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This is a book about agency and crossing boundaries.  Vicki Ruiz writes that Mexican and Mexican-American women, the principal actors in this story, “have made history” but have remained in the shadows of scholarship and the public consciousness for too long.  As a survey of “women’s border journeys” (xi), From Out of the Shadows aims to illuminate not only experiences of transnational migration but also the negotiation of race, ethnicity, and class by which Mexican women transformed their social environments.  Women served as the essential bridge between public and private, between family and community, and between community and the organized contestation of repressive institutions and policies.  Occupying those various boundaries, the women in this account teach us that there is not a single identifiable Mexican-American culture, but there are cultures between which actors move.

Methodologically, Ruiz herself takes part in the crossing that distinguishes her subjects.  Here oral histories—both archived and conducted by Ruiz—combine with a variety of other sources, such as newspapers, censuses, advertisements, and letters, and represent a merging of social, cultural, labor, and women’s history that gives voice to a long-silent and influential segment of the western social landscape.  Ruiz writes from a perspective “strongly rooted in a women’s history tradition” (164)—one which rejects a public sphere/private sphere dichotomy.  To study work, she insists, one must study the home, and vice versa.  It is this kind of movement—the convergence of interests at diverse locations and the formation of identities around shared needs for change and resistance—that most interests Ruiz.   

An important, underrepresented group whose stories Ruiz draws from the historical record can be found in the migration of single Mexican women and their children to the American Southwest.  Ruiz skillfully employs newsletters, pamphlets, and missionary reports related to the Rose Gregory Houchen settlement in El Paso not merely to document institutional attempts to Americanize new immigrants but to read the choices and the lines of resistance to those attempts that Mexicanas recognized and occupied.  Founded in 1912 as a Methodist settlement, Rose Gregory Houchen resembled other settlement houses in the West and Midwest by offering workshops in domestic tasks, a kindergarten, and classes in American citizenship.  In this case study, Ruiz provides a view of Americanization at work and shows that, ultimately, Mexican women took advantage of many of the social services offered at the settlement but resisted its broader project of acculturation and thereby largely shaped their own experiences of entering a new social and cultural environment.    

Efforts of women to assimilate on their terms sometimes meant confronting generational boundaries and crossing lines of race and class.  Flappers in the 1920s rebelled against the traditional dress prescribed by their parents and cleverly evaded the system of chaperonage meant to preserve girls’ reputations.  Ruiz’s analysis of young Mexican women in this period portrays a transformation in gender roles; the movement toward dominant cultural attitudes about dating became a step in the “sexual liberation of Mexican-American women” (71).  As workers, Mexican women forged interracial alliances to fight for fair working conditions.  As mothers, they sought changes in the education of their children by standing up against ethnic discrimination.  The organizational efforts of women—particularly through El Congreso de Pueblos de Hablan Española, founded in 1939 as the first American-based national organization for Latino civil rights—forecast the Chicano Student Movement of the 1960s and ‘70s.

Ruiz succeeds in drawing out experiences of Mexican women in the twentieth century and thus in providing a needed opening for scholarly engagement with this topic.   She not only gives her subjects visibility but locates within their stories personal agency that intersected in complex ways to contest factors that challenged their sense of justice and autonomy, to transform local cultural and political institutions, and to participate in broader social reform movements.  Still, Ruiz undergoes the criticism that, given her aim to “get beneath the surface” (xii) of one of the major categories surrounding her topic—gender—this study insufficiently considers men in its analysis of power and powerlessness.  In an illuminating afterword, however, she compellingly defends her focus and aim:  to give these women “a history of their own, one not dominated by the rhythms of men’s lives” (163-64).  In this respect, Ruiz makes a valuable contribution.             



