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“When people feel they are treated unfairly, they become outraged. And if outraged people see a 

possibility of gaining justice, they self-righteously join forces in an effort to get what they believe 

they deserve.” (Rosales, 195) 

The semiautobiographical novel written by Oscar Zeta Acosta, Revolt of the Cockroach 

People chronicles his involvement in the Chicano militancy. The novel takes place in the late 

1960‟s to the early 1970‟s, in the midst of the Chicano Movement: “The Chicano movement was 

a cultural as well as a political movement, helping to construct new, transnational cultural 

identities” (Castañeda). To examine this movement is to witness, in retrospect, the indigenous 

inhabitants of the Southwest have their land stolen and acknowledge that they have since been 

subject to oppression on the very land of their ancestors. This oppression which rise to a 

movement born to protect the people and seek their justice and a goal to eventually reclamation 

of their land, as well as looking at the affects it has had on the conditions of the „bronze people‟s‟ 

descendants in modern society.  The Chicano movement serves as one historical framework of 

The Revolt of the Cockroach People. 

The history of injustice and maltreatment towards the indigenous people of the Southwest 

is deeply rooted. The Spanish Conquistadors set a historical precedent by taking advantage of an 

age old prophecy believed by the indigenous  to have come true upon arrival of the white man in 
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their land. The people believed the white man was a God, their innocence was taken advantage 

of and a people were soon at the mercy of foreigners with greed in their hearts and bad intentions 

in their minds. Yet this was not enough, soon came a new breed of foreigners with plans for a 

land that was not their own. 

“Three hundred years later, in 1850 AD, more white men in covered wagons come to the 

land of the northern deserts, the land we now call the Southwest… They, too, come with fire 

powder and the flag of a new nation… As Cortez had done before, through modern warfare, 

through politics and diplomacy, the new white barbarians invade the land and subdue it. They 

inform the people that they now have a new government and a new religion—Christianity.” 

(Acosta, 160) 

As if to pardon their intrusion and any inconvenience they may have caused to the indigenous 

people these Europeans “granted” them the “1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which 

guaranteed Mexicans all the rights of citizens, the right to their property and the right to maintain 

cultural institutions…” (Rosales, 154) When this treaty was later broken, it proved to be only a 

measure taken in order to subdue and prevent an uprising.  

 The historical and continual pattern of oppression along with cultural pride birthed the 

passion of the Chicano Movement. The preservation of culture began to move to the forefront of 

importance during the Chicano Movement, due to the systematic loss of culture during the 

México Lindo era (which preceded the Chicano Movement) whose goal was to Americanize and 

had consequentially sacrificed the Mexican identity.  Once the Chicano Movement makes clear 

their intentions, they gain momentum in pursuit of the defeat of the „powers that be‟. “Outlaws 

and rebels against any government of men that would make it a crime to speak out against 
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injustice? We are definitely that” (Acosta, 60). Acosta makes it known; the Chicanos are not 

afraid to fight for their beliefs—their basic rights to be treated as human beings in a country who 

occupies the land of their ancestors, for the recognition as indigenous people and for the true 

pests to be revealed. He stresses the importance of the participation of all, “unless we all band 

together and fight against this type of political persecution, we are all doomed” (Acosta, 61). He 

goes so far as to say that without the success of the movement, there is no hope. But change 

cannot be expected to fall into the Chicano‟s lap without their active involvement. 

 The increasingly anti-Mexican sentiment in America soon led to the alienation of the 

Chicanos. The focus, hope, and strength of a people were not lost—they were channeled 

elsewhere. “Their increasing ghettoization made Chicanos feel betrayed by the American Dream. 

The optimism that in the US anything was possible, proclaimed so often by the Mexican 

American generation, came into question. This generation had chased an all-American status, but 

the real white society, it seemed, had left them behind in the barrios… As a result, like blacks, 

many Mexicans gave up on the Dream and became more conscious of their own lost identity” 

(Rosales, 174-175). The México Lindo era had soon fully shifted into the Chicano era which 

abandoned all desire to Americanize. There was no longer any hope or need to be accepted by a 

group who had no desire to assimilate them, despite their willingness. 

 John F. Kennedy‟s presidency from 1961-1963 was supported by Mexican-Americans 

who had been promised by Kennedy the same in return. Yet, “instead of improved wages, 

working conditions, and status they were again patently ignored by yet another Anglo politician 

who had manipulated them for electoral purposes” (Machado, 95). Not to undermine JFK‟s 

presidency because he was well-loved by the general population. But a smaller and sometimes 

forgotten portion of the population, found themselves being swept under the rug. This did not 
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discourage Chicanos, on the contrary, it sparked a flame. “If they were going to be ripped off, 

some Mexican-Americans turned to more militant forms of expression to voice their 

disenchantment with the Anglo machinery and the Anglo society” (Machado, 95). Acosta‟s 

Revolt of the Cockroach People articulates a lot of the product of this „disenchantment‟ which 

took place in the late 1960s to the early 1970s  in the many escapades of the Chicano movement.  

 Acosta‟s choice to call the Chicanos cockroaches can be interpreted in multiple different 

ways; this is the beauty in it. The most obvious seems to be that cockroaches are pests and no 

one wants them in their „home‟. Yet it seems with a little creative thinking Acosta may have 

meant that the pests are not, in actuality the Chicanos. Their homeland has been infested with 

pests who have taken over the Southwest. In Denver of 1969, the National Chicano Liberation 

Youth Conference birthed the document El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán (Rosales, 181). “Because 

of, brutal “Gringo” invasion of our territories; We the Chicano inhabitants and civilizers of the 

northern land of Aztlán, from whence came our forefathers, reclaim the land of their birth and 

concentrating the determination of our people… Aztlán belongs to those who plant the seeds, 

water the fields, and gather the crops, and not to the foreign Europeans… We declare the 

independence of our Mestizo Nation” (Rosales, 181). It is with a never wavering hope that 

Chicanos today still desire the return land while modern American society has turned to the 

lawbooks and even to violence in order to keep them out of a country which lives on their land. 

The Chicanos are a strong people who have never held animosity toward the American people in 

the country of Mexico and would even accept the slightest recognition or apology from the US 

government for their wrong doings as sufficient. We are still waiting.  

 This essay considers the Chicano Movement as a historical context of The Revolt of the 

Cockroach People. The Chicano Movement which seeks justice for the oppression of its people 
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is alive and growing today in a time where the economy has left less and less Americans 

financially secure and subsequently greeted Latinos with hostility. “As long as ethnic minorities 

are deprived of political and economic power, ethnic movements will have instrumental aims” 

(Rosales, 195). Many social movements occupy the daily lives of Americans without their 

slightest notice, these movements can and will not achieve their goals until those who are 

interested become actual participants. 
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