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Call Me Maria by Judith Ortiz Cofer: Exploring Identity, Culture, and Belonging

call me maria by judith ortiz cofer is a powerful short story that delves into themes of cultural identity,
assimilation, and the struggle to preserve one’s heritage in a new environment. Judith Ortiz Cofer, a
renowned Puerto Rican-American writer, uses this narrative to highlight the complexities of growing up
between two cultures and the challenges that come with navigating one's name, language, and identity
in a predominantly Anglo society. The story resonates with readers who have experienced cultural
displacement or the pressure to conform, making it a poignant exploration of self-acceptance and

cultural pride.

Understanding the Context of Call Me Maria by Judith Ortiz

Cofer

Before diving into the story itself, it’s important to recognize the background of Judith Ortiz Cofer and
the cultural milieu from which "Call Me Maria" emerges. Cofer’s writings often reflect her own
experiences as a Puerto Rican immigrant in the United States, blending personal narrative with
broader social commentary. "Call Me Maria" is emblematic of her literary style—intimate, evocative, and

deeply reflective of bicultural identity.

The Author’s Background and Influence

Judith Ortiz Cofer was born in Puerto Rico and raised in the United States, a dual experience that
informs much of her work. Her stories often portray the immigrant experience, focusing on themes of
identity, language barriers, and cultural assimilation. "Call Me Maria" can be seen as a semi-

autobiographical account, shedding light on the emotional and psychological impact of cultural



displacement, especially for young children caught between two worlds.

The Setting and Historical Context

Set in a school environment, "Call Me Maria" captures the microcosm of cultural tension that immigrant
children often face. The story’s setting during the mid-20th century reflects a time when assimilation
policies and societal pressures pushed immigrant families to abandon their native languages and
customs. This historical backdrop helps readers understand the protagonist’s internal conflict and the

external forces shaping her experience.

Plot Overview and Key Themes in Call Me Maria by Judith Ortiz

Cofer

At its core, "Call Me Maria" follows a young Puerto Rican girl who is pressured by her English-
speaking classmates and teachers to adopt an Anglicized version of her name. This seemingly simple

act becomes a symbol of the larger struggle to maintain cultural identity in the face of assimilation.

The Struggle with Identity and Names

Names hold significant cultural and personal meaning, and in "Call Me Maria," the protagonist’s name
is a central motif. When teachers and peers call her “Mary” instead of “Maria,” it symbolizes the
erasure of her cultural identity. The story poignantly illustrates how names are often the first casualty in

the assimilation process, representing a deeper loss of connection to one’s heritage.



Language as a Barrier and Bridge

Language plays a dual role in the story. On one hand, the pressure to speak only English creates a
barrier between the protagonist and her culture, fostering feelings of alienation. On the other hand, the
protagonist’s bilingualism is a source of strength and a link to her Puerto Rican roots. Cofer’s narrative
highlights the complexities of being bilingual—navigating between two languages and cultures—while

challenging the notion that assimilation requires abandoning one’s native tongue.

Cultural Assimilation and Its Emotional Impact

"Call Me Maria" also explores how assimilation can lead to confusion, shame, and a fractured sense of
self. The protagonist’s desire to fit in clashes with her innate connection to her cultural background,
resulting in an internal conflict that many immigrant children experience. This theme encourages
readers to empathize with the emotional toll of cultural adaptation and the resilience required to

embrace one’s identity fully.

Literary Devices and Style in Call Me Maria by Judith Ortiz

Cofer

Judith Ortiz Cofer’s writing style in "Call Me Maria" is both accessible and rich with symbolism, making

the story engaging and thought-provoking.

Use of Symbolism

The renaming of Maria to Mary symbolizes the larger issue of cultural erasure. Additionally, the

classroom setting acts as a microcosm of society, where power dynamics and cultural dominance play



out on a small scale. Cofer uses these symboils to invite readers to reflect on broader social issues

such as racism, prejudice, and cultural imperialism.

First-Person Narrative and Emotional Connection

By employing a first-person point of view, Cofer allows readers to step directly into the protagonist’s
shoes. This perspective creates an intimate connection, making the emotional struggles more palpable
and relatable. The narrative voice is candid and heartfelt, effectively conveying the nuances of growing

up caught between two worlds.

Language and Dialogue

Cofer’s use of language mirrors the protagonist’s bilingual reality. The story includes moments of
Spanish interspersed with English, capturing the authentic experience of many immigrant children. This

linguistic blending enhances the realism of the story and underscores the theme of cultural hybridity.

Why Call Me Maria by Judith Ortiz Cofer Remains Relevant

Today

Even decades after its publication, "Call Me Maria" continues to resonate with readers, educators, and

scholars. Its themes remain relevant in today’s increasingly multicultural and globalized world.

The Immigrant Experience in Contemporary Society

As immigration continues to shape societies worldwide, the experiences depicted in "Call Me Maria"



reflect ongoing challenges faced by immigrant families. Issues of cultural assimilation, identity
negotiation, and language barriers are as pertinent now as ever. The story serves as a reminder to

respect and honor cultural diversity rather than forcing conformity.

Educational Importance and Cultural Sensitivity

"Call Me Maria" is frequently included in school curricula to promote discussions about cultural identity,
diversity, and inclusion. Teachers use the story to foster empathy and encourage students to
appreciate the richness of different cultural backgrounds. It also serves as a teaching tool to highlight

the importance of cultural sensitivity in educational settings.

Empowerment Through Cultural Pride

Ultimately, the story inspires readers to embrace their heritage and resist pressures to conform at the
expense of their identity. It advocates for the celebration of cultural differences as a source of strength
rather than division. This message is empowering for individuals navigating multicultural identities

today.

Tips for Teaching and Analyzing Call Me Maria by Judith Ortiz

Cofer

For educators and students alike, approaching "Call Me Maria" with thoughtful strategies can enhance

understanding and engagement.

¢ Contextualize the Story: Provide background on Puerto Rican immigration and the socio-political

climate to deepen comprehension.



¢ Discuss the Significance of Names: Encourage students to reflect on their own names and

cultural meanings attached to them.

e Explore Bilingualism: Analyze how language shapes identity and the challenges bilingual

individuals face.

* Encourage Personal Connections: Invite students to share experiences of cultural negotiation or

feeling caught between worlds.

¢ Examine Literary Devices: Focus on symbolism, narrative voice, and use of language to

appreciate Cofer’s craft.

By integrating these approaches, readers can gain a richer appreciation of the story’s nuances and its

broader cultural implications.

Exploring "call me maria by judith ortiz cofer" reveals much more than a simple tale of a girl’s name
change. It opens up a window into the immigrant psyche, cultural resilience, and the universal quest
for identity and belonging. Through Cofer’s empathetic storytelling, readers witness the delicate
balance between preserving one’s roots and adapting to a new world, a theme that continues to echo

across generations and cultures.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Call Me Maria' by Judith Ortiz Cofer?

The central theme of 'Call Me Maria' is the struggle with cultural identity and the desire for acceptance,

as the protagonist navigates between her Puerto Rican heritage and American society.



How does Judith Ortiz Cofer portray the conflict of identity in 'Call Me
Maria'?

Cofer portrays the conflict of identity through Maria's experiences of feeling different from her
classmates and her discomfort with her ethnic name, highlighting the challenges of assimilation and

self-acceptance.

Why does Maria want to change her name in the story?

Maria wants to change her name because she feels that her Puerto Rican name makes her stand out
and causes her to be teased or misunderstood, reflecting her wish to fit in with her American peers.
What role does language play in 'Call Me Maria'?

Language in 'Call Me Maria' symbolizes cultural identity and belonging. Maria's struggle with her name

and the way others pronounce it reveals deeper issues of cultural acceptance and self-image.

How does 'Call Me Maria' reflect the immigrant experience in the

United States?

The story reflects the immigrant experience by depicting the challenges of balancing cultural heritage
with the pressure to assimilate, illustrating the emotional and social difficulties faced by children of
immigrants.

What is the significance of the story's title, 'Call Me Maria'?

The title 'Call Me Maria' emphasizes the protagonist's desire to be recognized and accepted for who

she truly is, asserting her identity despite external pressures to change or hide it.

How does Judith Ortiz Cofer use personal narrative elements in 'Call



Me Maria'?

Cofer uses personal narrative elements by drawing on her own experiences as a Puerto Rican

American, providing authenticity and emotional depth to Maria's story of identity and acceptance.

Additional Resources

**Exploring Identity and Cultural Conflict in "Call Me Maria" by Judith Ortiz Cofer**

call me maria by judith ortiz cofer is a poignant short story that delves into the intricate dynamics of
identity, cultural assimilation, and the immigrant experience. Written by Puerto Rican author Judith
Ortiz Cofer, the narrative captures the emotional and psychological challenges faced by a young Latina
girl navigating the complexities of her bicultural existence in the United States. Through a first-person
perspective, Cofer explores themes of self-acceptance, cultural pride, and the tensions that arise when

personal identity clashes with external expectations.

The story is frequently studied in academic settings for its rich portrayal of cultural conflict and its
eloquent voice in representing Latino experiences in America. In this article, we will undertake a
thorough examination of the story’s themes, characters, and narrative techniques while positioning it
within the broader context of Latino literature and immigrant narratives. This analysis will also highlight

why "Call Me Maria" remains relevant in contemporary discussions about multiculturalism and identity.

In-Depth Analysis of "Call Me Maria" by Judith Ortiz Cofer

"Call Me Maria" is fundamentally a coming-of-age story that captures the internal struggle of the
protagonist, Maria, as she grapples with her dual identity. The narrative unfolds against the backdrop
of Maria’s life as a young Puerto Rican girl living in the United States, where she confronts the

pressure to conform to American norms and simultaneously preserve her cultural heritage.



One of the story’s most compelling features is its exploration of the immigrant experience from a
child’s perspective. Maria’s reluctance to embrace her given name and cultural background symbolizes
a broader rejection of her ethnic identity, which she associates with embarrassment and otherness.
The act of asking to be called by an Anglicized name instead of "Maria" signifies an attempt to fit into

the mainstream culture and avoid the stigma associated with being different.

Theme of Identity and Self-Perception

Central to "Call Me Maria" is the theme of identity, particularly how it is shaped by cultural expectations
and personal experiences. Maria’s journey reflects the tension many second-generation immigrants

face: the desire to assimilate into the dominant culture while maintaining a connection to their roots.

Judith Ortiz Cofer masterfully uses Maria’s internal dialogue and interactions with family members to
illustrate this conflict. For example, Maria’s embarrassment over her name is not merely a superficial
preference but a manifestation of deeper insecurities and societal pressures. The story reveals how

cultural identity can become a source of shame when individuals feel marginalized or misunderstood.

Language as a Cultural Marker

Language plays a significant role in "Call Me Maria," acting as a symbol of cultural heritage and
assimilation. Maria’s discomfort with her name, which is deeply tied to her Puerto Rican identity,
extends to her relationship with the Spanish language. The story subtly addresses how language

barriers and linguistic preferences impact immigrant children’s sense of belonging.

Cofer’s nuanced portrayal of bilingualism and language conflict highlights the challenges faced by
many Latino families in the United States. This linguistic tension is a critical element of the story’s

broader commentary on assimilation and cultural preservation.



Family Dynamics and Generational Perspectives

The story also examines the complex dynamics within immigrant families, where generational
differences often lead to misunderstandings. Maria’s parents represent the traditional cultural values of

Puerto Rico, emphasizing pride in their heritage and the importance of maintaining cultural practices.

In contrast, Maria embodies the younger generation’s desire to integrate into American society,
sometimes at the expense of cultural identity. This generational divide is a common theme in

immigrant narratives and is presented with sensitivity and insight in Cofer’s work.

Contextualizing ""Call Me Maria" in Latino Literature

"Call Me Maria" by Judith Ortiz Cofer is a significant contribution to Latino literature, a genre that
frequently explores themes of immigration, identity, and cultural hybridity. Cofer’s work stands
alongside that of other prominent Latino authors such as Sandra Cisneros and Junot Diaz, who

similarly depict the struggles and resilience of Latino communities in the United States.

The story’s focus on the personal rather than the political allows readers to connect with Maria’s
experience on an intimate level. This narrative choice makes the story accessible and impactful,
offering insights into the emotional realities behind broader sociopolitical issues like assimilation and

multiculturalism.

Comparative Analysis with Other Immigrant Narratives

When compared to other immigrant stories, "Call Me Maria" shares thematic similarities but
distinguishes itself through its concise and focused storytelling. For instance, like Cisneros’s "The
House on Mango Street," Cofer’s story emphasizes the importance of cultural identity and the

complexities of growing up between two worlds.



However, Cofer’s narrative is particularly notable for its emphasis on the symbolic power of names and
the act of naming as an assertion of identity. This focus enriches the story’s exploration of self-

perception and cultural negotiation.

Relevance to Contemporary Discussions on Multiculturalism

In today’s increasingly diverse societies, "Call Me Maria" remains relevant as it addresses issues of
cultural acceptance and the challenges of multicultural identity. The story encourages readers to reflect

on the importance of embracing one’s heritage and the psychological impact of cultural rejection.

Educational institutions often include "Call Me Maria" in curricula to foster understanding and dialogue
about diversity, inclusion, and the immigrant experience. Its continued use in classrooms underscores

its value as a tool for promoting empathy and cultural awareness.

Literary Techniques and Narrative Style

Judith Ortiz Cofer employs a straightforward yet evocative narrative style in "Call Me Maria," combining
descriptive language with emotional depth. The first-person point of view allows readers to access

Maria’s thoughts and feelings directly, creating an intimate connection with the protagonist.

The story’s pacing is deliberate, gradually revealing Maria’s internal conflict and her interactions with
family members. Cofer’s use of symbolism—especially regarding Maria’s name and the cultural

connotations it carries—adds layers of meaning without overwhelming the narrative.

Additionally, the author’s skillful use of imagery and cultural references enriches the story’s authenticity
and immerses readers in Maria’s world. This literary craftsmanship contributes to the story’s enduring

appeal and critical acclaim.



Strengths and Limitations

Among the strengths of "Call Me Maria" are its relatable protagonist, clear articulation of cultural
tensions, and concise storytelling. The narrative’s focus on a singular, emotionally charged issue—the

protagonist’s name and identity—allows for deep exploration without unnecessary complexity.

However, some readers may find the story’s brevity limiting in terms of character development and plot
complexity. While the concise nature enhances its impact, it also leaves certain aspects, such as the

broader social context or secondary characters, less explored.

Nevertheless, the story’s strengths in evoking empathy and facilitating cultural understanding outweigh

these limitations, making it a valuable literary work.

Educational Impact and Usage

"Call Me Maria" by Judith Ortiz Cofer is frequently incorporated into educational syllabi at the middle
school, high school, and college levels. Its accessible language and universal themes make it an

effective entry point for discussions on ethnicity, identity, and the immigrant experience.
Teachers utilize the story to prompt critical thinking about cultural assimilation, the importance of
names, and the psychological effects of cultural alienation. The narrative also serves as a springboard

for comparative analyses with other multicultural texts and fosters classroom dialogues on diversity

and inclusion.

Potential Discussion Topics

e The significance of names in shaping identity



e The impact of cultural assimilation on self-esteem

¢ Generational differences in immigrant families

e Language as a tool for inclusion or exclusion

¢ The balance between cultural pride and societal acceptance

These topics help students and readers engage deeply with the text and relate it to their own

experiences or societal observations.

"Call Me Maria" by Judith Ortiz Cofer remains a powerful exploration of the cultural and personal
challenges faced by immigrant youth. Through its nuanced portrayal of identity, language, and family
dynamics, the story invites ongoing reflection on what it means to belong in a multicultural world. Its
literary significance and educational value ensure that it continues to resonate with readers and

scholars alike.
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