“Marielena” in Knee Socks, Puerto Rico, 1968
Photographer wnknown. Permission ki Toro

INTRODUCTION:
CARIBENO.
COUNTERSTREAMS
AND CULTURAL
REMITTANCES

"umcn.q was 15 when her family
moved back to Puerto Rico. It was 1965, and she found it hard getting used
to her new surroundings after growing up in the South Bronx. With all the
romantic illusions she held about her enchanted island homeland, she felt
unwelcome and sadly \}.‘\.l"‘h‘l?l((‘\l She and her sister were ridiculed by the
other kids at school and in the neighborhood, for the way they looked and
spoke and everything about them. “What am 12" they asked themselves. “Am
[ really Puerto | the way [ always thought, if here there are Puerto Ricans
laughing at me and calling me gringa and treating me like a slu?? Am |
Americana after all, when up there [ was always treated ‘different,” and where
[ was even proud 1o be different? | was deeply confused, and felt lost.” It was
the most painful experience of her life, but she did struggle through it, and
made adjustments while never losing her dignity and pride in herself

“As time passed and we found our way around a little, they started 10
accept us, and give us a chance. In fact, after a while we even became popular
We still had our own unique style, that stood out, bur they began to th
it was cool, and admired it and imitated us. You know, the way we walked,
jitterbuggin’ and all, and our hair with the zig-zag cut and pony tails, and
our music, rock and roll and Motown and Latin soul. And | was proud of
all that, "cause you know, | came to Puerto Rico ar a rebellious age. They
challenged us, but we challenged them back, too. | wasn’t about to give up
my diddly-bop for no one, | was proud of the blackness in me, even though
I was blond with blue cyes. So, they started to like our style, they wanted to
learn about it and act that way, 100. Like me and the other Nuyorican kids
in the school and in our neighborhood. 'Cause as time went by there were
more and more of us. And there was salsa, and there was Pedro Pietri and
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Nuyorican poetry that they started to hear about, partly from us. This is the
stuff we brought with us.”

And so, with time, Mariclena went from being the butt of ridicule and
insults to being a teacher, a mentor in cultural ways that the kids on the
Island wanted to learn. “So I remember one time «Lmnr_ free hour when |
was in hlg'l school, we werc l.\l(':mn: o music and pudxnnb: xhxur steps
And | was doing some moves to something, | think it was the Wobble or
one of those dance crazes of those years, or maybe it was some Joe Cuba
record, some boogaloo, and I remember those same kids that used to bring
us such ’;urll\nmln); over and saying, ‘Oye, enséfiame ese paso!’ ‘Hey \‘hn\\‘
me that step!” I'll never forget it, how the tables turned {Enséfiame esc paso!

Looking back, she realizes that her battle was worth it after all: “Because
of my expericncc, and the same experience that a lot of other New York
boricuas have lived through here, the new generation of people here are more
tolerant. We have taught them, by example and from what we have said, 1o
accept people as they are, to be less narrow-minded, and o know racism and
prejudice when they see it, just as we learned it on the streets of Nueva York

I'he theme of this book first occurred to me during several visits in recent
years to the Puerto Rican city of May aglicz, where ‘l had been invited along
with a few other Puerto Rican writers from the States to offer readin \ |'.h.l|‘
discussions of our work. Surprisingly large and animated crowds ‘m;("n;’;d
the events, and cheered us on as we read not only in Spanish, but in | m-l‘nh
and in that widely practiced switching of codes, Spanglish T

I'he audience seemed h Wgry lor the voices and images of Puerto Rican
communitics in U.S, urban settings, and to relish that !nlu;llll.ll mixture .--!
nostalgia for their ancestral island homeland and assertive pride in the .hN od
mean streets” of the Bronx and other inner-c iy .'Il'l)jh!hilhl,ul\'\ in the ( lul:*:i
‘\lilfm» ,‘ hey wene wild when Tato Laviera read his poem “nuyorican,” where
he speaks directly and defiantly (and in Spanish) to his beloved Island, and
especially the lines w I return, with a boricua heart, and you, / you \.m;x
me, you 'l'l‘vh J\k-l"l\ <, you .I([.l\‘\ 'Ilt way I \“(".lk, \Ah“l( YOou re out 'i'('l(‘
C A'll\): mgc l!l‘l'.l]\' Sinamencan I!V\\l'('“’l;l“'\. -I“l’ ( \l'“]lh. teven lllll\l"‘\.‘]l\l
n san juan “"I\h Hhaan ll'lfl\( in my YI('I}:}"N"'XU"\!\ '.l” of YOur customs .'

Or when .\‘.u,pwu performed her signature poem, “Ode to a Dias Nil‘h an
with its proverbial chorus, “No naci en Puerto Rico, / Puerto Rh’“]“u 16 r‘n

mi” ("I wasn't born in Puerto Rico, / Puerto Rico was bomn in me.”) ‘\\ e fel
like rock stars ‘ o
As | was 10 learn in the lively receptions that followed the readings, and

in those joyous days spent in discussions on the Island, many of u:'\‘ ln.r\\

found friends turn . '
X« 1 tnends turned our to be the college-age children of return migrant

families. They all seemed to share some version or other of the same familiar

story of rejection and disillusionment on their arrival “home,” along with a
,".;ﬁ,; affective identification with the big-city life they had left behind in
the United States. They felt marginalized by the Puerto Rico they encoun
tered, yet at the same time entitled to assert themselves and take full part
in the life of the society. Their ambivalence and divided loyalties were
reminiscent to me of what | knew of expatriate communities, or even more
interestingly, of the similarly marginalized and similarly sclf-assertive
Nuyorican diaspora in New York. The way that they hung out together and
shared a sense of group belonging in an often unaccepting environment made
them seem like a diaspora, or actually a kind of reverse or return diaspora
within the homeland society itself. We joked, and made up the term “Re
asporican.” T'o me it was a startling twist on the questions of Latino identity
and everything | had been studying and writing about for decades

I also observed their interaction with friends and family who had never
left the Island, and with their uncasy and bewildered teachers, parents, and
other authority figures. | noticed that the “Re-asporicans” Imlm'mh found
themselves confronting and challenging stubborn assumptions about all kinds
of hard-set cultural values: what it means to be Puerto Rican, what is an
j\\\"'.ll'](" ll"! Jagc ot "ll!‘il\ l'l\\l!i“\(' 'Il)\\ w lfl.ll(‘ toones hl‘ 18 k”('\\ J'lll
African heritage, the traditional roles and life-choices of women, and a range
of other pressing social issues. | also observed the responses of their peers and
others who were at home on the Island, and it became clear to me that, as
in Mariclena’s story, along with the disdain and fear the returnces typically
evoked there was also an admiration and even emulation of their ways and
ideas. The “stayees,” “los nativos” as they were sometimes called, thought the
Re-asporicans were cool and liked their style and way of looking at things
There was not only interesting cultural contact going on here, but the seeds
of change, some covert and reluctant, some vocal and quite public

Here, | thought, in this fascinating, highly charged collision of distinct
l‘“' I||'('Z|\\||‘-&\| f\l‘("l(“\('\4 llf\ I“Iik'fl.lfu kr\ o lll(' future “' l}“\
country, and of many countries and regions of the world. Some major social
changes must already be underway, and many more in store, because of this
intense intersection ot :[.‘”\”.l(l“l‘--l‘ \Ql'\"(‘\ \?I\ il l\"".”lll\ .”hl \“‘r\l"('\“\('

zone of cultural contact is surely worth a closer look and some creative analysis

In many parts of the world, return migrants d their children are Emu!;m‘\{
significant changes and challenges to home countries, and thereby altering the
\I:l\\[l““ -IIHI :”l".l\' ol \“l:“hll Jl',\l I‘l]l”l\ II ,Il'\\\ (!IVI' [L\Ill: from
international migration and diasporic settlement. Whether it is Turkish

or Spanish “guest workers returning from long-term stays in Germany,
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that and so many other transnational communities historically and in our
times. Of course no such case can be taken in isolation, so that to assure the
generalizing power of my analysis | identified the Dominican and the Cuban

experiences as offering the most promising lines of contrast and comparison.
The Hispanic Caribbean, the three Spanish-speaking Antillean islands with
huge, vibrant Caribbean Latino enclaves in the United States, are as closely
linked in their common cultural heritage and regional location as they are
distinct in their political status and migratory and diaspora histories. [ refer

to this tri-national focus of my analysis as “Caribbean Latinos,” or to use the
Spanish word, “caribefios.”

Combining as it does close family resemblances and sharp political
divergences, the Caribbean Latino experience thus makes for an ideal testing
ground for the study of transnational cultural flows and interactions. All three
countries endured four centuries of Spanish colonial rule, which involved the
virtual extermination of the indigenous Arawak populations and importa-
tion of millions of enslaved Africans. In differential ways, all demonstrate a
troubled relation with that African heritage, and all have spent the past century
under the direct and overweening sway of U.S. imperial power, which has
included the formation of huge diasporas in North America. On the other
hand, in addition to differing processes of national formation, their respec-
tive relations to their imposing northern neighbor exemplify the full gamut
of modern-day political possibilities, from direct colony (Puerto Rico) to neo-
or semi-colony (Dominican Republic) to tenuous breakaway from the
imperial orbit via revolutionary socialism (Cuba). As a result, while the three
diasporas bear many commonalities and intersections, making them almost
seem like one pan-ethnic Caribbean Latino community in various historical
periods, closer inspection shows them to make for very diverse historical
realities. The same may be said for the processes of return migration and
remittances, such that it is only by marking off those discrepancies that one
can speak meaningfully, as I attempt to do, of a single “Caribbean Latino
counterstream.”

I'he longest-standing, most consistent and voluminous of the three
migratory, diasporic, and return experiences is the Puerto Rican one, which
is ample reason for allowing it a cerrain pride of place among the three
instances. The Dominican case bears closest comparison with the Puerto Rican
one over the past forty-some years, but that massive diasporic presence has
been more recent and the cultural changes under study more abrupt, both
differences attributable to the differing relations of colonial power at work.
While the flow of cash remittances to the Dominican Republic has been far
more abundant and that of challenging cultural transfers more abrupt and
sharper, there has been far less migratory return, especially of a long-term or
permanent kind
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The most anomalous of the three is of course the Cuban experience;
demonstrating their compatibility within the analytical model 1 seek to
develop will be the most obvious challenge to the validity of my argument.
Historically, Cubans were the main protagonists of Spanish Caribbean exile
in the nineteenth century, and shared close inter-diasporic connections with
Puerto Ricans through the first half of the twentieth. But the 1959 revolution
and its aftermath have meant the veering off of the Cuban community from
the Puerto Rican and Dominican, and indeed an exceptional status within
he larger “Latino” pan-ethnicity in recent generations. While the transfer of
cash and other material goods has been ample and consequential and the
ideological challenge posed by the exile community as extreme as can be,
there has been virtually no return migration and resettlement in the
homeland. Nevertheless, between many and meaningful temporary visits and
incessant communication between diaspora and homeland locations, a
cultural counterflow has definitely been evident all along and, as in the other
two cases in point, has been a thorn in the side of the traditional homeland
culture in terms of the reigning values, ideological perspectives and expressive
means.

But the main reason for including Cuba and not, say, Mexico or Haiti or
Panama, is not because of such direct commonalities, nor even its belonging
to the Hispanic Caribbean family of national experiences. The idea is that if
an analogous experience can be established in such a diametrically opposite
situation, the line of analysis may then be applicable in a wider and more
universal way. What [ hope to show is that the “cultural remittances” entering
and so consequentially affecting Cuba in our times stem not so much from
a nationally defined and specified diaspora, but from broader Caribbean and
Afro-Atlantic diasporic sources also influential in contemporary Puerto Rican
and Dominican counterstreams. In other words, the process is indirect and
oblique in the Cuban case, the diaspora and its cultural diffusion effectively
disengaged from its explicitly national moorings and comprised of an already
transnationalized mix of multiple culwral traditions.

The Caribbean Latino diaspora and its varied relations with the home
countries and region is thus the geo-cultural location for my study. I attempt
to characterize this space and its historical trajectory in chapter 3, and then
ground it with narrated life-experience and creative expressions in the
remainder of the book. Before arriving there, though, it is important to address
the key theoretical issues of diaspora and cultural “return” and set forth
my own understanding of these complex concepts and social processes. What
is a diaspora? What is a “transnational community” and what is new about
modern-day transnationalism as compared with carlier instances of local and




3 I'HE DIASPORA STRIKES BACK

global migrations and transformative cultural contacts? What can be said of
cultural migrations between diasporas and homelands, and especially of the
impact of return flows of people and their diaspora-forged cultural experi-
ences and values?

I seek to address such and other related questions in chapters 1 and 2. In
offering a critical review of previous scholarly and journalistic accounts, I was

surprised to find myself bringing into dialogue two integrally tied but as
yet relatively disconnected theoretical discourses; that is, I realized that the
vast theoretical literature on diasporas and transnational communities rarely
dealt directly with the phenomenon of migratory return or the impact of
remitrances, that the equally expansive studies of return migration and
even remitrances bore litde if any explicit relation to the comparatively
newfound fields of diaspora and transnational studies. By implication I am
proposing that the two discussions be brought into interaction with one
another so as to arrive at 2 more coherent approach to contemporary trans-
national experience.

[n addition to thus conjoining these two theoretical discussions, I also draw
out my own points of emphasis so as to best set the stage for the evidence
presented in the remainder of my study. My two main interventions have to
do with the issues of power and of the cultural, both of which have in my
view received inadequate attention in most theoretical reflections on diaspora
and diasporic return. In thinking diaspora, we need to make clear which social
sector of the home and host societies goes to comprise the given diaspora
community, and what international power relations motivate and condition
the diasporic formation. The phrase | take as the title of chapter 1, “thinking
diaspora from below,” signals my focus on working-class and economic-
ally based migratory movements and diasporas, and on colonially defined
relations among home and host societics. The social and cultural worlds forged
of such experience ~which I refer to with the playful phrase “créolité in the
hood”—is an expression of these structured relations of power, and therefore
resist or at least go to qualify the idea of some generic diaspora reality. In
different ways, all three caribefio diasporas exemplify these coordinates of
transnational power, and the cultural goods moving between homeland and
diaspora locations need to be understood as—to take the title of one pertinent
book—“streams of cultural capital.”

I have also found that previous study of these relations has tended to focus
inordinately on political and economic, or more broadly sociological, aspects,
and to treat the cultural dimensions in minimal or marginal ways. While
motivations for migratory movement as well as the relative placement of
migrant communities clearly have economic and political sources, it is in its
cultural manifestations that diaspora life and return can be understood in
its human, experiential qualities, and differentiated at more specific, idiosyn-
cratic levels. T also argue that when scholarly writers do take up cultural




INTRODUCTION 9

considerations, they generally conceive of “culture” in limited and often
individualistic terms of social behavior and attitudes. Likewise, they take a
narrow view of "polxti s" as CIVIC consciousness and p,muip.nic‘:n._]s\ncl.\ ,”(
ideology and collective challenges to traditional values and social identities
usually get short shrift when they are not totally absent, while the humanistic

sense of culture having to do with creative expressions and styles has no
role in the analysis. The vast literature on the ubiquitous contemporary
phenomenon of remittances provides ample examples of these shortcomings.

[t is in terms of power and the cultural that [ introduce the concept of
“cultural remittances,” perhaps the guiding idea of my book. In doing so,
I hope t expand on the term “social remittances” as developed by
anthropologist Peggy Levitt in her book The Transnational Villagers (2001).
Scholars have long been saying that it is not just money and financial capital
that are transferred in the multiple cross-border transactions of today’s
society, but also values, ideas, beliefs and a host of other features of social
life. Levite did the welcome service of injecting this insight into the used and
abused concep of “remittance,” and thereby provided a handy term for a
whole range of transnational studies. However, | contend that her theoretical
innovation fails to live up to its potential because of the methodological and
philosophical limitations of her notion of the cultural. In order to recognize
that the non-monetary aspects of today’s “remittances” may bear even greater
consequences than the “cash transfers” to which most of that discussion is
limited, and indeed to understand the potential deeper significance of all
“transfers” emanating from diasporas, our notion of culture needs to embrace
collective, ideological, as well as artistic meanings of the term.

With these theoretical and historical bearings in view, I then seek to ground
my ideas by providing evidence in the form of personal life-stories and
instances of expressive creativity. | think of the “Tales of Learning and Turn-
ing” that make up Part 2 as the heart of the book, the narrative fulcrum on
which the more abstract and interpretive efforts turn. My commentarics
included before and after the tales themselves (“Introducing the Tales” and
“Reading the Tales”) are intended to explain how they came into being,
and what condlusions or insights | suggest might be glmncd from them as
illustrations or illuminations of my main arguments and the social phenom-
ena under study. The tales are based on interviews | conducted in a range of
sites over several years since around 2000, and especially in 2006 and 2007.
I have changed the names, arranged them chronologically (and alphabetically
for ease of reference), and reorganized each tale so as to enhance its dramatic
appeal and draw attention to those experiences most germane to the present
study. The result is a rich and engaging tapestry of Caribbean Latino lives
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as real people from different walks and stations of life navigate the joys and
challenges—the intensive “learning and turning”—of transnational cultural
reality. In this context it is also intended rto serve as an archive or database
of evidence for the controversial theoretical and interpretive perspectives set
forth in the remainder of the book.

Indeed, in Part 3 I make frequent cross-reference to the stories so as to
connect and associate my reflections on poetic, musical, and artistic
innovations with this qualitative experiential data. Some of the writers and

performers who illustrate the “Style Transfers” of that part are also storytellers

of “learning and turning” experiences, and I am therefore obliged (with
their permission, of course) to blow their cover, as it were, and reveal their
biographical identities. In chapters 5 and 6 and in the Coda, “Bring the
Salsa,” “Open Mic,” and “Visual Crossings,” respectively, Puerto Rican cultural
history forms the point of departure and most fully substantiated case in point,
in part because it is the longest-standing and in part because of my own greater
familiarity with that experience. Clearly, I view the emergence and assertion
of a “Nuyorican” field of group identity and creative expressivity in the later
1960s and early 1970s as the benchmark of the cultural ground-shift of central
interest here. Nevertheless, it becomes evident that, despite the marked
variations among them, Dominican and Cuban experiences may well bear even
more radical implications for social and cultural change than the Puerto Rican
case itself. In all three national instances, and in the pan-national regional
framework, the Caribbean Latino cultural counterstream has the effect of de-
centering national, ethnic, and racial identities, and of redefining the sources
and catalysts of culwural innovation.

Though salsa and Nuyorican poetry, both from the 1960s and early 1970s,
are my primary examples of “remitted” culture forms, it is hip hop, since its
diffusion as of around 1990, that serves as the main conduit of cultural styles
forged in the diaspora that then exert such a challenging and even subversive
influence in contemporary Puerto Rico, Dominican Republic and Cuba. That
diffusion has of course been global in scope, and the presence of hip hop in
the Caribbean is obviously part of a broader transnationalizing process. One
difference, however, is that in the Caribbean Latino case the bearers of that
traveling stylistic modality are themselves ethnic diasporans from those very
nations, and many stem from the very social location and context in which
hip hop originated; some of them, in fact, especially in the Puerto Rican case,
were among the actual creators of hip hop from the beginning.

Furthermore, it is becoming ever clearer that hip hop is the stylistic current
most closely identifiable with contemporary globalization. It is perhaps the
aesthetic remittance par excellence because it emerged just when financial
remittances became the most visible, tangible manifestation of transnational
social relations in our times. Thus, in addition to being the uncontested lingua
franca for youth cultures all over the world, it is also serving as the main
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vehicle for cultural solidarity and contestation. Its eminently subversive role,
the assertion of which might seem counterintuitive and even questionable
when limited to the U.S. context, is blatantly evident when transferred to
other national and regional cultural realities. Though the commercialized,

domesticated and ideologically venomous qualities most familiar in the U.S.
setting do of course spill over to the close neighbors in the Caribbean, the

radical democratic impulse that characterized hip hop in its inner-city
beginnings still infuses much hip hop in the Puerto Rican, Dominican, and
most of all in the Cuban context.

I have arranged the three parts of this book in a sequence that makes most
sense to me. [ have placed first a definition of terms, an extended theoretical
reflection about diasporas and cultural return, along with a discussion of the
cultural history of the Caribbean Latino transnational space and cultural
“counterstream.” This more abstract and reflective exposition is then given
personal and narrative substance, or experientially “grounded,” with repre-
sentative life-stories with which any reader anywhere can identify. And then
in the last part, building on that theoretical and cthnographic foundation, 1
interpret new cultural traditions and practices. Cultural remittances from
below, as elaborated conceprually and as narrated in the oral histories of those
who live them, take the form of stylistic transfers capable of exerting an
innovative and canalytic influence on the course of national and regional
histories. They illustrate in a cogent way how the cultural dimension of human
experience can involve remarkable agency and power, and often embody
profound lessons in democratic and cosmopolitan values and social practice.

Little did Marielena or my friends in Mayagiiez know that their “Re-
asporican” stories would open up a whole new world to me. Thanks to them
I have been able to develop an extensive network of helpful and generous
people whose life-stories give me confidence in the tenability of my ideas,
however controversial, and in whose very personal, unique experiences |
recognized patterns and interfaces with those of countless others that [
encountered directly, by word of mouth, or in my research. Of course there
were many others whose views or life experiences diverged from those
patterns, or even contradicted them, people who fit neatly into the home
society on their return, or whose presence or “remittances” go to reinforce
the status quo there more than to challenge or unsettle it. But I believe that
the lives I describe, while sadly understudied, are actually much more
common in today’s transnational reality, where the working poor far
outnumber the more privileged migrants, exiles, and returnees, both at home
and abroad. It is to these remigrants, starting with the twenty-two who have

shar har I . —y




3 CARIBENO
COUNTERSTREAM

From Cuba 10 the Guyanas and across every inflection which language confers
on the chosc rritory, this style of performance is evident a
gravels whencver this island people, and those slanded on the mainland
migrace without any loss of innocence to forge exotic and subversive enclaves
in citics whose prestige once made them cenain of their names. London, Paris,
New York, Amsterdam These are the Canbbean external frontiers

George Lamming

Caribbean Diaspora and Return

c,mh'?\un peoples are considered an
*exemplary case of a cultural diaspora.” In his overview of the history and
typology of “global diasporas, Robin Cohen identifies the Caribbean and
its scattered emigrant and exile populations as privileged sites for the study
of contemporary diasporic life under globalization." ( ulture and cultural
change make up the dimension of collective experience that distinguishes
modern-day Caribbean migratory processes from those primarily marked off
by relations of trade, victimization, imperial, labor or religious relations
between homelands and countrics of destination. In this view, it is cultural
dynamics that define the content of Caribbean diasporic life first of all
because of the common African descent of its populations and Afro-Adantic
moorings of their cultural histories, that is being phenotypically African
and being conscious of racism
e Caribbean region and its peoples are thus a site of diasporic formation
throughout its history. Beyond that Afro-diasporic foundation, and thinking
of the modern Caribbean and its new migrant con nitics in Europe and
North America, the Caribbean is a quintessential “cultural diaspora” because
of the ample evidence of “cultural retentions or athrmations of an Afncan
identity, a literal or symbolic interest in “return cultural artifacts
products and expressions that show shared concerns and cross-influences

between African, the Caribbean and the destination countries of Caribbean
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European colonization and the African slave trade. The latrer involuneg
migration was of greatest consequence, as it was hl”!u(l\( of the \‘lll:nr Qf
the entire region and made of it a central component of the African diaspory,
or the Black Adantic. The const ant scattering of Caribbean peoples rhm"gh.
out their history, and the resuleant multiple layers of colonial and neo-
colonial rule, have made for extensions and reinventions of the African
diaspora and at the same time new, nationally and regionally formed digg.
poras, primarily in | urope, North, Central and South America, and within
the region itself

This two-tier phenomenon of new diasporas spawned of a formative
civilizational diaspora is unique to, or at least strongly characteristic of the
Caribbean, as is the passage from an extended epoch marked by European
colonialism to a \u]nu’urm one under the dominion of the United Stages
Each of those colonial epochs generated major diasporic formations, cspe-
cially in England until the end of World War 11, and in the United Stages
and Canada since the mid twentieth century. The experience of intenge
racism in those metropolitan centers and the real and imagined “return” 1o
Afro-Caribbean homelands make for the special content of the lived reality
of that transnational imaginary. The complex, mutually enrichi relations
forged with other non-whire diasporas in England, and with African Amer
1cans and fellow Caribbean peoples in the U.S, enclaves. become a significant
component of the cultural remittances introduced into Caribbean life,
especially in the period since formal independence. These latter tics, and the
spanning of the Caribbean into Central and the northern rim of South
America, are what lead Ordando Patterson to identify the ( aribbean as the
hub of what he calls the “emerging West Atlantic system

These qualities issuing from an analysis of the Anglophone countries are
paradigmatic for the Caribbean as a whole, such that the “West Indics,” the
Antilles, and the Caribbean often appear virtually coterminous in the public
mind and in much of the rescarch on migration and “homecoming.” There
has been some important work on the Francophone Antilles transnational
experience, notably that of Nina Glick Schiller and Michel Laguerre on the
Haitian diaspora and its links to homeland politics.* Generally, Haiti, Martin
ique, Guadalupe and other Francophonc examples are treated as closely
analogous to the Anglophone experience with its strong African presence and
ongoing colonial and cultural links to the European metropolis

It is the Hispanic Caribbean, “las Antillas,” the secc most studied
instance of Caribbean cultural remittances after the English-speaking, which
I most often seen as running askew of the more general regional paradigm
Representatively, in mapping his new “migration systems” Patterson scparates
the “Afro-Caribbean societies’ (meaning the West Indies) from what he
calls the “insular and south ( aribbean Latin socicties.™ Similarly, in their
important co-edited volume Caribbean Life in New York City (1987),
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Islands and Enclaves in song

Son tres” (The three sister islands

IJ musxa il(’ I"“”q“t n, y IVI musica li[}l"“' ) l‘ AIU'MJ“A\J“-’,
‘coro): que sabe a ron, sabe a micl, sabe a cafia
( )U\ Ill"l/.l‘ son, 4]“(' l'l”l{‘\ son. II\ res l\]h'.l\ }’(1”'.‘”..\
) I’l" o0 Yo, il" o0 Yo, 1-“ *ll'll' <on \'/ JI”L'
Lo lei lo ki, lei Jo Lai [exc
Es of tabaco cubano o mejor del universo,
Y el calé de Puerto Rico ni hablar mi hermano de eso
De Cuba es o son guajiro, de Pucrto Rico la J’.m.u.
De Quisqueya es o merengue que a todo o mundo ke encanta




Fue en Cuba Jos¢ Marti quicn luchd su liberead,

)
Y Duarte fue por Quisqueya, y por Borinquen, ;quién scra

Son tres, son tres, las isles hermanas
Que las Quicro ver, las quicro ver, las tres soberanas
< an
Que no me Quicro monr sin ver ka union antillana
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10 sec, want to see the three of the
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o f :\. las Antillas™: “Son tres, las islas hermanas the three islands
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1930s and 19405 e

the formative decades in the history of New York's earl
Latino community estal od, 28 o
d, as the

lished himeel |
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1. Over his long and illustrous musical

;"C"]:L" vocalist in l.lbk o RL an muy
1
Career, he recorded over 3,000 songs

Shortly after his arrival in 1929, Davilita joined up with none other than
the legendary composer anc bandlcader Rafael Herndndez, and was lead voice
. nquen, renamed the Cuarteto Victoria, during the

in Herndndez's Trio B
hﬂghr of its immense international i“'l"-l”"\ He also sang both chorus

and lead with the variously named groups of Pedro Flores for many years,
and was the first to rec ord many of the historic compositions of both Rafacl
Herndndez and Pedro Flores, two of the foremost composers in twenticth
century Latin American music His associations and achicvements were
poundless in the musical ficld of that period, and included collaboration with
musicians of the magnitude and varncty as Manuel Jiménez ("Canario
Alberto Socorris, Plicido Acevedo, Augusto Coén, Noro Morales and, after
his return to Puerto Rico Felipe Rodriguez ( la Voz"). Of r\r:nl'!u\ note
his first recording, in 1930, was Rafael Herndndez's “Lamento Borincano,
and thanks to the prodding of Canario, Davilita entered history as the first
to record that international anthem of the Latino migrant population, a com
position that the author José Luis Gonzdlez considered the hrst protest song
in the history of Latin American ENI;!.IIJ.' music. It was the voice of Davilita,
2 19-year-old boricua from East 100th Street, that resounded from the record
stores and tenement windows of El Barrio, and of many Latino working
class barrios, on the ominous eve of the Grear l)cznc\\mn

Musically, “Son Tres” is 2 cancadn. While it shows traces of Cuban on
montuno and Pucrto Rican plena, makes boastful mention of the Dominican
merengue, and has a fade-out chorus of traditional kei-lo-lai, Davilita is careful
to choose a more generic, hybrid song-form like the cancidn so as to encom
pass all three Caribbean traditions without privileging any one national style
He is intent, after all, to marvel at the symbiosis and cohesion of the three
part cultural family. And as long as he lingers on their shared sensorium
—kindred tastes, smells \1};!:!\_ and sounds—and cxpressive traditions he is
able to sustain that confident sense of delight and harmony. But when it
comes to political history, the dissonance sets in or, more preciscly, the sisters
take divergent paths. For while Cuba and the Dominican Republic achicved
national sovereignty, and can hail their founding leaders in Marti and Duarte,
Davilita is made 1o ask, ~.|g):c\n\\'|\ of his own patria, “and for Puerto Rico,
who will it be?™ ("y por Borinquen ;quién serd?”). Of the three sisters, his
Puerto Rico remains in direct colonial bondage, and thus stands apart from,
K:T\: C thlf JC(;\" athnities, th OUNCT Sisters. "\‘ :n& \“ll}: l’.l((" from .Cfl‘lln(i
mid-century, and as Davilita was known for his strong affiliation with the
Puerto Rican nationalist cause, one could surmise that the question “who
will it be?” might well be posed in veiled reference to the supreme anti
imperialist leader Pedro Albizu Campos, who was then languishing in a federal
penitentiary while his fellow combatants carried on the intense militant

struggle for national independence. Or perhaps it is a sarcastic allusion to




60 THE DIASPORA STRIKES BACK

What Vega fails to mention, l!mugh it would certainly sustain his Case
more convincingly than the doses of “myth” (as he calls them) that infuse
his biographical version of events, is that already then, in the 18205, the
documentary and lite ary presence of Caribbean Latinos in New York had
begun. In 1823, the 20-year-old Cuban poet and patriot José Marfa de
Heredia arrived to spend several years of exile in the American northease,
mostly New York ( ity. Hn'm}: the Spanish and colonial authorities bec ause
of his avid clamor for the independence of his beloved homeland, Heredia
founded and edited a newspaper, continued to write prolifically, and pub
lished his first book of poems, Poeséas, in New York in 1825 Most memor-
ably, he had occasion to visit Niagara Falls, to which he paid emotional and
philosophical homage in his long poem "Nidgara,” one of the canonical texts
of Cuban literature. It can also be considered, from today’s vantage, one of
the founding works of Caribbean Latino literature in the United States
TI'hough it contains little by way of description of American society of the
ume, much less of any Cuban exile settlement, Nidgara” is nevertheless of
cardinal importance in being such an carly reflection by a Caribbean on the
metaphysical significance of the U.S., written on North American soil,
antcipating in this way the profound and prolific reflections of Marti,
Hostos, and others later in the century

Though ° Nidgara" stands as something of a curiosity item in the literary
and historical annals, Heredia was not alonc in his early exiled state. or the
only one to give literary expression to that condition. In fact, another of his
poems, “Himno del desterrado,” became something of an anthem among
l'\l’k'l' ( III‘I” writers l'r (h(' “("I'NI. .l“l, \('l\('\‘ a8 (,l( \i’:”.””!l text in ‘Plf
first anthology of such writing, Laid del desterrado, which was published in
1858

New York shared the stage in this early period of Caribbean Latino history
with Florida. As of the carly years, as is also truc in more recent tim s, "La
Florida”™ ook its distinctive place in the Latino imaginary. It was in Florida,
not so much Miami as Fampa, Key West, and Ybor ( ity, that the drama of
( .‘“l‘!‘(.‘” I.l“"‘? ,l’l' '1“’& on l'l\ll'l”l““( \-'I.‘P(‘ lil“l”“ "H' ”"4.\”( .!.l“ of
the nineteenth century,! I'he tobacco industry played a central role in the
formation of a Spanish and Cuban communicy and the racial and dass
divisions that unfolded in that context. Rather than the sporadic and
numerically insignificant numbers of antillano exiles of the preceding decades
'h(' l"l"ll‘.l (‘“\lJ\'l'\ were 'hi (‘.I"l(\‘ f\’\!('“l( ol . rll.l!l\(I\‘ t!\“-l”“\ ‘II;\,
sizable population. Very little of this important pre-history finds its way into
Bernardo Vega's account, which tends o leap over the mid-cer period
(O arnive at l"(' (h."”.l'h entrance of ‘l(l\(l'\ J’Ill \l-”“ on l'l&' cw \l'l;\
scene in the later decades of the century

Vega acknowledges at several points the selective hunctioning of his aging
uncle’s memory, and comments on Tlo Antonio’s tendency to highlight and
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ins his majestic “cour
scale par anish Caribbean 2 “yo" whic ¢ then goes on

counterpose to that of ¢ Whitman: “Yo,” he begins,

Caribbean
Antillcan to be exact
The raw product of a \.;'lrh
Puerto Rican girl )
and 2 Cuban worker
bormn precsely, and poor
on Quisqueyan soil

p .

Yo / un hijo del Caribe / precisamente antillano. / Producto
una I".L'\”ALI cnatura )\7“”\1“(”[ y un l*"(“'
justameonte, v ;‘J"r”k’”f on \“('L' l’ll"l"il\ Yano.

primitivo de
\U-‘U“l‘ “l\ll!l’

Turning to the twenticth century, in the carly years, along with the ( ubans
and Puerto Ricans Spaniards hgured |‘:m“n'l(:|l'\ In that community
Whatever one thinks about the inclusion of Spanish immigrants and
descendants i he present day Latine mhguration, there can be no doubx
as to their presence and importance in the Florida and New York Latino

scttiements prior to World War | and beyond. This was particularly the case
1 the decades before and af

the turn of the century, and most evidently

in the world of tobacco and cigar production. Bernardo's entire account fre
his hirst New rk years and throt the Spanish Civil War of the 1930s

makes constant mention of Spanish comrades and culwural activity, and he

even counted the Sephardic Spaniard Jacobo Silvestre Bresman as one

of his
most faithful friends an

influential intellectual and political mentors. The
Spanish roic in the anarchast .l'\ll 2001 movements. “.\Inl\!l.

g those in New
York and Florida, is well

known and often told, a significant part of Latino
LOry

What often goes unmentioned in this necessary attention to Spanish
immigrants in carly Latino history, however, is the issue of class and racia
flere s th e }

differences in those mul atino interactions, where the scams of pan-cthnic
showed through. As is described in the import memoir Black
Cuban, Black Amenican (2000) by Evelio Grillo, an Afro-(

» in Flor . 9 [

up in Florida in the 19205 and 19305 Spaniards and white Cubans played
v } }
an increasingly central role in the owner

the ¢ trade in later teenth

uban who grew

p and managerial operations of

nrur 1 14
-century Florida.™ As a result, dass and

black—white divides took an ev

Spanish speaking tabaqueros. An Afro-Cuban consciousness thus emerged carly

on among the black cigar workers, with the obvious implication that
subsequent Caribbean Latino history needs to be stu ied, and told, with that
crucial differentiation squarely in view. In her book on Puerto Rican musi
cians in New York through the 1940s, My Music Is My Flag (1997 Ruth
Glasser ofters hurther evidence of this racist dimension of Latino community
formation, and (‘“\\I.L:'- the role of Spanish cultural presence in that kind
of discrimination. On the basis of extensive interviews, Glasser tells of the
exclusionary policies of the Asturian, Valencian, and Gallic clubs and
cultural centers, which often drew the line on black Latinos
But watk he cxpe cs of the “\;‘u\\lu and inter-war years, inc uding
final decline of the tobacco industry, the Spanish role in the New York
atino community came to recede in both volume and significance, and the
uban and Puerto Rican components of the mult Latino diaspora ass imed
he central place, which they held in that history until recent decades. While
ns continued t vail in Florida and in pox kets of the northeast
erto Rican population came to far surpass all of the other groups,
particularly after the decrecing of U.S. citizenship for Puerto Ricans in 1917
By 1930, New York Pucrto Ricans were already twice as numcrous
Spaniards, and as Cubans and Dominicans combined. During those decades
and through the 1950s, the latter two groups found them cs similar
positions as exiles from long-term dictatorial rule, a situation that was further
;l'fl"‘ll\.l'f by the overt and covert \n'l“'ilu'\ of US ||z|:_-u:.‘| power
including direct military occupation. Puerto Ricans, meanwhile, as citizens
and as mot abor rescrves 'v"l.'lll’\: fre the orchestrated industrialization
Island, saw their numbers increase geometrically in the post-World
War I1 years, a development that brought their presence to nearly a million
by the 1960s and made them the second largest Latino group in the country
after the Mexican Americans
But prior to this divergence in their paths, marked off emphatically by the

Cuban Revolution of 1959, Pucrto Ricans and Cubans during the 1920s

19305, and 1940s constituted the core of the Canibbean Latino community
in the United States. General social and cul interaction can be docu
mented, and is particularly conspicuous, for example, in popular music
Members of both nationalities proliferated and dominated in all the major
bands and orchestras through those years, and shared musical repertoires and
audiences. Styles were most commonly and ;w:s-nwhu:n:[u Cuban, which
reflected the far greater visibility of things Cuban in the mass culture. It is
sometimes recognized, as a te ling ex ample, that of the fifteen “Afro-Cubans
in Machito's unsurpassed orchestra of the 1940s, all but two were Pucrto
Ricans. It was the Cuban image that stood in as emblematic of the Z:n,n\_.]

\p.m.\l- speaking Caribbean, as evident in the proliferation of dance crazes
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and of course in the entry into the American livingroom Junng‘ the 1950¢
of the ubiquitous figure of Desi Arnaz. The Cuban American critic Gustavo
Pérez-Firmat has provided sensitive and lasting analysis of this phenomenon,
which he calls “The Desi Chain,” in his book Life on the Hyphen."

But while the swelling Puerto Rican demographic presence was thus
typically eclipsed by that of Cubans in the public sphere, the relation between
the two cultures was one not of contention, but of remarkable creative
symbiosis and confluence. Davilita’s songs resound with these fusions and
blendings: though his repertoire comprised mainly Cuban song traditions of
the son, bolero, and guaracha, many of them were written by the major Puerto
Rican composers Rafacl Herndndez, Pedro Flores, and Plicido Acevedo. As
is evident in “Son Tres,” there is a smooth flow of continuity between Puerto
Rican and Cuban traditions. Both create and partake equally of “el sabor.”
What better evidence than the music that came to be called “salsa” through
the last quarter of the twentieth century?

Afrodiaspora

I'he Cuban-Puerto Rican continuum, which has formed the crux of Carib
bean Latino cultural history, is a field of blackness in the U.S. context. 1 he
shared African moorings of their national and popular cultures carry over
strongly to the diasporic context, such that if they share language culture
with other Spanish speakers, they at the same time share with fellow Carib
beans and other African-descendant peoples those deep cultural heritages, and
of course deeply racialized social histories. Afroantillanos constitute by far the
largest non-English-speaking black population in U.S. history, and Caribbean
Latino history thus overlaps substantively with the history of Afro-Latinos
in the U.S
l'o a significant degree, in fact, what marks off caribefios within the Latino
pan-cthnicity as a whole is precisely this interface with blackness and an Afro
Atlantic imaginary. As Afro-Latinos, they embody the compatibility of
blackness with the notion of Latino identity in the United States, While in
its dominant and consumer version Latino realities are often walled off from,
or counterposed to, blackness and Afro diasporic cultural experience, the
antillano perspective instates the continuity and mutuality between them. This
more porous border, of course, has made for a far more active reciprocity
with African Americans. After a half century of close social interac tion, Carib
bean Latinos, and afroantillanos in particular, are the Latinos who most
directly encountered anti-black racism in the U.S setting, including from
other Latinos. They are also those who have enjoyed the most productive
sharing and exchange with American Blacks. Music history provides ample
evidence of the latter dimension, while the hgures of Afro-Puerto Ricans
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Arturo Alfonso Schomburg and Jests ( “olén illustrate, ln‘ different hh.lunu[
liud\. rhc strong ‘III\| unnplc\ .llt.hlllncnl\ l\d\vf*cn the two pu}nlullﬂn\‘
at the intellectual and pohm.d level, and their unity in facing up to ant
16
bh’tl'll(nr\.‘:lll\;;:'.rcmc within the pan-Latino cultural configuration is !un:: ‘n(\\‘
to our times. | he racial and color divide has l»cqn operative since (.l'r.\ on,
and has been evident over the long \(ll‘lL»hC\ of Caribbean l.n'mu Nistory
in the twenticth century. The great Davilita is once .\g.;m,\ a kcyl{\(rtnr\ﬁ nln
aribefio experience in this regard. The renowned black luclnu 'I\.-Ill uuil
rant of long standing once recalled the hierarchy he witnessed in t ;( l"ll\l}l ..,
field, where Puerto Ricans and Cubans were typically paid lL‘\I\-l\I.'lll ot u\
5[‘1”1\" '.Ingu.ly,t artists: “Victor never lrc.ll(’d us like lhc?' did ¢ ||( ! C\X\Jl'l‘d.
the South Americans when it came to money ... \cmim; a, .. H.lml
Argentina and all those countries charged a lot of money .u'u [ |r| ‘_‘m,‘! v "
pml them . ... [Xavier] Cugat was Spanish, [he) charged .\\‘ ‘I,|-“, ;\uc‘ =
American, wherever he went. But the l’urnlu Ricans, no. u'\ hl”"\l
Cubans and Puerto Ricans, inhabiting as they do the darker end of the ..;}n;nt
chromatic spectrum, are also most !u'qucml\"\um.ucd at the l'munln)\ nl ((‘u\
pan Latino pecking order of privilege. And it would wun.( hat lli,\’ its -
observations about the world of popular music would apply fittingly 1o a
other areas of U.S. society, and to most any historical era ——
But the implications of Davilita's comments run decper xulll. and ;Kl |.|;;
point to yet another distinction, this time within the cribefio ¢ |.;\|ml1
experience itself. With his emphasis on the Puerto Ricans as those lll;n( ‘ (\nl\'
of any cultural preference or equal treatment, we are vcnnndu".q_..‘u‘n o
the lines from “Son Tres,” “and for Puerto Rico, who will it be : ( y ;'utl
Borinquen ;quién serd?”) All the other Latino groups, cven the zv-t nr.
antillanos, have their diplomatic representation, and their home countries .I‘H'
there to stand up for them, however fecbly and selectively at times, ||-1 l‘n
U.S. context. The diasporas are an extension, as 1t werc, of their n.u;’\ ( i: pfl )
lics, as corrupt or tyrannical as those republics may be. Not \ui ll |I(> m'm:
Ricans, whose unique status as U.S. citizens has proved a mixed b (\\‘m}, Jt
best. and whose U.S. residents are alone among the Latinos in their s n\; o
disconnection from any governmental or institutional support from their
d n
h”t"\‘:\ :"1;:1':»1:11 column of the same period makes a similar point .nljim |nn|‘l.
Latino relations in New York; the Spanish-language weekly Griho, und u.
the editorship of Bernardo Vega, included Ihr following comment in }.n.) i\“t(,
from 1927: “The most vulnerable group of those which comprise the .",N
family of Ibero-Americans (in New York City) is the Puerto Rican }l"”l) |:
scems a paradox that being American citizens these should be II n‘nm\l
defenseless. While the citizens of other countries have their uumx'.,t:'\ ‘Ilrl\:\
diplomats to represent them, the children of Borinquen have no one.




paradoxical and “exceptional” orphan state of the Puerto Ricans among the
many I atuno .\:Illlll‘\ s li”\\ll\ .l”'ll“ll-lblt' o ins \l'll”llvll CO \'"")l) J“\{ 'i‘(‘
ramibicatuon of 'h.lf status in "N' lh.l\'“ll.l n (h‘ 'l"ll} "' internd \”1(‘“'.]!1\1“
What is more, if the colonial relation drew visible lines of differentiation
between Puerto Ricans and other Latinos, including caribefios, in earlier
times, the same continues to be the case today. Class and racial subordination
s uun,k»ulh'(‘d in the Puerto Rican case by the fact JmI Ikllf of ongoing
colonial dependence, a dimension of collective social experience that puts a
challenging test to the inclusiveness of the prevailing Latino concept

Within the antillano subset, the Puerto Rican presence is, in this sense, of
a very different order than both the Cuban and the Dominican, as extremely
divergent as those two also are from one another. Fidel Castro once referred
to Puerto Rico as the “perfumed colony,” and that it certainly scems to be
with respect to relative degrees of economic misery and political authori
tarianism. But in the U.S. setting, the community forged of a colonial labor
migration stands in greater long-term disadvantage than that which has issued
from political exile, or even the more recognizable Third World immigration
as in the Dominican case. The sheer relative volume of the Puerto Rican
emigration movement, where the diaspora stands nearly equal in size to that
of the Island population, is but another blatant indication of this disparity.
T'he “perfume,” and the sugarcane legacy, have a bittersweet taste when it
comes to the racialized, pathologized circumstance of the colonial minority
citizen.,

On the other hand, Pucrto Ricans are for related reasons the main U.S.
antillano group who lived through and participated in the formative 1960s
and 1970s period in U.S. history, though there was some Dominican and
Cuban presence as well. The ethnic affirmation and political stridency of those
years were of constitutive importance for the emergence of Latino identity
in the context of U.S. minority struggles, and the emergence of a “Nuyorican’
identity in those years came to pre-figure analogous developments among
Dominicanyorks and some Cuban Americans in times closer to our own

I'hese movements also \lt'lllull\ll.ll(d bonds of coalitional \“‘I\'.llllb ACToss
national lines with African Americans, Native Americans, and Asian Amer

icans, as well as the connection of these domestic social movements with
political and cultural developments at an international level. In this respect,
the social positioning and group history of Puerto Ricans would scem to
approximate that of Mexican Americans more closely than that of the other
Caribbean Latinos, whose cultural location and sense of group identity came
to take shape subsequent to that dramatic and definitive stage. It is important

to call attention to this differential political history and social P'h”,“m .‘-?
the diasporic groups, because many discussions of | nu"n‘pu'. .\l:nlx'u;uk.
‘-‘ix».ulh those which limit the focus to immigration, or to langu 1‘9; bac l
g'.mn.l and other cultural commonalities, tend 1o leave such crucial consi
s out of account

c“ll:.":n.l times, the three Caribbean Latino enclaves \'\l‘;,b:: as many
d;\[un\:hn\ and discontinuities in the U.S. context as do (I‘“‘_',r‘"\d:“]
ssister islands” in the contemporary Car bbean regional and u:‘c.r.nlm,u'
scrtings. The anachronistic direct colony, the beleaguered neo m.n:l.»l and
the foundering experiment in dependent socialism issue n‘.p.' n'kul\nngr’
gent diasporas, whose pnuu;\.‘l commonality corresponds the degree w«

which their current configurations mirror mJ‘J:r \!‘dmni by the \(-lfl.\'.l)'!
their home countries in world affairs .l)r\pur their obvious afhnitues wit |:
the full Latino composite, and the long-term h.\!n.’l;.ﬂ congruencics .11:\.
interconnections that underlie the persistent Anullean :J:{A. no facile ‘N.i"’:
tion of intimate family loyalties or automaric political cohesion .nnn'n_x: .

Cubans, Dominicans, and Puerto Ricans would scem in order, at least for
the foresceable future ,

£ Lo the three
Indeed, one recent analysis even proposes a useful typology of the three

diasporas, referring to the Puerto RI\JZ\\‘A\ '\nlmn.ﬂ_:,m.ll subjects, ‘I(;:\:
Dominicans as “colonial immigrants and Cubans as ngrants. n:
contrastive schema is not merely descriptive, but also \'\-J.\\ of a process of
racialization according to which diasporic Puerto Ricans become African
Americanized,” Dominicans increasingly “Puerto R.L.A'Ih'nl. d ( :nh.;nT
specifically pre-1980s Cuban migrants, intent nr'x’ \L\‘\\A‘\ iating I'cn\r n;
fromt l X mcan ('\‘K"l\"'.;l'( l'."‘n‘\ﬂ“l!ll:!: uerto ' L ..".\"A"l l‘hl\ soCla
status. This idea of a dynamic range of diasporic options is valuabie in thus
differentiating the situation of the grou awsed on their relation to un.fl.ulo
||f IIJIL\“J“‘"'\-II l‘l‘“k‘ -”‘\' 1"'."\!‘["»}{ \I‘nl:.lf‘\lx\ of colomial and racia ‘l.t.‘
ordination. For the three main cthno-national groups comprsing the
Caribbean Latino diaspora do in fact cover the gamut of !NI\\IPVI:.U(\ an u: q
contemporary transnational com wunities and within pan-Latino con
tinuum, from the least to the most privileged in terms of economic, politic :l’
and cultural \J“:LIE I'he tendency to vie and dis u!.n ntify among them would
seem to outweigh any prospects of cross-group solidarity ‘ ‘
However, historical experience shows these relations and disparitics to be

in continual flux, and it is therefore important not to fix our analytical <

too squarcly on the immediate present. Just as the island nations themselves
can well undermine and re-figure the familiar patterns of international

I i s I OgNIZE NEW groun !\
demarcation, so too the three diaspora enclaves may recognize new g l

for rapproc hement and ¢ ultural coalescence along the contentious ¢t

t apy iemen ;
. n cthnog e testimony and critica

queuc I'he present study, based on cthnographic testi

2 hat the signs of such a
interpretation of cultural cxpressions would s ot that the sig




t are already coming into view. Certainly the shared Afro
Latino 5'.“\‘:'“1.1\1 that tends most to d.\ll l‘u::l withun 'f‘.:‘ pan | anno
composite, and the artt nt compleme relationship to blackness,
promuses to have unifying repercussions within the U.S. racial formation,
where the significance of the color line seems 1o be in no way diminish
The socio-cultural location of Caribbean Latinos is thus defined by

rciationship to non-( aribbean Latinos, on one hand to non-Lat

Canbbeans on the other. A key qucstion for the future will be whether
prevailing Latino concept has the effect of perpetuating, in the enclave
context, the Caribbean’s long and tragic history of balkanization a ,
the lines of language cultures, or whether alternatively it may help foster the
kind of pan-Caribbean solidarity that shared life in the United States has
}

engendered in carlier historical periods. It is clear that the transnational link

ages and interrclations between \':!.nl\h'l and homeland politics arc central
to any prognostic view. As we shall see, the interactions among diasporic
erto Ricans, Dominicans, and a new generation of Cubans revea
mnteresting convergences, and the impact of U.S. Canbbean Latinos could

well end up changing the face of the Hispanic Canbbean

Notes on the Antillano Counterstream

Alter spending formative years and the bulk of his adult life in the New York
live in his native Puerto Rico in the 1950
There he formed a duo with the immensely popular vocalist Felipe Rodrig

known as “La Voz,” and together recorded some of the best-selling and most
i ' |

widely admired albums of his career. In spite of this ascending success

diaspora, Davilita returned to

Kz

Davilita did not find l.;|~|~uu ss in his long-lost homeland, and grieved about

the discrimination he was forced to endure because of his militant anti
s life ong residence in the nhn; wa
Lack 'q the --nh' i recogniton of the country’s cultural (\U.‘i‘n’l:ﬂdll

thus towenng hgure of the n

colonialist politics, his blackness, and

mal music died sickly and isolated in his
hometown of Bayamén. The full story has yet to be told, but this s i ending
to such an illustrious life can only be cxplained by understandi
nomenon of circular migration and the cultural counterst
aanibefios through the decades of diaspornc community life

Of the three island nations of the Hispanic Caribbean, it is the Dominican
Republic that has generated the !..r:,;u( body of litcrature on the trans
national and return n ory

1
2 huge Dominican diaspora coincides with the emergence of trans

-thaps because the dramatic
growth of
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Most directly in line with the present study is the book by Gina M. Pérez
The Near Northwest Side Story: Migration, Displacement, and Puerto Rican
Families (2004), and especially the chapter * Los de Afucra, Transnationalise
and Culeural Politics of Identity.” On the basis of ethnographic work
in Chicago and San Scbastidn, Pucrto Rico, where many “Chicago Rican”
families come from, Pérez analyzes 2 range of cultural encounters way ot
attitudes, changing values, and the stark and at times conflictive contrasts
between the “outsiders”™ (“los de afuera™) and those who stayed and have o0

1 the influx of so many outsiders. The dramatic everyday clashes over

use, gender roles, valuations of family and education, what it means
to be Puerto Rican, and racial identities are brought to dramatic life in this
innovative work, which has been a frequc l:'(“?kl’u point for me
own study. Pérez suggests that what the returnces br ng to San Scbastan
constitutes a challenge to accepted ways on many fronts and one can assume
that her own presence as a diasporic Puerto Rican woman contributed to
that encou wer. My y,u..l here is to push this line of thinking further, by upping
the stakes to include a collective challe 1ge to the h:;:(ll‘l--[l'. of an .AJ:}:." i
tarian and essentialist concept of national identity and history, and by
expanding the idea of cultural practice to include the changes wrou het in
and by lorms of artistic expression
Finally, in the case of the Cuban JAA\pn'.L imaginings of the homeland
are obviously more plentiful than actual returns, though cultural remittances
may be even more consequential than for Dominicans or Puerto Ricans. In
any case, with all the emotional charge attached to the topic, little scholarly
work has been devoted to a Cuban cultural counterstream, though an import
ant \p.m.J. timony, Contra viento y marca (1978), anticipates

he . )
the historic visit of the Antonio Maceo Brigade, a group of sympathetic Cuban

Americans during the opening of the dialogue in the 1970s. The personal
m r of one of that group, Romdn de la ampa, entitled Cuba on My
Mind: Journcys to a Severed Navion (2000), offers an elegantly writ cflec
tion on the return, while the book by more conservative Cuban-American
critic Gustavo Pérez Firmat, Life on the Hyphen: The Cuban-Amenican Way
(1994), attests to the abrupt and at the same time long-term distancing

between the diaspora and its attled homeland. Nevertheless, mutually

d
4
enriching cultural interaction, especially in the music field, continues under

(!\C "Akilf screen, as s most l:.'.l.’l'“l“\.ll.'b evident in l}L “(‘:[11\ of l.l:ll‘, Azz
Jl‘.«i ’\ll;‘ l.”;‘ N our own umces.

More general reflections on the Hispanic Caribbean as what mig
cautiously be called a cultural “sub-region” are surprisingly rare pum.nl.lul'v
in view of the intense emotional and intellectual i seal of the “antillano
concept in the intertwined histories of the three islands. The extreme political
trifurcation among the national narratives especi ally since the \{.m“,t half of

the twentieth century, do make generalizations difhcult, though therein lies

at the same nme the challenge and fascination of comparative and contrastive
analysis. Like the national political histories th wdern diasporas of the
three countries have been radically at, even the Puerto Rican and
Dominican ones which would appear 1o have so much in common. For the
¢ reasons, the nature ol return and cultural remittances and their impact

sam
On the other hand, there are also important

also varies widely among the
that warrant attention and justify a unified
h, as exen ved engagingly in the book by Puerto Rican cultural

approac
critic Yolanda Martinez-San Miguel, ( aribe Two Ways: Cultura de la migra

CONVETRENCES and congruencics

cidn en el Canibe insular hispdnico (2003 For one thing, in addition to the

looming Hispan ph le ideological presence to this day
mentioned wrouble” with the African hentage present in differential ways in
history, a factor that Decomes ;‘(:‘.A!‘\ cven more salient in :P-('
the United States. Further, as Caribe Two Ways higt

tory interacuon

each natuonal
J.,nj,\»‘; context in
so well, there has been an ongoing

d the presence of ly interlocking

ong the countncs all along, an
a i'll'll:,l!\'ll ( l!‘Jl'« and a massive

am
diasporas ach country
Dominican enclave in contemporary Puerto Rico. Of greatest importance
aspora community
i

resent study, of course, cach country
od States, cach of them then implicated in the newly denominated

“Latino” diaspora with its tower significance in the present day culwure

wars. Indeed, it can be said that for reasons of pol tical { colonial history
- Hispanic Caribbean has been dloser to and more directly enmeshe
twer h-century U.S. social reality than any of the other Caribbean cultures,

ar difference not present or as signihcant in the

thus In \;VI[( of the & \_’U—A:,:L
case of West Indian diasporas
There is thus ample fascina
impact of the ( aribbean Lat diaspora(s) as they come home to roost
heir troubled isl nation homelands, unsetting
thaps pressuning them, however unwittingly, into more

gon in focusing analyuc attention on the

their entrenched cultural

eraction than has been possible the archipelago of origin Here

direct ir
d } 1
again, as is so often the case, it 1S from the outs from the transnational

of exile and diaspora, that the most penetrating vision ol

culture becomes possible

But in order to gain a full understanding of the deep challenge represented
the migratory counterstream it Is neccssary [0 think the concept of
diaspora, and of cultural remittances, in ansive manner possible
!\\Jk\ ol cconomiC J\\('\‘!'i:\(nl, .n'.f;y.’&’l'.cul,.ll J\l cment, or cnergetic
'\I"‘a(fliw arc J'I signihcant, o D¢ surc \\}'..\ '1 (33 \\i\\ (}I(’\ 'l.i\\'

ponderant in much transnational analysis to date. But the role of

the cultural, in the sense of “the work of the imagination as expounded
so incisively by Arjun Appadurai and Stuart Hall ceds to be centered in

this challenging interpretive project The cultural, as in cult remittances




THE DIASPORA STRIKES BACK

means ideologies of racial and sexual identities as they intersect and collide
with dominant national and class narratives. These aspects are perhaps best
studied on the basis of personal testimony and lived social experience, so what
follows, in chapter 4, will be a sampler of stories recounting cultural changes
and challenges in this sense. But the cultural aspect also embraces the creative
and expressive dimensions of social life as manifest in the poetry, musical
styles, and visual iconography of group representations. The latter part of the
book, chapters 5 and 6 and the Coda, will present some perspectives on the
remittance of Caribbean Latino musical, poetic, and artistic styles and
practices to the home countries, and their powerful, potendially transform-
ative impact.




