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BOOK REVIEW
An Ethnographic Mapping of Young Girls’  
Desires and Dreams in Transnational Families

Marina V. Chavez

Girlhood in the Borderlands: Mexican Teens Caught in the Crossroads of Migration. 
Lilia Soto. New York: New York University Press, 2018. Pp. 247. $30 (paper)

Following in the footsteps of Chicana feminist 

scholars, Lilia Soto begins her work by locating the epistemological roots of her 

project in her own lived experience of “transnational family” and migration. 

These experiences, she explains, guided her as she conducted interviews with 

sixty girls between the ages of thirteen and nineteen, with family members 

who had migrated from Zinapécuaro, Michoacán, to Napa, California, or who 

had migrated themselves between 1986 and 2006. Analyzing their responses, 

Soto’s main objective is to map the unique temporal and spatial imaginaries of 

her participants. She argues that these imaginaries rely on an understanding of 

daily life as temporary and engage in consistent comparisons between Mexico 

and the U.S. These imaginaries, she argues, are shaped by three factors: “1) a 

desire to remain in Mexico; 2) a desire for migration; and 3) an actual physical 

migration” (11). As she maps and conceptualizes these imaginaries, she asserts 

that there are particular “structures of feeling” for her participants in Napa and 

in Zinapécuaro, as influenced by their transnational experiences. Ultimately, 

she makes important contributions to understandings of girls’ experiences, 

desires, and subjectivities in transnational families. 

Soto dedicates her first chapter, “The Why of Transnational Familial 

Formations,” to locating the neoliberal forces and policies in both the 
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U.S. and Mexico that push fathers and families to enter the transnational 

migration cycle, arguing that families are not making the decision to migrate 

in a vacuum; “rather they are the final factor restraining or allowing it, timing 

it and shaping it” on gendered terms (5). Chapters 2 through 5 critically 

explore girls’ familial dynamics and roles and their perceptions of them, how 

the Zinapécuaro girls’ subjectivities are affected by competing messages of 

neoliberal “modernity” and traditional cultural expectations for women in 

Mexico, how the girls experience anxiety and ambiguity while living a life in 

waiting due to circular departures and arrivals as well as the time lag of their 

own desires for their present and future; within these chapters, Soto uncovers 

moments of agency and resistance. Finally, chapter 6 examines the girls’ 

arrival and adjustment to Napa, California.

Girlhood in the Borderlands dovetails with earlier efforts by Vicki Ruiz 

(1998), Leisy J. Abrego (2014) and Gabriela Arredondo (2008) to lay 

out the experiences of Chican@s/Latin@s as they navigate the gendered 

dimensions of migration and life in the U.S. Soto’s examination of the girls’ 

movements within and responses to heteropatriarchal familial roles and 

dynamics continues the Chicana/Latina feminist tradition of interrogating 

both ideologies and lived realities of “the family.” Significantly, Soto also 

begins to lay the groundwork for “queering” the transnational family 

structure, arguing that heteronormative families become “queer” as the 

traditional model of family units and familial relationships shift due 

to fragmentation. This shift is evidenced in many of her participants’ 

experience of greater freedom and mobility outside of the home in 

Mexico while the father is away. However, she also notes that once the 

family reunites in the U.S., the girls’ freedom contracts as they assume 

heteronormative gendered labor roles such as providing childcare while  

their parents work.  
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Soto’s mapping of the girls’ temporal and spatial imaginaries could be 

furthered by an earlier introduction of her approach to these girls and their 

families as engaging in “translocal” migration between Zinapécuaro and 

Napa rather than “transnational” migration between Mexico and the U.S. 

(203). Nonetheless, in addition to making a much-needed intervention 

in immigration studies, girlhood studies, and youth studies, Soto’s work 

contributes importantly to Chicana/Latina studies by providing a tangible, on-

the-ground window into the familial roles, desires, and imaginaries of Mexican 

girls suitable for undergraduate curriculum due to the concrete evidencing of 

her concepts in illustrative excerpts from her participants’ testimonies.
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