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Introduction 
 

Constructed meanings of citizenship are both diverse and varied and many scholars have 

investigated what it means to be a citizen of a country and what rights one is afforded 

(Vink; Rincón and Oboler): "Citizenship has traditionally defined a formal relationship 

between an individual and the state. Referent to a territorially based political community, 

citizenship is often tied to nationality" (Rincón and Oboler 134). Is citizenship merely an 

extension of control of the nation-state, or is it a more complex notion that cannot be 

discussed without discussing “race, class, and gender (Rincón and Oboler 137)” within 

the United States? As ideas and conceptions of the nation-state continue to expand and 

evolve, it becomes increasingly important to reconsider notions that have traditionally 

been tied to the physical borders of nation-states. Gloria Anzaldúa reconfigures this idea 

of the ‘physical border’ and, instead, proposes the idea that “between the contradictions 

was a place of the untethered possibility” (Anzaldua). In an increasingly globalized 

world, with the rise of what Vance Glick Schiller defines as transmigrants as  

those persons, who having migrated from one nation-state 

to another, live their lives across borders, participating 

simultaneously in social relations that embed them in more 

than one nation-state (Stephen 19), 

we must also examine this notion of citizenship as one that is constantly evolving “[t]o 

speak of citizenship in any meaningful way is, thus, to speak of the specific historically 

constituted, politically verified, and socially conditioned and differentiated relations 

within and across sovereign communities” (Oboler 4). 

In this continuous evolution of citizenship, one transnational body that brings to 

light the complex nature of this topic is the European Union (EU)—starting as a coal and 
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steel community and developing into the more familiar transnational entity that exists 

today. European integration began as an economic endeavor, but has recently broadened 

into the political realm. Social integration, however, still remains relatively undeveloped 

and “one of the biggest tasks facing the European Union (EU) is how to manage 

transnational space” (Rumford 25). Transnational bodies such as the EU highlight this 

question of citizenship and belonging, and the ways in which nation-state borders relate 

to the construction of citizenship:  

Postnational citizenship forms – not limited to EU 

citizenship, by any means – offer inclusion and 

participation in national state systems of rights and benefits 

without the need for formal membership of the nationally 

constituted community (Soysal as cited in Rumford 29).  

This kind of postnational, or transnational, citizenship invites us to closely examine the 

traditional link that exists between a society and its government, and how the global 

citizenship norms factor into this relationship. Postnational citizenship forms seek to 

flush out the kinds of relationships that might exist between a society and a government 

when there is no need for ‘formal membership.’ 

These constructions may also index a sense of belonging that is not necessarily 

tied to a nation-state, or to nation-state borders, but rather to an identity, such as with 

Kurdistan, or Palestine. With regard to Palestine, this identity has developed, changed, 

and shifted over time, but at its core, it is the desire of the people to return to, and 

establish a state in, the land of Palestine:  

their insistence on their distinct Palestinian identity is a 

direct result of Palestine’s political weakness. In other 

words, Palestinians seem to feel that in the absence of 

strong institutions or a recognized state to support them, an 
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insistence on Palestinian identity is all that holds them 

together (Angrist 412).  

This example explores the ways in which a distinct lack of ‘formal citizenship’ can 

strengthen the feeling of belonging that an individual has to a certain group or identity.   

Though the evolution of the EU was primarily a twentieth century phenomenon, 

migration has existed for thousands of years, yet it still remains incredibly relevant in 

today’s political climate. As questions of immigration, naturalization, and migrants 

continue to occupy space in political debates, it continues to be important to investigate 

the ways in which these discussions take place. In some spaces, it seems that there is a 

desire to simplify matters as much as possible in order to make it easier to understand and 

potentially easier to base policies upon these simplified understandings, such as who 

qualifies for social benefits and who does not. The reality of the situation, however, is 

that it is extremely nuanced and complex, with no universal definition or understanding.  

It is the purpose of this paper to investigate the relationship between the historical 

constructions of citizenship and explore other ways in which we might possibly discuss 

this topic to better encompass transnationalism and migration. The focus will be on the 

ways in which this idea relates specifically to Cuba and Puerto Rico that both have a 

complex history with the United States and citizenship (Nackerud). This paper will then 

critically examine the ways in which various creative mediums deal with this topic, 

exploring how the lived realities of individuals might differ from the expected 

descriptions of the term.  Through this analysis, it is the hope that the spaces in which 

these types of conversations occur can be widened, that we can see a truth that is just as 

important as the evolving legal one.  
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Historical development  
 

Citizenship is a concept that has been at the center of both ancient and modern political 

thought (Bickel 33). From Aristotle’s musings to Locke's doctrine of natural rights, there 

has always been a desire to examine, define, and redefine the relationship between a 

people and their government. Aristotle defined a state as the citizens who comprise it—

and that who is considered a citizen will vary depending on the ruling form of 

government, whether that be an oligarchy or democracy. In the case of tyranny, Aristotle 

argues that this type of rule “presumably has not citizens” (Bickel 34), as there is not a 

reciprocal relationship between the citizenry and the state, insisting that one of the 

primary components of citizenship was a relation that involved both of these actors. 

Those who instigated the French Revolution “called each other citizen, denoting their 

participation in the state” (Bickel 34). In direct opposition to this, “the communists later 

called each other comrade, denoting their common allegiance to an ideology, a 

movement” (Bickel 34), rather than to citizens participating in a state.  

While Locke’s doctrine, “proceeding as it does from natural rights, is not, as 

might appear, universalist; it is intended to support and justify the national, constitutional 

state” (Bickel 34). Citizenship was a notion that was inherently tied to power and to the 

governments that created and defended sovereign nation-states. It did not merely 

delineate the responsibilities of the state to its citizens, but rather a way to continue to 

extend the power of the “constitutional state” (Bickel 34). Citizenship has been used by 

governments as a “a public tool that legitimizes public policy” (Oboler 22). It provides a 

justification for the actions that governments take, or do not take, on behalf of its 

citizenry.  
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Nation-states and Citizenship The traditional notion of the nation-state fails to accurately 

convey the complexities of identities that exist within a certain geographic territory. By 

nature, nation-states homogenize, conveying the idea that a single culture can encapsulate 

a single geographic region, which is entirely inaccurate, especially when referring to 

those of a diaspora (Gupta and Ferguson).  Mass movements of populations from the 

Caribbean to the United States led to the intertwining of distinct cultures, languages, and 

identities.  Due to a variety of factors, many people found that they were not given the 

opportunity to exist outside of the homogeneity of the nation-state, which often led to the 

stifling of culture and identity. In order to prevent this suffocation, space is needed in 

which a multiplicity of identities can be fully expressed. This space is a “vague and 

undetermined place created by the emotional residue of . . . unnatural boundar[ies]” 

(Anzaldúa 25).  The place where “the lifeblood of two worlds merg[es] to form a third 

country- a border culture” (Anzaldúa 25) opens up the freedom to exist outside the 

constraints of the nation-state. The traditional thinking of nation-state borders can lead to 

incredibly limiting and dichotomous ways of thinking, in a way that can reduce such 

varied categories of belonging to us versus them.  

One area where this kind of thinking is incredibly relevant is in our construction 

of citizenship, where the rights that are afforded to an individual are often determined 

based on whether one is a citizen or not. While there are different legal statuses that 

people can hold, from being a permanent resident to having no official papers, this topic 

is still often viewed in very simplistic terms. It fails to encompass what citizenship means 

to those identifying themselves as holding multiple citizenships, but do not necessarily 

hold official documents that state that this is the case. 
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Development of the Term in U.S. History In order to situate this discussion in the context 

of this paper, we will investigate the ways in which the United States has defined 

citizenship. In the original Constitution of the United States, citizenship was not defined 

(Oboler 5). The Supreme Court case of Dred Scott v. Sanford in 1857 conflated ‘citizen,’ 

and ‘people,’ “arguing that by virtue of their race [, those considered to be black] could 

never be citizens” (Balkin and Levinson 53). Chief Justice Roger Taney believed that 

“the nation’s Founding Fathers did not mean to include blacks when they spoke of ‘the 

People of the United States’” (Oboler 6). This court case also set the precedent of 

excluding non-citizens, “that those who could not be citizens [would be] forever outside 

of the political community” (Balkin & Levinson 54). This Supreme Court decision 

permanently tied this notion of citizenship to race, and to those that have the ‘right’ to be 

considered citizens. The Civil Rights Act of 1866 was designed to reverse the Dred Scott 

decision, and through the ratification of the 14th Amendment,  

Congress…not only acknowledge[ed] the inclusion of 

African Americans in the polity….[but also] 

expand[ed]...the previous, more restricted understanding of 

the national community to include the idea that all 

categories of citizenship, and of rights, have to be publicly 

discussed in relation to all persons involved (Oboler 6).  

But in Plessy v. Ferguson, the Supreme Court determined that racial segregation was not 

only legal, but that “‘legislation [was] incapable of eradicating racial instincts’” (Oboler 

6). Although Brown v. Board of Education ended legal segregation, it was not until the 

Civil Rights movement that “the extension of rights and entitlement of US citizenship to 

racial(ized) minorities, women, and other groups” (Oboler 7) was even considered. 

Although the extension of citizenship rights to these communities has been considered 
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since the 1960s, as we will begin to see, this did not necessarily constitute full citizenship 

rights.  

 

Defining Citizenship  
 

As previously mentioned, the historical construction of citizenship has traditionally been 

based on nation-state borders and the rights and privileges that the governments of these 

nation-states afford those living within them. In our continued discussion of what it 

means to be an immigrant, and also perhaps a transmigrant, it is imperative that we also 

“[seek] to explore the affective, collective, and social dimensions of membership and 

belonging that often go unexamined in political discussions concerning the rights-bearing 

citizen" (Rincón and Oboler 142), that “there is more to the sense of belonging than the 

formal state rules and regulations concerning birthplace, naturalization, and 

citizenship” (Oboler 11).  

The term citizenship can be difficult to define precisely because it “can refer to a 

category, to a tie, or to an identity built on one of them, even on several of them” (Tilly 

7). In various constructions of citizenship, the word itself is utilized to refer to a variety 

of concepts, that while related, are not equivalents. The category of citizenship can 

“[designate] a set of actors - citizens - distinguished by their shared privileged position 

vis-a-vis some particular state” (Tilly 7). Citizens are therefore a category of people, 

considered by the state, that receive certain benefits for being categorized as such. The tie 

of citizenship describes the “enforceable mutual relation between an actor and state 

agents” (Tilly 7-8). Citizenship as an identity “can refer to the experience and public 
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representation of category, tie, or role” (Tilly 7-8). The following sections will work to 

broaden our understanding of what it means to be a ‘citizen,’ moving beyond traditional 

conceptions of the term.  

Ethnic versus Civic Citizenship We cannot discuss this notion of what constitutes 

citizenship without examining who has historically been considered a citizen. During 

much of the 20th century, the dichotomy between ethnic and civic citizenship developed: 

“[a] simple classificatory scheme [arose] that distinguishe[d] nations as civic, political, or 

territorial on one hand, versus ethnic or cultural on the other” (Shulman 555). This 

dichotomy between ethnic and civic citizenship is an extension of ethnic versus civic 

constructions of the nation-state and the ways in which the state determines certain 

groups to be citizens, and others to be non-citizens. 

Ethnic citizenship is the notion that “ethnic status or ancestry determine who is 

accepted as a full member of the community” (Reeskens 1). As one dimension of 

citizenship is belonging within a larger community, it is relatively simple to imagine the 

ways in which ethnic citizenship creates the group of belonging. By creating a citizenry 

rooted in this idea of descent (Bloemraad et al. 158), and the common heritage of a 

people (Shulman 555), it is immediately clear who is afforded certain rights and who is 

not. This way of thinking about citizenship matches up with jus sanguinis (where 

citizenship status is determined by ‘blood’) and can involve more difficult naturalization 

procedures for those who are not considered members of the citizenry (Bloemraad et al. 

158).  
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Civic citizenship, on the other hand, “is considered as open and inherently 

political: adherence to legal norms is the main criterion to distinguish citizens from non-

citizens” (Reeskens 1). This type of understanding of nationhood and citizenship is 

closely associated with jus soli (birthright citizenship) and has an easier process with 

regard to naturalization (Bloemraad et al. 158). The citizenry can be expanded further 

than ethnic citizenship allows because belonging is not related necessarily to blood, but 

rather to “voluntary political membership” (Bloemraad et al. 158) as a way to indicate 

belonging. 

Both of these frames of thinking about citizenship provide different levels of 

inclusion of those who are not inherently a part of the citizenry and must usually follow 

naturalization procedures: the immigrant. Due to the large-scale migration during the 

20th century, researchers became interested in investigating the ways in which civic and 

ethnic citizenship had “different notions of belonging for immigrants’ legal status, rights, 

and participation” (Bloemraad et al.  158). Because ethnic citizenship is inherently tied to 

blood, rooted in descent as the formation of the ‘citizenry,’ it usually excludes the 

immigrant from inclusion in the ‘group of belonging.’ Civic citizenship, on the other 

hand, arguably offers immigrants a greater chance of being considered a part of the 

‘group belonging’ (Bloemraad et al. 158). As we will begin to examine, while civic 

constructions of citizenship allow more space for the immigrant to be included, this space 

is still limited because the ‘citizen’ cannot exist without the notion of ‘one who does not 

belong,’ or the immigrant.   

From these dual conceptualizations of who constitutes the citizenry, a paradox 

emerges. Today, many would argue that citizenship in the United States is more civic-
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based, but this has not historically been the case. Although “Americans have always 

officially defined full membership in the American civic community in terms of readiness 

to embrace egalitarian, liberal, republican political principles” (Smith 15), as we have 

begun to see, this has not always been a reflection of reality. In fact,  

American law had long been shot through with forms of 

second-class citizenship, denying personal liberties and 

opportunities for political participation to most of the adult 

population on the basis of race, ethnicity, gender, and even 

religion (Smith 2).  

These second-class citizenships align more with an ethnic construction of the citizenry, 

whereby the U.S. citizenry has been historically defined as being white and male (Ngai).  

Dual Citizenship Dual citizenship is a way in which citizens can potentially keep their 

membership to two separate nation-states. It is often viewed in a negative light because it 

can complicate the direct “link between the citizen and the nation-state” (Bloemraad 

392). However, this notion of citizenship—where a person would be considered a full 

citizen in two separate nation-states—allowed a small widening of the space by tying 

citizenship to more than one nation-state. This phenomenon rose out of transnationalism 

as both a cause and effect: “multiple passports provide easy access to and rights in 

different geopolitical spaces- and it designates dual identities” (Bloemraad 394). Once 

again, though, this concept is strictly tied to the hegemonic borders of the nation-state, 

which as we have begun to examine, isn’t necessarily the only way to think about these 

types concepts.  

This notion moves past the ‘legal’ definition of citizenship, and the ways in which 

a state might conceive of the citizen, to a more comprehensive way of imagining who 
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constitutes the citizenry. It allows us a way to think differently about dual citizenship by 

offering two new sides to the dual:  

first, in the sense it has always been for many migrants—

that while they are in the home country (Italy, Haiti) they 

are its citizens, while when they are in the U.S. they are 

Americans; second, also in the new sense that the 

diaspora— those who are, as the etymology of the word 

indicates, scattered asunder like seeds—can now participate 

fully in the social and political life of both countries, 

exerting quite an influence on the course of the political life 

in the home country (Pedraza 425).   

An important thing to note about this definition is that the ‘citizen’ supposedly has the 

ability to “participate fully in the social and political life of both countries,” (Pedraza 

425), which is not always the case. Nevertheless, thinking about citizenship in these 

terms “has transformed the way in which migrants incorporate themselves into the 

societies where they reside” (Guarnizo 1214). Citizenship is an inherently social concept, 

created and performed through various social and political practices, “often grounded 

upon the perception that [citizens] share some form of common identity, often based 

upon a place of origin and the cultural and linguistic traits associated with it” (Vertovec 

573). Dual citizenship is one such way in which multiple identities can be accounted for.    

Cultural Citizenship and Belonging The concept of "cultural citizenship" is a way in 

which culture and cultural heritages can add another layer to these discussions of legal 

citizenship, and can be especially useful when talking about citizenship and migrants. 

Aihwa Ong describes cultural citizenship as 

the cultural practices and beliefs produced out of negotiating the often 

ambivalent and contested relations with the state and its hegemonic forms 

that establish the criteria of belonging within a national population and 

territory. Cultural citizenship is a dual process of self-making and being-
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made within webs of power linked to the nation-state and civil society. 

Becoming a citizen depends on how one is constituted as a subject who 

exercises or submits to power relations (738). 

This definition further expands this notion of what citizenship can mean, by making it a 

negotiation between the state and people, whose cultural practices and beliefs are formed 

by this relation with the state.  

Ong also brings up this notion of belonging, which is an important question to 

consider when discussing citizenship (Ong; Rosaldo). Citizenship is not only about 

rights, but it is also about belonging and what it means to be part of a larger community. 

Rosaldo takes this notion a step further, saying that cultural citizenship “claims that, in a 

democracy, social justice calls for equity among all citizens” (Rosaldo 402). Rosaldo 

continues by stating that “[the] notion of belonging means full membership in a group or 

ability to influence one’s destiny by having a significant voice in basic decisions” (402), 

which builds upon Ong’s argument, where “full membership” and the “ability to 

influence one’s destiny,” are important factors. This ability to influence one’s destiny is 

an important consideration in the way that immigrants have agency over their lives.  

  

U.S. Citizenship and The Immigrant  
 

While citizenship has been expressly defined in relation to those who are determined to 

be citizens, who is determined as a citizen cannot exist without those who are considered 

non-citizens. As Oboler writes, “the citizen cannot exist without her counterpart — the 

immigrant” (Rincón and Oboler 138).  Those who consider themselves citizens require, 

to some extent, the presence of immigrants, which validate “the greatness of the nation,” 
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(Rincón and Oboler 138) by demonstrating that a certain nation’s citizenship is highly 

desirable to others who do not currently hold citizenship: “‘the immigrant’s ‘choice’ to 

reside in the US and [their] potential assimilation endorses the greatness of the nation and 

reinforces the value of its highly sought citizenship’” (Rincón and Oboler 138). These 

immigrants often give up certain privileges, rights, and livelihoods in order to pursue a 

chance at a better life (Obejas).  

Non-citizens are entirely necessary in these constructions of what it means to be a 

citizen, because they validate those who are ‘citizens,’ but the status and treatment of 

non-citizens is not necessarily a pleasant one. As Casteñeda argues, “US citizenship, 

created and protected by laws that are lived and enacted by individuals, simultaneously 

requires migrants’ presence in US society even as it constitutes an ongoing obstacle for 

them” (as cited in Oboler 17). These obstacles come in various forms, from the 

procedures that must be followed to apply for formal citizenship to the ways in which 

“formal citizenship does not erase the exile’s [migrant’s] permanent sense of 

detachment” (Rincón and Oboler 140) by limiting the ways in which those who are 

perceived as ‘other’ can interact with, and participate in, the “common good” (Oboler 

5).   

 As Alexander Bickel discusses in The Morality of Consent, “[it] has always been 

easier, it always will be easier, to think of someone as a noncitizen than to decide that he 

is a non-person” (53). Governments, and by extension those who held political power, 

often used citizenship as a way to impose certain rules about who could belong and who 

could not. Rather than determine someone as a non-person, and not give that person any 

certain rights, it was much easier, and more widely accepted, to say that one is a non-
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citizen; therefore, it is simply not the obligation of the government to afford this person 

certain rights or privileges.   

 

Power and citizenship 
 

It is important to understand the spaces in which much of these discussions have 

happened—spaces of power. As Ong discusses in her definition, “becoming a citizen 

depends on how one is constituted as a subject who exercises or submits to power 

relations” (Ong 438). Power and citizenship are inherently linked, as those in power play 

a large role in determining who is considered a citizen and who is not. Those in power 

often have the ability to actively negotiate the rights that a citizen has and who is even 

considered to be worth such rights. This can affect the agency that individuals have, 

especially those who are considered to be outside the ‘citizenry,’ such as immigrants. 

One way that agency can be defined is as “the socioculturally mediated capacity to act” 

(Ahearn 275), an act that is invariably tied to the social worlds in which we live. We can 

often be limited in our ability to act in our social and cultural worlds by those in positions 

of power, whether this be limitations via language or education requirements. Those who 

are not in positions of power might be pushed to act in ways that differ from those who 

are, ‘performing’ citizenship in a different manner—perhaps working harder to fit into a 

dominant culture or society, to go to great lengths to assimilate and not be perceived as 

the ‘other.’  

In the past, citizenship has been a relationship that has been defined and 

negotiated by the imagined community of a nation-state (Anderson). As Kuntsler 
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discusses in The Geography of Nowhere, “a community is not something you have, like a 

pizza….[i]t is a living organism based on a web of interdependencies” (185-6). Within 

this living organism, those with the most legal power—the state—have been the 

facilitators of the citizenship relationship, representing “the fundamental principles of 

living together have been established — and in the case of a democratic community, 

negotiated and agreed upon — ideally for the benefit of all” (Oboler 4). The use of the 

word ideally is important to mention, as reality does not reflect this idyllic picture. With 

policies being made in a top-down manner, many voices in the imagined community are 

left out. It becomes important to expand the ways in which voices can be heard when 

considering precisely what it means to be a citizen.   

 

Creative mediums and politics 

 

Through various mediums, we will examine why it is important to consider all the ways 

that citizenship can be construed in order to better reflect lived realities. This examination 

will focus specifically on two islands that have a long and complex relationship with the 

United States and citizenship: Cuba and Puerto Rico.  

It is important to acknowledge that the field of political science has attempted to 

examine the ways in which  

our most enduring institutions are based on collective 

understandings; that they are reified structures that were 

once upon a time conceived es nihilo by human 

consciousness; and that these understandings were 
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subsequently diffused and consolidated until they were 

taken for granted (Adler 322).  

This theory is known as constructivism, and is often described as the middle ground 

between rationalist and interpretive approaches (Adler). I mention this theory in this 

paper because it demonstrates the ways in which the realm of political science does 

incorporate this idea of words and language as the shapers of meaning, in the ways that 

these “reified structures” are reinforced by human understanding—that the way that the 

international system is set up is that everyone is working together to create a certain 

understanding of the world. Constructivism also considers power as it is those who lead 

that “create threats by making arbitrary distinctions between friends and foes” (Spanier 

and Hook 81-2). Political leaders are the ones who assist in the making of the ‘other,’ and 

who dictate which narratives matter in the creation of policy.   

Constructivism is also interested in identity and how this can be socially 

constructed:  

constructivists believe that the human capacity for 

reflection or learning has its greatest impact on the manner 

in which individuals and social actors attach meaning to the 

material world and cognitively frame the world they know, 

experience and understand (Adler 322).  

Extending this notion further, we can begin to see the ways in which a constructivist 

viewpoint would define this notion of citizenship—through the myriad of ways in which 

individuals and societies frame the subject. Using this kind of framework, we can look 

even further to examine how exactly societies and individuals contextualize this subject, 

whether that be through literature or video or other means.  It is the goal of this section to 

possibly recast this notion of citizenship in many different lights by examining it through 

various creative mediums. 
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Studies in the past have combined literature and politics to further expand the 

space in which a certain conversation takes place. In the article “World Literature and 

World Politics,” Bleiker discusses the limiting nature of only approaching a topic through 

the political perspective. He talks about “these restrictive ways of remembering and 

forgetting world politics” and the way that the political system itself is structured and the 

ways in which we, as a collective society, remember (417). The system of international 

relations frames issues and concepts in such a way as to influence what becomes 

‘important,’ and what fades into the distant memory. When we combine both creative 

expressions, such as literature or art, and politics in an analysis of a topic, we can begin to 

widen the space to think about these topics, as politics, and our political world by 

extension, is “about who has the authority to narrate” (Kiser 572). Politics is shaped by 

those in power, and people in positions of power are given the ability to narrate the way 

in which political history is shaped, influencing what becomes important, what is 

remembered or forgotten. These creative mediums are not removed from the political 

world, but rather they “should be recognized as…major and integral [parts] of the 

transaction that engender political behavior” (Edelman 2); they provide a means by which 

to broaden the political conversation, potentially challenging the dominant narrative. Art 

specifically works to “construct and periodically reconstruct perceptions” (Edelman 9) 

through visual forms, often forcing the viewer to consider the subject from a different 

perspective. By combining various creative mediums, there is a potential to expand the 

space in which these discussions occur.  

 For example, in her collection, “The Politics of (M)Othering: Womanhood, 

Identity and Resistance in African Literature,” Obioma Nnaemeka writes about the 
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complex idea of the mother, “looking at the paradoxical location of (m)other as both 

central and marginal” (Nnaemeka). Nnaemeka uses both a political frame, as well as a 

literary one, in order to investigate this concept. Through the use of literature, this 

collection of stories is able to expand these notions of feminism, in which the literature 

itself “recast[s it] in different and complex ways” (Nnaemeka). Without the assistance of 

a close analysis of literature, this collection would not have the depth that it currently 

does—it would not be able to examine the topic of motherhood from broader 

perspectives. A similarly close examination of literature and art can lend itself to a 

broadening of this conversation regarding citizenship.   

 

Historical background  

 

This section will first consider the historical relationships that have existed between the 

United States and Cuba and Puerto Rico, with a focus on how citizenship has evolved. As 

Lola Rodríguez de Tió famously stated in her poem “Mi libro de Cuba,” “Cuba y Puerto 

Rico son/ De un pájaro las dos alas” (11-2), or that Cuba and Puerto Rico were two wings 

of the same bird. Both islands were Spanish colonies, and have complex and racialized 

histories influenced by the legacy of slavery. After this background, there will be an 

analysis of a variety of sources—from literature to art—to explore the ways in which 

citizenship is discussed in these types of spaces, and what this can contribute to our 

understanding of the term.   

Cuba In terms of citizenship and immigration and the United States, one especially 

relevant nation-state is Cuba. Since the Spanish-American War, U.S.-Cuba relations have 
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been wrought with tension, but it was the Cuban Revolution of 1959 that drastically 

altered the landscape (Suddath). After Fidel Castro gained power in a revolution, the 

United States became a safe haven for political refugees, with very open border policies 

concerning Cuban immigrants (Henken). Over the past 50 years of immigration, there 

have been various waves in which the principal motivations for leaving differed. The first 

wave was primarily composed of Cuba’s elite, who were not “tied to Batista’s 

government but were bound to a political and economic structure that…was completely 

interpenetrated by the demands and imitative of American capital” (Pedraza, “Cuba’s 

refugees” 312). Between 1960 and 1962, Operation Pedro Pan occurred, where more than 

14,000 children were sent to the United States by their frightened parents. Fearing 

indoctrination by the Castro government, children approximately between the ages of 12 

and 18 were airlifted from Havana to Miami. Many thought that they would be returning 

to Cuba shortly (Weber). As time progressed and it appeared that the conflict would not 

be solved as easily as some hoped, the second wave of immigrants came to the United 

States. This group was primarily composed of the working class, seeking better economic 

opportunities. The third wave was composed of the Marielitos, and it was during this 

period that the Mariel Boatlift occurred. Boats manned mainly by Cuban immigrants left 

the shores of Miami and crossed the 90 miles of sea to Cuba’s Mariel Harbor to rescue 

family members and bring them back to the United States (Pedraza, “Cuba’s refugees”). 

The fourth wave was during the 1990s and was comprised of the balseros, who were so 

desperate to come to the United States that they left on balsas—“rafts, tires, or other 

makeshift vessels…risking death due to starvation, drowning, or sharks” (Pedraza, 

“Cuba’s refugees” 320). This fourth wave happened during the “special period,” which 
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was when the end of the Cold War brought increased economic hardship to Cuba, forcing 

many to the United States (Schiffman). Throughout these various waves, the United 

States continued to treat Cuban immigrants different than others from the same region.   

Cuban exceptionalism, especially in relation to the United States, is often 

discussed in academic literature. U.S. policy concerning immigrants from Cuba has 

differed from every other island in the Caribbean, primarily due to geopolitical reasons 

and the importance of Cuba in the Cold War (Nackerud). The Cuban Adjustment Act of 

1966 solidified the relationship, making the process of gaining access to the United 

States, and thus to U.S. citizenship, more streamlined than for many other immigrants. 

The 1995 revision of this act came to be known as the “wet foot, dry foot” policy, where 

those who were found in the 100 miles of ocean separating the United States and Cuba 

were sent back, but those who made it to the physical, geographic territory of the United 

States were able to claim political asylum (Nackerud). If immigrants were able to make it 

to land, they were then able to file for a green card one year and one day after they had 

been paroled or admitted to the United States, and then could begin the normal process 

toward obtaining citizenship. While Cuban immigrants were being welcomed, the U.S. 

was turning away many other immigrants, from nation-states like Haiti and many in 

Central America, often creating tension (Nackerud).  

Puerto Rico Since 2013, there are more Puerto Ricans living on the U.S. mainland than 

on the island itself (Krogstad). The number of people emigrating from the island has 

continued to rise, as the economic situation on the island continues to remain unstable 

(Krogstad). But unlike other islands in the Caribbean, Puerto Rico is an unincorporated 

territory that has a unique relationship with the United States and citizenship.  
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Spain began earnestly colonizing Puerto Rico in the early 1500s, but the United 

States gained control at the end of the Spanish- American War in 1898, with no 

consultation of those living on the island. During this initial period, the status of Puerto 

Ricans was up in the air, as they no longer held Spanish citizenship, but the United States 

had not granted them U.S. citizenship either (Whalen). In 1917, the Jones-Shafroth Act 

ultimately gave citizenship to Puerto Ricans, but “it was never intended to be a grant of 

full citizenship as other non-Puerto Rican US citizens know it” (Oboler 284). It granted  

citizenship to people born on the island. But it’s a limited 

form of citizenship….[which] puts Puerto Rico under 

federal control but doesn’t allow the island voting 

representation in Congress. Residents also can’t vote for 

the president (Allen and Peñaloza).  

While this formally changed the status of Puerto Ricans, it did not change the status of 

the island itself, which still remains an unincorporated territory (Whalen).  

Much of the rationale of this decision was not to “[acknowledge]...the individual 

rights Puerto Ricans might have, but rather as recognition ‘that Puerto Rico belonged to 

the United States of America’” (as cited by Perea in Oboler 284). Rather than citizenship 

as a means of demonstrating a certain kind of belonging, the United States government 

was using this act to demonstrate its power to force a group of people into a certain 

category of belonging. The Jones-Shafroth Act provided a path to citizenship through 

naturalization and was replaced by the Nationality Act of 1940 that gave birthright 

citizenship to all Puerto Ricans (Acevedo). But while the status gave limited forms of 

citizenship to those on the island, there still remains a disconnect today— where the 

kinds of citizenship that Puerto Ricans experience often varies depending on whether 

they live on the island or on the mainland United States. Those on the island might be 
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considered to hold a “‘legislative’” form and those on the mainland a “‘constitutional’” 

one (Oboler 284).  

In its limited form, U.S. citizenship allows Puerto Ricans to travel freely from the 

island to the mainland, which many Puerto Ricans value. But due to the historical 

development of the relationship between the United States and Puerto Rico, there have 

been long-standing debates about whether Puerto Rico should be fully incorporated into 

the United States, become completely independent, or remain as a commonwealth. In a 

2012 two-part referendum, 54% of voters stated that they wanted a change in status. But 

in the second part, which questioned what exact change they would like to see, so many 

people left it blank that the results were inconclusive (Coto). In June of 2017, Puerto 

Ricans will be voting on this issue once again, demonstrating the extent to which these 

discussions are relevant today (Allen and Peñaloza).  Questions of citizenship and 

belonging have been, and will continue to be, central to ongoing negotiations.   

 

Analysis of creative mediums 
 

The following works were selected because of the various mediums of creative 

expression that they represent, as well as the subject matters that they consider. Although 

the previous studies that we have examined have focused primarily on academic 

literature, I would argue that examining more types of creative expression allows the 

conversation to become even wider. Each form provides a unique manner through which 

ideas can be expressed, from prose to poetry to art. To better explore the relationship 

between Cuba and the United States and citizenship, I chose two pieces to examine. The 
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first piece is an episode of ¿Qué pasa, U.S.A.? which examines the ways that a multi-

generational, Cuban-American family interacts with these notions of citizenship. The 

second work is a short story from a larger collection that deals with this notion of 

belonging. To look at Puerto Rico and U.S. citizenship, the first work that will be 

examined is a poem which speaks to the challenges that immigrants often face when 

attempting to integrate their lives into broader U.S. society and culture. The final work is 

an art exhibit that is incredibly timely, remembering 100 years of ‘citizenship’ for Puerto 

Ricans. Taken together, these works explore the myriad of ways in which policies 

regarding citizenship affect the lived realities of those most directly impacted by them. 

Each creative medium provides a means to understand more broadly the way that this 

topic is treated in the different spaces. Together, I hope that these works will help to 

complicate the spaces in which these discussions of citizenship are happening.  

U.S. Citizenship and Television ¿Qué pasa, U.S.A.?(Qué pasa) is a U.S. television series 

about a Cuban-American family, the Peñas, who are living their multilingual and 

multigenerational lives in Miami:  

This classic series focuses on the identity crisis of the 

members of the Peña family as they are pulled in one 

direction by their elders - who want to maintain Cuban 

values and traditions - and pulled in other directions by the 

pressures of living in a predominantly Anglo society ("El 

Official Website”).  

Through a mix of English and Spanish and Spanglish, this series uses humor in order to 

address a wide range of topics, many of them relating to the nature of belonging and how 

one can belong.  
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 In Season 2, Episode 6, entitled “Citizenship,” the focus is entirely on this 

question of citizenship. Joe, a teenage boy, wants to apply for scholarships to go to 

college, but many of these scholarships require that the applicant be a U.S. citizen. Since 

Joe is under 18, in order for him to become a naturalized citizen, one of his parents must 

also be one. We learn that his sister is a U.S. citizen because she was born in the United 

States, but no one else in the family holds this status. Joe’s mother really wants to help 

her son, in whatever capacity that she can, but Joe’s father is much more resistant. Joe’s 

father sees getting his citizenship in the United States as a betrayal of his own identity as 

a Cuban, and the sense of belonging that he feels with others who identify as such. Joe, 

on the other hand, does not have many memories of the geographic land-space of Cuba, 

only to his family, and through them, to Cuba. In his mind, becoming a U.S. citizen is 

about being able to express fully his own identity and belonging, as he feels that he 

cannot properly remember, or identify, as Cuban to be a ‘citizen.’ But because he has 

lived the majority of his life within the borders of the United States, he feels that he 

belongs there. Joe also brings up the point that without being a citizen, he cannot vote, 

and so does not necessarily have a formal way to express political opinions. This idea of 

voting as reason to obtain citizenship arises toward the end of the episode where there is a 

vote to build a rail-line through the Peña house, but because many of the family are not 

citizens, they are not able to vote. Interestingly, this does not appear to drastically alter 

many of the family members’ feelings about citizenship, especially those of the older 

generation.  

Via a sitcom that primarily utilizes humor to deliver its message, the viewer is 

able to gain a better understanding of this notion of citizenship. What does citizenship 



25 
 

truly concern? Is it simply about voting or does it encompass more? Is the citizenship of 

one country worth giving up the citizenship of another country, a country that you feel 

that you will be returning to shortly (as many Cubans did that left in the first wave 

directly after the Revolution)? We are able to see how age and language can map onto 

this idea, where the older generation feels much stronger ties to Cuba and is wary of 

giving these up.  

In terms of citizenship, and more specifically, citizenship tests, one thing that 

becomes clear from ¿Qué pasa, U.S.A.? is the role that language itself plays in these 

discussions. In the episode, the grandparents and the mom attend a citizenship class 

where it becomes clear that many of those in attendance do not speak much English, 

which is the language the citizenship test is given in. In order to gain access to citizenship 

in the United States, one needs to have a certain level of ability to navigate English. This 

showcases the power that language can have, and more specifically, the consequences of 

the ways in which societies think about language. Invariably, by gaining citizenship 

through naturalization, it becomes clear that this is tied up in not only language, but 

English specifically as the language of power.   

 This episode allows the viewer a chance to see how these notions of belonging 

and assimilation, of difference, and of history, are portrayed within the family dynamics 

of one Cuban-American family. 

Cuban Identity in Story Cuban literature is a "cultural and topographic exoticism on the 

one hand, and its proximity to and similarity with the US on the other, fodder for an 

active and robust dynamic of discursive and literary renderings" (Rincón and Oboler 
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414). It reflects the tensions that exist currently between the United States and Cuba and 

is a testament to the long and complex history that they share. Through these literary 

renderings, we can continue examining the ways in which the notion of citizenship is 

constructed.  

In her novella, We Came All the Way from Cuba So You Could Dress Like This?, 

Achy Obejas writes stories about people who often find themselves living on the margins 

of society—as immigrants, as lesbians, as people with AIDs. In the final story, titled the 

same as the entire work (“We Came All the Way”), Obejas writes about the immigration 

experience of a girl and her family in the early 1960s. Throughout the work, it is possible 

to see these themes of citizenship and belonging, and the ways in which the United 

States’ policy toward Cuban immigrants was incredibly different than its policies towards 

other immigrants. 

The story starts with the first-person narrator describing the journey from Cuba to 

Miami. Upon reaching land, the family is questioned, but “[it’s] all a formality because 

this is 1963, and no Cuban claiming political asylum actually gets turned away. We’re 

evidence that the revolution has failed the middle class and that communism is bad” 

(Obejas 113). In the narrator’s claim that no one who is seeking political asylum gets 

turned away not only is it possible to see the way that U.S. policy actively affected the 

lives of Cuban immigrants (in that no one was rejected), but also the tone is of one of dry 

humor, which also suggests that other migrants were treated differently. During the 

second half of the 20th century, it became extremely important for the United States to 

actively oppose communism, and one way in which this was possible was through 
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opening its borders to those fleeing communist regimes. This was a way in which the 

United States could simultaneously be seen as welcoming to immigrants, and also 

making ‘Americanness’ more valuable. As we have seen previously, being ‘American’ 

cannot be defined without considering those who are not ‘American,’ without the ‘other.’ 

We can also see this when the narrator says that “My parents will never say, as if 

somehow they know that their lives were meant to exist only in opposition” (Obejas 125). 

Their lives as migrants would always have them existing in opposition to those who were 

considered fully ‘American.’ This quote comes from a portion of the story in which the 

narrator is questioning what would have happened if the revolution had not happened and 

her family would have stayed in Cuba. Her own identity was shaped by her parent’s 

decision to leave Cuba and migrate to the United States, but she herself had no say.  

Much like we saw in Qué Pasa, there are generational differences that existed—

where the narrator’s father is “convinced there’s no need to become a citizen of the 

United States (the usual prerequisite for voting) because Nixon will get [them] back to 

Cuba in no time, where [her] father’s dormant citizenship will spring to life” (Obejas 

119). This quote begins to unravel the exile mindset that existed after the first large wave 

of immigrants. Many migrants during the first wave of immigration thought that the crisis 

would be over shortly and they would be able to return to Cuba almost immediately. As 

time passed and this became much more unlikely, they began to accept life in the United 

States as more permanent. By choosing to describe his citizenship as dormant, this notion 

of multiple citizenships is brought up, where people can hold many senses of belonging, 

with some being more important than others. Within these multiple citizenships, we can 

see the creation of a personal hierarchy, in which certain groups of belonging matter 
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more than others. Individuals may often rank their own ‘citizenships’ in terms of which 

one they feel a stronger affinity to.  

Many of the first wave of immigrants came from Cuba not because of political 

reasons, but because their way of life depended upon American capital to function. When 

the Castro government gained control, Cuba’s elite saw their old life and opportunities 

fade away, and so many decided to migrate: “We came for her, so she could have a 

future” (Obejas 114). In the minds of both parents, the United States represented a place 

where numerous opportunities would exist for their daughter—a place where plenty 

abounded as the narrator describes using asyndeton: “...we are in the land of plenty—row 

upon row of cereal boxes, TV dinners, massive displays of fresh pineapple, crate after 

crate of oranges, shelves of insect repellent...” (Obejas 122). The list of items at the 

supermarket illustrates how the United States represented the land of endless opportunity, 

as much like in the supermarket, the choices were never-ending. This opportunity also 

could be extended to more freedom to express identity, but this was not the case as the 

narrator’s parents had very specific ideas about what they wanted their daughter to be. 

Her dad wanted her to be “[a] lawyer, then a judge….he longs for the power and prestige 

such a career would bring” (Obejas 117). Her mom wants her to be a domestic mother 

who has two children, a “North American Man,” and a career in broadcasting (Obejas 

117). As she grew up, they began to question whether or not their daughter was living life 

the way they had hoped.   

Towards the end of the story, the narrator is interested in going back to Cuba, and 

finds out that she does not have the appropriate papers, that she “came to the U.S. too 
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young to make the decision to leave for [herself] — that it was in fact [her] parents who 

made it for [her] — the Cuban government [did] not recognize [her] U.S. citizenship” 

(125). This once again complicates the notion of citizenship—even with the correct 

‘papers,’ citizenship is not something that is agreed upon universally. What is citizenship 

based upon and who has the right to recognize it? Even though formal citizenship is 

represented here by certain documents, the narrator brings up belonging through more 

visceral memories of the heat and the sea. Memories influence identities, which then 

influences who one identifies with, creating groups of belonging. Often, these groups of 

belonging can be indexed by a certain citizenship, but other times, this is far from the 

truth.  

In this short story, the descriptions of these visceral memories appear first with 

the green sweater, which “smells of salt and Cuban dirt and [the narrator’s] 

grandmother’s house” (114-5). The narrator is only ten when her family migrates from 

Cuba and so for her young life, it is the only home that she has ever known. The sweater 

is a physical representation of this sense of belonging. Home and belonging is often tied 

to memory, both personal and cultural. In the cab home from her father’s funeral, the 

author says that she’ll “be hot and stuffy...and try[ing] to imagine something of yearning 

and hope” (129). This phrase seems to invoke the yearning and hope that she felt as a 

child moving to the United States, and by mentioning the heat and humidity, it seems that 

she could be talking about the island, and how life was before the United States. This 

image of the sea also comes up the first time the narrator makes love to a Cuban, with 

“sea foam between [her mouth]...and tongues [that] poke each other like wily porpoises” 

(126). Both the sea and the heat seem to be the visceral memories of a long-lost home.   
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This short story begins to explore the ways in which the United States’ 

immigration policy towards Cuba directly affected the lives of those who came seeking 

more opportunities. Despite the border itself being more open for Cubans, it was still not 

easy being fully accepted into U.S. society. Belonging and home were not static concepts, 

but rather a combination of history and memory, and of the ways in which these ideas are 

socially constructed. In much the same way, since belonging and citizenship are 

intricately tied together, citizenship is also not a static concept, but rather influenced by 

society, history, memory, and individuals.  

Examining the Puerto Rican Diaspora through Poetry Pedro Pietri’s “Puerto Rican 

Obituary” is a poem that allows us to examine the ways in which the traditional nation-

state is no longer as relevant in this ongoing conversation regarding citizenship. Nation-

state borders impose a “a certain homogeneity” or “fundamental sameness . . . through 

supposedly shared primordial characteristics such as language or ethnicity” (Carnegie 3) 

that do not accurately reflect reality. When the idea of the homogenous nation-state is 

perpetuated, and diversity is not accurately accounted for, this can lead to a stifling of 

culture and identity, which are both factors that comprise citizenship and belonging.  

 Through the use of repetition and simple diction, Pietri conveys the physical and 

mental death that can occur when people are forced into a certain way of being. A 

common theme throughout the poem is the hard-working nature of the Puerto Ricans: 

“They worked/ They worked/ They worked” (Pietri 14-6). By repeating this phrase, the 

reader is given an impression of dedication, of the lengths that these migrant workers will 

go to in order to survive. Not only did they work extremely hard and then die, but “They 

were born dead/ and they died dead” (Pietri 155-56). Born into lives where they would be 
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able to do nothing more than work at low-income jobs, in a country “that wants them 

destroyed” (Pietri 146), they never truly had the chance to live or experience true 

belonging. The homogenization that they experienced in the United States led to the 

stifling of diversity, of beauty, of identity, of the recognition of the characters in the 

poem—Juan, Miguel, Milagros, Olga and Manuel—as more than people “born to weep/ 

and keep the morticians employed” (Pietri144-45).  

Not only was there a stifling of diversity and the ability to express oneself, but 

there was the creation of an environment that encouraged competition. We can see this 

evidenced through the way in which the various characters related to English in the 

United States: 

Manuel 

died hating all of them 

Juan 

Miguel 

Milagros 

and Olga 

because they all spoke broken english 

more fluently than he did (Pietri 242-49) 

 

The juxtaposition between “broken english” being spoken “fluently” is interesting to 

note, perhaps helping to showcase the contradictions that assimilation brought up. How 

can one speak a language both brokenly and fluently at the same time? In what ways does 

language index belonging, and how do these ideas also relate to citizenship? On the 

mainland United States, where Puerto Ricans are technically considered full U.S. 

citizens, we can begin to see the ways in which language perhaps created a barrier to 

assimilation. Through the names of the characters, which were “misspelled 
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mispronounced/ and misunderstood” (Pietri 151-52), this barrier is evidenced. The 

repetition of the “mis” points to the ways in which the Spanish that they spoke was not 

understood by the larger community of belonging in the United States—that their names, 

which could index their culture, their language, their home, are not being accounted for in 

the larger community. 

This dismal picture on the mainland United States is contrasted at the end of the 

poem, where Pietri describes the true beauty of Puerto Rico and of the “[workers’] latino 

souls” (Pietri 280). This beauty is emphasized by exploring how the lives of Juan, 

Miguel, Milagros, Olga, and Manuel would be different on Puerto Rico compared to the 

mainland United States. Puerto Rico is the “geography of their complexion” (Pietri 271), 

a place “where beautiful people sing/ and dance and work together” (Pietri 297-29), 

“where you do not need a dictionary/ to communicate with your people” (Pietri 301-02). 

If Juan, Miguel, Milagros, Olga, and Manuel lived in a space where they could dream 

about a different world, a world that did not write their names in the “telephone directory 

of destruction” (Pietri 148), they would be able to “tune into their own imaginations” 

(Pietri 275) and freely express themselves and their being. Puerto Rico is a place where 

“Aqui the men and women admire desire/ and never get tired of each other” (Pietri 310-

11), speaking to the larger community of belonging that is represented on the island.  

Through “Puerto Rican Obituary,” it becomes clear that a certain kind of space is 

necessary in order for the complete expression and survival of those who migrate from 

one locale to another. Assimilating into the dominant culture can be quite stifling and 

does not provide the ability for a multiplicity of identities or belongings. In this space, 

which Davies describes as “the interplay of movement, escape, and return (also 
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navigation between islands and the circum-Caribbean) that allows agency” (163), new 

identities can be constructed and old identities can be expressed. As a liminal space, 

neither here nor there, new modes of articulation and conceptualizations can be 

addressed, such as how diaspora can work to build a community up rather than breaking 

it down (Negron-Muntaner). 

100 Years of Puerto Rican Citizenship through Art In a new multimedia art collection, 

entitled CitiCien, 100 works by Puerto Rican artists living both on the island and in the 

diaspora explores the complex relation with U.S. citizenship that Puerto Ricans have had. 

This work of art coincides with the 100-year-anniversary of the Jones Act, which gave 

Puerto Ricans access to U.S. citizenship through naturalization, which was then replaced 

by the Nationality Act of 1940, giving birthright citizenship to all Puerto Ricans 

(Acevedo).  These works are part of a larger movement that seeks to defend Puerto Rico 

in these critical times, examining through various artistic forms the types of relationships 

that Puerto Ricans have had with U.S. citizenship.  

The collection of art is aptly titled CitiCien, a clever play on words that combine 

the word citizen with the Spanish word for 100. Through the title of the art, we can begin 

to situate it within a larger context. Not only is this about citizenship, about 100 years of 

complex citizenship. The 100 pieces of artwork consist of “a black-and-white only 

palette, the exhibit’s theme is one of visual consistency and commitment, acting as a 

metaphor of the unified voice and solidarity of Puerto Ricans during this critical political 

time” (“Citicien Exhibit”). The curator of the exhibit, Adrian “Viajero” Roman, hopes 

that the “‘exhibit will offer viewers a thought provoking space for dialogue around the 
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multi-faceted narrative of what U.S. citizenship has meant to Puerto Ricans, both on the 

island and the diaspora, and what its impacts have been’” (“Citicien Exhibit”).  

In the article by Acevedo, it is possible to examine a few photos of the pieces of 

art. In the photos, one of the first elements that is quite striking are the colors, or lack of 

colors. The uniform black-and-white lends itself to the mission of the project, to creating 

a unified voice. One of the portions that is most salient is that it contains works from 

artists both on the island and in the diaspora, potentially signifying the larger connection 

that exists among all Puerto Ricans, regardless of geographic location. Through the 

article and the various photos of the exhibit, it is possible to see the ways in which 

indigeneity and blackness factor into these discussions, with pieces representing 

“Economicamente esclavos,” and Jayuya, a Taíno symbol (Acevado). Another photo in 

the article pictures two artists next to their own work, Jo-El Lopez and Nelson Host 

Santiago. In the two pieces of art, we can see an image of Uncle Sam saying “Assimilate 

Spic,” which links these ideas of citizenship and assimilation, much like we observed in 

“Puerto Rican Obituary.” In order to experience full citizenship, does an immigrant need 

to assimilate entirely? Is it possible to feel as if one truly belongs without any type of 

assimilation?  

The artwork displayed in the CitiCien also explores what 100 years of 

‘citizenship’ have looked like for Puerto Ricans, both in the diaspora and on the island. 

Some of the artwork explores what it meant to not assimilate in a ‘proper’ manner, to not 

truly belonging in the dominant culture, similar to the themes explored in Pietri’s poem. 

The purpose of this art was to provide a space in which to seriously discuss and consider 

the multiple ways that citizenship has been lived by Puerto Ricans. This collection of art 
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is part of a larger movement known as Defend Puerto Rico, which is a multimedia 

movement working to redefine and establish what it means to be Puerto Rican. Their 

website, Defend Puerto Rico, has a variety of content meant to bring attention to the 

cause of Puerto Rico—from profiles of people involved to a “meme creator” that people 

can use to show their support of the cause. 

This movement seems to be about reclaiming a Puerto Rican identity and 

citizenship, acknowledging the ways in which the United States has been paramount in 

shaping both. Creative expressions are a way in which dominant narratives can often be 

challenged and the voices of those on the margins can come forward. An art exhibit such 

as this one provides the space that is necessary to open the dialogue around these issues 

of citizenship, and more specifically, U.S. imperialism in Puerto Rico.  

 

discussion 
 

Throughout the four works that were examined, a few major themes emerged. Each 

theme worked to add another layer of complexity to this question of citizenship, helping 

to shade in details from our earlier discussion of academic literature. These works explore 

the ways in which lived realities often differ from how idyllic, or solely legalistic, 

conceptions of citizenship are meant to function. It soon became clear that differences 

existed across generations of families; the lived experiences of grandparents versus 

grandchildren colored their perspectives on these topics. These differences then 

influenced the extent to which different family members assimilated, or even the extent to 

which they wished to assimilate. One factor that greatly impacted this assimilation was 
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language. These themes also factored into the extent to which the individuals felt like 

they belonged within the larger society. Underlying these major themes was this question 

of agency and power—who defines citizenship and is this definition valid if it does not 

include the voices of those being defined?  

 As the academic literature mentioned, legal definitions of citizenship often fail to 

encompass the diversity of lived experiences, especially in relation to immigrants. Within 

these immigrant experiences, one factor that can influence lived realities is generation. In 

the two pieces that focused on Cuba, there were some similarities in how different family 

members related to this question of citizenship—with the older generations depicted as 

not as willing to ‘give up’ what they felt as their Cuban identities. In the episode of Qué 

pasa, Joe is trying to convince his parents that obtaining U.S. citizenship will increase the 

number of opportunities available to them. His father is especially opposed to the idea, 

and reminisces with Joe’s grandparents about their lives back in Cuba. The older 

generations in Joe’s family do not see the United States as being able to provide them 

with the rich experiences that they had in Cuba. In a similar manner, the narrator of “We 

Came all the Way” describes how her father was incredibly resistant to U.S. citizenship. 

He did not see it as beneficial to him, especially because he thought that the family would 

be returning to Cuba shortly. Conversely, her father desires to see his daughter assimilate 

fully into American life, pursuing a high-powered career. The narrator resists this idea, 

and instead embraces ideals that her parents saw as more “Cuban,” protesting the 

Vietnam War and valuing ideals such as equality. Both of these works demonstrate the 

ways in which generational differences influenced perspectives on citizenship.  
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The generational differences also affected beliefs about assimilation, and the 

extent to which different family members wanted to assimilate. In the case of Joe, he 

wished to become more involved in U.S. culture and society. He viewed assimilation as a 

way in which to access more fully the opportunities that the United States provides. In 

“We Came All the Way,” this question of assimilation is both generational, but it is also 

gendered. The older generations in both works did not see assimilation as strictly 

necessary, either believing that they would be returning to Cuba shortly or that they could 

continue to live their lives without becoming more integrated in U.S. society. This more 

positive view of assimilation is contrasted by the two works that focus on Puerto Rico. In 

“Puerto Rican Obituary,” being forced to assimilate causes a stifling of identity and 

culture. The Puerto Ricans on the mainland United States could do nothing more than 

work, work, and more work, not able to access the various benefits that other U.S. 

citizens could. In the art collection, there was a piece in which the artist depicted Uncle 

Sam pointing and saying “Assimilate Spic.” Utilizing this specific language points to the 

way that assimilation was not a choice, if these migrants were to survive in the United 

States.  

It is important to also contextualize these works, and the ways in which 

individuals were racialized. Both works focusing on Cuba came from the first wave of 

Cuban immigrants, who represented the upper class primarily migrating for economic 

reasons. These were the individuals that had the means with which to migrate, and were 

also lighter-skinned and so able to ‘pass’ as white. This is contrasted by the works that 

focus on Puerto Rico, where individuals were racialized in very different ways, thus 

affecting the extent to which individuals could assimilate. 
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One of the barriers that made assimilation more difficult was language and the 

ways in which language itself became a way in which ‘othering’ was done. In both Qué 

pasa and “Puerto Rican Obituary,” we begin to see how language factors into the 

conversation—both as a way to demonstrate power, but also as a way to be ‘othered.’ In 

Qué pasa, the U.S. citizenship tests were given in English, requiring a certain familiarity 

with the language. If one did not speak English well enough, the process for obtaining 

citizenship would become even more difficult. In “Puerto Rican Obituary,” even those 

who technically hold the status of citizen are often treated as lesser because of their lack 

of fluency in the dominant language. Language is one way in which to immediately 

categorize an ‘other’—indexing those who belong and those who do not. Both because 

language is an expression of power, but also because of the role that it plays in gaining 

U.S. citizenship, it seemed that this could have blurred the lines between what exactly 

citizenship is. Could language be an inherent, or implicit, part of citizenship? Is it 

necessary to have a certain amount of proficiency in a nation-state’s dominant language 

in order to be able to access full citizenship and to have full agency over decisions? 

Through the works, it would seem that the answer to both of these questions is yes, that 

language is inherently a part of citizenship.  

 Competency in navigating the dominant language is also a factor that can shape 

the extent to which an individual feels that they belong and thus the ability to access full 

citizenship. “Puerto Rican Obituary,” speaks to this larger question of belonging. 

Through the voice of the narrator, we can better understand how those who might be 

deemed ‘other’ are treated—the ways in which they might be actively restricted from 

accessing their full citizenship. And the case becomes even more complex when we note 
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that Puerto Ricans are citizens of the United States. While this citizenship might be 

limited on the actual island, on the mainland United States, we would expect differently. 

It becomes apparent that legal status of a person does not always index belonging to the 

larger citizenry, especially in the way that race and ‘othering’ has happened, and 

continues to happen, in the United States. These notions also appear in the art collection, 

as many of the pieces showcased the ways in which many Puerto Ricans felt like they did 

not belong in the larger community. The starkness of the black and white medium lends 

itself to making strong statements, emphasizing the images that various Puerto Ricans 

associate with the past 100 years of ‘U.S. citizenship.’  

 All of these themes relate to this notion of power and agency, and who has the 

right to determine and define citizenship. This immediately becomes obvious in “We 

Came All the Way,” when the narrator tried to get a visa to travel to Cuba, but was told 

that the Cuban government did not recognize her U.S. citizenship. She had migrated too 

young to make a decision for herself, and so the Cuban government did not view her U.S. 

citizenship as valid. This particular instance also helps demonstrate the ways in which 

those in positions of power have the ability to determine how certain terms get used and 

applied and in what instances. The Cuban government was instilling itself as an expert on 

the age at which a person could consent to becoming a citizen of another nation-state, 

holding onto a citizenship and an identity that the person might not necessarily hold any 

more. 

Because of the arguably different values that certain citizenships might hold, and 

the connection that we have begun to explore between power and agency, it is also 

important to talk about colonialism and this idea that Raymond Williams presents of a 
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“lived hegemony” that “‘it does not just passively exist as a form of dominance. It has 

continually to be renewed, recreated, defended, and modified” (Williams as cited in 

Ahearn 277). The power that hegemonies hold is not static, but is dominant and requires 

multiple people working to perform “hegemony.” U.S. hegemony being performed is 

evidenced in these works in the ways that immigrants were treated, often as lesser and 

other. These works showcased a system through which a certain type of U.S. citizen was 

held as the standard by which all others were measured by, and if people did not look like 

this person, they were often pressured to conform. Without integrating more fully into the 

larger society, opportunities were often limited. Not only did the U.S. government dictate 

the specifications one had to possess to be considered a citizen, but many supported this 

notion by treating those who were perceived as different as ‘other’ or lesser. In these 

cases, it was not necessarily the immigrants themselves who were able to define 

themselves, but rather those with more power. The various individuals in the works did 

not necessarily have the full agency to determine the path of their own lives, instead 

forced into one way of being to survive.  

 

Concluding remarks 
 

Questions of citizenship and belonging have long been at the center of political debates. 

In this current political climate, it becomes even more important that we consider the 

topic from every perspective, not just those in positions of power. Citizenship has 

traditionally been tied to the idea of the nation-state and nation-state borders, but in this 

increasingly global society, we must work to consider other forms of postnational or 
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transnational citizenship. In the United States, especially, we cannot divorce these 

conversations from race and the way that race is used to ‘other.’ The historical 

development of who was considered the citizenry happened primarily in legal spaces 

whereby judges determined the ‘citizen’ from the ‘non-citizen.’ In theory, the Civil 

Rights Act of 1960 was hoped to better incorporate marginalized groups into the larger 

society of belonging in the United States, but as the creative mediums represented, as 

well as laws and policies that have been enacted since that affect other marginalized 

groups, this was not always the case.  

Although this work focused primarily on the experiences of immigrants from 

Cuba and Puerto Rico, it spoke to larger themes and narratives that exist in these 

conversations. The creative pieces analyzed in this paper work to address the challenges 

of being ‘othered’ in society. Through the various mediums, we have begun to examine 

the ways in which this concept of citizenship exists in lived stories, and not just in 

government or legal spaces. While the stories, television show, and art examined are not 

necessarily biographical, they represent a truth that is just as valid as the evolving 

Supreme Court decisions. They offer multiple points of views to consider in the ongoing 

negotiation of what citizenship is. The lived experiences of those immigrating to the 

United States are just as valid as the evolving legal definition and, perhaps, even more so 

as these are the individuals who are most impacted by citizenship and immigration 

policies. As questions of nationalism and belonging continue to rise, we absolutely must 

work harder to incorporate the voices and narratives outside of the dominant one. One 

way with which we could possibly frame these discussions is through this notion of 

transmigrants, first introduced at the beginning of this work. Perhaps by thinking about 
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individuals as living their lives across borders, we can more accurately reflect the lived 

realities of individuals, especially those who migrate from one nation-state to another. 

Considering issues such as language, assimilation, belonging, and power and agency as 

discussed herein is an effort to move in a direction where a multiplicity of histories can 

be accounted for.  
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Appendix A: We Came All the Way from Cuba So You Could Dress Like This? 
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Appendix B: Puerto Rican Obituary 

 

Puerto Rican Obituary by Pedro Pietri 

They worked 

They were always on time 

They were never late 

They never spoke back 

when they were insulted 

They worked 

They never took days off 

that were not on the calendar 

They never went on strike 

without permission 

They worked 

ten days a week 

and were only paid for five 

They worked 

They worked 

They worked 

and they died 

They died broke 

They died owing 

They died never knowing 

what the front entrance 

of the first national city bank looks like 

Juan 

Miguel 

Milagros 

Olga 

Manuel 

All died yesterday today 

and will die again tomorrow 

passing their bill collectors 

on to the next of kin 

All died 

waiting for the garden of eden 

to open up again 

under a new management 

All died 

dreaming about america 

waking them up in the middle of the night 
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screaming: Mira Mira 

your name is on the winning lottery ticket 

for one hundred thousand dollars 

All died 

hating the grocery stores 

that sold them make-believe steak 

and bullet-proof rice and beans 

All died waiting dreaming and hating 

Dead Puerto Ricans 

Who never knew they were Puerto Ricans 

Who never took a coffee break 

from the ten commandments 

to KILL KILL KILL 

the landlords of their cracked skulls 

and communicate with their latino souls 

Juan 

Miguel 

Milagros 

Olga 

Manuel 

From the nervous breakdown streets 

where the mice live like millionaires 

and the people do not live at all 

are dead and were never alive 

Juan 

died waiting for his number to hit 

Miguel 

died waiting for the welfare check 

to come and go and come again 

Milagros 

died waiting for her ten children 

to grow up and work 

so she could quit working 

Olga 

died waiting for a five dollar raise 

Manuel 

died waiting for his supervisor to drop dead 

so he could get a promotion 

Is a long ride 

from Spanish Harlem 

to long island cemetery 
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where they were buried 

First the train 

and then the bus 

and the cold cuts for lunch 

and the flowers 

that will be stolen 

when visiting hours are over 

Is very expensive 

Is very expensive 

But they understand 

Their parents understood 

Is a long non-profit ride 

from Spanish Harlem 

to long island cemetery 

Juan 

Miguel 

Milagros 

Olga 

Manuel 

All died yesterday today 

and will die again tomorrow 

Dreaming 

Dreaming about queens 

Clean-cut lily-white neighborhood 

Puerto Ricanless scene 

Thirty-thousand-dollar home 

The first spics on the block 

Proud to belong to a community 

of gringos who want them lynched 

Proud to be a long distance away 

from the sacred phrase: Que Pasa 

These dreams 

These empty dreams 

from the make-believe bedrooms 

their parents left them 

are the after-effects 

of television programs 

about the ideal 

white american family 

with black maids 

and latino janitors 

who are well train 
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to make everyone 

and their bill collectors 

laugh at them 

and the people they represent 

Juan 

died dreaming about a new car 

Miguel 

died dreaming about new anti-poverty programs 

Milagros 

died dreaming about a trip to Puerto Rico 

Olga 

died dreaming about real jewelry 

Manuel 

died dreaming about the irish sweepstakes 

They all died 

like a hero sandwich dies 

in the garment district 

at twelve o’clock in the afternoon 

social security number to ashes 

union dues to dust 

They knew 

they were born to weep 

and keep the morticians employed 

as long as they pledge allegiance 

to the flag that wants them destroyed 

They saw their names listed 

in the telephone directory of destruction 

They were train to turn 

the other cheek by newspapers 

that mispelled mispronounced 

and misunderstood their names 

and celebrated when death came 

and stole their final laundry ticket 

They were born dead 

and they died dead 

Is time 

to visit sister lopez again 

the number one healer 

and fortune card dealer 

in Spanish Harlem 
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She can communicate 

with your late relatives 

for a reasonable fee 

Good news is guaranteed 

Rise Table Rise Table 

death is not dumb and disable 

Those who love you want to know 

the correct number to play 

Let them know this right away 

Rise Table Rise Table 

death is not dumb and disable 

Now that your problems are over 

and the world is off your shoulders 

help those who you left behind 

find financial peace of mind 

Rise Table Rise Table 

death is not dumb and disable 

If the right number we hit 

all our problems will split 

and we will visit your grave 

on every legal holiday 

Those who love you want to know 

the correct number to play 

let them know this right away 

We know your spirit is able 

Death is not dumb and disable 

RISE TABLE RISE TABLE 

Juan 

Miguel 

Milagros 

Olga 

Manuel 

All died yesterday today 

and will die again tomorrow 

Hating fighting and stealing 

broken windows from each other 

Practicing a religion without a roof 

The old testament 

The new testament 

according to the gospel 

of the internal revenue 
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the judge and jury and executioner 

protector and eternal bill collector 

Secondhand shit for sale 

learn how to say Como Esta Usted 

and you will make a fortune 

They are dead 

They are dead 

and will not return from the dead 

until they stop neglecting 

the art of their dialogue 

for broken english lessons 

to impress the mister goldsteins 

who keep them employed 

as lavaplatos porters messenger boys 

factory workers maids stock clerks 

shipping clerks assistant mailroom 

assistant, assistant assistant 

to the assistant’s assistant 

assistant lavaplatos and automatic 

artificial smiling doormen 

for the lowest wages of the ages 

and rages when you demand a raise 

because is against the company policy 

to promote SPICS SPICS SPICS 

Juan 

died hating Miguel because Miguel’s 

used car was in better running condition 

than his used car 

Miguel 

died hating Milagros because Milagros 

had a color television set 

and he could not afford one yet 

Milagros 

died hating Olga because Olga 

made five dollars more on the same job 

Olga 

died hating Manuel because Manuel 

had hit the numbers more times 

than she had hit the numbers 

Manuel 

died hating all of them 

Juan 
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Miguel 

Milagros 

and Olga 

because they all spoke broken english 

more fluently than he did 

And now they are together 

in the main lobby of the void 

Addicted to silence 

Off limits to the wind 

Confine to worm supremacy 

in long island cemetery 

This is the groovy hereafter 

the protestant collection box 

was talking so loud and proud about 

Here lies Juan 

Here lies Miguel 

Here lies Milagros 

Here lies Olga 

Here lies Manuel 

who died yesterday today 

and will die again tomorrow 

Always broke 

Always owing 

Never knowing 

that they are beautiful people 

Never knowing 

the geography of their complexion 

PUERTO RICO IS A BEAUTIFUL PLACE 

PUERTORRIQUENOS ARE A BEAUTIFUL RACE 

If only they 

had turned off the television 

and tune into their own imaginations 

If only they 

had used the white supremacy bibles 

for toilet paper purpose 

and make their latino souls 

the only religion of their race 

If only they 

had return to the definition of the sun 

after the first mental snowstorm 
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on the summer of their senses 

If only they 

had kept their eyes open 

at the funeral of their fellow employees 

who came to this country to make a fortune 

and were buried without underwears 

Juan 

Miguel 

Milagros 

Olga 

Manuel 

will right now be doing their own thing 

where beautiful people sing 

and dance and work together 

where the wind is a stranger 

to miserable weather conditions 

where you do not need a dictionary 

to communicate with your people 

Aqui Se Habla Espanol all the time 

Aqui you salute your flag first 

Aqui there are no dial soap commercials 

Aqui everybody smells good 

Aqui tv dinners do not have a future 

Aqui the men and women admire desire 

and never get tired of each other 

Aqui Que Paso Power is what’s happening 

Aqui to be called negrito 

means to be called LOVE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


