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Four decades of Puerto
Rican emigration: 
Different contexts, same realities
VICTOR C. SIMPSON

This article compares the treatment of the subject
of Puerto Rican emigration to the United States in
two outstanding dramatic works of the Island’s
literature—René Marqués’s La carreta and Roberto
Ramos-Perea’s Malasangre. While acknowledging the
inevitable differences, such as the socioeconomic
status of the emigrants and the area of the mainland
where they settle, the article argues that, even though
more than thirty years separate the two works,
there are striking similarities. These include the funda-
mental reason for emigration, the effect of emigration
on the family and the question of return to Puerto
Rico. If these two plays are rooted in the reality of their
respective eras, as indeed they are, then it may be
concluded that, in terms of the fundamental issues
that influence and affect emigrants to the mainland
before and after they migrate, there has not been any
significant change, even after more than thirty years.
[Keywords: Puerto Rico; Emigration; René Marqués;
Roberto Ramos-Perea; La carreta; Malasangre]
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Inasmuch as this area of Puerto Rican literature is very closely related to historical
reality, a brief review of the historical context is offered. The flow of emigrants
between the shores of Puerto Rico and the United States represents a search by
Puerto Ricans for a better life—a dream that is realized by some but remains elusive
to many. The period of greatest movement began with the end of the Second World
War; it is estimated that, in the next twenty years, more than 600,000 emigrated to
the United States, the peak year being 1953. By 1960, there were nearly 900,000
Puerto Ricans living in the United States, with those born on the mainland
representing about one third. After some abatement during the 1960s and 1970s, the
level of emigration rose significantly again in the 1980s and 1990s. Traditionally, most
emigrating Puerto Ricans have gone to New York. The numbers have grown steadily,
and the city still has the largest concentration of Puerto Ricans of any city in the
United States. However, it is to be noted that, in the last twenty to thirty years,
emigration patterns have changed in that the socioeconomic status of more recent
emigrants has been higher than that of those of the ‘50s and ‘60s, who are the focus of
the literature of Marqués’s generation. Rather than a scramble for survival, emigration
can now be seen in terms of a brain drain.

This historical information offers us a clue as to some of the areas in which the
plays differ. For example, whereas La carreta was produced during the peak period of
emigration to the metropolis, Malasangre came at a time when the level of emigration
was lower, and the heavy concentration on New York as a destination had been
diluted. This is emphasized clearly by the fact that the emigrants represented in this
play live in El Paso, Texas, the great distance from New York indicating the extent to
which emigrants have spread themselves throughout the United States. In the words
of the authors of Puerto Rican Jam:

A few decades ago, Puerto Ricans in the Northeast could claim a sense of
“territory” within the metropolis since most migrants settled in New York.
New migration patterns, however, are destabilizing these spacial
correlations, thus making the migratory experience increasingly
deterritorialized/reterritorialized. (Grosfoguel, Negrón-Muntaner and
Georas 1997: 34 note 26)

The identity of the characters reveals another important area of difference between
the two plays. The characters of the earlier play are unskilled, uneducated agricultural
laborers, removed from the developing mainstream of economic activity, jíbaros from
the hills of Puerto Rico, who struggle to maintain established moral norms and,
perhaps most significantly, their attachment to the land. They are forced from their
home by the harsh economic realities of the time and leave with no guarantee of a 
job or better living conditions either in the city or on the mainland. The principal
characters of Malasangre, on the other hand, are urban, middle-class professionals, 
and even though they are driven from Puerto Rico also by economic circumstances,
Luna, the main character, has been recruited for a specific job and can be assured of 
a better standard of living in Texas. They represent the flood of professionals who, 
in the ‘70s and subsequently, were a significant number of those seeking a better life 
in the United States. As a result, they can escape the humiliating experiences that were
the lot of most emigrants of the La carreta era. As Luna herself puts it, “El Paso no es
Nueva York … se les paga muy bien” (30).
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Commenting on
the subject of Puerto Rican emigration to the United States, the celebrated author,
José Luis González, writing in the latter half of the last century, states the following:
“Esa emigración … representa uno de los hitos capitales de la experiencia nacional
puertorriqueña. No hay aspecto de la vida del puertorriqueño en este siglo—social,
económico, cultural y psicológico—que no esté marcado por las vicisitudes de ese
éxodo en masa” (Falcón 1984: Epigraph). And, as is the case with other important
aspects of Puerto Rican sociopolitical experience, the significance of this reality is
strongly reflected in every literary genre. In the theatre, René Marqués’s La carreta
(1953) has been the seminal work dealing with this theme. This work, which has
formed part of the Puerto Rican literary canon, has clearly been the inspiration for
Roberto Ramos-Perea’s Malasangre. Given the changes that have inevitably taken
place in the more than thirty years that separate the appearance of these two works,
it is not difficult to identify important differences in the representation by the two
dramatists of this emigration phenomenon. However, this paper seeks to
demonstrate the continuity of circumstances of the emigration experience as
reflected in the two works.

Perhaps the similarity to be found in these two plays should not cause great
surprise. It can be argued that the influence of the former on the latter reflects the
influence of Marqués on Ramos-Perea, an influence that the latter acknowledges in a
very forthright manner: “El escritor puertorriqueño que niegue la influencia de René
Marqués es un embustero. Yo estoy influenciado por René Marqués, desde que era
chiquito, desde los pies a la cabeza” (Montañez 1996: 103). It is interesting also to 
note, in relation to the two plays, the similarity of comments made by the respective
authors regarding the major characters, indeed regarding the origin of the dramas.
According to Marqués, “Mientras un grupo de cineastas filmábamos en 1951 y en las
montañas de Puerto Rico la película Una voz en la montaña, conocí a los principales
personajes de ‘La carreta.’ Con ellos conviví durante tres meses” (Martin 1979: 78). 
In the introduction to Malasangre, Ramos Perea says, “Yo conozco a Mario y a Luna. 
A Luna la vi pavonearse por los pasillos de la Universidad … . Cuando conocí a Mario,
supe que las cosas eran distintas …El resto está escrito en Malasangre” (9–11). 
The influence of Marqués is clear. It is as if Ramos-Perea deliberately decides to
follow Marqués’s process in conceptualizing the drama, a fact that might further 
serve to explain the similarities in the two works.
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In spite of these and other differences, the plays are similar in important
respects and highlight fundamental areas in which important elements of the
emigration experience have not changed. Both are characterized by the search for
a better life. Historically, this has been, and continues to be, the primary reason
for Puerto Rican emigration to the mainland. For the La carreta family, headed by
doña Gabriela, life on the land has become untenable because of the inability of
the family to meet its financial obligations; hence the decision to move away. 
Luis recognizes the changing circumstances. He has concluded that there is now
no future on the land for a family like his. He recognizes that, in order to survive,
abandonment of the land is necessary, and adjustment to the new reality of
industrial development is inevitable. He expects that life will improve once he
leaves the countryside. He is convinced that more jobs, better schools, more
opportunities are available in San Juan and (as he will later come to believe) in
New York. In a sense, he lives at a juncture of history, which is significant in 
that it requires a new perspective in order to survive. As he says to don Chago,
“Loh tiempoh cambean, abuelo” (26). 

hat drives Luna to abandon Puerto Rico, not only physically but 
also emotionally, is a yearning to be free of the severe economic
constraints imposed by underemployment and the concomitant
inability to meet basic living expenses. According to her, an

overpopulated Puerto Rico has nothing to offer, not even to the educated of its
population. Emigration represents the opportunity to change all that, to earn
more money and to lead a better quality of life. As she, in her effort to convince 
a reluctant husband, says, “¡Imagínatelo, Mario! La oportunidad de no tener que
padecer ni deudas, ni sobregiros, ni préstamos, ni alquileres, ni favores, ni ninguna
cosa que te obligue a trabajar para otro, sino para ti” (34). In Malasangre, the
epigraph taken from the French dramatist Jean Anouilh’s Antigone seems to
establish from the start the importance in this work of the search for happiness.
In addition to her desire for economic stability, Luna is embarking on this quest,
motivated by a desire to excel and to receive recognition for her talent and
accomplishments. The frustration associated with not being able to maintain
oneself, the sense that life is not only stagnant but also economically stifling,
drive Luna and her husband from Puerto Rico in the same way that doña Gabriela
and her family are driven first to San Juan and then to New York. For Luna as well
as for Luis (both of whom have the task of convincing the rest of their families),
emigration represents hope, new opportunities, and a better future.

The process of family disintegration spawned by the emigration experience 
is another element to which both dramatists lend particular emphasis. Alberto
Sandoval, in analysing a series of Puerto Rican dramatic works written over a
period of fifty years (1939–1987), speaks of the Puerto Rican family, which 
“se desvía, se descentra, se modifica y se transforma una vez que se ubica en 
los Estados Unidos, en la encrucijada del aquí y del allá, del presente y del pasado,
de lo rural y de lo urbano, de la etnicidad y de la asimilación, de la diferencia y de la
semejanza” (Sandoval 1993: 347). An enduring, and indeed disturbing, element of the
experience of Puerto Rican emigration as reflected in the theatre is the frantic
and often unsuccessful attempt by the Puerto Rican family to maintain its integrity
in the process of adjusting and establishing itself in the metropolitan environ-
ment. Regarding La carreta, Sandoval further states: 

Si en la zona rural la familia se mantenía dentro de una unidad de
seguridad, apoyo, autoridad, afecto, fortaleza y continuidad de valores 
y tradiciones, en el espacio urbano todo ello es desmantelado y alterado.
Los miembros de la familia comienzan así a confrontar cambios e
incoherencias; la noción del “yo” y los roles (padre, madre, deberes 
de los hijos) son desarticulados y desintegrados. Como resultado, 
el drama trae a escena la caída de los valores de la institución de la
familia, junto a la crisis del patriarcado. (Sandoval 1993: 350)

The La carreta family is buffeted by a series of misfortunes—the delinquency 
of Chaguito, the fortuitous adulterous encounter of Luis, the rape of Juanita, 
the prostitution of the latter, and the consequent conflict between her and Luis. 
Doña Gabriela is unable to understand or accept this: ”¿Qué le pasa a mi familia? 
¿Qué le pasa a misijoh? … ¿Qué cahtigo ehtoy pagando? ¿Qué yo jise de malo?” (73).
Later, she sees it all in terms of a curse from God: “Dióh me castiga echándole ensima
a mi hija el pecao máh horrible que puea cometel una mujer” (109). Symbolically, once
they arrive in New York, this reality of family disintegration is reinforced by the
physical deterioration experienced by doña Gabriela, which is a cause of alarm
particularly for Juanita. There is great irony, in the midst of all this disintegration, 
in Luis’s claims to have achieved his goal of a better life. Finding a job and money,
which initially he believed to be more readily available and which were, in large
measure, his motivation for moving to San Juan and later to the metropolis, had been
achieved: “¿Cuándo habíamoh ehtao mejor? ¡Nunca!” (122). How ironic it is that these
are accompanied by the collapse of the family and his own tragic death! Only this
latter tragedy brings the family back from the brink of complete disintegration by
forcing them to return to Puerto Rico, a fact that reflects the dramatist’s intention 
to show a return to Puerto Rico and to the land as the only means of rescuing a family
that is coming to believe that its misfortune is a direct result of abandoning the land
and the homeland, rather than the result of its unpreparedness and consequent
inability to cope with a harsh new environment. Hence, as Juan Flores puts it:

In La carreta, the entire migration experience is presented as a process of
abrupt moral and cultural deterioration. By the time we meet them in their
dilapidated Bronx tenement, the “typical” jíbaro family, extended around
the matriarch Doña Gabriela, has been so traumatized by their collision
with a hostile, technocratic Anglo-Saxon society that their only hope for
salvation is in return to the Island and the resumption of peasant life on
the land. The “oxcart”, guiding symbol of the play and an abiding
reminiscence of abandoned national roots, must be restored to its natural
place in a world uncontaminated by inhuman modernity and incompatible
foreign values. (Flores 1993: 169)

The reality of family disintegration is equally evident in Malasangre.
Notwithstanding the conflict that exists between Mario and Luna before they 
leave Puerto Rico, it is evident that the circumstances of emigration contribute
significantly to the breakdown of the relationship as Luna zealously commits herself
to her job, while Mario becomes increasingly frustrated by his situation and resentful
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home, and once he arrives in San Juan, he does not plan to return. Indeed, he begins 
to look beyond Puerto Rico toward New York, where he is satisfied with his
accomplishments because life for the family has improved in tangible material ways.
One does not get the impression that he desires to return because, like Luna, he is not
about to be deprived of the benefits of metropolitan life.

As with Luis vis-a-vis the rest of his family, Luna and her husband are on opposite
sides of the emigration equation, a fact that is of critical dramatic significance since it
is the basis of the conflict on which the action of the play rests. Mario does not want
to leave Puerto Rico. His attachment is to the Island, and it is an attachment that is
sentimental, non-specific, and based on his pride in being Puerto Rican. Perhaps, 
this explains his reluctance to confront the challenges of emigration and consequently
to accept a status that is far below his capacity. These attitudes greatly influence and
contribute to his inability to forge a successful path in Texas. Furthermore, his
memories of his brother indicate that he is still strongly influenced by past events and,
perhaps, he is influenced by his brother’s tragic death to expect failure in the United
States. His plan of action for living in Puerto Rico after he returns also suggests that
he may still be haunted by a sense of duty to his father, whose business is failing. 
If nothing else, the outcome of the action in Malasangre suggests that if the emigrant
is going to be successful in the new environment, it is necessary to have a realistic and
balanced attitude to the homeland and to the past. 

In the case of Luna, one senses that, from the beginning, her abandonment of
Puerto Rico is not only physical but also emotional. She repudiates Mario’s words, 
an action that suggests a strong commitment to the Island and its traditions.
These things mean nothing to her. She is very much in step with contemporary reality,
which gives more weight to other considerations (for example, economic), and she
rejects what she considers to be Mario’s anachronistic thinking with regard to national-
ism and nation building. She has been able to excise Puerto Rico from her thinking 
(at least in terms of returning there being an option). She seems happy to fall into the
category of emigrants described by Ramos-Perea in the introduction to the play:

… estas pobres gentes no tienen nada que los identifique. No tienen 
una carretita tallada, ni alguna palabra jíbara, ni una bandera, ni mucho
menos alguna resbaladiza música que les sugiera la tierra en que
nacieron, o qué recordar en un cruel arrebato de nostalgia. No tienen
nada que los ate, porque ya se les acabó la patria. (Ramos-Perea 1997: 11)

This is an important observation regarding the “new” Puerto Rican emigrant, in that
in the same way that Marqués lamented the state as well as the fate of the emigrant
of his era, Ramos-Perea seems to consider that the contemporary emigrant, 
even though materially better off, is without anchor psychologically and culturally,
which in effect is a worse condition than that of the emigrant of earlier years. 

The issue of return to Puerto Rico is a subtheme that provides another important
point of similarity between the two works, both of which end with this familiar and
significant phenomenon. Return migration to Puerto Rico is as much a part of the
reality of emigration, both in life and in literature, as the initial emigration itself.
Emigrants are often drawn by a nostalgic longing for a familiar culture with which they
can identify easily, of which they can be a part in a way that seems impossible in the
metropolitan environment. The significance of return migration is reflected in the
fact that Joseph Fitzpatrick quotes 1980 census figures, which show that over 137,000

[ 55 ][ 54 ]

of the metropolitan way of life. He is also jealous of his wife’s success, which he does
not consider himself to be sharing. As one commentator puts it: “Los sueños de una …
son opresiones para el otro … Las alegrías, éxitos y felicidades de aquélla, son tristezas
y fracasos para aquél” (Quiles Ferrer 1997: 126). And, outside of the more traditional
environment of Puerto Rico, where both were undergoing similar rigors of
unemployment or underemployment, it becomes more difficult for them to surmount
the obstacles because of Mario’s continued longing for Puerto Rico, which impedes
the process of adjustment for him at the same time that Luna is enthusiastically
embracing the new environment and what it offers. 

The issue of possibly changing roles arises as an additional element in the conflict
that leads to the dissolution of the family, with Luna installing herself in a lucrative
job, while her husband remains unemployed. Mario’s concern, inspired by his
commitment to old-fashioned values, is poignantly expressed in the following
observation: “Tú serás la jefa de la familia entonces. Serás proveedora, se invertirán los
papeles” (30). He resents the prospect of becoming a mantenido. Luna tries to convince
him that what is hers is his, success and all, but he is unable to accept this perspective
because of his traditional view of family roles. Eventually, the tensions created by an
ambitious wife who must take advantage of the opportunities before her in a new
environment (or who, some might say, is selling herself in the name of career
advancement) and an unmotivated husband, serve to undermine the very fabric of the
family relationship. Mario seeks refuge in returning to Puerto Rico rather than in
making a meaningful effort to adjust to a new, and admittedly demanding,
environment. The effect is the dissolution of the family.

Contrasting perspectives of the implications of emigration also constitute one of
the key areas of similarity between the plays. Both works present the audience with
characters who desire to emigrate because of their perception of the benefits to be
gained and others who resist the idea of emigration because they focus on the less
tangible, but more important, things which they believe will be lost through
emigration. On the one hand are presented those whose primary concern is for the
materially better quality life which emigration offers. This is associated with a view of
Puerto Rico’s land as having little to offer the person who wants an improvement in
living standards. These characters are contrasted with those who lament the perceived
moral and cultural dangers inherent in emigration and the supposed abandonment of
one’s heritage, who are content with the status quo even though it does not provide
them with their basic material needs, who have little or no ambition for a better life,
who are emotionally attached to the land, and who fail to recognize the need to adjust
to changing realities. 

To illustrate this point, it is to be noted, first of all, that most of the characters of
La carreta do not want to migrate. Juanita is reluctant to be torn away from her
familiar environment, while don Chago, after unsuccessfully trying to convince Luis 
to stay, remains. Doña Gabriela leaves only to please her son, and it can be argued that
she never breaks her connection with Puerto Rico. This is poignantly represented in a
symbolic manner by the religious paraphernalia that she keeps and the miniature ox
cart that is sent by Juanita’s boyfriend. Even though, initially, the family has no
intention of returning to Puerto Rico, the presence of these objects is intended by the
dramatist to suggest that neither San Juan nor New York really replaces their original
space as a place to be called home. In a sense, they are never anything else but jíbaros
from the hills of Puerto Rico. That is where they belong, and the presence of these
objects presage their return there. On the other hand, Luis is committed to leaving his
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have come from the lips of one of the older generation among the characters of 
La carreta. Mario is also concerned about the effect that Luna’s success is having on
her, and consequently on their relationship. He believes, therefore, that the only way
that problem can be solved is by returning to Puerto Rico. It is significant, also, that
the dramatist presents a character who maintains this attitude at a time when other
works were being written, intimating that returning home did not have the appeal for
emigrants that is suggested by La carreta. As Juan Flores says regarding Tato Laviera’s
la carreta makes a U-turn, 

The most obvious of these problems [regarding the assimilation of Puerto
Ricans in the U.S.] is the perennial question of return to the Island …
Laviera recognizes that, even with the substantial return migration of the
past decade, going back “home” has not been the typical fate of Puerto
Ricans who have come to the United States or of their offspring born here.
(Flores 1993: 170)

In light of this sentiment, while not going as far as La carreta, where return is the
preferred option, Ramos-Perea’s play seems to maintain returning to the native soil
as a viable option for the disillusioned emigrant.

The La carreta family returns to Puerto Rico because life has not proved successful
away from the native plot. They have experienced disappointment and tragedy, with the
death of Luis, the delinquency of Chaguito, and the rape and prostitution of Juanita. She
has concluded that Puerto Ricans are at a great disadvantage living in the United States,
a country where they are despised, even if material things are more accessible than on
their native island. She poignantly expresses her disillusionment in this way:

Un día salimoh de nuehtro campito en una carreta porque díbamoh a
buhcar la libertá. Noh enserraban lah montañah y juimos al mar. Pero el
mar también nos enserró y juimos del mar. Ahora noh ensierran edifisioh
que paresen montañah y mareh de gente que noh empujan, y noh
empujan. Si éhta eh la libertad quiero gosarla sola. (125)

Mario is bitterly disappointed and blames Luna, especially since she is the one who
promised that things would be better. He returns to Puerto Rico an angry man, bitter at
his wife for having convinced him to migrate, a move that has ruined his life. These plays
can be seen, therefore, as similar in the additional sense that they both end in tragedy
and disillusionment, yet with each character believing that there is a better future ahead.
For Luna, that is in El Paso; for Mario and the La carreta family, it is Puerto Rico.

The negative attitude of Mario and Juanita to the United States highlights another
important point of similarity between the two works in that it focuses on the
perennial problem of discrimination that Puerto Ricans have experienced there. 
Luis leaves San Juan, believing that in the United States, rich and poor are treated as
equals. But a series of incidents makes it quite clear to Juanita that the reality is very
different. For example, she is angry at the fact of three of her compatriots being
burned to death because the building where they lived did not have a fire escape. 
She is scandalized by the fact that, as she puts it, “siempre que aquí muere un
puertorriqueño eh notisia vieja” (121). She expresses outrage at the fact that police
shoot to death a black Puerto Rican who snatched the bag of an American woman.
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people living in Puerto Rico at the time had been living on the mainland five years
earlier (Fitzpatrick 1987: 23). Writing in 2002, Jorge Duany further shows that the 
level of net migration from Puerto Rico has continued to fall to the extent that he
concludes that “contemporary Puerto Rican migration is best visualized as a transient
and bidirectional flow … rather than as an irrevocable and unilateral displacement”
(Duany 2002: 212). 

Mario and the La carreta family are operating at two different levels socially and
intellectually—hence the specific circumstances and conditions that lead them to
return to Puerto Rico are different. However, in a broader sense, and making
allowances for changes that inevitably would have taken place with the passage of
time, they are the same. The return of Mario and the La carreta family is not
surprising, given their reluctance to leave in the first place and their continued
emotional attachment to the Island. A series of events converge to precipitate the
return of Marqués’s characters. They receive a letter from a relative in Puerto Rico
offering a plot of land that they can cultivate; Luis then dies in a tragic accident on 
the job, and, significantly, Juanita reaches a point of frustration and dissatisfaction
with some aspects of life in New York. Doña Gabriela is perhaps also being influenced
to return by the fact of her declining strength and the desire, common among Puerto
Rican emigrants, to spend her last days on the native soil. The fact, therefore, of the
family (or what is left of it) returning to the same circumstances is intended by the
dramatist to indicate that don Chago was right indeed and that commitment to the
land and the values it symbolises must be maintained.

Mario’s experiences, consistent with more contemporary circumstances, are very
different, but they lead him to the same conclusion. These experiences revolve around
his relationship with his wife. It becomes evident toward the end of the second act
that he has been harboring ideas of getting Luna to return to Puerto Rico. But, no doubt,
he is also aware of the difficulty in persuading her to do so. Hence, after an initial
reluctance, he agrees with Luna’s colleague Elsa’s scheme to damage his wife’s
drawings, which if accepted by the company would, according to Elsa, confirm Luna 
in her commitment to stay in Texas. When this desperate effort fails, Mario gives up
all hope and decides to leave immediately for Puerto Rico, even though he cannot
afford to pay the fare. Why is he returning to Puerto Rico? He is convinced that 
living in the United States is tantamount to selling oneself, to betraying one’s country:
“(Todos están comprados! A todos se les brota la sucia malasangre de no tener patria,
de negarla, de traicionarla, de maldecirla …” (68). For him, United States, for all that it
offers, is not for Latins: 

Esta es la tierra de las grandes oportunidades! La tierra del capitalismo,
de la libre empresa, la recolectora del talento mundial … Pero es de ellos,
maldito sea! No es nuestra! No tenemos nada que hacer aquí! Estamos
mendigando! (68) 

His disillusionment parallels that of many emigrants of earlier years, who were filled
with disappointment on finding out that New York was not the promised land as they
had believed. Mario is possessed, also, of an attitude that makes him believe that life
in Puerto Rico is better, not necessarily materially, but in terms of the more perma-
nent values of life. These intangibles, he believes, must be held on to: “Pero hay cosas
que no se venden. Hay ilusiones, hay recuerdos, esfuerzos, grandes proyectos que el
país nos debe todavía y que algún día nos pagará” (112). These words could just as easily
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she discovers her relationship with Matilde, a woman of questionable morals who
spends her time listening to soap operas. She is also very supportive of Luis’s efforts to
improve the family’s status materially and is very distraught when she believes that she
has uncovered evidence of an adulterous relationship between him and doña Isabela.

Like doña Gabriela, Luna in Malasangre is the driving force behind the family’s
actions. She is the person who has ambition, specific goals, and a determination to
pursue them in spite of obstacles. It is her decision to emigrate to El Paso to take up 
a job offer, and while she tries to convince Mario that this is the best option for them,
one senses that she is determined to do this even in the face of her husband’s
objections. She leaves no doubt regarding her intentions and is strong enough to resist
the objections not only of Mario, but also of her father-in-law, whom she disrespects in
the process. She is not afraid to show her displeasure at her husband’s evident lack of
motivation and his willingness to settle for much less than he is capable of accomplishing.
Nor is she afraid to disregard traditional thinking concerning individual roles within 
the family, thinking by which Mario still remains bound at the end of the play. In Texas,
she is successful by dint of hard work, while encouraging her husband to be productive.
And, ultimately, she has the strength to accept abandonment instead of returning to
Puerto Rico and, in her view, certain frustration and failure.

From a technical point of view, an important point needs to be made regarding 
the similarity of these two works, namely the use of symbols. Both works are rich in
symbols that serve to reinforce the action and the attitudes of the characters. 
In La carreta, the oxcart itself is a powerful symbol of the family’s search for a better
life and indeed its failure to find it in another place and the resulting need to return
home. The fact that it remains with the family reminds the audience, and indeed 
the characters, that there is always the possibility of boarding the cart once again
(symbolically) to return home, possibly suggesting also the likelihood of failure in 
the quest for happiness in New York. Additionally, Luis has become so attached to
machines that they become symbolic not only of his yearning for a better life, 
but also of his willingness to embrace the new era of development that was beginning
in Puerto Rico. His death at the “hands” of a machine which he virtually worshipped
and to which he ascribed actual human qualities is the most poignant of ironies, 
which Marqués uses to register his protest against the consequences of the national
policy of neglecting agricultural development in favor of industrial development.

The miniature representation of Saint Anthony, which is so precious to doña Gabriela,
also has its symbolic significance in the drama. Evidently Marqués uses its presence in
the family to represent moral and spiritual purity. Hence, it is a valued family treasure
while the family remains in its rural habitat. Significantly, however, when they move to
San Juan, it is lost—in fact stolen and sold by Chaguito—a fact which doña Gabriela
interprets as a sign of the family’s abandonment by God. La Perla is the place of many
unfortunate experiences for the family—Juanita’s questionable association with Matilde,
her subsequent rape and the life-threatening abortion that follows, Chaguito’s
delinquency and double imprisonment and Luis’s adulterous involvement with doña
Isabela. An element of symbolism is also to be found in Marqués’s focus on the armchair,
which is strikingly placed in the middle of the room. The dramatist’s description of it
clearly associates it with the past, serving as a reminder of the values of old that had 
been inculcated in the rural life: “El sillón luce con gran dignidad su vejez. Está solo,
aislado de los demás muebles, ajeno a la mugre de las paredes, a la estrechez de la
estancia, al colorido chillón del hule de mesa” (54–5). In a sense, it forms an effective
contrast with the missing statue of Saint Anthony in that, while this suggests the family’s
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And she is not afraid to sign a petition of protest against the sentencing of seven black
men for the attempted rape of a white woman, a situation that particularly angers her
in view of her own ordeal in San Juan. Hence, her firm rejection of Luis’s claim that all
are equal in America: “Y eso de que aquí somoh tan buenoh como cualquiera eh un
buen chihte. ¡Ja! Se me parte el labio riéndome. Con lah patáh que nos dan a toah
horah. Sí, sí, somoh igualeh. Sólo que tótirimundi vale aquí máh que nojotroh” (131). 

Luna claims that in Texas she will be paid what she is worth, her talents will be
recognized, and the fact that she is a woman or a Puerto Rican will be irrelevant to the
way she will be treated there. But if one is to believe Mario’s assertions, this is not the
case. Certainly, Ramos-Perea offers no examples of crass exploitation and
discrimination that were the lot of emigrants of the La carreta era. However, Mario
has the unpleasant experience of seeing an American, with no knowledge of Spanish,
preferred to him for a job in a Spanish-language television station. According to him,
not only are Puerto Ricans, and indeed Latins in general, not treated equally, but also
this is inevitable because of fundamental American attitudes.

One significant structural similarity in these works is the fact that the action in
both plays is built around a strong female character, even though they are set at least 
a full generation apart. One of the concerns of a writer such as Marqués is for the
developing social influence of women,which he attributes to the influence of the
metropolis. Doña Gabriela typifies one of the types of women to be found in some 
of his earlier works, women of strong moral convictions. In subsequent works,
Marqués is clearly very critical of the weakening of the patriarchal system in the face
of the emerging influence of women, following, as he believes, the American model.
This he expresses by portraying “caracteres femeninos de gran fuerza, símbolos de la
ruina moral, de la desorientación que sufren las mujeres en nuestro ambiente,
aminoradas, bien sea por la burguesa frivolidad que impera en sus vidas, o bien por las
crueles circunstancias a las que se ven sometidas” (Palmer Bermúdez 1988: 45). It may
be argued that Ramos-Perea creates in Luna a protagonist who is indeed strong and
determined, as is doña Gabriela, but at the same time completely oblivious to the
moral, cultural, and national concerns that Marqués considered valuable and that are
evident in her husband. Here again, Marqués’s influence seems inescapable. 

In La carreta, the most dominant character is clearly doña Gabriela, who is the
engine that drives the action of the play. Whereas Luis is the accepted head of the
family, she succeeds in casting a shadow over his actions, some of which she accedes 
to more out of pity towards him than out of conviction. One gets the feeling that,
without her approval, he would not have been able to pursue the paths he chose. She is
portrayed as a person orchestrating, or at least trying to orchestrate, the actions of her
family, even though it is also evident that she does not have complete control of the
events. She seeks to steer Juanita in the direction of wholesome living, especially when
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“One significant structural similarity in these works is the

fact that the action in both plays is built around a strong

female character, even though they are set at least a full

generation apart. ”
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moral decline, the armchair points to doña Gabriela’s determination to hold on to the
values that she has inherited and that she has struggled to pass on to her children.

The use of symbols also assumes some dramatic significance in Malasangre,
particularly in relation to the portrayal of Mario. Perhaps most outstanding is the
saxophone, which originally belonged to Mario’s brother Rubén and which he 
now keeps and values greatly to the extent of refusing to entrust it to his father. 
This instrument, along with some old letters, serves as a constant reminder of his
brother, killed in the Vietnam War and whose fate he sees as paralleling his own and
that of his family, including Luna herself. It is not surprising that the kind of music
Mario plays is solemn and funereal. Not only do these articles associated with Rubén
help to keep Mario focused in the past, but they also reinforce his negative attitude to
the United States and obstruct the process of his adjustment to his new environment:

Este país ya nos mató, Luna. Comenzó matando a Rubén en una selva de
Cambodia. Luego mató a mi madre […] Luego coge de estúpido a mi viejo,
le vende un ideal, lo engaña y le hace comprar su propia ruina. Ahora te
compra a ti por unos cuantos billetes y me quiere matar a mí porque te
hice caso […] Le hemos vendido el alma a esta nación del demonio y para
colmo hemos venido a morir en su propia casa. (85–6)

In developing his action, Marqués depends heavily on irony. For example, Luis is
determined to abandon the land for a better life in the city, but after several jobs in 
the space of only one year, the only thing left to him was to work as a gardener, a harsh
fact that is not lost on doña Gabriela. Similarly, doña Gabriela, fearing for her family’s
honour, is influenced to leave the land partly in order to separate Juanita from her
boyfriend. As it turns out, Juanita is raped in San Juan and has an abortion and
eventually turns to prostitution in New York, while Luis is apparently drawn into 
an affair with a married woman in San Juan. The young son Chaguito is arrested for
stealing and sent to a reform school. The irony associated with Luis’s obsession with
machines has already been discussed. Of course, the greatest irony of all is the fact
that the family, after an arduous and quite unfruitful journey, returns to the land that 
it had abandoned, with the daunting prospect of starting life all over again.

In a sense, Malasangre is also based on a great irony. Luna leaves Puerto Rico,
promising Mario that things would be better for both of them. She clearly foresees 
a future of progress, prosperity, and fulfillment. How ironic that in her determined
quest for these things, Mario is left behind! Mario returns to Puerto Rico in the same
state of unemployment in which he left. He is concerned about becoming a
“mantenido,” but he does nothing that would help to change that situation. 
As a result, one half of the pair is fulfilled, is satisfied with the progress she has 
made, but it is a satisfaction that is tinged by the sadness of losing a loved one. 

Throughout the years, the patterns of Puerto Rican emigration to the United States
have changed in important ways. During this time, also, the perspective of writers on
this issue has changed, a fact reflected in different ways in a number of works. It is not
without some interest and significance, therefore, that in spite of all this, there are
fundamental aspects of this issue that have not changed and that inevitably still find,
and perhaps will continue to find, expression in the Island’s literature.

So what conclusions can one draw from the striking similarities between these 
two works? From a sociohistorical perspective, it is evident that the experience of
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emigration is one that will always be fraught with challenges. It is also interesting that
Ramos-Perea seems to give some acknowledgment to the idea of the “proyecto
histórico” by having Mario commit to returning to Puerto Rico, even though he seems
also to make allowances for the option that Luna chooses. In this sense, as the proud
Puerto Rican he acknowledges himself to be, he seems to recognize the potential value
of emigration, but an emigration that does not sacrifice wholesale the traditional values
that help to define what is Puerto Rican. It is also true to say that while Ramos-Perea 
is in some respects a champion of a drama that in many ways is very different from 
that represented by Marqués, his obvious debt to the latter helps to enrich this work,
while providing an element of continuity in the development of Puerto Rican drama.
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