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Call Me Maria by Judith Ortiz Cofer: A Deep Dive into
Identity and Assimilation

Have you ever felt like you were living two separate lives, constantly juggling different versions of
yourself to fit in? Judith Ortiz Cofer’s powerful short story, "Call Me Maria," explores this exact
struggle. In this in-depth analysis, we'll delve into the heart of this poignant tale, unpacking its
themes of identity, assimilation, and the challenges faced by Latina women in a predominantly
Anglo-American society. We’ll examine the narrative structure, character development, and symbolic
language, offering a comprehensive understanding of Cofer's masterful storytelling. Get ready to
uncover the layers of meaning woven into this timeless piece of literature.

Maria's Divided Self: Navigating Two Worlds

"Call Me Maria" isn't just a story; it's a visceral experience of cultural displacement. Maria, the
protagonist, is caught between her Puerto Rican heritage and her attempts to assimilate into
American culture. This internal conflict fuels the narrative, driving her actions and shaping her
perceptions. Cofer masterfully portrays Maria's yearning for acceptance while simultaneously
grappling with the loss of her cultural identity.

The Weight of Expectations: Family and Community

Maria’s family and community represent a powerful anchor to her Puerto Rican roots. Her
grandmother’s stories, the vibrant descriptions of her homeland, and the shared traditions create a
stark contrast to the sometimes-hostile environment she encounters in her new American life. This
constant push and pull between these two worlds leaves Maria feeling alienated and unsure of
where she truly belongs.

The Struggle for Acceptance in a New Land

The story vividly illustrates the challenges Maria faces in navigating the complexities of American
society. She encounters prejudice, misunderstanding, and the pressure to conform to Anglo-
American norms. The constant need to explain her heritage, to justify her cultural practices,
becomes a heavy burden. This experience reflects the broader struggles faced by many immigrant
communities striving to find their place in a new and unfamiliar land.

The Power of Language and Naming: More Than Just Words

The title itself, "Call Me Maria," is deeply symbolic. Maria's assertion to be called by her name,
rather than the Anglicized versions others attempt to impose, highlights her quest for self-
acceptance and the reclaiming of her identity. The names she’s called, and how she responds to
them, reveal a lot about her fluctuating sense of self-worth and acceptance. This struggle for proper



naming resonates deeply with anyone who has felt pressure to change their identity to fit in.
Symbolism and Imagery: Weaving a Rich Tapestry

Cofer's use of symbolism and imagery further enhances the story's impact. The recurring imagery of
bridges and transitions perfectly encapsulates Maria’s journey between two cultures. The
contrasting depictions of Puerto Rico and the United States serve to highlight the differences in
cultural values and societal norms. The vivid descriptions of Maria’s physical appearance and her
emotional state effectively convey the internal conflict she experiences.

The Significance of "Call Me Maria" in Contemporary Society

"Call Me Maria" remains strikingly relevant in today's world. Its exploration of identity, assimilation,
and the challenges of navigating cultural differences continues to resonate with readers from
diverse backgrounds. The story’s enduring power lies in its ability to illuminate the shared human
experience of longing for belonging and the courage it takes to embrace one's true self. The story
serves as a reminder of the importance of cultural understanding, empathy, and the celebration of
diversity.

Conclusion

Judith Ortiz Cofer's "Call Me Maria" is more than just a short story; it's a powerful testament to the
human spirit's resilience and the ongoing struggle for self-acceptance in a world that often pressures
conformity. Through Maria's journey, Cofer beautifully illustrates the complexities of identity, the
pain of assimilation, and the enduring power of cultural heritage. This story continues to inspire
conversations about inclusivity, understanding, and the importance of embracing our unique
identities.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

1. What is the central theme of "Call Me Maria"? The central theme is the struggle for identity
and assimilation experienced by a young Latina girl in American society. It explores the
tension between maintaining cultural heritage and adapting to a new environment.

1. What is the significance of the title, "Call Me Maria"? The title underscores Maria's assertion
of her own identity and her rejection of the attempts to Anglicize her name. It signifies her
reclaiming of her selfhood.

1. How does Cofer use symbolism in the story? Cofer utilizes symbolism effectively, particularly
through imagery of bridges and geographical locations to represent Maria's journey between
two cultures.



1. What is the significance of Maria's relationship with her grandmother? Maria's grandmother
represents a strong connection to her Puerto Rican heritage and serves as a source of cultural
identity and strength.

1. What makes "Call Me Maria" relevant to contemporary readers? The story's exploration of
cultural identity, assimilation, and prejudice remains incredibly relevant today, resonating

with anyone who has experienced feelings of displacement, marginalization, or the pressure to
conform to societal norms.
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