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When I was growing up in southeast Los Angeles, my mother 
Fefa, my sister Mila, and my aunt, Luz Divina, worked at a 
clothing manufacturer in downtown Los Angeles. When 

my mother worked on Saturdays, she took me with her to work. To the 
hum of sewing machines, I played, cut threads, and talked with the 
other garment workers. Wearing matching pink smocks, lipstick, and 
high heels, these women sewed at backbreaking speeds as they raced 
their sewing machines through the Frederick’s of Hollywood lingerie 
line. Between piecework, musings, and jokes, they gave me advice: 
“Learn to speak En glish, so you will not end up in a factory like us.” 
Teresita, Nenita, Romelia, Obdulia, Ofelia, Guillermina, Elena, Orquid-
ia—memorias de ellas are woven into my life. I am grateful to the 
women of Susan of California who taught me valuable lessons about re-
silience, tenacity, diligence, and the dignity of labor. Without their ex-
ample, I could not have completed this book.

Years later, when the garment factories became sweatshops, my 
mother would say to me, “Aquí estoy mi hija, trabajando como negra 
para poder vivir como blanca” (Here I am, my child, working like a 
black woman so that I may live like a white one). I am intellectually 
indebted to my parents, whose lives taught me about the racialized 
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structures of labor and who inspired in me respect and gratitude. 
Without their example, I could not have completed this book.

I am thankful to the University of California’s Humanities Re-
search Institute for a postdoctoral seminar under the direction of Pro-
fessor Marguerite Waller. This experience, made enriching by Margie 
Waller and the other participants, helped forge new directions in my 
research. I am grateful to all the participants for making this possible 
and to Margie Waller for her leadership, mentorship, and friendship. 
A one- year University of California President’s Postdoctoral Fellowship 
allowed me to expand the Cuban research. I am privileged and deeply 
honored to have worked with Professor Ruth Milkman as my mentor 
under the President’s Postdoctoral fellowship at UCLA. As a mentor, Pro-
fessor Milkman generously shared her research, time, and resources. I 
am deeply grateful to her.

The University of California, Riverside, has been an inspiring and 
remarkable place to complete this work. I am thankful to my col-
leagues in the Department of Women’s Studies for their encourage-
ment and backing. A special thanks to Kris King and Reneé Deguire 
for their good humor and facilitation of my work. I am indebted to the 
Chair of the department, Alicia Arrizón for suggesting the title of this 
book. Financial support from the Academic Senate at UCR and from 
UC Faculty Regents Fellowships has provided considerable fi nancial 
relief that has allowed me to undertake comparative fi eldwork. This 
assistance was instrumental in the research and writing phases of this 
book. At UCR I have also been fortunate to work with outstanding li-
brarians: Peter Bliss, Kenneth R. Furuta, Jim Glenn, Maria Mendoza, 
Janet Moores, Rhonda Neugebauer, I thank them for their diligent as-
sistance and general helpfulness. Finally, I would like to thank Mike 
Chávez, Marlene Felix, Jenni Keys, Quyn Nguyen, Carolina Irma Ru-
bio, and Martín Rodarte for outstanding research assistance and to the 
many brilliant students at UCR who have taught, motivated, and in-
spired me.

Many friends and colleagues have generously provided comments 
on various drafts of this book. Florence Babb, Marisela Chávez, Raúl 
Fernández, Anne Goldberg, Peter Johnson, Dorienne Kondo, Juliet Mac-
millan, Ruth Milkman, Nancy Paige Fernández, Ellen Reese, Mathee 
Rojas, Ana Sandoval, Ramona Sliva, Felicity Shafer- Gabriel, Chikako 
Takeshita, Carlos Vélez- Ibáñez and Margie Waller, have read and offered 
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valuable comments on previous versions of the manuscript. I am also 
indebted to Steven Gregory and Todd Ramón Ochoa for sharing their 
wealth of knowledge about Santería practices and Yemayá. It was Anna 
Sandoval who initially helped me to further explore the fi gure of Ye-
mayá in the narratives of Cuban women. I am thankful to her for her 
intellectual acumen and friendship. During the fi nal revision phase, I 
joined a writing group that provided signifi cant intellectual support and 
much- needed friendship. I am especially indebted to the stellar and 
wonderful Jodi Kim, Tammy Ho, Michelle Raheja, and Setsu Shige-
matsu for reading many of the chapters and providing insightful com-
ments. A special thanks to mi compay Raúl Fernández, who has been a 
counselor, research assistant, advocate, and mentor all in one. Te aprecio 
mucho, mi hermano.

The women of MODEMU, the sex worker or ga ni za tion in the Do-
minican Republic, have been kindred spirits. They have opened their 
hearts and homes and given me much purpose in their struggles and 
fortitude. They never cease to amaze me in their steadfast lucha to craft 
lives of dignity for themselves and their compañeras. Gracias a todas. I 
am deeply grateful to Yamile Piñeiro Hernández for her resourceful-
ness, energy, warmth and talent. Tony de Moya, Francisca Ferreira, 
Gina Gallardo, and Santo Rosario have provided invaluable help. I am 
appreciative of my fellow travelers and friends, J.D. Andrews, Doris 
Arima, Peter Johnson, Wayne Middleton, Marilyn Smith, and Arnold 
X. Suzukamo for their solidarity and caring friendship. I also appreci-
ate the hospitality, generosity, and child care provided by Josué Cruz, 
Jr., and Lollie Cruz which made it possible to complete this book.

Alfredo Cruz has been my number one champion, always ready to 
provide encouragement, support, and assistance. His sense of humor, 
patience, kind disposition, and gentle luminosity have nourished my 
life during the research and writing phases of this book. This book is 
dedicated to him in recognition of his dedication and support. I also 
want to thank our son, Alejandro, for bringing so much joy and happi-
ness into my life.

Finally, I am blessed with a wonderful editor at Temple University 
Press, Janet Francendese, who has been both kind and rigorous. I am 
grateful for her expertise and knowledge and that of her staff. Special 
thanks to Gary Kramer for keeping me in laughs during this pro cess 
and for being so helpful.



This book is also dedicated to Chicana/o scholar- activists Antonia I. 
Castañeda and Arturo Madrid. Antonia and Arturo are educators, cul-
tural, and po liti cal workers who have dedicated their lives to creating 
and fi ghting for social justice. For over forty years, working in higher 
education, museums, public institutions, and community organizations, 
they have devoted their efforts to building better chances and deep 
transformations in the lives of many people. They have diligently con-
structed opportunities for many by mentoring thousands of students, 
teaching, editing, writing, giving speeches, joining picket lines, leading 
demonstrations, or ga niz ing and agitating, and aligning their fate with 
those who are marginalized and excluded. Separately and together, they 
have been sewing a new world order. I am grateful to have met them as 
an undergraduate student, for they have provided me with nourish-
ment, guidance, a roof over my head, mentorship, and the chance to re-
write my history. Without the tireless efforts of Antonia Castañeda and 
Arturo Madrid, this book would not have been possible.
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