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FOREWORD

I miss Jimmy Smits and Esai Morales on the television series NYPD
Blue.
So there. At the outset, let me confess that as an academic, I commit
the unpardonable sin—for academics—of watching television other
than PBS. I suppose I could say that I watch it sparingly (that part would
be true), but perhaps only as a function of the many professional and
familial demands on my time. Perhaps secretly I long to watch more,
perhaps as other people like me may also wish to indulge in popular
culture such as, shall we say, detective novels. Ralph Rodriguez confesses to the latter, but as we shall see in this book, his seeming ‘‘indulgence’’ has produced rich intellectual dividends even as it is evident
that he enjoys the genre.
The fact is that I simply ﬁnd some programs entertaining, and of
these, the police procedural NYPD Blue is a favorite, although somewhat less so since Jimmy Smits, who played Detective Bobby Simone,
and Esai Morales, who portrayed squad commander Lt. Tony Rodriguez, left the show and have not really been replaced. But now, informed by Ralph Rodriguez’s brilliant readings and overall interpretation of his chosen Latino and Latina detective novelists, I gain better
purchase on why I, as a Latino, miss Bobby Simone and Tony Rodriguez. In part, I miss them because the drama’s central hero, Detective
Andy Sipowicz, has no one to watch his back, to be a close friend, someone who can understand and tolerate his complicated, world-weary self
even as the characters together confront the world’s vices in New York
City.
Now, after reading the work that follows, I think that I really miss

them because I sense that as Latinos they played a crucial double role—
for Sipowicz, which is also to say in support of a besieged, conﬂicted,
but fundamentally good version of America, and against the degradations of the world. I do not mean simply that these characters represent Latinos in a ‘‘positive’’ light, although they do. Neither do I mean
that the actors played their roles ‘‘culturally’’ with all sorts of aﬃrmative references to Latino ethnicity, nor that the characters come oﬀ
as Latin lovers. They really do not, although their (handsome) Latino
phenotypes and slight—some might say charming—accents are certainly there.
Only after reading what Ralph Rodriguez has to tell us in this marvelous book about Latino and Latina detectives, could I formulate
somewhat more clearly what I found so compelling about the Latino
characters on NYPD Blue. For Rodriguez, Chicana/o writers such as
Rudolfo Anaya, Lucha Corpi, Rolando Hinojosa, Michael Nava, and
Manuel Ramos have used the detective novel as a powerful tool for exploring what it might mean to be Latino and Latina in the twenty-ﬁrst
century. ‘‘The novels themselves’’, he tells us, ‘‘are reﬂections not only
on criminal mysteries, but also queries into the mystery of identity.’’
Identity is a mystery in our time because older sources of such identity—as farm-workers, barrio proletarians, ethnic nationalists, and the
food, festivities, rituals, language that once distinguished ethnicity—
are no longer as viable. This is not to say that such sources of identity are absent in the lives of all of these detectives, including Bobby
Simone and Tony Rodriguez. But they are not foregrounded as such
even as we fully sense that Simone and Rodriguez are Latinos and that
in their struggle against the world’s corruptions, they necessarily have
to contend with and carry the historical load of domination that still
falls upon Latinos and Latinas in the United States. But they have now
(over)come and come to terms with this inheritance of social domination by exhibiting for us a struggle against the world’s largely capitalist corruptions with demonstrations of keen intelligence, professional
competence, moral strength, and comradeship with the socially afﬂicted even while recognizing in world-weary wisdom that the struggle
will never cease, and that they may give up their lives in the hard bargain—as indeed happened to Bobby Simone.
In their eﬀorts to solve the mysteries of criminality, which is also
to say the larger criminality of our society, these detectives oﬀer us another, more complicated and far more interesting model for identity,
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for conducting our lives as Latinos and Latinas in the twenty-ﬁrst century, and for this lesson critically well-taught we are grateful to Ralph
Rodriguez. I commend him to you in what follows.
—josé e. limón
MODY C. BOATRIGHT REGENTS PROFESSOR OF
AMERICAN AND ENGLISH LITERATURE
DIRECTOR, CENTER FOR MEXICAN-AMERICAN STUDIES
UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN
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introduction

ALIENATED EYE/I
THE EMERGENCE OF THE
CHICANA/O DETECTIVE NOVEL

She just wants to lay in bed all night reading Raymond Chandler.
—j i m c a r r o l l , ‘‘ t h r e e s i s t e r s ’’
Self-alienation is the source of all degradation as well as, on the
contrary, the basis of all true evaluation. The ﬁrst step will be
a look inward, an isolating contemplation of our self. Whoever
remains standing here proceeds only halfway. The second step
must be an active look outward, an autonomous, determined
observation of the outer world.
—n ova l i s , b l ü t e n s t a u b

Jim Carroll’s song ‘‘Three Sisters’’ makes explicit the truism that popular culture provides pleasure. Miranda does not want to triﬂe with the
needs of the boys who pursue her. Rather she wants to kick back, relax,
and cuddle up with Mr. Chandler, a bedtime pursuit much more appealing than the tough, lonely, urban world outside her door. According
to John G. Cawelti, literary escapism as such fulﬁlls two psychological
needs, a ﬂight from boredom and a quest for order (Adventure 15–16).
We need to be able to escape the ennui of our lives and be reassured that
no matter how tough it gets out there, the world is ultimately knowable
and rational. While the pleasure of popular ﬁction tempts us to get lost
in the diversion of the text, we, as critics, must remember that these
novels speak powerfully to the moment in which they were written.
They are cultural commodities that have much to tell us about the historical, social, and political milieu in which they emerged. As Martin
Priestman asserts, ‘‘Present day detective novels ask to be treated as

