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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, 



drug use, and criminal activity among urban Puerto Rican youths in the United States. 
Departing from popular sociological models of urban poverty that blame the poor for 
their poverty, Black instead focuses, through ethnography, on the social forces that  
affect the individual lives of three urban Puerto Rican brothers: Julio, Fausto,  
and Sammy. These three men, as well as their extended family on and off the streets,  
are members of what Black refers to throughout his narrative as the “lost generation,”  
people struggling to survive in an economically depressed and gang-dominated 
Massachusetts neighborhood at the turn of the 21st century.

Written as a socioethnographic text, Black sets up his analysis by first 
contextualizing the colonial relationship between the United States and Puerto  
Rico. In addressing this colonial experiment with the people of Puerto Rico,  
an experiment made up of early 20th-century free trade economics and colonial 
policies, Black provides the backdrop for the great migration north to the United 
States and the subsequent discrimination encountered by the Puerto Rican diaspora 
to which these three protagonists belong. Simply stated, there are historical reasons 
why Puerto Ricans migrated to the United States, and there are historical reasons 
why Puerto Ricans in Massachusetts occupy a low-level socioeconomic position—and 
Black provides his readers with that history. Focusing on the three brothers, Black’s 
sociological storytelling reveals the angst of living in a world that alienates them, 
albeit in different ways. Woven throughout the chapters are the struggles of Julio, 
Fausto, and Sammy as they attempt to navigate the society they live in and the social 
institution in which they rely upon; the reality of inadequate bilingual education 
programs and their struggles with illiteracy; the reality of a declining job market and 
the appeal of a lucrative drug trade; the reality of drug addictions and the failure 
of detox centers: the reality of a penal system focused on punishment rather than 
rehabilitation; the discriminatory ways in which urban poor youths are victimized 
through sociocultural felony disenfranchisement; and the structural and social manner 
by which ex-felons become disenfranchised citizens—not in their ability to vote but in 
their inability to find any meaningful work and their response to the pressure of going 
back to do what they know best: hustling on the streets.

At its core, When	a	Heart	Turns	Rock	Solid is an academic text. It provides the 
socio-historical, political, and economic milieu for understanding the aforementioned 
realities lived by Julio, Fausto, and Sammy. At its heart, however, When	a	Heart		
Turns	Rock	Solid is a novel that tells the story of perseverance and empathy.  
Despite the hardships suffered by these three brothers, Black reminds us that they are 
more than statistics, more than just high school dropouts with criminal records and/
or drug addictions. Julio, Fausto, and Sammy are U.S. citizens—working class people 
pushed to the margins and discriminated through inequitable policies. These three 
brothers strive for a better education, strive to obtain decent employment, and strive 
to be better fathers. Black’s analysis, although rooted in theories of urban poverty 
and sociological text, should also be able to find itself a place next to Latino literary 
classics such as Down	These	Mean	Streets (1967), Drown (1997), Bodega	Dreams (2000), 
Spidertown (1998) and My	Bloody	Life (2000). With so much attention given to the lives 
of these three brothers, When	a	Heart	Turns	Rock	Solid becomes biographical as well.

Black’s ability to write a text both biographical and sociological stems from 
his ability to shift between ethnographer, sociologist, acquaintance, and outsider, 
while all the while centering the narrative on the lives of the three brothers and those 
around them. As you read the text and imagine their lives, you can almost envision 
yourself watching a documentary with the voice-over of an unknown man, exposing the 
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vulnerabilities and the fears of an already marginalized community.  And yet there is  
no pretext. There is no attempt made by the foreigner Black, a white male academic 
who barely speaks Spanish, either to demonize or to save these “victims of progress.” 
Yet you feel his presence, in his many attempts to tutor the brothers, in his 
confrontations with both gang members and police officers, and in his presence at a 
drug intervention. Black traverses the complicated boundaries of scholar/activist by 
allowing the scholar to be both present and removed from the narrative.

If a critique were to be made, it would be with the failure of Black to address the 
racial ambivalence that Puerto Ricans occupy in the United States. The idea of race, 
while prevalent throughout the text, is overshadowed by a discourse of racism, class 
privilege, deindustrialization, resource deprivation, and ethnicity. But what is the 
racial reality of being a young poor Puerto Rican living in the United States? And how 
does that differ from the ethnic reality of being Puerto Rican? When	a	Heart	Turns	
Rock	Solid could have been written as an analysis of African-American poverty in the 
United States or Dominican poverty in the United States. But how does being Puerto 
Rican and poor differ from being black and poor or Puerto Rican and black for that 
matter? And how does race as a Puerto Rican contrast with Puerto Rican ethnicity? 
Discussions of race are only felt when the brothers are exposed to white culture,  
such as when the three brothers interact with Professor Black, or when they decide 
to sell drugs in the white community of Greenfield, Massachusetts. But what about 
issues of race within their own community? What about African Americans or the 
Dominicans whom they seem to enjoy robbing for  quick cash? When	a	Heart	Turns	
Rock	Solid is more about urban poverty than it is about being Puerto Rican; it is a story 
about three poor brothers who happen to be Puerto Rican.

And what about the women who are there for these men, who comfort these men, 
struggle with their drug addictions, and have families with these men? Stories of street 
life are often times dominated by a male presence. The face of academia is usually that 
of a male. Needless to say, the story of three Puerto Rican brothers and that of the 
white male professor who journeys with them would be undeniably different without 
the women who play a large role in the sociological imagination of both the researcher 
and the community being researched. Women play an undeniable role in society,  
and although we are introduced to the women in the lives of these three brothers 
as well as in the life of Black, they nevertheless remain background players. Black  
(p. 189) acknowledges that it was difficult to “develop close relations with [the] women,” 
but I would have enjoyed reading more about the women in the lives of these men.

What Black’s analysis lacks in, however, he makes up for in addressing the humanity 
of urban poor people. The main fabric of Black’s analysis lies in the struggle of Julio, 
Fausto, and Sammy with poverty and their desires to overcome it. The ethnic identity 
of these three Puerto Rican brothers remains static, which is perhaps why race isn’t 
critically examined, but their identity as criminals and as drug addicts are constantly 
in motion. Black reminds us that “individuals are a complex swirl of tendencies, 
dispositions, and sensibilities, and that identities change as the conditions in which 
we live give validity to different parts of ourselves.” Julio, Fausto, and Sammy are poor 
not because they are Puerto Rican—as some theories of culture and poverty assert. 
Given the right opportunities to succeed, Black suggests, these three brothers could 
have easily become professionals. By examining the sociological examination of Julio, 
Fausto, and Sammy, we as readers are given the opportunity to understand why some 
among the “lost generation” endure while others succumb to the realities of a life of 
indifference; we are reminded by Black why hearts become rock solid.


