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blend of the analytic or academic and the visceral and confessional, which so often 
comes to the fore here, as in Angela Jorge’s keen, anguished dissections of the many 
oppressions Black Puerto Rican women contend with from their earliest years, also 
has its affecting analogue in the poignancies and more obvious cri de coeur of, say, 
Nilaja Sun’s “Letter to a Friend,’ where she piercingly confesses “There is nothing 
like growing up and feeling ugly to your own people.”

 Uncommonly inclusive and all-encompassing, its scholarly heft and solidity 
thus sympathetically alert and impressively coupled to the emotionally expressive 
verve, revelatory force, and persuasive authority of the autobiographical, The Afro-
Latin@ Reader is, in sum, an extraordinary and exceptional achievement. A splendid 
contribution to the field it here so ably moves forward, it admirably also advances, 
more fully and fruitfully than any single comparable volume on the subject has so 
far done, its readers’ knowledgeably complex, non-reductive understanding of Afro-
Latin@ America’s contemporary emergence and, above all, how regularly—where, 
when, by whom, and why—Afro-Latin@s have “been rendered invisible and silent 
because they simply do not fit larger historical narratives of immigration, race,  
gender, culture and location in the United States.” 

The Trouble with Unity: Latino Politics and the Creation of Identity
By Cristina Beltrán
New York: Oxford University Press, 2010
240 pages; $24.95 [paper]

reviewer: José E. Cruz, University at Albany—State University of New York

The point of departure of Cristina Beltrán’s book is her objection to the 
characterization of Latinos in the United States as “subjects [continually] on the cusp 
of political power and influence” (p. 3). The metaphor that is most commonly used to 
refer to this “recurring cycle of [political] emergence” (p. 3) of Latinos is that of the 
sleeping giant. Just about every two years, Beltrán tells us, this giant is said to be on the 
verge of awakening, its “imminent mobilization” (p. 4) carrying with it the potential of 
determining which political candidate or candidates will win in close races. 

Beltrán argues that the image is “more than an inaccurate political cliché or a simple 
metaphor for political agency” (p. 4). And her book is devoted to showing that the civic 
cohesion presupposed by the image does not really exist. According to Beltrán, “while 
the mass media and other political elites often portray Latinos as a collective body 
with common interests, the actual existence of Latino unity—of a collective political 
consciousness and will distinct among Latinos—is far less certain” (p. 6).

What are the implications of referring to Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, Cubans, 
Dominicans, and others from Central and South America as Latinos or Hispanics? 
For one thing, “Latino” and “Hispanic” are “so comprehensive that their 
explanatory power is limited” (p. 6). Second, because “Latino pan-ethnicity has 
been fostered by a climate of xenophobia…the regional and cultural history of all 
people of Latin American descent has been erased” (p. 7). Third, “homogenizing 
depictions of Latinos continue to be invoked by those who fear the rapid growth 
of the United States’ Latino population. For these Americans, Latinos are 
still monolithically ‘foreign,’ a racially and culturally distinct group that resists 



b
o

o
k

 r
e

v
ie

w
s

[ 173 ]

assimilation and whose high birth rates and regressive cultural practices threaten 
to undermine the country’s unity and civic values” (p. 7). Finally, the dual quality 
of the labels, providing liberals with hope and conservatives with fear, provide 
“no clear way to pin down the presence and actions of a figure so murky and 
ambiguous. How does one ‘awaken’ a political figure whose very political  
existence is so uncertain?” (p. 8).

Beltrán has no desire to show that despite their diversity, Latinos do have shared 
interests and a common policy agenda. Instead, her goal is to treat the Latino 
category “as a site of permanent political contestation.” In her poststructural, 
postmodern approach, Latinidad is open, contested, and contingent, a “site of 
ongoing resignifiability” (p. 9). To demonstrate that this is the case, she examines  
the Chicano and Puerto Rican civil rights movement during the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, Latino voting during the 1980s, and the immigrant rights 
demonstrations of April and May 2006. 

Methodologically, the book is interesting although not groundbreaking.  
From the vantage point of political theory, Beltrán explores the political and 
discursive practices of Chicanos/Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans.  
Readers are promised that this incursion will result in a “critical framework and 
vocabulary better able to analyze the central concepts undergirding the intellectual 
terrain of Latino political thought” (p. 11). The problem with Latino political 
thought, according to Beltrán, is that its assumptions are taken for granted.  
Racial unity may be a prerequisite for political success but not if it is “naturalized” 
and therefore exempted from critical examination as an organizing concept. In her 
view, that is the trouble with unity.

Chapters 1 and 3 of the book are devoted to explaining how a pursuit of unity 
that stifled dissent is the legacy of the Chicano and Puerto Rican social movements 
of the late 1960s and early 1970s; this legacy, we are told, continues to drive Latino 
politics today. Chapter 1 also presents a historical overview of those movements. 
Chapter 2 evaluates Latino politics in reference to ideas of democracy, social 
heterogeneity, and feminism. In Chapter 4 the author discusses how contemporary 
Latino politics has neglected deliberation for the sake of unity. Chapter 5 examines 
the immigrant mobilizations of 2006 to suggest that Latino “performativity”  
(p. 16) must be appreciated for its own sake rather than as a precursor of electoral 
politics; and that such appreciation must include the recognition of ideological 
diversity among Latinos and the value of deliberation and dissent. What are the 
implications of approaching Latinidad as unstable, as an indefinite category that 
can only lead to permanent contestation, inevitable fragmentation, and a  
constant state of doing rather than being? This question is the subject of the 
book’s conclusion; the short answer is: Latino politics is inherently coalitional.

While this is an engaging and provocative book, it has some significant 
shortcomings. First, Beltrán’s reliance on a limited set of secondary sources to 
construct her portrait of the Chicano and Puerto Rican movements diminishes 
the force of her analysis. In the Puerto Rican case, how can a movement that 
spanned almost four decades and featured several significant organizations be 
represented by the Young Lords Party, a group that was unique and barely lasted 
three years? Second, even though she recognizes that the pursuit of unity is not 
the only variable to consider, she concludes and emphasizes that a quest for unity 
that is grounded in repression and suppression of dissent will inevitably undermine 
political agency. This is the basis for her rejection of unity as a goal. But what 
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about the possibility of pursuing unity in different ways? She concedes this point, 
but her alternative is ambiguous at best. Third, Beltrán does not distinguish from 
debate that leads to unity or consensus and debate that is destructive. She fails to 
mention that even Rousseau allows for disagreement in deliberative decision-making 
when he suggests that the level of agreement about any given decision is related to 
its importance. Fourth, Beltrán believes that as the Latino population grows, “terms 
such as ‘Latino interests’ and ‘Latino issues’ will become increasingly meaningless” 
(p. 126). But why should this be the case? Is it not possible that in time these terms 
may signify different kinds of substantive things as the population and circumstances 
change? With increasing diversity coalitional behavior will be critical. But to say that 
coalition politics requires a move from “I am” to “I want this for us” (p. 128) begs 
the question of how “us” and “this” are defined, not to mention that identity and 
interests are intimately related. To say that “us” is an ever-changing entity that lacks 
a pre-existing identity does not help. And if we cannot identify Latino issues and 
interests, how can we determine what Latinos may want?

Beltrán is right in challenging the tendency to essentialize Latinos as an 
emblem of homogeneous otherness. Who can question that the tension between 
homogeneity and difference exists within the Latino community itself? But, 
should we agree to see “Latino” as a permanently unstable category? It depends;  
it is one thing to agree that identities are constructed and variable and quite 
another to argue that they can never be pinned down. In my view, it is more useful, 
and practical, to see identities as the composite of a shell and a kernel, where the 
shell is relatively fixed and the kernel changes over time. 

Should we reject the unitary ideal in toto because it presupposes the opposition 
between the universal and the particular? That kind of tension is not the only one 
that can inform a notion of unity, as signified by community. One alternative is 
that of a concept of community, and therefore of unity, built on the principles  
of (1) providing the resources necessary to turn de jure into de facto individuals; 
and (2) providing collective insurance against individual incapacities and 
misfortunes. This is the alternative to the “pathologies of the atomized society 
of today” offered by Bauman (2001: 149). To those who may argue that this 
concept of community pivots on the promotion of individualism, Bauman may 
reply that “freedom and communality may clash and conflict, but a compound 
lacking one or the other won’t make for a satisfactory life” (p. 60). He offers no 
evidence to support this contention but in Jennifer Frost’s (2001) book about 
New Left community organizing during the 1960s, some proof is provided in 
the acknowledgement by activists that community can be found through personal 
relationships based on interdependence and trust.

Beltrán succeeds in crafting a provocative and engaging narrative and 
interpretation, especially in chapter 5, where she finds meanings in the 2006 immigrant 
marches that most media depictions failed to uncover. This is the book’s most 
interesting chapter, especially the part where Beltrán uses the idea of a “third space of 
sovereignty” (p. 146) to suggest that Latino immigrants who are not formally members 
of American society can find ways of achieving recognition on their own terms. 
Following Sheldon Wolin, she concludes her analysis by suggesting that the “best” way 
to understand Latino politics is “as a form of enactment, a democratic moment in which 
subjects create new patterns of commonality and contest unequal forms of power”  
(p. 157). This is a reasonable and interesting way of approaching Latino politics, but it is 
not clear how it would prevent the pursuit of unity that allegedly undermines democracy. 
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We may say that politics is dishonest, that all politicians are corrupt as a 
rationale for disengagement, but the fundamental reason why many people spurn 
politics is because it is intrinsically conflictive and contentious. Behind most 
ostensible reasons to dislike politics there is a yearning for a political process 
“defined primarily in terms of unity, inspiration, and intensity” (p. 96). We don’t 
need the “memory of Rousseauian identification” (p. 96) to feel frustrated and 
dissatisfied with Latino politics. We pay lip service to the idea that disagreement 
and debate are important for democratic development. But when the going gets 
tough, we wish we did not have to deal with dissent. The trouble is not with  
unity but with us.

RefeRences

Bauman, Zygmunt. 2001. Community, Seeking Safety in an Insecure World. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Frost, Jennifer. 2001. An Interracial Movement of the Poor. New York: New York University Press.


