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Latino Urban Ethnography and the Work of Elena Padilla
Edited by Mérida M. Rúa

Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2010
224 pages; $22.00 [paper]
ISBN: 978-0-252-07763-0
Reviewer: Ivis García, University of Illinois—Chicago

Upon completion of her undergraduate work at the University of Puerto Rico, Elena 
Padilla migrated to the United States to pursue a master’s degree in anthropology 
at the University of Chicago, and later went on to earn her doctorate at Columbia 
University. Known for her work with the Puerto Rican diaspora, and especially for her 
book Up from Puerto Rico, Padilla’s master’s thesis with the University of Chicago has 
gone largely unnoticed. This is the subject of Latino Ethnography and the Work of Elena 
Padilla, edited by Mérida M. Rúa.

The introduction to the book, jointly authored by Rúa and Arlene Torres, gives 
Elena Padilla’s work historical perspective, a contemporary framework and a primer 
for future studies in Latino ethnography. Rúa has broken the volume into two parts; 
the first consisting of a new prologue to the master’s thesis by Padilla herself, followed 
by a complete copy of Padilla’s 1947 thesis, titled “Puerto Rican Immigrants in New 
York and Chicago: A Study in Comparative Assimilation.” The second section of the 
book consists of four essays exploring the conclusions and theories embedded within 
Padilla’s thesis as understood by several contemporary scholars who seek to reaffirm, 
refine, and, at times, challenge Padilla’s work.

Padilla’s essay, as outlined in her prologue, explores questions central to urban 
ethnography, migration, and spatial theory:

What happens to the social arrangements and social beliefs of an immigrant population 

when its members move from their homeland to live in […] American cities? [….] Does 

living in proximity with people of the same social class and cultural background make 

a difference, and if so, what kind of difference for them in the new society? [….] If that 

happens to be the case, how applicable are the concepts of human ecology, adaptation, 

acculturation, and assimilation to understanding their accommodation to living in an 

American city? (p. 25)

Careful to avoid the common trappings of positivism, Padilla utilizes a grounded theory 
to analyze the complex nature of immigration and integration into spaces of prevailing 
cultures. Padilla does well in guiding the reader to an understanding of the overlying 
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tendencies of settlement patterns by contrasting the experiences of Puerto Ricans in 
New York City and Chicago. As Puerto Ricans living in New York City had already 
established a “colony” at the time of her writing (1947), while Puerto Ricans in Chicago 
had not, Padilla draws conclusions from the comparison of data and observation in 
order to understand the likelihood of Chicago’s Puerto Rican population establishing 
a colony of their own. Through this analysis, Padilla predicted that Puerto Ricans 
in Chicago would congregate in an ethnic colony only as long as the group grew in 
numbers while maintaining a favorable ratio of women to men (p. 101). With neither of 
these conditions having been met as of the time of her writing, and it being seemingly 
unlikely that Puerto Ricans in Chicago would grow significantly enough to satisfy 
these conditions, Padilla speculated that Puerto Ricans in Chicago were, nonetheless, 
unlikely to simply fit in to the predominant culture and that they would become “lost” 
in the host community after acculturation and assimilation had taken place. Given 
the small number of Puerto Rican immigrants in the late 1940s, as opposed to starting 
their own colony, the trend for Puerto Ricans in Chicago had been to settle in Mexican 
enclaves as the two groups shared both language and, often, socio-economic status. 
“People,” Padilla writes, “continue to search for their integration within a group that 
provides social orientation for their behavior” (p. 101). 

The second section of this volume opens with an essay by Zaire Zenit Dinzey-
Flores titled “Puerto Rican ‘Spatio-Temporal Rhythms’ of Housing and Work.” 
Where Padilla seeks to provide context to how space is racialized and ethnicized, 
Dinzey-Flores seeks to understand the influence of architecture and planning on 
spatial segregation and the everyday lives of those living in communities of color. 
Using examples of urban renewal and the construction of high-rise public housing 
projects, Dinzey-Flores explores the ways in which Padilla’s work contributes to 
our understanding of urban spaces by identifying the overlying political, social, and 
cultural processes that shape the built environment.

Mérida M. Rúa, this volume’s editor, contributes an essay titled “Footnotes of 
Social Justice,” which seeks to uncover the hidden stories written in the footnotes of 
Padilla’s thesis. “It is in Padilla’s marginal notes,” writes Rúa, “where we can detect 
what anthropologist Virginia Dominguez calls ‘a politics of love and rescue,’ or the 
discrete ways in which researchers have shown that they truly care for and about 
the people they study” (p. 129). This essay explores Padilla’s personal involvement in 
activism with and for vulnerable Puerto Rican communities, her love for them, her 
commitment, as well as her personal relationships with other activist scholars.

Nicholas de Genova’s contribution to this volume, titled “ ‘White’ Puerto Rican 
Migrants, the Mexican Colony, ‘Americanization’ and Latino History,” challenges 
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the notions of the Chicago School and urban ecologists like Padilla who believed 
that immigrants pass through several stages of acculturation and assimilation until 
finally becoming Americanized. De Genova seeks to re-frame Padilla’s notions that 
a marginalized and “scattered” Puerto Rican population would resolve itself by 
either an Americanization or a Mexicanization of Puerto Ricans in Chicago. De 
Genova proposes the concept of “re-racialization” to explain the transformation 
of Puerto Rican immigrants, in which the color of a person’s skin (or not being 
“white”) becomes a more determinant factor to their degree of Americanization 
than a person’s cultural background. For de Genova, “the predominant theme 
in [Padilla’s] analysis, with respect to Puerto Rican identity, was fundamentally 
one of loss” (p. 165). Conversely, de Genova sees the integration of Puerto Ricans 
into American, Mexican-American, or Black culture within the United States 
not as a moment of loss, but one of continual change. “There was, after all,” 
writes de Genova, “an important racialization that Puerto Ricans had universally 
undergone in Puerto Rico prior to migration, which was obviously grounded 
in the specificities of a distinct social history of Spanish colonialism as well as 
subsequent U.S. colonialism” (p. 162).

In the final contribution to this volume, Ana Y. Ramos-Zayas’ paper titled 
“Gendering ‘Latino Public Intellectuals’” explores Padilla’s work in context to 
the production of knowledge within academia. Touching upon Padilla’s scholarly 
identity, Ramos-Zayas discusses the subjugation of women and minority public 
intellectuals and how their contributions have been undervalued by white 
males (the majority) within the academy. Ramos-Zayas contends that “gender 
discrimination against Elena Padilla was not explained as such but was rather 
coded as a ‘lack of political commitment’” (p. 181). Ramos-Zayas goes on to say 
that, “Elena Padilla was subordinated in her scholarship and academic career 
because her participation in public intellectual life was never considered political 
enough (she was not a nationalist) and was confined to the realm of private 
concerns with presumably less relevance to academic and national matters” (p. 
197). Padilla’s close relations with her “subjects” was not well received among her 
American colleagues who viewed her study of Puerto Ricans, as a Puerto Rican 
native, to be too subjective for use in anthropology.

Padilla’s thesis, while certainly being valuable for its historical “snapshot” 
of Puerto Ricans living in Chicago and New York City in the late 1940s, also 
contributed a great deal to an understanding of colony formation among newly 
arriving immigrant groups. Her conclusions on the capacity for Puerto Ricans to 
colonize a neighborhood in Chicago only if greater numbers began immigrating 
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have been proven correct. Further, and like Padilla herself, Rúa and the contributing 
authors to this volume are careful not to close doors on the study of ethnography, 
but to open new ones. This book is an essential addition to studies of Latino 
immigration, not only for its contribution to theories of immigrant neighborhood 
formation, but for its capacity to outline directions for future studies.

De Margarita a El Cumbanchero: vida musical, 
imaginación racial y discurso histórico en la sociedad 
puertorriqueña (1898–1940)
By Noel Allende-Goitía

San Juan: Ediciones Puerto, 2010
415 pages; $27.00 [paper]
ISBN: 978-1-934-46138-9
Reviewer: Ruth Glasser, University of Connecticut—Waterbury

Noel Allende-Goitía invites the reader to “trazar su propia cartografía” (p. 17) among the 
pages of his interconnected set of essays, which further develop the author’s Allende-
Goitía’s master’s thesis, “Por la encendida calle antillana: Cultura musical y discurso 
histórico en la sociedad puertorriqueña en la década del treinta, 1929–1939” (1992).

The introduction lays out the discussion of Chapters One to Three, the book’s 
core. Allende-Goitía also builds a theoretical framework here. He uses metaphors 
derived from the natural sciences and mathematics, rhizomes and fractals and 
memes, to try to describe the complex ways in which cultural ideas and practices 
influence each other and are passed between social groups and generations. Resisting 
the temptation to deploy categories such as “classical,” “folkloric,” or “popular,” he 
asserts that these say more about the writer wielding them than about any intrinsic 
attributes of the music and its context of production and consumption. In fact, 
a fourth chapter that concludes the volume explains this decision more clearly, 
discussing the relationship between observer and observed and its implications for 
ethnomusicological study.

The three core chapters can be roughly divided into: 1) a historiographical review 
of relevant intellectual writing on Puerto Rican music; 2) an examination of the ways 
in which early twentieth-century elite musicians and intellectuals categorized the 
island’s music, especially the danza, and how that categorization related to their views 
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on Puerto Rico’s identity; and 3) the relationship between these ideas and the concrete 
production of music. However, as in a piece of music, a few themes or motifs arise 
repeatedly, recontextualized and with variations, in each of the chapters.

A prominent motif is that of the “racial imagination,” which Allende-Goitía defines 
as “el agregado de ideas que atribuyen valores de comportamiento, actitudes personales 
y perfiles psicológicos, como características esenciales, a la biología humana” (p. 25). 
This imagination has been repeatedly wielded by intellectuals and elite musicians to 
the special detriment of Afro-Puerto Ricans. For example, at the turn of the century 
and throughout a long career, composer Arístides Chavier complained bitterly that a 
pernicious African strain was infecting Puerto Rican music, hindering its development 
along sophisticated, European art music lines. He and his contemporaries believed in 
a close correspondence between the collective character of a society and the music 
that emerged from it. Such ideas were the memes inherited by the 1930s generation 
of Puerto Rican intellectuals. The later writers refashioned these inheritances into a 
project to foster a national cultural identity for Puerto Rico.

A historical moment Allende-Goitía repeatedly revisits is of the publication of the 
first issue of the journal Índice in 1929. The editors called for the readership to take a 
survey to determine whether or not Puerto Rico had a national character and culture. 
The responses to the poll’s questions, most notably in the 1930s writings of Antonio 
S. Pedreira, both reflected turn-of-the-century beliefs and have functioned to this day 
as powerful paradigms patterning both writing and institution-building around the 
aforementioned national identity project.

The racial imaginary was central to the conceptual scaffolding for this project. 
Pedreira’s formulation of “la santa trinidad racial,” (a favorite phrase of Allende-Goitía’s) 
created a clichéd and reductive paradigm into which Puerto Rico’s musical development 
has been placed by numerous ensuing authors. For example, Hector Campos Parsi and 
María Luisa Muñoz, who in the 1970s published influential books on Puerto Rican 
music, reiterated this “holy trinity.” Under apparently democratic acknowledgments of 
the “three roots” of Puerto Rican heritage lurked unreflective Hispanophilia. Indigenous 
and African contributions to Puerto Rico’s music were negligible, consisting of a 
percussion instrument here and a rhythmic pulse there. In a Darwinistic struggle, the 
best culture—the Hispanic—had prevailed. Ignored was the history of violent conquest, 
subjugation, and resistance of the other two groups, and how that history affected the 
development of a national music. Moreover, the Spanish, Indian, and African heritages 
were essentialized, with no regard for regional variations, changes over time, nor 
“ningún elemento de negociación o acción social o humana” (p. 99). The authors who 
followed this Pedreirian scheme were conceptually unable to consider or even see data 
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that contradicted it. They lost the opportunity to describe how dynamic Puerto Rican 
music was as it moved through time and between races and classes. They also did not 
consider the music within a rich pan-Antillean or pan-Caribbean context.

For early twentieth-century elite musicians and intellectuals, the danza was a 
favored hobbyhorse. Chavier hated it, writing in 1906 that the general popularity of 
the genre was owing to the public proclivity for “la música que conmueve más fuerte 
nuestras fibras nerviosas” (p. 272).1 Pedreira, however, believed that the danza was the 
closest thing Puerto Rico had to representative national music—but it was a work in 
progress. As it stood, the danza was a not very flattering mirror of the island’s collective 
personality, with its languid rhythms both reflecting and producing a tropical torpor 
that he contrasted unfavorably with the fast energy of North American dances such 
as the foxtrot. Pedreira’s conception of the danza fit neatly into his general scheme 
in which the mixture of indigenous, African, and Spanish peoples had created a weak 
national character. In turn, the island’s collective passivity explained Puerto Rico’s 
prolonged, unhappy history as a colony first of Spain and then of the United States.2 

Allende-Goitía examines the strident Hispanophilia of the 1930s in the context of 
intellectuals’ disappointment with the U.S. government. Turn-of-the-century elites 
were cautiously hopeful about the new masters’ ability to improve island residents’ 
social and economic circumstances, though they were dismayed by their colonizers’ 
cultural philistinism. The North Americans had conquered just when island leaders 
believed that they had wheedled the promise of a musical conservatory from the 
new autonomous government. When the Spaniards disappeared, most military and 
ecclesiastical musical activities evaporated, along with scholarships for talented music 
students. A conservatory was out of the question.

The 1930s generation inherited the musical anxieties of their predecessors along 
with new concerns. The economic reorganization of the island to the benefit of U.S. 
investors had unraveled the world as they knew it. In the wake of this crisis, Puerto 
Rican intellectuals of the 1930s rewrote their history based on a nostalgia for the 
European patrimony they felt they had lost, reclaiming it as the primary piece of their 
embattled identity. For years afterward, chroniclers of Puerto Rican music took it as a 
historiographical given that the advent of the North American administration of the 
island went hand-in-hand with its musical decline. This truism has been challenged, 
most notably, by Catherine Dower, who has shown that there was a great deal of 
musical activity in Puerto Rico after 1898 (Dower 1983).

Allende-Goitía alleges that there was indeed continued musical vitality in Puerto Rico 
particularly in the municipal bands and their many offshoots. However, he also shows 
why, from the blinkered points of view of Puerto Rico’s musical and intellectual elites, 
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music had indeed declined. There was still no conservatory or enough European-style art 
music. However, Allende-Goitía reads Fernando Callejo against the grain of the latter’s 
own intentions to prove points that would surely have this eminent musician/writer 
spinning in his grave (Callejo 1971 [1914]). Through Callejo, he shows that municipal and 
other public bands were important incubators of future musicians, democratizing access to 
the profession. Imparting literacy as well as musical skills, band leaders moved in a multi-
faceted world in which their students played in a variety of configurations for a variety of 
occasions. Skilled not just in playing European art music but also danzas and danceable 
genres from the Caribbean and North America, constantly updating their repertoire to 
satisfy audience demand, these musicians defied characterizations as classical, popular or 
folkloric. Their versatility challenged the gloomy prognostications of elites bemoaning the 
lack of classical music training, composing, and performance in Puerto Rico.

Through the census, Allende-Goitía also explores the demographics of the community 
of identifiable musicians during the first decades of the twentieth century. For example, 
a large proportion of the musicians were classified as black; a growing percentage were 
women. Musicians were, predictably, increasingly found in the urban areas of the island.

Allende-Goitía is appropriately critical of the limits of his source material. The 
census didn’t take into account those whose primary profession was not music, almost 
half of those in Callejo’s sample and undoubtedly more outside the rarified world 
of what Callejo and his cohorts would consider “real” musicians. Many musicians 
would not self-identify as black, and Allende-Goitía examines period photographs of 
music groups from publications such as Puerto Rico Ilustrado to demonstrate the large 
percentages of black and mulato musicians. Musicians of color were integral to the 
lively public culture of music that continued to exist in Puerto Rico, and not along the 
stereotyped pathways laid out by elites.

Allende-Goitía also circles back to challenge the myopia of elites who practically 
canonized nineteenth-century danza composers such as Juan Morel Campos (himself 
a mulato) while decrying what they felt were “elementos negroides” creeping into the 
modern danza. Allende-Goitía views these despised danzas as proof that the genre 
was still alive: produced, adapted, and enjoyed by people of various racial and class 
backgrounds. Curiously, a study of the dance genres listed on period carnets (dance cards 
carried by women and signed by men who wanted to reserve dances with these women 
at elegant balls) shows that the elite didn’t despise the African American-imbued music 
from their colonizer to the north; some even composed in genres such as the two-step or 
ragtime. As Allende-Goitía notes: “La fuerza de la africanización…venía de adentro, era la 
raza de los mismos compositores e intérpretes lo que era problemático, el flanco abierto 
en la frente de batalla por el alma musical de Puerto Rico” (p. 277).
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One of Allende-Goitía’s concluding points is that the very attitudes manifested 
by Puerto Rico’s turn-of-the-century intellectuals were transmitted to their 1930s 
counterparts, then ossified into the policy of their successors. Although his cut-off 
point is 1940, he suggests in a brief discussion that the entrance of the Partido Popular 
Democrático onto the stage of official political power in that year gave its members the 
ability to actually implement the ideas starting from the plaintive cry for identity in 1929’s 
Índice and developing a decade later into demands for tangible cultural institutions. A 
version of Pedreira’s unexamined paradigm about race, identity, and culture was built 
into the very cornerstones of the official cultural institutions that the Populares began 
to assemble, institutions that are largely still prominent in contemporary Puerto Rico.

De Margarita a El Cumbanchero is a valuable contribution to the ongoing discussion 
of Puerto Rican music and identity, as well as to the intellectual and social history of early 
twentieth-century Puerto Rican music. It poses interesting challenges to the work of 
earlier and even contemporary writers of Puerto Rican music history, and will hopefully 
encourage future researchers to explore largely untapped topics, such as the lives of the 
working female musicians mentioned all-too-briefly in this volume. However, this book 
also poses a paradigmatic problem of its own: In the effort to avoid essentializing a racial 
or ethnic group, do we lose all ability to make useful generalizations? For example, is the 
only thing we can say about Afro-Puerto Ricans’ collective contribution to musical life in 
the early twentieth-century that they were demographically significant, or can we trace 
and describe actual musicological influences on a more than individual basis? If so, what 
would they be? This is a challenge that Allende-Goitía, himself a trained musician and 
composer, should address in future work.

notes

1  Quoted by Allende-Goitía (1992) from Chavier (1906).
2  See Pedreira 1971 [1934].
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Surviving HIV/AIDS in the Inner City: How Resourceful 
Latinas Beat the Odds
By Marie Sabrina Chase 

New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2011
240 pages; $39.95 [cloth]
ISBN: 978-0-813-54892-0
Reviewer: Lorena Garcia, University of Illinois—Chicago

Medical anthropologist Sabrina Marie Chase offers a rich account of HIV-positive 
Puerto Rican women’s experiences in her book, Surviving HIV/AIDS in the Inner 
City: How Resourceful Latinas Beat the Odds. Chase’s primary objective is to highlight 
the structural violence faced by poor urban Puerto Rican women and the ways in 
which they negotiate it in their everyday efforts to live with and manage HIV/AIDS. 
Structural violence, as Chase understands its, refers to challenges stemming from 
historically specific and often economically informed processes and forces that limit 
individual agency, such as poverty, racial/ethnic and gender inequality, crime, and 
illness. Thus, she is observant of the conditions that shape the lives of the women in 
her study, but more importantly, she moves beyond this to analyze how they deal with 
the structural violence that threatens their ability to survive. 

Chase introduces readers to seventeen HIV-positive Puerto Rican women living in 
Newark, New Jersey, and walks us through their daily lives, shedding light on how they 
make sense of their illness, navigate and acquire social services, interact with doctors 
and staff at clinics, and utilize complementary and alternative medicine. Chase provides 
detailed information about the help-seeking strategies of the women she came to know 
during the course of her research gleaned through the qualitative methodological 
approach she adopted for her three-year study. This approach encompassed participant 
observation, unstructured and semi-structured interviews, as well as accompanying 
women to their healthcare appointments. Chase draws on French sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital, social capital, and habitus to analyze how their 
agency emerges and operates in the face of numerous challenges. 

Through her use of Bourdieu’s theoretical frame, Chase shows us variability 
among this particular group of Puerto Rican women. That is, while Chase’s analysis 
reflects an appreciation for how their experiences with HIV/AIDS are informed 
by their location in socially constructed hierarchies, such as those related to race/
ethnicity and gender, she extends our understanding by honing in on social class to 
explain why some HIV-positive Puerto Rican women fare better than others. Chase 
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identifies three distinct groups of women with different levels of cultural and social 
capital: broad cultural and social capital, average cultural and social capital, and 
somewhere in the middle. Women with broad cultural and social capital, according 
to Chase, demonstrate flexibility by going beyond their group-specific social toolkits 
to interact with individuals from social classes and racial/ethnic groups different 
from their own to obtain resources. For instance, these women are able to establish 
pivotal relationships with several white middle-and upper-class professionals, such 
as doctors, because they possess some knowledge about the preferences, values, and 
behaviors of this particular group. Women with average cultural and social capital, on 
the other hand, stay within their own native habitus, or cultural capital, reaching out 
to those they are most familiar with and who share their class-and culture-specific 
worldview, such as friends, family, and neighborhood organizations. And women with 
capital “somewhere in the middle,” are those who are able to cross out of their own 
habitus to establish bonds with at least one to two key individuals who are middle-
class professionals and/or those different from themselves. 

Chase demonstrates that the possession of broad, average, or in-between cultural 
and social capital can determine poor urban women’s ability to surpass barriers to 
access medical and social services, such as medications, transportation, and free 
groceries. Women with broad capital, for instance, more effectively piece together 
critical resources for themselves because they are skilled at learning about agencies 
and building alliances with agency staff. Such was the case for Nini, one of the women 
profiled by Chase, who had acquired knowledge of local agencies that provided free 
groceries that not only included basic Latina/o food staples, such as rice and beans, but 
also delivered groceries to clients’ homes. This knowledge is useful to HIV-positive 
women who cannot easily leave home when grappling with HIV/AIDS-related 
symptoms or medication side effects. 

Chase’s focus on HIV-positive Puerto Rican women’s use of cultural and social 
capital and their help-seeking strategies also contributes new knowledge about the 
relationship between agency and structure. As noted early in the book, it is often 
challenging for social scientists to figure out how not to privilege one over the other 
when portraying poor urban women of color. Chase succeeds in discussing the 
agency of the women in her study without romanticizing them or underestimating 
the structural forces shaping their lives. She makes clear that what is exceptional 
about broad-capital women is their “talent for social shape-shifting…not their mastery 
of white, middle-class cultural capital per se. Their successes emerged from their 
flexibility” (p. 167). The author’s findings about the role that cultural and social capital 
plays in poor women’s ability to enact their agency leaves unanswered why some 
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but not all women in the same community acquire broad capital. She attempts to 
address this toward the end of the book, suggesting factors such as levels of education 
and exposure to institutionalization. But this is not the focus of the book. Scholars 
interested in this area of research can build on Chase’s work to explore in-depth the 
processes by which people sharing similar conditions and backgrounds come to obtain 
and utilize different types of capital. 

The most important question is articulated in the concluding chapter. Chase writes, 
“However, the real question is not whether poor urban women can exercise their 
agency; it is why they must do so to get consistent, high-quality health care” (p. 169). 
Poor HIV-positive women must be resourceful to survive. We learn from their brave 
efforts how our current healthcare system and related social services fail vulnerable 
people living with HIV/AIDS, especially marginalized women of color. This book will 
certainly be of interest to scholars in various disciplines and fields, practitioners, and 
policy makers who are concerned with addressing health disparities and outcomes 
related to race/ethnicity, class, and gender. 

Triangulations: Narrative Strategies  
for Navigating Latino Identity
By David J. Vázquez

Mineapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011
256 pages; $25.00 [paper]
ISBN 978-0-8166-7327-8
Reviewer: Efraín Barradas, University of Florida—Gainesville

David J. Vázquez, como otros estudiosos, ha notado la sorprendente abundancia de 
textos de tonos autobiográficos en la literatura latinoestadounidense o latina. Por ello 
Vázquez habla del “frequent — almost obsessive — use of autobiographical forms” (p. 
189) en este cuerpo literario. Esta sencilla pero contundente observación es el punto de 
partida y, a la vez, la conclusión de su libro, Triangulations. Y esta observación lo lleva 
a la pregunta central de su obra: ¿por qué esta abundancia entre escritores latinos de 
textos que caben dentro del amplio parámetro de las narrativas del yo? De esa pregunta 
se desprenden lógicamente otras que lo llevan a escribir unas densas doscientas páginas 
en las que explora el tema en detalle y ofrece excelentes ejemplos de cómo funciona este 
género literario en textos representativos de las letras de algunos grupos latinos. 
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Esas doscientas páginas de Triangulations se compone de una introducción, cuatro 
capítulos y lo que el autor llama conclusión, pero que, en verdad, funciona como otro 
capítulo más. En la introducción el autor presenta la teoría que le servirá para estudiar 
los textos que selecciona como ejemplos de narrativas del yo latinoestadounidenses. 
Vázquez propone una idea sencilla e ingeniosa para explicar este fenómeno: el autor o 
la autora latina al construir un texto autobiográfico, como un viejo marinero, construye 
una carta de navegación a base de tres puntos—de ahí el título del libro—que le 
permiten navegar por el mar inhóspito de la cultura dominante o de la propia cultura 
latina que le impone una identidad, identidad que se convierte en uno de los puntos 
del triángulo de su estrategia para crear una nueva y personal que, en muchos casos, 
es representación de la colectiva. Para dibujar ese mapa, la autora o el autor latino 
niega las identidades impuestas de antemano y su labor culmina en la propuesta de 
una nueva forma de definirse como persona y como grupo. En todos los casos que 
estudia Vázquez hay tres puntos que entran en juego y le sirven al autor o la autora para 
negociar esa nueva identidad que crea por medio de su narrativa del yo. Tras el erudito 
vocabulario crítico que Vázquez emplea para presentar su teoría se esconde un sencillo 
proceso dialéctico que reproduce el ya conocido mestizaje cultural que define a toda 
nueva cultura. No por ello sus ideas dejan de ser ingeniosas y útiles. No me cabe duda 
de que estas primeras páginas de Triangulation, como la totalidad del libro, servirán de 
inspiración y modelo a otros críticos.

En los cuatro capítulos que componen el cuerpo del libro Vázquez nos presenta las 
obras que analiza y que le sirven para probar su tesis central: textos de Ernesto Galarza 
y de Jesús Colón en el primer capítulo, de Piri Thomas y de Oscar “Zeta” Acosta, en el 
segundo, de John Rechy y de Judith Ortiz Cofer en el tercero, y termina en el cuarto 
con varias novelas de Julia Álvarez. La conclusión, como ya apuntaba, en verdad es 
otro capítulo de análisis dedicado a otra novela, Caramelo (2002) de Sandra Cisneros. 

Son innovadores y de gran interés la contraposición y el contraste que Vázquez 
establece en casi todos los capítulos del libro entre autores de distintos grupos 
latinoestadounidenses. Pero si observamos la lista de los estudiados, de inmediato nos 
damos cuenta de una de las fallas del libro: reduce sus ejemplos a textos de escritores 
chicanos, boricuas y dominicanos. Y, a partir de esta nómina que no incluye ejemplos 
de todos los grupos, propone su teoría sobre el predominio de las narrativas del yo 
en toda la literatura latina. Cabe de inmediato preguntarse: ¿por qué excluir a los 
cubano-americanos? ¿No es esto un caso de manipulación de la evidencia que se ofrece 
para probar la tesis central del libro? ¿Es que la literatura de los cubano-americanos 
no privilegia este tipo de texto? Un examen somero de ésta prueba que los textos 
de tonos autobiográficos son tan frecuentes entre los escritores cubano-americanos 
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como entre los otros grupos de latinoestadounidenses. Libros ya canónicos de Gustavo 
Pérez Firmat, de Emilio Bejel y de Achy Obejas, entre muchísimos otros, prueban el 
punto; éstos, además, podrían servir para teorizar aún más el problema central de su 
libro. Quizás el autor vea mayores semejanzas entre los grupos seleccionados y por 
ello centra su atención en éstos, pero de todas formas, si se habla de literatura latina 
en término amplios, es necesario ofrecer una muestra más representativa que la que 
sirve de base para probar su tesis. Esto es particularmente necesario en un momento 
cuando aún estamos estableciendo los parámetros que se emplearán para definir este 
cuerpo literario. Vázquez nunca encara ni justifica la ausencia de escritores cubano-
americanos, ausencia que se convierte en una de las fallas centrales de su obra.

El segundo problema que se hace evidente tras la lectura de unas cuantas páginas 
de este libro es que el autor entiende el concepto de narrativa del yo—hoy preferimos 
ese término al de autobiografía—de manera muy laxa. Aunque los teóricos del género 
han demostrado que el impulso autobiográfico se puede dar en textos narrativos 
que aparentemente se alejan radicalmente de la tradicional autobiografía, hay que 
ser muy generosos para admitir como propiamente narrativas del yo todos los que 
Vázquez escoge como prueba para su tesis. A pesar de ello, no cabe duda de que todos 
los libros seleccionados como ejemplos tienen elementos autobiográficos y, sobre 
todo, que Vázquez es un crítico agudo y capaz que logra sacar de los que estudia 
ideas innovadoras e importante para entender críticamente ese cuerpo que llamamos 
literatura latinoestadounidense.

Podríamos dedicar un mayor número de páginas a exponer en detalles estos dos 
problemas centrales que vemos en el texto y que someramente hemos apuntado; se 
podrían señalar otras fallas, menores; también, se podría expandir los ejemplos de los 
innegables logros del libro de Vázquez, de los cuales sólo hemos hablado en términos 
generales, pero que no por ello ni se niegan ni se disminuyen. Pero creo que lo dicho 
hasta ahora resume y le hace justicia al libro, texto que caerá en manos de lectores 
especializados que podrán confirmar o negar la veracidad de mi síntesis de sus ideas 
y los problemas que hallo en su argumentación. Prefiero dedicar, en cambio, el resto 
de mi comentario a exponer un concepto que subyace en el texto de Vázquez y que lo 
marca y que marca, también y sobre todo, al amplio campo de la literatura latina.

A este importante punto llegué por un pequeño pero revelador detalle que 
hallé en Triangulations. En el capítulo que Vázquez dedica en parte al estudio 
de la novela autobiográfica de Piri Thomas, Down These Mean Street (1967), se 
detiene, con toda razón, en la problemática relación del personaje/autor con las 
mujeres y los homosexuales, lo que el autor correctamente llama “his uncritical 
acceptance of heterosexism and patriarchy” (p. 81). No cabe duda que hay pasajes 
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del libro de Thomas construidos a partir de una visión machista y, sobre todo, 
homofóbica; la misma le sirve a Vázquez para explorar serias contradicciones 
ideológicas en el personaje y, por extensión, en el autor mismo. ¿Y, bien, por qué 
considero como una grave falla de Vázquez este enjundioso pasaje crítico de su 
libro? ¿Por qué esta falla me sirve para hablar de uno de los problemas centrales 
en el estudio de la literatura latinoestadounidense? 

El comentario de Vázquez sobre Down These Mean Street es acertado e iluminador; 
no cabe duda de ello. Pero el examen de la bibliografía de su libro revela la ausencia 
del artículo de Arnaldo Cruz Malavé que estudia la homofobia en la autobiografía 
novelada de Thomas: “What a Tangled Web!: Masculinidad, abyección y la fundación 
de la literatura puertorriqueña en los Estados Unidos” (1997). Una lectura del texto de 
Cruz Malavé hace más que claro que este crítico ya había estudiado el mismo problema 
en el texto de Thomas y había llegado a conclusiones parecidas a las que llega Vázquez. 
Éste, por ello, lo que verdaderamente hace es volver al mismo tema, como si nadie 
hubiera descubierto ya esas interesantes contradicciones en Thomas, sencillamente 
porque desconoce el importante trabajo de Cruz Malavé. Y el problema no es que 
Vázquez meramente ignore una ficha bibliográfica, por importante que ésta sea —y la 
de Cruz Malavé lo es, y mucho—, sino que ignora por completo toda la crítica sobre la 
literatura latinoestadounidenses escrita en español. Más aún, su exclusión de los textos 
en esta lengua no se limita a la crítica sino a los de creación mismos. 

Esta es hoy— quizás no lo sea en el futuro— una gravísima falta— imperdonable— 
para un estudioso de la literatura latina. Pero, desafortunadamente, no es una 
falla sólo de Vázquez; es un patrón que se da con demasiada frecuencia: algunos 
estudiosos de la literatura latinoestadounidense piensan que con sólo manejar los 
textos en inglés basta y sobra. Por ello deciden ignorar que hay una parte importante 
de esa literatura escrita en español y su práctica crítica declara, aunque así no lo 
diga, que lo que los estudiosos que escriben en esa lengua nada tienen que decir y 
que por ello se puede escribir un erudito libro sobre la literatura latina sin tomar en 
consideración la realidad bilingüe de ésta y de parte importante de la crítica que la 
estudia. Esta grave falla probablemente se deba a la incorporación del estudio de la 
literatura latinoestadounidense a los departamentos de inglés en las universidades 
norteamericanas. (Vázquez mismo enseña en el de la Universidad de Oregón.) 
Esta tendencia hace de los estudios latinos una subdivisión de los “American 
Studies” y esta visión va mucho más allá de un mero detalle en el organigrama del 
sistema administrativo universitario. Así es porque esta visión del estudio de la 
literatura latina fomenta en el mismo el principio del monolingüismo, principio que 
usualmente lleva a ignorar todo lo que no sea escrito en inglés.



Book Reviews  •  187centro journal • volume xxiv • number i • 2012

Hay que hacer muy claro aquí—y así enfáticamente lo hago—que en ningún sentido 
postulo ni propongo que el español sea el rasgo definidor de la literatura latina. Muy 
lejos estamos de esa visión errada, visión que Vázquez tampoco comparte, como hace 
evidente en una reveladora nota al calce:

I am not suggesting Spanish as a delimiter of Latino/a identity—a view that imagines 

Latina/os as immigrants. In fact, many English-dominant Latina/os (including myself) 

are vital community members. (p. 213)

Tanto Vázquez como yo sabemos muy bien que el español no define las letras latinas. 
Aunque esto es cierto, el empleo de esta lengua no se puede asociar exclusivamente 
con la identidad del latino como emigrante, como peligrosamente sugiere Vázquez 
en esta reveladora nota que tiene un cierto elemento autobiográfico. (Su aseveración 
no deja de recordarme el prejuiciado dictamen de un juez tejano que le decía a una 
madre que hablarle en español a su niña implicaba predisponerla para que fuera una 
sirvienta más…) La historia—ejemplos tomados de la cultura chicana vendrían muy a 
propósito aquí—y la realidad actual así lo prueban ya que hay comunidades latinas que 
han mantenido por un largo periodo esa lengua como su medio de comunicación y de 
creación. También hay que tener presente que los orígenes de esa literatura se halla en 
obras escritas en español y que, a pesar del dominio cultural y social del inglés, no se 
puede descartar esta otra lengua como uno de los componentes de la literatura latina, 
aunque no sea la principal ni la que la define. En el momento—y quién sabe hasta 
cuándo—nuestra realidad es bilingüe, aunque Vázquez así parece ignorarlo. 

Quizás con el tiempo las letras latinoestadounidenses se incorporen a las de la 
cultura dominante y, por ende, en el futuro nuestros escritores sólo escriban en inglés. 
Muy probablemente así sea ya que los patrones de asimilación lingüística pronostican 
con certeza que ese será futuro para el español entre los latinos. Pero, aunque nuestras 
comunidades van perdiendo poco a poco su lengua original, el constante flujo de nuevos 
emigrantes asegura que aun hay una porción significativa de la población latina que 
emplea el español para la comunicación y para la creación. Por ello y por el momento, 
no somos monolingües. Más aún, parte del mérito y del sentido más radicales de la 
literatura latina es que va en contra del poder hegemónico de la cultura dominante y 
se escribe en español o en una mezcla de español e inglés o en un inglés que sólo se 
puede entender bien si se sabe español, como el mismo Vázquez apunta en el caso de 
Sandra Cisneros y como se puede constatar ejemplarmente en la narrativa de Junot 
Díaz. (¿Cómo entender y explicar, por ejemplo, un término como “perejiling” si no se 
sabe español y se conoce la historia dominicana?) Muchos de los más altos logros de 
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la literatura latina residen en ese mestizaje lingüístico que le permite innovar y hacer 
malabarismos con el inglés, la lengua de la cultura dominante. Por ello, en este momento, 
todos los estudiosos de la literatura latina en los Estados Unidos tienen que manejar las 
dos lenguas para tener un cuadro completo y preciso de la misma. El estudioso de esta 
literatura tiene que conocer toda la producción creativa y crítica que se produce en ese 
complejo sistema lingüístico y cultural que le ofrece al autor una hibridez lingüística y 
no lo limita al inglés de la cultura dominante. Ignorar todo ese mundo que hoy es parte 
de la literatura latina es la más grave falla de este libro de Vázquez. (Y es en verdad una 
pena porque el autor tiene madera de buen crítico.) Pero el problema se agrava aún 
más cuando recordamos que la falla no es sólo suya sino de todo el sistema académico 
norteamericano donde el monolingüismo intenta dominar hasta en un campo que hasta 
el momento hay que definirlo como bilingüe o lingüísticamente híbrido y cuyo aporte 
mayor está precisamente en ese mestizaje de lengua y de cultura.
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Jorge Duany is one of the few scholars whose works are read as eagerly on the island of 
Puerto Rico as they are in the academia of the continental United States. His latest book, 
Blurred Borders, cements his standing as a well-balanced, well-informed, and leading 
commentator on migration for peoples of the Hispanic Caribbean. In this volume of 
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ten chapters with introduction and conclusion, he compares and contrasts the im/
migration from the island peoples of Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico. 
His contextualizing approach considers not just those who arrive on distant shores 
but also how their initial leaving and frequent returning have generated cultural and 
political effects upon each of these island societies. As he states in the introduction:       
“…form, frequency, and intensity of transnationalism largely hinges on the nature of 
the relationship between sending and receiving societies” (p. 7). The book is a virtual 
tour-de-force that will be cited by virtually every scholar in Puerto Rican and Latin 
American studies, because it advances scholarship beyond the confines that has made 
these peoples islands unto themselves, and presents the Caribbean as an archipelago in 
both geographical and historical terms.  

Meriting special praise is the book’s graphic classification of the types of 
transnational migration for the three peoples (Table C: 1, p. 230). This table at the end 
of the book is the “pot of gold at the end of rainbow” for those who read each of the 
chapters for Duany’s careful exploration of these similarities and differences.

Duany’s methodological approach is also to be praised. His presentation of 
the contemporary statistical data is made compelling by his description of “the 
human face” of the real life experience. His is the classic marriage of sociology 
with anthropology that matches generalized data about social behavior with 
on-site observation, weaving together these separate strands. The result is a richly 
textured fabric of culture, politics, history, economics, and migration trends that 
faithfully images the complex reality of the peoples of the Hispanic Caribbean. 
Even if readers disagree with some aspect of Duany’s assessment or notice a lack 
of evenness on certain topics, they cannot help but admire the fashion of his design 
for covering so much diversity.

Each of the ten chapters of the book is derived from a previous publication, a 
familiar route to book-writing in today’s world of internet scholarship. But to avoid the 
disjointed product that often comes from this kind of cut-and-paste publishing, Duany 
has generously provided an introduction to each chapter that helps the reader integrate 
the different articles into the larger vision of the book. These brief introductions serve 
as couplings that preserve the direction of the entire book, much like railroad cars 
carrying different cargo are coupled together, drawn by the locomotive. This approach 
makes the volume of special utility for classroom use. 

The introduction to the book makes the important point that the nation-state is not 
the natural limit of the modern world (p. 9) and that the proper focus for transnational 
migration should be the people. Early on, Duany makes the mandatory excursion into 
self-revelation (pp. 10–6) that is common in contemporary academia. But rather than 
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a painful self-flagellation on the altar of post-modernism, Duany presents his personal 
history dispassionately: he is a Cuban-born transplant to Puerto Rico who has written 
extensively about Dominicans after studying in the United States. He makes the case 
that he better understands each nation’s peoples because his personal life has led him to 
constantly compare and contrast his different experiences of Caribbean identity.

One has to admire the impartiality that Duany exhibits towards the competing 
terminologies current in the study of each of these peoples and inherent in his 
multidisciplinary method. For instance, he exercises due diligence in explaining the 
history and use of rival terms like hybridization, creolization, syncretism, bricolage, 
modernization, and globalization (pp. 19–23). After exploring the advantages and 
disadvantages for each term, he establishes the logic of his own preferences without 
denigrating the value of other studies that produced rival labeling.

In this regard, I can offer a special comment on how he uses the concept of the 
Great Puerto Rican Migration (pp. 25ff, 37, et passim). He uses this term as well as 
“Pioneer” (p. 48) and “Revolving Door Migration” (pp. 53–4, 232), attributing them 
to Fordham sociologist, Clara Rodriguez, from her 1989 book on Puerto Ricans in the 
USA (p. 51). We should acknowledge our pioneers. However, Clara Rodriguez took 
both concepts from the 1982 book, The Minority Report, which carried the chapter 
“Puerto Ricans in the States: A Struggle for Identity,” written by su servidor and Ana 
María Díaz when she was still “Ramírez” (Stevens-Arroyo and Díaz-Ramírez 1982). 

I make this point to strengthen the case for Duany’s multidisciplinary approach. 
Stevens-Arroyo and Díaz-Stevens coined the label, “The Puerto Rican Great Migration” 
to describe the eighteen-year period from 1946 to 1964. Because most demographers 
at that time had used the decennial census data, Puerto Rican migration statistics 
usually had treated each decade separately, making the 1950s the decade of huge out-
migration from Puerto Rico to the United States, but ending abruptly in the 1960s. By 
using cultural, social, and political data to connect the last four years of the 1940s and 
the first four years of the 1960s to the numbers for Puerto Rican migration, however, 
we found that the take-off in migration began with the end of the Second World 
War and the emergent hegemony of the Popular Democratic Party and Luis Muñoz 
Marín. Conversely, the Great Puerto Rican Migration ended when Muñoz left the 
governorship in 1964. Combined with the changes in U.S. immigration reform that 
allowed massive influx from Mexico, the Dominican Republic, and other parts of 
the Western Hemisphere in 1965, the status of Puerto Ricans as “new comers” was 
permanently altered. Civil Rights’ legislation and the money given for the political 
organization of minority groups under Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty were other 
significant political and social events that radically refocused Puerto Ricans in the 
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United States on politics here at the very time that the island began an enduring 
search for a replacement for Muñoz, Operation Bootstrap, and the Commonwealth 
status. Those changed conditions set the stage for the “Revolving Door Migration” 
in and out of New York and to other places like Central Florida and the Poconos in 
Northeast Pennsylvania. The migration from Puerto Rico did not cause the Civil Rights 
Movement, the War on Poverty or the changes in the immigration law. Rather, these 
events shaped the migration and dictated its development. 

In sum, demographic numbers are best understood as results from interaction with 
significant cultural changes, political currents, community movements, and an altered 
socio-economic scenario. In an ever-intense interaction, each aspect affects the others. 
Hispanic Caribbean identity, then, can be seen as the result of these factors as they 
impact people in their daily lives. As Duany correctly states in his introduction as cited 
above, the study of migration is not about demographic numbers or election results, 
but about people. 

Blurred Borders demonstrates that Jorge Duany has advanced this kind multi-
layered analysis for Cubans, Dominicans, and Puerto Ricans, by examining “la banda 
allí y la banda allá.” This is an approach devoutly to be wished upon all in academia: 
the constant and ecumenical evolution of many different insights into a coherent body 
of knowledge that is based on proven premises. 

Given the genesis of the book, it is understandable that some chapters, such as the 
second (on transnationalism as a concept), the fifth (on Puerto Ricans in Orlando), and 
the tenth (on Dominicans in Puerto Rico) are the easiest to characterize as scholarly 
research findings. Others, like the sixth and seventh (both on Cuban migration) are 
more speculative, extrapolating from previous research. This might disappoint those 
expecting each chapter to be of the same type. However, when looking for insights 
rather than perfection, this volume must be ranked high up on the scale. 

The overall presentation of the book by the University of North Carolina Press is 
noteworthy. The cover is colorful and attractive, the type font is pleasing to the eye, 
the index and bibliography are complete, and there are no typos worth mentioning.  

Without dampening the praise, a few issues can be mentioned as directions for 
future analysis. For instance, the economy of Puerto Rico has been based on certain 
presumptions about the island’s colonial status as a guarantee for entry into the United 
States’ market place and as haven for its investments. Now that the majority of Puerto 
Ricans live in the fifty states and that return migration to the island is becoming less 
attractive, however, it can be asked if a new stage of Puerto Rican migration has begun.

I also found the repeated reference to religious observance as a touchstone of national 
identity to be intriguing. The celebration of the Three Kings Day (pp. 124, 126, 128, 



192  •  Book Reviews centro journal • volume xxiv • number i • 2012

131), writes Duany, becomes proof of Puerto Rican national identity among many of his 
respondents. This information that reflects similar loyalties to national “Madonnas” for 
Cubans (Caridad del Cobre) and Dominicans (Altagracia). I can testify that maintaining 
these loyalties within the churches of the United States did not just “happen.” There 
was a conscious decision by ecclesiastical leaders to adapt these traditional feast days 
to what is called “pastoral praxis.” Moreover, the Great Puerto Rican Migration—as 
also the Cuban Exodus and the Dominican wave—were studied by church officials in 
regions, leading to a strategy of transnational ministry based on sociological principles. 
These pastoral innovations included: training non-Hispanic church personnel in the 
language and culture of the places of origin; making community-building resources 
available, including faith-based social services engaged with government programs; and 
sponsoring language and cultural preservation organizations. All these efforts of a half-
century are well documented and are accessible in the considerable literature on Latino 
religion. While a book author does not have to say everything to say something, the role 
of religion merits greater attention in such studies, especially because the churches seem 
to have outlived many militant political and cultural movements.

In conclusion, Blurred Borders is a comparative analysis of the Hispanic Caribbean and 
the United States that both answers existing questions as well as raises new ones. Read it. 
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In this book, Tony Castanha tries to establish a connection and a mostly unadulterated 
physical and cultural continuity between the pre-Columbian indigenous population 
of Puerto Rico and those individuals on the island and within the Diaspora who claim 
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an exclusive or privileged indigenous or “Taíno” identity. In this endeavor, Castanha 
is generally unsuccessful because the evidence is either lacking or is presented in an 
unconvincing manner. The title of the book is therefore inappropriate because pure-
blooded Taínos (100 percent Amerindian mix) became extinct probably by the late 
sixteenth or early seventeenth century as survivors mixed biologically and culturally 
with Spaniards, Africans, and others who came to Puerto Rico in the succeeding decades 
and centuries.

Castanha claims that his “work is an attempt to draw on alternative sources of 
written and oral information to allow most importantly, the indigenous Caribbean voice 
to speak and to be better recognized, for this voice has remained silent for too long” (p. 
1). Unwittingly, the last part of this statement reveals the very serious limitations of his 
approach to the subject matter. Castanha has not been able to locate the indigenous 
voice of the sixteenth to early twentieth centuries except (on those very rare occasions) 
when it has been filtered by the Spaniards, Anglo-Americans, and other Westerners. 
He is therefore obliged to focus on the very problematic voices of the more articulate 
leaders, activists, or spokespersons of the contemporary Taíno revival movement 
among Puerto Ricans, along with a few of their supporters in academia and elsewhere.

In a section on “mythmaking” (pp. 21–50), Castanha relies on academic sources that 
he would otherwise reject to show that modern scholars who claim that the Taínos 
became extinct in the sixteenth century have been allegedly misled or duped by the 
deliberate lies and distorted accounts of the chroniclers and officials of the Spanish 
colonial period and should therefore not be trusted. However, when it comes to stories 
that are told to him by Taíno revivalists, his consistent reaction is to accept them at face 
value with little or no reservation.

His sources among the contemporary storytellers can be bizarre. In addition to 
the Taíno revivalists that he interviews among “elders,” artisans and residents of the 
interior regions of Puerto Rico (the alleged traditional homeland of indigenous people 
since the late sixteenth century), he relies heavily on a few individuals he deems are 
experts on the history of the island and its peoples. An important source among these 
alleged experts is a mysterious fellow by the name of Oki Lamourt-Valentín, who is 
described as a “Carib…scholar” and “preeminent linguist of the native language of 
the island,” who also “was basically ostracized by the academy…because his work and 
views did not conform to the main academic line” (pp. xiv-xv, 17).

As a result of the reliance on Lamourt-Valentín, Castanha’s book is peppered with 
false or crudely exaggerated claims, as revealed by the following quotations: 

1.  “We are Jibaro.” “We are Indians.” “We are Caribs.” “…and refer to ourselves as, 
within the context of a nationality, ‘Boricuas’” (pp. xiii, xiv).
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2.  “We (the Taíno) were a great empire” (p. 51).
3.  “[T]he Spaniards were astounded at the major civilization they had 

encountered.” “This was a major civilization.” “It freaked the Spanish out” (p. 
73). “They [the Spaniards] were kicked out of all the major islands. They only 
had Havana and the western part of Cuba.” He claims that the Spanish had 
only “two or three trade outposts” in Santo Domingo and makes no mention of 
Puerto Rico in this regard (p. 73).

4.  “…the commercial language in Borikén was never Spanish. Spanish was a 
secondary language” (p. 73).

These claims are accepted and are often followed by those of Castanha, who fails to 
support them with proper citations, or no citations at all. They are also hurled at the 
reader with considerable frequency throughout the book in a crude effort to convince 
the uninformed reader of their alleged truthfulness. Castanha’s claims include the 
following:

1.  “…there were and are many ‘white Indians’ on the island, as well as throughout 
the Americas (both pre- and post European contact)” (p. 93).

2.  “Mestizos,” “pardos libres,” and “Jibaros” are all “Indians” in actuality (pp. xv, xvi, 
6, 49, 78, 80, 88, 124). 

3.  “…the people called themselves (Jibaro) before the Europeans arrived…” (p. xv). 
4.  “…there could have been well over two hundred thousand Indian inhabitants 

present in Borikén in the late eighteenth century” (p. 80).1

5.  “…when Abbad y Lasierra penned in 1788 that ‘mulatos’ on the island comprised 
the largest segment of the population, he was unwittingly referring to mestizo 
Indian people” (p. 79).

6.  “a majority of the population in Bolivia is made up of indigenous peoples, this is 
also the case in Borikén” (p. 124).

Castanha also articulates exaggerated claims about the “presence” or “survival” of 
Indian communities in Puerto Rico’s mountainous interior regions throughout the 
period from the sixteenth to the late nineteenth century (pp.10, 18–9, 49, 61–2, 64, 65, 
74, 74–80).2 He also admits that the years from the 1530s to1776 and again from 1808 
to the 1860s were periods of “silence” for the alleged Indians of interior Puerto Rico, 
but he also claims that this was a period of indigenous “passive resistance” because the 
Indians were ignored, or they forced the Spaniards to ignore them (pp. 2, 19, 53, 54, 63, 
67, 133–4 and chapter 4 in general). 

Castanha’s use of mainstream academic and journalistic sources are problematic as 
well. On the one hand, he repeatedly accuses academics of indulging in a conspiracy to 
erase the history of “Indian survival” (pp. 1, 3, 11, 17, 612), but he has no qualms about 
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accepting academic and journalistic sources that support his claims. Yet, even in these 
cases, the sources are poorly used, or they are employed in a  crudely manipulative or 
pseudo-scholarly manner.3 The impressionistic study of Puerto Ricans published by 
journalist Stan Steiner in 1974, an important source for Taíno revivalists, is a case in 
point . However, it’s not clear that Steiner actually believed that there were still Indians 
in Puerto Rico when he wrote his book. As a journalist, he reported on the claims that 
were made by “the storyteller” or the “old Jibaro” when he visited the interior of the 
island, but he makes no definitive statement on whether there were actual Indians 
in Puerto Rico.4 Castanha and other Taíno revivalists also fail to quote a passage by 
Steiner that undermines one their major claims:

In the early years of slavery, it was the Jelofe (Wolof) tribesmen of Senegal who 

were most often shipped to Puerto Rico…. It was the Jelofes who led the way into the 

mountains, to freedom, where they joined the Borinqueños in their hidden caves and 

villages…. As a tribal people, the Jelofes and the Borinqueños lived in somewhat similar 

ways. They had common beliefs. They knew similar trees and gods and spirits. They ate 

roots and fruits that were familiar, for both were men and women of the tropics. So they 

understood one another better than either understood the behavior of the Europeans…. 

The African men on the island outnumbered the black women by four to one; so it was 

natural that these men sought Indian women as lovers. And the children born of these 

matings created the strongest bonds between the slaves and the Indians. (pp. 56–7)

In contradiction to this statement, Castanha and other Taíno revivalists have 
claimed that the supposedly “small” numbers of Africans and impoverished Spaniards 
who joined the Taínos in the mountainous interior of Puerto Rico in the sixteenth 
century, or who migrated into these regions in the decades and centuries that followed, 
were “absorbed” by a supposedly much larger indigenous population. They also assert 
that the Africans and Spaniards who migrated into the interior of the island adopted 
the indigenous culture and became Indians as a result (pp. 7, 8, 10, 109–12, 117–19, 132, 
136). Steiner clearly does not see it this way and Castanha fails to provide convincing 
evidence to support such a claim.

This assertion is related to a viewpoint that sees ethnic mixture, biological and 
cultural hybridity, and creolization among Puerto Ricans and other Caribbean 
Latinos/as as an impossibility despite the repeated admission that biological and 
cultural mixing has in fact taken place (pp. xiii, 6, 8, 9, 14, 46–7, 52, 112, 135). According 
to Castanha and other Taíno revivalists, everything non-indigenous has been absorbed 
into the indigenous and rendered invisible or unimportant as a result (e.g., pp. 109–12). 
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This allows them to claim a privileged or exclusive Taíno identity and to minimize or 
erase the real biological and cultural contributions of Africans, Spaniards, and others. 

In this regard, and not cited by Castanha, are the results of twelve genetic 
“autosomal” or “admixture mapping” tests published since 2004 that show 
that Puerto Ricans and Dominicans on average are ethnic hybrids who are 
overwhelmingly of European and African background. The combined averages of 
the twelve tests show that Puerto Ricans are 61.7 percent European, 21.7 percent 
African, and only 16.8 percent Amerindian. The results for Dominicans also 
confirm the long-term creolization of this population with results from a single 
study showing that Dominicans are 46.8 percent European, 41.7 percent African, 
and only 11.5 percent Amerindian.5

The specific references to indigenous cultural survival in Puerto Rico are also vague 
or skimpy in Castanha’s book, despite their alleged importance for claims of a Taíno 
indigeneity. References are made in a limited and self-serving way to the persistence of 
pre-Columbian agricultural practices, the cultivation of “ñame, yuca” and “batata,” the 
use of “plants for herbal and medicinal purposes,” and the continued adherence to certain 
religious practices and ceremonials (pp. 8, 9, 109–12, 117–9, 136). However, the plants, 
animals, and much of the culture introduced by Spaniards and others, beginning in the 
sixteenth century, are minimized in Castanha’s narrative, due to his rigid ideological 
rejection of hybridity or creolization. For example, the reader is not informed that 
plantains, bananas, mangoes were introduced from the outside and consumed by islanders 
everywhere during the Spanish colonial period. Nor is the reader informed that chickens, 
pigs, and goats were introduced into island society during the same period or that tools and 
other implements of foreign origin were adopted by the islanders, and so on and so forth.

Castanha would have us believe that the economy and culture of the alleged 
Indians of Puerto Rico’s interior and elsewhere was essentially the Taíno of the pre-
Columbian period with only minor outside linguistic and religious influences, and 
that this alleged reality prevailed without significant change for some 400 years from 
the 1530s to the early 1900s. Castanha would also have us believe that DNA testing 
is no longer important compared to a demonstration of “cultural continuity,” even 
though he and other Taíno revivalists enthusiastically embraced and exaggerated the 
findings of earlier and relatively insignificant research that showed that 61 percent of 
Puerto Ricans had traces of mitochondrial DNA.6 An individual interviewed for the 
book by the name of “Isabel” exemplifies the position that Castanha and other Taíno 
revivalists now take with regard to this issue. After admitting that there is significant 
African ancestry in her family tree, Isabel is quoted as saying that regardless, “all of 
[my ancestors] are Taíno, no matter what” (p. 112).7
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Despite Castanha’s efforts to rewrite the history of the indigenous in Puerto Rico as 
a result of interviews with “contemporary Taínos,” his speculation on their “survival” 
over the centuries, and his charge that academics and others have tried to suppress their 
“true” history, the general consensus on this issue still prevails as originally articulated 
by historian, Salvador Brau at the beginning of the twentieth century (1904, 1907). 
Pure-blooded Taínos (100 percent Amerindian mix) were decimated in the sixteenth 
century as a result of disease, enslavement, and war with the Spaniards. An unknown 
but probably small number of Taínos most likely survived in the mountainous interior 
regions and elsewhere into the seventeenth century. But these pure-blooded Taínos 
eventually became extinct biologically by mixing physically and culturally with Africans, 
Europeans, and others who came to Puerto Rico during the decades and centuries that 
followed to produce the hybrid, creolized population and culture we know today.

NOTES

1  Castanha and other Taíno revivalists who claim that there were hundreds or even thousands 
of pure-blooded or mixed Indians living in the interior of Puerto Rico in the eighteenth century 
need to take into consideration the motivation behind Field Marshal Alejandro O’Reilly’s 
1765 survey of the island. In the aftermath of the Seven Years War with England (1756–1763), 
Spanish royal officials, such as O’Reilly, were sent to the American colonies to report on the 
natural resources, commercial activities, the status of colonial populations, and on other issues 
of concern to the royal government in a concerted effort to encourage economic development, 
maximize labor utilization, and increase revenues for the state. There was seemingly no 
motivation or reason to conceal the existence of a Native American population in Puerto Rico 
during this period. The same can also be said of Abbad y Lasierra’s survey a decade later. The 
reader can find a summary of O’Reilly’s census in Abbad y Lasierra (2002: 378–80).
2  Contrary to Castanha’s assumptions, the surviving allegedly isolated Indian populations of 
interior Puerto Rico were probably decimated through diseases that also struck the indigenous 
people controlled by the Spaniards. According to recent and not-so-recent research, this is what 
apparently happened in southeastern North America and also in the Inca Empire and other 
regions prior to the arrival of the Europeans. In a number of instances, the spread of epidemics 
by diffusion from one Native American group to another preceded the arrival of the Europeans 
in particular regions; however, there is a debate on this issue with regard to North America. For 
the Inca Empire and southeastern North America, see Alchon (2003: 75, 93), Cook (1998: 72–3, 
76–83, 154–62), and Hays (2010: 76). For a critique of this issue with regard to southeastern 
North America, see Kelton (2007: Chapter 2).
3  Castanha tends to rely on old publications by Adalberto López (1980), Loida Figueroa (1978), 
Stan Steiner (1974), and Juan Angel Silén (1971), among others. To a much lesser degree, he 
also cites more recent scholars, such as Samuel M. Wilson (1997), and Fernando Picó (in a 
contradictory manner, 2006). In all instances, Castanha seems to suggest that the authors of 
these works support the idea of indigenous survival, which is not the case.
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4  Although Steiner makes no definitive statement on this issue, the book publisher included 
an image of a young woman by the photographer, Geno Rodríguez, that includes the caption “a 
contemporary Indian girl from Jayuya” (see pictures after p. 110).
5  A recent study that also supports previous research shows that Puerto Ricans on average are 63.7 
percent European, 21.2 percent African, and only 15.2 percent Native American. See Via et al. (2011).
6  See Castanha’s misinterpretation of the findings published in 2005 by Martínez-Cruzado and 
his team on pp. 15, 49, 66, and 135.
7  A Taíno revivalist version and application of the racist “one drop” rule utilized in the United 
States against African Americans has also been articulated on the internet. See the comment by 
“Cacique Coquí” that “one drop” of Taíno blood is sufficient for membership in a “Taíno” tribe 
in Haslip-Viera (2008: 230) 
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This stimulating book takes us on a meditative but also curiously pragmatic 
ethnographic journey into the “drama of divination and magic rituals” as intimately 
experienced and reflected upon by the author ten years after her fieldwork in Puerto 
Rico. It traverses through the haunting closeness of the phenomenology of the 
“corporeal spirituality of brujería” (p. 1), defined as “witch healing,” to recapture the 
elusive and intense experiential space shared by healers and their participants. As she 
relives the taped interviews and re-creates her fieldwork notes, Romberg treats us 
to an ongoing process of self-observation and questioning of her own transformative 
process. For example, she wonders if the time distance from the original experience 
will affect her perception and attempt to provide “important ethnographic clues” of 
the spiritists’ healing dramas, and privileges the reader to relive some of the author’s 
own engaged experiences of the healing dramas and their irrepressible after-effects 
years later. On one occasion, she found herself mindlessly lighting a candle in memory 
of one who had passed. Seemingly, she too yearned for a transcendence that eluded 
erasure while asserting its captivating memory. 

Moreover, throughout this book of six chapters (and an Introduction and 
Epilogue), we are treated to a host of anthropological, socio-historical, philosophical, 
psychoanalytic, literary, and other references that infuse the work with rigor and 
amplitude, making for very challenging reading. Romberg observes, theorizes, 
analyzes, deconstructs gestures, actions, meanings. She is variously a scholar, a 
witness, a participant, an advocate, an accomplice, and a narrator. She intimates that 
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her work was “a kind of ‘gossip style’ anthropology” that narrates and “entextualizes….
experience-based discourse” (p. 31). As such, we experience vicariously the relived 
and reconstructed dramas of her healers, through the “mimetic memories of a brujo” 
(Chapter 1); through the interpretative and theoretical ruminations of embodied, 
disembodied, healing, premonitory, and her own fieldwork dreams (Chapter 2); 
through the witnessing of dramatic, multiform sensuously somatized healing rituals 
that transmute into hypnotic trances (Chapters 3, 4, and 5); and through sojourns 
into nature, to the different magical spaces that potentiate healing and divination, 
embracing spiritual energies. The “gossips” of Haydée, Mauro, Ken, Basi, among 
others, reverberate throughout the book, but the added treat of transcribed healing 
sessions and photographs provide an unparalleled glimpse, if only for a fleeting 
moment, into the workings of the spiritual world.

The dramas that Romberg documents evoke the “pragmatics of brujería” as 
she strives to illustrate how healing manifests itself in the ritualistic process and 
how a participant’s emotions, body, and self-knowledge are transformed by these 
magical rituals whether they are spirit-based or “brujería.” She wants to “illuminate 
the performative significance of healing rituals and magic works, their embodied 
nature, and their effectiveness in transforming the emotional, proprioceptive, and 
(to some extent) physiological states of participants” (pp. 6–7). She argues that “the 
intangibles of magic are manifested by the added dramatic denial of any playful 
artifice of correspondences, illustrating a form of embodied knowledge and feeling 
by proxy that connects the body of healers to the spiritual world by means of chains 
of resemblances and their skillful erasure” (p. 11). In essence, Romberg alleges 
that it is through these “chains of resemblances in discourse, body movement, the 
manipulation of objects, and the senses” and through these “obsessively mimetic 
corporeal aesthetics, exposed as manifestations of the otherwise concealed world of 
spirits” (p. 11) that the “technologies of magic and healing” operate. It may be that the 
compelling dramatic performance of perspicacious, charismatic healers who enact 
and somatize their devotees’ tribulations accompanied by music, dance, prayers 
or repetitive incantations create a powerful, sensorial experience that invokes the 
transcendental, the magic and power of the healing reverberations. Thus we witness 
various healing sessions from an Espiritista perspective, a Santería perspective, a 
mix and reworking of both, and New Age blendings. “Vengo a resolver,” I come to 
solve (a problem) and we are emerged into how the body embodies affect, how it 
enacts a spirit, or reenacts a suffering or provides messages of empowerment, or 
creates a safe, spiritual space, or a frenzied catharsis, or activates the body’s memory 
to remember or to imagine and somatize, or “coger muertos,” that is, take in the bad 
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spirit to exorcise it and all towards healing, towards divination, towards touching the 
sacred, the ancestors, a spiritual energy, the invisible and transcendent. The spirits 
will give their bendiciones (blessings).

Romberg is critically conscious of sociohistorical contexts and their cultural and 
economic impact. She tactfully reminds the reader that the healing practices she is 
re-membering and re-constructing have been transformed by the crucial multiple 
interacting forces of Puerto Rico’s longstanding colonial history and contradictory 
capitalist developmental process. She identifies the resulting idiosyncratic mestizaje 
of Afro-Indigenous-Criollo religious and spiritualist belief systems. The diverse 
healers that Romberg encountered represent an eclectic range variously integrating 
remnants or aspects of popular Catholicism, the Scientific Spiritism of Allan Kardec, 
“creole reworkings of African-based magic practices,” Cuban Santería, diasporic 
Nuyorican and Cuban influences, and even some New Age blendings (and memories 
of Taíno ancestors, and the inventive intermixing of all). She observes, however, that 
there were enough similarities in the ritual practices to suggest a “spiritual lingua 
franca” manifesting the underlying dynamic commonalities of healing systems 
(even to current body-mind spiritual practices). Her critical gaze turns to how 
brujería practices have appropriated past and current symbols of power through “a 
performative mimesis, or the imitation of hegemonic symbols and gestures” resulting 
in a “ritual piracy,” converting these “to serve ritual and spiritual purposes…(where) 
vernacular religions such as brujería plunder the very powers that these symbols 
embody...” (p. 4). Similarly, colonialist-capitalist values have inevitably penetrated 
the ritual practices. Romberg states that “the quest for bendiciones has been molded 
recently by consumer and welfare capitalist values….which suggest that brujería has 
become a form of ‘spiritualized materialism’…”(p. 4). Further, she observes that these 
practices actually reproduce the Puerto Rican colony, and thus do not represent 
practices that can be considered counter-hegemonic or comparable to other similar 
practices in the world. Controversy is the return of the repressed.

This book also seems to be a tribute to two now deceased healers, Tonio Lacén, 
an aging brujo healer from Loíza Aldea, the historical ancestral home of Afro-Puerto 
Ricans, and his dynamic protégée, Haydée Trinidad. Trinidad had longed to travel 
and lecture on Espiritismo and indeed, she has made it happen, as this book travels to 
places she only imagined and conjured. A candle has been lit.

This study is an invaluable resource for students, scholars, and others interested in 
Puerto Rican studies, anthropology, psychology, psychiatry, cultural studies, women’s 
studies, history, social work, counseling, and Caribbean studies. Romberg’s sensitivity, 
respect for the healers interviewed, for the sociohistorical process of the Puerto 
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Rican experience, along with her critical gaze and theoretical integrative acumen 
lend utmost power to her multilayered, fascinating fieldwork experiences. Moreover, 
this work stimulates some questions that still need to be answered about the spiritual 
healing belief systems of Puerto Rico and the diasporic Puerto Rican community. 
Although the literature on this subject has grown in the past twenty years, there are 
areas that could excite graduate students and academic researchers. For example, the 
eclectic mixture of historical religious/spiritual/healing influences from the Taínos, 
through the range of African subcultures (Yoruba, Congo, and on), criollo popular 
Catholicism, Kardecian Espiritismo, Santería or Regla de Ocha or Religión Lucumi, 
Espiritismo, Espiritualismo, Santería, Santerismo, SanSe to contemporary blendings 
require very careful study in order to clarify definitions, practices, and discover lost 
documents, obtain and reveal new data. Various research projects have interviewed 
different healers, but the use of diverse methods, instruments, and purposes have 
created an interesting but confusing array of results. It would be helpful to clarify 
what is going on, how these healing practices are growing or changing, how future 
scholarship can handle the inconsistencies and ascertain a more proximate picture of 
such a fascinating area of Puerto Rican spiritual and cultural history.

Some critical observations are in order, however. First, the prevalent use of 
the word “brujería” for the amalgam of healing rituals and practices in this book 
is disturbing. It appears inconsistent with the author’s critical stance and may be 
counter-productive given her intent. Brujería or witchcraft is a Eurocentric term with 
a long history of negative associations, not withstanding feminist associations with it 
and recent suggestions for its accepted reformulation. The use in Puerto Rico of this 
term to designate espiritista and/or santería and/or both is generally not well received 
at all, nor does it convey the richness of the corpus of the amalgam of Puerto Rican 
espiritista belief system and healing practices. A mini-survey of friends, scholars, and 
healers in Puerto Rico revealed 100 percent concurrence with this opinion. Ironically, 
or paradoxically, to refer to a healer as brujo or bruja does not create such a negative 
response or to use “brujear.” The Brujos of Guayama are not only healers, but the 
Basketball Team, the brujas of different women’s groups are seers, knowledgeable, 
linked to the search for the sacred. Brujería is witchcraft but not Puerto Rican spiritual 
healing belief systems.

Second, we are compelled to wonder about the healers’ experience of the author/
participant/reporter/Argentinian/U.S. academic. Did her presence elicit any different 
behavior, in fact, more performative/dramatic? How would she know?

Third, we think that a reframing of the definition of “ritual piracy” is needed. 
Though the intent is understandable and its dynamic explained of appropriating 



Book Reviews  •  203centro journal • volume xxiv • number i • 2012

from the dominating Other “a desire to posses its power… to appropriate the 
transcendental…power of the church…” (p. 35), we advance another view. It may be 
that our African-Taíno-Criollo ancestors and current healers appropriated these 
symbols of power and influence to precisely counter the plunder and piracy of the 
colonizers, as part of a strategy of survival and resistance. In fact, they empowered 
themselves with the symbols of the colonizers by masking their cultural deities as 
the hegemonic symbols. This appropriation is an act of agency amidst oppression, an 
affirmation of the recovery of cultural memory, and it embodies resistance.

Lastly, we side with a compelling view that potentiates the ongoing and evolving 
dynamic of a culture of resistance. We would assert the spirit of “cimarronaje” 
(marronage), that is, all forms of struggle used by the colonized, by the oppressed, to 
uphold, maintain, and develop different cultural histories and practices, languages, 
ways of knowing, and spiritual world views. A culture of resistance has been relentlessly 
and steadfastly present overtly and covertly in Puerto Rican history whether through 
the arts, literature, social and community projects, political activities, or spiritual 
practices. As embodied forms of colonial domination have interpenetrated into our 
people’s intracellular psychic and somatic existence as have emerged embodied forms 
of colonial resistance. The spirits of the cimarrón and cimarrona live on as testimonies 
to this underlying spirit of resistance, they soar around El Yunque and hide out in the 
mountains of Cayey, Utuado, Maricao, and their strong voices sing our bombas and 
plenas, and when it is very quiet you can hear the murmurings of a people yearning for 
the transcendental, for glimpses of the sacred, for the blessings of emanicipation. Aché.


