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Living Side by Side: The Hard Work of Hispanic Laborers and the Dual 

Identities of Hispanic-Americans 

 Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea tells the story of Santiago, an old Cuban 

fisherman, who spends the duration of the novella trying to catch a strong and beautiful marlin 

that pulls him farther out to sea than he had anticipated. When Santiago catches the marlin, he 

hauls it home alongside his boat, and on the journey back it is eaten by sharks. The novel ends 

when two tourists see the marlin’s carcass and think it is the carcass of a shark. The Old Man and 

the Sea is, above all, a story of Santiago’s hard work and determination in the face of nature’s 

perils. However, not even his worshiped marlin can take Santiago out of his circumstances. He 

has been fishing for so long in life that he is “thin and gaunt with deep wrinkles in the back of his 

neck” and has scars that are “as old as erosions in a fishless desert” (1). Even after all of his 

lifelong work, Santiago is still impoverished and living in a rundown shelter with little money for 

food. Thus, the novella also relates a relevant theme of race and classism. Hemingway’s 

Santiago is a representation of so many Hispanic laborers in the United States. The story’s 

ending raises an interesting question upon how one’s hard work can pass so easily unnoticed by 

two tourists, who represent many Hispanic-Americans who are conflicted with identity in several 

forms. 

In the border town of Laredo, Texas, manual labor jobs such as construction work, 

landscaping, and housekeeping are often held by people of the Hispanic race. Ironically, it is 

often other Hispanics who employ these laborers. Since both sides share a commonality (that of 

Hispanic heritage, aside from the fact that some may have American citizenship while others 

may not) the issue brings into question the identity of the Hispanics who sit higher on the 

socioeconomic ladder. Their wealth can cause them to take up the characteristics common to 
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capitalist America and yet they can feel conflicted by the Hispanic part of their identity. This 

duality of identity can be a product of what W. E. B. Du Bois considers “double consciousness.” 

The hard work of the Hispanic laborers is often ignored by the wealthier Hispanics who seem to 

fail to realize that they, too, are Hispanic. The workers then become objects of their labors as 

Karl Marx would argue is one of the negative aspects to capitalism. In terms of classism within 

race, Langston Hughes offers a discussion about African-Americans that can be just as relevant 

in the Hispanic race. Looking at the hard work of Hispanic laborers and the conflicted identities 

of their Hispanic counterparts in a new light can help us resolve the problems of division found 

within the Hispanic race. 

 One of the problems within the Hispanic race of Laredo is a mentality of ignorance for 

the hard work of the Hispanic laborer. As in The Old Man and the Sea, Santiago’s extensive 

journey and hard work are not recognized in the end when two tourists see, what was supposed 

to be, his greatest catch yet. Ironically, when the two tourists see the carcass, they think it is that 

of a shark. In fact, there can be significance in Hemingway’s ending. While there is no 

implication that the tourists are American, by their ignorance in the end, Hemingway brings to 

light a common mentality that indeed many Americans (including many Hispanic-Americans) 

may have when it comes to understanding Hispanics.  

Since Laredo’s majority is that of Hispanics (mostly Mexican-American Hispanics), it is 

not uncommon to see the city’s Hispanic-Americans with their own Hispanic housekeeper or 

gardener under their employment. (As a side note, I use the terms Hispanic-Americans for the 

employers and Hispanics for the laborers as many laborers do not have American citizenship, 

although of course, some do.) While housekeeping and landscaping jobs are not necessarily 

degrading, it is odd to know that people with these positions are employed by other Hispanics of 
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the middle to upper class. Like the tourists in Hemingway’s novella, these Hispanics may find it 

easy to forget the hard work of the Hispanic laborers. The tourists do not consider the fact that a 

fisherman spent days on end trying to catch, what is not a shark but rather a marlin, and nearly 

died for it. They are blissful in their ignorance, unfazed by Santiago’s hard work. In the same 

way, in Laredo, it may be easy to see the work of other Hispanics (who are our own kind) as 

derogatory, if we indeed notice their hard work at all. Instead there is a division in mentality that 

sounds more like “She cleans my house,” or “He does our yard,” and the employers do not take 

time to consider the laborer as another person just like themselves.  

Like African-Americans and nearly any other minority race in America, Hispanics have 

fought for equal rights throughout the country’s history. Therefore, with this relevant issue 

occurring in Laredo, it is ironic to see that rather than building up the Hispanic race, it is almost 

as if Hispanics are tearing each other down: not by the act of hiring other Hispanics but by the 

act of the middle-to-upper class Hispanics failing to recognize the hard work of their Hispanic 

laborers. Instead, there is a sense of superiority towards the Hispanic laborers of lower 

socioeconomic status.  

Perhaps, this can be due to a sense of “double-consciousness” that resides within many 

Hispanic-Americans. The tourists in Hemingway’s novella, who are merely visiting another 

country, are aware of the difference in race between themselves and the Cuban people because 

they are not themselves Cuban. There is already a large factor that separates them from 

Santiago’s people, and this factor can be the cause of their misunderstanding of the marlin’s 

carcass. In essence, the difference in race can be what causes their ignorance on the matter of 

Santiago’s hard work. Hispanic-Americans can also act as the tourists, even though they share a 

commonality with Hispanic laborers. They will view themselves as not quite Hispanic but more 
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so American. This makes it easier for them to view the laborer simply as a laborer while letting 

their hard work and their value as a person go unnoticed. The idea of being American is held in 

such high esteem that even Hispanic-Americans often, though of course not in all instances, do 

not realize the irony in employing other Hispanics to do the jobs that nobody wants to do. The 

result is a division in mentality between which group is more American than the other. Du Bois, 

although aiming his message towards African-Americans in his “Criteria of Negro Art” (1926), 

can be speaking for Americans of any mixed race when he establishes that many African-

Americans “want to be Americans, full-fledged Americans, with all the rights of other 

Americans” (870). However, Du Bois questions if being American is what one should really 

desire as an identity (871). Because of the persecution and hardships that African-Americans 

have faced throughout history, Du Bois argues that they do not really wish to be like the “white 

American [...] because there has come to us not only a certain distaste for the tawdry and 

flamboyant but a vision of what the world could be if it were really a beautiful world” (871). In 

the same way that Du Bois points out for the African-American race, Hispanic-Americans can 

also find themselves stuck with this desire to be American and neglect that they are also 

Hispanic. Rather than conforming to the “American” way, they should be seeking beauty.  

When Du Bois discusses the subject of beauty, he implores the need for beauty in 

African-American art. Moreover, he discusses it with direct relation to Truth and Justice (875). 

He claims that for African-Americans, art should be propaganda and have the mission of 

showing the hardships that his race has faced as well as the Beauty of their race. Truth and 

Justice should be the instigators of this Beauty in art. Hemingway does this by using the art of 

writing to point out the truth of a Cuban laborers’ hard work and how this hard work goes 

ignored by the tourists at the end of the story. At the same time, he reveals the beauty of 
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Santiago’s determination through trials. While the identity issues of Laredo’s Hispanic-

Americans may not necessarily be resolved with art (although art can be a helpful catalyst), Du 

Bois’ discussion can inspire the idea that Hispanics should be aware of the positions that other 

Hispanics hold. Instead of using money to have power over the Hispanic laborers, the wealthier 

Hispanic-Americans can help the Hispanic race as a whole by using Truth and Justice to address 

the problems of division within Laredo. They can encourage other Hispanics and show the 

beauty of Laredo’s Hispanic culture. Du Bois writes that with time people are coming to realize 

that “the work of the black man is not always inferior” (873). The same can go for the 

“Hispanic” man/woman. Rather than thriving on other Hispanics’ labors, Hispanics can 

empower the Hispanic race by recognizing that these laborers are capable of being “artists” or 

even teachers or doctors.   

As has been discussed, the Hispanic-Americans that are hiring other Hispanic laborers 

are typically found within Laredo’s middle or upper class. This classism, in light of capitalism, 

amplifies the perceived division within the Hispanic race. While there is not a direct link 

between capitalism and division in classes within a race, Marx’s critique of capitalism helps 

make this division more obvious. The United States is often proud of its capitalist economy. 

While it holds more benefits than Marxism (Communism), which through history has revealed 

its flaws, Karl Marx speaks some truth about capitalism in chapter one of Capital, Volume 1 

(1867). Marx writes that “labour assumes a social form” (664) when people start working for 

each other. From this social form stems two groups in society: the bourgeoisie (property owners) 

and the proletariat (working class). Indeed, these two groups exist in Laredo’s Hispanic 

population. Like any other place in America, there is a bourgeoisie and proletariat class that 

keeps the capitalist system running. Even though capitalism thrives regardless of race, this 



Guerra 6 

 

classism can simply act as another way for Hispanic-Americans to differentiate themselves from 

their Hispanic laborer counterparts.  

In one way, this issue derives from class struggle, which is a prominent part of 

capitalism, and it is capitalism’s power to turn everyone into commodities that objectifies the 

common laborer. Marx explains, “the social character of men’s labour appears to them as an 

objective character stamped upon the product of that labour” (664). In this way, one does not see 

the fruit of another’s labor for its social character, or the ways in which people worked together 

to reach a common goal, including the hard work that went into it. Instead they only see the 

product as an object. The end of The Old Man and the Sea exemplifies this manner of thinking. 

One of the tourists admires the remains of the marlin that Santiago caught by stating, “‘I didn’t 

know sharks had such handsome, beautifully formed tails’” (Hemingway 36). The tourists do not 

give one thought to the endeavors that went into catching such a beautiful fish. They do not even 

consider that someone had to catch this fish. Instead, they see the carcass’s beauty based on the 

object itself. In the same way, because of the class struggle found in capitalism, the Laredo’s 

bourgeois Hispanics may see only the end-products of the proletariat Hispanics’ labor and fail to 

notice or appreciate the great efforts of these workers. 

 In another way, classism can create a division in identity within Hispanic-Americans. The 

bourgeoisie part of the Hispanic population may find value in the things that they own, and 

therefore, conform to the bourgeois aspect of American capitalism, which can cause them, in the 

end, to perceive themselves more American than Hispanic. Thus, capitalism can play a large role 

in giving the bourgeois Hispanics identity in their American culture simply because they benefit 

from it. They are very much like Hemingway’s tourists who travel leisurely to Santiago’s 

country. Their ability to enjoy the pleasures of Cuba (and know nothing of Santiago’s hardships) 
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stems from the fact that they are of a wealthier class; they are merely visitors and not Cuban 

themselves. In “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” (1926), Langston Hughes explains 

the way in which the identities of African-Americans can be torn through classism. He writes 

that in “the home of a self-styled ‘high-class’ Negro […] there will perhaps be more aping of 

things white than in a less cultured or less wealthy home” (1193). In fact, “they themselves draw 

a color line” (1193) because they are trying to fit in with the wealthier white class than with 

fellow African-Americans. Indeed, wealthier Hispanics can act in the same way by trying to 

conform to the lifestyle of the wealthy White race. This is problematic, not because they make 

more money than other Hispanics, but because the wound goes deeper than division in classes: 

there is a division in race at stake. 

On the other hand, the Hispanic laborers with manual labor jobs are part of the proletariat 

class. Because of this, it may be easier to disassociate from the American aspect of their identity 

(if indeed they are legally here) because they are on the less fortunate side of the capitalist 

spectrum. In the same way that Hemingway’s tourists are representative of bourgeois Hispanics, 

Hemingway’s Santiago is a representation of the Hispanics of the proletariat class. Class is just 

another factor that starkly differentiates him from the tourists at the end of the book. Hughes 

argues that it is this group of “low-down folk” that will “hold their own individuality in the face 

of American standardization” (1193). Indeed, Santiago and many proletariat Hispanics like him, 

are honorable, in a way, because it is not necessarily their goal to become “Americanized.” They 

work with an unashamed humility and determination that can be hard to come by in people of the 

bourgeoisie. As Hughes would say, “they accept what beauty is their own without question” 

(1193).  It is this same Beauty, one influenced by both Truth and Justice, which a race should 

strive to for, as Du Bois would advocate. 
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 The problem of division found between Laredo’s bourgeois Hispanic-Americans and its 

proletariat Hispanics ultimately stems from complications within identity. It can be easy for a 

wealthier Hispanic-American to differentiate one’s self from the Hispanic laborer because of 

“double consciousness” and social standing. That, in itself, is not quite the problem. However, it 

becomes a problem when bourgeois Hispanic-Americans choose to ignore the Hispanic aspect of 

their identity. It also becomes a problem when they treat their Hispanic counterparts, not as 

fellow Hispanics, but as strangers. Rather than bringing down people of our own race, the 

wealthier Hispanic-Americans have a duty to recognize the hard work of the Hispanic laborer 

and to help draw out the potential that so many of these laborers, as people, have within them. 

Santiago, like the proletariat Hispanics, is, after all, a man of great character and determination. 

Such character and hard work should not be overlooked. 
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 My Experience:  

 The NAHLS Conference in South Padre Island, Texas was an excellent opportunity for 

me, both academically and personally. In the weeks leading up to the conference, I was able to 

work hard and develop an essay that dealt with race issues I had never quite considered before. 

Writing the essay for the conference was a challenge in itself, as it made me step out of my 

comfort zone and explore a new issue. I was also able to get help and feedback from my 

professor, Dr. Murphy, which further built upon my understanding of my topic and of my writing 

ability. At the conference, we (my peers, Dr. Murphy, and I) viewed other presentations on 

Hispanic issues from intelligent presenters from different parts of Texas and even different parts 

of the world. I learned a lot from these presenters and was encouraged to see other people who 

have a heart for the Hispanic and Latino population. We also presented our own papers to these 
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presenters, who gave kind and evaluative feedback. I am usually a bit nervous to present in front 

of people, so this was a great challenge that gave me practice in a warm and inviting 

environment. 

 On a personal level, the conference was a great opportunity to bond with my peers. We 

enjoyed meals together and explored the beach area. Additionally, it was like a little vacation 

that I so desperately needed at that point. School and work can be pretty draining and tiresome, 

so it was wonderful and rewarding to get away and enjoy the warmth of the sun. I have not been 

to many beaches in my lifetime, so I was enthralled with the beachfront which was right in back 

of our hotel. I felt like a little girl all over again!  

 Overall, I would not trade my experience at this conference for anything.  I am grateful 

for the funds from TAMIU that made this experience possible and also for my professor who 

encouraged us to apply to the conference. I feel so blessed to have been given this opportunity to 

enhance my academic skills by putting hard work and effort into my own presentation and 

learning from many other caring and intelligent people who did the same for their own. 

 


