Samples of Supporting Information

for Lesson Three:  Puerto Rican Narratives
Puerto Rican Migration as an Unusual Story:

1.  Puerto Ricans are U.S. citizens (as per Jones Act, 1917) and were viewed by many as a “model minority” at least through 1950s.   

Though citizens, Puerto Ricans can not vote in federal elections but have been eligible for the military draft when it existed.  Noted for strong, paternalistic families; willingness to help newcomers; hard-working and industrious character; peaceable demeanor.  Some newspapers praised their “Americanness.”
2.  Circular migration pattern creates constant cultural interaction between U.S. and Puerto Rico.


Puerto Rico sometimes called a “commuter nation” because of circular and frequent migration. New migrants have much to learn about the culture of the U.S. (acculturation and assimilation);  also take cultural ideas back to Puerto Rico.  Literature commonly suggests concerns in PR about the trend toward “Americanization” of the culture there – music, fashion, advertising, pop culture, language, etc.  While many immigrants to the U.S. go back “home” rarely, if ever, many Puerto Rican migrants make the journey fairly often.
Selected comments from informal surveys about adapting to culture of U.S.:


“School was different, very control[ling]; I came from open windows [and] tradewinds 
to a school that was air conditioned and all your movements were watched and 
controlled. . . .  Food was bland, weather was cold, and there was very little tolerance 
for people of other ethnicities.”  (Respondent came to U.S. in early 1970s) 

“Everything was in English, the TV had one Spanish station and there was no 
bilingual education at that time.” (1960)

“The most painful thing is to live away [from] family . . . . [T]he most dramatic 
adjustment . . . is to tolerate the cold weather.”  (Respondent 1, 2007)

“I still listen to Spanish music and eat Spanish food.”  (1949)


Learning “to be on time” was difficult. (Respondent 2, 2007)  
3.  There is pressure both to Americanize and maintain a strong Puerto Rican identity.

Various writers substantiate internal conflict that Puerto Ricans often face:  How can I be loyal to my Puerto Rican background and yet also be an “American”?  Circular migration probably intensifies this conflict and contributes to its longevity.

Comments from informal surveys:


“Puerto Rico has always been in our hearts, but the U.S. gave us many opportunities.   
[I would tell someone who planned to move to the U.S.]  “ . . . never forget the land 
of your birth – always keep their customs.”  (Respondent 1, 1955)

[I am] “very proud of my heritage, simply because of the fortitude and courage that 
the Puerto Ricans have demonstrated since their arrival in the United States.” (1950s)

“I would tell [those who want to move here] to try to live in Puerto Rico instead of the 
United States.  Puerto Rico belongs to us.” (1995)

“I have embraced the opportunities being born American has given me without giving 
up the culture that nourished me during the early years.” (1949)

4.  Returning migrants may not be particularly welcome back in their homeland.  

Returning migrants (“remigrants”) may bring unwanted social changes and an “impure” culture.  There are concerns about the influence of many aspects of mainland culture.  American influences threaten the often preferred Spanish-based culture of the island.  

Selected comments from informal surveys:


“I am more in tuned to American life style and am not as comfortable back on the 
island for long periods.”  (1960)
 
Another, born in the U.S., said that when his/her family returned to the island to live, 
“I was 
treated well but as a stranger.” (no date given)

A retiree who returned to the island said, “I feel that I had fulfilled my dream and I 
wanted to spend my so-called golden years in Puerto Rico. I was unable to readjust 
and returned back to the States.” (Respondent 2, 1955)
Summary:   Both our survey respondents and the literature highlight the interesting and unusual relationships that exist because of Puerto Ricans being citizens and because of the circular migration pattern that exists.  The level of cultural exchange between the U.S. and P.R. is very high.  We often talk about the melting pot of America so it might be normal to assume that Puerto Ricans would become very Americanized – that the Latino culture would have “melted” – but clearly this is not the case. Puerto Rican citizens exhibit strong pride in their heritage and a determination to maintain their island culture and way of life.

 Puerto Rican Migration as a Universal Story:
There are many common threads expressed in the literature and research of migrants from cultures around the world and in various time periods.  The literature about Puerto Rico and the informal survey confirm that some of these same threads apply here.

1. Puerto Ricans ask the same kind of identity questions that others ask. 


 “Who am I?” Am I really Puerto Rican if I prefer hamburgers to beans and rice?  Football to soccer?   Memoir When I Was Puerto Rican highlights many aspects of this internal struggle.  Puerto Ricans have resisted the impulse to become “hyphenated-Americans.”  Considering themselves to be Americans in every respect, they have not qualified the term by following the example of  others who identify themselves as African-Americans, Mexican-Americans, Native Americans, etc.  On the other hand, many resist conforming to certain aspects of the mainland culture.  (Concepts of acculturation, adaptation,  and assimilation relevant here.)
Selected comments from informal surveys:  (Some respondents were born in P.R., some in the U.S.)

[I would advise friends] “that it is important to adopt the U.S. customs and to get into 
the community in order to be able to succeed in the country.” (Respondent 2, 2007)

Question:  How has living in the United States changed you?


“I don’t think it has changed me.” (1988)

“Life in the U.S. hasn’t changed me as a person.  I am as Puerto Rican as they come. I 
just added a little Georgia flavor to it.”  (early 1970s)

“The jury is still out on this question.” (1949)

“It has made me a better human being, understanding and knowing other races.”
 
(2007)

“The American dream is big so it has giv[en]  me the opportunity to better my self. 
That is big.”  (1996)


“It has help me become more independent.” (1985) 

2.  Puerto Ricans typically live in urban areas and deal with issues like poverty, segregation, discrimination, crime, and marginalization.

First waves of migrants, prior to WWII, educated and skilled.  Second wave, following WWII, less educated and skilled. Third wave, 1980s forward, a mixture. (Pattern typical of many groups of immigrants.)  Today, unemployment rate higher than national average.

Often settled in specific areas such as East Harlem (“Spanish Harlem”) and the Humboldt area of Chicago.  Neighborhoods sometimes declined, especially in 1960s-70s.  Gangs, drugs, welfare, unemployment, juvenile delinquency, family strife common in some areas.  


Civil Rights movement influenced Puerto Ricans to become more politically active. Claiming their civil rights as Americans.  Some protests:  Division Street Riots in Chicago, 1960s; Young Lords in NYC and other places displayed militant activism regarding housing/rent (rent strikes), urban renewal.  Worked on health care centers, child care centers; very “nationalistic” in maintaining PR identity.


Today, gentrification pressures apparent in some older neighborhoods of urban areas.  

Selected comments from informal surveys:


“My mother began working and there seemed to be less family time as both parents 
were now working.  This forced my brother and I to learn the ways of the streets so we 
could defend each other.”  (1949)


“ . . .  we had many Italians and Irish.  They did not like Puerto Ricans too much.  I 
first realized that they saw us differently when my brother was chased out of their 
neighborhood.” (Respondent 1, 1955)

“You’re bound to encounter ignorance and discrimination . . . but that’s true 
anywhere.” (1988)
3.  Puerto Ricans in the U.S. create extensive and strong social networks.

Networks involve family, friends, small business owners (grocery stores, etc., where informal credit might be available).  New migrants, particularly, count on the existing networks.  Often involved in “intrametropolitan migration” – moving from one part of a city to another, short-distance moves, perhaps just  a block or two,  maybe to better themselves, maybe not.  Tendencies:  stay within the known social networks where support is available; maintain ties to home (P.R.).

Selected comments from informal surveys:


[Other Puerto Ricans here were] “very welcoming” (1988); “they were very helpful in 
showing us the ropes of the neighborhood” (1960).  “They treated me like family.” 
(1956)

“My parents spoke often of the hospitality that their family members extended to them 
upon their arrival.  It was a typical scenario fro many families to together in a 
furnished room.  As each family progressed, they moved out on their own.”  (1950s?) 

4.  Puerto Ricans view the U.S. as a land of opportunity and seek the American Dream there.


Despite the many problems that new residents face, over and over, the refrain from migrants to the U.S., Puerto Rican and otherwise, makes reference to the opportunities available here and to the American Dream.


Selected comments from informal surveys:


“Living in the U.S. is easier due to the fact that there are more opportunities for you as 
a person.” (early 1970s)

“My father came to the U.S. to better himself . . . . He was an auto mechanic and did 
well.”  (1940s?) 

 “ . . .  United States is a country of opportunities.” (Respondent 1, 1950)

“A good education. Good schools. Good opportunities for a career.  USA:  no better 
place.” (Respondent 2, 1950)

“It was worth coming to the United States . . . . I work hard and I reach the 
American Dream.” (Respondent 2, 1955)

“To me the United States is home.  Living in the United States is still living the 
American dream.” (1950s?)

“America has become my home. Home of the brave . . . . this is the home for those 
braves [sic] that want to fight to better their lives and one another.” (1996)
Summary:  Migrants, where ever they are around the world, face many similar problems.  They often want to maintain their own cultural identity.  As newcomers, they may be marginalized from the mainstream of society and live in poor areas –  rural areas, ghettos, slums, migrant camps, refugee camps. Typically, one way they cope with the difficulties (the culture shock) they face is through establishing strong networks in their new homes and, if possible, maintaining ties to the homeland as well.  All are looking for a new life in one way or another.  In the U.S., this often means new opportunities and a chance to achieve the American Dream. 
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