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Overview

In the book Translated Woman: Crossing the Border with Esperanza’s Story, the author Ruth Behar, a Cuban-American feminist anthropologist, tells about her unforgettable encounters with Esperanza Hernandez, “a Mexican woman of about sixty years, living in a dusty town on the highway to San Luis Potosi, eight hundred kilometers south of the border of the United States” (Behar, 1993, p. 2).  Esperanza was an uneducated street peddler.  Behar tells the extraordinary story of Esperanza's life and the friendship she developed with her. For example, she describes how she and Esperanza became “comadres” (which depicts an intimate and respectful friendship), and by doing so, how it allowed them to “forge a relationship of mutual caring, reciprocity, and trust” (Behar, 1993, p. 6).  She also describes experiences that Esperanza has faced in her life that made her into the type of person that she was.  For example, she described the coraje (rage), struggles, and redemption that Esperanza faced throughout her life that made her into the strong and outspoken person that she was.

Research Purpose and Questions

According to the author, she had one purpose when she began her research, which was “to portray the life story of one woman” (Behar, 1993, p. xi).  However, as her research progressed and as she got to know Esperanza (the subject/participant of the research) better, the purpose changed somewhat.  For example, she noted, “my comadre (Esperanza) told me her story and asked me to pass it on here (in the United States), across the border” (Behar, 1993, p. xii).  Because of this, the purpose of the book then became two-fold.  First, the author wanted to provide a detailed “historia” (life history/life story) narrative about Esperanza, based on data that she collected through fieldwork with Esperanza over a five-year period of time, including 1985, 1987, 1988, 1989 and 1990.  Second, the author wanted to allow others, across the border (in the United States), to get to know Esperanza’s story.  She sought to accomplish this by providing a narrative - written in a way that would cross boundaries such as culture, class and gender – that would allow readers (across the border) to see and understand the “realities” that Esperanza faced throughout her life, as seen through her eyes and in her voice.  

Theoretical (Conceptual Framework)

The author described her role as a researcher for this book as that of a “feminist ethnographer” and therefore described the theoretical framework of the research as being “feminist ethnography”.  She expressed that, 

“One important task of feminist ethnographers, alert to and respectful to the differences between women, is to listen well to stories that other women have to tell, capturing the key images and offering interpretations that mirror the narrative forms they themselves use to tell their life stories” (Behar, 1993, p. 272).

She also expressed that,

“Above all, the stories that we bring back in women’s words for translation on our side of the border need interpretive homes that will not turn out to be prisonhouses with yellow wallpaper – (referencing Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s parabolic “The Yellow Wallpaper”, 1892)” (Behar, 1993, p. 272).  

These two task of feminist ethnographers or characteristics of feminist ethnography is evident in the two purposes of the research, in which the author attempts to first provide a detailed “historia” (life history/life story) narrative about Esperanza, and second to write the narrative in a way that would allow readers, across the border (in the United States) and of different culture, class and gender, to see and understand the “realities” of Esperanza’s life as seen through her eyes and in her voice.  

Data Collection Methods 

In order to ascertain what Esperanza called her “historia”, “referring to both the history and the story of her life” (Behar, 1993, p. 7), the author used an ethnographic method with a feminist approach.  For example, she situated herself in a Mexquitic ethnographic surrounding (Mexican cultural surrounding) for extended periods of time throughout a five-year period in order to obtain the data for her research. As part of her feminist approach to gathering data, she conducted personal interviews with Esperanza (the subject/participant) in a relaxing atmosphere, on a regular basis throughout the five-year period. The interviews were originally taped and then later transcribed.  The interview process usually took place at night in the author’s kitchen with the two women (Behar and Esperanza) sitting across from one another talking, eating cookies and drinking sodas, as a tape recorder between them captures their conversation.  Sometimes Esperanza would bring her children with her and everyone (including Behar, her husband – David Frye, and the children) would sit around and listen as Esperanza passionately related her “historia” (Behar, 1993).

The style in which the author and Esperanza talked to one another shifted over time as their relationship progressed.  For example, as noted by Behar (1993), 

“In my unfolding relationship with Esperanza, the style of our talking to one another shifted over time, from Esperanza telling me a kind of novella in 1985 to our talking to one another in a looser conversational style on my return trips to Mexquitic in the years from 1987 to 1990.  The later conversations changed in tone as we began to venture outside the kitchen and to ask more daring and honest questions of each other and of our locations on opposite sides of the border” (p. 13).

As the author collected her data, she made sure that she kept Esperanza’s confidentiality by ensuring that her identity was kept a secret. As noted by the author, Esperanza was adamant that her participation in the research be kept a secret from the other women in the town because she did not want then to think that she was trying to improve her social status by associating with the “gringos” (rich White American people) in town. This is the reason that the interviews were usually conducted in a different part of town from which Esperanza lived and at night, when most of the towns people were in bed or getting ready for bed (Behar, 1993). Even Esperanza’s name was not her real name. As noted by the author, “my comadre and I chose pseudonyms for each person in her story, including her own name. Esperanza, the name my comadre chose for herself, means hope” (Behar, 1993, p. xiv).  

Data Analysis Methods


When analyzing the data, the author wanted to structure the book in a way that reflected the process of how she and Esperanza became mediums for each other’s stories.  Therefore, she structured the book into four parts.  The first two parts of the book (Part One: Coraje / Rage and Part Two: Esperanza / Redemption) focus on Esperanza’s historia (as she told it to the author from 1985 to 1989). The author noted that she did this because she wanted Esperanza to speak first in the book.  The third part of the book (Literary Wetback) focuses on the conversations that Esperanza and the author had in the years 1988 and 1989 concerning contradictions of the project in which they were engaged (namely making a book out of Esperanza’s historia).  The fourth and final section of the book (Reflejos / Reflections) offers a series of reflections (written from the author’s side of the border) on Esperanza’s story and how it might be read from feminist, historical, and autographical perspectives (Behar, 1993).

Findings Conclusions


The author indicated many findings throughout the book.  One important finding that she indicated is was the Esperanza’s religion was a key factor for “why” she thought her story was worthy to be told and “how” she related or told her story.  For example, as an explanation of why Esperanza wanted her story told and how she told it, the author expressed, 

“Esperanza views her life as worthy of being turned into a story because of her notion of story. Certainly a key model for her is the Christian narrative as a story of suffering, and particularly of bodily suffering as a vehicle for the release of spirit and divinity. A related story form is the Catholic confession narrative; in fact, Esperanza often compared the story she was telling me to a confession that I, her comadre from “the other side,” was hearing rather than the priest” (Behar, 1993, p. 11).   

Another finding that the author indicated in the “Redemption” section of the book was that by elaborating about her coraje (rage), Esperanza found a way to overcome the suffering that she had gone through in her life. For example, as noted by the author, “By elaborating upon cultural ideas of coraje, she (Esperanza) had found a way both to express and overcome the pain of violence, of betrayal, of being a woman who had fracasado” (Behar, 1993, p. 170).  Therefore, the author named the first part of the book “Coraje / Rage” in dedication to Esperanza’s rage.

Another important finding was that politics plays a significant role in how literature is written. For example, as noted in part three (Literary Wetback), the author noted that because of the politics of their situation, “being from different locations on the boundaries of power as a Mexicana and a gringa” (Behar, 1993, p. 229), her encounter with Esperanza “could not simply be about the coproduction of knowledge and a final text called a life history. It also had to be about the way transfers from our different border and class locations have been negotiated” (Behar, 1993, p. 229).    

Personal Reaction/Critique


I thought that the author did an excellent job in relating Esperanza’s historia in this book.  I appreciated the fact although the book was written in English, she still managed to keep the story in Esperanza’s voice by using several Spanish words that Esperanza had used when telling her story.  The way that the story was written exemplified to us here “across the border” (in the United States) exactly what Esperanza wanted it to. For example, Esperanza related to the author that she did not want people (across the border) to feel sorry for her.  Instead, she wanted them to understand and relate to things that have happened to her throughout her life. Therefore, by writing the story in the narrative form in which it was written, the author allowed us as readers (across the border) to feel compassion and empathy for Esperanza’s struggles and rage and to rejoice in her overcomings and redemption (accomplishing the purposes of both the author and Esperanza). Also, by making the book easy to read and very entertaining, it helps to keep readers (especially me) motivated to keep on reading the book to the end.  


I also think that this book is an excellent example of feminist ethnographic research because it stayed true to the framework and methodology associated with this type of research.  For example, it is evident that the book was done with a feminist approach because it deals with Esperanza’s “oppression in a man-made world” (Crotty, 1998/2004, p. 182). Also, an ethnographic methodology is evident because the research had an anthropology origin and focused on an individual from a cultural group and social group, where as interviews were used to collected data in the field over an extended period. Data from the interviews was also analyzed and written in a narrative describing the cultural behavior of the individual (Creswell, 1998).

I also found it interesting that the author noted that she almost let her preconceived notion (subjectivity) about Esperanza (based on what other towns women had said about her) prevent her from doing her research and writing the book. However, she did as suggested by Peshkin (1988) and became aware of her subjectivity and prevented it from influencing her research. This was personally beneficial to her in the end because as a result of the research, she found that her own life mirrored Esperanza’s in many ways. For example, she (like Esperanza) had suffering and rage throughout her own life; however, she eventually overcame it and found redemption. 
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