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and conservative positions that make us distinct, and as a reader, I would have liked to 
theorize on the possibilities and limitations of women’s agency to effect social change 
in light of racism, ethnocentrism, classism, and the impact of globalization.

As Maura I. Toro-Morn has noted, “Research conducted by feminist scholars…
shows how women’s experiences with capitalism, colonialism, and migration 
differed from mens’ and how the intersection of social class, gender, race, and 
sexuality further differentiates the Puerto Rican experience in profound ways” 
(2008: 269). We can conclude that this is also true for Chicana history. Focusing 
on Puerto Rican women and Chicanas’ histories across the United States, the 
editors provide the readers with a collection of essays, each of which is dedicated 
to a piece of history that has been overlooked, erased, and forgotten. Each of the 
eight authors focuses on resurrecting a piece of feminist history taken literally 
from the bottom drawer of archives. The history is embodied in struggles to 
maintain buildings, homes, and communities. The research by the various authors 
also portrays the cultural tensions experienced by first-generation and second-
generation mothers, fathers, and daughters. In this way, Memories and Migrations: 
Mapping Boricua and Chicana Histories, provides a forum for discussion, while we 
search, perhaps even recover, forgotten truths about ourselves as Puerto Rican 
women and Chicanas—as activists, truth-tellers, and scholars.

Finally, for the subaltern scholar, there is a profound understanding of how for 
more than five hundred years the history of indigenous and colonized communities 
has been marginalized and erased, both abroad and here. The book is a testament 
of how women of color, in our case Puerto Rican women and Chicanas, have 
been especially excluded from historical records, thereby rendering their activism 
unrecognizable and nonexistent. According to history, as interpreted and scripted 
by dominant culture, Puerto Rican women and Chicanas’ imprint of activism is 
null and void in the grand narratives of historical documentation. Thankfully, the 
authors who contribute their research to this book highlight the participatory 
nature of history-making in the U.S. by Latinas; they reframe and reclaim Latina 
history. My hope is that the editors continue to make up for a mistake by 
considering another volume by Puerto Rican women and Chicana scholars.
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I recently had a child, my first, and was not the least bit surprised when female relatives 
would exclaim: “debes tener uno más y te operas!” [you should have one more baby and 
get sterilized]. Throughout my life, I have often heard relatives and strangers alike dole 
out this bit of advice to childbearing women. It seemed to me that conversations about 
“la operación” are a common, and taken for granted part of Puerto Rican’s women’s 
conversations around fertility. 

To find out whether my perception was accurate, I conducted an informal survey 
asking ten female relatives whether they had undergone “la operación.” Each woman 
answered my question affirmatively: five had undergone tubal ligations, two had 
had full hysterectomies, one had a partial hysterectomy, one is planning a tubal 
ligation immediately upon giving birth to her third child, and one asked her husband 
to obtain a vasectomy—and he did. These brief observations support Iris López’s 
account in Matters of Choice: Puerto Rican Women’s Struggle for Reproductive Freedom.

López explains: “This book tells the story of five households of fifteen Puerto 
Rican women who live in Bushwick, Brooklyn, a neighborhood that I have followed 
for twenty-five years (1981–2006)” (xiv). The subset of women who are at the center 
of the study, fifteen women in total, were selected out of 128 participants from 
whom the author gathered interview data. Out of these 128 women, 96, or the large 
majority, had been sterilized. Methodologically, the author relied on ethnographic 
interviews gathered over a period of twenty-five years with three generations of 
women from five households. Matters of Choice presents the result of a longitudinal 
and intergenerational study—these attributes allow it to stand without peer in 
relation to existing ethnographic literature about Puerto Rican women’s lives.

López’s work fills a tremendous void in the social science literature about 
Puerto Rican women’s lives in general, and about fertility in particular. One of the 
more impressive aspects of this work is the depth of the ethnographic interviews: 
each woman’s voice rings loud and clear. Life experiences pertaining fertility and 
contraception, family, love, marriage, child rearing, and dealing with the health  
care system are central in the text. The author comfortably inhabits the text’s 
sidelines, letting the women speak for themselves. Acting as a witness to her 
informants’ experiences, López downplays her authorial authority and makes  
the text approachable for a wide audience.

Chief among this book’s findings is the widespread belief that sterilization is a 
wise and viable choice for childbearing women; a theme that is repeated across the 
five families and three generations of women interviewed in the study. Doña Hilda, 
who belonged to the first-generation and was the matriarch of one of the families 
followed by López during this study, states that: “I think a woman should get 
sterilized after having three or four kids. It is easier to survive with fewer than four 
children” (p. 47). Carmen, a second-generation informant from the Robles family 
says that: “It was hard raising six children. …So, when I was thirty-five, I went to the 
hospital and asked them to operate on me so that I wouldn’t have more children”  
(p. 69). Belonging to the third-generation of the Morales and Rivera family,  
Gloria tells that, “I had my tubes tied after my daughter was born. …Right now we 
want to have a good life, and it’s hard if you have a lot of kids” (p. 119). Also echoed 
is the idea that having fewer children permits women a higher degree of control over 
their future, as well as a better ability to provide a good life for their families.

Another significant finding of López’s work is the common misconception among 
Puerto Rican women that there exists a distinction between the “tying” and “cutting” 
of the fallopian tubes. Women commonly believed that the “tying” of the fallopian 



tubes was a reversible operation, and if “untied” they could have children again, and that 
“cutting” the tubes was a permanent operation. The misinformation around “tying” and 
“cutting” the tubes is so widespread, that even health care workers seem oblivious to the 
fact that these colloquial terms describe the same procedure: permanent sterilization.

To illustrate the depth of misinformation about this important issue López’s describes 
attending a group-counseling session with Sonia, a third-generation informant from the 
Robles family. The informational session held at a public clinic was aimed at women 
considering sterilization surgery and was intended to work as a participatory forum 
during which women could voice their questions and concerns. Instead, she reports that 
Mrs. Gonzalez, the session’s facilitator, conducted a discourteous and careless meeting 
in which a caring, safe environment was not fostered. In fact, reports López, as a result of 
the use of colloquial language, such as “tying” and “cutting” the tubes, Mrs. Gonzalez’ did 
not dispel the misconception so widespread among the women. The facilitator confused 
the women even further with hurried and dismissive explanations (p. 70–4). The author 
asserts that “Mrs. Gonzalez’s counseling session demonstrates how the lack of access to 
quality health care services, and the large caseloads that hospital counselors are expected 
to handle, narrow poor women’s fertility options” (p. 72). Significantly, López’s further 
asserts, “I do not believe that Mrs. Gonzalez would have treated middle-class Latinas the 
way she treated Sonia and her other poor patients” (p. 73). This last statement calls for 
further research on fertility patterns and tendencies among middle-class Puerto Ricans 
(and Latinas). Are middle-class Latinas treated better by health care workers?

López also found that women from the second generation used sterilization  
as “their primary method of birth control, even though they had greater access  
to temporary methods than their mothers did” (p. 38). She attributes this practice  
to several factors including difficulty in using some forms of birth control  
(e.g. forgetting, messy, painful); lack of 100 percent certainty with the different 
methods; the “continued popularity of la operación” (p. 38); its cultural familiarity; 
mistrust of temporary methods of birth control; and the fact that friends and relatives 
often recommended la operación to one another (p. 38).” Also, once sterilized there 
is no need to worry about negotiating birth control use with husband/partner. 
Additionally, women from the second generation “desired smaller families”.... They] 
“had a median of three to four children as compared to the ten or eleven children 
common in the previous generation” (p. 38). Significantly, the author states that “all 
three generations perceived la operación as important for their basic well-being” (p. 77).

Regardless of generational affiliation, the author found that “husbands and male 
partners—either actual or hoped for—often play an important role in women’s decisions 
about whether and when to undergo sterilization” (p. 60). López notes that even as the 
final decision to become sterilized rests on women, most of the study participants agreed 
that “if their husbands did not want them to do it, they would not because it would 
create marital conflict” (p. 71). She found that 41 percent of women surveyed (ftn. 96), 
“claimed their husbands influenced their decision to be sterilized” (p. 76).

Even when high rates of Puerto Rican women use la operación as a primary method 
of birth control, the decision to be sterilized has its heavy emotional and psychological 
consequences. As evidenced in Matters of Choice, regret at being sterilized is yet 
another burden with which women must contend. López reveals that 50 percent of 
the women in the survey (ftn. 96) regretted having been sterilized (p. 67). Reasons for 
which a woman might feel regretful include death of a child, remarriage, and improved 
economic situation (p. 68). She also found that regret was contingent upon many 
factors, and could not dissipate completely over the course of a woman’s life.
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The study reveals that contraception is a significant source of worry in the lives 
of the Puerto Rican women interviewed. López shows that Puerto Rican women’s 
fertility, assumed to be a private matter to women’s lives, has historically been part of 
a public discussion that alienates the very women it affects. On the one hand, birth 
control is designed to “space births and/or prevent pregnancy” (p. xiii). On the other, 
“population control takes place when the government of a country implements a 
strategy to control the birth rate or growth of a given population either through 
reproductive measures or migration…” (p. xiii). Women’s reproductive health is 
always manipulated by and contingent upon historical context. For Puerto Rican 
women this reality was blatantly exacerbated by Puerto Rico’s colonial history 
with neo-Malthusian ideologies—fueled by the economic need to move women 
into factory work—often resulting in the performance of la operación without full 
discussion and informed consent. The residue of this is exemplified in Puerto Rican 
women’s continued mistrust of a health care system, which combined with the often-
disrespectful treatment they endure from health care providers makes them feel 
abused, mistreated and victimized.

Finally, one of the most striking aspects about Matters of Choice is López’s careful 
consideration of the evidence she gathered over a twenty-five year period, and rather 
than presenting the women as passive victims, she utilizes “an integral analysis that 
transcends the binary model of agency and constraint” (p. xv). The author convincingly 
illustrates that “Puerto Rican women accepted sterilization in such large numbers 
because they desperately wanted to control their fertility and they were not offered 
viable options” (p. 17). In my view, Matters of Choice calls for further ethnographic and 
longitudinal research about Puerto Rican women’s lives to not only illuminate the 
myriad issues affecting Puerto Rican women and children—but more importantly 
to extend and deepen understanding of the complex and nuanced reactions to these 
issues. Matters of Choice should be standard reading for students of the Puerto Rican 
and Latin@ condition, and not just female students but all students.
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Since the film West Side Story was released in 1961, the dominant public image of Puerto 
Ricans in the United States has been uncharitable. By and large, the massive influx 
of Puerto Ricans into New York City since World War II has been portrayed as 
a “social problem”—from creating housing shortages and crowded schools to increasing 
unemployment and crime rates. New York Puerto Ricans have often been stigmatized as 
indigent, disorganized, irresponsible, lazy, ignorant, violent, sexually obsessed, physically 
unfit, culturally inassimilable, and dark-skinned aliens (even though they are U.S. citizens). 

Such stereotypes have been popularized through Hollywood movies from West 
Side Story, to Fort Apache, the Bronx (1981) and Q and A (1990), to name just a few 
examples. Prime-time television shows such as Law and Order and Seinfeld have 


