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Puerto Rican Diasporic Novels: Witnessing State Violence and Contesting 
Freedom in Nicholasa Mohr’s Felita and Nilda  

 
by Keishla Rivera-Lopez 

 
 

Nicholasa Mohr’s fictive texts chronicle Puerto Rican life in the diaspora from the 1940s-
1980s. Despite this, her works are not as widely read or discussed as Puerto Rico’s national poet 
Julia de Burgos, the daughter of Puerto Rican letters. It seems in the marginal spaces for women’s 
work, there is only room for one literary heroine. Mohr belongs to a cohort of Puerto Rican writers 
that questioned racial and ethnic discrimination, inhumane working conditions, poor housing, and 
second-class citizenship through the Nuyorican literary movement (mid-1960s to the mid-1970s). 
Predicated on documenting and fomenting acts of resistance, Nuyorican writers portrayed Puerto 
Rican life in New York City. This movement is important for copious reasons, especially because 
Puerto Ricans were agents in their memorialization and chose how they were to be remembered 
by honoring how they lived. Their legacies are cemented in New York City, most notably in 
Loisaida, the Lower East Side, by way of The Nuyorican Poets’ Cafe. The most celebrated and 
memorialized writers of this movement are male writers like Tato Laviera, Pedro Pietri, Miguel 
Piñero and Miguel Algarín, who undoubtedly deserve praise but also overshadow women’s 
involvement and literary contributions. This leads me to ask: are memory projects gendered? 

Nicholasa Mohr navigates belonging, poverty, and home in a way that begets the 
questioning of freedom for diasporic Puerto Ricans. My paper is guided by these questions: Are 
notions of belonging and home related to freedom in any way? Is Mohr’s writing a form of bearing 
witness to gender-based and race-based violence enacted upon Puerto Ricans in New York City? 
By considering belonging and home in relation to freedom, I am also examining the idea of 
memory and how it relates to the Puerto Rican experience and why Nicholasa Mohr, a notable 
writer, is not remembered in national memory projects. Here, the role of the archive is particularly 
important because it symbolizes how a nation or community produces knowledge and makes 
greater claims about what is worth remembering, documenting, sharing, and teaching for 
generations to come. The omission of Nicholasa Mohr as a main contributor of the Nuyorican 
Literary Movement and her work is a form of gendered exclusion and signals how women’s voices 
are often minimized to uplift men’s work. This division in the preservation and remembrance of 
cultural memory projects has overlooked the complexity and boldness of Nicholasa Mohr’s work 
which provides an insight to Puerto Rican survival in New York City amidst violence and 
discrimination by the state and fellow citizens.  

Barbara Roche-Rico has written about the dearth of scholarship on Nicholasa Mohr’s 
literary contributions in 2007 when she asked for a ‘critical reassessment of Nicholasa Mohr’s 
fiction,’ stating “In spite of Mohr's substantial literary production during the last thirty years, there 
is currently no critical biography or volume of criticism devoted solely to her work. Until just 
recently, not even the date of her birth (1938) has been correctly reported in many of the popular 
reference guides” (Roche Rico 160). Since then, Patricia Herrera’s book, Nuyorican Feminist 
Performance: From the Café to the Hip Hop Theater (2020), highlights the contributions of 
women during the Nuyorican Arts Movement and hip hop by focusing on the texts, performances, 
and various genres that have shaped the literary movement. Herrera acknowledges how Nuyorican 
texts, such as Nicholasa Mohr’s El Bronx Remembered, were adapted into a stage play and 
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performed by The Rubi Theater Company, “an intergenerational ensemble of mostly Latinx artists, 
writers, and educators” who brought original and adapted works to life by “practicing “necessary 
theater,” and thus remember and acknowledge the works of Nuyorican women in the twenty-first 
century (Herrera 1-2). It is not lost on me that a feminist Latina scholar and community-based 
(theater) artist, and the cohort of artists she belongs to, are doing ‘the work’ to honor and preserve 
women’s contributions in a special cultural project outside of the archive. The focus on feminist 
productions of Nuyorican art and literature is a critical intervention in the scholarship on The 
Nuyorican Literary Movement, and more so on Nicholasa Mohr’s literature and legacy. Most of 
the scholarship on Mohr’s texts often dismiss the social and political weight of her work as 
insignificant because it was marketed as solely children’s literature.1 In more recent scholarship, 
the categorization of children’s literature is no longer a misrepresentation or misunderstanding of 
Mohr’s work but a site of decolonial imagination or articulation of modes of resistance through 
survival.  

Most recently, Marilisa Jiménez García’s book, Side by Side: U.S. empire, Puerto Rico, 
and the Roots of American Youth Literature and Culture (2021), acknowledges the critical 
assessments of Mohr’s work: “With the exception of critics such as Barbara Roche-Rico, Lisa 
Sánchez González, or Eugene Mohr, literary discussions of Mohr are dominated by interviews and 
book reviews in education and library journal touting the importance of multicultural education” 
(Jiménez García 113). Unlike Barbara Roche-Rico, though, Jiménez García does not view the 
categorization of children’s literature as reductive, and instead views it as subaltern resistance 
because it is writing that demonstrates how the community sees themselves, even if it is through a 
child’s voice. Jiménez García believes children’s literature is an opportunity for decolonial work 
that also offers a reimagination of the objectives of children’s stories and the characterization of 
children. She writes, “Mohr’s early fiction is characterized by her poignant and complex 
presentation of diaspora children [...] Reading Mohr should involve the consideration of multiple 
literary and cultural traditions, inherited through the U.S. colonial project, which she both relies 
on and resists. Her Nuyorican perspective offers reinterpretations of certain myths of childhood 
present both in Puerto Rican and Anglo-American culture” (Jiménez García 112). Jiménez 
García’s notion of children’s imagination as a decolonial possibility helps frame my interpretation 
of Mohr’s ethnographic prose.  In “Fiction, Fantasies, and Ethnic Realities,” Donald B Gibson 
writes, 

 
[Mohr] has such a good grasp of the social dynamics involved in her tale that it tells not 
only a story which in many ways typifies the life of the poor in Spanish Harlem, but it 
describes as well the plight of the urban poor everywhere. It recognizes the role institutions 
play in sustaining poverty, and it shows the extraordinary difficulty of breaking out, even 
for the strongest, most sensitive, and most intelligent. There is no pity here, for the author 
is too much aware of the humanity of her characters and of the other implications of pity 
to be in any way condescending. There is insider's humor, gentle, and in no way degrading. 
(An example is the scene in which the aged aunt summons the police because the grocery 

 
1 Daniel Arbino argues against this simplification of Nicholasa Mohr’s work: “To reduce Nicholasa Mohr’s work to 
children’s literature overlooks the subtle social commentary she makes about living as an Other in the United States. 
Using sublimation, Mohr offers a variety of examples that delve profoundly into the complexities of assimilation in 
the United States, and for that reason, deserves more attention in Latino literature” (6). 
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owner will not take her numbers bet.) All in all Nilda is what I would call a significant 
book, a touchstone by which others may be judged (Gibson 231).  

 
As Gibson suggests, Mohr humanizes the characters she writes because they are based on real 
populations and communities. Daniel Arbino also believes in the possibilities of a child’s point of 
view offered in children’s literature: “through a child’s perspective, Mohr is able to maintain a 
certain objectivity and innocence while commenting on the hardships that her family and 
community endured” (Arbino 2). In both of the novels I analyze, the children protagonists offer 
witness accounts to the members of their community and family, which is an analysis that is 
unavailable if Mohr’s work is reduced simply because it is children’s literature. I argue that Mohr 
provides critical and integral observations of how Puerto Ricans navigate race, gender, class, and 
urban life through her depictions of poverty, racism, discrimination, and community in New York 
City through her ethnographic prose penned through a child’s narrative voice.  

I draw from theories of biopolitics and coloniality to analyze Mohr’s novels and to further 
demonstrate how borders intuitively create tension and separate people into groups – those who 
belong and those who do not. I argue that colonial subjects are more susceptible to state sanctioned 
biopolitical projects that deem Puerto Ricans, in this context, disposable. I study two seminal 
works by Nicholasa Mohr and their thematic representation of Puerto Rican life in New York City 
neighborhoods as an act of archival fiction that presupposes erasure, and thus argue Mohr’s novels, 
Nilda (1973) and Felita (1979), secure her legacy. I closely read Mohr’s Nilda and Felita and their 
representations of Puerto Rican motherhood, freedom, and violence to argue that if Puerto Ricans 
are constantly vulnerable to state violence and biopolitical projects and if socio-economic mobility 
is unfeasible, then freedom seems to be an impossibility. Puerto Ricans, and other Latinos, have 
to forge their own pathways towards liberation and freedom that does not rely on the state. As 
depicted in the opening scene of Nilda when neighborhood kids open the fire hydrant to cool their 
community of summer heat, an ideal is revealed: the people must liberate themselves. 
 
Examining Biopolitics in Diasporic Novels  
 

The theories of biopolitics and disposability are productive in framing this article and my 
analyses of Mohr’s novels, Nilda and Felita, because they show how Puerto Rican communities 
are viewed as “less than” and disposable by the state via police violence and discrimination by 
state employees. These works highlight how white Americans uphold the nation’s values to remain 
racially and ethnically homogenous by being violent to these communities, and other non-white 
communities, too. The pervasiveness of violence suffered by Puerto Ricans in these novels 
performed by state institutions and white American citizens demonstrates that is a bigger problem 
with the ways Puerto Ricans are perceived in the United States. By reading Mohr’s novels as 
ethnographic prose, they serve a dual role of witnessing and recording. Mohr’s work not only 
documents these experiences, but in reading her work as ethnographic prose I also question cultural 
memory projects at the national level that have allowed for negative stereotypes and mythology to 
dominate the discourse about the Puerto Rican diaspora. 

In studying the representation of Puerto Ricans in Mohr’s texts, I examine poverty to flip 
the outdated dehumanizing victimhood tropes by critiquing the susceptibility to state violence and 
harassment suffered by this racial and ethnic minority at the hands of the police. Furthermore, I 
analyze the intersections of race and gender to examine how state employees, teachers and social 
workers police Puerto Rican motherhood. Mohr’s texts resist negative stereotypes about Puerto 
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Rican mothers and their communities and humanizes poverty through her authentic portrayals of 
their livelihoods. 

Mohr’s reflections of Puerto Rican race, class, ethnicity in New York City urge me to think 
about how poverty and discrimination paralyze Puerto Rican mobility at this time. In Felita, for 
example, Mohr describes a Puerto Rican family that tries to access socio-economic freedom in a 
“cleaner and quieter” New York City neighborhood through the eyes of the youngest child and 
daughter, Felita. Once the family moves into this new neighborhood full of promise and better 
schools, with the hopes that it will lead to “good colleges” and access to a better life, they are 
forced to leave due to the violence enacted on various members of the family. Is this freedom an 
impossibility? If socio-economic freedom is an impossibility, what does this mean for Puerto 
Rican livelihoods in the diaspora? How does Mohr define freedom and Puerto Rican women and 
family accessibility to it? With these questions, I turn away from the dehumanization of working-
class, urban Puerto Ricans, and other persons of color, in New York City that tend to focus on 
negative stereotypes or cast Puerto Ricans as victims. These inadequate perceptions mark Puerto 
Ricans as people who do not have agency in their lives and just drift from one place to another. 
What Mohr accomplishes is representation for girls that are otherwise ignored because of their 
gender, race, and class.  

 
Violence and Gentrification in Puerto Rican Neighborhoods 
 

Arlene Davila’s Barrio Dreams is a book about gentrification in New York City’s Spanish 
Harlem neighborhood that demonstrates how zoning laws and legislation pushed Puerto Ricans 
and Latinxs out of their neighborhoods to improve the lives or status of wealthy investors and New 
York City transplants. Davila focuses on the gentrification of East Harlem, a neighborhood that 
grew to be majority Puerto Rican with negative stereotypes defined by ghetto culture, that was 
eventually commercialized as a Latinx space to attract tourists, investors, tenants, and franchises 
while pushing Puerto Ricans and other Latinos out.2 This form of gentrification conceded that 
Puerto Rican (and other Latino) residents were ‘bad’ while using their Latinidad to brand the 
neighborhood as an up-and-coming, trendy space. In this regard, Puerto Rican communities, and 
other communities alike, are pushed out and deemed ‘disposable’ with limited access to social 
services and aid. Along with other literatures, I explore how this form of race and class-based 
violence limits access to resources to vulnerable communities. 

While I do not provide analysis of Nuyorican poetry, I acknowledge that the literature of 
the Nuyorican Poets (and writers) examines and scrutinizes poverty, inaccessibility, 
discrimination, and violence. Nuyorican poets and writers reflected on what it meant to not belong 
in the United States and to be the children of migrants who were promised a better life only to be 
crammed into small apartments with no heating to be met with racism and discrimination and be 

 
2 “A community with a long, multicultural immigrant history, as formerly a Jewish, Eastern European, and Italian 
enclave, East Harlem's Latino/a identity spans the early 1900s and peaks in the 1950s with the massive immigration 
of Puerto Ricans spurred by the island's industrialization program and the government-sanctioned migration of 
destitute agricultural workers into the States (Andreu Iglesias 1984; Sánchez-Korrol 1983). Soon thereafter East 
Harlem became a chief example of ghetto culture, an identity consolidated through representations in the media and 
in the social sciences literature. The archetype ethnic enclave, or the “island within the city” and the paragon of Puerto 
Ricans' “culture of poverty,” East Harlem is also the site of numerous anthropological studies of lower-income urban 
enclaves, as well as of journalistic exposes of crime, urban blight, and poverty.” 
Davila, Arlene, et al. Barrio Dreams: Puerto Ricans, Latinos, and the Neoliberal City, University of California 
Press, 2004. 
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overworked for little pay. Nicholasa Mohr’s work is central to this tradition and she writes novels 
that showcase the vulnerability to violence Puerto Rican children and adults face in New York 
City, which contests their citizenship status and freedoms. While she confronts daily life for Puerto 
Ricans in el barrio, Mohr does not depict her characters as victims – they are wholesome people 
with agency. Because her narrator is a young girl, one could assume that Mohr is making a bigger 
claim that children are not only aware of this violence, but also begin to question their subjection 
though they cannot articulate it. The narrators in both texts are constantly aware of how they are 
different in various social spaces and hint to readers how they navigate their coloniality. 

According to Foucault, the state has the sovereign power to exercise its biopower by 
choosing which subjects to “let live or make die” in ways that manage, oversee, and discipline 
populations. It would be ineffective and inefficient for states and various economies (in this global, 
neoliberal age) to let populations die though they are not deemed human. Foucault writes, 
“biopolitics deals with the population, with the population as a political problem, as a problem that 
is at once scientific and political, as a biological problem and a power’s problem” (Foucault 245). 
Modern technologies maintain reproduction and mortality in ways to conserve bodies for labor, 
war, and other necessities of modern societies, including positing the population as a political 
problem that needs to be disciplined. Carlos Rivera-Santana claims, 

 
Biopolitics is a technology of government that aims to control the vital processes of the 
population – such as reproduction, life expectancy, and illness – and optimize other 
conditions – such as sanitation, security, education, and economic conditions, among others 
– that allow people to have a ‘productive’ life in the function of capitalism (Rivera-Santana 
234). 
 

That is, the state has designated which population(s) is desirable and which is excessive, or 
disposable in a way that keeps people alive enough to work, though they are dying slowly. These 
populations do not have the best education systems, access to (affordable) healthcare, access to 
(affordable and healthy) foods, and other modern goods necessary for a ‘good’ life.3 Therefore, in 
reading Felita and Nilda by Nicholasa Mohr I examine the impossibility of freedom for Puerto 
Ricans and aim to humanize poverty and the Puerto Rican experience in the barrio of New York 
City. Though the neighborhoods of the working-class and people of color in New York City are 
left in shambles, decrepit, and unkempt with pollution and few to no resources, Puerto Ricans in 
Felita and Nilda attempt to live good and fulfilled lives. Remembered as the ‘Garbage Offensive,’ 
members of The Young Lords Party, a radical group of mostly Puerto Ricans, and other Latino 
groups, formed to fight for the freedom and protections of Puerto Ricans in Chicago and New York 
City, gathered in the summer of 1969 to clean up garbage in Spanish Harlem because the city had 
neglected to do so.4 The Young Lords Party fought for a march to the United Nations to demand 

 
3 See Lauren Berlant. 
4  “Garbage Fires for Freedom: When Puerto Rican Activists Took Over New York’s Streets”: 
 https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/11/nyregion/young-lords-nyc-garbage-offensive.html 
Though The Young Lords Organization was originally formed by Puerto Ricans and fought against oppression and 
for the decolonization of Puerto Ricans in the diaspora (the first chapter was founded in Chicago, following with a 
NYC chapter and other cities, including “the Bronx, the Lower East Side, Newark, Philadelphia and Boston”), Latinos 
of various backgrounds were a part of the YLO and contributed to its efforts: “Though a Puerto Rican-centered group, 
the Young Lords were comprised of Panamanians, Hondurans, Dominicans, Cubans, and other Latinxs, as well as 
roughly 20% who were African American. Members acknowledging their Afro-Boricua, Afro-Taino or Black 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/11/nyregion/young-lords-nyc-garbage-offensive.html
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the end of U.S. colonialism in Puerto Rico, freedom for Puerto Rican political prisoners, and an 
end to police brutality in our communities” (Morales & Oliver-Velez ix). 

The overcrowded and unsafe housing developments Puerto Ricans, African Americans, 
and (immigrant) communities of color occupied during the late twentieth century reflect how the 
state and national government exercised their biopolitical power onto poor people of color. In these 
novels the state exercises its biopower and disciplinary function of surveillance onto the Other 
(Puerto Rican communities) and white Americans maintain the state’s notion of the other (or 
enemy) through harassment and violence. Because these novels are narrated through the 
perspective of young girls, readers experience how their worldview is shaped and informed by 
discriminatory language and violence by state institutions like the police and American citizens. 
Nilda and Felita, Mohr’s titular protagonists, share similar desires as most children and showcase 
their innocence in the narration of the events they experience or witness. Due to their gender, race, 
ethnicity, and language, both Nilda and Felita experiences notable amounts of discrimination, 
oppression, and violence and are also in close proximity to it based on their families and 
community.  

As a novel, Nilda encompasses four years of the protagonist’s life, and “at each turn in 
Nilda’s childhood she is faced with oppressive structures of power that continually interrupt her 
world and impose themselves in obnoxious and threatening ways” (Sánchez González 121-
2). Using young girl narrators in her novels, Nicholasa Mohr demonstrates how these experiences 
are formative and have the possibility of a traumatizing impact, which is why, in Nilda’s case, she 
turns to art, diary-keeping, and imagination – all accounts of recording or bearing witness, to heal 
and make sense of her life. Many scholars read Nilda’s alternate constructions of the present as an 
escape whether it be through her drawings or her fictive ‘secret’ garden that resembles what she 
imagines to be the landscapes of her natal land, Puerto Rico. While it can be read as her feminist 
consciousness unfolding or her healing process through the artwork, or her creation of a safe place 
via the imagination of the garden and elsewhere, these are reactions to experiencing 
dehumanization and oppression.  In the latest analysis of Mohr’s fiction, ““Fights of Fancy: Visual 
and Literary Modes of Resistance in Nicholasa Mohr’s Nilda,” Marissa Ambio proposes we read 
these moments as flights of fancy:  

 
Through daydreams, recollections and artwork, Nilda articulates her own narrative 
response to prejudicial treatment. While Nilda’s creative acts are recognized as a 
demonstration of agency, they are still largely interpreted as a passive or limited form of 
resistance since they play out in an imaginary world. Nilda’s creativity is considered either 
an escape, an act of healing that allows for alternate “ways of knowing,” or an “imaginative 
power” (Sánchez González, 122, 125; Rodríguez 9-11; Roche Rico, 170-171). In each 
assessment, Nilda’s appeals to her imagination and to her artistic creation are framed as a 
detachment from reality - a flight of fancy (Ambio 1).  
 

In these moments Nilda recreates her world and escapes from feeling inferior based on her gender, 
race, ethnicity, and language. Essentially, she is protecting herself and creates a space in which 
she is safe and free. Ambio believes these tools of survival and ways of knowing are “artistic 
modes of resistance, allowing the protagonist to confront figures of institutional authority” and 
ultimately frees herself from oppression with a prescriptive resistance that she learned and taught 

 
identities was pioneering.”  
https://remezcla.com/features/culture/young-lords-east-harlem-legacy/ 

https://remezcla.com/features/culture/young-lords-east-harlem-legacy/
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herself (Ambio 2). These instances also function as a mode of her recording what she witnesses or 
experiences in the form of journal entry – through both writing and art – as healing and, more 
importantly, as a record of what Puerto Ricans experienced in urban spaces in the United States in 
the mid-twentieth century.   

Nilda demonstrates to readers her coping strategy and the beginning of her mode of 
resistance in the opening scene of the novel where she witnesses police officers verbally harass 
her community where “the scene is described as a shared pleasure for the whole neighborhood that 
abruptly ends when the police arrive, spewing abusive and racist remarks at the folk standing by” 
and Nilda daydreams to escape and imagines herself somewhere without the police (Sánchez 
González 122).  Moreover, “the power structure represented by the armed white authority figures 
is the first of a series of imposing presences that signal the reader to beware for Nilda as she comes 
to terms with a hostile world and her place in it” (Sánchez González 122). By imagining herself 
elsewhere, Nilda survives the moment and is also able to create a better and safer reality. Nilda 
also provides herself a notion of freedom to strive for whiles she momentarily liberates herself. 
The tool of imagination is used by Mohr as a space to challenge inequity and imagine 
decolonization and freedom, especially since Nilda uses this tool often. Young characters like 
Nilda invite us, the readers, to imagine more and, hopefully liberate ourselves. It is through 
children’s literature, which as a “[genre] has been idealized by scholars and writers alike as itself 
a kind of project of decolonizing the imagination” (Jiménez García 109). Mohr is able to 
accomplish this task within the genre of children’s literature since children always daydream and 
are encouraged to tap into their imaginative minds, so “the imagination, then, as opposed to the 
physical and digital spaces where literature, as an object and a “scriptive thing” dwells, seems the 
logical place for challenging inequity” (Jiménez García 110).  

By the end of the novel, “Nilda has the tools to demystify social order and power and can 
go to her escape,” and it is necessary to analyze how Nilda’s tools and ways of knowing since they 
point to decolonial and feminist pathways to liberation (Sánchez González 131). In doing so, Nilda 
provides an account of her own experiences, as well as that of her family’s and community’s, 
through her artwork and diary entries. The story that Nicholasa Mohr writes is a form of witnessing 
which I read as ethnographic prose. 
 
Nilda: Witnessing State Violence and Discrimination 
 

In Nilda, the reader follows the titular character, a 10-year-old girl, and depicts the 
livelihoods of Puerto Ricans in El Barrio during the early 1940s at the onset of World War II. Nilda 
follows the protagonist while she attends summer camp and school, negotiates her ethnic and 
gender identity as a preteen in El Barrio, and watches her mother manage and run their household 
while their father is sick and unable to work. It is through the quotidian that Nilda documents her 
feelings and questions the attitudes of nuns, social workers, and teachers and how they perceive 
her friends, family, community and herself. 

The book opens with the first chapter, “July, 1941,” with the description of the 
neighborhood during the summer as “unbearable,” due to the heat that has been ongoing for days 
(Mohr 1). Because of this the members of the neighborhood were waiting for Jacinto to open the 
hydrant so it could provide a modicum of cooling relief. This desperation of enduring summer heat 
reveals the poverty in this community – obviously there are no refreshing air-conditioned homes 
or landlords who offer this sort of amenity. Even so, once the hydrant is opened, neighbors warn 
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each other that the police are coming, which means someone would be fined. The initial contact 
between a policeman and the community in regard to this incident: 

 
“God damn you people, [...] you got no sense of responsibility. What if there’s a fire?” 
Someone responded from way back, “Coño, leave the water on, man. It’s too hot here! 
Have a heart.” Everybody clapped. 
“Shit. God damn you bastards, coming here making trouble. Bunch of animals. Listen, 
don’t pull that shit again. You’re acting against the law. If this happens again, one more 
time, I’m going to arrest all your asses! The whole God damned bunch of you spicks.” 
“Animals!” the other policeman added. (Mohr 5-6). 
 

After this exchange Nilda felt fear and realized how truly powerful the police are and how they 
exercise their power by threatening members of her community and using dehumanizing language 
when talking to them. She also recognized that the police, who represent state power, are white 
while her community, who are mixed-race and ethnically different, are extremely powerless. She 
learns to fear the police, and perhaps not trust them: “She did not want to be near the policemen; 
she wanted them to disappear” (Mohr 5). The opening chapter concludes with Nilda heading home 
and imagining herself at summer camp, and “these thoughts helped erase the image of the two big 
white policemen who loomed larger and more powerful than all the other people in her life” (Mohr 
7).  As the first chapter, this signals that the police will be a source of discomfort for Nilda and 
that she may distrust the police. In this opening scene Nilda witnesses racial slurs and hate 
language from the men who are sworn to protect her and her community and foreshadows negative 
encounters with the police in this novel. 
          In the chapter “February, 1944,” towards the end of the novel, Nilda and her brother 
Frankie walk her friend Sylvia home. Frankie is a member of a street gang – The Lightnings – and 
he leaves Nilda to walk alone so he can attend a meeting. She comes across Chucho and Manuel, 
brothers from her church, and they offer to walk her home and a police car stops near them. The 
policeman yells “Hey, you! Wait a minute! Where are you going? What the hell are you doing 
hanging around the streets at night?” as he repositions his vehicle and steps out of it (Mohr, 226). 
During this confrontation, Nilda “could not believe that he was talking to them. Shocked and 
frightened, she looked at the large policemen” (Mohr 226). While two policemen question the 
boys’ motives for being out at night and their ages, which are fourteen and sixteen, he dismisses 
their answers and asks, “where’s the rest of you guys?” assuming they are gang members (Mohr 
227). Although the boys were visiting their aunt and walking Nilda home, the policemen were 
violent: 

 
“Come on, cut the shit. We know all about the rumble between the Lightnings and the 
Barons.” Nilda felt her insides begin to sink. 
“We do not know, sir, who they are. We do not belong to any gangs,” Chucho said. 
Nilda did not know when or how it happened, but the first policeman held Chucho by the 
collar and up against the side of the building. “Look!” he shouted into Chucho’s face. 
“Don’t give me any shit, spick. I’m tired of this trouble. Now, either you tell me where you 
punks are, and quit lying, or I’m gonna smash your face.” 
“Officer, we don’t know!” interrupted Manuel. He rushed to his brother, shouting, “We are 
of the Pentecostal faith. We do not believe…” 
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The policeman released his grip and let go of Chucho. He picked up his nightstick and 
swung hard at Manuel. Nilda heard a thud and saw blood coming down the side of 
Manuel’s face as he reeled over. 
“Stop! Stop!” Chucho shouted. “He’s only a kid. Please, please.” The policeman kept 
swinging his nightstick at Manuel. 
“Hey, leave me alone. Stop, hey!” Manuel cried out, trying to duck the blows of the 
nightstick (Mohr 227). 
 

The policemen assumed two Latino boys to be gang members due to their own racial biases and 
attacked them without asking more questions. This is no accident. While one of the policemen did 
not physically attack the boys, he idly watched and did not interfere to protect a young boy from 
his partner’s physical attack. When Manuel is released from the officer’s grip, “his eyes, nose, 
mouth, and hair were full of blood” (Mohr 228). 

This violence is the result of hate, racism, and discrimination that symbolizes how state 
officers, whose job is to protect their districts, are actually enforcers of racial violence. 
Furthermore, police brutality is the result of having solely white men, at this time, surveil and 
literally police black and brown neighborhoods. Although the boys did not die, this moment 
demonstrates how the state creates an enemy, or other, and uses its power to either let the enemy 
live or die (slowly). In “Necropolitics'' Achille Mbembe refers to the state of exception and the 
state of siege and writes “power (and not necessarily state power) continuously refers and appeals 
to exception, emergency, and a fictionalized notion of the enemy. It also labors to produce it” 
(Mbembe 165-6). The creation of the other congeals a sense of community/nationality that reifies 
itself through the reproduction of this other. The other is not just an other – the other is different 
but also poses a threat, deemed dangerous, someone that can die or be hurt by the state or citizens, 
which— maintains the fiction.  

The scene continues where Chucho begs the policemen to take his brother to the emergency 
room since Manuel’s face is swelling and he is in a lot of pain. The policeman that physically 
assaulted Manuel says:        

 
“All right, we’ll drive you down to the emergency room at Flower Fifth, but next time stay 
off the streets or it will be worse. Now, we won’t press charges, but we don’t want any 
crap from you. O.K.?” the first policeman responds. 
“Please, sir!” Chucho said. “Just take us to a hospital. We don’t want no trouble.” 
The second policeman looked at Nilda. “You get back home; a young girl like you should 
be off the streets. Where do you live?” he asked. 
Nilda stared at him. “Not far; I can walk. It’s only down a few blocks, that’s all.” 
“All right, now get the hell off the streets and right home before we take you in.” 
“Yes,” she said frightened, “I’ll go right home.” 
[...] “Shit, Ned!” the second policeman said. “You oughta watch that temper.” 
“Bunch of bastards anyway. Spick got what he deserved,” the first policeman said. (Mohr 
229). 
 

While Manuel’s parents could have sued the police department and the city for discrimination and 
abuse, the policemen manipulate Chucho and Manuel into not reporting them for a life-saving ride 
to the hospital. The cop felt no remorse or guilt and did not view what he did as wrong. It is later 
revealed in the novel that Manuel is blinded from the incident with the police. The policemen 
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shifted the narrative of what happened when people asked questions and took the boys to the 
hospital without ever having to right their wrongs. One can infer that they will continue to abuse 
and harass this neighborhood, and those alike, during routine patrols and their crimes will go 
unpunished. 

This scene also casts a usually talkative Nilda as silent. In the three years since her incident 
with police harassing her community, this moment reifies that the police are abusive and seek to 
harm her community. She does not trust the police, which is why she would rather walk alone in 
the streets vulnerable to danger than be in the car with the policemen. It is as if she feels safer 
walking alone as a young girl than being escorted home by the police. Nilda does not trust authority 
figures or employees of the state, like schoolteachers and social aid workers, in her community 
since they have always treated her (and the people who look like her and speak like her) with 
hastiness, discriminatory behavior, and anger.5  

Immediately after the physical altercation, Chucho begs the police officer to take his 
brother to the emergency room. Though the police officers committed a heinous discriminatory 
crime onto children, they also neglect to provide them with emergency medical care. The boys 
have to beg the police to be driven to the hospital while the officer one, as he is regarded in the 
book, only agrees in exchange for the boys’ silence. Here, the boys do not know what they agreed 
to, or understand that they could have taken legal action. They are preteens, not men though they 
were apprehended and beaten like adults. 

This encounter is a defining moment in the novel that brings Nilda’s first interaction with 
the police at the beginning of the novel full circle. Nilda once again witnesses the police exercising 
their power to dominate and to terrorize Brown and Black communities. What does it mean for an 
act of violence at the hands of the state to go unpunished? These men almost killed a boy and 
caused his blindness based on presumptions due to their own racial bias. At a young age Nilda 
understands that her community is not free and that she is not free. She is robbed of her jovial 
innocence of trusting the police and members of state institutions that are meant to help and serve 
their communities. Nilda’s proximity to violence (as well as her community’s) makes evident that 
she does not have or enjoy the freedoms that define this country. 

 
Felita: The Impossibility of Social Mobility and Freedom 
 

Felita (1979) is a coming-of-age story centered on the titular character who enjoys living 
in her Latinx neighborhood and is resistant to her family’s plan to move to a finer neighborhood 
which her mother describes as “[a] neighborhood with better schools” where she hopes her 

 
5Similarly, Nilda experiences discrimination and oppression at school with her teacher Miss Langhorn. Mohr utilizes 
Nilda’s interactions with her schoolteacher to demonstrate how education, especially at the primary school level, is a 
place where children first experience racism and discrimination and learn how they are different in Anglo American 
society. Furthermore, the schoolteacher functions as a proxy to the institutional discrimination young children of color 
experience on a daily basis. Ambio writes, “As with the novel’s opening, the first scene at Nilda’s school reveals the 
ethnic bias of figures of institutional authority like her teacher, Miss Langhorn. Given that Miss Langhorn subscribes 
to assimilation and Manifest Destiny, in which U.S. expansionist policies are viewed as a “civilizing” force, she 
prohibits Spanish in the classroom, considering it an impediment to becoming a “good American” (Mohr, 2011, 46). 
Nilda’s response to Miss Langhorn’s linguistic prejudice is one of alienation. It is no wonder then that Nilda uses her 
imagination to picture herself in another time and place so that “Miss Langhorn’s voice was far, far away” (Mohr, 
2011, 48)” (Ambio 3). While these moments increase Nilda’s social awareness of her differences, they also showcase 
how she navigates society and chooses to either resist or utilize her imagination to ‘escape’ these instances of tension 
or discomfort. 
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children will receive a better education (Mohr 29). The short novel follows Felita, a preteen girl, 
who does not want to leave her Latino neighborhood. The back cover of the short novel Felita 
quotes “we’re off to a better future” in a large font to describe the sentiment of the text and allude 
to a central motif – a family is attempting to have an improved life. It may even foreshadow that 
the family’s desires, although central to this novel, may not be accomplished. Yet, most members 
of the family are met with violence or a form of verbal harassment, or both, in an attempt to force 
the family to relocate or go back to their old neighborhoods. These acts of violence alert the family 
to the fact that their neighbors want them to leave. 

This novel conveys a simpler message: the cleaner, safer, and quieter neighborhood(s) are 
reserved for people who are white or look the part; when Puerto Ricans move in and threaten this 
homogenous community, the community bands together in violent ways to show them they are not 
welcome there. They protect the vision they have for their neighborhood and reserve the ‘good 
schools’ and ‘safe environments’ for themselves and their children leaving people of color and 
non-white folks to reside in unsafe, overcrowded neighborhoods with poor education. Essentially, 
the new neighbors let the family know they do not belong in their community or their country. 
Myra Zarnowski writes about the attempt to maintain racial homogeneity and resources in her 
interview with Nicholasa Mohr: 

 
Felita, Mohr’s second novel, tells about a young girl who resembles Nilda in significant 
ways. Like Nilda, Felita has trouble connecting with the world outside her immediate 
community. When their family moves to what they believe is a “better” neighborhood, they 
experience devastating verbal and physical abuse from their new neighbors. Conditions 
deteriorate so rapidly that the family decides they have no option but to move back to their 
old neighborhood (Zarnowski 101). 

  
At a young age, Felita learns that there are spaces and places where people who look like her 
simply do not belong. Though her family had the means to ‘get ahead’ for the general betterment 
of the entire family’s future, they were instantly cast out by their neighbors and landlord who 
reminded them that their community was not meant for Puerto Ricans. Though they returned to 
their previous community, Felita noticed that the neighborhood in which she was unwelcomed was 
unlike the one she called home. 

Upon moving, Felita notices that her new neighborhood is indeed different from her 
previous residence: “There were hardly any small stores [...] the street was cleaner and quieter. 
There was not as many people or kids outside” (Mohr 28). Initially the young girls are warm and 
inviting to Felita and play with her until their parents call them to go home. At this point all the 
young girls and their mothers gather together and the mothers warn their daughters about Felita’s 
background, revealing their racism and how discriminatory behavior and hate language is taught 
transgenerationally: 

 
The other girls huddled with the grown-ups. They all spoke in low voices. I waited. Were 
they coming back to play? They all stared silently at me. I smiled at them and waited, but 
there were no smiles for me. [...] Suddenly I felt frightened and all alone. I wanted to get 
home, upstairs where I would be safe with Mami. Now the adults and girls were standing 
in a group beside the stoop steps. 
Thelma quickly stepped in front of me, blocking my way. “Why did you move here?” 
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“Yeah there’s no one of your kind here and we don’t want you.” As I tried to get by them 
the other girls ran up the stoop and formed a line across the building entrance. 
I turned towards the grown-ups. Some were smiling. Others looked angry. 
“She should stay in her own place, right, Mama?” 
“Can’t you answer? No speak the English no more?” The grown-ups laughed. 
“... so many colors in your family. What are you?” 
“Her mother is black and her father is white.” 
“They ain’t white… just trying to pass.” 
“Ni****s.” 
“Shh, don’t say that.” 
“All right, spicks. God only knows what they are!” 
“Go on back to your own country” (Mohr 33-35). 
 

As a Puerto Rican, the United States is also Felita’s country. These racial slurs clearly demonstrate 
cultural ignorance of the U.S. history of imperialism and domination, but also that this racial hate 
is indoctrinated at a young age. These girls are taught to believe in and perpetuate racial myths and 
ethnic stereotypes that maintain the idea that Puerto Ricans are Other in the United States, and 
therefore that Puerto Ricans do not belong in their imagined community that reflects their idealized 
vision of American identity and culture.6 In the previous interaction the young girls were playing 
with Felita and inviting her to their private club, and only changed their attitudes towards Felita 
when their mothers taught them that Felita was different. This difference denotes that Felita, and 
her family, are not human in the same way they are. And this is the difference their communities 
are founded upon. Furthermore, Felita’s parents were eager to get out of their neighborhood 
because of its subpar resources. This is why Felita notices the cleaner and quieter streets while her 
mom recognizes the schools (education system) are far better than in their previous residence. 
         Following the verbal harassment, the incident became violent when Mary Beth and Thelma 
block the building’s entrance and Felita tries to squeeze her way in by pushing the blockade. As 
she tried to make her way home, Felita was also confronted by violence: ““Watch it!” They pushed 
back, shoving me down a couple of steps. [...] I pushed again. I felt a sharp punch in my back and 
a fist hit the side of my face. Then a wall of arms came crashing down. I began to cry hard” (Mohr 
35). A couple of bystanders shouted to the girls to stop hitting Felita and one woman yelled, “Let 
her go… she knows now she’s not wanted here. Girls, let her through” (Mohr 35). If the woman 
who signaled for the girls to stop is the same woman in the huddle who ‘explained’ how Felita is 
different, then she instigated violence on an adolescent girl. Even so, the other mothers and 
guardians did not tell their daughters to stop being violent, instead they promoted the physical 
violence and verbal harassment, because it was a practice, or norm, to let outsiders know they do 
not belong and force them out. But what marks an outsider an outsider? 
         Nelson Maldonado-Torres shares that his understanding of the coloniality of Being is 
shaped by Frantz Fanon, who was one of the first to reflect on his experience as a black colonial 
subject. In Black Skins, White Masks (1952), Frantz Fanon shares his experience on a train in Paris 
where a young child points out his blackness and difference. Quite the epiphanic moment, it led 
Fanon to coin his notion of triple consciousness:  

 
6 Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. 1983. Print. 
The moment is reminiscent of 1950s/1960s highway expansion and suburbanization of the United States that kept 
people of color in cities through racist red-zoning laws while middle-class white Americans moved and left cities to 
crumble, and poorer neighborhoods in those cities to deteriorate and left those populations to fail. 
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In the train it was no longer a question of being aware of my body in the third person but 
in a triple person. In the train I was given not one but two, three places. I had already 
stopped being amused. It was not that I was finding febrile coordinates in the world. I 
existed triply: I occupied space. I moved toward the other . . . and the evanescent other, 
hostile but not opaque, transparent, not there, disappeared. Nausea. . . I was responsible at 
the same time for my body, for my race, for my ancestors (Fanon 84). 
 

While Fanon and Felita experience moments that mark their otherness, I find Maldonado-Torres’ 
notion of coloniality of Being helpful and productive in understanding the Puerto Rican experience 
in the United States.7 Maldonado-Torres defines the coloniality of Being by considering how the 
legacies of colonialism continue to impact formerly colonized persons and their descendants: 

 
“The idea was that colonial relations of power left profound marks not only in the areas of 
authority, sexuality, knowledge and the economy, but on the general understanding of the 
being as well. And, while the coloniality of power referred to the interrelation among 
modern forms of exploitation and domination (power), and the coloniality of knowledge 
had to do with the impact of colonization on the different areas of knowledge production, 
coloniality of being would make primary reference to the lived experience of colonization 
and its impact on language” (Maldonado-Torres 242). 

  
Maldonado-Torres furthers Walter Mignolo’s notion of coloniality by adapting Fanon’s 
relationship between colonialism and language where “language is a location where knowledge is 
inscribed” (Fanon 243). 

Sylvia Wynter disrupts what the Western conceptualization and overrepresentation of Man 
the modern notion of human, that produces and normalizes “Human Otherness” and 

 
“Would now come to function at all levels of the social order-- including that of class, 
gender, sexual orientation, superior/inferior ethnicities, and that of the 
Investor/Breadwinners versus the criminalized jobless poor and Welfare Moms antithesis, 
and most totally between the represented-to-be superior and inferior races and cultures-- 
that would come to function as the dually status-organizing and integrating principle of 
U.S. society” (Wynter 323).8 
 

 
7 Maldonado-Torres defines coloniality as ““Coloniality refers to long-standing patterns of power that emerged as a 
result of colonialism, but that define culture, labor, intersubjective relations, and knowledge production well beyond 
the strict limits of colonial administration” (242). The coloniality of Being is a concept that Maldonado-Torres 
develops considering the definitions provided by earlier theorists of coloniality like Quijano and Mignolo with Fanon’s 
understanding of colonialism and colonial subjecthood. 
8 This Human Otherness is defined by “the interned Mad, the interned “Indian,” the enslaved “Negro” in which it had 
been earlier defined. Instead, the new descriptive statement of the human will [define] Human Otherness [as] a new 
category, one now comprised of the jobless and criminalized - of the “underdeveloped” – all as the category of the 
economically damned (Fanon, 1963), rather than, as before, of the politically condemned (Wynter 321). For Wynter, 
the ‘interned mad’ is a metaphor for the power dynamic in which a person of color, a poor person, or a politically 
disadvantaged person occupies and exists as an Other in direct contrast to the hegemonic notion of humanness, so that 
they are prescriptively seen as mad, other, or non-human in this binary. 
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Wynter expands Anibal Quijano’s notion of coloniality of power to her phrase “the Coloniality of 
Being/Power/Truth/Freedom'' and argues that “one cannot “unsettle” the “coloniality of power” 
without a redescription of the human outside the terms of our present descriptive statement of the 
human, Man, and its overrepresentation” (Wynter 268). Wynter’s explanation of ‘human’ in 
contemporary American society help explain how Felita and her family are viewed differently, 
which is synonymous with the other-ing of the family. Felita and her family represent a derivative 
of human otherness that validates the young girls’ and their mothers’ desire for homogeneity in 
their community and thus their verbal harassment and violence onto Felita. This community 
gatekeeps their resources: cleaner streets, better schools, etc. and makes this socio-economic 
mobility an impossibility for Felita and her family. This community functions in ways that emulate 
state institutions and their use of biopower on the premise that Puerto Ricans are outsiders, non-
human, different and unworthy of this socio-economic mobility, and by extension-freedom. 
         Because Felita’s parents desired a brighter future for their children, they moved to a 
neighborhood with better schools that would lead to a college degree or a good career. Inherently, 
Felita’s parents wanted their children to gain social and economic mobility – a privilege they do 
not have and cannot attain despite being able to afford to move to a ‘better’ apartment. Felita’s 
older brother is physically assaulted by neighbors, and water is thrown at her mother, so the 
landlord eventually recommends the family move out.9  While the landlord was not involved in 
the heinous acts of violence, he functions as a systemic symbol who casts people of color away to 
maintain a pseudo-harmonious community. 
 
Conclusion 
 

Nicholasa Mohr’s writings of the mid-twentieth century signal the struggles Puerto Ricans 
faced in the U.S. as colonial subjects through institutions of the state and daily life. She points to 
the ways in which Puerto Ricans were treated as an excess population, a historical notion that 
promoted government projects: first through the designation of ‘overpopulation’ and ‘culture of 
poverty’ in Puerto Rican cities that propagated mass migration to the U.S. cities in the early 
twentieth century.10 Ironically, Puerto Ricans found themselves in crowded housing projects and 
in rough working conditions in New York City. These notions also deemed women responsible 
for the births of “too many Puerto Ricans” and thus began the inhumane and immoral sterilization 
and birth control experimentation projects that left one third of Puerto Rican women of child-
bearing age on the island sterilized and robbed of their reproductive freedom and choice to become 
mothers.  

While Puerto Ricans are policed because of their race and ethnicity, Puerto Rican mothers 
are also policed by institutions of the state - the young girl narrators witness these encounters in 
Mohr’s Nilda and Felita. What Nicholasa Mohr accomplishes through her ethnographic prose, is 
a record of dehumanization, discrimination based on race and gender, and violence. This, too, is 
captured in the groundbreaking and formative works of the Nuyorican literary ‘greats’ that are 
often remembered for a movement that gave Puerto Ricans a voice and mode of resistance. Though 
Nicholasa Mohr has cemented her own legacy in her novels written in ethnographic prose that 
serve as a stand in for archival preservation, still cultural memory projects and their transmissions 
in museums, archives, and in other materials, must include Mohr and her work. 

 
9 Page 46, Felita 
10 Lewis, Oscar. La Vida: A Puerto Rican Family in the Culture of Poverty--San Juan and New York. Random House, 
1966. Print. 
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