
when i was a puerto rican
When I Was a Puerto Rican is a phrase that evokes a deep sense of nostalgia
and identity, entwined with the rich history and culture of Puerto Rico.
Growing up as a Puerto Rican means navigating a unique landscape shaped by a
blend of indigenous, Spanish, African, and American influences. This article
delves into the multifaceted experience of being Puerto Rican, touching on
cultural heritage, family life, education, and the political landscape that
has defined the island and its diaspora.

Cultural Identity

Being Puerto Rican is not merely about geography; it is an intricate tapestry
of culture that defines who we are. The essence of Puerto Rican identity can
be observed through various cultural expressions:

Language

The primary language spoken in Puerto Rico is Spanish, which is a vital
aspect of our cultural identity. However, English is also prevalent due to
the island's political ties with the United States. Bilingualism is common,
and many Puerto Ricans can fluidly switch between the two languages. This
linguistic duality often fosters a unique way of communicating, rich with
expressions and idioms that reflect our experiences.

Music and Dance

Puerto Rican music is a vibrant fusion of genres:

- Salsa: A lively dance music that has roots in Afro-Caribbean rhythms, salsa
is central to Puerto Rican culture. It is synonymous with celebration and
community gatherings.
- Bomba and Plena: These traditional forms of music and dance are deeply
rooted in African heritage and are characterized by their call-and-response
patterns and improvisational nature.
- Reggaeton: Emerging in the late 1990s, reggaeton has become a global
phenomenon and reflects the modern Puerto Rican experience, blending hip-hop,
reggae, and Latin rhythms.

Dance is equally important, with traditional dances like the Bomba and the
Salsa serving as expressions of joy, resistance, and cultural pride.



Culinary Heritage

Puerto Rican cuisine is a delicious blend of flavors and traditions, often
featuring staples such as:

- Arroz con gandules: Rice with pigeon peas, often served at family
gatherings.
- Mofongo: Mashed plantains typically filled with garlic, pork, or seafood,
showcasing the island’s Afro-Caribbean influence.
- Lechón: Roast pork, a must-have at festive occasions.

Food is a central element of Puerto Rican culture, often serving as a means
of connection among family members and the community.

Family Life

Family is the cornerstone of Puerto Rican society. The familial structure
often extends beyond the nuclear family, encompassing grandparents, aunts,
uncles, and even close friends, all considered part of the family unit. This
sense of extended kinship fosters strong bonds and provides a robust support
system.

Traditions and Values

The values instilled in Puerto Rican families often emphasize respect, love,
and a strong work ethic. Important life events, such as birthdays, weddings,
and religious celebrations, are marked with traditions that reflect our
cultural heritage.

Some cherished family traditions include:

1. Nochebuena (Christmas Eve): Families gather for a festive meal and to
celebrate the birth of Christ.
2. Quinceañera: Celebrating a girl's 15th birthday, this event marks her
transition into womanhood and is celebrated with a lavish party.
3. Día de los Reyes (Three Kings Day): A celebration on January 6th where
children receive gifts, honoring the arrival of the Three Wise Men.

These events not only strengthen family bonds but also serve to pass down
cultural values and traditions to younger generations.

Education and Opportunities

Growing up Puerto Rican often involves navigating the educational system,



which can present both challenges and opportunities. Education is highly
valued, and many Puerto Ricans strive for academic excellence as a means of
improving their socio-economic status.

Challenges in Education

While education is essential, students may face several challenges:

- Bilingual Education: The need for bilingual education programs can create
disparities in learning experiences for students who are not fully fluent in
English or Spanish.
- Resource Allocation: Schools in Puerto Rico often struggle with funding,
leading to overcrowded classrooms, outdated materials, and limited
extracurricular opportunities.

Pathways to Success

Despite these challenges, many Puerto Ricans have excelled academically and
professionally. Some key factors contributing to their success include:

- Community Support: Close-knit communities often rally to support local
schools through fundraisers and volunteer work.
- Scholarship Opportunities: Various organizations provide scholarships
specifically for Puerto Rican students, helping them access higher education.
- Cultural Resilience: A strong cultural identity fosters resilience,
encouraging students to persevere despite obstacles.

Many Puerto Ricans pursue careers in diverse fields such as medicine, law,
engineering, and the arts, contributing significantly to society both on the
island and in the diaspora.

Political Landscape

The political history of Puerto Rico is complex, influenced by colonialism
and its relationship with the United States. The island has navigated various
political statuses, from being a Spanish colony to becoming a U.S. territory
in 1898.

Current Political Status

Puerto Rico's political status remains a significant topic of discussion. The
island’s residents are U.S. citizens but lack full voting rights in Congress,
leading to debates about potential statehood, independence, or maintaining



the current territorial status. Key points of contention include:

- Representation: Puerto Ricans can vote in presidential primaries but not in
the general election, which raises questions about their representation in
U.S. politics.
- Economic Challenges: Economic instability has fueled discussions about the
island’s political future, with many advocating for changes to improve
economic conditions.

Activism and Community Engagement

Puerto Ricans have a long history of activism, advocating for civil rights,
economic justice, and political representation. Grassroots organizations and
community leaders work tirelessly to address issues affecting the Puerto
Rican community, both on the island and in the diaspora.

Some notable movements include:

- The Puerto Rican Independence Movement: Advocating for independence from
U.S. colonial rule.
- The Fight for Statehood: Proponents argue for full statehood to ensure
equal rights and representation.

Conclusion

Reflecting on the phrase "When I Was a Puerto Rican," it becomes evident that
this identity is rich with history, culture, and resilience. The experiences
of growing up Puerto Rican are shaped by strong family ties, a vibrant
cultural legacy, and an ongoing struggle for political representation and
economic stability.

In celebrating our heritage, we honor the past while forging a path toward a
more equitable future. The journey of being Puerto Rican is not just a story
of survival but one of thriving amidst challenges, reminding us of the beauty
and strength of our identity, regardless of where we are in the world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What themes are explored in 'When I Was Puerto
Rican'?
The book explores themes of identity, cultural heritage, migration, and the
complexities of growing up between two worlds, as well as the experiences of
poverty and resilience.



How does the author, Esmeralda Santiago, depict her
childhood in Puerto Rico?
Santiago depicts her childhood with vivid imagery and emotional depth,
showcasing both the beauty and struggles of her upbringing, highlighting her
family's dynamics and the socio-economic challenges they faced.

What role does family play in 'When I Was Puerto
Rican'?
Family plays a central role in the narrative, influencing Santiago's identity
and experiences. Her relationships with her parents and siblings shape her
understanding of love, sacrifice, and the importance of cultural roots.

How does 'When I Was Puerto Rican' address the
immigrant experience?
The book addresses the immigrant experience by illustrating the challenges of
adapting to life in the mainland U.S., including cultural dislocation,
language barriers, and the struggle to maintain one's cultural identity.

What impact has 'When I Was Puerto Rican' had on
discussions about Puerto Rican identity?
The book has significantly impacted discussions about Puerto Rican identity
by providing a personal narrative that resonates with many, fostering a
greater understanding of the complexities of cultural identity among Puerto
Ricans and other Latinx communities.
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