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BOOK REVIEW
Coming of Age, Apart, and Back Together:  
Chicana Girlhood in I Am Not Your  
Perfect Mexican Daughter

Adrianna Santos

I Am Not Your Perfect Mexican Daughter. Erika L. Sánchez.  
New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2017. Pp. 352. $17.99 (hardcover).

I am Not Your Perfect Mexican Daughter, the first novel by 

Chicana feminist journalist and blogger Erika L. Sánchez, is an important 

contribution to the Chicana/Latina literary canon. Winner of the prestigious 

Tomás Rivera Book Award and finalist for the National Book Award, the 

debut has become an instant classic for its frank treatment of Chicana 

girlhood. The coming-of-age novel addresses bilingual/bicultural identity, 

mental health, intergenerational relationships, sexuality, and immigration 

with candor. Often sardonic and always compelling, the narrator leads the 

reader through a heartbreaking journey of self-discovery. Sánchez honestly 

confronts the brutal truths of grief, depression, suicide, and both the pain and 

the healing of recovery. 

When fifteen-year-old Julia Díaz loses her only sister, Olga, to a fatal traffic 

accident, she must reevaluate her entire identity. They were not close, partly 

because Olga was seemingly the “perfect Mexican daughter” and Julia felt 

like quite the opposite. Olga was reserved and preferred to live at home, 

while Julia longs to leave her southside Chicago neighborhood and become 

a famous writer. Julia is quick-witted, stubborn, and speaks her mind, even 

when it embarrasses her traditional Mexican parents. Julia’s relationship with 
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them, particularly her mother, becomes more strained after Olga’s untimely 

death. Julia then discovers that Olga was keeping secrets, and throughout the 

novel she becomes obsessed with finding out more about Olga’s other life. 

The characterization of Julia is strong; she questions everything and 

challenges injustice where she sees it. She feels deeply and often uses dark 

humor to mask the pain she is feeling inside. Julia is keenly observant and 

hypercritical of the world around her, frequently expressing self-loathing and 

feeling that everyone is judging her. Her character reflects an emerging trend 

in young adult literature (YA) that represents Latinas as outsiders, because 

they are nerdy, goth, or emo (Herrera 2017). Julia reads voraciously and 

writes poetry, but her peers see her as “stuck up” and she does not have many 

friends. She slowly explores her sexuality, but she is insecure about her body 

and her inexperience with physical intimacy. She drops not-so-subtle hints 

throughout the book about dying, killing herself, life being too much to 

handle. Two-thirds of the way through the novel, when she finally attempts to 

slit her wrists, it is clear that she had been crying out for help for a long time. 

Therapy helps her, as does medication. She begins to get the help that she 

needs, modeling a behavior that young women need to see in order to counter 

the social stigma that surrounds mental illness. 

Another turning point comes when Julia sojourns to Los Ojos, her mother’s 

village in Mexico, to stay with family. Mexico is framed as a place of love and 

acceptance, but also violence and tragedy. It is where she reconnects with her 

beloved family and childhood memories, but also where she learns more about 

her parents’ own formative experiences in their youth and begins to truly 

feel the responsibilities of adulthood. While the novel explores the dark side 

of adolescence, the end is thoughtful and full of hope for the future. While 

Julia acknowledges that she has a long way to go in her healing journey, she 
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feels optimistic. She is looking forward to attending college and feeling better 

about life than she has in years. 

This book is a timely addition to the growing body of Chicana/Latina YA 

literature, especially because more novels are needed that speak about mental 

health and suicide. According to a recent youth risk behavior report by the 

CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention), young Hispanic women 

are more likely to attempt suicide than their white counterparts (Kann et 

al. 2016). I am Not Your Perfect Mexican Daughter strikingly illustrates how 

difficult it is to be on the cusp of adulthood, uncertain about the future and 

feeling as though the world is crumbling all around. Brilliantly, Sánchez 

includes a list of mental health resources at the end of the narrative. This 

novel is appropriate for junior or senior high school students and for inclusion 

in undergraduate literature courses; it could also work well in a graduate 

course that focuses on Chicanx/Latinx and/or YA literature. 

Sánchez’s debut novel is a revelation and is deeply grounded in the legacy of 

Chicana feminist thought. At one point, Julia paraphrases Chicana scholar 

Gloria E. Anzaldúa when she comments on the situation at the border: “It’s 

nothing but a giant wound, a big gash between the two countries. Why does 

it have to be like that? I don’t understand. It’s just some random, stupid line. 

How can anyone tell people where they can and can’t go?” (280). Finally, 

Sánchez dedicates the book to her parents and makes a point to acknowledge 

immigrants and children of immigrants as those who truly “make America 

great” (344). Placed in the context of Chicana theory, the book poses 

important questions about self, community, and healing, and promises to 

make a critical impact in the fields of Chicanx/Latinx literature and young 

adult literature.
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