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This essay was written in response to the following assignment: Consider The House on Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros 
(1984) and the movie Whale Rider, based on the novel by Maori author Witi Ihimaera and directed by Niki Caro (2003). Write a compari-
son/contrast paper discussing the similarities and differences between these two works. Keeping in mind the main characters Esperanza 

Cordero and Paikea Apirana, the traditions of the two cultures, Hispanic and Maori, the role of women, religion, and symbolism, com-
pare and contrast how Esperanza and Pai bridge the past and the present for their people. 

More than 8,000 miles of land and sea 
separate two seemingly contrasting young 
women. One young girl lives in the urban 
streets of Chicago, depicted in The House on 
Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros (1984), while 
the other thrives in the countryside of New 
Zealand, as shown in Whale Rider, directed by 
Niki Caro (2003)—one an immigrant from a 
foreign country and the other a native Maori 
descendent. Both girls struggle for change, 
fighting their own quiet wars. Despite the 
vast differences in lifestyle and culture, both 
Esperanza Cordero of Chicago and Paikea 
Apirana of New Zealand are destined to be 
leaders of their generation in spite of the 
multitude of traditions and expectations that 
define them as individuals and their role as 
women in society. These two natural-born 
leaders are bridging the gap between the 
ancient customs and modern-day life.

While culture has a huge impact on 
the Cordero and Apirana families, the 
protagonists of both groups are affected 
the most. In Esperanza’s world, women are 
put down and locked inside their husband’s 
houses, having no rights and absolutely no 
say in their own households. The patriarchal 
society overwhelms every aspect of life, 
and Esperanza demands change through 
rebelling in her own quiet war. “I have 
decided not to grow up tame like the others 

who lay their necks on the threshold waiting 
for the ball and chain” (The House on Mango 
Street). She plans to set her own example, 
to forge her own path, in the hopes that 
the oppressed women of Mango Street 
will realize alternative options. Desperately 
seeking an opportunity to flee Mango Street, 
Esperanza dreams of the day when she will 
leave just another crippled house to seek her 
own way in the world. However, she states, 
“They will not know I have gone away to 
come back. For the ones I left behind. For 
the ones who cannot get out” (The House on 
Mango Street). Paikea, on the other hand is a 
native of New Zealand. According to legend, 
her ancestor and namesake rode on the back 
of a whale to this land and her family has 
been there ever since. Because of her rich 
and influential history, Pai is very proud of 
her culture. She wants the best for her people 
and she understands that the village and 
tribe must modernize and change with the 
times or else they may lose everything. For 
example, in the movie Whale Rider, Pai walks 
into her kitchen to find three elder women 
smoking cigarettes. Hiding the evidence, the 
conversation dies as soon as she enters the 
room, but she says to them, “Maori women 
have got to stop smoking.” Pai loves her 
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culture and the significance of the whale, 
yet she, like Esperanza, demands change, 
starting with her grandfather Koro accepting 
the fact that Pai is destined to become the 
first female chief of the village. Both girls 
dream of the day where their women will 
be respected and treated as equals in their 
patriarchal societies.

Family also plays an important role in both 
The House on Mango Street and Whale Rider. 
The Corderos are one happy group, with 
lots of strong and inspirational individuals, 
binding relatives together like a ribbon on a 
present. Esperanza, the namesake and great-
grandmother of the young protagonist, 
was a strong-willed woman. “My great-
grandmother. I would’ve liked to have known 
her, a wild horse of a woman, so wild she 
wouldn’t marry” (The House on Mango Street). 
Another prominent man is Esperanza’s Uncle 
Nacho. At a baptism, Uncle Nacho convinces 
Esperanza to dance; despite her sad brown 
shoes, she in fact does with her uncle telling 
her how beautiful she is, making her forget 
her discomfort and hatred of her shoes. 
Even though Esperanza may be loved in her 
family and close community, she is of low 
social status in general. She, like Geraldo in 
the vignette “Geraldo No Last Name,” is “just 
another brazer who didn’t speak English. Just 
another wetback. You know the kind. The 
ones who always look ashamed.” Her father 
is a gardener at rich people’s houses, and 
her mother watches over the four children 

(Esperanza, Nenny, Carlos, and Kiki). From a 
typical Mexican family, Esperanza is not poor 
but also has never really experienced any 
luxury other than a used car.

On the other hand, Paikea comes from 
a broken family. Her mother died during 
childbirth, along with her twin brother. After 
feeling the depression of loss and loneliness, 
Pai’s father Porourangi left New Zealand 
to live in Germany, where he sculpted and 
sold Maori art. Pai was left to be raised by 
her grandparents Koro, the current chief, 
and Nanny Flowers. Similar to Esperanza, 
Pai shares common family members that 
inspired them and encouraged them 
through their trials, Nanny Flowers, for 
example, raised Pai to be the woman she 
is—independent and tough. Regardless 
of the criticism from Koro, Nanny Flowers 
encourages Pai to do what she knows is best, 
even if that results in harsh consequences. 
For example, during the movie, Pai and the 
young boys of the village attend a school 
lesson taught by Koro.

Pai is last in line, but sits down on the front 
bench with the others, although Koro tells 
her to sit in the back, the proper place for 
a woman. She refuses to move even when 
her grandfather threatens to send her away, 
which he does because Pai will not give up 
her seat. As she walks away from the group, 
Nanny Flowers has a proud little smile on her 
lips, for she knows that Pai is ordained to be 
the next leader. Because Pai is next in line to 
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become the chief, she is of very high status, 
just below the current chief.

A prominent figure on Mango Street, 
Esperanza presents an alternative to the 
oppression of women in the community. 
In the outside world, however, she is just 
another young girl with parents who 
immigrated to the United States in the hopes 
of a better life for their children. Esperanza 
wants to set an example for the women 
trapped in their houses, to provide an escape 
for those ensnared in the barbed wire of 
marriage. Above all, she dreams of the day 
where she can leave Mango Street, yet she 
knows that it is her duty to return to free 
her friends. As told by the Three Sisters, “You 
will always be Esperanza. You will always 
be Mango Street. You can’t erase what you 
know. You can’t forget who you are.” These 
three women told Esperanza that she was 
special and was meant to be a strong and 
leading person, just like Pai and the whales. 
Because of the rich diversity and influences in 
her neighborhood, Esperanza learns through 
her friends and experiences they share. 
Marin, Rafaela, Lucy, Rachel, Sally, and Alicia 
all provided a learning experience in one way 
or another. As all of these young ladies are 
in a similar age range with Esperanza, they 
undergo multiple trials side-by-side.

Contrastingly, Paikea has the blood of 
a leader running through her veins. She is 
a native, a leader, and a change. Pai, like 
Esperanza, is a leading figure amongst the 

women of her community. Always aware of 
the outer world, Pai knows that her people 
must adapt to the changing times or they will 
be swept away by the current of technology. 
She holds a great love and respect for her 
culture and people, and she wants what is 
best for them, even if it involves changing 
ancient traditions and ways. Pai knows it 
is her duty to stay, and her desire keeps 
her rooted in her little village. Once, Pai’s 
father offered to take her to Germany with 
him to start a new life, and she agreed to 
go with him. However, in the car ride along 
the beach, a whale calls from the depths of 
the ocean and it is then that Pai knows she 
cannot leave her people. She asks her father 
to turn around and she returns to the village 
of her people. Due to having little to no 
interaction with kids her age, Pai must learn 
from her elders and through Koro’s reactions. 
The children of the village tease and taunt 
Pai for her name and her big dreams, yet she 
pays them no attention. Unlike Esperanza, 
Pai knew from the  beginning that she was 
destined to be great and is different from 
others her age.

Finally, the personalities of these two 
protagonists are exceedingly different. 
Esperanza, although older than Paikea, has 
low self-esteem and little self-confidence. 
She is afraid of adults, and as shown in 
“A Rice Sandwich,” she often cries when 
confronted by her elders. Throughout the 
novel, Esperanza is shamed by her actions, 
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other’s actions, and other’s words. All this 
young girl wants is to make friends and be 
loved by others, but she gets in her own way. 
However, when the world seems against 
her and she is all alone, Esperanza writes to 
escape. As directed by her deceased Aunt 
Lupe, she continues the poetry and short 
stories that free her from the chokehold 
of Mango Street. While she finds joy in 
pencils and paper, she does not in her name. 
“Esperanza” in Spanish means “hope” and 
“waiting,” two words that describe this girl 
perfectly. She is the hope for the oppressed 
but she must wait for her opportunity to 
leave. In contrast to Pai, she actually did have 
a childhood, a carefree times of playing and 
having fun with friends before the burden 
of responsibility is placed on their shoulders, 
like the sky on Atlas’s. 

Paikea, alternatively, is a proud and 
confident girl. She knows what is best and 
what her people must do in order to survive. 
Starting with the women, she tells them 
to change their ways at the ripe old age of 
ten. Pai is a serious and mature child, with 
a grown mannerism and demeanor. Little 
can shame her, except for her grandfather; 
all Pail wants is to be loved and accepted by 
Koro. While everyone in the village can see 
that Pai is fated to become the next chief, 
Koro stubbornly refuses to believe until 
the very end. In her position, she takes her 

ancestry very seriously. Pai was named after 
her ancestor who rode the back of a whale to 
New Zealand, and she is exceedingly proud 
of her name, unlike Esperanza. And unlike 
Esperanza, it seems as though Pai has no 
time for boys or any relationships between 
them.

She considers herself “one of the boys,” 
and shows no interest. Growing up with her 
situation and the multiple responsibilities 
that followed left little time for an actual 
childhood.

In the end, the fate of two different 
cultures rests in the hands of two different 
young girls. While they both strive for 
freedom from oppression and change, 
Esperanza Cordero and Paikea Apirana have 
different techniques through which they 
reach those goals. Esperanza, a quiet and 
ashamed girl of 13 or 14, chooses a singular 
path to walk. She chooses the road she must 
walk alone, unaccompanied but free from 
patriarchal domination. While fighting to free 
those sitting at the window, Esperanza finds 
her own destiny as the change needed on  
Mango Street. Paikea, a strong and confident 
girl of 10 or 11, walks the forbidden path, 
the path of a chief. She chooses to defy her 
grandfather and all traditions in order to 
modernize her people. In order to save them, 
she must change them. Both young women, 
influential and inspiring, search for the key to 
free the ones they love.
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