
   

Centro Journal

ISSN: 1538-6279

centro-journal@hunter.cuny.edu

The City University of New York

Estados Unidos

Morales-Diaz, Enrique

Catching glimpses: appropriating the female gaze in Esmeralda Santiago´s autobiographical writing

Centro Journal, vol. XIV, núm. 2, 2002, pp. 131-147

The City University of New York

New York, Estados Unidos

Disponible en: http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=37711301007

   Cómo citar el artículo

   Número completo

   Más información del artículo

   Página de la revista en redalyc.org

Sistema de Información Científica

Red de Revistas Científicas de América Latina, el Caribe, España y Portugal

Proyecto académico sin fines de lucro, desarrollado bajo la iniciativa de acceso abierto

http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=377
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=37711301007
http://www.redalyc.org/comocitar.oa?id=37711301007
http://www.redalyc.org/fasciculo.oa?id=377&numero=11301
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=37711301007
http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=377
http://www.redalyc.org


CENTRO Journal

7
Volume xiv Number 2

fall 2002 

[ 131 ]

Catching Glimpses: 
Appropriating the Female 
Gaze in Esmeralda Santiago’s 
Autobiographical Writing

Enrique Morales-Diaz

This article examines Esmeralda Santiago’s autobiographical writing.
It also analyzes the appropriation of the conventional male gaze in
order to reexamine various experiences focusing on the construction
of the self. Santiago’s writing is a counter-stance against established
patriarchal norms, based not only on expected female behaviors but
also on behaviors related to the act of writing. By attempting to
reconstruct her past, she undertakes a revolutionary act, creating 
an agency that formulates a feminine narrative, deconstructing at 
the same time the traditional views and theories of male-dominated
autobiographical writing. [Key words: Female gaze, testimonial
narrative, historical memory, Puerto Rican female identity, 
counter-discourse, deconstructing patriarchy]

ABSTRACT



In Almost a Woman (1998), Esmeralda Santiago makes an important observation, 
one that focuses on an interpretation of her relationship with men. In the process,
she validates her autobiographical voyage through time and space and zeroes in on
the appropriation of the male gaze. Toward the end of the sequel, When I Was Puerto
Rican (1993), Santiago discusses the circumstances surrounding her relationship with
Ulvi Dogan, a Turkish-born, German-speaking Muslim film director who established
the parameters under which the protagonist was to remain by his side. She states:

I wanted to be with him, so I attended to his lessons. When we were
out, I was to mirror his movements, so as not to embarrass myself. I was
to eat if he ate, with the utensil he used, to speak less and listen more, to
withhold my opinions. He made me aware of my limitations, promised
to help me overcome them. “You are poor girl with small mind,” he
said once and repeated often. When he noticed I was offended, he
explained that he meant not that I was stupid but that I was
unsophisticated, because I’d been too well protected (Almost a
Woman 305, italicized my emphasis).

Her description of the behavior Ulvi expected from her and her willingness to accept
his mandates undermined her mother’s warnings regarding men’s conduct toward
women. Her mother reminded Santiago that men only wanted one thing from them.
While the assumption is that female sexuality was at the center of masculine desire,
her mother did everything in her power to protect Negi, to instill in her a sense of
free will so that she might choose of her own volition. Santiago writes: “Mami told
her friend Minga that a girl my age should be watched by her mother and protected
from men who were sure to take advantage of a child in a woman’s body” (Almost a
Woman 14). Ulvi’s treatment of Negi’s character as unsophisticated and his
identification of her as an overprotected naïve girl echo in her mind as she realizes
that she had to give up her developing identity as an adult woman in order to satisfy
his desire and please him: “To be with him, I had to discard who I was and evolve
into the woman he wanted to be with” (Almost a Woman 305). Thus, as her mother’s
admonition echoes in her mind, she reflects upon this turning point in her life, 
a turning point heightened by the affirmation of her identity as a daughter and 
as a woman: “…I knew, just as Ulvi knew when he asked, that I’d already made my
choice” (Almost a Woman 311).

With the realization, then, that her relationship with her mother was stronger
than the one she shared with Ulvi, it is central to the narration that she internalize
her mother’s belief regarding men and at the same time allow herself to deconstruct
her past experiences to understand her state as she narrates her life. Hence she
establishes her writing as a voyage through time and space that contradicts
traditional patriarchal expectations of women, to asserting herself as independent,
someone capable of directing her own life. Santiago attempts to break with Trinh
Minh-ha’s “triple bind,” which, based on the critic’s analysis, had become the basis 
by which many women writers of color were studied and categorized. Minh-ha writes: 

She who “happens to be” a (non-white) Third World member, a
woman and a writer is bound to go through the ordeal of exposing
her work to the abuse of praises and criticisms that either ignore,
dispense with, or overemphasize her racial and sexual attributes (6). 
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In the writing of her two-part memoir Santiago’s focus differs even as she directs her
thought toward a common leitmotif: a woman’s search for her own identity. When I
Was Puerto Rican examines the life of a child through that very character’s gaze,
exploring issues of male/female relationships, cultural/ethnic identity, and loss of
family/home. Almost a Woman, on the other hand, exposes a more mature narration
by the same protagonist, whose “adventures” into her identity challenge established
norms by both patriarchal society and matriarchal family life. However, in both
accounts Santiago (author/narrator) introduces Negi (protagonist) into a world of
rebelliousness, experimentation, and subversion. bell hooks’ statement mirrors what
becomes Santiago’s purpose in revisiting previous experiences. She postulates that:

Subordinates in relations of power learn experientially that there is a
critical gaze, one that “looks” to document, one that is oppositional.
In resistance struggle, the power of the dominated to assert agency
by claiming and cultivating “awareness” politicizes “looking”
relations—one learns to look a certain way in order to resist (308).

Therefore, Santiago’s writing of When I Was Puerto Rican and Almost a Woman
contradicts traditionally male-oriented depictions of female roles. As with Piri
Thomas’ Down These Mean Streets (1967), and Edward Rivera’s Family Installments:
Growing Up Hispanic (1982), Esmeralda Santiago’s autobiographical writing shares
various similarities with traditional masculine-dominated narrations, such as those 
by Thomas and Rivera: they tell the story of family struggles to survive in a society
“foreign” to their own Puerto Rican roots. They also narrate the coming of age of
individuals influenced by cultural and geographical circumstances. At the same time
the reader experiences the character’s voyage through the eyes of children and adult
voices. While the commonalities between these highly acclaimed literary works
enhance and strengthen established studies regarding the migratory experiences 
of Puerto Ricans to the United States from a literary perspective, there is one
differentiation that ruptures any possibility of unification in terms of the narration:
Thomas’ and Rivera’s scope of experience differs from that exposed by Santiago’s
based on gender disparities. This difference in terms of agency will re-establish a
dichotomy that will force the female characters present in the masculine oeuvre 
into gender-specific roles, echoed by Silvia Nagy-Zekmi (1996), who states that: 

el poder del varón sobre la mujer está arraigado en la cuestión del
control sobre la capacidad reproductiva de la mujer, y, por extensión,
sobre su conducta sexual. El ejercicio de este poder por el varón
relega a la mujer al espacio doméstico (89).

In Santiago’s memoirs the central focus will be to re-construct the traditional
position that women, particularly Puerto Rican women, have often been forced 
and relegated to conform to. According to Katherine Gatto:

The socio-political background of the Latina, characterized by
oppression and deprivation in the guise of machismo, Catholicism,
and family traditions (which have relegated her to the destiny of wife
and mother, virgin or puta) has also circumscribed the construction
of the Latina self (86). 
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Hence, Esmeralda Santiago writes to denounce the mandated gender dichotomy 
and establishes instead a platform from which others can speak and share their own
experiences and development of their identities. The author breaks with the notion
of categorizing women based on their relationship with phallogocentric society:

Santiago, through her storytelling style and recognizable goals, joins the ranks of earlier
U.S. Latina writers such as Cherrie Moraga, Aurora Levins Morales and Rosario Morales,
and Gloria Anzaldúa. What these writers share in common aside from their gender is that: 

They challenge traditional notions about the genre of
“autobiography” through their form and their content. They subvert
both Anglo and Latino patriarchal definitions of culture. They
undermine linguistic norms by using a mixture of English, Spanish
and Spanglish. All address the question of the politics of multiple
identities from a position which seeks to integrate ethnicity, class,
gender, sexuality, and language (Torres 276).

By breaking with traditional literary forms, Santiago attempts to revisit experiences
from her childhood in order to comprehend her narrative present. Through self-
representation she gazes at her past, evoking subjective memories that will provide
her with the answers she seeks. At the same time she becomes a subversive; she seizes
“the podium” to speak through her own voice, “creating new images” that contradict
and deconstruct conventional representations of the Latina (Torres 278), ceasing to
identify her experiences in order to satisfy patriarchal expectations. As Trinh Minh-ha
writes, the struggle for most women writers of color is that they are forced to “choose
among three conflicting identities,” often leading to a series of obstacles,so that they
find themselves “at odds with language, which partakes in the white-male-is-norm
ideology…used predominantly as a vehicle to circulate established power relations” (6).

To accomplish the act of self-representation—as Leigh Gilmore (1994) postulates,
“What is a woman that she could be represented?” (17)—Esmeralda Santiago
becomes an autobiographer, since, according to Gatto, “the Latina writer is an
autobiographical writer”(84). Santiago’s memoirs When I Was Puerto Rican and Almost
a Woman serve to create a discourse that counteracts established patriarchal
expectations of and for women. Lourdes Torres writes that “women’s autobiographies
generally challenge the male-imposed construction of their identity” (278). In her
autobiographical writing, Santiago repositions herself, moving away from her
marginalized status as a Puerto Rican woman in the United States in order to
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construct a counter-stance to established order. It can be argued, then, that her voyage
to re-appropriate her identity is at the same time an appropriation of the traditional
male gaze. The appropriation of this masculine tactic of controlling and objectifying
women will allow Santiago to reconstruct her past so as to understand her present. 

bell hooks’ notion of the Black female gaze parallels Santiago’s motives for writing
her memoir. For hooks, the gaze has power and control for the individual who wields
it. While traditionally associated with masculinity, the gaze, she states, “can be
dangerous,” filled with consequences for those who do not know how to use it. 
Her account focuses primarily on children and the contradiction that persists when 
a child attempts to posses the gaze. She postulates:

I remember being punished as a child for staring, for those hard
intense direct looks children would give grown-ups, looks that were
seen as confrontational, a gesture of resistance, challenges to
authority…Imagine the terror felt by the child who has come to
understand through repeated punishments that one’s gaze can be
dangerous. The child who has learned so well to look the other way
when necessary. Yet, when punished, the child is told by parents ‘Look
at me when I talk to you.’ Only, the child is afraid to look. Afraid to
look, but fascinated by the gaze. There is power in looking (307).

Thus a comparison can be made between the child hooks describes and the young
protagonist of When I Was Puerto Rican and Almost a Woman. Just as the child is
powerless while confronting authoritative figures that control the gaze, so Negi, the
young version of Santiago, merely watches the events developing around her: 
“…I looked around. Mami elbowed me to stop staring. I immediately dropped my
gaze to the floor” (Almost a Woman 19). 

It is through Santiago’s voyage to the past and through the repossession of a younger
self that she can gaze and react. (This act by the author parallels E. Ann Kaplan’s
negotiation with the notion of maleness associated with the gaze.) Santiago states that
traditional reactions to the female appropriation of the gaze leads to her being labeled
as a “castrating woman.” This epithet is the result of appropriation of traditional male
power mechanisms. In fact, Santiago transforms herself into that very type of woman:
she “castrates” conformist mandates that dictate her behavior as a child, in response to
demands that, as a woman, she kowtow to the norms stated by patriarchal society: 
“I wanted to be in it, to move from the margins into the center. I wanted to climb to
the top of the Empire State Building, to gaze over the city and beyond it to the vast
horizon that I knew existed” (Almost a Woman 111). In sum, the themes that Santiago
introduces in her writing, “intergenerational female bonds, the meandering patriarch,
and the young female protagonist’s alienation and sexual coming to consciousness,”
serve to solidify her process of self-discovery/self-enlightenment as an agent in search
of herself (Sánchez González 153). Her endeavor becomes that of creating an identity
through the construction of a feminine autobiographical discourse, mediated by the 
act of writing herself as she gazes upon herself. 

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar state that:

Before the woman writer can journey through the looking glass
toward literary autonomy…she must come to terms with the images
on the surface of the glass, with, that is, those mythic masks male
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artists have fastened over her human face both to lessen their dread
of her ‘inconstancy’ and by identifying her with the ‘eternal types’
they have themselves invented to possess her more thoroughly (596).

According to Gilbert and Gubar, there is a need for female writers to self-realize, 
or as Jacques Lacan states, self-actualize who they are. Hélène Cixous has also stated
that women need to step from behind the “mirror” and see themselves as they really
are. As long as they remains behind the mirror, they will continue to gaze upon the
reflection forced on them by a phallogocentric society. Thus Santiago’s argument in
her memoir is the realization that her past life has been structured by those people
she came in contact with. 

By traveling to the past, Santiago re-establishes a connection in order to re-invent
herself; she attempts to put into practice the cliché “if I knew then what I know
now.” This idea correlates with Carmen Aguinaco’s statement that the journey to the
past undertaken by a Latina writer stems from a hybridity derived from contact
between her past (original culture) and her present (adopted culture). At the same
time, Santiago also proclaims the merging of the woman she was supposed to be (the
protagonist) and the woman she has become (the author/narrator). Thus, Santiago 
as a Puerto Rican/Latina writer participates in the process of reclaiming an identity she
has been forced to deny (Torres 279). Santiago’s participation in this process mirrors an
attempt at responding the following question: “Can identity…be viewed other than as a
by-product of a ‘manhandling’ of life, one that, in fact, refers no more to a consistent
‘pattern of sameness’ than to an inconsequential process of otherness?” (Minh-ha 95). 

This process is addressed by the author in the prologue to When I Was Puerto Rican,
in which she accepts her present condition though still recognizing the struggles to
come. She writes: “The guava joins its sisters under the harsh fluorescent lights of 
the exotic fruit display. I push my cart away toward the apples and pears of my
adulthood, their nearly seedless ripeness predictable and bittersweet” (4). The
metaphorical identification between the “exotic fruits” and Santiago’s life in the
United States also reflects the experiences of thousands of Puerto Ricans, whose
memories of their past lives reject conformity with their current conditions.
Santiago, then, finds that from the margins she can “reject prescriptive positions,”
and as an alternative create a multiplicity of voices and identities (Torres 279). 

What this introduction to her life does is ascertain the basis for her trajectory: 
in her memoirs, the author/protagonist tells the story of a child, but more
importantly she tells the story from and of her own childhood, and from an
outsider’s perspective. As a young girl living in Puerto Rico, she is confronted by 
a variety of issues: her parents’ relationship; her relationship with Puerto Rican
society; and, later in the book, her relationship with a society that not only colonized
the island but will again play a role in her development when her family migrates to
the United States. Santiago’s “tale” is authentic because it is her own life she writes
about, basing her experiences on the remembrance and re-evaluation of events that
influenced her. Thus, according to Aguinaco:

In their novels most of these women writers journey back to their
origins to find out the same thing: their true home and their true
language. In doing this, they give us characters—particularly
women—who assert their identity in an integration that is neither
resignation to the reality around them nor an indiscriminate



idealization of their cultures of origin. It is, rather, a syncretism
free enough to be critical of all their different cultures—original
and adopted (35).

In the same prologue, while the physical distance from Puerto Rico is established,
there is a connection, a romanticizing of home, in which feelings and senses
belonging to Santiago’s past from a present are made distant not only physically but
also culturally. She writes: “There are guavas at the Shop & Save. I pick one the size
of a tennis ball and finger the prickly stem end. It feels familiarly bumpy and firm.
The guava is not quite ripe; the skin is still a dark green. I smell it and imagine a pale
pink center, the seeds tightly embedded in the flesh” (When I Was Puerto Rican 3). 
At first glance the guava connotes memories from her childhood in Puerto Rico as
depicted in her writing, which focuses particularly on the familiarity of touch
reflected in her reaction to the presence of the guava. The acknowledgement of her
present location (a supermarket found in the Northeast region of the United States)
reinforces her displacement, both geographically and psychologically. Her remarks
referring to the ripeness of the guava parallels a description of the author herself in
her current state as she remembers her previous one. The texture of the skin, in the
meantime, correlates to the development of the author/narrator/protagonist and her
continued metamorphoses since her identity, even in her present, is not fixed. 
By recognizing the natural progression of nature Santiago attempts to distort the
linearity of time by circumventing her past. Hence, according to Mary S. Vásquez:
“Para el yo narrante, la Negi adulta, una guayaba increíblemente dulce llega a ser el
emblema de su nostalgia exílica” (117).

Santiago’s travel to her previous life “…se vale de figuras retóricas para reedificarlo,
lo que hace es pensar la situación pasada en el futuro” (Romano Hurtado 62). She
appeals to her memories in order to transplant them into what is today her “present.”
Benerice Romano Hurtado adds that “la memoria no sólo recorre los lugares del
pasado o del futuro que el escritor elige, sino que también realiza la relectura de esos
recorridos, de tal forma que esos recuerdos se presentan basados en cierta
organización preferidas por el autor…” (64). Therefore, Santiago will travel through
time and space, focusing on moments in her past that formed her belief system in
terms of who she is as a woman and a Puerto Rican. The young protagonist, Negi,
becomes “possessed” by the futuristic narrator (Santiago) so as to re-evaluate her life
through a differing gaze filled with experiences that she seeks to connect to her
current situation. The notion referring to her task correlates to Santiago Colás’
interpretation of testimonial representation. He writes that: 

the testimonio speaks with a native voice…the testimonio seeks to
establish identities: between protagonist and collective, between
researcher and protagonist–-and consequently, between reader,
researcher, protagonist, and collective, between present subject and
objective history, and between the written and the living, spoken
language (161).

Santiago’s elucidation of memories, or ghosts, is evoked for one purpose: to share
with the readers her experiences living in two cultures, and the effects these
experiences have had in her life. Therefore, her work may also be classified as a testimonio
because what the author/narrator/protagonist presents “…has to involve an urgency 
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to communicate, a problem of repression, poverty, subalternity, struggle for survival,
implicated in the act of narration itself” (Beverley 26). By telling her story from 
a female perspective she is committing a revolutionary act, creating a series 
of expectations for her reader by adopting the role of “the autobiographical narrator”
(Gatto 85). The reader seeks in her writing a “revelation of a certain ‘truth’ mediated
by a historical sense and a certain established referentiality of language” (85).

Carmen Aguinaco, however, believes that: 

Finding themselves between two cultures, some immigrants deal
with their search for identity by shedding their ‘old-skin’—just as
earlier immigrants were (ill) advised to do—and by becoming
‘American.’ Others refuse to yield and become entrenched,
somewhat petrified in their old identities and ways of being (34).

The narration presented by Esmeralda Santiago differs from Aguinaco’s statement
because it is “representative of a social class or group,” conforming to the criteria
postulated by John Beverley; the narrator speaks on behalf of a group or community:
“approximating in this way the symbolic function of the epic hero, without at the
same time assuming the epic hero’s hierarchical and patriarchal status” (27). Gatto
adds that “in the past, historical truth was perceived as integral, as the truth of the
patriarchy, as the truth of the ‘one,’ the Father, expressed through his language” (85),
a position Santiago will seek to dismantle by appropriating the male gaze and
undertaking the process of self-representation. Even so, an important question in
terms of female autobiographical writing and feminine discourse comes into play: 
can a woman successfully write an autobiography/memoir/testimonial narrative using
a masculine-dominated language to tell her story? Jill Ker Conway, in When Memory
Speaks: Exploring the Art of Autobiography (1998) poses the following questions:

If the autobiographer gazes at himself in the mirror of culture, just
as the portrait painter must when working on his self-portrait, how
should a woman use a mirror derived from the male experience? 
If the painter or writer is female, the mirror she holds up comes
from a culture that assumes women’s inferiority, a culture that has
shaped modern women’s inner consciousness through the
internalized male gaze surveying the female as sex object. For the
woman autobiographer the major question becomes how to see one’s
life whole when one has been taught to see it as expressed through
family and bonds with others. How can she convey its authenticity
when linguistic convention subsumes the female within the male?
How can she construct the life history of someone other than a sex
object whose story ends when soundly mated? (4).

In reference to Santiago’s autobiographical writing the task of creating a feminine
narrative is successful because of her search for identity, particularly her female
identity, and its possible connection to the concept and appropriation of the “gaze”
that makes her voyage universal. One reason for classifying Santiago’s memoir 
as feminine narrative asserted through the appropriation of the male gaze is her
desire to deconstruct the masculine world of language, establishing a subversive act
that will place at the forefront her power as a woman. Silvia Nagy-Zekmi comments:
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El deseo de “aniquilar el mundo” y sus reglas (algunas tácitas) que rigen
la vida de la mujer, impulsan a las escritoras a crear una voz propia,
desarrollar un lenguaje femenino. Para ello es necesario renunciar,
primero, a la aprobación del mundo masculino, y luego, deshacerse del
sentimiento de culpabilidad causada por la renuncia (61). 

The notion of universality, however, is contradicted by Lisa Sánchez González,
who states that in the epilogue to When I Was Puerto Rican it is obvious that
Santiago’s memoir was intended to focus on her own life with no intention of
opening her discourse to allow familiarization for the reader with her experiences.
She argues that “the epilogue is a quick tally of Negi’s subsequent personal successes,
once more suggesting that the life this protagonist saves is exclusively her own” (158).
Sánchez González’s idea is contradicted by Juan Flores, whose argument parallels the
intentions expressed by Santiago in her writing. He states that “far from unique or
exceptional, the cultural disjunctures, ambiguities, and re-connections undergone 
by Puerto Ricans in both localities are paradigmatic of experiences familiar to more
and more people, and nations of the world” (340). Flores’ explanation corresponds 
to Colás’ notion of testimonios as representation, supporting Santiago’s
autobiographical writing as experiential by allowing readers to participate in her
voyage, and enabling them at the same time to undertake their own. 

Santiago’s universality is connected to the concept of the gaze or, more specifically,
the female gaze—which according to Joyce Tolliver is traditionally associated with the
masculine figure. Tolliver states that when a woman engages in the gaze she is playing
“…the masculine role…to intimidate and to assert her own dominance…,” which would
“…eliminate the hierarchy altogether” (106). What role does this concept play when
the gaze belongs to a wide-eyed thirteen-year-old girl? Are we speaking about the same
type of gaze? As Tolliver points out, since a woman’s gaze is a way to escape her
phallogocentric world, we can argue whether this is the case for Santiago. As stated by
bell hooks: “Even in the worse circumstances of domination, the ability to manipulate
one’s gaze in the face of structures of domination that would contain it, opens up the
possibility of agency” (308). Therefore, Santiago will use her travels through memory
to establish her own agency, creating the basis for the reconstruction of the self. 
The voyage that the author undertakes brings to the forefront the question of her
intentions in re-evaluating her past, appropriating for this purpose the traditional
male gaze and examining specific historical junctures. To understand why her present
has been shaped as it has, a connection can be made between her goals and Juan
Flores’ notion of memory reconstruction. Flores states that: 

Historical memory is an active, creative force, not just a receptacle
for storing the dead weight of times gone by. Memory has been
associated, since its earliest usages, with the act of inscribing,
engraving, or, in a sense that carries over into our own electronic
times, “re-cording” (grabar). It is not so much the record itself as the
putting-on-record, the gathering and sorting of materials from the
past in accordance with the needs and interests of the present.
Remembering thus always involves selecting and shaping,
constituting out of what was something new that never was yet now
assuredly is, in the imaginary of the present, and in the memory 
of the future. And the process of memory is open, without closure 
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or conclusion: the struggle to (re-)establish continuities and to tell
the “whole” story only uncovers new breaks and new exclusions (338).

Thus, the events that Santiago recounts by “possessing” her younger self, so that
they are seen through a 13-year old’s gaze, allow her to put her past into perspective,
to understand why her childhood and the events connected to that particular time were
so instrumental in terms of defining herself as a woman in her present. Mary S. Vásquez
supports the notion that Santiago’s goal is to retrace her steps, to reflect upon a life
already lived as a point of reference for her present state. She adds that:

Una constante…de la literatura hispana en Estados Unidos es el acto
y el afán – el imperativo vital – de medir, de marcar y calibrar
múltiples distancias: entre la cultura de origen y la actualmente
vivida, entre generaciones, entre grupos y clases dentro de la
comunidad exiliada o étnica, entre el ser que era y el ser que va
siendo (113).

Thus, the voyage described in When I Was Puerto Rican, continued in Almost a Woman,
and discussed by Vásquez originates because of the opinions Santiago develops of men.
The influences in her life—her parents’ relationship, commentaries from neighborhood
women—form in Negi an early set of prescribed interpretations. For instance, one of
the first lessons she learns is to classify men as “sinvergüenzas,” a term which sets the
stage for how she would understand her mother’s relationship with her often absent
father as well as her own set of experiences with men. She writes: 

Men, I was learning, were sinvergüenzas, which meant they had no shame
and indulged in behavior that never failed to surprise women but caused
them much suffering. Chief among the sins of men was the other
woman, who was always a puta, a whore (When I Was Puerto Rican 29).

In other words, a woman, according to Santiago, controls a man when she is a
common street “whore,” but has no influence on him as a wife or a mother. This
notion parallels Simone De Beauvoir’s explanation of what happens to women once
they have “performed” their “marital/physiological” responsibilities. According to De
Beauvoir: “…since the sexual act is regarded as a service assigned to woman, on which
are based the advantages conceded to her, it is logical to ignore her personal
preferences” (435). As a result, men are entitled to find other venues for pleasure,
such as the “other” woman. As Rafael L. Ramírez states: “In Puerto Rico…the
masculine ideology stresses sexuality. The male is an essentially sexual being, or at
least he should look and act like one. He should enjoy his sexuality, declare it, boast
about it, feel proud of it, and above all, show it” (44-45). In Santiago’s case, 
her adaptation of the gaze “encourages” the male to boast about his sexual prowess,
although the scene described by the author focuses on the man’s body language
rather than his words. This initial lesson is important because it is echoed in her
sequel Almost a Woman. Santiago writes that:

Years of eavesdropping on her conversations had taught me that men
were not to be trusted. They deceived with pocavergüenzas, shameless
acts that included drinking, gambling, and squandering money on
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women not their wives while their children went hungry. To cover up
their pocavergüenzas, men lied. A man could call his wife “mi amor,”
while looking over her shoulder at another woman passing by (14).

However, while the protagonist is privy to the knowledge passed on to her by her
mother and other female figures, she must find out on her own what men are about,
experience life through her own eyes. Her description of relationships she develops
with male figures (Neftalí, Otto, Avery Lee, Jurgen, and Ulvi) mirror the lessons she
learns prior to her personalized perspective. Reflecting on these encounters allows
Santiago to understand the decisions she made, with particular emphasis on how her
prior “education” in male/female relations determined each outcome. Throughout
her memoirs her gaze is interrogative as she travels to the past and looks on as an
adult through the eyes of her younger self. Her viewing scope has been limited to her
immediate surroundings. Her gaze, her view of the female image and feminine world,
has been unchanged and uncontested. For example, when Santiago relates what she
considers to be her first sexual experience, she recognizes that what she has heard
regarding men and their behavior toward women and their sexuality is not
unfounded. She herself experiences such behavior as she matures and participates 
in adult relationships. She writes:

The fact that his penis had grown when I was looking meant
something. I hadn’t done any of the things women did to get Men
interested. I’d been minding my own business at home, hadn’t
dressed up, had not acted provocatively, had not flirted, had not, 
I was sure, smiled when he waved for me to look. It was alarming,
and at once I realized why Mami always told me to be más disimulada
when I stared at people, which meant that I should pretend I wasn’t
interested (When I Was Puerto Rican 239).

When a woman breaks away from the traditional role as sexual object and, as
Tolliver states, manipulates her gaze so that she is in control, then the man feels
intimidated as well as threatened. The woman is not supposed to act upon the man’s
gaze; instead, her role is to serve as the oppressed object of desire. At this point
Santiago begins to test out the various “theories” regarding the power women have
over men. Laura Mulvey has argued:

In a world ordered by sexual inbalance, pleasure in looking has been
split between active/male and passive/female. The determining male
gaze projects its phantasy onto the female figure…In their traditional
exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed,
with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so
that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness (62-3).

Santiago’s “gaze” alters early on, and so does the man’s reaction toward her. In When 
I Was Puerto Rican she declares that:

Men only want one thing, I’d been told. A female’s gaze was enough
to send them groping for their huevos. That was why Marilyn
Monroe always looked at the camera and smiled…
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It had all been my fault. Somehow, my just being at the window had
made it happen. I went back, opened the blinds all the way, and
watched openly…I smiled at him then, a wide, seductive, Marilyn
Monroe smile that took him by surprise. His eyes veiled suspiciously…

I wondered what I’d done, why he stuffed his now limp penis
back into his pants…Whatever he wanted from me he didn’t want
anymore, and I was certain it was because I’d been too willing to give
it to him (240).

The narrator, however, attests to the pleasures of contact with men, understanding
at a later time in her life the power women posses over men. An older Santiago,
reflecting on her relationships, can gaze back to that first “sexual” encounter and
appropriate the role of, at the very least, active sexual partner by objectifying men
themselves. She now understands the notion of the gaze, the power women posses
when looking and thus establishing their own agency. In Almost a Woman she states: 
“I savored the power of being able to excite a man, to feel his hot breath against my
ear, slow at first, then sharper, hotter, our bodies pressed into a sinuous whole that
moved rhythmically across the crowded, steamy floor” (99). The man, Mulvey states,
“cannot bear the burden of sexual objectification” (63). In other words, the man in
the truck that masturbates at the sight of this young girl needs to feel that he is in
control. When Santiago takes that away from him, he feels powerless.

The influences in Santiago’s development also alter her thinking about women.
She began to believe that the “loose” women men sought after lived in luxury, mainly
because they were not mothers/wives like the women in Macún: those women would
spend the money that the men were not taking home to their families, resulting in
barefoot children and long-suffering wives. Santiago believed that: “Putas wore lots 
of perfume, jewelry, dresses cut low to show off their breasts, high heels to pump up
their calves, and hair spray” (29). They also came from different but not so distant
places where these women were “bred” to become home-wreckers. She describes this
forbidden place in the following manner:

It was in Jurutungo that all the women who seduced all the men in
Macún lived. At least that’s the way it seemed to us, because every time
we heard our mothers, or our mother’s friends complaining about their
husbands’ pocaverguenzas they had happened in Jurutungo…Juanita and
I never wanted to go there. But we often staked out the secret path,
hoping someday to catch someone in the act of sneaking into that ill-
reputed barrio (When I Was Puerto Rican 49).

From the beginning, then, Santiago’s gaze focuses on two types of women: the
mother/wife at home, who suffers while trying to keep her family together; and the
home-wrecking whore, who does not care that the man she is with is spending his
family’s money on her whimsical wishes. Her ideas parallel what Luce Irigaray
discusses in Commodities Among Themselves. Irigaray states that “women, signs,
commodities and currency always pass from one man to another; if it were
otherwise…the social order would fall back upon incestuous and exclusively
endogenous ties that would paralyze all commerce” (574). In other words, there was 
a necessity for these other women to exist, a necessity predicated by patriarchal
society. For Santiago’s mother the constant disappearance of her husband into places
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like Jurutungo would result in her independence and, later, her migration to the
United States. The existence of the “other” woman also provided another lesson for
Santiago, one that reinforced the mandated expectations of proper female behavior.
In relation to the notion of “dignidad” she states the following:

It meant men could look at women any way they liked but women
could never look at men directly, only in sidelong glances, unless they
were putas, in which case they could do what they pleased since
people would talk about them anyway…It meant that men could say
things to women as they walked down the street, but women
couldn’t say anything to men, not even to tell them to go jump in the
harbor and leave them alone (When I Was Puerto Rican 30).

Santiago, however, also understands that the wife/mother, as well as the other
woman, represents two extremities created by a patriarchal/phallogocentric society;
she goes on to establish a middle ground that contradicts the notion of a Manichean
view of the world. Women, according to the author, needed to be careful because the
balance between the binary wife/mother and other woman/puta was delicate. 
She describes this balance based on the lessons passed on to her. She states that:

According to Mami and her friends, women committed
pocavergüenzas too. They flirted with men who were taken by more
worthy women and lured those feckless men astray.

Having heard countless stories of deceitful men and wily women,
I decided never to become one of those calculating putas, but neither
would I become a pendeja, who believed everything a man told her, or
looked the other way while he betrayed her. There was a midpoint
between a puta and a pendeja that I was trying to figure out, a safe
space in which decent women lived and thrived and raised their
families…One false move, and I ran the risk of becoming one or
being perceived as the other (Almost a Woman 14-15).

She would learn later on that it was not difficult to tilt the balance. She describes
Shanti’s reaction to realizing she was no longer “pure”: “Your face is no longer
innocent” (Almost a Woman 275). Ulvi also demonstrates a negative attitude,
particularly toward Shoshanah’s illicit relationship with another Turkish man, which 
in his eyes branded her as an easy woman. He also reacts negatively to “Negi” having
male friends, resulting in their initial breakup and establishing a double standard:
while Negi was also having an “illicit” affair with Ulvi, it was acceptable as long as he
labeled it as such; he sanctioned Negi’s actions as long as he approved of her behavior.

Another image, one that contrasts with those described by Santiago in Almost 
a Woman, is presented by her father in When I Was Puerto Rican. Here, one of the
images that Santiago encounters is that of the “jamona” or “Old Maid.” As a child s
he is confronted with an image whose sole purpose is to frighten her, to make sure
that she eventually conforms to the traditional roles dictated for her by patriarchal
society and echoed by Ramírez, who states that:

The woman is for pleasure, penetration, possession, para comérsela (to
be eaten). The macho seduces, conquers, and takes, and uses his
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sexual power in keeping with an old saying: Yo suelto mi gallo, los demás
que recojan sus gallinas (45).

Santiago’s father, a figure often absent, tells her that when and if a woman does not
marry, she goes crazy: “…when someone says a woman is jamona it means she’s too
old to get married. It’s an insult” (When I Was Puerto Rican 89). The father’s words 
are echoed in Julia Kristeva’s article “Stabat Mater,”which states that “…we live 
in a civilization in which the consecrated…representation of femininity is subsumed
under maternity” (133). However, when inquiring about a man who does not marry,
she is told that that man is lucky. Ilan Stavans, in “The Latin Phallus” writes:

The macho commits…unforeseen acts that produce confusion,
horror and destruction. He opens the world, in doing so, he rips and
tears it, and this violence provokes a great, sinister laugh. And in his
own way, it is just: it re-establishes the equilibrium and puts things in
their place by reducing them to dust, to misery, to nothingness (230).

This unmarried man is “lucky” because the phallus dominates, it is at “the center of
the Hispanic universe”; the Latino male’s penis, and in this case the Puerto Rican
male’s, has been equated with the God/Man dichotomy, which dictates female sexual
behavior based on religious dogma. Stavans states that: 

This helps understand what is perhaps the greatest contradiction in
Hispanic male sexuality: our machismo, according to the dictionary,
is “an exaggerated sense of masculinity stressing such attributes as
courage, virility, and domination” (230). 

Anything feminine, then, is presented to Santiago as negative. For instance, when
first confronted with the signs of becoming a “señorita,” Santiago is told that her
menstrual cycle is “just a nuisance you learn to live with. Every woman does” (When 
I Was Puerto Rican 121). It should be noted that in Puerto Rico, as in many other Latin
American countries, a “señorita” and a “jamona” may be synonymous when “señorita”
is used in an ironic way, mostly by men: “Papi, what’s a jamona?…It’s a woman who
had never married…I thought that was a señorita…It’s the same thing” (When I Was
Puerto Rican 89). In other words, Santiago’s fear of being alone emerges with the
thought of coming of age and going through puberty.

Her mother’s search for independence also transforms Santiago’s gaze. When her
mother attempts to find employment to support her family, the author criticizes her
negative attitude with regard to raising and taking care of her family. Santiago comments,
“…and I wondered how she could think of her housework as nothing when she spent
hours doing it” (When I Was Puerto Rican 113). This attitude develops as a result of 
a neighbor’s hostile perception that working women who leave their children to be cared
for by others are merely “gallivanting.” Santiago’s mother, then, was breaking 
a traditional taboo, no longer limiting herself to the customary gender dichotomy. 

The lessons learned by Santiago pertaining to female image also affects her view 
of Puerto Rico. She asserts: “I liked thinking of our island as a woman whose body
was a garden of flowers, whose feet were caressed by waves, a land whose sky was
never cloudy” (When I Was Puerto Rican 77). The image she has developed for her
homeland has been influenced by the song “Verde Luz,” considered Puerto Rico’s



second national anthem. The song describes the island as a “sea goddess, queen of
the coconut groves” (When I Was Puerto Rican 77). Magali García Ramis criticizes this
identification between the female and a country, stating that this type of
representation creates a false perception of what a woman is, should be. More
importantly, the representation emphasizes patriarchal mandates regarding proper
and acceptable female behavior. Commenting on the popular Puerto Rican ballad
and comparing the island, or more specifically nature, with the image of the “damsel
in distress,” she asserts that:

…no es de ninguna manera halagador asociar la pureza de la libertad
con la mujer doncella, no empece el hecho de que los hombres
poetas llevan siglos haciéndolo desde sus varoniles perspectivas,
desde sus muy hombreadas buenas intenciones. Seguir insistiendo en
que el grado más sublime de lo femenino se encuentra en la
virginidad es seguir limitando a la mitad de la humanidad que somos
mujeres (113).

The image of the damsel in need of rescue is perpetuated by most of the men 
in Santiago’s life. For instance, Neftalí, angered by her rejection of his proposal,
responds by questioning her assertiveness in terms of her identity. Jurgen and Ulvi
tell her that she has been overprotected, that she must separate herself from her
mother in order to create a life for herself. Yet the moment she does, she sees herself
through their eyes since her actions are dictated and determined by both men. 
Thus, Santiago gazes at these events in her life as tumultuous, but at the same time
they are liberating because the final decision is ultimately hers. Frustrated by the tug
of war that her life has become, she looks forward to her independence, to a life
filled with choices made by her, whether right or wrong:

I was tired of the constant tug with the life I wanted and the life I
had…I wanted to be, like Garbo, alone. I wanted to become La
Sorda…I longed to cup my hand to my mouth, the way singers did
and listen to myself. To hear one voice, my own, even if it was filled
with fear and uncertainty. Even if it were to lead me where I ought
not to go (Almost a Woman 210).

Santiago, as the author/narrator/protagonist of When I Was Puerto Rican and Almost
a Woman, sees the role of women, not only in Puerto Rican society but in the United
States as well, as encapsulating and limiting. Many of her observations and
impressions of the female image have been influenced by other women in her life.
However, by the end of the memoirs the reader can grasp the independent spirit
developed by Santiago. While the author has learned much regarding male/female
relations and societal expectations, the chances she takes in developing relationships
with various men give her the opportunity to acquire a sense of who she is and what
she wants out of life. Her attitude and decisions parallel her depiction of the
strongest female character in When I Was Puerto Rican: Santiago’s paternal
grandmother, a woman who portrays the role of the “heroine” because she has
overcome all obstacles placed on women by both nature and patriarchal society. Her
grandmother had been through puberty, was married and had children, overcame
menopause, and found no need to be with her husband. As far as Santiago is
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concerned, her grandmother was an independent woman. Hence, to the question
“What is a woman?” (Minh-ha 100), Santiago asserts herself as strong, decisive, and
self-assured. The young protagonist evolves through the narration from “a subject-in-
the-making, a subject on trial” (Minh-ha 102) to an independent woman able to
choose the life she envisions for herself. 

As she concludes her voyage through time and space, Santiago echoes her feelings,
which reflect what the author was searching for in the prologue to When I Was Puerto
Rican. Thinking of Ulvi and of his request that she leave everything behind, including
her mother, for him, she states: “…I knew, just as Ulvi knew when he asked, that I’d
already made my choice” (Almost a Woman 311, my emphasis).

()
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