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			La escritora chicana Sandra Cisneros explora en su novela The house on Mango Street (1983) la construcción de la casa patriarcal como una prisión física y metafórica para los personajes femeninos que habitan este texto. De esta manera, la escritora evidencia la situación de muchas mujeres chicanas en los Estados Unidos que luchan, desde sus barrios, por construir un lugar en una sociedad que las excluye por su origen étnico y las discrimina por su condición de mujeres. Esto provoca un doble sentido de marginalidad que las aprisiona en el espacio privado de la casa. Sin embargo, la protagonista Esperanza Cordero logra liberarse de este espacio opresivo y “construir” una casa propia donde poder echar raíces y crecer. Este artículo analiza las estrategias narrativas utilizadas por Cisneros en esta novela, las cuales están estrechamente relacionadas con el proceso de empoderamiento y liberación experimentado por Esperanza en su búsqueda por construir una identidad propia. 
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			Chicana writer Sandra Cisneros explores in her novel The house on Mango Street (1983) the construction of the patriarchal house as a physical and metaphorical prison for the female characters that inhabit this text. In this way, the writer examines the situation of many Chicana women in the United States who struggle, from their barrios, to build a place in a society that excludes them because of their ethnic origin and discriminates against them because of their condition as women. This provokes a double sense of marginality that imprisons them in the private space of the house. However, the protagonist Esperanza Cordero manages to free herself from this oppressive space and “build” her own house where she can take root and grow. This article analyzes the narrative strategies used by Cisneros in this text, which are closely related to the process of empowerment and liberation experienced by Esperanza in the search for building her own identity.

			Keywords: strategy, Chicana literature, writing, narration, culture

			Sandra Cisneros’ novel The house on Mango Street (1983) centers on a young Chicana protagonist, Esperanza Cordero, who narrates the day-to-day happenings of her Chicago neighborhood. In her process of finding a place in society and developing a sense of identity, Esperanza finds in the use of fiction (specifically by writing and telling stories) and in the prospect of getting an education two ways to empower herself and break the cycle of poverty. The novel deals with themes of revision/change of the concept of womanhood and the reconstruction of the private space of the house as a place of female liberation. The way the novel is structured mirrors this process of transformation where content and form are interwoven. According to The living handbook of narratology (2014), “each narrative is an utterance and thus a communicative act” of a writer who chooses “certain narrative techniques and practices to achieve a certain goal” (p.1). The following article examines three narrative strategies used by Cisneros to write her novel and describe Esperanza’s journey to empowerment: the unconventional structure of the novel interconnected to the presence of storytelling, the kind of narrator/protagonist chosen, and the use of simple language and elaborate imagery.

			In terms of literary genres, literary works have been traditionally divided and classified into certain categories according to characteristics that define them as either short stories, novels, poetry, drama or essays. However, these genres are not fixed labels but change with the passing of time. In The rise of the short story in the hierarchy of genres (1989), Suzanne Ferguson affirms that: “like societies of people, the society of literary genres has its class system, in which, over time, classes reorganize themselves, accept new members, and cast old members into the dustbin” (p. 176). Accordingly, Cisneros’ text introduces a literary collage that reorganizes itself, erasing traditional literary borderlines. Indeed, The house on Mango Street defies the traditional poetic form previously privileged by many Chicana writers. When Cisneros started to write the text, she wanted to write “stories that were a cross between poetry and fiction . . . a collection which could be read at any random point without having any knowledge of what came before or after ... [She) wanted stories like poems, compact and lyrical and ending with a reverberation” (Ghosts and Voices, p. 78). This (con)fusion of genres subverts conventional literary genres, causing critics’ categorization of her text as a novel, and/or as a set of vignettes, poems and even as a compilation of short-short stories. This ambiguity in terms of form transforms the novel into an alternative and creative text that can be read and approached in various ways. 

			Analyzing the novel’s structure, the text is composed of forty-four interconnected vignettes of varying lengths, ranging from one or two paragraphs to several pages. Some of them are very short, such as “A house of my own,” “Alicia who sees mice,” “Those who don’t,” and “Hairs,” and may be read as poems. As Renato Rosaldo states in Criticism in the borderlands (1991): “the stories in The House on Mango Street are near poems. Their play on themes of sexuality and danger occurs within the pattern of precise and ‘childlike’ diction which often imitates nursery rhymes” (p. 92). The language used is also another aspect in classifying these stories as poems. The frequent use of metaphors, alliteration, and other literary devices may produce a “poetic” effect in some of the stories from a traditional perspective: “[Esperanza says] they say my name funny as if the syllables were made out of tin and hurt the roof of your mouth. But in Spanish my name is made of a softer something, like silver, not quite as thick as sister’s name--Magdalena” (p. 11). The events narrated in the stories are very prosaic in the sense that they deal with everyday life and people in a very colloquial way: “Carlos’ hair is thick and straight. He doesn’t need to comb it” (p. 6). While some stories may be read as poems, others can be examined as short stories because of their length. This is the case of “And some more,” “The family of little feet,” “Hips,” and “Born bad,” among others. In relation to short stories’ length, Austin M. Wright affirms in the article “On defining the short story” (1989), that “the short story tends to be between five hundred words long and the length of Joyce’s The Dead “ (p. 51). Critics have not been able to delimit short stories’ length.: “It does not matter in the least that we [critics] have not yet defined more precisely what we mean by short, medium, and long because these are relative terms, and all we need to know at this point is that long means ‘more than short,’ and so on” (Friedman, p. 15). Even if length can be a controversial concept, the vignettes in the novel vary from very short to longer texts, creating a unique collage of narrations. 

			As stated before, Cisneros’ novel has characteristics from both poetry and short stories, expressed in language that is “neither poetic prose nor prosy verse” (Kelly, p. 240). Literary critic Renato Rosaldo refers to this kind of experimental and innovative style within the Chicana narrative. He says: “in trying new forms, Chicana writers have developed a fresh vision of self and society; they have opened an alternative cultural space, a heterogeneous world, within which their protagonists no longer act as “unified subjects,” yet remain confident of their identities” (p. 85). Indeed, Cisneros’ unique writing style is the kind that “inhabits a No-Man’s Land between prose and poetry, narrative and lyric, story and fable, joke and meditation, fragment and whole” (Dybek. p. 241). 

			The main point of this article is not to determine the literary genre of Cisneros’ text but to examine the construction of the various subdivisions that comprise the novel itself. What is the purpose of this narrative structure/strategy? Why does Sandra Cisneros decide to write/narrate the story in this way? The answer to these questions is connected to the main character in the text, Esperanza Cordero. As a matter of fact, the way the different vignettes are structured mirrors the protagonist’s experiences as she processes the different events of her life. Theoreticians have studied the ways readers construct meaning out of discourse. In “A cognitive approach to storyness” (1994), Susan Lohafer states that “the serial propositions of the text are combined -by means of processing rules­ into a smaller set of more general propositions, which he calls ‘macrostructures.’ The formation of these macrostructures is a cognitive strategy for processing the text, for making sense of it” (p. 302). Similarly, as a reader and interpreter of her life, Esperanza processes experience by “chunking” or dividing it into smaller parts. This process of making sense, or “putting together” the pieces of her personal puzzle, is represented by the structure of the novel itself. In this way, the vignettes reveal the cognitive process at stake in the protagonist’s life.

			Another important aspect related to this cognitive process is the presence of storytelling in Cisneros’ text. “Storytelling is not only a recreation, an art, a social activity, but a primary mode of cognition. A fundamental way of managing experience is to encode it as story” (Lohafer, p. 272). By narrating each separate story of her life, Esperanza can approach and understand her world: “I like to tell stories. I tell them inside my head. I tell them after the mailman says, Here’s your mail, Here’s your mail he said. I make a story for my life, for each step my brown shoe takes. I say, “And so she trudged up the wooden stairs, her sad brown shoes taking her to the house she never liked” (p. 110). Storytelling, then, functions as cognitive instrument for Esperanza to evaluate personal information and experience in the process of making meaning. “The human being as the language-using animal is quintessentially a teller of tales, and narration is his [or her] way of making experience, of making nonverbal experience distinctly human” (Frye, p. 435). In the process of meaning making, Esperanza approaches life by processing and telling each part within a larger “whole.”

			Through the power of narration, Esperanza can create an-other place for her in society. The act of narration is connected to basic human needs to apprehend the world and to shape an identity:

			The need to narrate is an apparently pervasive human need: the need to tell stories, hear stories, read stories, the need to make sense of lived experience through setting events in narrative relationship to each other. We use narrative to assess cause and effect in a pattern of significance, to relate ourselves to a sense of purpose, to claim a shared reality with other people, and to identify a specifically and a continuity of self through memory. In short, we use the process of creating narrative shape to identify our place in the world. (Frye, p. 433) 

			As an adolescent on her way to womanhood, Esperanza takes advantage of the power of narration to understand her life, shaping her own place in the world.

			Furthermore, storyness plays a very important role in the construction of the novel because it constitutes a reading frame activated when approaching it: “ ‘Storyness’ is itself a frame, a cognitive mode in which frames are deployed” (Lohafer, p. 273). This notion of “reading frame” refers to various cognitive means through which the reader apprehends and interprets a text: “Stories become meaningful only within particular acts of reading, and [these] acts of reading are always -but variously- framed” (Reid, p. 299). The notion of framing is very abstract. For Jacques Derrida “framing occurs, but there is no frame” (qtd. in Reid, p. 299). This affirmation indicates that framing occurs in the cognitive interaction of the reader with the text. Having storyness, as a reading frame for the novel, influences the ways the reader reads and participates in it. When confronted with Cisneros’ text, the reader feels invited into a series of stories which reminds him/her of children’s books and past memories. The physical format of the novel, which is the first impression to which the reader has exposure, is very similar to those of children’s story books. Furthermore, the way the stories are printed on the page--by leaving a lot of space before and after the written text--the short length of some stories, the simplicity of the language used, the subjects chosen to be narrated (indicated by the titles), and even the kind of type used activate a reading frame that prepares the reader for a story, explicitly children’s stories. In this way, the reader is emotionally involved in Esperanza’s life-story, entering in the world of storyness that surrounds the novel and participating actively in its construction.

			The child-like environment suggested by the physical format of the novel is reinforced by the content and development of the stories. When reading each story, the reader encounters games, songs, sayings, adventures, quarrels, and perceptions of life which he/she may identify with childhood. For instance, in “Hips,” Esperanza and her friends jump rope to the rhythm of rhymes. They sing: “I like coffee, I like tea, I like boys and the boys like me, Yes, no, maybe so. Yes, no, maybe so...” (49). This story addresses sexual awakening at an early age. In “And some more,” Esperanza, Rachel and Lucy quarrel for no particular reason: “You know what you are, Esperanza? You are like the Cream of Wheat cereal. You’re like the lumps. Yeah, and you’re foot fleas, that’s you/ Chicken lips/Rosemary, Dalia, Lily/Cockroach jelly...” (37). The stories are simple and funny narrating common experiences while growing up. The novel touches the reader in a personal way, awaking his/her memories and making him/her participate in the construction of the stories by knitting his/her own personal recollections into Esperanza’s narration. For the reader, the process of reading implies inscribing himself/herself in the text, re-writing it in a textual world that is always in the process of being written/read/interpreted. As Susan Lohafer affirms: “Story is the human frame for experience” (Intro Part V, p. 211). Storyness functions as an intertextual tool that brings together different “texts”--childhood, Esperanza’s experiences, the reader’s memories--in the construction of the novel itself.

			The activation of a childlike reading frame also adds irony to the novel because it creates an unexpected effect on the reader. Even though the novel seems to be a children’s book, what is actually narrated is not the expected innocent, joyful kind of narration a child would like to narrate or listen to. On the contrary, the stories are charged with frustration, humiliation and shame, provoking a greater impact on the reader. In this way, the novel reverses the idealized conception of childhood, revealing the difficulties of growing up in the margins of society.

			The structure of the novel also reveals the internal process Esperanza undergoes from the moment she realizes the need to have a house of her own, a house different from the ones in her marginal barrio to the time when she is finally ready to leave Mango Street. The first story, “The house on Mango Street,” introduces Esperanza’s situation as a poor Chicana who is forced to move constantly to third floor apartments and old houses. At the end of this story, Esperanza says: “I knew then I had to have a house. A real house” (my emphasis) (p. 5). This moment of revelation indicates the beginning of Esperanza’s journey to create a house of her own, which develops in the following forty-three stories that describe her difficult process of growing up.

			Throughout the stories, the reader can see Esperanza reaching womanhood. She matures as she narrates her life. This provides the novel with movement in time which is not strictly chronological but represented by the process of maturity the protagonist undergoes. She lives in a dangerous world where people keep their houses locked and do not talk to strangers. Furthermore, she is part of a patriarchal society that keeps women enclosed in houses. Esperanza encounters abuse, injustice, and evil. She observes and learns while her body changes with the passing of time. In “Hips,” Esperanza acknowledges the biological changes that are beginning to affect her and her friends. She says: “One day you wake up and they are there. Ready and waiting like a new Buick with the keys in the ignition. Ready to take you where?” (p. 49). The emphasis on the presence of hips reveals the physical changes Esperanza experiences and her awareness of how these transformations will change her life, taking her into another stage, which is unknown at the moment. She knows that she is not a child anymore. In fact, she refers to her younger sister, Nenny, as a child who cannot understand her because she “is too many light-years away . . . in a world [Esperanza does not] belong to anymore” (52). Other stories like “The monkey garden” and “Sire” deal with the protagonist’s first encounters with her sexuality. In “Sire,” she says “everything is holding its breath inside me. Everything is waiting to explode like Christmas. I want to be all new and shiny. I want to sit out bad at night, a boy around my neck and the wind under my skirt” (73). Throughout the stories, Esperanza grows and changes, both physically and emotionally, leaving her childhood behind and taking her first steps into womanhood.

			

			The closing story of the novel is significantly entitled “Mango says Goodbye sometimes”. The word “goodbye” functions as a narrative device that announces the story’s imminent end and its resolution. In this story, Esperanza comes to terms with her house, with her identity in process, by telling a story about Mango Street. This reconciliation is expressed by the integration of Esperanza--the protagonist- and Esperanza--the narrator-- who can now acknowledge her life-story as her own: “I am going to tell you a story about a girl who didn’t want to belong” (109). It is only after a process of maturity that Esperanza can accept the marginalization, poverty and shame that Mango Street represents. Only then, is she able to recognize and accept “the girl” of the story. As part of the narrative structure, the novel develops in a circular way, beginning and ending with the presence of Mango Street, perceived and presented in accordance with Esperanza’s maturation process. Significantly, the novel begins with Esperanza’s wish to have a different house and finishes when she is ready to build it. It is not until now that Esperanza is strong enough to leave Mango Street and find her own place.

			Another element that reinforces the “circular movement” of the novel is expressed by the dialectics between Esperanza and her community. In the first story, the protagonist expresses her individual need to have a different house: “I had to have a house” (4). However, while growing up Esperanza changes and realizes the importance of the community, which is also a part of herself: “On the threshold of maturity, the young protagonist comes to realize that she can’t leave her past behind and escape Mango Street, and that she becomes the “hope” for the neighborhood” (Fellner, p. 129). In this way, Esperanza moves in a circular pattern that goes from herself to the community and back. This movement is anticipated by the characters of three sisters in the story by the same name. In this story, Esperanza is approached by three mysterious women who grant her a wish. Even though the protagonist does not tell the sisters what she wished for, the women seem to know and tell her: “When you leave you must remember to come back for the others. A circle, understand? ... You must remember to come back. For the ones who cannot leave as easily as you” (105). Even though Esperanza does not comprehend their words at the moment, in time she realizes the commitment she has to her community. Similarly, in “Bums in the attic” Esperanza refers to her dream house in connection with the community. She says: “One day I’ll own my own house, but I won’t forget who I am or where I came from . . . because I know how it is to be without a house” (87). Esperanza’s dream about her house is not personal anymore. Now, it includes those who are also trapped by social prejudice and poverty. The closing paragraph of the novel confirms Esperanza’s change when she affirms: “I have gone away to come back. For the ones I left behind. For the ones who cannot out” (110). This last sentence, which lacks a verbal form, reinforces the sense of entrapment the barrio implies, by emphasizing the impossibility to be out/side its borders. With this final statement, Esperanza commits herself to her community, closing the circle that started with herself.

			The second narrative strategy that has an important role in the construction of the novel is the role of the narrator/protagonist. Cisneros’ novel is narrated by Esperanza Cordero. This is very important because all narrative is written from a certain perspective, making the reader share in the experience from that angle. The fact that the narrator is a Chicana, female child is important because it decenters the traditional white, male construction of the world which has also been dominated by adults. The novel re-evaluates and rescues a child’s perception of society and herself, representing “reality” through her eyes, opening a space for a child to tell her life-story while trying to connect the different and confusing elements that conform to it. Cisneros’ choice of a child’s voice as the narrator is also related to the identity-construction process represented in the novel which begins early in life. 

			Even though Esperanza is a child, she presents herself as a reliable narrator. Reliability is a crucial factor when accepting Esperanza as the voice behind the stories: “What makes a narrator unreliable is that his values diverge strikingly from that of the implied author’s, that is the rest of the narrative conflicts with the narrator’s presentation, and we become suspicious of his sincerity or competence to tell the ‘true version’’’ (Chatman 249). The house on Mango Street does not present this internal conflict, because it has a reliable narrator who does not seem to differ from the implied author. Esperanza is also an amusing and mischievous narrator who appeals to the reader’s internal child, taking him/her through a voyage of memories and games where the imagination plays an important role. As a narrator, Esperanza is consistent and trustworthy, making the reader feel comfortable with her narration and accept her version/story.

			Esperanza is not only a narrator, she is also a storyteller: “I like to tell stories,” [Esperanza] says” (109). As a narrator, she becomes the bridge between the reader and the text. As Seymour Chatman says: “Insofar as there is telling, there must be a teller, a narrating voice” (247). Esperanza’s participation as storyteller is important because as readers/listeners we get to know/hear only Esperanza’s version of the world. When the rest of the characters “speak,” their voices are filtered through her: “Nenny says she won’t wait her whole life for a husband to come and get her” (88). Similarly, other characters’ lives and actions are described only as perceived by Esperanza: “Edna is the lady who owns the building next to (Cathy]. She used to own a building big as a whale, but her brother sold it. Their mother said no, no, don’t ever sell it. I won’t. And then she closed her eyes, and he sold it” (12). Esperanza has control of the text, leading the reader through her neighborhood, life, and through her path towards womanhood.

			Within the multiple roles Esperanza plays, we find that she is also the protagonist of the novel. She narrates and participates in the narration by telling all the events happening around her: “We didn’t always live on Mango Street. Before that we lived on Loomis on the third floor, and before that we lived on Keeler” (3). Life is presented as experienced by her. Esperanza is also the heroine of the novel. Like most heroes, she has to undergo a series of difficult tasks or obstacles in her process towards maturity. From a very early age, she must face painful situations like poverty, discrimination and gender oppression. Most of the stories reveal important episodes in Esperanza’s life where she feels rejected, isolated, confused, and even abused.

			As a matter of fact, in “A rice sandwich,” Esperanza is confronted with her precarious situation when her mother prepares a rice sandwich for her to take to school because she does not have anything else to eat in the house. Moreover, she is humiliated by a nun who claims that Esperanza probably lives in one of the ugly flats around the school. The end of the story portrays the protagonist’s sense of desolation and frustration, feelings she encounters repeatedly in her childhood. She says: “In the canteen, which was nothing special, lots of boys and girls watched while I cried and ate my sandwich, the bread already greasy and the rice cold” (45). Alone, Esperanza cries, feeling diminished by her poor lunch, by the nun’s comments and her schoolmates’ curious stares.

			Discrimination is another factor Esperanza experiences from an early age. In “Cathy queen of cats,” Esperanza becomes aware of the ethnic differences between people and the social rejection this implies. Esperanza’s friend, Cathy, tells her that her family is moving away from Mango Street because the neighborhood is “getting bad.” Esperanza clearly understands that she is part of what some people consider to be a “bad” neighborhood. She says: “They’ll have to move a little farther north from Mango Street, a little farther away every time people like us keep moving in” (13). This abrupt division between “they” and “we” marks Esperanza’s life, a life where ethnic discrimination becomes part of her everyday life. 

			Besides poverty and discrimination, Esperanza encounters gender oppression and male abuse while growing up. In “Red clowns,” Esperanza is raped by a group of boys at a carnival. This is one of Esperanza’s most traumatic childhood experiences: “What he did. Where he touched me. I didn’t want it … “ (99). At this moment, Esperanza realizes the great gap that may exist between “reality” and her expectations: “the way it’s supposed to be, all the storybooks and movies, why did [books] lie to me?” (99). Esperanza feels betrayed by life, deprived of her innocence. These painful experiences portray the difficulties of growing up in the margins of society and the multiple obstacles Esperanza must overcome while growing up.

			Cisneros’ choice of Esperanza as the narrator/ protagonist of the novel is important because even though she embodies multiple levels of marginalization, she can fight back against oppression and tradition, opening new paths towards affirmation and independence. As a child, she represents the future hope, “la esperanza” of constructing a better life from an economic, cultural and social point of view. Esperanza embodies the deconstructive process of revision and transformation proposed in the novel. 

			Finally, the third narrative strategy to explore in the construction of the novel is the use of language. Cisneros’ novel is written by using a mixture of languages --English, Spanish and Caló-- to construct a hybrid and polyglossic version of reality. Caló (also known as Pachuco) is slang of Mexican Spanish that originated during the first half of the 20th century in the Southwestern United States. The blend of languages is known as “code-switching,” and conveys the alternate use of two or more languages. As Juan Bruce-Novoa explains in Chicano Poetry, most Chicano/a literary production is characterized by the use of two or more languages. Rather than bilingual, this production is interlingual since “bilingualism implies moving from one language code to another, [while] interlingualism implies the constant tension of the two at once ... which produces a third, an ‘inter’ possibility of language” (qtd. in Pérez-Torres 213). This pastiche of languages is connected to the concept of mestizaje as a cultural strategy in a society that does not tolerate ambiguity: “The construction and deployment of linguistic codes within Chicana poetry forms a type of mestizaje in which a third language, a third possibility, a ‘line of flight’ offers possibilities beyond simple dualisms” (215). The presence of interlingualism manifests the multicultural and multilinguistic experience of Esperanza’s life.

			This con-fusion of codes is introduced by the title of the novel which combines Spanish and English by naming the street Mango. The noun “mango” refers to a tropical, juicy, sweet fruit originally from India but also found in Latin American countries. The fact that the street is named after this fruit is connected to the cultural hybridity Esperanza encounters in her life. Esperanza’s name also reveals this plurality of language and culture. In “My name” the protagonist says: “In English my name means hope. In Spanish it means too many letters. It means sadness, it means waiting” (10). Esperanza identifies with two different names / languages / cultures which are part of her bicultural experience of herself and society. As Renato Rosaldo says: “Moving between English and Spanish, [Esperanza’s] name shifts in length (from four letters to nine), in meaning (from hope to sadness and waiting), and in sound (from being as cutting as tin to being as soft as silver)” (85). Being a Chicana means for Esperanza the constant crossing of linguistic borders.

			This linguistic aspect is represented in several stories. In “Papa who wakes up tired in the dark,” Esperanza is confronted with her grandfather’s death. Her father says: “Your abuelito is dead . . . Esta muerto” (56). The fact that the news is revealed to Esperanza in Spanish shows the importance of this language for her family as a connector to its Mexican heritage, revealing her father’s emotional attachment to his country of origin. Spanish functions as a metaphor for national identity. It is the language to talk about family matters, to mourn and to long for home. Significantly, her father does not refer to his father’s death but to Esperanza’s abuelito, using the ending ‘ito’ which gives the noun a connotation of love and tenderness. The use of the word “abuelito,” instead of its English equivalent, grandfather or grandpa, indicates the way the narrator feels about the Spanish language.

			In Cisneros’ stories, English and Spanish are naturally mixed as part of the multilingual experience most Chicanos/as encounter in society. This amalgamation of languages is also represented in “Our good day.” In this story, Esperanza meets two girls from Texas, Lucy and Rachel: “We come from Texas, Lucy says and grins. Her was born here, but me I’m Texas” (15). Even though Lucy speaks in English, she makes grammar mistakes. She is actually speaking an in-between language, Caló, which carries traces of both. Esperanza notices this and jokes about her way of speaking: “You mean she, [Esperanza] say[s].” But Lucy does not understand her and answers: “No, I’m from Texas, and doesn’t get it [thinks Esperanza]” (15). In “Cathy queen of cats,” Caló is also present in the narrator’s description of Benny and Bianca who are “okay except don’t lean on the candy counter” (12). The linguistic confusion present in Cisneros’ novel comprises the use of words, images, structures and sounds from both languages in a new one which can express the multicultural Chicana experience.

			Within the language use, the recurrent appearance of negation is an important feature in Cisneros’ novel. Some of the stories begin by using the negative form of the verb. This is the case of “The house on Mango Street ,” where the narrator says: “We didn’t always live on Mango Street” (3 ); of “The monkey garden,” where the narrator says: “The monkey doesn’t live there anymore” (94); of “Those who don ‘t,” where the narrator says: “Those who don ‘t know any better come into our neighborhood scared” (28); of “The first job,” where the narrator says: “It wasn’t as if I didn’t want to work” (53) among others. Interestingly, all the stories quoted above are related to painful events in Esperanza’s life. This is the case of “The monkey garden.” In this vignette, Esperanza is disappointed by her friend Sally who ignores her and prefers to be with some boys. She feels angry and confused when Sally rejects her company. Esperanza says:” ... I felt angry inside. Like something wasn’t right” (97). At the end of the story, she finds herself abandoned and alone. The use of negation as a narrative tool is related to Esperanza’s attempts to cope with frustrating experiences she would rather forget or diminish. Other stories are constructed by negating a reality which the narrator considers unjust. In “A house of my own,” Esperanza defines her dream house by saying what it is not: “Not a flat. Not an apartment in back. Not a man’s house. Not a daddy’s” (my emphasis, 108), to show her resistance to what society has prescribed for her. This is contrasted by the description of her ideal house “only ... a space for myself to go, clean as paper before the poem” (108). The act of negation within the narrative structure of the novel is, then, related to the narrator’s strategies to deny and/or lessen a frustrating memory as well to define something precisely by stressing its absence.

			Imagery constitutes another important element in the novel. Besides the essential representation of the house which links all the stories, the recurrent emergence of certain images contributes to the construction of Esperanza’s dream house. This is the case of the description of clouds and trees. These elements are signifiers of nature, space, and liberation. which contrast with the cement, fruitless streets of Esperanza’s neighborhood. The protagonist dreams about a house with a big garden where trees can grow, and she could have plenty of sky. The image of the clouds, derived from the sky motif, refers not only to open space but also to the capacity to transform the prevailing reality. In “And some more,” Esperanza and her friends are looking at the clouds, imagining different shapes. Through the power of imagination, the children can see “cumulus,” “big fields of sheep,” and/or “shaving cream” (36) instead of plain clouds. As the narrator says: “There are all different kinds of clouds. How many different kinds of clouds can you think of?” (36). This reveals the great range of possibilities concealed under the name “cloud.” Similarly, in “Darius & and the Clouds,” a big cloud becomes God for little Darius. The image of the cloud becomes, then, a symbol of transformation associated with the power of the imagination which is crucial in Esperanza’s narration of her house.

			The tree image also plays an important role in the novel as a component of the house Esperanza needs to have. This image is introduced from the first story. In “The House on Mango Street,” the narrator says: “Our house would be white with trees around it” (4). Similarly, in “Sally” Esperanza alludes the vital presence of trees in her house of liberation: “There’d be no nosy neighbors watching, no motorcycles and cars, no sheets and towels and laundry. Only trees and more trees and plenty of sky” (83). Once again, trees are represented in connection to the sky motif, as an image of space, life and nature in contrast to the busy, suffocating city life. In “Four Skinny Trees,” Esperanza refers to the trees as a symbol of endurance and inner strength which she admires and tries to emulate. She says: “Keep, keep, keep, trees say when I sleep. They teach” (75). This lesson is very important for her to keep fighting against a system she considers unjust and to not conform like many women in her community. As natural elements, trees give hope to Esperanza who looks at them when she is “too sad and too skinny to keep keeping,” and feels a “tiny thing against so many bricks” (75). Images of clouds and trees are very important for Esperanza because they represent the space she needs to grow up. Both images are connected to the sky, which suggests no limitations or boundaries but rather the possibilities for indefinite creation and re-creation.

			Sandra Cisneros’ text The house on Mango Street is built on three main narrative techniques: an unconventional structure interconnected to the presence of storytelling, the kind of narrator/ protagonist chosen, and the use of simple language and elaborate imagery. These strategies are rooted in issues of resistance and subversion as part of the plan to dismantle the paternal house and build a house of one’s own. The written text becomes an extension of the plan, a literary embodiment which reveals the need for space and creation. From prose to poetry, from part to whole, from self to community, from Mango Street to a better place, the novel and Esperanza evolve by creating alternative means to make sense of the world, by opening new spaces where a child can tell herstory and finally have a house of her own.
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