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The New Puerto Rico? Identity, Hybridity and Transnationalism  
within the Puerto Rican Diaspora in Orlando, Florida

By Luis Sánchez
Saarbrücken: VDM Verlag Dr. Müller, 2009
145 pp;  $75.00 [paper]

reviewer: Deepak Lamba-Nieves, Massachusetts Institute of Technology

On December 5, 1998, one of Puerto Rico’s major dailies ran a full-page 
advertisement from the Walt Disney Company that read: “Come work for Disney 
and discover a world of opportunities.” As part of a campaign that sought to employ 
Spanish-speaking  employees, Disney executives looked to Puerto Rico as a viable 
source of eligible candidates. Highlighting the fast growth of the Central Florida 
region, its “excellent quality of life, moderately priced homes and apartments, 
exceptional public schools and beautiful weather,” the recruitment strategy 
attempted to construct an image of a place with alluring amenities that—save for 
the excellent climate—were becoming difficult to find in the island. If the campaign 
relied only on these words, it would have been an appropriate strategy. Yet the image 
that took most of the space on the page spoke louder: a photomontage of a smiling, 
brown-skinned man dressed in a white uniform holding a broom and a dustpan. 
The laborer’s shadow: a silhouette of Mickey Mouse. The tradeoff was clear:  
Puerto Rican migrants could access the best things that the Sunshine State had to offer,  
but they would have to embrace a difficult role in Disney’s “world of opportunity.” 

The cruel and inappropriate character of the campaign revealed how Puerto 
Ricans were seen by one of the region’s main employers and what they could aspire 
to as newcomers. While similar depictions abound from previous migration waves, 
the Puerto Rican experience in Central Florida has evolved rapidly in the last decade, 
and present-day migrants to Orlando possess a different socioeconomic profile than 
their predecessors. This does not mean that racial and class biases have been muted, 
but some processes and experiences are markedly different from those of previous 
eras. Luis Sánchez’ book, The	New	Puerto	Rico?	Identity,	Hybridity	and	Transnationalism	
within	the	Puerto	Rican	Diaspora	in	Orlando,	Florida, provides evidence of these 
contrasts while offering new insights on how a Puerto Rican identity is  
manufactured in the Metro-Orlando area.

While the issue of Puerto Rican migration and identity-building has been  
widely discussed in academic circles, Sánchez explains that the interaction between 
mainland-born and island-born Puerto Ricans in Metro-Orlando brings to light 
other processes of identity formation and issues of belonging that demonstrate how 
Puerto Ricanness is constantly negotiated in the migration experience. Furthermore, 
he makes an important contribution to the study of Puerto Rican migration by 
considering the spatial dimension, or how “Puerto Ricans in the United States are 
engaged in an identity-building process that heavily depends on the landscape to 
produce and reproduce their Puerto Ricanness” (p. 2). These analytical vantage 
points lead him to argue that the construction of a Puerto Rican identity within the 
migrant community is based on various notions of differences where place of origin 
and the ability to speak Spanish are important markers. Furthermore, the presence 
of numerous Puerto Rican institutions in Metro-Orlando is helping create a unique 
community landscape, a “new” Puerto Rico. As Sánchez explains: 



It seems that they want community with its roots in Puerto Rico, but not a diasporic 
community of Puerto Rico. They are building an identity based on what they think is from 
the island, away from the rest of the Puerto Rican diaspora on the mainland, but at the 
same time they want to be an integral part of the Metro-Orlando’s society. (p. 92) 

Numerous literatures inform Sanchez’ analysis, which relies on complex 
theoretical and analytical categories like identity, transnationalism, and hybridity to 
shed some light on the expansion and consolidation of the Puerto Rican community 
in Central Florida, a place that boasts the second largest concentration of Puerto 
Ricans in the United States.  Nevertheless, the primary empirical data are drawn 
from a combination of qualitative methods, which include in-depth interviews with 
ten key decision-makers in Orlando’s Puerto Rican communities, a questionnaire 
that sought opinions from 70 “common” Puerto Ricans, field observations, and 
the examination of documents and previous studies. Although each data-gathering 
exercise yielded different pieces of information, the most revealing sections of 
the study are those based on the evidence collected from the interviews. Chapters 
VI and VII—titled “Identifying Puerto Ricanness” and “The Orlandoricans,” 
respectively—are peppered with quotes from his interview subjects and proffer  
the most interesting ideas of the book. 

Through an apt use of in-text citations, Sánchez shows how elite members of the 
migrant community define Puerto Ricanness, an exercise that reveals much about 
the politics of exclusion, the class differences and the use of the Spanish language 
and nationalist sentiments to foment a divisive discourse that is often contradictory 
and nonsensical. As the author explains, elite members of the migrant community 
in Metro-Orlando make clear distinctions of who “belongs” based on place of origin. 
That is, a “bottom line” is drawn where those who migrated from other mainland 
destinations—the so-called Nuyoricans—are seen as “an element that does not fit”  
(p. 78) and therefore considered outside the Puerto Rican community in Orlando. 
These differences are also shared by many of the “common” Puerto Ricans consulted 
through the questionnaire, who posit that the main disparities lie in the behavior 
and education of the mainland-born. Unfortunately, Sánchez does not devote much 
attention to unpacking these reasons, but provides some pieces of information that 
challenge the accuracy of these statements—for example, how similar both groups are 
regarding employment opportunities in the region’s service sector and the more favorable 
economic position of Puerto Ricans in the United States. He concludes the discussion by 
saying that the differences, like the Nuyorican concept, are inaccurate notions imported 
from the island that respond to relations of power, rather than culture. 

Intriguing arguments are set forth in Chapter VII, when the discussion turns 
to the spatial organization of Orlando’s metropolitan area and how it contributes 
to unique settlement patterns that break with the previous barrio dynamics of 
earlier diasporas. One of his interviewees explains: “Boricuas […] have to travel 
everywhere, distances here are far. The urban development here is like that, we 
do not have mass transportation systems like New York and Chicago. Here the 
community is isolated into smaller communities” (p. 94). Sánchez, who is trained 
as a geographer, expands on this line of reasoning by adding that the dispersion 
caused by the area’s sprawling landscape, “causes less contact among Puerto Ricans 
and more contacts with ‘outsiders’” (p. 94). This condition, in turn, leads him 
to conclude that “the Puerto Rican community is susceptible to hybridization, 
and perhaps complete assimilation” (p. 94). While I can agree that the spatial 

[ 310 ]



b
o

o
k

 r
e

v
ie

w
s

[ 311 ]

configuration of Orlando’s neighborhoods can have an impact on the social 
interactions of Puerto Rican migrants, this argument seems more like a hypothesis 
waiting to be tested than a definite conclusion. Furthermore, the connection 
between exposure to “outsiders” and full assimilation seems far-fetched, given 
the rich history of transnational linkages between Puerto Rican migrants and 
their homeland counterparts, and the fact that in order to become completely 
integrated, migrants need more than just physical contact with “outsiders.” 
Amongst other things, they would need to gain access to mainstream opportunity 
structures and cast a larger shadow than that of Mickey Mouse. 

Despite these minor shortcomings, Sánchez advances some important conclusions 
that contribute to the study of Puerto Rican migration to the United States and 
the Central Florida region. While his assertion that Puerto Rican identities in 
Orlando and elsewhere have been constructed and deconstructed over time is not 
new, he is able to add to this debate by discussing how landscape interpretation 
and representation influence community-building processes. His accounts of how 
physical form and spatial politics play an important role in the creation of a Puerto 
Rican identity will compel scholars of Puerto Rican migration to take a closer look 
at the complex interplay between place, space, politics, and the iterative project of 
identity-building. Sánchez should also be commended for charting new terrain in 
the study of a migrant community that has yet to be examined in detail. While some 
may find fault with some of his arguments and the limited number of interviews 
conducted, The	New	Puerto	Rico? is required reading for those interested in Puerto 
Rican migration to Orlando and spatial politics.  

When a Heart Turns Rock Solid: The Lives of Three Puerto Rican Brothers 
On and Off the Streets 

By Timothy Black
New York: Pantheon Books, 2009
464 pages; $29.95 [cloth]

reviewer: Brian Montes, City University of New York—John Jay College

Latina/os are the largest ethnic/minority group living in the United States.  
The proportion of Latina/o high school dropouts is significantly higher than that 
of any other racial and or ethnic group living in the United States. Latino men are 
overrepresented among those arrested and incarcerated. Latina/os also have the youngest 
median age of any ethnic group living in the United States, and young adults, according 
to the National Survey on Drug Use and Health, are most likely to experiment with 
drugs. Coupled with an alarming poverty rate of more than 20 percent, the Latina/o 
community in the United States is at a higher risk of succumbing to substance abuse.

This information, while critical to understanding the current state of Latina/os in 
the United States, cannot, however, be read alone. Questions concerning the political, 
economic, and sociological nature of these statistics must also be asked and objectively 
examined. Timothy Black’s When	a	Heart	Turns	Rock	Solid:	The	Lives	of	Three	Puerto	Rican	
Brothers (2009) does the job of examining these questions by providing the sociological 
imagination (C. Wright Mills) and thus antecedents for poverty, educational withdrawal, 


