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Abstract: "Caramelo,"” a literary work by Sandra Cisneros, unfolds a nuanced exploration of the intricate challenges faced by
Mexican immigrants, delving into economic struggles, existential dilemmas, and the complex navigation of identity roles within a
society influenced by American white supremacy. The narrative artfully portrays a defiance against ethnic marginalization and the
gender-based othering experienced by Mexican immigrants, actively engaging in the deliberate construction of identity. This paper,
firmly rooted in Cisneros's distinctive perspective, delves into the intricacies of identity crises encountered by Mexican immigrants
within the storyline. Employing the analytical framework of Homi Bhabha’s Hybridity Theory, it seeks to unravel the layers of identity
perplexities woven into the novel's fabric. Beyond a critical examination of the text, the paper extends its relevance by offering valuable
insights into addressing the broader issue of identity crises faced by immigrants and ethnic minorities within the dynamic and ever-
evolving cross-cultural landscape. In essence, it serves as a thoughtful exploration of not only the literary dimensions of ""Caramelo™
but also as a meaningful contribution to the discourse on navigating identity challenges in diverse societies
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1. Introduction

Sandra Cisneros, an acclaimed contemporary Mexican
American female writer, was born in 1954 into a modest
working-class family in Chicago, where her parents, both
Mexican immigrants, faced the challenges of assimilation.
Her early years were shaped by the prevailing belief in male
superiority, and she encountered discrimination and isolation
as she delved into her studies, a consequence of her Mexican
American identity. The stark discrimination from the white
community, coupled with the profound cultural disparities
and ensuing identity confusion, profoundly influenced her
literary creations, which became deeply rooted in the
exploration of minority cultures, specifically addressing
issues of gender, race, and class. Furthermore, her distinctive
Mexican identity and cross-cultural background played
pivotal roles in her growing realization of the importance of
preserving her native culture and remaining true to her ethnic
and gender identity.

In 1984, Cisneros gained widespread acclaim with her novel
"The House on Mango Street," a work that not only garnered
warm reception but also earned her the American National
Book Award in the subsequent year, solidifying her position
as a mainstream American writer. This novel marked the
beginning of her literary exploration into the intricacies of
identity, growth, and the challenges faced by women from
ethnic backgrounds. The trajectory of her thematic concerns
continued with her 2002 novel, "Caramelo," which stands as
her first full-length novel. This work delves into the family
history of Mexican immigrants and the dynamics of
immigration changes. The central character in "Caramelo” is
Lala, a Mexican American girl who annually accompanies
her parents on visits to Mexico to connect with her Mexican
relatives. Cisneros paints Lala's growth journey with
exquisite precision, delicately portraying the influence of her
parents, grandmother, and aunt on her understanding of life.

As Lala matures, she is prompted to reflect on her
circumstances, drawing upon the wealth of insights and
advice provided by her family. Through her visits to Mexico,
where she uncovers the rich culture and history of her
homeland and grapples with the complexities of love, Lala
undergoes a transformative process. This experience leads
her to a profound understanding of the distinctiveness of her
nation, social class, and identity. The narrative captures
Lala's evolution into a contemplative and ambitious woman,
shaped by the kaleidoscope of experiences in this new phase
of her life

2. Literature Review

Since its release in 2002, Sandra Cisneros's novel
"Caramelo" has garnered considerable scholarly attention,
both domestically and internationally. This is primarily
attributed to  Cisneros's  distinctive narrative  style,
characterized by its ability to traverse supernatural, spatial,
and narrative boundaries. Scholars have, therefore, directed
their focus toward dissecting the novel's narrative
techniques. Some critics have delved into the spatial
dimensions of "Caramelo," particularly examining the
significance of Mexican Chicago in shaping the
opportunities and livelihoods of the Reyes family. The city
becomes a defining factor in the characters' social class,
offering them crucial perspectives that shape their
understanding of the world.

Additionally, scholars have explored identity construction
within the text, approaching it from various angles such as
mixed culture and Chicana feminism. Notably, limited
attention has been given to a detailed exploration of identity
construction from the vantage point of Homi Bhabha's
hybridity theory. In truth, the family members of the
protagonist, Lala, grapple with diverse identity crises.
Consequently, this paper, grounded in Homi Bhabha's
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hybridity theory, aims to unveil the intricate identity
dilemmas experienced by ethnic minorities in "Caramelo.” It
seeks to explore the implicit solutions that Sandra Cisneros
weaves into the narrative, offering insights into the nuanced
process of identity construction for ethnic minorities. By
adopting this theoretical lens, the analysis aims to shed light
on the intricate dynamics of identity formation within the
novel, contributing to a more comprehensive understanding
of the characters' struggles and the solutions embedded in
Cisneros's narrative.

3. Hybridity Theory

Homi Bhabha, credited as the pioneer post-colonial theorist
to introduce "Hybridity" to literary discourse, vigorously
challenges binary oppositions within post-colonial cultural
criticism. His hybridity theory advocates breaking down
colonial hegemony by exposing the nuanced conflicts
between the "subject" and the "other," dismantling the unjust
opposition between the two. Bhabha's Hybrid Theory holds
significant sway in post-colonial criticism, playing a pivotal
role in the broader post-colonialism theory.

3.1 The Concept of Hybridity and the Formation of a
Cultural Identity that is Hybrid In Nature:

Homi Bhabha introduced the term "Hybridity" from the
realm of biology into literary research, aiming to unravel the
colonial discourse from within using a hybrid model. His
definition of hybridity as a "problematic of colonial
representation and individuation” seeks to overturn the
colonist’s disavowal, allowing suppressed knowledge to
infiltrate the dominant discourse and challenge its
authoritative foundation (Bhabha 114). Hybridization, by
undermining rigid binary oppositions at its core, facilitates
the merging of subjects and others, mainstream and
marginalized cultures, giving rise to a novel cultural
amalgamation.

Bhabha contends that when the admonitory discourse of
colonists attempts to solidify itself into generalized
knowledge or normalized hegemonic practices, the hybrid
strategy creates a space for negotiation. This negotiation,
distinct from collusion or assimilation, proves instrumental
in dismantling binary oppositions. The "space-in-between,"
or third space, crafted through the process of hybridity,
transcends binary divisions, seeking a new critical point
through the reconstruction of discourse and identity. Identity,
a marker that distinguishes individuals, holds innate and
enduring significance, representing a sense of belonging to
national culture. However, identities imposed on
marginalized and oppressed groups, like immigrants and
ethnic minorities, must be scrutinized and renegotiated.
Maintaining cultural identity is essential for these groups to
avoid gradual erosion. Bhabha asserts that the creation of a
new hybrid identity emerges from the fusion of colonizer and
colonized characteristics, posing a challenge to the authority
and validity of any original identity (87). The construction of
a hybrid cultural identity serves to blur identity boundaries,
generating alternating identities in both new and old cultures.
This process disrupts binary oppositions, eroding the
uniqueness and fixity of identity, rendering identity multiple

and inclusive. The construction of a hybrid identity becomes
a prerequisite for accepting and absorbing diverse cultures,
thereby  simplifying and facilitating  cross-cultural
coexistence and communication. In essence, the formation of
a hybrid cultural identity becomes a transformative and
inclusive endeavor, fostering a more interconnected and
harmonious global society.

3.2 Third Space

Homi Bhabha's concept of hybridity introduces a novel
transitional space marked by contradiction and ambiguity.
This space emerges when two or more cultures intersect,
giving rise to an "interstitial space" that goes beyond the
conventional confines of binary opposition, becoming more
inclusive within the realm of contradiction and ambiguity.
Bhabha terms this dynamic space the "Third Space," a realm
devoid of hierarchy and hegemony, where different cultures
can engage in equal communication. Bhabha emphasizes that
this interstice between cultures opens up the prospect of
cultural hybridity that accommodates difference without
assuming or imposing a hierarchical structure (Bhabha, 5).

In the Third Space, the subject is perceived as an anomaly by
both sides, existing as the "other" within their own ethnic
group and simultaneously as the "other" within another
ethnic group. Consequently, the subject residing in this
intercultural space is compelled to construct a dual identity
as the "other." This ideal identity strives for a blend where
the subject occupies a cultural gap, embodying inevitable
dual or multiple identity characteristics. The subject must
balance these attributes simultaneously to attain a coherent
identity. According to Bhabha's Third Space theory,
unilaterally accepting or rejecting an identity fails to
effectively address the identity crisis. Instead, the subject
must navigate and determine their identity in the context of
the two cultures they inhabit. This process eliminates the
purity of identity, fundamentally challenging the possibility
of any cultural discourse attaining hegemonic status. By
challenging the authority and purity inherent in Western
dualistic culture, the Third Space undermines the extreme
polarity of egotism and nationalism. Ultimately, these
challenges and weakens Western cultural hegemony, paving
the way for a gradual shift away from the entrenched
dichotomies and towards a more nuanced and inclusive
understanding of cultural identities.

4. The Crisis of
"Caramelo”

Identity Depicted in

Over time, as ethnic minorities in the United States
assimilate into American social culture, a transformation
occurs in their identity. Simultaneously, their traditional
national culture persists throughout history. The intersection
and clash of these two cultures inevitably induce a crisis in
the construction of ethnic minority identities. This chapter
scrutinizes the identity crisis experienced by key characters
in the novel from three perspectives: the absence of
discourse power, ethnic marginalization, and the experience
of being gendered as the "other." The examination aims to
delve into the complex challenges these characters face as
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they navigate the amalgamation of cultures and the impact it
has on their sense of self.

4.1 "Aphasia" Refers To A Deficiency In The Power Of
Expression And Communication:

In this narrative, a plethora of voices resonates within the
family of the protagonist, Celaya. The air is filled with the
cries and chatter of children, creating the semblance of a
typical and lively family portrait. However, this external
noise veils an underlying silence within. The constraints
imposed by circumstances and the environment lead to a loss
of original function and significance in discourse, leaving
characters who should be vocal in a state of perpetual
silence.

Celaya's family, consisting of six sons and herself as the
youngest daughter, grapples with the tendency of younger
siblings being unable to pronounce the full name of the
eldest child. Consequently, Celaya is affectionately referred
to as "Lara" by her family. From a young age, Lala finds
herself voiceless in a family where the prevailing notion is
one of male dominance and female inferiority. Constant
reprimands for disorderly and noisy speech, coupled with the
dismissal of her words, prompt Lala to adopt a habit of
remaining silent. Even in the face of scolding and insults
from classmates, she refrains from seeking solace in her
family, choosing instead to vocalize her frustration
externally. The decision to endure hardships in silence
coexists with her dreams and the solace she finds in reading.
Although her mouth is deprived of the right to speak, Lala
discovers alternative means of expression through her other
senses—Ilistening to her inner voice while withdrawing into
the world of literature. Despite her inability to verbally
articulate, her eyes, nose, and ears provide a clear and
distinct awareness of the outside world, compensating for her
silenced voice. Consequently, she aspires to become a
female writer advocating for "the aphasic.” Following the
death of her mother, Lala's grandmother Soledad experiences
abandonment by her father during her early years. Enduring
a wretched childhood, Soledad clings to a large shawl left
unfinished by her mother. Settling in a new nation that
champions innovation and rejects tradition, Soledad
encounters discrimination in Mexico due to her typical
Indian brown skin. The dual oppression from patriarchal
societal norms and her own lineage clouds her sense of
identity. Despite facing a traumatic past and betrayal from
her husband, Soledad chooses silence, enduring the expected
"suffering” imposed on Mexican women. Her profound
loneliness finds expression in the ceaseless weaving of
shawls—a symbolic act in a world where women lack
discourse.

This narrative underscores that the absence of words can
communicate profundity and strength in a silent manner
when the initial impact of words has waned. When characters
lose the ability to speak for various reasons, they are
compelled to endure and find alternative means to express
themselves. This exploration of silenced voices illuminates
the resilience and creativity that emerge when traditional
modes of expression are constrained

4.2 The Marginalization Based on Ethnicity:

The descendants of Latin American immigrants frequently
encounter discrimination and cultural hurdles due to the
prevalent political, economic, and cultural disparities in
American society. The characterization of Mexican
Americans as the "Other" and their designation as "marginal
people" is evident in their working and living conditions. For
instance, when Lala's father, Inocencio, initially arrives in
the new country with no funds, he finds himself limited to
demanding and low-paying jobs. This is not an isolated case,
as a significant portion of Mexican Americans finds
themselves engaged in menial and unpromising professions
within a society dominated by whiteness. In their pursuit of
escaping poverty and surviving in this new culture, they
immigrated to the United States, unaware that the white
supremacist structure would offer them so few opportunities.
Integration proves challenging, and they persistently remain
outsiders in the eyes of the country. While Lala's family
moves to San Antonio, relatively close to the border, they are
situated far from the primary immigration hubs. The city
they settle in is marked by severe water scarcity, creating an
environment that feels desolate, akin to being "in the middle
of nowhere." The unfavorable surroundings and the distance
from their homeland contribute to a sense of unease,
mirroring the scarcity and aridity of their spiritual home.
Minority Americans, having distanced themselves from their
own culture, find themselves marginalized within
mainstream culture. In the midst of this identity crisis, the
fractured racial identity necessitates urgent reconstruction.
Mexican immigrants contend with stereotyping from white
individuals who view them as inherently inferior and
undesirable. Limited employment opportunities, meager
wages, and dire economic conditions lead most Mexican
Americans to occupy cramped living spaces. In Lala's home,
the perpetual inadequacy is palpable, and the peculiar
furnishings only serve to reinforce white Americans'
stereotypes. Despite being born in the United States and
proficient in English, Lala, the protagonist, grapples with an
unsettling feeling in the face of alien eyes. While she
identifies as American, the rejection of her Mexican ethnicity
and the denial of her cultural identity by the white-dominated
society plunge her into an identity crisis. Moving into an "in-
between" state, she experiences a profound disconnection,
unfamiliar with her Mexican ethnic roots and unable to forge
a connection with them.

4.3 The Categorized ""Other™ based on Gender:

In a society where male dominance prevails, men's existence
is deemed inevitable, while women are often perceived as
mere extensions of men. The authoritative status of men is
established through the presence of women, positioning them
as the "other" relative to men. Fathers, in particular, wield
significant decision-making power within the family
structure, reinforcing their authoritative roles and relegating
women to controlled and restricted roles. The embodiment of
the gendered other finds poignant expression in the life story
of Lala's grandmother, Soledad.

Soledad's narrative unfolds within the confines of a
patriarchal society, where her prescribed role dictates
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obedience, loyalty, and the exclusive focus on caring for her
husband and children. Her life's meaning and purpose are
thus tethered to these familial roles, and she surrenders her
individual identity to become a mother, a wife, and a
daughter. Soledad's existence becomes entwined with the
expectations of the patriarchal structure, leading her to lose
herself over time. Living under the weight of patriarchal
oppression, she becomes accustomed to being overlooked
and marginalized. The relentless service to her family leaves
her with little time to savor her own life, and eventually, she
internalizes the perception of herself as the other
female.Lala, growing up in a bustling and crowded
household, bears witness to the passive position of women
within the patriarchal culture. A pivotal moment arises when
her mother, discovering her husband's past indiscretions,
contemplates leaving home in a fit of anger. Faced with the
harsh reality of limited options, Lala reflects on her mother's
predicament, realizing the financial dependency that keeps
her tethered to the family. The strict family norms further
manifest in simple acts like taking a daughter for a walk to a
restaurant, which becomes a surreptitious endeavor. Lala's
mother expresses frustration, highlighting the restrictive
nature of family rules, and contemplates leaving to escape
the suffocating environment.These ingrained family values
deeply influence Lala from an early age, contributing to the
erosion of her gender identity as a woman. The societal
expectations and limitations imposed on women become
evident in her observations of the constrained lives led by the
women in her family. The portrayal of Soledad's sacrifice
and Lala's mother's struggles underscores the pervasive
impact of patriarchal norms, shaping the destinies of women
as they navigate their roles as the gendered other within the
family structure.

5. Resolutions for the Identity Dilemma in
Caramelo

As discussed in the preceding section, Caramelo portrays
Mexican Americans grappling with an identity crisis marked
by a lack of discourse power, ethnic marginalization, and
gendered otherness. The protagonist, Celaya, attempts to
confront this dilemma but meets with failure. It is imperative
to fundamentally challenge the binary opposition of identity
to establish a dynamic identity within the third space. This
involves constructing a hybrid identity during the exploration
and identification of the self. Consequently, this chapter
delves into tangible solutions for the identity crises faced by
key characters, drawing on the practical applications of
Homi Bhabha's Hybrid Theory.

5.1 Challenge The Binary Opposition and Formulate A
Hybrid Cultural Identity:

The process of identity construction involves the
reconfiguration of the identity of marginalized individuals,
aiming for an equitable position, dismantling hegemonic
discourse, and shedding the label of the "Other."
Consequently, precise self-positioning, identity acquisition,
and resolving the confusion of belonging become essential
prerequisites for the growth of marginalized individuals and
ethnic minorities.

During her high school years, Lala grapples with a lack of
confidence in her appearance, aspiring to emulate her
classmates. Her quest for recognition signifies a heightened
self-awareness, yet complete independence and confidence
remain elusive. Desiring acknowledgment from others,
especially the opposite sex, becomes a manifestation of her
perceived value. Despite not having strong feelings for
Ernesto, Lala, in part, seeks refuge in his affectionate
gestures as a means to overcome her gendered other identity,
craving a sense of presence through his attention and love.
Choosing to stay with Ernesto is influenced by their shared
Mexican origin, alleviating the fear of being perceived as an
ethnic other in his eyes. However, the dissolution of her
relationship with Ernesto becomes a pivotal point in Lala's
maturation, teaching her the impracticality of seeking
resonance with others as a marginalized individual. This
experience prompts a shift in her perspective, recognizing
the interconnectedness of humanity. She evolves beyond
fixation on her identity as American or Mexican, embracing
the fluidity of her identity and the ability to navigate between
her native and American cultures. Exploring her family's
history reveals the pervasive theme of hybridity, where
generations from diverse backgrounds coalesce into a close-
knit family. Rejecting rigid dualistic notions of identity, Lala
develops a nuanced understanding of herself, embracing the
diversity represented by various cultures, confidently owning
her dual identities, and reconciling with her identity as a
mixed-blood. Lala's rejection of dualistic identity logic
serves as an enlightening parallel to contemporary
immigration challenges. Faced with a society characterized
by divergent cultures, immigrants grapple with the dilemma
of integrating into the dominant culture while preserving
their ethnic traditions. This "in-between" state induces
anxiety and uncertainty regarding their identities. By
adopting a more flexible viewpoint, embracing
multiculturalism, discarding the notion of a singular and pure
identity, and constructing a blended identity, immigrants can
navigate the complexities of identity in a diverse society.

5.2 Challenge Stereotypical Representations to Attain
Genuine Freedom of Identity:

To overcome the identity crisis, challenging the stereotypes
imposed by the dominant culture is essential. Lala,
symbolizing a rebellious spirit, defies the stereotypes
attributed to immigrants by embodying a new image. The
American white society's stereotypical views had previously
left her feeling inferior and powerless. Lala's physical
appearance deviates from the conventional image of women,
being tall and robust, engaging in activities typically not
associated with women, and harboring adventurous
aspirations like traveling and designing houses. Her
seemingly unconventional actions are attempts to break free
from gender stereotypes and establish an independent and
courageous female identity, much like her grandmother.
Lala's father, Inocencio, and her aunt, Norma, play crucial
roles in providing guidance and support during her growth.
Inocencio, despite starting with nothing in the new country,
instills in Lala a positive outlook on life, teaching her to
work with dignity and face each day without regrets. His
encouragement becomes a source of strength for Lala when
she experiences the pain of love. Inocencio proudly
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maintains his Mexican identity, instilling traditional Mexican
values in Lala and helping her comprehend the significance
of their heritage. Aunt Norma, or Aunty Light-Skin,
exemplifies resilience and bravery in the face of her
husband's betrayal. Despite her unfortunate experiences, she
remains optimistic and believes in the capability of Mexican
women to shape their destinies. Similar to Lala's father, Aunt
Norma contributes to Lala's growth by imparting lessons
about independence and courage. Both relatives embody the
strong, brave, and optimistic characteristics of the Mexican
people, challenging the stereotypes imposed by the dominant
white culture.

The refusal to conform to stereotypes becomes a powerful
tool for Lala and her family. By showcasing strength,
bravery, and resilience, they reject the limiting narratives
enforced upon them. In doing so, they carve out identities
that defy societal expectations and contribute to a more
nuanced understanding of Mexican culture.

5.3 Safeguard The Cultural Heritage and Embrace
Cultural Diversity

Bhabha advocates for the creation of a third space where
diverse cultures can engage in mutual dialogue. This space
allows marginalized individuals to have equal conversations
with those from mainstream culture, thereby dismantling the
dominant authority of the latter. To construct this third
space, a hybrid approach is crucial, rewriting the dominant
culture and enabling harmonious coexistence through
hybridization. The marginalized must actively embrace the
new culture, but preserving their national culture is
fundamental. The "rebozo” emerges as a significant symbol
in the narrative, a traditional Mexican craft that embodies
both beauty and practicality. Passed down through
generations, the silk shawl symbolizes the kindness and hard
work of Mexican women, connecting their emotions.
Soledad, Lala's grandmother, treasures the shawl, a relic
from her mother and later passed on to Lala. It serves as a
relay of women's relationships, linking generations and
forming a network of relationships among Mexican women.
The shawl not only connects native Mexico but also unites
Mexican people in the United States, bridging the
geographical gap and preserving family history and memory.
When facing marginalization and the challenges of being
perceived as the Other, immigrants should prioritize passing
down their cultural heritage, similar to valuing overlooked
items like the "rebozo™ in the novel. The brown shawl,
flowing from Mexico to the United States, becomes a symbol
of the expanding shawl culture. This cultural preservation
involves creating relationship maps that cannot be discarded,
reflecting an interconnectedness that transcends time. In
times of migration and inheritance, immigrants and ethnic
minorities should uphold traditional cultures, ensuring they
continue to radiate authentic cultural brilliance and serve as a
foundation for identity construction and belonging in the
cultural memory of historical experiences.

6. Conclusion

Utilizing Homi Bhabha's Hybridity Theory, this dissertation
scrutinizes the identity crisis within Caramelo. It asserts that

the optimal approach for cross-cultural immigrants to
overcome identity turmoil involves dismantling binary
oppositions, reclaiming the right to unrestricted expression,
and actively embracing multi-culture while preserving their
national identity. Protagonist Lala serves as a courageous
figure, embodying the determination to pursue ethnic identity
amidst confusion. She speaks for myriad immigrants striving
to adapt to new surroundings. Lala exemplifies the fluidity of
identity, shifting between old and new cultures, illustrating
how hybrid identities can rupture the confines imposed by
binary oppositions. In our contemporary era, marked by
deepening globalization and escalating immigration
challenges, fostering harmonious multi-culture necessitates
the dissolution of barriers between cultural identities.
Achieving equal discourse rights and constructing hybrid
cultural identities emerge as pivotal steps in this integration
and development process.
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