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Part of the Lynne Rienner series,
“Latinos: Exploring Diversity and
Change,” the book, Puerto Ricans in the
United States: A Contemporary Portrait,
is most interesting because of its co-
authors, uniquely combining the
precision of a senior scholar of the dismal
science, economist Carlos E. Santiago,
with the eloquence of a senior scholar of
the cheerful humanities, Edna Acosta-
Belén. These academics were also key 
to the production of a very useful but,
unfortunately, not widely read 2000
book, “Adiós Borinquen Querida”: 
The Puerto Rican Diaspora, Its History,
and Contributions”, which was done
under the auspices of the city of San Juan,
Puerto Rico. When I first read about
their new book, I thought it might be 
a rehash of this earlier volume, but this 
is certainly not the case.

The field of Latino Studies has been
crying out for a text that would provide
an updated and authoritative overview
of the Stateside Puerto Rican
experience. Besides the now dated
works of writers like the late Joseph P.
Fitzpatrick (1971) and the readers edited
by Adalberto Lopez (1974 and 1980),
there really hasn’t been much produced
since then (except perhaps Duany’s
Puerto Rican Nation on the Move
[2002]) that provides a comprehensive
overview of the Stateside Puerto Rican
condition, in part because Latino
studies scholars have become
increasingly specialized in their work.
More recent attempts by Clara
Rodríguez (1989) and Maria Pérez de
González (2000) to fill this gap have
been uneven and have themselves now
become dated, causing Latino and

ethnic studies teachers not to use them
as enthusiastically as one would assume.

Puerto Ricans in the United States is
well written and comprehensive enough
to address this vacuum. The authors
utilize the notion of Puerto Rico as 
a “commuter nation” to organize this
volume around the centrality of
migration to the Stateside Puerto Rican
experience. They begin with a review of
Puerto Rico’s colonial experience under
Spain and the United States, followed by
an extended history of the migration to
the United States. The book then
presents a contemporary demographic
portrait of Stateside Puerto Ricans,
returning to history, this time of the
community’s social and civil rights
struggles. It then has a chapter devoted 
to cultural expressions of the Puerto
Rican diaspora that includes snapshots 
of the literature, the media, music, and
the arts of the Puerto Rican experience. 
It closes with a chapter entitled, “Over-
coming the Colonial Experience: Future
Challenges.” The book is replete with
statistical tables and graphs (I counted
28), a chronology, and photographs and
illustrations (I counted 20), all in black
and white. And it has a decent index.

Their treatment of the Puerto Rican
experience in Puerto Rico and Stateside
continues a long tradition of using
different frameworks for each setting.
While the discussion on Puerto Rico is
very theoretically informed, largely from
a neo-Marxist perspective that offers a
class analysis, the discussion on the
Stateside community is dominated by
more limited frameworks and categories
derived from mainstream American
social science, where social classes

changed the status quo. In the early
1980s, cable television had already
attracted the Island’s upper middle class
to U.S. English-medium networks. 
This defection of a crucial market segment
caused most local producers to shift
programming toward the lower middle
class, which nevertheless was the majority.
A Catholic-led public outcry, however,
denounced the new shows’ vulgarity and
had an impact on commercial sponsorship
and ultimately on program content. 
This conservative backlash, in other words,
started to impinge on the autonomy of
the local channels. With the arrival of
Univision, the ability to define content
declined even more seriously.

Like most countries, Puerto Rico
borrowed broadcast formats from the
U.S. and created their own homegrown
versions. It digested trends and events in
these formats, however, in a manner that
did not significantly destabilize the local
“cultural economy.” For example, the
media dealt with the Civil Rights
movement’s militancy against anti-black
racism and with the protests of local
actors who denounced the exclusion of
blacks from the TV industry, as if they
were alien or exceptional to the mongrel-
but-white great Puerto Rican family (la
gran familia puertorriqueña). Despite this
ability to fashion their own
programming, what the author calls the
“glocal” was never absent.  By this she
means not only the predictable
adaptations of foreign formats and
program elements but also unusual and
ephemeral phenomena like the 1973
short-lived adaptation of Soul Train or the
1975 election in London of a Puerto
Rican mulatto Miss World. 

Local expression, then, found its way
into Puerto Rican television despite the
constraints of commercial imperatives,
cultural standards, and political subord-
ination (the Federal Communication
Commission regulates Puerto Rican
Television.) The arrival of Univision,

however, presented a new and more
powerful threat to the local control of
media than these indigenous factors. 
The new conglomerate presented colorful
content in Spanish that was designed for
U.S. Hispanics rather than Puerto Ricans,
and it brought tremendous market power.
Tuning Out Blackness concludes by
pointing out that, as the 20th century
drew to a close, these multicultural
corporations had purchased all Puerto
Rican stations and threatened to wipe
out locally produced programs as well 
as the media labor organizations.

Tuning Out Blackness is an engaging study.
Rivero’s enthusiasm for her subject is clear.
She is the perfect insider by virtue of her
upbringing, training, connections to the
industry, and her personal involvement with
Puerto Rico, even though the Island is no
longer her primary place of residence. 
She skillfully interweaves a variety of
material from the best available sources in
the field: interviews, websites, video,
photographs, archival research, and
participant observation. Her take on Island
television, in fact, allowed me to “catch up”
with missed decades of Puerto Rican life,
even as it filled in important gaps regarding
the connections between the U.S. and the
Latin American media. Along with media
historian Mayra Cue Sierra’s upcoming
book on Cuban television in the 1950s,
Tuning Out Blackness provides a kind of
“missing link” in this area of television
studies. It is a well-informed case study
that paves the way for more comprehensive
research. If you are unfamiliar with or
allergic to the self-righteous snobbery of
American cultural studies, however, you
may find yourself suffering through a few
pockets of de rigueur postmodern jargon.
Rather than blaming the author, who is
otherwise quite eloquent, blame the
establishment to which she speaks. 
But you should also thank that same
establishment for giving a voice, through
Dr. Rivero, to fascinating material that
has been “under the radar” for too long.

Puerto Ricans in the United States: 
A Contemporary Portrait
By Edna Acosta-Belén and Carlos E. Santiago
Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2006 • 272 pp.; $22.50 [paper]
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contributions of Puerto Ricans, but its
organization is weak. Another
disappointment was the introduction 
at the conclusion of this chapter of 
the concept of “cultural citizenship”
without utilizing it in their analysis.

The central argument of the book is
that migration and whatever problems it
generates are caused by the colonial status
of Puerto Rico. The authors take a very
strong anti-imperialist position, although
they acknowledge that over 95 percent of
Puerto Rico’s population supports a
continuing relationship with the United
States, whether under the current
Commonwealth status or as a state. 
While it is refreshing to see such a clear-
cut point of view, it is clearly a very
minority position in this community, and
it would have been interesting if the
authors had discussed why this is the case.

The book’s review of Puerto Ricans 
in the United States could also have 
been strengthened by a more compar-
ative approach. This brings to mind
Grosfoguel’s work (2003), which
attempts to place the Puerto Rican
experience in a neo-modern world-
system perspective that raises many use-
ful questions. Acosta-Belen and Santiago’s
approach is too insular, which limits the
book’s analytical potential.

Despite these problems, Acosta-
Belen and Santiago have accomplished 
a great deal in writing this updated
master synthesis of the Stateside 
Puerto Rican experience. It will be an
invaluable text for Latino and ethnic
studies courses, and a good reference
for those interested in an updated
analysis of the socioeconomic status 
of this community. Given their stated
purposes of generating discussion on
these issues and helping to outline the
need for future research, even where
this book’s analysis is problematic it
will certainly help move the discourse
on the Stateside Puerto Rican
experience in the right direction.
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basically disappear. In the authors’
analysis of the social status of Stateside
Puerto Ricans, their analysis is at times
inconsistent. At one point they argue that
Puerto Ricans represent a new model of
immigrant assimilation —a more flexible
multicultural perspective (p. 70)—while
at another point they argue that “there is
little doubt that Puerto Ricans are
following the path of earlier immgrant
groups ...” (pp. 95–6). In terms of their
discussion of the causes of the migration,
they swerve from attributing it to
colonial management, over to what is
now a widely discredited neo-Malthusian
explanation (“The determinant of the
size of the U.S. Puerto Rican population
is the size and growth of the Puerto
Rican population on the Island” [p. 8]).

The discussion on the socioeconomic
status of the Stateside Puerto Rican
community was interesting in giving
one of the authors (Santiago) an
opportunity to reargue the debate he
and another colleague generated in the
early 1990s about the degree of progress
this community had made. In a report
commissioned by the National Puerto
Rican Coalition (Rivera-Batíz and
Santiago 1994), they discovered that the
Stateside Puerto Rican community had
made much progress over the 1980s, in
contrast to earlier reports that focused
on its high and persistent poverty. This
generated a minor debate at the time
with Puerto Rican studies scholars who
felt that this latest report was too
optimistic and downplayed the serious
socioeconomic problems facing this
community. In the current book under
review, they take the position that the
situation is more mixed than the
circumstances they originally presented.

In discussing Puerto Rican poverty, the
authors inexplicably omit any mention of
the important welfare reform debate and
its impact on this community. In fact,
their focus on the statistics without
reference to policy implications results in

recommendations for addressing Puerto
Rican poverty that basically consist of
the following: get older—get married—
get a good education—learn English—
stay here longer—and be a man! The
problem, of course, is how to accomplish
these things and whether in and of
themselves they are desireable.

The authors’ review of the history 
of Stateside Puerto Rican popular
struggles in their chapter, “Social and
Civil Rights Struggles,” is an important
effort to go beyond the statistics to
show Puerto Ricans as active
participants in the making of their own
reality. It does, however, suffer from a
number of problems that are more the
result of the existing literature on the
subject than anything else. First, the
New York City experience is much too
dominant, given what we now know
about the Puerto Rican presence in
other cities (see, for example, Whalen
and Vázquez-Hernández [2005] and
Torres [2006]). Other cities are
mentioned, but there was a tendency to
attribute to them one characteristic (the
riots in Chicago, contract labor in
Philadelphiia, and so on). Second, there
is a continuing overemphasis of the role
and impact of the Young Lords, which
was an important organization at the
time but was in existence only five years
or so and has been nonexistent for more
than 30 years. Third, they look at this
history largely from the perspective of
the now familiar organizational life of
the community, downplaying other
aspects such as the legislative process,
policy debates, etc.

I was looking forward to the chapter
on culture, “Visions and Images of the
Diaspora,” but was disappointed. It
begins inexplicably with a discussion on
Spanish-language press, which
meanders into other areas and abruptly
stops. The rest of the chapter is full of
extremely interesting information on
the cultural accomp-lishments and
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