the open-

air markets in Mexico‖ (294).  It isn‘t difficult to see the parallels—the villa in front of 

the basilica to the Virgen de Guadalupe is a central focus of Lala‘s attention in Mexico 

City, and her descriptions of that market are vivid:  ―We sit in the sun on the plaza 

steps…eating hot gorditas and drinking pineapple sodas, watching a drunk man dancing 

backward with a dog, an girl crocheting doilies with pink string, a widow under a black 

umbrella wobbling to church on her knees slowly slowly, like a circus lady on a high 

wire‖ (65).  All of the senses are engaged here, but even more appealing is the wonderful 

and bizarre combination of people and activity, drawn together at this central spot.  

Likewise, the Maxwell flea market is an incredible mix of trash and treasure, but even 

better are the market denizens:    

 

Mother and Grandmother are just glad to get out of the house. They wander the 

streets like prisoners escaped from Joliet. Everything amuses them.  The blues 

musicians twanging away on steel guitars. The smoky scent of grilled barbecue.  

The medicine man wearing live snakes.  They don‘t care if they don‘t buy a thing.  

They‘re happy just to eat, to stop at 18th Street for carnitas and chicharrón, or at 

Taylor Street for Italian lemonade on the way home. (295) 

The market provides the escape that Soledad and Zoila need from the hardships and 

banality of their everyday lives.  The act of walking through the market and the city 

streets liberates them physically and spiritually, in the same way that walking through 

Mexico City does for Lala.  Performers and food merchants come together in the same 

heady mix that Lala remembers from the villa in Mexico, demonstrating the potential of 

central urban spaces in large cities to yield startling, vital communities. But Maxwell 

Street also features a global mix of cultures that includes the presence of the Mexican 

community, in the ―finest homemade tamales in the world from that Michoacán widow 

the police keep hassling because she doesn‘t have a food permit‖ (294).  In a sense she 

corresponds to the vendor that Soledad and Lala sought out in the bowels of Mexico City, 
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selling tamales out of her doorway, but here she sells alongside the African-American 

bluesmen and the barbecue brought by migrants from the U.S. South.   

In these key passages, then, we can see a doubling or merging of cities in the way 

that a transnational consciousness can construct space when drawing upon disparate 

memories and experiences.  Lala‘s sense of exile or homesickness finds a partial answer 

in her father‘s sentiment that home for him is wherever his kids are, but a resolution for 

her is more complicated.  She seeks stability in writing the history of her grandmother, 

and thus of her family, but she also continues to travel in the transnational circuit between 

her two cities.  For Lala, both Mexico City and Chicago represent her center, which 

becomes a kind of ―third space.‖  Early in the novel, she imagines the family arriving to a 

ticker tape parade in their honor, in ―Mexico City! La capital. El D.F. La capirucha. The 

center of the universe!‖ and in recognizing the joy of their arrival, there is a sense of 

having come home (25).  In a different moment, while narrating her great-grandfather 

Eleuterio Reyes‘s almost-escape from his responsibilities, she notes that after returning to 

Spain, he made his way finally back to his pregnant lover, ―toward that city in the middle 

of the world, halfway between here and there, between nowhere‖ (162).  This remark 

suggests that the city itself somehow has become unmoored in the context of the Reyes 

family‘s history of global migration.  But in the end, Lala and her family return to 

Chicago, despite its problems, and it too becomes the center.  After Inocencio recovers 

from his heart attack and decides to hold his and Zoila‘s thirtieth anniversary party a few 

years early, Chicago draws the Reyes family together, just as Mexico City once did: 

 

People have come from all directions for the party.  From all over Chicago and 

the northern suburbs, from Wilmette and Winnetka, from as far west as Aurora 

and as far east as Gary, Indiana, from the cornfields of Joliet, by plane and by car 

from Mexico, California, Kansas, Philadelphia, Arizona, and Texas.  The 

scattered Reyes and Reynas, and the friends of los Reyes and Reynas, have 
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gathered here tonight to honor Mother and Father, to say, —¡Caray! Who 

would‘ve thought? (418) 

Literally, the family kings and queens have traveled from all the corners of the United 

States and Mexico, and the Postal Workers‘ Union Hall becomes the space that hosts the 

great gathering, holds the thousand threads of gossip and conversation, and is populated 

by the ghosts of almost every person Lala can connect to her family‘s history, from her 

Great-grandmother Regina to Fidel Castro.  Now Chicago has become the center of the 

Reyes universe, where the truth of Inocencio‘s statement is realized: home is where the 

family is.  For a family whose migrant travels have stretched back to great-grandfather 

Eleuterio Reyes, it is a poignant, yet necessary, realization that prevents Inocencio from 

forever feeling like an exile.  It is Lala, the second generation, who feels most at sea, 

never feeling fully at home in one place or another.  Her experience gives lie to the 

assimilation narrative, especially for the child of an immigrant who should be well-

integrated into American society and on her way to achieving some piece of the 

American dream.  Instead, the novel ends with the narrator in Mexico City listening to an 

organ grinder playing ―Farolito‖ on Cinco de Mayo Street.  The song evokes memories—

of her father, we know, because of the way he would sing the song before their Maxwell 

Street outings, but beyond that specific memory, a longing for her childhood, ―a mood.  

Not a mood—a state of being, to be more precise‖ (433).  Her nostalgia for her childhood 

is inextricably tied to her memories of Mexico, ensuring that she will never be able to 

return to the Mexico City she remembers, no matter how often she goes back:  

 

And I don‘t know how it is with anyone else, but for me these things, that song, 

that time, that place, are all bound together in a country I am homesick for, that 

doesn‘t exist anymore.  That never existed.  A country I invented.  Like all 

emigrants caught between here and there. (434) 

Cisneros captures the dilemma of the immigrant‘s child who longs for a country that she 

could never truly call her own; as she writes in ―Tepeyac,‖ from Woman Hollering Creek, 



 272 

her narrator never imagined that she would be the one left to tell the stories of a country 

that belongs to her but to which she does not belong.  That responsibility, then, depends 

on her belonging to neither Chicago or Mexico City—of being caught between here and 

there—but also on her ability to invent a sense of place from both.  

Lala‘s feelings of nostalgia and exile do not entirely make sense for a second 

generation child within the teleological narrative of immigration and assimilation.  If she 

had been one of Curtis Jadwin‘s young protégés, or a child of Jurgis Rudkus who had 

survived into adulthood, she likely would have been integrated into Chicago‘s mythology 

of finance, industry, and labor, either by ascending the ladder of success, or by trying to 

break down that ladder.  Instead, Cisneros writes of characters that resist that integration 

through circuits of transnational travel, culture, and memories.  These allow the 

characters to re-write Chicago space in order to make it habitable, as they choose paths 

that diverge from the skilled and unskilled blue collar labor that their parents had 

available to them when they first immigrated.  As with Castillo, Cisneros imagines the 

life of the artist as a way to not only avoid the labor that would perpetuate the city‘s 

mythology, but to create stories that break down the mythos, that allow readers to re-

imagine urban space, and that envision a different way of being Mexican in Chicago.  
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