
Rodriguez-Campo 
 

 
 

 

The Marked Narrative: 
The Latina Immigrant Experience in Post-racial America 

 

Marcela Rodriguez-Campo 

Spring 2014 

 

 
 

 

 

Washington State University 

Advisor: Dr. Victor Villanueva  

English Department 

College of Arts and Sciences 

 

 

 



Rodriguez-Campo 
 

 
 

Acknowledgements 

 I am incredibly thankful to have had the privilege and blessing to work with Dr. Victor 

Villanueva, who has been a role model, advocate and mentor to me throughout my time at 

Washington State University. To all the professors and awesome people that I have met along the 

way who listened, shared their own stories, and taught me how to appreciate narratives even 

more. To my Mami and Papi who were my inspiration for taking on this project. And to my 

loving husband Travis, for always encouraging me and believing in my vision.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Rodriguez- Campo 
 

 
 

Précis 

In post-racial America racialized stigmata and generalizations continue to dictate 

immigration policy and mainstream perceptions of Latino/a immigrants. New narratives— 

counter stories— allow us to redefine those images and develop an accurate understanding of 

individuals and their identity group. Narratives are stories that are inherently rhetorical and allow 

the speaker to make sense of past experiences which endow their listeners with the profound 

meaning of those experiences. The narratives that construct our reality determine how we 

interact with others, how others are defined and how we define ourselves in relation to others. 

Archaic narratives are the foundation of contemporary stereotypes which limit, while new 

narratives have the power to counteract and defy those limitations. They provide instances of 

truth and opportunities to make the distant come closer through the powerful use of language by 

responding to, and engaging with contemporary stigmata.  

Through a blend of poetry, prose and research I offer a new narrative about the Latina 

immigrant experience. Latino/a immigrants struggle with the multiplicity of their identity of 

attempting to embrace the new while still holding on to their home language and culture because 

they are simultaneously being pressured to assimilate. The racial undertones of contemporary 

U.S. legislation contradict the “melting pot” imagery and instead reveal the anti-Latino and anti-

immigrant sentiments that continue to exist. The new racism assigns Latino immigrants values 

within a hierarchical system that is rigged to place them at the bottom after centuries of 

marginalization and alienation. As a result, it determines the treatment they receive from the 

dominant group and affects their potential within that culture of racialization. While society 

pushes for full assimilation Latino/a immigrants are compelled to maintain the connection 

between the memories of their homeland and their new land through their culture and their 
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language. The Latino immigrant narrative grapples with the “colonizers” terms and resists the 

loss of the multidimensionality of their identity.  
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The Marked Narrative: The Latina Immigrant Experience in Post-racial America 

A Mongo Affair by Miguel Algarin  

I am the minority everywhere 

I am among the few in all societies 

I belong to a tribe of nomads 

That roam the world without  

A place to call a home,  

There is no place that is ALL MINE; 

There is no place that I can  

Call mi casa 

I am a potpourri, a victim of the guessing game of racialization. “Perhaps she’s biracial,” 

or “her mother is probably white,” “maybe she’s Indian, or Hawaiian?” “Wait no, are you 

black?” “She must be Mexican?” The latter is probably the closest to being accurate. I am a 

mosaic of the conquered and the conqueror— part Spanish, Native, and Slave. A precise 

genealogy is nearly impossible, but that is the burden of the conquered. Your history is muddled, 

your identity unknown, your heritage kidnapped— and so the guessing game continues.  

You become marked in different, subtle ways; ways that you don’t realize are peculiar till 

someone shows you otherwise. W.E.B. Du Bois wrote about the experience of being marked as a 

“thick glass barrier. It is still transparent, but it is also impenetrable. It cuts off all sound and 

communication. It renders the experience unintelligible” (Winant 27). Immigrants face a similar 

type of otherness in the United States. What is considered the normal experience to Americans is 

everything but that to immigrants. Everyone over eighteen registers to vote. You simply can’t. 

Getting carded at the theaters is a rite of passage, but for immigrants it’s another opportunity for 

ridicule. My badge is my brown skin and permanent residency card. Looks of curiosity and 

confusion follow after every flash of my card. The awkward explanation is always required: “I 

was born in Colombia; no, I can’t vote; no, I’m not illegal; no, I’m not an international student.” 
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I am a sacrifice on the altar of equality. Sixteen years in the United States categorizes me 

as practically American, but not American enough to vote. Being born in Colombia qualifies me 

as Colombian, but not Colombian enough to be included. It’s all arbitrary, circumstantial, 

damaging. I am one of the Marked. The narrative that my people live in is a state of perpetual 

reference to Americanness. We are defined by what we are not, and what we are is typically 

determined by everyone else. I am confined to tanness, foreignness, thatness, unamericanness, 

otherness, and markedness. This is the existence I have been allowed; this is the trauma of the 

immigrant. The uniqueness of the narrative that is often untold. We are shamed for our origin, 

our accent, our story. In Dear White America Tim Wise discourages white Americans from 

continuing to pretend like racism and injustice are no longer an issue and instead provides an 

alternative for white Americans to act as allies to people from oppressed groups. In this same 

way, we should begin to listen to immigrant narratives that are so often disregarded and 

overpowered by mainstream stereotypes. Wise warns us: 

Perhaps we’d do well to listen to the voices who have been and continue to be targeted by 

racial discrimination. They say we have a problem. And unless we wish to adopt the 

fundamentally racist view that we know their reality better than they know it—perhaps 

because they are “too emotional,” or lack objectivity or are to unintelligent to discern the 

contours of their own lived experiences—we should probably believe them. (37) 

 Now you: Narratives at Work  

Tómas Rivera by Pat Mora 

They knew so much, his hands 

spoke of journey from Crystal City 

to Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, year 

after year 

dirt-dusted in fields and orchards, 
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his hands a pillow at night, 

in bare, cold buildings, 

family laughter his favorite blanket. 

 

On slow days his hands 

gathered books at city dumps, 

saved like the memories of smiling 

hard at that first grade teacher  

and her noises in the other language  

that didn’t laugh like Spanish. 

 

Those hands clenched in the dark 

at víboras, víboras hissing 

 We don’t want you, you 

people have lice 

as the school door slammed  

but Tómas learned 

and his hands began to hold books  

gently, with affection. He searched  

for stories about his people and 

finally 

 gave their words sound, wrote the 

books 

he didn’t have, we didn’t have. 

 

And he graduated over and over 

until one day he was Chancellor 

Rivera 

famous Chicano, too needed, 

his hands too full of us 

to sit alone and write green stories 

alive with voices, “fiesta of the living,” 

pressing, the present pressing 

like the hands reaching out to him 

and he’d hug the small, brown hands 

his hands whispering his secrets 

 learn, learn 

his face a wink, teasing out their smiles, 

a face all could rest in, 

like the cherries he picked, dark, 

sweet, round a pit, tooth breaker 

for the unwary, the lazy, the cruel. 

 

His hands knew about the harvest, 

tasted the laborer’s sweat in the sweet 

cantaloupes he sliced, knew how to use 

laughter to remove stubborn roots 

of bitter weeds: prejudice, indifference, 

the boy from Crystal City, Texas 

not a legend to be shelved 

but a man whose abrazos still warm 

us yet say, “Now you.”



Rodriguez-Campo 
 

4 
 

Picture a house. The image functions as a symbol: it is uniquely symbolic of your 

experience of what a house looks like. Brick, windowpanes, stucco, a red door, perhaps a porch. 

Rhetorically, narratives function in this same way: they construct different norms, are symbolic 

for different experiences and are metonymies for different groups. As Catherine Emihovich 

argues in Distancing Passion: Narratives in Social Science, narratives are stories that allow the 

speaker to make sense of past experiences and endow their listeners with the profound meaning 

of those experiences. “Stories are a timeless human endeavor that have been used by virtually 

every culture to make sense out of experience and to preserve its meaning for future generations” 

(Emihovich 47). They allow another’s story to become a part of our own. 

Now, picture different rooms in a house. Each room adds dimension, complexity, and 

depth to the house. We become familiar with its construction as we walk through it, we bring in 

our own expectations— a closet in each room, a bathroom next to a bedroom, a pantry in the 

kitchen. Socially and politically, we do the same. We carry our own expectations, but rarely do 

we explore the dimensions of the narratives that we live in and visit. The narratives that construct 

our reality determine how we interact with others, how others are defined and how we define 

ourselves in relation to others. These narratives soon become not the exception, but the rule, and 

they develop into the archetypal stigmata we see today in our media, in policy, and in our 

rhetoric. New narratives— counter stories— allow us to change the images and stigmata 

constructed about the people around us that corrupt our ability to justly understand them. 

Stereotypes limit while narratives allow us to look beyond them. They provide instances of truth 

and opportunities to make the distant come closer. Samuel Tenenbaum argued in Why Men Hate 

that “nearness blurs the stereotypes; it tends to replace them with reality and man discovers that 
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the next man is very much like himself” (Tenenbaum 92). In like manner, narratives force 

nearness; they make the unfamiliar personal.  

 In Ishmael, Daniel Quinn introduces the entity of Mother Culture, who is constantly at 

work embedding ideology and narratives that primarily go unnoticed. When we become 

conscious of our culture’s affect on us we can change our thinking; otherwise, we continue to 

live within the same story (Quinn 35- 36). A new narrative helps us to change our story. Quinn 

also argues that the stories we believe in limit how we see the rest of the world: 

According to your maps, the world of thought is coterminous with your culture. It ends at 

the border of your culture, and if you venture beyond that border, you simply fall off the 

edge of the world… you’ll see, we will not fall off the edge of the world. We’ll just find 

ourselves in new territory. (Quinn 91) 

Narratives counteract these limitations by providing disrespected and socio-politically limited 

groups an opportunity to expose “Mother Culture’s” distorted portraits and allow these groups to 

self- define their identities, to achieve rhetorical sovereignty.  

Scott R. Lyons writes that “Rhetorical sovereignty is the inherent right and ability of 

peoples to determine their own communicative needs and desires in this pursuit, to decide for 

themselves the goals, modes, styles, and languages of public discourse” (450). Lyons argues that 

American Indians are in the pursuit of rhetorical sovereignty, which they can achieve through 

their use of narrative, rhetoric, and discourse. Rhetorical sovereignty is a goal that should be 

adopted by all oppressed groups, especially Latinos, in order to successfully free themselves 

from their colonizer’s grasp. In When the First Voice You Hear Is Not Your Own, Jacqueline J. 

Royster shares her own narrative and argues that her “stories in the company of others demand 

thoughtful response… [which] create paradigms that allow the experiences and the insights of 
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people like her to belong” (Royster 30-36).  Mary Louise Pratt uses an approach called auto 

ethnography, a form of narrative, in Imperial Eyes to achieve rhetorical sovereignty. She defines 

auto ethnography as: 

Instances in which colonized subjects undertake to represent themselves in ways that 

engage with the colonizer’s terms. Auto ethnographic texts are texts the others construct 

in response to or in dialogue with those metropolitan representations…auto ethnography 

involves partly collaborating with and appropriating the idioms of the conqueror. (Pratt 9) 

Through narratives, Latino immigrants will be able to reassert their rhetorical sovereignty 

and provide a realistic representation of the immigrant population. This will allow for the 

creation of immigration policies that humanize the immigrant and protect inalienable human 

rights. This is not meant to promote universal amnesty, but rather to establish a collective 

understanding of a group of Americans being denied so much of their humanity. Through 

introducing a new narrative one redefines the type of existence allotted to the individual and his 

or her identity group.  By sharing my own narrative, I create a moment, a safe space, where those 

like me may exist outside of society’s assigned subordinate role. 

I Am Brown and That’s Okay: Living In-between the Black-White Binary 

Para Mami by Marcela Rodriguez 

Mami would tuck her hands deep 

into her pockets, 

Their texture a result of the 

immigrant’s burden, 

Rough like the Andes, 

Sandy like her Colombia’s beaches, 

Like two little secrets,  

Which an ocean of lotion could not 

smooth. 

 

She would flood the crevices of 

hardship and injustice, 

With creams and cures. 

But these stubborn chasms could not 

be filled 
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That revealed the roots of what I 

thought was once unreal. 

About a history unspoken 

Of droughts of equality 

That left our people—broken. 

 

Those hands knew about tough skin 

and tougher work, 

They knew how to mime English 

when her Spanish wouldn’t work 

With white store clerks. 

 

But, they also knew how to love, 

And how to cook, 

And hug. 

They knew how to do hair, 

And fix things, 

And wipe tears, 

And make beautiful things. 

 

And from those brown hands, 

Came these brown hands 

Small, soft and delicadas. 

Till they learned to pick up a pen 

And how to put together letters to 

make words, 

In a language unfamiliar,  

A Spanish that became Spanglish, 

And slowly became this English.  

 

And so those hands wrote, 

Wrote about Colombia and the 

journey to this place, 

Where they learned about the human 

race, 

A place divided—where colors 

collided.  

 

But, soon those hands closed up like 

this  

Not a fist for violence, 

But for a people united.  

Trying to hold on to their difference 

Their inheritance. Their lenguaje.  

I remember the journey to my new home vividly. On the flight over I got to wear a new 

pink jacket and fell asleep at home and woke up in a new place. I fell asleep listening to people 

talking in my language and woke up hearing a different one. I don’t remember much of Abuela, 

my grandmother, being at the airport, just triangular chocolates and shining marble floors that 

guided me. The lights reflected on the marble tile imitating the tarmac of an airstrip with Papi 

crouched at the end ready to catch me. Arms open, big smile, a little older, unfamiliar, practically 
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a stranger. He had become a fictional character created for my imagined nameless family. But 

my heart knew that he was mine and his knew that I was his muñeca. His doll. 

 In our schools, students are taught in history class about the treacherous and powerful 

narrative of their ancestors’ migration to the New World, the founding of a new country, the 

fight for freedom and opportunity. Almost simultaneously, the narrative of today’s immigrants is 

shamed and stripped of its similarity to America’s story. So warped it has become that the two 

narratives are practically unidentifiable to each other. One is of glory, while the other is held in 

contempt. Americanness is denied even after gaining citizenship, speaking perfect English, and 

pledging allegiance to the American flag. This feat by today’s standards is like a college credit 

that will not transfer, a badge of courage without value, an experience that for all intents 

purposes never happened.  

At four and a half years old I remember blinking and suddenly there being tears. I blinked 

and then Papi’s voice became real, “No no, muñeca. No tienes que llorar ahora. Ya estás 

conmigo. You don’t have to cry now. You are with me now.” Twenty-one months. Almost half 

of my short life spent apart, away, alone. After Papi left, Mami followed shortly thereafter, 

taking my voice and appetite with her. Papi and Mami had been hard at work in America, saving 

and petitioning for Alejo and me. Meanwhile, I had gotten smaller, almost as if my growth had 

been stunted. I had been traumatized— marked permanently by the separation. The need for food 

had gone away. Abuela tried to force us to eat, but our kid-hearts told our kid-brains that we had 

been abandoned. And in many ways they had been forced too. Alejito and I woke up to new 

socks on our pillows the morning that Mami left. Boom. No more Mami or Caro.  
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  In America on the first day of preschool, other kids cried for their moms and dads 

because they had never been apart for longer than a potty break. I didn’t cry because Mami and 

Papi were real again, because they had faces and names again, and I wasn’t going to let myself 

forget what they looked like again. Because they had promised that they wouldn’t go away 

again. In my generation, I am one of the Marked. My accent was always a little stronger, my skin 

a little browner, my eyes a little darker. Peek-zah instead of Pizza. Curls for days and the scent of 

spices on my skin.  

In March of 2008, after ten years of waiting, several envelopes came in the mail. I 

remember everyone running around picking out theirs from the bunch. It was as if we had just 

won the lottery, and what was in these envelopes would set us up for life. There was a promise 

that came with its contents, and the nine digits that would identify us. “You do things right, you 

be patient and honest, and we will set you free.” I opened my envelope and carefully slipped out 

the delicate piece of paper that had taken ten years to produce. It was ceremonious, spiritual. The 

five of us sat in separate rooms staring, memorizing and imprinting our sixes and eights into our 

minds. The weight of ten years of silence had been lifted, our slates wiped clean. We finally 

existed, no longer forced into secrecy for security. No longer different. We bought into the 

Dream. After all, immigrants “wrap their babies in the American flag” (Mora 15).  We felt 

invincible, able, and stronger. We were American now, right? Then one year passed, and fall 

came again. 

 In October of 2009, a high school church group is having a small Halloween party with a 

costume contest. The winner is wearing a poncho, a sombrero, and has his hands and face 

painted green. Out of his sombrero are peering out a pair of alien antennas. He wears a huge grin 

across his face; he is intently staring into the crowd as they crown him king. He is staring at me. I 
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am the only Other in a crowd of norm; the alien among the earthlings; the presumed illegal 

among the citizenry; the immigrant among the American. Alien—not American. “We wear our 

passports on our faces” (Sivanandan qtd. in Lentin 116). We claim to live in a post-racial era, yet 

as far as we have come, we still cannot seem to see past varying amounts of melanin in our skin. 

We argue that race is no longer an issue, but in quiet honest conversations with others we trust 

will not label us as racist, we heartily believe in the “nature of the other” and base our judgments 

on that ideology. The new racism is discreet in nature yet loud in social and political situations. 

“Racism is the patterns of privilege and oppression themselves and anything—intentional or 

not—that helps to create or perpetuate those patterns” (Eddy and Villanueva 16).  At its core, it 

denies the affected groups the complexity that is allotted to the dominant group and those 

affected groups (minorities) “are often seen as one-dimensional” (Lentin 143). It consistently 

maintains white dominance and perpetuates oppression.  

 Growing up, my white female classmates would compliment me on my tan and would 

even ask how or what I did to achieve my skin tone. What was my secret to obtaining a caramel 

complexion? I am not tan. The sun did not leave a permanent kiss on my skin; my skin is the 

genetic remains of my indigenous roots. Caribe; mestiza; esclava; mulata; Latina. I am not tan; I 

am brown. Caramel, mocha y café con leche. This is my inheritance. I did not get this way; I was 

born this way. To describe me as tan is forever to color me in reference to whiteness— 

“Americanness.” I did not get tan.  No oils or chemicals resulted in this color. I am mestiza, 

mulata, Latina. “I extol impurity” (Rodriguez xii). I am my colonizer’s embodied confusion. I 

am brown, and that’s okay. “My brown is a reminder of conflict and of reconciliation” 

(Rodriguez xii). 
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“Keeping America American”: The Demonization of Latinos 

Historically, Latinos did not fit into the black-white binary; they “occupied a gray area” 

(Acuña 58). Simultaneously, however, they were constantly compared to animals, were seen as 

subhuman and as a result were treated as second-class citizens. European notions of manifest 

destiny and imperialism were a defining ideology that allowed for the justification of the taking 

of Mexican territory at all costs along with the domination of other Latin American countries. 

Even before signing the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Euroamericans referred to Mexicans as an 

“alien civilization” and feared becoming the “subjects of a people to whom they deliberately 

believed themselves morally, intellectually, and politically superior” (Acuña 46). It wasn’t till 

after the Mexican War in 1848 that the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was ratified and the Rio 

Grande was established as the new border. 

 From this early image of Mexicans as the “mongrel race” (which Euroamericans used in 

reference to all Latinos) stems the unfair treatment and exploitation of Central and Southern 

American people. Throughout the nineteenth century white employers reinforced this racial 

system by refusing to pay Mexican workers equal wages, giving them less than half of what 

white laborers received (Acuña 115). Unequal wages eventually furthered the imbalance of 

power relations between whites and Latinos, which we still see much of today. The gap in pay 

dramatically increased the stratification between racial groups and in the 1870’s; poverty, infant 

mortality, and poor education further divided whites and Latinos. As the U.S. industrialized, 

there was a need for low-cost labor, which created a constant influx and expulsion of immigrants 

in order to fulfill those demands. When the economy plummeted during the Great Depression in 

1929 the American people looked to immigrants, particularly Mexicans, as their scapegoats for a 

failing economy. Throughout this time, Latinos were targeted by vigilante groups, were lynched, 
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murdered, intimidated, and even accused of stealing jobs from the American people. Nativism 

further stigmatized Latinos by establishing No-Spanish rules and segregating schools. Violence 

and de jure racism were used to coerce Latinos into returning to their home countries in an 

attempt to keep “America American by ensuring that it stayed Nordic” (Acuña 212). 

 The resentment towards Mexicans and Latin Americans worsened as can be seen through 

the progression of the language used to define them. Whites referred to them as the “mongrel 

population,” “human swine,” and “the most undesirable people” (Acuña 213-215). To make 

matters worse, policy makers even depended on racially based arguments to promote restriction 

and deportation: 

Their minds run to nothing higher than animal functions—eat, sleep, and sexual 

debauchery. In every huddle of Mexican shacks one meets the same idleness, hordes of 

hungry dogs, and filthy children with faces plastered with flies, disease, lice, human filth, 

stench, promiscuous fornication, bastardy, lounging apathetic peons and lazy squaws, 

beans and dried chili, liquor, general squalor, and envy and hatred of the gringo. These 

people sleep by day and prowl by night like coyote. (qtd in Acuña 221) 

According to Rodolfo Acuña, the author of Occupied America, American xenophobia 

disregarded the distinctions between Mexican U.S. citizens and the Mexican-born, which often 

times resulted in the infringement of constitutional protections allotted to American citizens. Out 

of the 400,000 repatriated Mexicans between 1929 and 1934, “approximately half [were] native 

to the United States” (Villanueva 27). 

 Until 1942 the U.S. continued its racial war against the prospect of a changing America. 

During World War II however, the U.S. once again needed a supply of cheap labor. The 
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Emergency Labor Program, also known as the Bracero Program, was established through an 

agreement between Mexico and the U.S. as a means to import labor on the stipulation that 

workers would receive fairer wages and be exempt from military service. American farmers were 

unwilling to oblige those demands and instead looked to undocumented workers in order to have 

cheaper labor. In 1954, the U.S. broke its contract and reopened the border in order to maintain 

low wages.  

Due to the hysteria caused by the Cold War, immigration laws tightened and xenophobia 

increased, supporting an isolationist mentality. In 1952 the McCarran-Walter Act resulted in the 

blatant disregard of the rights of naturalized and U.S.-born citizens as well as the relentless 

deportation of individuals, including those with close ties to the United States. A more 

aggressive approach was developed in 1953 under the name “Operation Wetback.”  It was 

essentially a campaign used to intimidate, coerce, and force Latinos into deportation. During the 

program’s first year, an estimated 875,000 Mexicans were deported. Acuña points out that 

“during raids U.S.-born citizens became entangled in the web” and would often suffer the 

consequence of being treated as un-American through racist-inspired programs (304). Both the 

program’s name and its militarized tactics confirm the racial animosity present and the notion 

that the U.S. was quite literally at war with Latinos. The rhetoric used supported the constant 

assignation of Latinos as foreign and un-American, an assignation which is still seen today.  

 Throughout the ‘60s and ‘70s the U.S. continued its war through violence, racialized 

policies, non-consensual sterilizations, low wages, coercive assimilation, and exclusion. Whites 

maintained political power by monopolizing resources and capital. For example, in Crystal City, 

Texas in 1969, ninety-five percent of the land in the town was owned by whites despite an 

eighty-five percent Chicano population, the Chicanos who, ironically, were the ones who 
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primarily labored on those lands.  Without them, Crystal City couldn’t have flourished (Acuña 

367). This fear of the outsider extended all the way into the 1980’s when English-Only advocates 

warped the original intentions of using English as a tool for empowerment into a means of 

Americanization (Villanueva 47-49). At present, twenty-seven states have English-only laws that 

try to suppress the use of Spanish and other languages. The campaign for Americanization is 

very much alive currently in the United States.  

The Clash of Narratives and Racist Thinking 

Dan Bar-On argues in Tell your Life Story that “it is not clear to what extent we have 

learned to cry about what was done to our people,” but we still carry our histories with us (46). 

Within this internal conflict of being the product of conquest and survival, the Latino immigrant 

narrative finds the multiplicity of his and her identity. We discover a burning patriotism for the 

American flag, and a hurting wound of the injustices felt by our raza. In Who Are We? Samuel P. 

Huntington boldly makes distinctions between what is American and un-American and how the 

latter faces self-inflicted exclusion: 

Low assimilation of these immigrants into American society and culture could eventually 

change America into a country of two languages, two cultures, and two peoples. This will 

not only transform America. It will also have deep consequences for Hispanics who will 

be in America but not of it…There is no Americano Dream. There is only the American 

dream created by an Anglo- Protestant society. Mexican-Americans will share in that 

dream and in that society only if they dream in English. (256) 

Anti-immigrant proponents like Huntington primarily center their arguments on a 

premise that depends fully on there being a white majority and white dominated society. The 
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rhetoric of nationalistic ideals heavily downplays the racial undertones embedded within its 

language. Michelle Hall Kels argues that “in the national imaginary, whiteness still operates as a 

master trope, an index of citizenship, a marker of privilege, and a reduction of the whole person,”  

which consequently results in the fundamentally racist and systematic marginalization of 

immigrants (215).  This isn’t a criticism of the individual; this is a polemic against systemic 

racism and the racialized policies that result from it.  

 Arizona, a state with one of the largest Latino populations, has been known for repeatedly 

championing laws that deny anti-Latino sentiments; yet continue to target and single-out Latino 

communities. In 2010, Arizona prohibited a high school Chicano Studies program in order to 

prevent the “denigration of American values' and 'overtly encourage dissent' of American 

values” (qtd in Salinas 307). The racial undertones of this legislation contradict the “melting pot” 

imagery of the U.S. and instead reveal the anti-Latino and anti-immigrant sentiments that 

continue to exist. Aside from only promoting the teaching of primarily European history, the ban 

ensures that public schools are used for indoctrination, and as a result the Americanization of 

Latinos. It forcefully limits expression and corrupts first amendment rights by creating an 

institutionalized culture of white racial dominance. The Mexican American Education Study 

found that, “the greatest damage to a Latino student occurs when school administrators and 

teachers degrade the student's culture, particularly her Spanish language. That, in itself, is an 

attack on the student's ethnicity. Language is an integral part of an ethnic minority's being” (qtd 

in Salinas 314-315). 

 In addition, Arizona created the Support Our Law Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods 

Act, known as the Arizona SB 1070 bill, which was initially put together to ameliorate the 

federal government’s failure to adequately prevent illegal immigration and to provide security at 
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the Arizona- Mexico border. The major flaw within this law is its inherent dependency on racial 

identifiers to initially determine an individual’s legal status. It results in leaving Latino groups 

susceptible to being discriminated against, dehumanized, and targeted by police officials simply 

for “looking” like an immigrant. The law leaves officials ill equipped and requires that they 

depend on triggers that are inevitably racist and inadequate in determining an individual’s legal 

status. It reaffirms whiteness as the descriptor for citizenship while holding others under 

suspicion. According to Walter M. Brasch, our obsession with the birthplace of an individual and 

profiling “adds no security and [can] in fact compromise it” because what results is paranoia not 

protection (Brasch 62). American xenophobia has unfortunately marked all outsiders as potential 

threats and taken their rhetorical sovereignty hostage. The S.B. 1070 law stigmatizes what it 

means to be a Latino, and it equates it with perpetual foreignness.  

Racializing Latino immigrants denies them— along with every other racialized individual 

within our society— their humanity (Lentin 32-55). It assigns specific groups values within a 

hierarchical system that is rigged to place them at the bottom after centuries of marginalization 

and alienation. As a result, it determines the treatment that those groups receive from the 

dominant group and affects their potential within that culture of racialization. If you’re illegal, 

you’re an invader. But if you look like me, you’re labeled as all of the above. The expectation 

placed on immigrants is that in order to succeed they must abandon their origins, their histories, 

their uniqueness, and their complexity in order to be considered American. Nevertheless, even 

when legal status is obtained, Latino immigrants continue to be racially and politically marked 

because of their supposed race, culture, last name, and language.   

Much of immigration policy and nationalist legislation perpetuate the stigmatization of 

Latino immigrants and as a result distort the Latino immigrant narrative by suppressing their 
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culture and difference. While society pushes for full assimilation, we are compelled to maintain 

the connection between the memories of our homeland and our new land through our culture and 

our language. The Latino immigrant narrative responds to the system’s pressurized attempts to 

force sameness and grapples with the colonizer’s established roles. It is through this that “we can 

struggle to become free precisely because we can know we are not free” (Shor and Freire 13). 

This is the battle of the Latino and the immigrant— “being unable to deny the old or the new” 

(Villanueva 39).  

Peeling Back Chiquita Banana’s Racism: Cultural Appropriation and Neocolonialism 

The 1944 Chiquita Banana advertisement clip played at the end of the lecturer’s 

presentation about the Banana as the world’s most popular and endangered fruit, a fruit that is in 

danger of extinction due to a lack of genetic diversity and diseases. It had been deemed a 

“brilliant advertisement” by my professor. A dancing banana shimmied toward the center stage 

adorned with a headdress filled with fruits, a flamenco skirt, and a slight Spanish accent, singing 

about the preservation of the exotic fruit. Its “brilliance” was unfortunately dulled by the inherent 

propagandization of the neocolonization of an exotic land— my land, mi Colombia. My 

motherland—conquered—by my new homeland, who I had been taught to believe in American 

history class was the Promise land. “What did you learn from the video?” she asked the class. 

She looked at me. I looked down. The Carmen Miranda Banana had frozen half-smiling on the 

screen. I learned that coded messages in our rhetoric still racialize my people, yet its audiences 

still do not see it. They continue to believe its messages. I learned that as charming as this 

representation of Latin America could be, its history, and the privation of that history, meant that 

any remote response during that moment would be received by an outcry of disbelief and the 

labeling of it as an overreaction. I learned that this current moment in “post-racial” America is a 
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moment in which racism—even at its most covert—continues to alienate, oppress, marginalize, 

abuse,  and stigmatize Latinos. Racist experiences expressed in narratives are not unique to the 

individual; they are true in the collective sense. The state addresses racism at the individual level 

rather than the institutional level in order to avoid the acknowledgment of systemic racism. 

Instances are treated as exceptions to the rule, thereby maintaining the illusion of a post-racial 

America. It creates a disbelief against and a resistance toward narratives about contemporary 

oppression, invalidates those experiences, and depicts the oppressed as ungrateful and 

undeserving.  

Miss Chiquita banana is only one example of the corrupted image that American 

transnational corporations have embedded in American culture and the abuse, acquisition, and 

appropriation of an entire continent. Corporations like Chiquita are the poster children of 

neocolonialism and the re-domination of the most imperative facets of a country’s economic, 

political, and social health. Despite the company’s successes, like many other American 

transnational corporations, they take advantage of the working class, appropriate the cultures and 

the land of those countries, and alter them to benefit their own economic agenda to improve their 

image. Colombia serves as a prime example of the abuses felt by Latin American countries at the 

hands of transnational corporations like Chiquita. During the 1928 Banana Massacre, the United 

Fruit Company, currently known as Chiquita Brands International, demonstrated its political 

influence in the weak Colombian government when it forced the government’s hand through the 

threat of U.S. backed military action. Its coercive tactics caused the death of an estimated 1,500 

to 3,000 plantation workers who were on strike against the inhumane working conditions at the 

United Fruit Company banana plantations (Partridge 497).  In addition, Chiquita has been linked 

to making payments to regional guerilla groups such as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
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Colombia (FARC) who have a history of terrorist activities, kidnappings and violence against the 

Colombian people. The Business and Humans Rights Resource Centre has discovered that the 

funding provided by Chiquita to multiple paramilitary groups does not parallel with their original 

claims of the payments being an assurance for safety but rather that Chiquita benefited from 

additional services. As recent as May of 2011, a consolidated lawsuit against Chiquita was filed 

“involving allegations of over 4000 killings of Colombian nationals” linked to the funding 

provided by Chiquita (Business and Humans Rights Resource Centre).  

 While Miss Chiquita has become a common image associated with Latin America, the 

way Latinos have portrayed the relationship between their countries and the United Fruit 

Company are far from the so-called “good neighbor” relations supported by Chiquita advertising. 

Colombian author Gabriel Garcia Marquez depicts the Banana Massacre as an instrumental 

moment in Colombian history in his Nobel Prize book; One Hundred Years of Solitude which 

historians would even argue was a factor that may have sparked La Violencia, Colombia’s most 

violent time in its history. Famous Chilean poet Pablo Neruda directly addresses the UFC in his 

poem, La United Fruit Co. translated into English by John Mitchell:

The United Fruit Company  

reserved for itself the most juicy 

piece, the central coast of my world, 

the delicate waist of America. 

It rebaptized these countries 

Banana Republics 

 

 

With the bloodthirsty flies 

came the Fruit Company, 

amassed coffee and fruit 

in ships which put to sea like 

overloaded trays with the treasures 

from our sunken lands 
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La Compañía Frutera Inc. 

se reservó lo más jugoso, 

la costa central de mi tierra, 

la dulce cintura de América. 

Bautizó de nuevo sus tierras 

como "Repúblicas Bananas,” 

 

Entre las moscas sanguinarias 

la Frutera desembarca, 

arrasando el café y las frutas, 

en sus barcos que deslizaron 

como bandejas el tesoro 

de nuestras tierras sumergidas. 

Neruda powerfully illustrates how American transnational corporations like the United 

Fruit Company have abused and taken advantage of resources in Latin American countries. 

These narratives counter mainstream representations of American Transnational corporations 

and demonstrate how American culture veils the truth. 

Aside from Chiquita’s overt exploitation of Latin 

American countries, Miss Chiquita also propagandized the 

Latin American image and was used as an invitation to 

Americans to take advantage of the White fleet: luxury 

ships that promised its travelers trips to exotic locations, 

which also happened to transport Chiquita’s product. The 

cartoon depiction coupled with her famous jingle that is 

speckled with Spanish influences served as the American 

visual for Latin America as feminine, overly sexualized, and 

exotic. This overt cultural imperialism occurred during a 

time when femininity had already been established as the inferior position and Latin America 

was seen as a continent in need of Western influence. The combination of these two ideologies 

Figure 1: 1944 Chiquita 

Banana Cartoon. 

 

http://www.chiquita.com/Home.aspx
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further justified in the minds of capitalistic Americans as to why Latin America should be 

dominated. Chiquita advertisers took advantage of this perception by creating Miss Chiquita 

Banana and consequently placed all of Latin America under an ideological umbrella of 

inferiority by sexualizing what would become the American icon for Latin America. This 

stereotype had been perpetuated by American culture long before Miss Chiquita banana was 

created and far after her advertisement stopped airing. Remnants of this attitude continue to exist 

today and influence the current image of Latin Americans. As shown in Figure 1, Miss Chiquita 

is a long legged, provocative Carmen Miranda banana personification of the colorful culture of 

Latin America. It furthers the generalization of Latin American cultures and denies them their 

individual histories, traditions, cultures, languages, and complexities. Miss Chiquita Banana’s 

representation of Latin America limits its people to a one dimensional existence. 

Even the new image used by Chiquita is conceptually a misrepresentation of the company 

and the mujeres bananeras that work on the Chiquita plantations. The contemporary depiction 

that has now been incorporated into their signature blue label is of a woman in a blue tropical 

dress with a fruit basket hat and brown skin, smiling. Mujeres 

bananeras get paid nearly half that of their male counterparts, 

work under inhumane conditions, and are forced to work twelve 

hour days for just a few dollars a day. From every dollar only 

eleven cents or less goes to the plantation which is nowhere near 

enough for workers to support their families (Hamer 27). These 

practices are common throughout Latin America by well known 

transnational corporations such as Chiquita and Dole. The 

marketing tactics employed by Chiquita once again aim to 

Figure 2: Contemporary Miss 

Chiquita  
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mystify the truth by representing itself as a company of the people, incorporating elements from 

the countries they have dominated, when the real faces of those making the profits are not 

granjas chiquitas but American businessmen. 

 Roland Barthes, in Mythologies, writes that the privation of history acts as “an agent of 

blindness” that mystifies perceptions and leaves one unaware of the true depth of a country’s 

circumstances (76). Barthes argues that “myth deprives the object of which it speaks of all 

History. In it, history evaporates. It is a kind of ideal servant: it prepares all things, brings them, 

lays them out, the master arrives, it silently disappears: all that is left for one to do is enjoy this 

beautiful object without wondering where it comes from” (151). The United States has accepted 

Miss Chiquita banana as a sincere representation of Latin Americans, without quite literally 

“wondering where it comes from” both physically and historically. The mystification of the 

Chiquita image denies the company’s involvement with paramilitary groups and the political 

pressure the U.S. placed on countries like Colombia. A realistic icon for the company is not a 

Carmen Miranda banana with a Spanish accent, but instead a white masculine man who believes 

in the good of a Darwinistic and imperialistic agenda regardless of the long term harm it may 

cause the people it intends to serve. American transnational corporations, as well as European 

TNC’s have re-colonized Latin America by monopolizing on the agricultural sector and robbing 

Latin American countries of any opportunity for self sufficiency.  

We have rebranded imperialism as globalization and stereotypes as “brilliant 

advertisements”. The lecturer replayed the Chiquita jingle once more, his shoulders imitating the 

shimming bananas imitation of a culture unfamiliar to it. I sat staring down at the table feeling 

overcome with defeat and humiliation as my people were minimized to a Carmen Miranda 

banana personification and a two minute catchy jingle. I was trapped in a state of suffocating 
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politeness, I could have tried to say something, corrected him, and pointed out “the elephant in 

the room”, except that in our cultures narrative we have been taught not to go there, that is the 

room in the American story with the breakable sculptures and embarrassing pictures. We lock it 

up; pretend it is not there, all the while imprisoning the narratives of those affected by it because 

the “stories we grew up with undermined those of the other party” (Bar-On 25). It is through not 

knowing this history and not being exposed to this part of the American narrative that the Latino 

narrative and others like it lose its volume in the mainstream. It becomes another shout in the 

crowd of voices fighting to be heard. While individually their reach is limited, collectively they 

become powerful. 

A Tapestry Unfolding: Becoming a Part of America’s Narrative

An Invitation to America by Marcela Rodriguez 

Come on in 

Mi Casa es su casa 

Let me open the door for you 

Greet you with un abrazo y beso 

Welcome to my world 

Take a walk in this direction 

Take in mi casa’s dimensions  

 

This is an invitation, 

Leave your domination at the door. 

Appreciate our warmth for what it’s 

worth. 

Let the tapestry unfold 

Wrap its history around you—its 

colors bold 

Let it hold you, cradle you, become a 

part of you 

Make it personal. 

These are my ancestors embracing 

you, 

Forgiving you, liberating you, loving 

you.  

Letting go of the atrocities of your 

histories  

And the misdeeds that served to 

eliminate me. 

 

This is a story, a narrative untold 
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Each seam a hinge 

A door to the beauty within.  

Its many places and faces 

That make up our collective 

Do you see now why we are 

protective? 

Roam this labyrinth’s sins 

A colorful people that never win  

Breathe in its spice-filled smells 

Achiote and pimentones  

They make up this complexion 

Skin softened by affection 

Hardened by rejection. 

Victim of discrimination.  

Hope of reconciliation. 

 

We are everything 

And yet nothing.  

We are everywhere 

And yet welcomed nowhere.  

 

Absorb my people’s cultures 

Fight off the vultures.  

Listen to the Spanish lullabies 

To the mother’s whispered cries 

To papi's smokescreen lies 

To the dreamers’ dream when it dies.  

 

Narratives are gifts  

That become stitched within our 

souls 

Now a part of your construction  

Living within your core 

Seeping through your pores. 

 

Let my story be your guest here, 

Stay here, grow here.  

A seed sprouting legs 

Becoming more human 

Something you knew then 

But continued to ignore when  

The beating of its heart became 

stronger  

 

To hate another is to hate yourself, 

We are a part of you, 

Living within you, 

You living within us. 

You carrying the story that is us. 
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 For a long time I hoped that many of my experiences were somehow unique and not 

typical of the immigrant experience. I hoped that being refused service for using my permanent 

residency card as identification was an anomaly, not the standard, that perhaps the excuse that 

“they’re too easy to forge” might be true, that being denied pay was a paperwork error not 

exploitation, that having my I.D. verified by a manager at stores, banks, and restaurants was 

protocol not discrimination, that being asked for a passport— after living in the United States for 

sixteen years— was simply a misunderstanding, that being one out of the few Latino students at 

my university was a blessing, not a sign of an even larger problem. I hoped that perhaps poverty 

was simply a misfortune and not somehow the consequence of centuries of imperial abuse. I 

thought that Colombia’s current state was somehow explicitly the “third world’s” burden— 

completely disconnected from the U.S.  

 I now see how the history of my motherland and my homeland are deeply entangled with 

one another and how the history in our textbooks withholds the truth, molding it so that my 

generation would let go of that “lesser” self-afflicted land and hold on to this one. School taught 

me the idealized American history contained within its history books, with the United States as 

the hero and all other nations the damsels. Preaching the melting pot gospel, where everyone is 

American, but in reality only those who fit the phenotype are respected and “everyone else has to 

hyphenate” (Morrison qtd in Wise 72).  

 I choose to be a part of both. I choose to live in between the hyphen and complicate what 

it means to be a Latina, an immigrant, and an American patriot. The external conflicts between 

nations are injected within the heart of the immigrant who is of two lands, claims two lands, and 

speaks in two tongues. Unlike the external, the internal—when allowed—can live in peace with 

both. When it is forced to choose, it resists. I don’t want to melt. I want my people to 
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complement the beautiful mosaic that is America, colors that flow into each other, with no 

beginning or end. Simply standing side-by-side is not enough. I want to be a part of the stained-

glass masterpiece that consists of broken colorful people coming together holding each other up 

reflecting onto the earth a pluralistic syncretism of cultures and languages: a union of difference; 

a song of alternating languages; a stained-glass window.
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