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Ethnic Identity in Chica Lit. 

Trapped between Cultural Essentialism and Ex-nomination 

 

Introduction 

Popular literature is a complex phenomenon: while it is met with scepticism by librarians and 

literary critics, and perhaps even avoided as a label by the same writers who produce it, it is held 

dear by the masses. This essay is dedicated to exploring how ethnic identity is represented in one of 

its latest additions, namely chick lit. More concretely, it approaches the subject of ex-nomination 

and cultural essentialization of Latino communities in the first truly chica lit novel, Alisa Valdes-

Rodriguez’ The Dirty Girls Social Club
1
 (2003), a burgeoning chick lit sub-genre. The argument I 

put forward is that, as a product aimed for mass consumption, chica lit was forced to focus on 

distinguishing itself from mainstream Anglo-Saxon chick lit. This subservience to marketing 

strategy meant that the finer differences within the Latino community where wiped out in favour of 

an essentialization of Latino cultural features. Thus, although The Dirty Girls acts subversively in 

many ways, its main Latina characters are misrepresented as internally indistinct and their 

differences with the white Anglo groups are exaggerated. 

     The The Dirty Girls’ potential for opposition towards its chick lit ancestor is essentially 

domesticated through the commodification of its message. The discussion could easily be extended 

to the publishing industry where novels of this type, together with this particular work, were 

initially conceived to be marketed as distinctly separate from the mainstream Anglo-Saxon chick lit. 

Nevertheless, time and space constraints have circumscribed the analysis to the intra-fictional world 

of The Dirty Girls. Here, this effect is achieved mainly through the indication that the characters’ 

life difficulties can be chiefly, if not wholly, traced to their Latino background. Furthermore, the 

minimization, if not outright suppression, of the role of non-Latino characters, hampers the capacity 

of readers to contrast the characters’ Latinidad to other, non-Latino, figures. The Latina women who 

are at the core of the novel then appear to move in a world which is almost exclusively Latina, 

where the few standalone Anglo characters are compared to each other as are the Latinos. This 

directly appeals to the representation of Latinidad in a seamless way across nationalities, borders, 

social classes, and sexualities. 

    The domestication of chica lit in this way largely follows the pattern of stigmatization of the 

feminist discourse in the late 19th century. Whereas those acting in support of women’s rights were 

seen as indistinct misandrists at the turn of the century, chica lit is subdued, as will be shown below, 

                                                 
1
 From hereon The Dirty Girls. 
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by essentializing its differences with regard to White chick lit or other types of literatures through 

overt ex-nomination. The internal complexity of chica lit is reduced until the formulaic chick lit 

standard is replicated, and the sub-genre is then retailed to the targeted US audience. As a 

consequence, characters affect a doubleness where they resemble the usual chick lit fashionista 

heroines, but with a different flavour.  I will be focusing on the attitudes that characters display in 

relation to their own origins to examine the intra-literary construction of this “market friendly” 

Latino, to borrow a term from Amanda Maria Morrison’s “Chicanas and ‘Chick Lit’” (310). 

Following Arlene Dávila's analysis in Latinos, Inc., I believe that this process can be summarized as 

“out-of-many, one-people” insofar as the concern for creating a Latino that would be digestible for a 

US audience has meant that Latinos were effectively conceptualized as “sharing one common 

identity” (16). 

    The structure of the essay is simple. The four sections that follow explore the twin topics of ex-

nomination and essentialization together with their effects, moving from the general to the 

particular: while the first segment discusses the theoretical meanings and operation of these two 

concepts, the following sections deal exclusively with the novel. The Dirty Girls and its characters 

are introduced after a brief discussion regarding the development of chick lit and its niches up to the 

rise of chica lit. The last segment addresses the mechanisms of ex-nomination and cultural 

essentialization in the novel. Finally, the essay closes with a section outlining the development of 

the argument and some tentative conclusions. 

 

Theoretical Approach 

Broadly speaking, ex-nomination and essentialization are mutually supportive and deeply 

intertwined processes. This section shows how these two operations function in symbiosis by 

displacing attention from the norm and concentrating it on the atypical. 

 

Ex-nomination 

Put simply, ex-nomination is the process through which, having become hegemonic, certain ideas 

go by unnoticed. Specific categories, like for instance male presence in the military, the gender of 

leaders of governments and religious communities, or that of legally married couples, have been so 

dominant or self-evident that they went by unnamed and unchallenged for centuries. In a historic 

moment when all couples married in state-sanctioned or religious ceremonies consisted of a male 

and a female and all soldiers were male, there was no need to discursively identify either the gender 

of the soldiers or that of the married partners. From being so widely used, so prevalent, certain acts 

and notions then go on to become naturalized or “natural,” so much so that they become 
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unquestionable. Thus, in the process of becoming norms, particular concepts no longer appear to be 

the products of a specific time, place and power relations, but, as it is argued in Race and Ethnicity 

by Stephen Spencer, they seem to be immutable values, indisputable in the same way that objects 

like apples and chairs are indisputable (241). In The Language War Robin Tolmach Lakoff goes 

even further in remarking that once the rules of the hegemonic group became the rules, its tastes – 

the tastes and its ideas – the ideas, the same dominant group appears to have no culture and be 

apolitical (53-57). 

    Yet, although these standards have changed, admittedly only over the last fifty years and mainly 

in the Western developed world, naming the gender of a soldier may, in fact, not cause any 

disruption to the norm. In effect, specifying the gender of a soldier when it is different from the 

norm may further render the norm invisible as the attention of the audience is directed elsewhere. 

Barthes, who first introduced the term ex-nomination, used it in Mythologies to refer to the 

dissipation of the middle class. He held that by being the point from which all other classes are 

described, especially in terms of values, the bourgeoisie as such seemed to disappear. bell hooks 

made a similar point in Ain't I a Woman? about white middle class Western women in feminist 

writing. As the dominant class is never named or “marked,” its legitimacy, along with that of the 

reigning power relations, appears to be justified. Moreover, whereas in the act of not naming, the 

universality of the hegemonic group is assumed (Spencer 241), through naming, the “marked” 

subaltern is integrated into a sub-culture to be soaked and poked. Therefore, while naming implies 

the existence of alternatives to the dominant position, it also conceals the hegemonic discourse, as 

John Fiske explains in Television Culture (43). Ex-nomination ensures that domination can never be 

truly contested as this discourse can never be put under the magnifying glass (Fiske 44). 

     The concept of ex-nomination can be more easily understood by using some examples. 

Following on the gendered examples above, by saying “a female soldier,” for instance, the 

“irregularity” of the gender of the soldier is signalled. At the same time, the presumably wider 

group of male soldiers become the norm that is assumed and simultaneously concealed. In his 

discussion of power in Understanding Global News, Jaap van Ginnneken claims that that which is 

not said often masks harsh power relations since the omitted party usually has the factual power to 

do the naming and can, accordingly, choose what to withhold (161). Thus, it is usually the case that 

female soldiers are being referred to as such by their male superiors when reporting on issues of 

concern, for instance, inappropriate conduct. By directing attention to the class of female soldiers, 

the male officer conceals similar problems in his own gender group, that is male conscripts, as well 

as potential differences in the experiences of women in the military. Further, the act also cloaks the 

potential source of this problem, which might lie in the group of male soldiers. The refusal to be 
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named, which is equivalent to circumscribing the problem to the opposite group, ensures that the 

dominant group’s vision will not be contested and its position of power will not be threatened. 

   Similar examples can be constructed for capitalism, especially in the post-1989 period, and 

patriarchy, especially in the pre-World War II period. By discursively targeting Marxism and 

feminism as potential risk factors to society, it was implied that alternatives to these exist. In the 

meanwhile, that which went by unnamed, capitalism or patriarchy, was assumed to be the result of 

the safe “natural” development of society (Fiske 43) and those who contested either were to be 

considered deviants. Consequently, as will be shown below, the process of ex-nomination has 

damaging effects for both groups since the assumption it operates under is that both the subordinate 

and dominant groups are internally uniform and monolithic. 

 

Essentialism 

Historically, essentialism is inherently related to ex-nomination. Uma Narayan argues in “Essence 

of Culture and a Sense of History” that, in the second wave of feminist writing, when both scholars 

and activists became more aware of the differences among women, and consequently attempted to 

mark these distinctions, they inadvertently replaced “[s]eemingly universal essentialist 

generalizations about “all women” [versus “all men”] [with] culture-specific essentialist 

generalizations depend[ing] on totalizing categories such as “Western culture,” “Non-western 

cultures,” “Western women,” “Non-western women” (87). This illustrates the point introduced 

above about ex-nomination highlighting some distinctions, while continuing to conceal others. 

Whereas up to the early nineteenth century European women were silenced as a whole by the the 

patriarchal  system that supported male societal control, the depictions that resulted from second 

wave feminism replaced “groups of heterogeneous people whose values, interests, ways of life, and 

moral and political commitments are internally plural and divergent [with homogeneity]” (Narayan 

88). While this scholarly current shattered the concept of Woman being one, it proceeded to see the 

fragments produced in this way as being described by the same values. 

     In the same article, Narayan goes on to claim that the missing link between gender essentialism 

and cultural essentialism is “cultural imperialism” (9). What joins these types of essentialism is, in 

her view, the existence of a privileged subject that constructs the Other and speaks for that Other. 

This account is supported by both Walter D. Mignolo in The Idea of Latin America and Jorge Volpi 

in El insomnio de Bolívar with regard to Latin America. Mignolo insists on the political 

construction of “Latin America” initially from the vantage point of different European states and, 

more recently, from the US, as a backwards continent ready to be “modernized” and 

“democratized” (103-9). Volpi, on the other hand, discusses at length the creation of a literary 
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“Latin America” by the Spanish publishing houses whose style of writing was, and to a large extent 

still is, connected to magic realism (120-33). Leaving the different focus aside, the point driven by 

both is that once this silenced object begins to diverge from the image imposed on it, it is met with 

resistance. When the “Latin America” of the collective imaginary is confronted by the real Latin 

America, the power elites that devised the homogeneous picture of a marginalized Third World 

become hostile. The dominant groups are aware that, in order for the current power relations to be 

maintained, the subaltern should not be allowed to speak for themselves. 

     A surprising point made by Volpi (70-7) and anticipated by Narayan is that the elites of the 

subsidiary group also essentialize their culture so as to resist dominance from the outside. If the 

power distinctions pertain not only to the inter-group relations, but also to intra-group realities, that 

leaves certain members of the subordinate groups in a better position to manipulate the image of 

their own subalterns. Narayan uses political conservatives and fundamentalists in illustrating this. 

Both political movements emphasize values that entire groups of people presumably shared before a 

corruption from the exterior ensued (91). In the same way, starting in the early 1960s, literary Latin 

America was made into “Latin America” by the main literary figures of the Boom in search of a 

formula to promote themselves on the global literary market. Thus, young writers of the post-Boom, 

facing the risk of being marginalized, have had to repress their dissent from this model in order to 

satisfy the requirements of an industry that could only comprehend them in these terms (Volpi 78). 

Likewise, subjects of non-Western cultures resisting descriptions as backwards savages imposed on 

them from the outside, especially by colonizing agents, ascribed positive values to spirituality and 

proximity to nature. Still, given that this way of regarding spirituality was not shared by the whole 

group, some members ended up being marginalized in the same fashion as the Third World culture 

had been as a whole (Narayan 90). 

     In summary, ex-nomination renders the subordinate group monolithic or, at the very least, the 

distinctions within the groups are rendered irrelevant though cultural essentialism. The 

essentialization of a culture is doubly assisted by the privileged subjects within the subordinate 

group and the hostility with which dissenters are met by power elites exterior to their group. Now 

that the theoretical pillars of the analysis have been clarified, I will outline how both these processes 

are reflected in The Dirty Girls in the following segment. 

 

Chica Lit Vs. Chick Lit 

This section is an introduction of Alisa Valdes-Rodriguez’ The Dirty Girls through the perspective 

of the development of chick lit as a genre. It explains the hybrid nature of the novel as it opens a 

new sub-category, chica lit, that will later claim its own place in contemporary literature as its own 
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genre. The second part of this segment is dedicated to a brief presentation of Valdes-Rodriguez’ six 

heroines. 

 

Placing The Dirty Girls 

Despite repeated obituaries like Laura Miller’s “The Death of Chick Lit” and Elizabeth Day and 

Tasmina Perry's “Should We Mourn the End of Chick-lit?”, chick lit has unquestionably captured 

the attention of millions of readers worldwide. These admirers invariably identified with, were 

curious about, and rooted for the success of its (mainly female) characters. In the definition Chris 

Mazza gives of chick lit in his introduction to Chick-Lit: Postfeminist Fiction, this genre is 

uniformly acknowledged as a type of fiction directed towards and about women in their early 

thirties in search for love in the metropolis. In fact, it was not until the early 2000s that an 

increasing differentiation within the genre became evident, according to the analysis that Lisa 

Guerrero puts forward in “Sistahs Are Doin’ It for Themselves”. The heroines were looking for love 

and continued to do so even in the newer novels, but their different background transformed the 

novels into something peculiar. In this new age of chick lit, some protagonists were not even 

women, but either teenage girls or gay men. Suzanne Ferris and Mallory Young’s introduction to 

Chick Lit: The New Woman’s Fiction shows that, following this development, chick lit sub-

categories suddenly spanned teen lit, mommy lit, marriage lit, mystery lit, Christian lit and lad lit 

(5). 

    The next step was taken when what began as sub-genres of chick lit, like ethnic lit, developed 

into their own genres with their own sub-categories that mimicked those of chick lit. Pamela Butler 

and Jigna Desai link this latter step in “Manolos, Marriage, and Mantras” with the migration of 

chick lit worldwide from Kenya to India and back and its becoming a truly global phenomenon. 

Chick lit, particularly in European chick lit, had begun discussing issues like motherhood, sexual 

orientation and even introduced some promiscuity, well before the 2000 mark. Ethnic lit, thus, 

pioneered the move outside of the self-referential framework of the mainstream Anglo-Saxon chick 

lit by introducing characters with personal histories. In doing so, its protagonists became subjects of 

politics and economy who were involved in the historical development of their socio-economic 

group. More than just a change of soundtrack, the globalization of chick lit meant, according to the 

Nora Séllei’s analysis in “Bridget Jones and Hungarian Chick lit,” that problems, such as drug 

abuse, prostitution, poverty, previously unheard of in these publications mainly dedicated to the 

entertainment of the readers, entered its universe to stay (175). Nevertheless, the elements of (tacit) 

support for heteronormativity and, in the case of openly homosexual characters, the stability of 

partners once “the one” was found persisted and effectively constituted the unifying aspects of the 
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genre (Butler and Desai). 

   As it addressed the experience of Latinas in the US, Alisa Valdés-Rodriguez’ The Dirty Girls was 

wedged by its publishers in the abundance of chick lit sub-categories. Although it unavoidably 

contained many hybrid features, The Dirty Girls was actually the first of a new sub-genre that came 

to be known under the label of chica lit. The compound nature of The Dirty Girls is evident in the 

complexity of its characters: on the one hand, they resemble the old Anglo-Saxon chick lit heroines 

in their post-feminist questioning of womanhood ideals and their unavailing interest in designer 

name apparel (Morrison 316); on the other, they exhibit a number of new components that 

differentiate them. The family and, as a parallel to it, el barrio, the neighbourhood, which is at times 

likened to an extended family, are at the centre of the lives of these new characters. This blend of 

focal points is a source of identity that guides the protagonists in their choice of partners, friends 

and career. 

   Following the conventions of chick lit, the group of friends is composed of women of the same 

age-group. This group acts as a surrogate family in the interlude when the blood relatives are absent 

or the relationship with them has broken down. Yet, in ethnic lit each of the characters continues to 

hope that the separation from the family is temporary and attempts to mend the relationship to the 

best of their abilities. Issues of identity are constantly in the limelight in ethnic lit, and The Dirty 

Girls is no exception. The in-betweenness of the characters, in line with their early childhood in 

Latin America or growing up in predominately Latino neighbourhoods in the US and their later 

participation in the mainstream US society, makes identity into a focal point of this sub-genre. The 

personal history of the characters forces them to negotiate a more complex selfhood that integrates 

elements of their Latina background while they continue to adapt to the circumstances of the society 

and social class they inhabit. Here, characters sometimes distance themselves from their families 

whose prejudice can act as somewhat of a hindrance in their attempts at integration. 

     Following the publication of The Dirty Girls, this sub-genre of chick lit slowly developed its 

own categories that now range from hot chica lit to teen chica lit and even a type of gay lit specific 

to the Latino background known as chico lit (Rudling 49). All of the aspects introduced above have 

become central issues in chica lit. Therefore, by tracing the issues pertaining to ex-nomination and 

cultural essentialization in The Dirty Girls, which is the first novel recognizing the necessity to 

speak to and about the growing Latino audience, this essay addresses the wider issue of marginal 

literatures and their relationship to consumer culture. 

 

Who are the dirty girls? 

The dirty girls or the sucias, as they refer to themselves in the novel, are a group of six Latina 
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professionals in their late twenties. Elizabeth, Rebecca, Lauren, Usnavys, Amber/Cuicatl and Sarah 

met while earning their undergraduate degrees at Boston University. Once they graduated, they 

promised to meet up at least twice a year and have done so for the past six years (DG 1). To the 

credit of the author, the women appear to represent a heterogeneous Latinidad as everything from 

their origin to their life choices seems to highlight a different type of Latina (Morrison 314). This 

may easily have been the intention behind the multiple narrator structure in the novel. Despite 

Lauren’s overarching voice introducing a necessary touch of cohesion, the multiple explicit 

narrators allow each of the women to address their own experiences and establish an individual 

relationship with the reader. In this regard, the confessional narrative style suggests spontaneity and 

candour, while the present tense used for the greater part of the narration gives the impression that 

the character is speaking directly to the reader as the incidents are occurring and thus drawing the 

audience in further. 

    Lauren introduces the sucias as follows: 

 

Usnavys: Vice President for Public Affairs for the United Way of Massachusetts Bay. 

Sarah: wife of corporate attorney Roberto Asís, stay-at-home mom to twin five-year-

old boys, upstanding member of the Brookline Jewish community ..., and one of the 

best interior designers and party-throwers I've ever known. Elizabeth: co-host for a 

network morning show in Boston, current finalist for a prestigious national news co-

anchor position, former runway model, born-again Christian (former Catholic), and a 

national spokeswoman for the Christ for Kids organization. Rebecca: owner and 

founder of Ella, now the most popular Hispanic woman's magazine on the national 

market. And Amber: a rock en Español singer and guitarist waiting for her big break. 

(DG 13-4) 

 

 Lauren herself is the half-white and half-Cuban of the group, raised in a trailer park and she does 

not quite speak proper Spanish. Almost accidentally, she is, appointed to write her own column 

thanks to the fortunate combination of her last name and a systematic belief in positive 

discrimination at the Boston Gazette (10). Her story is one of self-doubt and self-loathing that 

alludes to the struggles of the typical chick lit heroine: when she discovers her boyfriend, a fixture 

in chick lit, is cheating on her, Lauren experiences problems with food as well as difficulties to 

complete her work engagements. 

    Usnavys, Rebecca and Lauren follow the usual model for chick lit heroines: they are promising 

middle management talents, are deeply materialistic, and are looking for a romantic partner (Ferriss 
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and Young 1). Through her fashion-conscious and conscientious heroines, Valdés-Rodriguez 

captures the reality of the second and third generations of Latino migrants on whose significant 

upward mobility Leo R. Chavez comments widely in The Latino Threat (54). In putting forth these 

characters, the novel resists one of the most pernicious uniformizations of people of Latin American 

descent that would have all Latinos be identified with the poor undocumented migrants of two 

decades prior. Lauren marks this difference by saying that they are not like those Latinas who “wait 

tables ... drive beat-up cars and clean toilets with their fingernails covered in Ajax; [whose] Wal-

Mart polyester pants smell like tamales” (DG 13). On the other hand, the remaining three 

characters, Elizabeth, Amber/Cuicatl and Sara, seem to belong to different types of chick lit 

categories. Amber/Cuicatl is more reminiscent of the heroines of teen chica lit as she is engaged in 

the process of elaborating an identity based on a new interpretation of her origins. Sara’s position as 

a mother of two better places her in mommy lit. The focus in Elizabeth’s story on sexuality would 

otherwise place her in gay fic. However, as briefly explained above, the superficial distinctions 

aside, all the women of The Dirty Girls are similar with regard to elements that characterize their 

ties to their families. Granted that this is the true unifying feature of chica lit as opposed to chick lit, 

it is also the central point of the following analysis that combines ex-nomination and 

essentialization. 

 

Exnomination and essentialization in The Dirty Girls 

Negative images about Latinos or Hispanics abound in US society. Despite Latinos being 

constructed as a threat, especially by the Conservative media, their growing purchasing power is 

well documented (Chavez 54-5). Long before the end of the twentieth century, the marketing and 

advertising industry increasingly found itself in a position of having to produce an image of people 

of Latin American descent that was palatable to both Latinos and the mainstream US society. If the 

construction of Latin America is the consequence of centuries of both haphazard developments and 

careful, calculated actions on the part of a number of nations with clout in the Western hemisphere 

(Mignolo), the construction of Latinidad in the US is largely the result of almost five decades of 

involvement with the media and corporate US (Dávila 3). In this process, the Latino community has 

been presented and marketed as one culture and one people. This segment addresses how the twin 

mechanisms of ex-nomination and cultural essentialization produce this result in The Dirty Girls. 

    In general terms, employing unifying terms like “Latino” or “Hispanics” presents a series of 

benefits both for the group being named and the group that does the naming. On the one hand, 

following Frances Negrón-Mutaner’s claim in “Not an Academic Subject,” this term is used by non-

Latinos “to simplify their cognitive operations, [and] remain in blissful ignorance over the country’s 
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[the US’] colonial past, present and classify a diverse group under a seemingly transparent 

category” (118). On the other hand, for Latinos who deploy it, “the term [Latino] universalizes key 

demands within the racialized idioms of American politics, while it masks the fact that Latinos do 

not constitute a coherent, cultural, political, or economic block.” Therefore, it seems that, the 

different reasons aside, the essentialization of Latinidad that pertains to ex-nomination presents both 

Latinos and non-Latinos with fringe benefits. The negation of intra-group distinctions has strategic 

undertones in the case of Latinos insofar as it facilitates penetration into the public sphere as a 

unified group by empowering individuals who may otherwise feel isolated by their specific 

background. Yet, as far as non-Latinos go, the issue that remains is that, according to Angie 

Chabram-Dernersesian’s analysis in “Latina/o: Another Site of Struggle,” the use of such terms 

creates a false sense of appropriation and assimilation whereby mainstream society becomes 

convinced that all Latinos face the same challenges as they all share a background (109). By 

believing all Latinos to be unskilled, and potentially illegal, Mexican immigrants, the average non-

Latino US citizen fails to search for and acquire information that diverges from this stereotype, 

forcing all those who identify as Latino, or is identified as such by others, to address this prejudice.  

    The essentialization of Latinos is relentless in The Dirty Girls. Valdés-Rodriguez, for instance, 

introduces the quandary of race to underscore an elemental distinction between Latinos and 

mainstream US society (37). Lauren confesses that “[n]on-Latino black guys don’t understand 

[Elizbeth’s] background. I can’t tell you how many times a black American guy has accused me of 

lying when I told them my beautiful ‘black’ friend was a Latina ... “She doesn’t look Latina,” they 

say. “She looks like a sister”” (37-38). This insistence can be linked, on the one hand, with the 

differences in the logic of race in the US when compared to the more flexible racial lines in Latin 

America that make social class the main defining factor, like Tomás Almaguer’s “At the Crossroads 

of Race” and Peter Wade’s “Race in Latin America” indicate. However, on the other hand, and 

perhaps more importantly, it signals the incapacity of the Anglos, or African-Americans in this case, 

to move past stereotypes that identify Latinos with Mexicans. Like Lauren herself argues, this 

occurs because the majority of people are unsophisticated since they do not travel or know history 

(DG 38). She completes this point by showing that while Elizabeth is too dark, she, herself, is too 

light to be Latina in many eyes. She recounts that, “the promotions department had [her] face 

darkened in the picture so [she] looked more like what they probably think a Latina is supposed to 

look like. You know, brown” (10-11). 

     Time and time again, The Dirty Girls represents the relationships between the Anglo society and 

the Latina group at the centre of the novel as tense, based on the incapacity of the former to 

understand the complexity of the latter. The conversations that Lauren has with her superior and 
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editor, Chuck Spring, are the point where these frictions shine through the most. Chuck perfectly 

embodies the perceptions put forward by Negrón Mutaner regarding non-Latinos. By making this 

Harvard-educated character look “unsteady, nauseated” when he is confronted with basic facts 

about Latinos, like for instance that Puerto Ricans are “Americans by birth … They’re as American 

as [he is]” (DG 126), the novel makes a case against the claim that it is the level of education that 

acts prohibitively in attaining accurate information about Latinos. Rather, like Negrón Mutaner 

suggests, this is a choice that non-Latinos make. John Yardly, Elizabeth’s news director, is the 

counter-example to Chuck, but even his kindness is tinted by media strategy. His understanding of 

Elizabeth as “a beautiful black woman who talks like a white woman but is actually Hispanic” 

(202) is eons more refined than Chuck’s views. Yet, his response to this complexity is still 

utilitarian. Down the line, despite openly supporting Elizabeth through her ordeal when a tabloid 

releases a photograph of her kissing another woman, John confesses that hiring her had been “a 

goddamned coup [because] [it] got all the advocates off [our] asses.”. This is largely the same 

attitude that Chuck exhibits towards Lauren in “valu[ing] [her] “diversity” ... [because she is] 

different enough in skin tone, last name, or national origin,” but, at the same time, doing all that he 

can to control her column and message, as we will see below (10). 

    Chuck and John are both victims and perpetrators of misconceptions about Latinos due to their 

role in the publishing industry. This becomes clear in a discussion Chuck has with Lauren about her 

column. Chuck insists that people in Lauren’s column should be “flesh and blood people that real 

people can relate to” (DG 126). Yet, at the same time, he decides that since people want to read a 

“newspaper, not a textbook. … [the] column should be fun, light, accessible. … No politics. ... 

Something light, something fun. You know, ‘you go girl,’ sassy. Entertaining.” By determining 

what people should go in the column and what people should stay out on the grounds of “special” 

knowledge about what people expect from the newspaper, Chuck determines what Latinos are both 

for himself and for the readers. Although his intentions might truly be that of ensuring the 

marketability of Lauren’s column and, ultimately that of his publication, Chuck constructs the 

Latino community to his liking. 

    While this Latino mould is surely something that Chuck inherited to a great extent, he is 

unwilling and uninterested to allow Lauren to challenge it in any way. In fact, he coerces her into an 

essentialization of Latinos for the benefit of the dominant Anglo group that he represents. Lauren, 

as a privileged member of her class, ends up producing empty, stereotypical images of her own 

group despite whatever initial objections she had to Chuck’s potentially sincere, but misguided, 

beliefs. John also serves the function of highlighting the impenetrability of the Latino community 

due to its construction by the media. For instance, he supports Elizabeth’s freedom in terms of her 
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sexual orientation on a personal level, but on a business level he admits it is a very bad deal because 

“TV news isn’t about news ... It’s about entertainment. It’s about sex appeal. If you’re gay, or 

lesbian, whatever, [the audience] can’t fantasize the way they used to” (DG 202). By not being the 

“hot” Latina, the female equivalent of the “Latin lover,” the audience expects to see on their TV 

screen, Elizabeth’s value as an anchorwoman drops dramatically as she no longer can appropriately 

“sell” the news. 

    Rebecca is in a better position to reform these worn-out views of Latinos because of her role as 

an executive of her own magazine. Yet, in like fashion to all of Valdés-Rodriguez’ characters, there 

is a doubleness to Rebecca. As she anguishes over terminating her unhappy marriage to an Anglo 

her family approve of and potentially establishing a new relationship with a man they do not, she 

seems to be in a constant oscillation. On the one hand, Rebecca is tempted to compartmentalise 

away the place of origin of her God-fearing Catholic and overtly racist progenitors and “get on with 

[her] American life” (DG 4). On the other hand, she created a magazine exclusively for the Latina 

audience and she wears her Latinidad as a badge of war to the point where “[p]eople think [she] is 

this über-Latina, a role model” (20). Like Rebecca, Usnavys takes a stand for Latinos and “hire[s] 

only Latinas for the assistant jobs under her, including ones less qualified than other applicants... 

[because] white boys do it all the time and she’s just making up for past injustices” (17). 

   The sucias group was, in fact, built on the explicit intention to mark and proclaim the personal 

difference from the rest of their fellow college students. Lauren confesses that, despite the deficient 

linguistic skills of the majority of the group’s members, at college they were “always walking 

around trying to speak Spanish just so people would know” (DG 40). This is where the double game 

of ex-nomination and essentialization hides: their attitude towards their own “shared” emblematic 

Latinidad masks a significant political, socio-economic and ethnic heterogeneity. Lauren admits it 

herself towards the end when she says that, following her worldwide tours, Amber/Cuicatl now 

“understands what [Lauren] was talking about when [she] used to lecture her about how different all 

of us Latinas can actually be, as diverse as the world, we are” (339). Yet, given the misconstruction 

of their skin colour introduced above, Lauren acknowledges that, since “with us [Latinas] you can't 

always tell from looking” (40), it was necessary for them to “name” their difference from an early 

age. In Rebecca’s words “[w]e ha[d] to take hold of our own images, because no one [was] going to 

do it for us” (185) or, rather, they were going to do it in the sense that Chuck has Lauren do it in her 

column. The issue arises, though, when, in the process of creating this “joint” Latina identity, not 

enough space is left for differences within that sameness that separates them as Latinas from the 

Anglo mainstream. 

     As Morrison describes, the sucias distinguish themselves not just from Anglos like Chuck, but 
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also from the uncultured Latin American who is fervently religious (316-17). Moreover, they are 

also removed from the political Chicanas of the 1970s who sought to redefine their identity in terms 

of the hyphen as Mexican-Americans, following their African-American brothers. In Lauren’s own 

words again, “[i]n reality, we sucias are all professionals ... We’re not the silent little women 

praying to the Virgen of Guadalupe with lace mantillas on our heads. We’re not even those 

downtrodden chicks in the novels of those old-school Chicana writers” (DG 13). Unlike Morrison 

(317), who believes this move to be representative of a “disdain for politically radical” as well as 

the “retrograde” Latin American rural culture, I believe that this is an intra-fiction attempt by the 

heroines to distinguish themselves, as mainly Latinas, from the generation of their politically radical 

mothers and conservative and traditional grandmothers. According to Luis’ “Latino US Literature,” 

these forebears are usually defined as Hispanics, while the generation of the heroines of The Dirty 

Girls are most often identified using the epithet Latino (122). Like our protagonists, “Latinos 

recognize their [Hispanic] parents’ ancestry, but they feel closer to US culture … [and] tend to write 

in English” because they are not as close to the languages and cultures of their country of origin 

(Luis 122). Valdés-Rodriguez depicts, through the overarching voice of Lauren, her characters as 

the new Latina, a member of the urban upper-middle class whose ambition is to succeed in the 

Anglo-dominant society (Morrison 316). They do so either by forcefully introducing their Latina 

flavour into the mainstream US culture, like Rebecca, or deploying it strategically, like Usnavys in 

the examples above. 

     In The Dirty Girls, the (radical) in-betweenness that was so characteristic of the past Hispanic 

generations is traded for a new Latinidad as the second or third generations of offspring to Latin 

American immigrants realize that their permanence in the US does not allow them to build their 

identities outside “the dynamic of Anglo-Latino contact,” to introduce a term from Pablo Ramirez’ 

study “Collective Memory and the Borderland” (278). As Latinas, they are transnational beings 

because, although they are bound to their new site, namely the US, neither can they rid themselves 

of the place of origin of their forefathers even though they never plan to return to it. These 

individuals’ sense of identity can challenge stereotyping, as Valdés-Rodriguez’ protagonists, 

especially Lauren’s character, occasionally attempt to do. Moreover, if need be, they can 

instrumentalize their Latinidad to better place themselves on the labour market through the use of 

affirmative action in their favour. 

    When Lauren attempts to explain what a sucia, and respectively what a Latina is, she does it in 

these terms: 

 

You might have imagined by now that - thanks to TV and Hollywood - that a sucia is 
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something beautiful and curvy and foreign, something super Latina, you know, like 

the mysterious name of a tortured-looking, bloody-haired Catholic saint, or a 

treasured recipe form a short, fat, wrinkled abuelita who works erotic magic with 

chocolate and all her secret herbs and spices while the mariachis wail, and Salma 

Hayek flutters castanets ... Get freaking over it, lames. It’s like, so not.  (DG 5-6) 

 

   Stereotypes, like the score that Lauren refers to above, are the medium through which the identity 

of the new Latina is translated as these women seek to integrate into the US mainstream society as 

themselves. Either they like it or not, once they identify themselves as Latinas, or are identified as 

such by others, a part of the daily experience of each of them will necessarily be addressing the 

collective imagery that has been articulated about them. In college, where they met, this meant 

dealing with people like the Reporting 101 professor who, upon noting that “it was the first time so 

many Latinas had enrolled in the communications program at once ...[,] trembled in his too-tight 

tweed blazer” (5). This same conception of minorities is what makes Rebecca’s Conservative in-

laws disown their son “believ[ing] they can punish [him] out of marrying an “immigrant” by slowly 

cutting him off” (24). At the same time, not conforming to that same stereotype means that 

Rebecca’s publishing success turns her into her husband's “worst nightmare” because he “didn’t set 

out to marry some status-quo wanna be white girl” (65), but somebody “earthy” (66). When he 

leaves her, he does so for Juanita Gonzalez, who can more easily be pigeon-holed as an “immigrant 

cause, [a] woman who will finally meet his parents’ low expectations for women with Spanish 

surnames” (267). On other occasions, these fixed ideas mean that they might be instantly 

proclaimed experts on all things Latino like Lauren because they have a Spanish-sounding last 

name. 

     Lauren is the archetype for tracing the root of her problems to their shared Latin American 

background. She opens the novel convinced that her hardships, the cheating fiancé and the self-

esteem issues, are related to her upbringing, and implicitly, to her Latinidad. What her family has 

given her is summed up in one paragraph as “[when] [y]our man cheats, these traditional women 

who are supposed to be, like, your allies - they blame you. “Well” abuelita asks ... “have you gained 

weight? Do you make sure you look good when you see him, or do you show up in those blue 

jeans? How’s your hair? Not to short again, I hope. Are you fat again?”” (DG 4). Since she 

considers therapy to be too mild a remedy for this, she goes as far as considering an impossible 

“Cubadectomy”  so as to be better suited for the American dream. However, for her, and for the 

other heroines it is impossible to separate from “[those things] we inherit[ed] from our fathers” and, 

as explained above, they are forced to live in the gap between the two cultures. 
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    The somewhat forceful dynamic of Anglo-Latino contact means that, despite the constant 

attempts at exoneration relished by Lauren over the Latino community, the source of the downfall 

of the heroines is, in one form or another, their Latinidad. For Rebecca – it is the conservatism of 

her family who would rather see her in an unhappy marriage than divorced and involved in an inter-

racial relationship. For Sara – it is her abusive, machista Cuban-American husband who requires his 

wife to become a traditional housewife entirely devoted to the satisfaction of his every whim. For 

Elizabeth – it is her Catholic Colombian background which makes her fear that revealing her sexual 

orientation will turn her loved ones against her. For Usnavys – it is her impoverished upbringing, 

abandoned by her Dominican father and missing her murdered brother, which deters her from 

committing to a relationship with the penniless Juan. For Amber/Cuicatl – it is her family’s 

preference for an Anglo identity, in denial of their mexica roots. 

     The second of the issues identified above as contributing to the essentialization of the Latino 

community can be easily addressed, namely, the minimization of the role of non-Latino characters. 

In the novel there are very few central characters without a direct relationship to Latin America. In 

fact, upon closer inspection, it seems that the only non-Latinos of any importance in The Dirty Girls 

are Rebecca’s ex-husband, Chuck, John, Selwyn, Elizabeth’s same sex partner, and Andre, 

Rebecca’s new romantic interest. Other non-Latinos, like for instance Usnavys wealthy beaus, are 

simply extras whom the reader is never properly introduced to. Not only are the non-Latinos almost 

absent, but those who enter the novel seem to be a constant source of difficulties. Lauren is treated 

with suspicion by Chuck who goes as far to question the style of her writing and the information 

she relays to the newspaper (DG 126). Brad, Rebecca’s ex-husband, lowers Rebecca’s self-esteem 

by allowing his family to treat her disrespectfully simply because she is Latina (63). Selwyn has a 

more equivocal role: on the one hand, the relationship she is engaged in with Liz allows the 

Colombian to explore her true self that she has been hiding from the world since she was a teenager 

(75); on the other hand, it is that same relationship that launches her into a downwards spiral that 

moves her to retire from her anchor position as well as eventually decide to permanently abandon 

Colombia when her sexual orientation draws the wrong kind of attention from the authorities (321-

26). 

   Andre is well-intentioned and supports Rebecca in her project of creating a publication for Latinas 

long before their romantic involvement. Yet, their relationship turns Rebecca's parents against her. 

They are appalled that their daughter would divorce her husband and even more so that she would 

consider dating and becoming sexually involved with a Black man. Interestingly enough, if 

Rebecca’s in-laws’ racism-tainted views about Latinos were a source of friction in her marriage, 

once she becomes involved with Andre, it is her own parents’ racist views that pain her. This goes 



  Adriana Rudling 
  Engelska 61-90 hp 

  C-uppsats 

  Word count: 8021 

 16 

back to the point made above regarding the tensions that arise when Latinos and non-Latinos meet 

in chica lit due to the impenetrability of these groups to each other. In “naming” a group’s culture, it 

becomes an essentialized monolith that makes it inscrutable for the members of the opposing group 

who, like Negrón Mutaner (118) put it above, prefer to “to simplify their cognitive operations” by 

deploying heavy stereotypes. Andre calls attention to this when he discusses the issue of race and 

identity. He claims that the way he identifies is not primarily as a Black man, as most people see 

him in the US, but, following the ethnic identity patterns of his native Nigeria, as Yoruba (DG 277). 

However, in terms of the readers, it is difficult to resist lumping the Latina characters together due 

the near absence of non-Latinos in chica lit. If all the readers can find is a universe devoid of 

alternatives, their ability to see beyond monolithic understandings of their own and other cultures is 

severely hampered.      

     In summary, by committing itself to exposing the cultural difference of Latinos as opposed to 

mainstream US society, The Dirty Girls presents the former as internally homogeneous. The 

relentless reference to their “common” Latin American origins and their families is partly 

responsible for bundling the women together as one figure despite their experiences being 

functionally varied. Another ingredient in further blurring the lines between the main characters is 

their overt intention of integrating into the Anglo society. The same protagonists are actually 

privileged subjects who speak for their own group, on occasion, like in Lauren’s case, following a 

degree of coercion, and ask the readers to consciously ignore all elements that might distinguish 

them from other generations and types of Hispanics. A final element that contributes to the 

essentialization of the Latino community is the virtual absence of non-Latino main characters. This 

reversal, in comparison to mainstream chick lit, leaves the readers with the impression that there is 

no alternative to this newly dominant group, namely Latinos. In doing so, it basically inverses the 

power relations between characters as exhibited by mainstream chick lit, where the few Latinos that 

appear can only aspire to roles as gardeners, maids and exotic lovers. This collection of elements 

adds up to a presentation of Latinos in a seamless way across nationalities, social classes, and 

sexualities. 

 

Tentative Conclusions: How Does Ex-nomination Conflict the Purpose of chica lit 

In this essay, I have explored the topic of ethnic identity as represented in Alisa Valdes-Rodriguez’ 

The Dirty Girls Social Club, the first novel in a burgeoning genre known as chica lit. Following in 

the footsteps of mainstream Anglo-Saxon chick lit, The Dirty Girls is in many ways a hybrid that 

combines a subtle damning of the mechanisms of social control pertaining to the traditional family 

model with support for monogamy in relationships. It acts subversively primarily by presenting an 
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interesting mix of characters that otherwise would not have coincided in mainstream chick lit. 

   However, the main argument made was that the necessity to carve out a literary niche for itself by 

distinguishing itself from other types of chick lit has had (unintended) intra-literary consequences. 

The commodification of its message effectively truncated Latinidad and compressed its many faces, 

forcing a representation of Latinos as indistinguishable from one another. The reduction of the finer 

differences within the Latino community and the subsequent representation of the characters as 

internally indistinct while their divergence from Anglo groups is overemphasized is based on the 

ex-nomination and cultural essentialization of the Latino community. Aiming to gain its place in the 

publishing industry by introducing Latinos for the first time to a wider public, the novel creates a 

“market friendly” Latino. 

   This effect is achieved through the indication that the origin of the protagonists’ issues is in one 

form or another their “joint” Latin American heritage. Since they are all determined to integrate into 

the mainstream US society, a space that is culturally distinct from Latin America, their background 

appears to be the source of all conflict in their adult life. This takes the shape of either family 

disagreements about the meaning and the substance of the good life or difficulties in reconciling 

their US experience with their Latina expectations. The values that their families have transferred 

onto them seem to clash in the case of each of the women with those of their adult environment and 

they are forced to make tough choices. These choices usually entail distancing themselves from 

their parents, either temporarily or permanently, as the bearers of antiquated backward-looking 

values. This characterization of the Latin American background as problematic is concurrent with a 

minimization, if not suppression, of the role of characters from outside the Latino community. 

Granted that does this not allow the reader to contrast of the characters’ varying Latinidad to other, 

non-Latino, figures, this strategy further hampers the possibility of understanding the specificity of 

Latino culture. 
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