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Edward Rivera’s
Family Installments:
An Agonistic Reading

ABSTRACT

This essay constitutes a  response to
Family Installments from the stance of
a reader, a writer, and a member of
the Puertorrican community in New
York.  I’ve called it  “agonistic” from
the Greek agon—debate or
discussion. In it, I  explore my
uneasy, dialectical and ultimately
dynamic relationship to Rivera’s text
in terms of the meaning of
migration, exile, cultural fetishes,
and dominant discourse, providing
an outlet for a personal voice which
has been absent from my previous
approaches to this novel.

Alfredo Villanueva-Collado
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It was the middle of the 1980s. I had been assigned to teach an advanced ESL
reading course even though “reading” was not my field. There had been meetings
about selecting texts, and there was a consensus as to assigning an “entire book”
rather than extracts. I recommended Family Installments, an exciting new novel by a
Neorican writer and CUNY colleague, Edward Rivera. Others proposed Hunger of
Memory, which I had not read, by the Chicano writer Richard Rodriguez. I can still
remember the well-meaning but condescending tone with which I was informed of
the decision: Hunger of Memory was written in better, more idiomatic, more
“elegant” English; thus, it was a better text with which to introduce ESL students to
the beauties of their new language.

So I dutifully complied, trusting my colleagues’ judgment, but a bit put off by their
preference. However, upon reading the text, I conceived such an active dislike of it
that I felt I was doing violence to my core belief system by teaching it. At the same
time, I was also agonizing over my students’ total indifference and passive resistance
to the material. I blamed myself for “crossing over,” not sticking to my writing and
literature courses. This was the time of extreme schizoid pedagogical practice; skills
were treated as separate and exclusive, and I was obviously not as good a “reading”
teacher as I had foolishly thought myself to be. Moreover, I kept going over the
words, determining what, for me, was a most unfortunate choice of a text. The more
I read Rodríguez, the more I felt he was an “unreliable narrator”; that through his
“elegant prose” he was making his reader share in an odious, racist, assimilationist
ideology. I also felt my colleagues had misread Family Installments, mistaking Rivera’s
“corrosive irony” for poor language skills. 

“Corrosive irony” is defined by Richard Terdiman as a narrative strategy by which
fragments of dominant discourse are imbedded in counter-discourse, through
“re/citation,” out of context, to highlight their essential lack of logic and their
fetishistic nature (1985: 207). In simpler words such irony exposes the underside of
cultural, foundational myths. Bitter experience had taught me that whenever
upholders of dominant discourse meet a transgressive text (or individual)—they
downgrade it (him) by passing judgment on its (his) ability to handle the language. I
felt compelled to expose Rodríguez and defend Rivera, to respond to what I
perceived to be my colleagues’ unconscious prejudices. But how?

As fate would have it, it happened right in the classroom. I was so frustrated with
the students’ willful disregard of the reading assignment that I decided to ignore
them in class. I turned to the blackboard and started a rather obtuse (or so I
thought) analysis of the binary system (public life/private life, English/Spanish,
Catholicism/Protestantism), by which Rodriguez ends up rejecting his Hispanic
heritage and setting himself up as the narrataire champion of total assimilation for
Hispanic minorities. At last I was making sense to myself as to why I disliked
Rodriguez’ text so intensely. And at last I was making sense to my students, who were
busily copying what I was writing on the blackboard. We had finally formed a reading
community: we all had seen through the trap of “elegant prose”—and the ensuing
discussion was one of the best I have experienced in my teaching career. I took
advantage of the moment to urge my students to read Family Installments and, for
their term paper, they all agreed to write a “reader response” analysis, comparing and
contrasting both texts. I promised to do the same, and when my essay was finally
published, I dedicated it to them.

And so I became associated with Rivera’s novel, later having the pleasure of
meeting the author personally at City College, where, true to his everlasting
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commitment to students, we had lunch in the student cafeteria, not the faculty
dining room. He struck me as a shy, modest man, not fully understanding of my
unbounded admiration for his novel. Time has proven me right. A cursory search on
the Internet revealed that while there is very little on Edward Rivera, the man, there
are 148 entries under Family Installments, which is now included as required reading in
a remarkable variety of syllabi, ranging from Ethnic and Puertorrican Studies, USA
Latino Literature and Latino Autobiography, to a course on “Race and Racism in the
United States,” given by the Philosophy Department at Columbia University. Critical
materials continue to be scarce. Rivera did not have time to finish a second novel; it
is thus important to constantly remind the reading public and the academy,
conditioned to jump from best-seller to best-seller (does anyone remember the
hoopla over Junot Diaz’s Drown?), of Family Installments’ claim to a prominent
position in the canon of Neorican literature. 

I have already approached Family Installments from critical and pedagogical
perspectives (Villanueva-Collado 1988; 2000). This time I claim the indulgence of
personal privilege. I want to explore, as a reader, as a writer, as a Puertorrican who
teaches English and dreams in Spanish, my dialectical, agonistic, decidedly
unscholarly relationship with this novel. . I must admit being put off by the first
section, describing the protagonist’s family antecedents before it moved to New
York. There is no way to tell whether that section is rooted in Rivera’s own
autobiography. The episode where Santos Malánguez’ father goes to market with an
old female donkey he has just bought from his prospective father-in-law, falls asleep,
thereby failing to sell his precious cargamento of vegetables and roots, and then loses
the donkey and the goods when it slips off the side of the road, strikes me as a not-
too-subtle deconstruction of Rafael Hernández’ pathetic and yet heroic figure in
“Lamento borincano,” of the jibarito coming back from the market, his hopes for
financial well-being dashed by the economic depression devastating the homeland.
Much later, the song is mentioned among his father’s favorites. So Rivera does not
seem to have fetishized cultural icons dear to the rest of us PRs, which can be read as
a sign of “cultural disrespect.”

The very name of the protagonist already points to a pattern of corrosive irony,
alluding to a kind of stereotypical Puertorrican phallic power (santa malanga), which
the reality of migration and the condition of exile so thoroughly described in the
novel negate almost absolutely. At the same time, it points to origins rooted in the
soil; migration is, among so many other things, an up/rooting. Maybe my colleagues
in the Reading Unit at my institution never read past these first pages, with their
descriptions of unmitigated rural poverty, clumsy patriarchy, Santos’ sexual initiation
with farm animals (oddly but significantly enough, the only overt mention of sex in
the novel), and also their so-politically-incorrect and generally bleak atmosphere. For
the island Rivera describes does not resemble the island most Puertorricans want to
remember, or the Caribbean paradise touted in brochures for North American
tourists. It is not the foil to Babylon-on-the Hudson. It is a place to be left behind.
Forever. And that is a turn-off.

However, there is a method in Rivera’s risky narrative strategy of seemingly
turning off potential readers. Having been irreverent towards the homeland, he can
now extend the technique of corrosive irony to analyze and eventually deconstruct
some of the most cherished myths of North American culture, myths luring hapless
Puertorrican jibaritos to los Nuevayores. One of the most enduring has to do with the
supposedly objective value of a private, Catholic education, inextricably intertwined
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with the acquisition of religious values. Rivera’s merciless exposure of the role of Irish-
American nuns and brothers as narrataires—that is, individuals from minority groups
who have internalized oppression and now serve dominant discourse as its ideological
enforcers—in the socialization of new additions such as Hispanics to the (in)famous
melting pot, struck a cord with me. In Caracas, I was expelled from / I quit Catholic
Salesian grammar school in the fifth grade after a teaching Brother hit me in the head
with an eraser because I had turned my head away to talk to a classmate. I told my
aggressor at the top of my lungs that no one but my mother was allowed to hit me. 

Later, I was sent to San Germán and enrolled in the town’s Catholic high school,
where the children of the Puertorrican upper bourgeoisie learned to code-switch and
appreciate the values of statehood. I asked one of the Scottish nuns why they dressed in
white. She answered that white was what they wore when they took on missionary work.
I then asked what was missionary about teaching Puertorrican kids. She said her order
had come to the island to teach Puertorricans the true faith. I took her by the hand and,
pointing to the Porta Coeli convent, visible in the distance, told her that my ancestors
were already Catholics when hers were running around half-naked and painted blue.
Given these exchanges, Rivera’s description of his protagonist’s education/socialization
process struck me not only as plausible but also as quite close to my own experiences.

Santos Malánguez begins his education at the hands of Irish nuns pushing a not-so-
subtle ideological agenda. Here is how one of them scolds the class after catching one
child picking his nose:

They probably all ate standing, or squatting right there on the
kitchen floor, like their ancestors the Caribs, cannibalistic Indians
from the jungles of south America (we had read about them during
the history hour…) She went on to tell us that the Caribs hadn’t even
discovered friction, that’s how primitive they were. It was the
Europeans… who had brought them friction, the True Faith and
other forms of Christian civilization (76).

The play on “friction” is threefold: in addition to the literal scientific meaning, it
also carries political meaning, namely, discontent between parties or groups, and a
sexual meaning, which these proletarian children are quite aware of, as shown in
another scene where the nun, out shopping at La Marketa for her young charges’ First
Communion paraphernalia, engages in some verbal sparring with a merchant:

“Anyway sister,’ he went on, if Jorge Mercado is wrong, he’ll give you
a free crucifixion claps. And if you are the one who is all wrong, I
don’t charge extra.”
“It’s cru-ci-fix, Mr. Mercado,” she corrected. “And clasp. Claps is a
verb, sir. Third person singular.”
“That’s what I say,” he said, winking at the rest of us (83).

Mr. Mercado has assured himself of a sale by playing up to the nun’s role as a
defender of correct language, while at the same time exposing her as an imperfect
narrataire. He utilizes her own language against her by adding to it a sexual dimension
of which she is seemingly ignorant, but with which her students are already familiar.
More significantly, through corrosive irony, Rivera makes the reader share the joke on
the nun and thus become an accomplice in his deconstructionist project. 
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Physical and psychological violence are integral, if unacknowledged, components of
Catholic education. Santos points out: “The law there seemed to be that if your teacher
didn’t let you have it good from time to time, there was something morally wrong with
him or her” (74). The Brothers under whom he studies seem to have stepped out of
Donald E. Hall’s Muscular Christianity 1994 : “…Brother Lomonsney… had a powerful
neck and shoulders and a regulation crewcut. He had spent four years in the Navy
before joining the ACB’s and liked to use sailor jargon in class” (108). Santos learns
another kind of history from his teacher: “and he was Irish…. The Irish sided with the
Irish, the Italians with the Italians, and the Latins with the Latins” .

This unwritten rule also applies to race. Santos boasts of his ambiguous ethnicity, a
consequence of his looks: “I had been mistaken for a Jew, an Italian, a Greek, even a
Hungarian; and each time I had come away feeling secretly proud of myself for having
disguised my Spik accent, and with it, my lineage. I could almost feel myself melting
smoothly and evenly into the great Pot” (148). Another tenet of dominant discourse is
turned on its head; minorities from all over the world are being added to the imperial
pot, where they will be divested of origins. This cannibalistic ritual, however, does not
apply to those who, by virtue of the color of their skin, are excluded from “melting.”
Santos accompanies a friend to Central Park and is set upon by a black gang whose
members take his money and make him wallow in excrement. His friend, who is both
Puertorrican and black, pleads for him, and he is let go with the admonition to keep to
“his side” of the park (159). So much for the fetish of the melting pot. 

I remember one last outing to Old San Juan with a very dear friend and classmate,
before leaving for the United States to pursue my doctorate. She had grown up in
New York, but her family had chosen to return to the island. Over coffee at La
Bombonera, she issued a warning: “Get ready, for you are about to change the color
of your skin.” At the time, I did not understand what she meant; I had not been
exposed to the ethnic/racial classifying mania of dominant discourse in this country. I
learned I was not “white” by virtue of my being Puertorrican; and then I learned
there were “white” Puertorricans and “black” Puertorricans, some of which, like my
friend, looked white to me, or at least not-quite-black. And then I learned there were
Puertorricans and Neoricans, and that I was not Hispanic but Latino. I also
remember a very beautiful girl, a student from the Dominican Republic, coming to
me with a strange query: “Professor, I know I am not white, but when I look at
myself in the mirror, I see a white girl. How can that be?” 

I ended up marking “Other” in all kinds of forms, and advising my hapless
students to do the same. The question of self-identity is made even more pressing by
the fact of career choice. Like Rivera, like Santos Malánguez, I fell in love with
English literature. I had already been exposed to a great deal of it in translation,
children’s novels mostly, such as The Jungle Book, all 24 of the Tarzan novels, Black
Beauty, Little Men and Little Women, but particularly Treasure Island, of which, as La isla
del tesoro, I owned six copies when I was eight years old. Later, upon entering an all-
English high school in Puerto Rico, I discovered English and British poetry. My love
for this foreign literature went contrary to my own political ideals and those of my
family, yet I felt it expressed my most intimate thoughts, functioning as a private
language. I went on to major in English, becoming that rarest of all Puertorricans; 
I did not major in ESL or bilingual education (fields which I have always viewed as
tracking devices, giving minorities limited access to academia, in the sense that they
are occupied with methodology and what the Greeks called techn as opposed to
sophia), or Spanish or Puertorrican Studies (which seemed “natural” given my ethnic
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background). I was an English major, like Richard Rodríguez; a teacher of English,
like Edward Rivera; a lover of English literature, like Santos Malánguez. But I knew
that my love of literature needed to encompass all of the parts of my identity: I
finally completed a degree in comparative literature—a choice that, from my present
perspective, was meant to resolve a psychic imbalance.

Santos Malánguez experiences an identity crisis involving a reevaluation of
literature, after his father and he experience encounters with New York City
policemen. Then, as now, racial profiling was an unacknowledged paradigm of law-
enforcement. Santos, already in college, is stopped one evening, while policemen are
searching the neighborhood for “criminal types”: “Hands behind my head, my back
against the stone wall, flies, gnats and mosquitoes competing for my face, I was
slapped and patted from my armpits to my ankles; and I was found to be carrying a
pencil on my person…. The point must have snapped off ” (236-37). The discovery of
the pencil leads the policeman to conclusions: “In the meantime the constable
wanted to know whether I was a numbers runner, a pervert of some kind, a graffiti
nut…” (237), and finally Santos is let go with the same admonition he had previously
received from the black gang: keep to his neighborhood and stay out of the park.
Santos goes home and throws his poetry anthology in the garbage: 

The disparity between the life in the alley and the poetry in my
anthology was over my head. So I simplified it by telling myself one
had to take sides…. But the next morning I’d wake up siding with the
anthology, and that same night I might turn against it again after
reading a couple of sentimental selections (238-39).

However, Santos does retrieve it from the garbage, finding solace for his anger and
pain in a poem by Keats: “A drowsy numbness pains my sense” (239). I found myself
completing the line “as if of hemlock had I drunk….” And I recalled my own violent
encounter with dominant discourse at the time I was finishing comprehensives for
my M.A. at the University of Puerto Rico. It was at the height of the Vietnam War,
and young Puertorricans made great cannon fodder. I had managed to get
deferments every year because I had gone straight from the B.A. to the M.A., but the
moment I finished my graduate courses I was called for interviews and the physical
exam. When asked if I had ever associated with any one advocating the overthrow of
the American government I responded truthfully (and foolishly, as it turned out) and
said that I had. My instructor for History of Puerto Rico, Doña Isabel Gutiérrez del
Arroyo, had been (and still was) a fervent Nationalist. I had gone to her home, having
the privilege of sitting where Pedro Albizu Campos had sat, while she read to me
Juan Antonio Corretjer’s fiery lines from “Alabanza a la torre en Ciales!”

Little did I know that my answer would start an investigation of my family which
would lead to my father’s loss of his job, my mother being “blackballed” by her
colleagues at the school where she worked, and, ironically, our eventual migration to
this country. I was ostentatiously dragged out my home in handcuffs, placed in an
Army van and taken to the Río Piedras ROTC on campus… only to sign some
documents verifying that my declarations had been recorded correctly. And
whenever I had to report to Fort Brooke for endless interviews (“What would you do
if Fidel invaded the island?” “I would fight against him, of course. I want a free
country, not a change of owners.”), I carried my books with me. The MP who served
as a secretary to the Army psychiatrist in charge of my case was also, improbably, an
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English major, and he even helped me with my studying. As in Santos’ case, English
literature provided a useful antidote to the violence of dominant discourse. But
Santos never finds in it the justification for any kind of political commitment, and
my question remains to this day: how can one read the British Romantics and not
acquire a thirst for personal and political freedom? 

Santos’ father also has an encounter with the police. He is stopped because he
“resembles” a child molester who has been active in the neighborhood. Santos thinks
his father attracted attention to himself by reading in a distracted fashion, caused by
a toothache. But significantly, he uses literature to identify the underlying core of
such a mishap: “Behold, this dreamer cometh. A dreamer of dreams, let us slay him…”
(239). His father, the dreamer, does not fit into his surroundings. He is the
quintessential exile. But so is Santos, having rejected all of his father’s icons, the
food, the music, the poetry constituting Puertorrican cultural identity (242-43). In
Rivera’s worldview, migration is an irreversible state of exile. As the father listens to
“Lamento borincano” over the radio, the announcer lets his audience know that the
record, his only copy, has just broken right on the turntable (246).

In another telling passage, Santos describes a recurring dream where he is attacked
by a bisexual creature, a mixture of Grendel, from Beowulf, and Grendel’s mother:
“Grendel with huge breasts, enormous steel claws, and stringy seaweed hair (‘a
certain evil doer, a fearful solitary, on dark nights commits acts of unspeakable
malice—damage and slaughter’)” (264). Santos points out that whenever he had this
dream, his door was locked. And with good reason, for the monster’s assault is of a
decidedly sexual nature: “The only thing to do was to let it lie there along the length
of my body, and make its point, whatever that was. This monster didn’t go in for
explanations. Then it would get off me, growling snarling, leaving only its bad breath
and bad underarm odor behind, and disappear” (264-65). Is there in this passage a
hint of another type of exile as well? Santos remarks that the dream comes as a result
of his taking Lit. I too seriously (265), a comment which, given the degree of his self-
introspection throughout the narrative, I find curiously bland. 

When Richard Rodríguez writes Hunger of Memory, the public does not yet know the
fact of his sexual preference but, once known, it shifts and necessarily colors any
reading of his work. Rivera remains a mystery in that respect, but I find it significant
that sexuality in Family Installments plays no explicit role except at the beginning, in an
ironic, war-of-the sexes mode. In both Rodríguez and Rivera sex becomes “that-which-
is-unmentioned.” Its very absence makes both works, in my opinion, bildungsromans
manqu s. On the other hand, I have always thought it is kind of entirely justifiable for
Santos, a Puertorrican with severe (and probably unrevealed) identity problems, to have
been attacked in his dreams by an androgynous monster from the beginnings of Anglo-
Saxon literature. Quite a precise image for the colonial condition. Rivera abruptly
makes the political/sexual meaning evident but, as usual, leaves it unelaborated, for the
reader to take it as he or she may. Once more, I marvel at the multiplicity of levels:

Not long after I fell asleep, Grendel-and-his-mother-merged-into-
one paid me another visit. They wouldn’t let up. This time… It-
They—grabbed me from behind in a powerful grip, a full nelson. 
I pretended not to notice, which wasn’t easy, and tried to get all of
myself back into bed, but It knew I knew. I wasn’t fooling Them.
They were trying to rape me, and as usual I could not scream or fight
back. So I saved myself by waking up… (270).
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Waking up to the realization that cultural paradigms are only fictions, that the
“imagined community” offered immigrants is far from the reality they are made to
confront. In order for Santos to escape the creature of his nightmares, he must face
the reality of his diminished condition. Grendel haunts the Hispanic subconscious,
just as Caliban haunts the Anglo-Saxon’s. In “real life,” the monster has many faces: a
nun, a black gang member, a policeman carrying a big stick. The ultimate, most basic
component of power is sexual violence, literal or metaphorical. 

Family Installments ends in a bitterly symbolic note. Santos returns to the island in
order to find his grandfather’s resting place, only to find a field covered with weeds,
no marker for any grave. No roots. Moreover, his aunt reveals the underside of the
mythology of progress embodied in “Operation Bootstrap”: 

She went on to denounce the tourist hotels, the racketeers, domestic
and foreign, the plague of tourists who were jacking the price of
staples ‘beyond the means of our people, Santos. We cannot afford
our own food anymore. Most of it is sold to the North and then they
sell it to us at twice the price. Our beaches are not ours anymore,
most of them. They have these guards in front of the hotels,
compatriotas without shame. The kind that sell their own self-respect
for a few dollars a week (295).

Thus, Santos finds out that Puertorricans are doubly subjected to a process of
exile. Political consciousness makes them not only strangers in a strange land but also
strangers in their own land. I remember my sister and I looking for a place to eat
comida criolla one evening in Old San Juan, in one of our infrequent trips to the
island. La Bombonera had already closed at 8.00 pm. Down by the piers we found
Indian, Chinese, Italian, Japanese, all of which could be had back in New York. We
also found Pizza Hut, Macdonald’s, Wendy’s, and Burger King, but chose, in what
was meant to be an ironic farewell, hamburgers and beer at a Hooters full of
Puertorrican cowboys and cowgirls, right in front of Plaza Colón. My own comment:
“I can find better Puertorrican food in New York than I do in Old San Juan.” Not to
mention a more authentic Puertorrican community. My ancestral city has
metamorphosed into Grendel’s lair. 

Once, at a colloquium sponsored by Ollantay Gallery, I marveled at the fact that
Bolivar’s and Hostos’ Panamerican dream seemed to have come true in a corner of
Queens; there we were, writers representing a dozen Latin American countries,
engaged in a fruitful, meaningful dialogue about migration and identity. Living in New
York allows me to be closer to my Puertorrican and Latin American “imagined
communities.” Accepting this knowledge and acting upon it—deliberately living a
linguistically, culturally, and ultimately psychologically dichotomized life—can cause
unbearable, permanent pain. The community only exists in the imagination; any
return must thus be also imaginary, contained in artistic production. If I were Santos
Malánguez, I’d probably finish by quoting another British poet, who wrote
despairingly of being trapped between “a world dead, another powerless to be born.”
However, once having accepted and internalized the outsider location with respect to
dominant discourse, I find Rivera’s use of corrosive irony, which I have described my
own poetics as learning to become a voyeur and being implacable with one’s
binoculars, as the best defense against Grendel’s ever-lurking, menacing presence. 
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