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Latina history is a mosaic across time, region, gender,
and borders. At the heart of this encyclopedia is a com-
mitment to reclaim the lives of Latinas within their
own historical moments and to recover their stories—
frequently hidden, forgotten, or ignored Since the
founding of St. Augustine in 1565, Spanish-speaking
women have left their imprints on U.S. soil. They ap-
peared on the historical landscape before the esta-
blishment of English and French settlements. Many
Latinas have Native American roots, while some trace
their heritage to the rich contributions of the peoples of
West Africa, among whom most were brought to these
shores as enslaved women. Still others descended
from Spain and diverse European countries and, in
time, combined their particular experiences with
different communities of people in the Americas in the
process of mestizaje, the blending of Spanish, African,
and indigenous peoples. This pivotal point is important
for understanding the cultural and biological syn-
cretism that, in turn, gave form to Latinos in the United
States in both the past and the present. As poet Aurora
Levins Morales has aptly surmised: “I am new. History
made me. My first language was spanglish. I was born
at the crossroads and I am whole.”1

Nomenclature for Latinas in and of itself reveals
much about the diversity of Spanish-speaking peoples
in the United States, past and present. There has never
existed a single signifier of self-identification from Te-
janos and Californios of the nineteenth century to Lati-
nos and Hispanics today. In this encyclopedia Latina is
an umbrella term that refers to all women of Latin
American birth or heritage, including women from
North, Central, and South America and the Spanish-
speaking Caribbean. Mexicana and Mexicano refer to
those born in Mexico, and Mexican American indicates
U.S. birth. Chicana and Chicano reflect a political con-
sciousness that emerged out of the Chicano student
movement, often a generational marker for those who
came of age during the 1960s and 1970s. Nuyorican
refers to Puerto Ricans born on the mainland, not just
in New York, while Puertorriqueña and Puertorriqueño
include islanders and Nuyoricans alike. Boricua signi-
fies endearment, empowerment, and unity for all

Puerto Ricans. For some, regional identification be-
comes synonymous with nationality—Tejanos in Texas
and Hispanos in New Mexico and Colorado. Others sit-
uate themselves in terms of racial location, preferring
perhaps an Iberian connection (Hispanic) or emphasiz-
ing indigenous (mestizo/a) or African (Afro-Latino/a)
roots. Cultural/national identification remains strong—
Salvadorans, Dominicans, Brazilians, and Cubans, to
name just a few. Divergent cultural locations mark the
heterogeneity within Latino communities, a hetero-
geneity that occurs even within families. As Salt Lake
City housing activist María Garcíaz reflected, “My
mother is Spanish; one brother is Mexican; my sister
Mexican-American; I am Chicana. Three brothers are
Hispanic and the youngest is Latino.”2

Within these pages the historical and literary narra-
tives marking the U.S. Latina experience come to life.
From mestizo settlements, pioneer life, and diasporic
communities, Latinas in the United States documents
women’s contributions as settlers, healers, ranchers,
and landowners, as community organizers and educa-
tors, and as writers, artists, and performers. Their ex-
periences during and after Euro-American colonizing
and conquests of the Southwest are also explored, in
addition to the early-nineteenth-century migration of
Puerto Ricans and Cubans. For the twentieth century,
issues of immigration, literature, cultural traditions,
labor, gender roles, community organizations, and
politics are addressed, as well as individual biographi-
cal profiles of women who have left their marks on his-
tory, such as Puerto Rican feminist Luisa Capetillo,
conservative New Mexican politician Concha Ortiz y
Pino de Kleven, and Guatemalan labor and civil rights
activist Luisa Moreno. This encyclopedia focuses on
how Latinas have shaped their own lives, cultures, and
communities through mutual assistance and collective
action and how our understanding of pivotal events,
such as the U.S.-Mexican War, the Great Depression,
and World War II, becomes transformed when they are
viewed through women’s eyes.

Written to engage general and scholarly readers,
this encyclopedia, the first to focus specifically on
Latina history, consists of almost 600 entries (700,000
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words) and nearly 300 photographs. The introduction
features five comprehensive regional and historical
overviews of Latina history in the Southwest, the
Northeast, the Midwest, the Southeast, and the Pacific
Northwest. Several themes interlace the diverse com-
ponents within this compendium of new knowledge.
First, the encyclopedia is essentially a working-class
history of Latinas whose experiences and actions dur-
ing three centuries helped build this nation. Second, it
also represents an intellectual history of women who
witnessed, defied, negotiated, and chronicled the
forces that shaped Spanish American colonization and
the present contours of this nation. Education, religion,
activism, and labor and community have loomed large
in the lives of Latinas, past and present. Representing
cutting-edge scholarship, Latinas in the United States
documents the divergences and convergences in the
U.S. experiences of Mexican American, Puerto Rican,
Cuban, Dominican, Central American, and South
American women in a manner not possible before this
publication. The coeditors are indebted to the cadre of
talented authors who wrote entries for the encyclope-
dia, many of whom are among the most distinguished
scholars in the fields of history, cultural studies, social
science, and Latino studies. Their insights, hard work,
and corazón shaped this collective, landmark enter-
prise.

This project began in the spring of 1998. The coedi-
tors, widely recognized as leaders in the field of Latina
history, embarked on this project as an intellectual
conversation that moved the discussion from a one-
group, one-coast perspective (whether Chicanas in
California or Boricuas in New York) to an exploration
of panethnic comparative perspectives that examined
common legacies, divergent paths, and intersections
of community activism and cultural production. The
coeditors solicited nominations from five associate ed-
itors, specialists in various aspects of Latina studies,
and an advisory board of well-known scholars. The
majority of the profiles were generated through these
recommendations, and the editors and board member
played crucial roles in identifying subjects, photo-
graphs, and potential authors.

In 2000 publicity about the project spread across the
nation based on a Knight-Ridder column, a New York
Times feature article, a lead story in the Miami Herald,
and subsequent exposure on television and other
media sources, including the newspapers Hoy and El
Diario/La Prensa, which, in turn, brought additional bi-
ographical profiles to our attention. The coeditors
might never have known about Amelia Maldonado, a
pioneer bilingual elementary teacher in Tucson, Ari-
zona, who began her forty-year career in 1919, had ex-
cept for the correspondence of her nephew, Francis
Brady. Perhaps, too, Verneda Rodríguez McLean, a

pilot during World War II, would have gone unnoticed
if museum director Bruce Ashcroft had not approached
Vicki Ruiz after her lecture at the University of Texas,
Austin. The entry on Madre María Dominga Guzmán,
founder of a religious order and in the process of can-
onization, came to us in similar fashion. Even within
the final week of putting the finishing touches on the
manuscript, additional nominations kept arriving. To
honor those who shared their stories and to provide
examples of representative women, the coeditors have
endeavored to include as many of these nominees as
possible.

During the past three decades Latina educators
from university professors to precollegiate teachers
have contributed to the fluorescence of Latina history
and Latina studies as recognized academic disciplines.
They are acknowledged in these volumes through their
scholarship. The advice of the associate editors and
advisory board members provided critical guidance in
selecting not only individuals, but also events and or-
ganizations with an emphasis on historical signifi-
cance. The criteria for inclusion in Latinas in the United
States favored older public women who had made a
difference in their respective communities or on the
national stage. A handful of young women representa-
tive of political activism and the arts are included, in
addition to a few women like Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz
and Felisa Rincón de Gautier whose influence tran-
scended national boundaries. Although many present-
day women are profiled, the coeditors sought to avoid
a “who’s who” approach. For this reason film legends
like Carmen Miranda or Rita Moreno merited individ-
ual biographies, while their current counterparts may
be included only in larger thematic entries. Contempo-
rary representatives of women in the public eye were
selected from a variety of fields—business, labor, liter-
ature, religion, social work, education, law, politics,
entertainment, and the arts, to name a few. Encourag-
ing comparative insights as well as discrete cultural
narratives, the coeditors, as authors of numerous en-
tries and editors of many more, have emphasized,
whenever possible, a sense of real people—their
dreams, routines, personalities, values, and contribu-
tions. From settlers to curanderas and from flappers to
feminists, Latinas have indeed made history.

Contrary to popular media images that portray Lati-
nos as recent immigrants, their legacies actually
stretch back hundreds of years to the founding of St.
Augustine in 1565. Indeed, this Spanish outpost was
not just the realm of conquistadores and missionaries
but also of women colonists and their families. St. Au-
gustine was one of three military units in the primary
line of defense established by the Spanish Crown
throughout the Caribbean. Living under constant dan-
ger of British invasion, colonists in this neglected fron-
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tier settlement faced enormous obstacles. As mulattos,
Negroes, Indios, mestizos, and criollos, they resisted
and reinforced the injustices of life within a rigid class,
color, and labor system that privileged Spaniards. Crit-
ical to the settlement’s survival, St. Augustine women
participated in every aspect of colonial life. Their lives
were conditioned by race, class, and marital status. In-
dian and black women were concentrated at the bot-
tom rungs of the social scale, often enslaved or inden-
tured laborers in the house and the fields. However,
free blacks, recent immigrants, and nonelites could
also own property. By 1763 St. Augustine included
some Catalan immigrants, Christianized Indians, and
free blacks who added to the colony’s already diverse
and shifting demographic profile. Juana Ana María Pa-
niagua, for example, was a mujer mercenaria (prosti-
tute) who owned slaves and property. Most women
were not, in fact, landowners, but more than a quarter
of all landowners in the colony were single women,
probably widows.3 The story of St. Augustine, one that
reveals the dynamic syncretism and fissures marking
colonial society, provides an example of the histories
tucked within this text. The five-part introduction, di-
vided by region, provides the historical context for the
encyclopedia as a whole and for the individual entries.

In the words of Chicana artist Irma Barbosa, “Sto-
ries are the spirit threads passed on from generation to
generation.”4 Latina history has often been a private
one, narratives told at the kitchen table. We hope that
this encyclopedia inspires a new generation of histori-
cal research, including recording family memoirs and
writing scholarly monographs. Many histories remain
to be discovered and interpreted, especially of women
with Central American, South American, Cuban, and
Dominican roots. The preponderance of Mexican and
Puerto Rican profiles reflects the current state of the
field. As coeditors, we have also privileged the lives of
women grassroots community organizers whose con-
tributions have not had a wider hearing outside their
respective towns or neighborhoods. Often underesti-
mated in community politics and at city hall, these
women demonstrate determination, resourcefulness,
and tenacity. A Salvadoran immigrant and restaurant

owner, Mirna Burciaga, successfully challenged dis-
criminatory policies of a local southern California
school district and in a recent interview related why
she refused to be ignored.5 “I have an accent . . . when
I talk . . . But that doesn’t mean I have an accent . . .
when I think.”

Burciaga is a naturalized U.S. citizen whose com-
munity engagement may be a bellwether for Latina
politics in the twenty-first century. According to recent
census figures, Latinos represent almost 50 percent of
the foreign born in the United States (15 million out of
31 million total). In 2002 the Latino population could
be categorized as follows: 67 percent Mexican, 14 per-
cent Central and South American, 8 percent Puerto
Rican, 4 percent Cuban, and 6 percent other groups
(e.g., Dominicans). Moreover, 40 percent of all U.S.
Latinos are foreign born.6 This layering of generations
and of diverse cultural groups, ranging from Hispanos
in New Mexico whose roots extend back four centuries
to recently arrived Dominican immigrants in New York
City, speaks to an array of Latino/Latina experiences,
past, present, and future. Latinas in the United States: A
Historical Encyclopedia documents, chronicles, and
traces the ways in which Latinas make meaning in
their own lives and in the lives of others. ¡Ap’lante!
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