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The task Marta E. Sánchez attempts is 
to place three ethnic American novels in
conversation with each other. They are
Down These Mean Streets (1967) by Piri
Thomas, Manchild in the Promised Land
(1965) by Claude Brown, and The
Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo (1972) by
Oscar Zeta Acosta. Each respective text is
then tethered to a socio-historical critique
of the novels’ representative cultures, 
all written by a public intellectual who
“wrote narratives of ‘family’ about them.”
The critique of Chican@/Mexican life is
Octavio Paz’s The Labyrinth of Solitude;
critiquing African-American life is Patrick
Moynihan’s The Negro Family: The Case 
for National Action (otherwise known as
“the Moynihan report”); finally, evaluating
Puerto Rican life is Oscar Lewis’s
infamous La Vida: A Puerto Rican Family 
in the Culture of Poverty. These six texts 
are examined for their similar themes of
family life; of the developing self; and the
path to a more authentic social
identification to one’s particular ethnic

group in relation to the dominant culture.
The unifying trope and the point in which
all the various texts and discourses meet is
found in the construction of the mother
as a hybridizing woman who joins with
the dominant culture and gives birth to
the new—“third”—culture and race. 
The woman that Sánchez uses to unify 
all the texts of her study is Mexico’s
Malinche. The use of La Malinche in an
indirect and perhaps metaphorical way by
African American and Nuyorican writers
is what Sánchez terms as interculturality.

Interculturality is comparative ethnic
studies in its most engaged mode.
Interculturality moves away from a
multiculturalist presentation of various
groups, which places those groups within 
a similar time and space but does not fully
identify points of intersection beyond
those coordinates. Sánchez posits that
unlike multiculturalism, interculturality
exhibits the sharing of discourse and
themes—at least in literature and cultural
critique—and the influence each group had

supuestamente estudian y al empleo de
una jerga que se hace incomprensible y
hasta adquiere tonos escolásticos. Hay
oraciones en este libro—“It also demands
a demand for these demands.” (p. 92)—
que sólo pueden verse como muestras del
lenguaje de un grupo cerrado que muchas
veces sólo quiere comunicarse con los
propios acólitos e iniciados.

A pesar de todo ello, el libro de
Guzmán está lleno de iluminaciones
sobre aspectos teóricos, especialmente
sobre la “queer theory”, y sobre la

homosexualidad en nuestra cultura.
Quizás el problema esté en el origen de
este libro como tesis doctoral. O quizás
resida en que el interés principal del
autor esté en el pensamiento teórico,
campo en que este libro definitivamente
presenta contribuciones de interés. 
El primer capítulo y las constantes
vueltas a esa ideas en todo el texto así 
lo prueban. Espero un nuevo libro de
Guzmán donde se pueda dedicar
plenamente a lo que en verdad le
interesa, la “queer theory”.
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in the development of that discourse of
resistance to dominant society and the
presentation of authentic group qualities.
As mentioned above, to locate these points
of intersection Sánchez uses three novels to
show the way matriarchy has been
denigrated in the respective ethnic culture
by a patriarchal text of the nation. Sánchez
sharply points out how the supposed
prevalence of matriarchal dominance of
family life as the cause of Puerto Rican,
Chican@, and African-American
destitution is shared by criticisms of those
groups by various government reports and
public intellectual musings. 

The problem, however, that I see in this
approach is that while looking hard for the
evidence of La Malinche’s “symbolic/
indirect” presence in texts outside of
specifically Chican@/Mexican texts,
Sánchez runs the risk of not accepting
Down These Mean Streets or Manchild in 
the Promised Land on their own discursive
terms. In a way, Sánchez points the way 
to a more comparative ethnic studies, but
fails to get there herself because, as this
reader sees it, she does not read the novels
themselves but rather reads the world of
symbols from which the novels emerged.
To be sure, there is nothing inherently
wrong with this. The problem begins when
Sánchez does not acknowledge fully that
neither Piri Thomas’s nor Claude Brown’s
novels emerge from a place where there is
even a trace of La Malinche, as a symbol or
in an equivalent representative figure like
the black “mammy.”

Even a quick glance at Shakin’ Up’s
chapter titles would give the reader glances
at the fallibility of an intercultural reading
not fully grounded. Specifically, chapters
one, two, and “interlude two” invoke La
Malinche awkwardly: “La Malinche:
Shuffling the Puerto Rican Border in
Spanish and Black Harlem.” The point 
and problem I am pointing out is simple:
the book could have worked without the
strange “stretch” she attempts in looking
for—or imagining—the appearance of La

Malinche’s variations in African-American
and Puerto Rican cultures and writings.
Her move is analogous to a similar
stretch that practitioners of a theory do
to texts when they look for a hint of that
theory at practice within an otherwise
foreign body of work. For example, 
when she writes on a scene in Brown’s
Manchild, Sánchez writes

Who is this white bystander, drinking
his coffee? We are told nothing
about who he is or what he thinks.
An anthropologist doing fieldwork
in Harlem? Maybe… Regardless of
who he is (or is not), he stands for
the omnipresent white symbol in
front of whom Mrs. Brown plays out
the drama of Moynihan’s black
family, just as La Malinche enacted
the drama of the Mexican family for
Paz, just as Puerto Rican women
determined the dynamics of Puerto
Rican family for Lewis. Let’s imagine
him a surrogate for Moynihan (95).

The book asks us, perhaps, to read the
signification of the text of the man,
without, or in her words, regardless of who
he is, and pay our critical guide to what he
signifies: the symbol he is controlled by.
This has been done before and, admittedly,
it works in this case. However, she also
asked us to imagine that

Moynihan’s modern-day black
woman is a variant of La Malinche,
the overactive woman who does not
contribute to the common good of the
black family . . .. Like La Malinche
and La Chingada, “mammy,”
“Sapphire,” and “matriarch” . . .
are generic and gendered labels that
designate no one person’s name (35).

[ 395 ]

BookREVIEWS(v6).qxd  6/3/07  4:16 PM  Page 395



This last “imagination” or “stretch” is 
too much and frankly unnecessary for 
her analysis. In invoking a trope from
Chican@ history, the specific text and
symbol (of the “mammy”) is lost. 
The “mammy” is not La Malinche, 
nor does she have enough discursive
points of intersection to be placed in 
a relatively equal signification as La
Malinche. The “mammy” is a legacy of
Southern plantation slavery’s division 
of labor between field and house slaves. 
On the other hand, La Malinche is the
daughter of Aztec nobility, who in her
union and translation of the Spaniard
Cortez’s acts and words is seen to both
betray her Mechica nation and to give
birth to a hybrid, interracial one: Mexico. 

To be fair, the jump from the “mammy”
to La Malinche is not necessarily hard to
imagine. In fact, a case could be made,
albeit contested, where in fact there are
similar discourses at play. However, when
Sánchez later on in the book re-casts Piri
Thomas, a New York Puerto Rican male
in the 1960s, a product of post-WW2
migration from the island due to the
Muñoz Marín government, as La
Malinche, then we have not only made a
huge theoretical leap, but ignored the fact
that we have fallen through the chasms
between the two figures. Here is how
Sánchez attempts to do this:

Paz moored his female La Malinche
to three main areas: an anatomical
female body, Mexican and Chicano
cultures, and a dominant Spanish
versus a subdominant Indian
hierachical arrangement of social
power. Using the fact that malinche is
gender-neutral (equally applicable to
men and women), I shake up Paz’s
neat definition of the La Malinche
trope as uniquely Mexican and
feminine by casting Piri in the role of
a Puerto Rican male malinche (56).

Perhaps, a Puerto Rican male malinche
could work as a poem, but not as a
critical reading of one of the founding
novels of U.S. Puerto Rican literature.
Certainly, Sánchez does try to explain 
to the reader her reasoning for using 
La Malinche. She does not head blindly
into the task but explains her use on two
grounds. As she says,

I rely on this trope for two reasons.
First, as a woman of Mexican origin
who is native to the United States
and who developed political and
cultural consciousness in the 1970s,
I am familiar with this trope and its
place in the cultural norms of
Chicano ethnonationalism that
galvanized the Chicano movement.
Heterosexual men of color in the
1960s and 1970s redirected their
struggle against their own racial
abjection toward the subjugation of
women (“pussies”) and homosexual
men (“prissies”). This strategy is
not unique to Chicano men. . . . 
My second, more important, reason
for using this trope is to read Down
These Mean Streets against the
norms of Chicano ethnic
nationalism because it reveals the
interspaces that would otherwise
remain hidden. The trope is my
instrument to make my readings
intercultural, a move that, in turn,
subverts the idea that the elements
encased in the trope are central
only to Mexican and Chicano
cultures (42).

The reason for stretching the trope is to
make an intercultural critique. Moreover,
it is to answer the question that has
plagued a comparative approach to
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ethnic studies. As she herself asks
through a character in Down These Mean
Streets, “What’s culture gotta do with the
color of your skin?” (58). According to
Sánchez, everything. On this point, 
I concur and am impressed with the work
and critical malleability Sánchez displays
in “Shakin’ Up” Race and Gender.

It is ethnicity, the grouping of people
within religion, customs, family
surnames, language, and any other factor,
that disrupts the skin/color destiny and
locked signification of what Fanon
famously termed the epidermalization 

of colonialism. In the United States, 
we tend to forget that ethnicity is not
skin color, and skin color is not ethnicity.
Sánchez presents to us a case in point in
which three groups were informed
neither by skin nor by the black/white
dichotomy, but rather by a point in time
trying to address themselves in relation
to gender and race. La Malinche,
although discursively exhausted in
Sánchez’s book, does represent this 
exact movement and episode from 
which scholars and advocates of a more
comparative ethnic studies could learn.

[ 397 ]

Boricua Pop: Puerto Ricans and 
the Latinization of American Culture
By Frances Negrón-Muntaner
New York: NYU Press, 2005
368 pages; $22.00 [paper]

REVIEWER: Elizabeth Garcia, Connecticut College

In Boricua Pop, Frances Negrón-
Muntaner unveils the shameful
underbelly of Puerto Rican nationalist
discourse, arguing that cultural products
and icons are produced and consumed 
as attempts to (re)valorize Puerto Rican
national identity. She frames her
argument as a response to columnist 
Taki Theodoracopulos’ inflammatory
comments about Puerto Ricans’ apparent
lack of useful contributions to society
“…outside of receiving American welfare
and beating the system.” (xi). Instead of
countering his arguments with a laundry
list of Puerto Rican achievements,
Negrón-Muntaner explores “why and 
to what effects our attempts to value 
ourselves as Puerto Ricans have so fre-
quently been staged through spectacles
to offset shame” (xiii). The fact that in
the same breath Taki attacks both the
Puerto Rican and gay communities, 
allows Negrón-Muntaner to dig further
into the nationalist discourse 
for its multi-layered sources of shame,
including race and homosexuality. 

In the introductory chapter Negrón-
Muntaner pinpoints two historical
moments that have shaped Puerto Rican
nationality as shameful. The first is the
1898 invasion of Puerto Rico by the
United States and the initial response by
the island political elites to side with the
United States against Spain. Over time, 
as the elite saw there was little gain from
supporting the US, they changed their
discourse where now “tropes that
address, deny, or convey remorse about
Puerto Rican support for the US invasion
are at the core of elite nation-building
narratives and performances” (13). In her
second chapter she analyzes literary
works such as the novel Seva (1983) by
Luis López Nieves, where the shameful
history of colonization is re-written, 
“re-engender[ing] the boricua subject 
as heroic” (37). The “re-engendering” is
necessary since nationalist debates at the
turn of the 20th century were steeped in
homophobic language, where each side
represented its opponent as effeminate
and weak. One such example was
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