
Our Migrant Souls

Our Migrant Souls by Maria Hinojosa explores the experiences of Latinx immigrants in the United States.
Through personal stories and reflections, Hinojosa examines identity, belonging, and the ongoing struggles
faced by migrant communities, offering a powerful narrative about resilience and hope.

Prologue: Our Migrant Souls

The prologue "Our Migrant Souls" explores the complexities and rich histories of individuals from diverse
Latin American backgrounds. The narrative begins with a reflection on the author's interactions with a young
woman from Honduras, Mexico, and Puerto Rico, who shares stories that reflect her multifaceted identity and
experiences as an undocumented individual. As the author listens, they recognize the weight of her struggles:
the emotional toll of her relationship with an undocumented boyfriend, memories of family tensions, and
moments of resilience through hardship, including periods of living in a car and witnessing family discord.

The text weaves a tapestry of identity, highlighting the protagonist's heritage, which encompasses African,
Indigenous, and European roots. These elements manifest in her appearance and experiences, crafting a
narrative that defies simplistic racial categories. The author highlights how terms like “Latino” and
“Hispanic” often fail to encapsulate the rich, diverse backgrounds of individuals, reducing them to mere
labels that overlook their complex histories.

The prologue also delves into the imposition of harmful stereotypes by mainstream narratives, positioning
Latinx individuals as low-skilled laborers and stripping away their humanity. The author recounts personal
experiences in their family’s journey, emphasizing the pride tied to cultural identity amidst a backdrop of
pervasive prejudice. This journey leads to an exploration of what it means to be a "people," advocating for a
deeper understanding of interconnected histories and shared traumas that inform their identities.

Through academic insights, the author aims to empower the young woman and others like her, connecting
them to their collective heritage that has been shaped by struggle, resilience, and contributions to American
society. The narrative concludes with a commitment to honor these stories and foster a sense of strength from
the shared experiences of migration and cultural identity in the face of ongoing adversity. The prologue
encapsulates a deeply personal yet universally resonant call for recognition and understanding of the Latinx
identity, rooted in history, community, and resilience.

1. Empires

In the opening chapter titled "Empires," the author reflects on the stories of empire and injustice that shape
the experiences of their children and the Latino community in the United States. Growing up in the United
States, children are immersed in tales of powerful empires, often framed as heroic struggles against
oppressive forces. These stories, whether told through movies or books, tap into a collective memory of
migration and cultural erasure that resonates with the experiences of marginalized groups, particularly
Latinos, in America.

The author illustrates how the history of European conquests, racial ideologies, and forced migrations have
shaped the Latino identity in the U.S. Tales of historical events, such as the arrival of enslaved Africans or
the U.S. government's treatment of Indigenous peoples, become amalgamated into popular culture, distilling
complex histories into digestible narratives that often overlook the harsh truths of colonialism.



In the context of Los Angeles, a city largely defined by its Latino population, the author examines how the
film industry capitalizes on these narratives, shaping perceptions of Latino identity in popular media. The
characterizations often fail to reflect reality and reinforce stereotypes, promoting a narrow understanding of
Latino cultures and histories.

As the chapter progresses, the author connects the physical barriers faced by Latino families, such as the
U.S.-Mexico border, to the larger imperial forces at play. The imagined identity imposed from outside
narratives creates a deep sense of melancholy and fear among Latino communities—the constant threat of
deportation and separation from family is ever-present.

The narrative also touches on personal stories, showcasing the emotional weight of migration and the
struggles for dignity within the framework of an empire. The author shares poignant anecdotes from students,
revealing how their families’ histories are punctuated by loss, trauma, and resilience.

Overall, the chapter argues that the real experiences of Latino people in America are overshadowed by the
simplified, often romanticized accounts of empire in mainstream media. The truth of their existence is a
complex interplay of struggle, resilience, and the quest for belonging within an empire that seeks to render
them invisible.

2. Walls

The chapter "Walls" explores the complex history and significance of the U.S.-Mexico border. The author
reflects on a time when the border was non-existent, characterized by open landscapes and unmarked
territory. This nostalgia is contrasted with the harsh realities of the modern border, described as a "Death
Star," symbolizing barriers erected in the name of immigration control and national identity.

The narrative begins with a historical account of a group of emigrants traveling west in the 1840s, led by a
young teamster named Antonio. Their tragic journey into what was then Mexican territory illustrates the
hubris of American expansion. Antonio’s story culminates in tragedy during the infamous Donner Party
incident, where desperate measures lead to cannibalism—highlighting the dark side of the American frontier
and its complex relationship with Mexican and Native peoples.

The subsequent establishment of the U.S.-Mexico border is described as a product of competitive colonial
expansion, with the border marked by obelisks and later fortified by fences and walls. The transformation of
the border from a mere marker to a militarized zone reflects societal fears of "otherness," particularly toward
Latino immigrants. This sentiment, borne from a historical legacy of racism and exclusion, shapes modern
perceptions of Latino identity and immigration.

As the chapter unfolds, it delves into the dual nature of U.S. identity—where a reliance on immigrant labor
coexists with fear and hostility towards immigrants. Historical examples illustrate this contradiction, starting
from the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882 to the tightening of immigration laws for Latin American nations
post-1965.

The narrative concludes with poignant reflections on personal experiences at the border, particularly the
experiences of Gloria Itzel Montiel, who symbolizes the struggle of undocumented immigrants navigating
their identities amid the overwhelming presence of walls. Ultimately, the chapter presents the border as both
a physical barrier and a metaphor for deeper social divisions, racial myths, and human struggles deeply
embedded in U.S. history.

3. Beginnings



In the chapter "Beginnings," the narrative explores the experiences and stories of immigrants through the lens
of familial and personal history. The chapter opens with reflections on the tales shared by migrants about
their journeys to the United States—stories filled with hope, courage, and the daunting thrill of beginning
anew. The recounting of these narratives varies across generations, from joyful crossings in earlier decades to
the harsher realities of twenty-first-century migration, reflecting on how these journeys shape identities and
communities.

The author recounts their own family's migration from Guatemala to Los Angeles, highlighting their arrival
when the author's mother was pregnant. This transition is marked by a desire for a better life amidst the
political upheaval in Guatemala, leading to a symbolic photo at the Griffith Observatory, representing dreams
of knowledge and modernity. The story emphasizes the sense of transience in East Hollywood, where
migrants often find themselves in gritty surroundings, navigating the complexities of a new and often
unforgiving environment.

Upon arrival, migrants often settle in neighborhoods reflective of their new community—filled with a mix of
hope and hardship, surrounded by others like them striving for a better future. They grapple with the stark
contrasts of wealth and poverty, learning quickly that life's realities in the United States are more complicated
than they could have anticipated. The author reflects on their childhood in East Hollywood, viewing the
surroundings with a mix of innocence and the underlying tension created by racial and economic divides.

Ultimately, the chapter reveals the intimate yet complicated lives of immigrants, examining how youthful
passions and challenges help shape their identities and communities. The act of migration is portrayed not
just as a physical journey but an emotional and transformative experience. The author acknowledges the
stories of their parents and the resilience they exhibited, showing that behind every immigrant experience lies
a tapestry rich with challenges, ambitions, and a longing for connection and success, encapsulated in the
vibrant fabric of Latino barrios across the United States.

4. Cities

In "Cities," the author reflects on the intricate history and racial dynamics of Los Angeles, their birthplace,
revealing how the city has evolved through various cultural and political landscapes. The narrative begins by
detailing the geography of Los Angeles—a coastal plain influenced by the Tongva people and shaped by
Spanish and Mexican rule before being annexed by the U.S. This history introduces the racial classifications
that have influenced the city from its inception, highlighting how the initial settlers' identities—like
“mulato,” “mestizo,” and “indio”—evolved through generations into a new identity termed “Californio.”

A key figure in this transformation is Pío Pico, an Afro-Español politician who exemplified the struggle for
acceptance and evolution beyond racial labels. Despite his status in pre-U.S. conquest California, the arrival
of white settlers imposed new racial categorizations that marginalized the Californios and redefined their
identities as “Mexican.” The narrative continues to juxtapose the systemic racism of the past with the
experiences of the author's parents in the 20th century, illustrating how they were racially categorized as
“Caucasian,” despite their mixed heritage.

The chapter also explores the emotional weight of racial categorizations and the effects of segregation,
revealing how these identities shape personal experiences. The author recounts a moment witnessing a
child’s innocent assumption of their role in a complex racial narrative at a soccer game, underscoring the
learned racial hierarchies prevalent in society.

The text critiques the long-standing institutional efforts—exemplified by discriminatory mapping practices in
the 1939 Federal Home Loan Bank map—that have shaped the racial landscape of cities. This segregation
and the trauma associated with it manifest in the identities of community members, particularly within



“barrios” and among people of color, enveloping them in a cycle of violence and resistance.

Ultimately, the chapter speaks to the beauty and complexity of hybrid identities within marginalized
communities, illustrating moments of cultural pride amidst systemic oppression. The author emphasizes the
need for recognition of these intertwined histories to understand the broader narrative of race and identity in
urban America.

5. Race

In this chapter titled "Race," the author explores the complex dynamics of race, identity, and proximity
through the contrasting lives of James Earl Ray, the man who assassinated Martin Luther King Jr., and
Booker Wade, a Black man who offered support to the author’s pregnant mother. The opening reflects on
Ray's white-supremacist beliefs and his desperate quest for a superior sense of identity through whiteness.
The author describes Ray's family background—marked by poverty and criminality—and how he absorbed
the racist attitudes of his family, particularly from his father. The chapter highlights the deep-rooted self-
loathing within Ray's family, exploring how race has shaped their perceptions amidst American society
struggling with industrial capitalism.

Wade, on the other hand, represents a connection to African American history and struggle. His activities
with the NAACP further emphasize his commitment to fighting racial injustice. The chapter presents his
transformation from a frightened youth after a protest to a leader pursuing positive change within the
community and ultimately starting a career in media.

The author delves into the idea of race as a social construct, illuminating the complexities Latino individuals
face in negotiating their identity in a system that often relegates them to a secondary status. The chapter
traverses historical touchpoints surrounding racial and ethnic mixing in America, reflecting on the fluidity of
racial identity while showcasing the divisions and tensions that persist.

As the narrative weaves between personal anecdotes and historical analysis, the author ultimately highlights
the shared experiences and fates that bind various racial groups in the United States, suggesting that the
distinctions of race—while pervasive—are artificial constructions. The conclusion of the chapter reaffirms
the notion that cultural and racial identities are interlinked, hinting at the ongoing struggle for racial justice
and understanding in a mixed society. Through this lens, the author illustrates how personal histories
intertwine with broader racial narratives, molding identities that resist simplistic categorizations.

6. Intimacies

In Chapter 6, "Intimacies," the sociologist Mary Romero presents a nuanced portrayal of the complex
relationships within a Beverly Hills family and their live-in Mexican housekeeper, Carmen. The Smith
family, consisting of a Hollywood agent father, a mother, and their four children, share a household with
Carmen and her daughter Olivia, residing in the maid's quarters. This setting illustrates a microcosm of
American society, where two distinct cultural backgrounds coexist, with developmental dynamics that
challenge racial hierarchies. As Olivia matures, she grapples with her sense of identity and belonging amidst
her interactions with the Smith children.

The power dynamics within the household shift as Olivia recognizes her unique position within the fabric of
the family while simultaneously feeling the weight of her heritage. The narrative emphasizes the blurred lines
between employer and employee, depicting how the children lean on Carmen's authority in ways their
parents cannot comprehend. In a role-reversal irony, while Olivia embraces her mestiza and Chicana
identities, she also treads a path that brings her closer to her employer's societal status through her eventual



career trajectory in public relations.

Through engaging with the broader societal issues of race and class, the chapter moves beyond the intimate
sphere into the larger context of Latino and white relationships in the United States. The boundaries of these
interactions are defined by an underlying tension characterized by fears, prejudices, and the perceived threat
of loss regarding "whiteness." Here, the presence of Latino workers threatens to unveil the constructed
illusions of affluence that define middle and upper-class lifestyles.

Romero further explores how Latino individuals perform critical labor—often unseen and
unrecognized—contributing to the prosperity of their employers in ways that challenge traditional notions of
racial and ethnic structure. Despite their critical role in sustaining American life, these workers often face
systemic barriers and stigmas associated with their social status and ethnicity.

The chapter concludes with reflections on how shared experiences and intimate relationships across cultural
lines can dismantle racial divisions, offering the potential for deeper understanding and acknowledgment of
interdependence in society. The stories of individuals like Julia Rodriguez serve as poignant reminders of the
resilience faced against systemic barriers, highlighting a journey toward recognition, identity, and
empowerment.

7. Secrets

In the 1980s and ’90s, the term "Latino" gained traction amid new migrations from Latin America, leading to
a surge in the popularity of Latino culture among youth. One prominent symbol of this culture is Frida
Kahlo, a Mexican artist whose self-portraits became ubiquitous in salons and homes. Kahlo, of mixed
German-Jewish and Indigenous descent, represents a complex narrative of identity that resonates with many
Latinx individuals, particularly as they seek to embrace their heritage without assimilating into Anglo-Saxon
culture. Her portrayal of pain and cultural heritage in works like "My Grandparents, My Parents, and I"
exemplifies the blending of cross-racial and cross-ethnic identities.

Kahlo's acknowledgment of her Indigenous roots, despite not explicitly identifying as Indigenous, showcases
a prominent acknowledgment of indigeneity as a cornerstone of her Mexican identity. Her artworks, rich with
Indigenous symbols and clothing, invite introspection about identity and heritage, although modern critics
sometimes frame this as cultural appropriation. The complexity of her ancestry is mirrored in the Latino
experience today, reflecting both pride and the hidden legacies of racial mixing often shrouded in secrecy.

The narrator shares personal family history, revealing hidden narratives within the "Latino" identity. A tale
unfolds about Ramón, a relative raised by an affluent family but born from an extramarital relationship,
illuminating the underlying complexities of racial mixing in Latin America. This narrative of mixed heritage
and hidden identities reflects broader themes of shame and secrecy often encountered in Latino families.

The term "Latino" itself, much like "Hispanic," exists alongside concepts of race and ethnicity, creating
confusion due to their roots in a history of violence, colonization, and cultural conflicts in Spain and across
Latin America. The complexity of constructing ethnic identities rests in the recognition of a mutable, fluid
heritage shaped by countless encounters, struggles, and reinventions across generations. Ultimately, the
experiences of individuals like Kahlo and Gloria Arellanes illustrate the tension and beauty of hailing from
mixed-race lineages, where understanding of heritage unfolds through familial ties and personal revelations,
revealing the many layers of identity within the Latino experience.

8. Ashes



In the chapter titled "Ashes," the author reflects deeply on the Holocaust and its lasting impact, contrasting it
with contemporary issues of violence against Latin American immigrants in the U.S. educational curricula
today include lessons on the Holocaust, a stark contrast to the author's childhood in the 1970s. Memories
evoke the haunting images from films depicting atrocities, as well as personal experiences with Jewish
families recounting their losses during this time. The author recalls watching powerful documentaries and
reading memoirs that shaped their understanding of genocide.

An obsession with the historical oppression of marginalized groups emerges. The narrative links the
Holocaust to modern-day violence, notably the Salvadoran Civil War, which the author witnessed through a
documentary. This sparked a lifelong commitment to uncovering the stories of those who have suffered in
Latin America, revealing parallels between past and present atrocities. By visiting locations tied to historical
violence, such as the site of Víctor Jara’s execution in Chile, the author seeks to understand the
interconnectedness of these tragedies, revealing their familial ties and personal histories.

Recent findings on trauma suggest this obsession may root itself in inherited memories of violence. The
chapter discusses the ongoing deaths at the Mexican border, where countless migrants perish in the desert
while seeking a better life. The U.S. government's immigration policies create a treacherous landscape,
leading to thousands of undocumented deaths, often hidden from view. The author highlights how the federal
approach to border control effectively acts as a “killing machine,” denying responsibility while
simultaneously enacting brutality.

Moreover, the text broadens its scope beyond the Holocaust, connecting historical genocides, such as the
Armenian and Native American tragedies, emphasizing their emotional resonance within Latino communities
today. The author posits that the violence perpetrated against immigrants echoes historical atrocities,
demanding recognition of their shared genealogical suffering. By articulating these themes, the chapter
weaves a tapestry of violence, neglect, and an ongoing struggle against systemic oppression, probing the
moral implications of a society that allows such horrors to persist in silence.

9. Lies

In Chapter 9, titled "Lies," the author explores the experience of being Latino in the United States, revealing
how narratives about Latinos often depict them as powerless and simplistic figures in stories crafted by well-
meaning allies. The chapter opens with a critique of a North American activist who shares a one-dimensional
portrayal of immigrants seeking refuge, focusing on her own actions while neglecting the individual
identities and stories of the immigrants. This leads to a broader analysis of how such representations
contribute to the perception of Latinos as victims devoid of agency, which affects both media portrayals and
personal experiences.

The author grapples with feelings of frustration and impotence as these stereotypes persist unchecked,
leading to harmful societal assumptions, such as the belief that Latinos are somehow "less than" or inherently
powerless. These narratives become tools in political struggles, stripping immigrants of their complexities,
and presenting them as mere symbols of suffering for the sake of advocacy. The author cites examples from
literature and media that reinforce these negative stereotypes, lamenting the lack of nuanced representation
that reflects the true complexity of immigrant lives.

The text details the absurdity of conspiracy theories surrounding Latino immigrants, drawing parallels to
historical prejudices against various groups. The author underscores the dangerous consequences of these
stereotypes, describing how they strip Latino individuals of their humanity and reduce them to mere
abstractions in political rhetoric. By focusing on the resilience and agency of individuals like Gisel
Villagómez—a DACA recipient with a rich personal history—the author emphasizes the importance of



recognizing the multifaceted realities of Latino lives, rather than simplifying them into narratives of
victimhood.

Furthermore, the chapter discusses the challenges faced by DACA recipients and the psychologically taxing
labels imposed by the immigration system, highlighting the arbitrary and often dehumanizing experience
associated with immigration policy. The author calls for a collective acknowledgment of the full range of
human experience among Latinos, pushing back against the prevailing infantilizing narratives. The final
reflections connect personal family history with a broader understanding of Latino identity, illustrating the
ongoing struggle for representation and dignity within the complexities of American social structures.

10. Light

In “10. Light,” the narrative revolves around Wong Kim Ark, who was detained aboard the steamship Coptic
in San Francisco Bay for five months in 1895 after returning from Hong Kong. He was born in the U.S. but
faced deportation due to prevailing nativist sentiments amidst the Chinese Exclusion Act. Despite presenting
his birth documentation, he remained stranded until his lawyer initiated legal proceedings. Ultimately, the
Supreme Court ruled in his favor in 1898, establishing that children of immigrants, like Wong, are U.S.
citizens.

Wong's story is often simplified in media portrayals, typically suggesting he "disappeared" post-victory. In
reality, he returned to China frequently, maintaining a complex life divided between families in Guangdong
and San Francisco. His struggle reflects broader immigrant experiences, shaped by the turmoil in China
during his parents' migration in the mid-1800s due to war and political instability. This narrative emphasizes
the quest for citizenship, familial connections, and the desire to reunite with loved ones amid harsh
immigration laws.

The author draws parallels to contemporary immigrant experiences, particularly about family divisions and
the longing to traverse borders. Through personal anecdotes, the author reflects on familial ties, migration,
and cultural identity, underscoring the emotional weight such narratives carry across generations. As the
author shares memories of returning to Guatemala, he expresses a sense of belonging and nostalgia,
emphasizing the significance of family and shared histories.

The chapter concludes with reflections on the enduring spirit of immigrant families, revealing their resilience
and strength in the face of adversity. Such stories illuminate the complexities of identity amid migration,
capturing the persistent search for connection and belonging across borders. Ultimately, this chapter
insightfully threads together Wong’s experiences and the author's own familial history, presenting a poignant
exploration of identity, the immigrant experience, and the relentless pursuit of familial connection.

11. Home

In this chapter titled "Home," the author reflects on their connection to literature, family, and identity,
beginning with a discussion of James Baldwin's autobiographical novel *Go Tell It on the Mountain*. In the
story, Baldwin portrays a father figure, Richard, who embodies the cultural aspirations of a Black man in a
racially stratified 1920s New York City. The narrator finds resonance with Baldwin's longing for a proud and
nurturing family environment, as they recount personal memories of visiting museums with their own parents
in Los Angeles, where diverse art pieces sparked a sense of belonging and connection to humanity.

The author explores the immigrant experience, emphasizing the desire to assert one's humanity in a new
country created on ideals of freedom and justice. Holding onto memories of humble backgrounds, they
highlight how parents instilled a love of reading and culture, leading to a deep appreciation for the arts that



became part of their family's narrative.

The narrative shifts to recount encounters with diverse individuals across the U.S., illustrating the complexity
of Latino identity amid cultural intersectionality. The author meets activists and artists, like Teresa Alonso
León, who navigates her Indigenous heritage while advocating for her community, exemplifying the
interconnected histories of Mexican, Latino, and Indigenous peoples in America. Additionally, they discuss
their observations of communities grappling with both racism and aspirations for acceptance within
American society.

Traveling through various states, the author shares poignant stories of individuals, such as Andrew Alba, who
expresses his identity through art, and Gustavo, a Mexican immigrant thriving against the backdrop of his
undocumented status. Each encounter reveals the struggles and triumphs within the broader Latino
experience, resonating with collective histories of migration, resilience, and cultural expression.

The chapter concludes with reflections on family dynamics, the complexities of identity, and the longing for
belonging, highlighted by Claudia’s story of navigating familial ties from Harrisburg and the importance of
togetherness in a foreign land. It underscores the overarching theme of home as both a physical space and an
emotional sanctuary shaped by shared histories and aspirations.

Conclusion: Utopias

The conclusion of the text reflects on the queer future experienced by undocumented queer youth, who
navigate familial intolerance and mainstream culture's erasure in a society dominated by heteronormative
ideas. They find solace in the vibrant icons of queer culture, such as Walter Mercado and Chavela Vargas,
and express their identities through their writing. The anthem "La vida es un carnaval," sung by Celia Cruz,
emphasizes living life to the fullest despite societal injustices, encapsulating the collective resilience in the
face of oppression, especially following acts of violence like the Orlando nightclub shooting.

The author references José Esteban Muñoz, who contends that queerness is an ideal not yet realized, pushing
for a vision that transcends present struggles. They draw on personal observations of social decay in the
United States, pointing to rising homelessness, systemic violence, and a built environment besieged by walls
intended to separate and isolate.

The text posits that we live in a world marked by inadequacies regarding justice and freedom for
marginalized groups, identifying a need for transformation rooted in imagination and activism. The legacies
of past radicals inspire new generations to perform rebellion through artistry and public demonstrations, not
merely conforming to oppressive societal norms.

Amid the ongoing struggle, the author captures intimate moments of empowerment through personal
narratives, illustrating how day-to-day acts of resilience lead to broader community expressions of identity.
The story of Itzcali, who overcomes familial pressure and poverty, highlights the potential for individual
aspirations to flourish through perseverance, educational pursuits, and community connection. This narrative
underlines the critical theme that our social fabric is woven from shared struggles and the need for collective
action.

Ultimately, the text challenges readers to critically engage with issues of race, identity, and social structures
while fostering a hopeful vision for a more equitable future. In crafting their utopias, individuals are
encouraged to pursue not just survival but flourishing, resisting the narratives imposed upon them and
celebrating the transformative power of their lived experiences.
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A Note About the Author

Héctor Tobar is a Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and acclaimed novelist known for his significant
contributions to literature and journalism. He is the author of several notable works, including the best-selling
book, Deep Down Dark, which has garnered critical acclaim, along with The Last Great Road Bum, The
Barbarian Nurseries, Translation Nation, and The Tattooed Soldier.

In addition to his novels, Tobar serves as a contributing writer for the opinion section of The New York
Times and is an associate professor at the University of California, Irvine. His extensive writing portfolio
features articles in prominent publications such as The New Yorker and the Los Angeles Times.
Furthermore, his short fiction has been recognized in collections like The Best American Short Stories, Los
Angeles Noir, Zyzzyva, and Slate.

Tobar’s background as the son of Guatemalan immigrants enriches his writing with unique perspectives,
making him a representative voice of cultural experiences. A native of Los Angeles, he continues to reside
there with his family, immersing himself in the vibrant tapestry of the city that shapes much of his work.
Readers can join his email list for updates on his publications and activities, connecting them further to his
literary journey.

Overall, Héctor Tobar’s body of work reflects a commitment to storytelling and an exploration of themes
related to identity, culture, and social issues, making him a significant figure in contemporary American
literature. His contributions not only engage readers but also invite them to ponder deeper societal realities.


