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From the first stages of Puerto Rican migration to the United Status, the urban barrios, 

especially East Harlem in New York, represented the new existential space for the Puerto Rican 

diaspora.  Early writings by and about Puerto Ricans in New York like A Puerto Rican in New 

York by Jesús Colón or the Memorias de Bernardo Vega by Bernardo Vega, already described 

the Barrio as a space constantly transformed by the arrival of a growing number of Puerto Ricans 

who concentrated in this area.  The massive migration in the fifties established the Barrio as the 

predominant space of arrival for Puerto Ricans.   It was also in the forties and fifties when 

conditions in the Barrio helped to develop a negative vision of this new ethnic ghetto.   Island 

authors were aware of the situation and destiny of thousands of Puerto Rican migrants as 

evidenced by the pub lication of works dealing with Puerto Rican lives in the northern Barrios: 

Guillermo Cotto-Thorner’s Trópico en Manhattan (1967), René Marqués’ La Carreta (1962), 

Pedro Juan Soto’s Ardiente suelo, fría estación (1961) and Spiks (1961).   

During the sixties and seventies, a group of Puerto Rican activists, poets and playwrights 

living in the barrio began to describe that Puerto Rican experience from inside and with a critical 

perspective.  They developed what would be called a nuyorican aesthetics and literature deeply 

concerned with the community’s living conditions and its daily fight for survival.  With strong 

connections to the Young Lords, a community-oriented organization which also denounced the 

poor negative living conditions of Puerto Ricans in the Barrio, the Nuyorican group tried to uplift 

the community by redefining the term nuyorican as a positive one that described a new 

experience and a language for the Puerto Rican diaspora in New York.  Nuyorican writers were 
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the poetic troubadours of a time when the barrio’s social and political life gained much 

significance for the community.   As an omnipresent geopolitical space for a community of 

people who were trying to establish a new home in the United States, the Barrio was usually 

represented in ambivalent terms being at the same time a refuge and a trap for its inhabitants.   

Much of the literature written in the sixties and seventies about the Barrio followed the 

tradition of African-American works that depicted the ethnic ghettos as alienating spaces of 

social ostracism and discrimination.  Well-known examples of this tradition were Richard 

Wright’s Native Son (1940) and Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1947).  This literature gained 

much popularity in the sixties, especially after the publication of Claude Brown’s Manchild in 

the Promised Land (1964), which soon became a classic.  Manchild addressed important issues 

similar to those we find in Puerto Rican urban narratives, like the neighborhood’s miserable 

living conditions, and the disappointment with a trip North that had meant freedom and 

prosperity but which proved to be a dehumanizing space of poverty and segregation where the 

American Dream was only available for whites.   

Though showing a negative vision of the city, the black writer’s perspective also 

considered the urban ghetto as a village within the city.  As Toni Morrison comments, when the 

city was depicted negatively the characters usually missed some elements that provoked the 

identity crisis, whereas urban life is lovable when the ancestor, traditionally identified with the 

village, is there.  Therefore Harlem also became a positive place where joy and protection could 

be found in the clan.1  Morrison’s emphasis on the importance of community is a key issue in our 

                                                 
1 Morrison, Toni.  “City Limits, Village Values:  Concepts of the Neighborhood in Black 
Fiction” in Literature and Urban Experience  eds. Michael Jaye and Ann Chalmers Watts, 39 
(New Brunswick:  Rutgers UP, 1981). 
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analysis of the works by Ernesto Quiñonez and Ed Vega who, though belonging to different 

generations, provide interesting representations of the Barrio. 

Piri Thomas’ Down These Mean Streets (1967) provided a representation of urban Puerto 

Rican experiences following the tradition of African American urban narratives.  Dealing with 

the experience of crime, poverty and racial discrimination by a Puerto Rican black, Thomas’ 

story had strong similarities with Brown’s.  Harlem and the Barrio were sites of constant 

struggles for survival and self-definition and both works presented a shocking culture of violence 

that was very attractive and morbid for mainstream audiences.  Besides the negative description 

of the physical neighborhoods, these works also represented these spaces as refuges and new 

homes for communities relocated in American cities.  The dichotomy of good versus evil 

traditionally represented by urban narratives took new dimensions once issues like social class, 

race and economics were initially raised in these works.  Down These Mean Streets concentrates 

on the crisis of identity of a Puerto Rican black man trapped in the underworld of the Barrio.  He 

suffers discrimination because of his culture and skin color.  The streets become for Piri the 

refuge, the place where he belongs, but life in the streets also leads him to the world of drugs and 

crime until he realizes that is not the right way to belong anywhere.   

Chicano works have also presented similar experiences like J. L. Navarro’s Blue Day on 

Main Street—a collection of short stories on drug abuse, prostitution and promiscuity that 

suggests society’s responsibility on Latino youth degradation—and Luis J. Rodríguez’s Always 

Running, La Vida Loca: Gang Days in L.A., which describes how city life and its racialized 

spaces lead Chicano young people to crime and violence as a response to their situation.  Most of 

these characters engage in a spiritual quest like those in the works of Piri Thomas and Richard 

Wright.  However, as we move to the present, Latino writers are inc reasingly becoming aware of 
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the necessity to instill a resistant positive attitude to avoid the internalization of stereotypes about 

Latinos. 

The tradition of ghetto literature is still present in most of the works by Ernesto Quiñonez 

and Ed Vega.  Ernesto Quiñonez was born in Ecuador of a Puerto Rican mother whereas Ed 

Vega was born in Puerto Rico.  Both of them grew up in the northern Puerto Rican barrio though 

they belong to different literary generations representing the variety and complexity of the Puerto 

Rican diaspora in the United States. Once again these authors and their work consolidate the 

development of a US Puerto Rican identity which defies obsolete identity definitions and 

geographical limits.  Ernesto Quiñonez has published two books, Bodega Dreams (2000) and 

Chango’s Fire (2004). Ed Vega is a much more prolific author with works such as The 

Comeback (1985), Mendoza’s Dreams (1987), Casualty Reports (1991), No Matter How Much 

You Promise to Cook or Pay the Rent You Blew it Cauze Bill Bailey Ain’t Never Coming Home 

Again (2003), The Lamentable Journey of Omaha Bogelow into the Impenetrable Loisaida 

Jungle (2004) and Blood Fugues (2005).  

Ernesto Quiñonez’s Bodega Dreams (2000) and Ed Vega´s Mendoza’s Dreams (1987) 

are clearly indebted to Piri Thomas’s depiction of Puerto Rican life in the barrio even though 

they react to this ghetto tradition in different ways.  The Barrio may sometimes be described in 

negative terms but the main plots are not necessarily related to surviving crime and violence as in 

the case of Piri Thomas’s book and other African-American works.  This is especially true in 

Mendoza’s Dream where the narrator—the author’s alter-ago—rejects writing autobiographical 

ghetto literature in first chapter, “Back by Popular Demand.”  A writer who had written many 

such books, he now realizes that this literature had appeared “out of their morbid fear and their 
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need to see the people in a certain light”2 and that the community is asking for something else.  

The people want their dreams to come true in his stories, even though that is not what the 

mainstream audience wants to read.  He states his point clearly to his friend Larry: “I said I was 

taking care of my social responsibility . . . I wanted to tell him about Mercado, the barber. He 

wants me to build him a dream about a thin wife who does not nag him…And about Lydia 

Ramos, the checkout clerk at Met Foods, who wants a two-story dream with six boyfriends on 

the top story and a rich gringo husband at the bottom one.”3 

The mentioning of social responsibility is a key phrase in our analysis, because it is 

precisely that social responsibility that makes Ed Vega and Ermesto Quiñonez depart from the 

literary tradition of Piri Thomas and are leading readers into a more critical and different 

depiction of the Barrio, closer to Puerto Ricans’ daily routines, problems and dreams. In Bodega 

Dreams, the title reminds us that this is also a story about dreams. At this point we need to notice 

that they are not a character’s dreams, that is ‘Bodega’s Dream.’  The author is consciously 

playing with the word Bodega, a Spanish word already adopted by the English language to 

designate a very peculiar place common to all Latino Barrios, and which therefore functions as a 

symbol of the larger space of Latino ne ighborhoods and the community of people who live in 

them.  Even though Bodega Dreams has some elements from ghetto literature like drug-dealing 

and violence, these elements are not central in the narrative.  Instead the narrator Chino serves as 

the thread that leads the reader to a more compromised reading of life in the Barrios and the 

possibilities for community improvement.  In both works the individual’s quest for self- identity 

accompanies a more collective representation of Puerto Rican lives in the Barrio. 

 

                                                 
2. Ed Vega, Mendoza’s Dream (Houston: Arte Público, 1987), 11. 
3. Ibid. 7. 
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The Barrio and the Puerto Rican Diaspora 

Puerto Ricans in the United States have developed a diasporic identity that is a direct 

product of historical, social and cultural transformations.  This identity is characterized by a 

complex set of daily practices that describe a people’s survival in a hostile environment.  In the 

north, Puerto Ricans coming from the island in the early forties and fifties hoped to find a piece 

of the American Dream.  However, the “promised land” was limited to the world of the Barrio, 

and its daily struggles and deception.  The Barrio represents a figurative borderland between the 

past and the future, a transitional space of complex internal transformations.  It is definitely a 

socially constructed public space where the ethnic difference is contained; but the barrio, as a 

space that is constantly renewed and refreshed by newcomers, also fulfills the needs and desires 

of Puerto Ricans in different ways.  

In Barrio Logos: Space and Place in Urban Chicano Literature and Culture, Raul 

Romero Villa explores the significance of urban spaces in the development of Chicano 

communities.  He juxtaposes barrioization of the Mexican population, which he defines as “the 

formation of residentially and socially segregated Chicano Barrios and neighborhoods,”4 with 

barriology which is related to “ a cumulative ‘anti-discipline’ that subverts the totalizing impulse 

of the dominant social space containing the barrios” and “a playful but serious promotion of the 

cultural knowledge and practices particular to the barrio”.5  In this way, Romero and other critics 

he mentions justify Chicanos’ attachment to the Barrio as their home in an attempt to maintain a 

social and cultural space that is in danger because of urban renewal, gentrified redevelopment 

projects and general urban space restructuring.  A similar situation can be found in East Harlem 

                                                 
4. Raúl Romero Villa,  Barrio-Logos: Space and Place in Urban Chicano Literature and Culture 
(Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2000), 4. 
5. Ibid., 6. 
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and that may be the reason why authors like Quiñonez and Vega appeal for “positive 

articulations of community consciousness which contribute to a psychologically and materially 

sustaining sense of “home” location.”6   

Chino, the narrator of Bodega Dreams is the agent of these progressive positive 

articulations of community consciousness throughout his own evolution from an individualistic 

position to an increasing involvement in community issues.  At the beginning of the novel Chino 

and his girlfriend Blanca consider the Barrio a dangerous place: “You lived in projects with 

pissed-up elevators, junkies on the stairs, posters of the rapist of the month . . . Fires, junkies 

dying, holdups, babies falling out of windows were things you took as part of life.”7  Chino and 

Blanca represent many Puerto Ricans who have left or want to leave the Barrio to live with 

dignity far from the problems always haunting them.  For Chino, the Barrio is an obstacle to 

getting a good education, a comfortable economic situation and being able to create his own 

future.  When he was accepted in the High School of Art and Design “a lot of things seemed 

different”:  “I no longer wanted the world to be just my neighborhood anymore. Blanca thought 

the same, and when we started going out we would talk about this all the time.”8 

However, as he meets Bodega, and is fascinated by his ideals and dreams for the 

community, Chino starts to consider his own social responsibility in transforming the barrio to 

make it a better place.  Bodega, another central character, pursues a dream of economic success 

and power by dealing drugs and spending the profits in repairing old buildings which are then re-

inhabited by Puerto Ricans.  This is what makes Bodega’s dream different and what makes him a 

romantic and attractive figure for Chino.  Bodega has a personal dream (to be popular and rich to 

                                                 
6. Ibid., 5. 
7. Ernesto Quiñónez, Bodega Dreams (New York: Vintage, 2000), 5. 
8. Ibid., 13. 
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recover Vera’s lost love), but it is also a dream with extraordinary consequences for the Puerto 

Rican community:  He wants to literally own the barrio and give it back to his people, to take 

that space from whites’ and make it a better place for the Puerto Rican community.  His project 

is obviously a counter- invasion, a re-appropriation of a “home” that has been historically denied 

to Puerto Ricans. 

 

Creating a Home in the Barrio 

Building a physical and an emotional “home” in the United States is one of the most 

important issues addressed by the literature of the Puerto Rican Diaspora and by other Latino 

literatures.  The search for a “home” is not just the desire to have a house of their own but a 

desire to redefine their new home/identity as Latinos in the United States.   I use the term 

“home” here in the sense of a physical, social and psychic space where the individual feels at 

ease and “at home.”  The emphasis is not only on the unstable, relative and fictional quality of 

home as an individual’s “imagined location” but also as a communal construction related to the 

concept of “home-country,” which suggests “the particular intersection of private and public and 

of individual and communal that is manifest in imagining a space as home.”9  

Due to the complex nature of Puerto Rican national identity, the concept of “home-

country” is certainly affected by a history of colonization and the experience of migration.  

Puerto Rican national identity is even more complex for mainland Puerto Ricans who frequently 

show strong political feelings about their Puerto Ricanness as a symbol of non-assimilationist 

practices.  They have developed a new home/identity as US Puerto Ricans which resides at the 

borders of cultures.  Because of its spatial multiplicities, I prefer to describe this new identity as 

                                                 
9. Rosemary M. George, The Politics of Home: Postcolonial Relocations and Twentieth-Century 
Fiction  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 11. 
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a pendulous identity, which implies a constant movement among the cultural, social and 

emotional spaces the individual inhabits.  This constant movement responds to the constant 

negotiations the individual is involved in every day and to the “world-traveling” that applies to 

anyone living between cultures.10  

Ernesto Quiñonez and Ed Vega are especially concerned about describing how Puerto 

Ricans develop a sense of place and identity along their search for a space in American society 

and subsequent creation of a “home” in the United States.  Although the barrio conditions are 

still described negatively, these works retain the importance of the Barrio as a space of 

community where Puerto Ricans find a cultural refuge against outside social and racial 

discrimination.  Thus the Barrio acquires a prominence that goes beyond geography to become a 

(relative) “home” for a transnational diasporic community.   

Together with other Latino communities such as Chicanos, Puerto Ricans occupy a social 

and cultural space that Juan Flores perceptively characterizes as a “delocalized transnation.”11  

But we need to understand “nation” in a flexible unofficial way as “a group of people who feel 

themselves to be a community bound together by ties of history, culture, and common 

ancestry.”12  We should also bear in mind this “nation’s” “imaginary” and communal qualities, 

                                                 
10. María Lugones describes this ‘world-travelling’ as a significant quality of people living on 
the borders:  “Those of us who are ‘world’-travellers have the distinct experience of being 
different in different ‘worlds’ and ourselves in them…The shift from being one person to being a 
different person is what I call ‘travel’…One can ‘travel’ between these ‘worlds’ and one can 
inhabit more than one of these ‘worlds’ at the very same time.  I think that most of us who are 
outside the mainstream U.S. construction or organization of life are ‘world-travellers’ as a matter 
of necessity and of survival” (396). María Lugones, “P layfulness, ‘World’-Travelling, and 
Loving Perception.”  In Making Face, Making Soul/Haciendo Caras: Creative and Critical 
Perspectives by Women of Color,  ed. Gloria Anzaldúa, 396 (San Francisco: Aunt Lute, 1990). 
11. Juan Flores, Flores, Juan.  “The Latino Imaginary: Dimensions of Community and Identity” 
in Tropicalizations: Transcultural Representations of Latinidad eds.  Frances Aparicio and 
Susana Chávez-Silverman, 190 (Hannover: University Press of New England, 1997). 
12. James G. Kellas,  The Politics of Nationalism and Ethnicity   (Houndmills and London: 
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something that Benedict Anderson has already stated in Imagined Communities:  “the nation … 

is imagined as a community, because . . . the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal 

comradeship”.13   Puerto Ricans in the United States create such an “imaginative project,” a 

sense of community and home/identity parting from a fluid concept of nation illustrated by 

definitions like “translocal nation.”  According to Agustín Lao, to imagine the Puerto Rican 

national community as a translocal nation  

is to refer to the tailoring of a formation of peoplehood that, though hyperfragmented and 

dispersed, is netted by the web of coloniality (subordinate citizenship, racialization) and 

intertwined by multiple ne tworks (political organizations, professional associations, town 

clubs) and flows (phone, faxes, salsanet) to constitute a deterritorialized-reterritorialized 

“imagined community” and a “social space”… this social space is located beyond the 

immediacy of place and is intersected by other spaces.14  

Puerto Ricans show an ambivalent political stance as they simultaneously maintain 

allegiance to the island and claim a space in the United States.  They have become citizens of a 

global city which “transcends (and often competes with) the borders of the nation-state”; the city 

and the Barrio are constantly transformed by its inhabitants as they become social border spaces, 

“a transnational enclave, a translocal crossroads whose location stands both below and beyond 

the U.S. nation state.”15   

                                                                                                                                                             
Macmillan, 1991), 2. 
13. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Comunities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism  (London and New York: Verso, 1983), 6. 
14. Agustín Lao, “Islands at the Crossroads: Puerto Ricanness Traveling between the Translocal 
Nation and the Global City” in  Puerto Rican Jam. Rethinking Colonialism and Nationalism,  
eds. Frances Negrón-Muntaner, and Ramon Grosfoguel, 176 (London and Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1997). 
15. Ibid., 181. 
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As we can see, the Barrio has a strong set of qualities that make it a perfect place for the 

creation of a new home/identity for Puerto Ricans in the United States.  The Barrio is justifiably 

subject to the re- imagining and redefinition of American space by a displaced and colonized 

people.  This transformation of social space and the construction of a sense of place and identity 

inform the narratives by Quiñonez and Vega and become a central element.  Their works also 

become discursive spaces where the nation and the home are represented through a fictionalized 

form that nevertheless stays faithful to the real dreams of Puerto Ricans.  These literary 

representations of the Barrio and of Puerto Ricans building community and ‘home’ in the United 

States are created on a “rhetoric of displacement” which constantly alludes to “the struggle to 

assert identity out of place.”16  The Barrio, as a border space where different cultures coexist, is 

the perfect setting to explore the complexities and problems of creating a sense of identity, of 

home and of community in urban America.  Quiñonez’s and Vega’s writing brings to center 

stage the postmodern quality of the city and its neighborhoods, and their being inhabited by 

displaced people re-imagining American urban space through the lens of their own cultural and 

community values. 

Most of the time, the physical home is an extension of the individual, which influences 

his/her state of mind.  The Barrio’s apartments make their inhabitants feel confined and 

physically oppressed, and this explains Chino and Blanca’s dream for a larger and better house.  

The theme of having a comfortable physical home is a recurrent theme among diasporic and 

Latino writers whose most quoted example is in Sandra Cisneros’ The House on Mango Street.  

The search for a better stable home usually functions as a symbol of finding a place and a self in 

America.  The physical space of the houses that Bodega gives back to the community becomes a 

                                                 
16. Nico Israel, Outlandish: Writing Between Exile and Diaspora  (Standford, CA.: Stanford 

University Press, 2000), ix. 
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more fundamental symbolic Puerto Rican space where a definite home/identity can be 

established on American soil.  This owning ‘a house of their own’ also represents the spatial 

counter-invasion and tropicalization of the American space.  It is important to notice that this 

very issue is what makes Chino establish a relationship with Bodega when the latter supplies a 

larger apartment for Chino and Blanca.  Bodega sells dreams and transmits ideals from the past 

in order to organize a better future for the community.  

 

Tropicalizing the Barrio 

How transformations of the American space are represented in the literary works by 

Quiñonez and Vega can be best understood by exploring the process of tropicalization. 

Originally coined by Puerto Rican poet Victor Hernández Cruz in his book Tropicalization,17 the 

term is used by Frances Aparicio and Susana Chávez-Silverman in their excellent study, 

Tropicalizations: Transcultural Representations of Latinidad, to define a set of cultural and 

literary techniques that seek “to imbue a particular space, geography, group, or nation with a set 

of traits, images and values.”18  Quiñonez and Vega’s works show the tropicalization of the 

Barrio as Puerto Ricans make it their own with their daily practices.  The presence of Puerto 

Rican characters and places, music, smells, meals and cultural traditions problematize the 

qualities of a space located at the heart of the American nation.  

                                                 
17. For Victor Hernández Cruz the tropicalization process allows him to transform the poetic 
language into something strange for the Anglo reader as it is defamiliarized by the images and 
signifieds from a Latin American culture.  The linguistic pun and the intrusion of objects and 
images alien to the American landscape allows the creation of a defamiliarized world within the 
Barrio and the urban space which is therefore transformed and permeated by Puerto Rican 
rhythms, traces and values. 
18. Frances Aparicio and Susana Chávez Silverman, “Introduction” in Tropicalizations  
(Hannover: University Press of New England, 1997), 190. 
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In Bodega Dreams the re-appropriation and tropicalization of the Barrio is reflected in its 

characters´ lives, the recurrent themes, imagery and literary language.  Literal tropicalization of 

the Barrio is represented by Bodega’s project of owning the neighborhood, renovating buildings 

and giving back those spaces to the Puerto Rican community.  This would ensure the survival of 

their culture and the creation of a new home in America.  In this way, the counter- invasion 

mentioned before is literally enforced through Bodega’s project.   A piece of American land is 

owned, transformed and turned into a little Puerto Rican nation that takes control of its future. 

Even though at first Chino hardly believes about the existence of a person with such ideals, he 

soon realizes that Bodega’s dream has brought back hope to the community.  Bodega represents 

“a time when all things seemed possible,”19 and it is precisely his ideals of social change that 

provoke Chino’s admiration and fascination for Bodega.   

For Chino, the Barrio takes a very ambiguous significance.  The Barrio’s contradictions 

as a borderland where good and evil coexist pose a dilemma fo r Chino, who also feels the need 

to collaborate in the humanization of the Barrio, in giving back dignity to a people living in a 

“paradox of crime and kindness.”20  He progressively takes the reader into discovering that the 

‘heart of darkness’ in the barrio is an ambivalent space with negative and positive qualities and 

therefore needs to be improved by its inhabitants.  Chino is certainly aware of Bodega’s illegal 

means, but in the end he also considers the possible justification for his acts.   

Bodega seems to fit the model posed by Jay Gatsby but his dream differs from Gatsby’s 

in that it also implies a response to the community’s social and economic needs.   As Jay Gatsby 

was the hero and the epitome of the American Dream in the twenties, Bodega represents the 

possibility of achieving a different Puerto Rican dream in the Barrio.  The American dream of 

                                                 
19. Quiñónez, Bodega Dreams, 31. 
20. Ibid., 161. 
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social success and economic power clearly contrasts with the social ideals at the base of 

Bodega’s dream of transforming the Barrio.  The social commitment that Bodega exhibits is 

further justified by his past as a Young Lord during the sixties. Chino deeply admires the social 

initiatives of the “Young Lords,” their idealism and aesthetics and this makes Bodega an even 

more attractive figure for Chino.  

As the story concludes, Bodega’s figure, his ideals and his dream stay with Chino as a 

valuable heritage.  The story of Bodega leaves a mark on Chino, who finally feels the need to 

continue Bodega’s dream of providing a home for the community when in the end he takes in his 

home two newly arrived Puerto Ricans from the island.  At the end of the novel, Chino is a 

transformed person who has learnt a lesson as suggested by his intention to stay in the barrio.  

The Barrio will always stay with him as Bodega told him: “Just remember one thing from an old 

pana who has been here longer than you, just remember, bro, that no matter how much you 

learn, no matter how many books you read, how many degrees you get, in the end, you are from 

East Harlem.”21  Bodega’s words raise the issue of those who leave the Barrio and their culture 

behind, get an education searching for the American dream of prosperity and forget about the 

people who are still in the Barrio.  These words make Chino reflect about the community as a 

whole and his responsibility in working for the improvement of living conditions in the Barrio.  

The final message is clear: “[the barrio] seemed like a good place to start”;22 the barrio provides 

that sense of home and identity necessary to start searching for a dream that has much more to do 

with creating a prosperous Puerto Rican community than with getting the material American 

Dream.  Using the master’s language, and in some ways disguised as ghetto literature, Bodega 

                                                 
21.  Ibid., 36. 
22. Ibid., 213. 
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Dreams tropicalizes the American space of the Barrio and builds a Puerto Rican sense of 

community as it transforms the American Dream into a Puerto Rican communal dream. 

Through the subtlety that satire and irony give to the literary discourse, Ed Vega similarly 

constructs a different representation of Barrio life and Puerto Rican versions of the success story.  

Dreams are again a key theme in Vega’s representation of the Puerto Rican experience in the 

United States.  The dreams Mendoza writes are Puerto Rican dreams coming from the Barrio and 

about overcoming the Barrio’s negative reality through new hopes for a better future.  Mendoza’s 

Dreams presents a very ironic and biting vision on intercultural relations in the United States and 

on the failure of the American Dream for those at the margins of society.   

In the story “Mercury Gómez” the American Dream has been tropicalized and 

transformed into a very peculiar Puerto Rican story of success.  Mercury, a small Puerto Rican 

black man who had always been “invisible” for Anglo Americans and who would never fit the 

image of the successful American, becomes a powerful rich man who builds an empire of media 

companies from a messenger service.   He organizes a group of small black men who carry the 

packages very quickly making the customer believe that it was only one black man who did the 

deliveries.  The key to success is how these small black men are strategically located in different 

spaces from which they can easily control the traffic of packages.  Therefore, Merc’s success 

emerges from his own marginality and his story symbolizes the subversion of the system by 

benefiting from his own social invisibility.  Mendoza, after hearing the story and still amazed by 

how Merc had beaten the system finally comments:  “Out in the street I couldn’t stop smiling. 

Those Rough Riders had definitely made a mistake back in 1898 when they landed in Guanica 

and annexed the island. Boy, had they made a mistake.”23 

                                                 
23. Quiñónez, Mendoza’s Dreams, 148. 
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The collection’s most outstanding example of tropicalization and transformation of the 

American space can be found in the story “The Barbosa Express.”  Jesús Barbosa, a motorman of 

the New York City Transit Authority, feels discriminated when after seventeen years of service 

he is denied one of the new trains.   Enraged with the whole system, he decides to take an old 

train on the fourth of July, and, with the help of friends and relatives from the Barrio, transforms 

an old train into a running Latin party and travels all along Manhattan.  On a previous day, he 

invites Mendoza to a “surprise party” without telling him about the details.  His words are 

“We’re celebrating our independence”24 and rightly so the event becomes a real act of 

transgression and assertion of Puerto Rican presence in Manhattan.  All the cars had been 

renamed “The Barbosa Express” and “El son de Barbosa” in huge letters and the trains had been 

decorated and prepared by Puerto Rican people from the Barrio:  relatives, friends, an 

engineering student, an executive from AT&T and a even a grandchild who works for the 

Pentagon made Barbosa’s dream technically true.  Everything was settled to deceive the officials 

and make them believe that graffiti artists had hijacked the train. 

This act of subversion is a clear example of tropicalization of the American space as a 

group of Puerto Ricans transform Independence Day into a Latin day for a few hours.  The 

intrusion and presence of this ‘Puerto Rican’ train running through New York, on such a special 

day, dramatically changes its landscape and becomes a living symbol of Puerto Ricans’ ability to 

make themselves visible.  The readers and Mendoza himself are shocked by the fact that a group 

of Puerto Ricans have been able to boycott Independence Day celebrations, destabilizing the 

system and leaving signs of a community for a long time ignored.  The train is not a reflection of 

nostalgia for a cultural past left behind but, quite the contrary, it is the re-assertion of a 
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community and identity there to stay.  The message, as Mendoza explains, is clear because a 

constantly growing unsatisfied Latino population cannot be ignored anymore:  “By the time I 

reached my apartment I knew one thing for certain. I knew that the United States of America 

would have to pay for passing the Jones Act in 1917, giving the people automatic U.S. 

citizenship and allowing so many of them to enter their country. As they say in the street: ‘What 

goes around, comes around.’”25 

This is another counter- invasion act that brings to center stage the contesting practices 

that can emerge from the Puerto Rican community.  They are part of American space and in 

reclaiming their space they also demand their presence to be acknowledged and respected.  

Another story which uses humor and unusual situations to transform American space and create 

a Puerto Rican version of an incredible success story is “The Pursuit of Happiness,” where Don 

Sinfo, a working-class Puerto Rican decides to make a fortune by raising a goat in his home and 

selling its meat by portions in the Barrio.  The intrusion of the animal in the neighborhood, 

which already destabilizes the urban landscape, has a greater effect when the animal escapes and 

causes a commotion in the neighborhood.  The people run at the sight of the animal, forming an 

unruly mob which is mistaken for a revolution by police officials and the local government.  The 

confusion and absurd situations that the escape of the animal brings about call attention to the 

existing tensions among ethnic groups, repressed political feelings and cultural misunderstanding 

existing in New York City.  The happy and surreal end of the story presents, after a series of 

chaotic and absurd episodes, Don Sinfo marrying a rich Anglo spinster who believes Don Sinfo 

has saved her from the goat and from an old suitor.  Don Sinfo’s success story makes his 

                                                 
25. Ibid., 124. 
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comment, “In the U.S. anything is possible,” ironically true and turns inside out the national 

myth of the American Dream. 

 

Tropicalization of the English Literary Language 

The tropicalization of the English language in these literary works is specially interesting 

for its many creative possibilities and its subtle challenge to the dominant discourse.  The 

inclusion of Spanish words, names of places and concepts defamiliarizes the English language 

and implies a “deterritorialization” of the dominant language by a group whose language has 

been dismissed.  Other tropicalization techniques consist in the manipulation of English so that it 

becomes impregnated by a cultural and linguistics Latino substratum:  “a transformation and 

rewriting of Anglo signifiers from the Latino cultural vantage point.”26  The tropicalization of the 

literary language found in Quiñonez and Vega’s works usually functions as a means to make the 

Anglo reader transcend the mere ethnographic and exotic narration in order to understand 

political, cultural and historical implications in the development of the Latino/a identity.  What 

these writers are trying to do is to claim their place in American society not only by stressing 

their difference but by challenging obsolete representations of the ethnic subject and encouraging 

true intercultural dialogue.   

In Mendoza’s Dream, Vega displays his mastery in consciously introducing Puerto Rican 

names of foods, holidays, concepts and Spanish signifiers that make the reader feel the distance 

of being foreign in his/her own language.  An example is a passage where the narrator, talking 

about a Christmas celebration, alludes to the aroma suggested by array of words completely 

strange for the Anglo reader:  

                                                 
26. Frances Aparicio "On Subversive Signifiers: U.S. Latina/o Writers Tropicalize English."  
American Literature  66 (Dec-94) : 797. 
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Words went back and forth and in each one there was the aroma of pernil, arroz con 

gandules, pastels, salmoreja de jueyes, empanadas, alcapurias, morcillas, mofongo, 

arroz con dulce, majarete, tembleque, almendras, nueces, turrón de alicante, turrón de 

jijona de mazapán and to top it all off coquito.  Ay, madre santísima. You couldn’t 

believe how tongues were watering as men wished each other Felicidades.27 

Obviously these words have no effect on the Anglo reader’s mouth since they are completely 

strange, but for four lines they have felt completely displaced from the text.  In another instance, 

the narrator stresses this effect by openly devoting an explanation which takes more than a page, 

and which includes three equivalent entries from the New Comprehensive International 

Dictionary of the English Language, to comment on the implications of the word batata and of 

being called “Batatini.” At the end of the passage the narrator ironically plays with the Anglo 

readers, exposing their ignorance and creating further distance:   

If you are a Spanish speaker and have used the word you may have by now taken the 

word for granted or mastered its inherently incongruent sound.  If on the other hand you 

speak solely English, try pronouncing it as it sounds in Spanish. Now don’t muff it and 

say things like baytayra or bat-tara, but say BAH-TAH-TAH with the accent on the 

second syllable.28 

In this example the bilingual reader is favored by the author who consciously positions the Anglo 

reader in inferiority obliging him/her to feel the anxiety of dealing with a strange language.  The 

intention is clearly to make the Anglo reader reflect upon cultural and linguistic difference as an 

erroneous basis for discriminatory practices.  Linguistic puns on the character’s names and the 

intrusion of Spanish syntax and lexicon such as “It was absolutely the best of nights, this 
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Nochebuena” impregnate the text with traits of the Spanish language and culture and 

defamiliarize English signifiers, adding to them new Latino signifieds. 

In other instances, Spanish phrases are not translated with a clear intention to leave the 

Anglo reader ignorant about what is really going on and to make him/her feel ‘out of place’ and 

alienated from the English text.  This is what we find in this passage about racial discrimination 

from “Mercury Gómez”: 

And then he said that after working for about a year for Silver Streak Services he realized 

he was pretty much anonymous. “Just another black guy. And worse than that I was 

small. ‘The little black guy,’ I useta hear people say and I useta feel like saying, ‘puñeta, 

váyanse pa’l carajo, coño! Yo soy boricua! Negro pero boricua y si no le cae bien, 

cáguense en su madre! Know what I mean?” “Of course,” I said, “I’ve suffered similar 

discrimination.”29 

The effect of this passage gains further significance if we notice that the Spanish phrases 

disguise direct insults at Anglos.  While an Anglo reader probably is at risk of not understanding 

a harsh critique on American society, a bilingual Latino reader is able to establish a sort of 

complicity with the writer, thereby making the message more powerful.  In this way, Vega’s 

narrative has multiple readings and messages depending on the reader’s ethnicity and culture. 

The introduction of Spanglish in the narrative discourse is another powerful tropicalizing 

technique.  In Bodega Dreams, the language of the streets and Spanglish permeate the whole 

novel as it emerges in the dialogue and characterizes the inhabitants of the Barrio.  Puerto Ricans 

are reinventing themselves and a new language comes to characterize this new identity.  In the 

last chapter of the novel, “A New Language Being Born,” this issue is directly addressed as a 

                                                 
29.  Ibid., 144. 
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fundamental element in the Barrio and a distinctive feature of Puerto Rican identity in the United 

States:  “at a window next door to us, a woman yelled to her son down on the street: ‘Mira, 

Junito, go buy un mapo, un contén de leche, and tell el bodeguero yo le pago next Friday.  And I 

don’t want to see you in el rufo!’.”30  We can clearly appreciate how this new language not only 

shows a lexical and syntactical influence from both Spanish and English, but it also includes new 

words that emerge from the speakers freely such as ‘mapo’>mop or ‘rufo’>roof.   Spanglish is 

the linguistic symbol of the future of a community that still retains all its vitality and strength as 

it is described by an imaginary Bodega at the end of the novel:  

A new language means a new race.  Spanglish is the future.  It’s a new language being 

born out of the ashes of two cultures clashing with each other.  You will use a new 

language.  Words that they might not teach you in that college.  Words that aren’t English 

or Spanish but at the same time are both…Our people are evolving into something 

completely new…this new language is not completely correct; but then few things are.31  

The Puerto Rican heritage stays alive in this language as Spanish words and structures 

impregnate the English that unavoidably Puerto Ricans are compelled to use as the dominant 

language.  Spanglish becomes a symbol of the home/identity that is created out of a multiple 

heritage.  The complex geography of a new Puerto Rican identity is therefore exemplified by the 

interesting relationship that is established between the Puerto Rican community and the new 

American space it inhabits.  Quiñonez’s and Vega’s tropicalized narratives actually turn the 

Barrio into a “different” space which is more like “home” for the Puerto Rican community but, 

most of all, they become aesthetic homes where the Puerto Rican experience justly finds its 

space in American literature. 
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31. Ibid., 212. 
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