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The Reinstatement of Paternalism in US-Puerto Rican Relations in Esmeralda 
Santiago’s América’s Dream 

 
by Tracy A. Stephens  

 
Esmeralda Santiago’s 1996 novel América’s Dream follows the titular América as she 

escapes from an abusive relationship and the subjugating gender norms of her home on the Puerto 
Rican island of Vieques and creates a new life for herself in the United States. The novel is fiercely 
critical of US imperialism in Puerto Rico as well as US treatment of its domestic Puerto Rican and 
immigrant population.1 The narrative’s emphasis on América’s independence from her partner 
Correa rather than her safety or survival alone, in concert with its criticisms of American  
imperialism, suggests that América’s story of abuse serves as an allegory for the political and 
economic relationship between the US and Puerto Rico, one that advocates for Puerto Rico to 
seeks its own independence. However, América achieves her independence by coming to the US 
with help from the very systems of US imperialism the novel critiques, taking advantage of an 
opportunity to work as a nanny and housekeeper for a wealthy American family who met her on 
their vacation. Meanwhile, the novel’s examination of effective parenting suggests that 
independence is fostered through the choices and policies of parents, not the assertion of autonomy 
by their children. As a result of the juxtaposition of these two facets of the narrative, the novel 
implies that Puerto Rico’s escape from US domination requires the US to transform itself from the 
abusive parent represented by Correa to a benevolent parent that helps its children achieve their 
independence just as it helps América achieve hers. It thus maintains a long-standing American 
exceptionalist2 narrative of justification for imperialism rooted in a metaphorical parent-child 
relationship, and, furthermore, it reiterates the specific logic of that narrative by which the US must 
develop and democratize its colonies. 
 The existing criticism of the text and of Santiago’s work more broadly focuses largely on 
the construction of a bicultural identity.3 Mary Jane Suero-Elliot contextualizes the novel’s 
biculturalism within a history of US imperialism in Puerto Rico, suggesting that a bicultural 
identity achieved within the US resists American imperial domination from within (Suero-Elliot 
345),4 but overall these arguments focus on América’s experiences within the US or on her 
movement between places and not on the larger geopolitical context of her migration.5 Faye 
Caronan offers reason to be skeptical of the prevalence of these readings. She observes that the 
packaging of cultural works from former US colonies like Puerto Rico and the Philippines defuses 
their efforts at cultural critique through integration within “the hegemonic narrative of the United 
States as a colorblind, multicultural, egalitarian society” (Caronan 21). Her argument cites 
paratextual elements of América’s Dream to demonstrate that the novel has been presented to US 
readers as a story about “female empowerment” that frames the US as the heroic rescuer of 
oppressed women from third-world cultures (Caronan 71).6 Thus, the bicultural identity the novel 
presents, no matter its celebration of Puerto Rican subjectivity, can be implicated in this framing 
in that its packaging functions to provide readers with what Caronan calls “authentic cultural 
experiences” to consume, overwhelming its oppositional perspective on the US (Caronan 20-21).  

Additionally, the argument that the formulation of a bicultural identity for Nuyoricans and 
other Puerto Ricans in the US is in fact a challenge to US imperialism is worth interrogating. While 
it is true that the novel positions this bicultural identity as a way of preserving Puerto Rican identity 
and culture in the US and even a way of improving American culture, the narrative implicates this 
hybrid identity in the perpetuation of the paternal relationship of the US to Puerto Rico. It is, after 
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all, US imperialism that enables Puerto Rican immigration to the US, including América’s escape. 
Moreover, the novel shows the culture of Puerto Ricans in America to be superior to that of Puerto 
Ricans on the island in its attitudes and practices around gender roles and parenting and particularly 
the ability to foster independence in women and children. Since a hybrid identity is by definition 
one that accepts the cultural influence of the colonizer, the elevation of the bicultural identity as 
not just a positive outcome of imperialism but a prerequisite to independence becomes a 
justification for continued US influence and the civilizing narrative of imperialism.  

Moreover, the cultural divide between Puerto Ricans on the island and those in the US is a 
political reality shaping the debate over Puerto Rican independence, statehood, or continued 
existence as a commonwealth; while the divisions in this debate do not at all map cleanly onto 
Puerto Ricans on the island and Puerto Ricans in the US as opposing sides, there is nonetheless 
reason to be concerned that Puerto Ricans in the US are not well positioned to argue for the 
interests of Puerto Ricans on the island. Ed Morales sharply condemns Puerto Ricans in America 
for misunderstanding the needs of people on the island, using the example of Lin Manuel Miranda, 
creator of Hamilton, supporting the PROMESA debt restructuring bill (Morales 135-36), then later 
ignoring opposition by activists on the island to stage a run of performances of Hamilton that 
would play to the visiting Congressional Democratic Caucus (Morales 274). In other words, 
Morales complains that Miranda served the interests of the US and not Puerto Rico, despite his 
good intentions. Morales dismisses the “optimism” of Hamilton as both out of touch with the 
current “widespread pessimism” of Puerto Ricans and as ineffectual for facilitating the “organized 
resistance” needed to challenge the continued exploitation of the island. Moreover, he aligns that 
optimism with the “neoliberal spin of the concept of auto-gestión,” a form of independence that 
preserves US financial interests but demands no reparations from the US for their leading role in 
the creation of Puerto Rican debt (Morales 286). That is a reminder that independence that is 
fostered and respected by the US will be of a form that serves the US.   

The pervasiveness of readings of the novel focused on biculturalism not only raises 
questions about both the novel’s complicity in the narrative of US multiculturalism and academia’s 
positioning within the “US cultural market” that “contains [anti-imperialist] critiques to reaffirm 
revised narratives of US exceptionalism” (Caronan 3); it also suggests the need for greater critical 
attention to US imperialism within the novel, particularly as a context for its narrative of abuse 
and empowerment. Caronan explores the novel’s effectiveness as a critique of American colonial 
and neocolonial practices in Puerto Rico, addressing the novel’s explicit and allegorical criticisms 
of the US and the novel’s relationship to discourses of American exceptionalism. While Caronan 
attributes the novel’s congruence with America’s narratives of justification for (neo)colonialism to 
its packaging (Caronan 17-18), however, the novel’s critique is itself ambivalent and contradictory 
due to the allegorical function of América and Correa’s relationship. Though Caronan offers a 
historically grounded argument that Correa represents the force of patriarchal Puerto Rican cultural 
nationalism that obfuscates and enables US neocolonial practices, an argument that accounts for 
Correa’s dual roles as both a Puerto Rican man and a symbol of US domination, Correa better 
represents the US more directly, in keeping with Suero-Elliot’s claim that the novel illustrates 
“analogic paralleling” of Correa “with the US government” (Suero-Elliot 340). Correa’s 
infantilization of América contextualizes the allegory not only within the historical narrative of 
imperialism as a heterosexual romantic relationship, as Caronan reads it (Caronan 48), but equally 
within the narrative employing a metaphorical parent-child relationship, which Caronan’s work 
addresses only in relationship to other texts (Caronan 73). The novel’s preoccupation with parent-
child relationships and repeated instances of children’s failed attempts to seek independence from 
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their parents suggests the greater relevance of this alternate narrative, even despite the operation 
of heterosexist gender norms and sexual violence within América’s story.7  

Applying the lens of the parent-child relationship also resolves the ambivalence that 
emerges from the novel’s representation of the United States as both an abusive imperial power 
and the site of liberation from that abuse by offering an image of two different forms of US 
paternalism—one malignant, represented by Correa and the imperial practices his actions parallel, 
and one benevolent, represented by the roles played by both the US and some of the novel’s parents 
in fostering independence. In short, the novel’s assertion of the importance of parental guidance 
and family relationships in enabling children to achieve independence suggests the need for the 
US to do a better job as a parent. This is in keeping with existing narratives of the United States’s 
relationship with its former colonies; Caronan writes about the invocation of the parent-child 
narrative of imperialism, specifically a revised narrative of the former colonies as illegitimate 
children, that “[t]he resurrected metaphor implies that the United States needs to recognize 
publically its paternal relationships and fulfill its responsibilities” (Caronan 104). The novel 
engages this narrative of illegitimacy. There is a history of illegitimacy in América’s family, 
reaching back to the original French owner of La Casa, the hotel in Vieques where América works, 
who refused to accept the daughter his maid bore him as his own (Santiago 77). Given that La 
Casa’s history involves a series of foreign hotel owners exploiting the labor of this line of 
daughters, this example highlights the narrative of failed parental responsibility within the system 
of imperialism. Moreover, Rosalinda is an illegitimate child for whom Correa has taken no 
responsibility (Santiago 55). The male abdication of responsibility in child-rearing is, per Julee 
Tate, a theme Santiago includes in other work as a reflection of machismo (Tate 101-102), but here 
it takes on added resonance. Neither the novel nor Caronan, however, call attention to how this 
narrative of America’s failure as a parent only perpetuates US paternalism. Thus, while Caronan 
reads the novel as resisting both US imperialism and patriarchal cultural nationalism through 
América’s final act of self-defense, killing Correa when he invades the house of her employers in 
New York, the novel calls for a revision in the United States’s behavior as Puerto Rico’s parent 
that nonetheless preserves an imperialist relationship. 

The allegorical doubling of Correa and América as the United States and Puerto Rico takes 
shape through the novel’s presentation of the literal conditions of imperialism in Puerto Rico and 
the clear parallels drawn between Correa’s abuse and US domination.8 Correa controls and limits 
access to América by other men, even “slap[ping] her in public if he thinks she’s flirting” (Santiago 
72), in the same way US policy toward the Caribbean has, since the Monroe Doctrine, controlled 
or forbidden access to the Americas by European powers. By keeping América as his woman but 
not as his wife (he is in fact married to another woman with whom he has three children [Santiago 
54]), he maintains the same relationship of ownership without obligation that the United States 
maintains by claiming Puerto Rico as a commonwealth or freely associated state without granting 
it the full privileges of statehood. Being his woman and not his wife is also much like being a 
citizen but not an American; América insists upon the difference to her fellow domestic workers, 
who covet her citizenship and insist that it should open doors for América that she knows her 
economic vulnerability, lack of job skills, and weak English keep barred to her (Santiago 218-20). 
Additionally, Correa claims that he abuses América out of love: “Sometimes,” he tells her, “I forget 
myself. But that’s because I love you so much” (Santiago 73). This rationalization parallels the 
logic of benevolent imperialism in its justification of the use of force as a reflection of good 
intentions. 

One of the forms of US imperialism the novel explores in more depth is the US military 
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presence in Puerto Rico. Katherine R. McCaffrey discusses the military’s arrangement with Puerto 
Rico, which gives them control over “nautical routes, flight paths, aquifers, and zoning laws” and 
which has required the people of Vieques to live with the continual sound of gunfire and 
explosions, demonstrated in the novel when the ground trembles from distant bombs (McCaffrey 
3, Santiago 65). She argues that the military presence and their demonstrations of force serve as a 
tacit threat of violence that encourages obedience (McCaffrey 3). With Correa as well, the threat 
of violence is often tacit, made evident through physical descriptions like his “bodybuilder’s 
shape” and “big hands” (Santiago 13, 50), how he conveys threats through body language and 
facial expression, “conveying a menace that makes [América] shiver” (Santiago 14), and how she 
can feel him “hulking over her” (Santiago 62). This allows him to direct her and their daughter 
Rosalinda with subtle actions like “rais[ing] his finger in warning” or “point[ing] to the place next 
to him” at the table (Santiago 14, 57). There is also the fact that he is at his most threatening when 
he is “calm” and “controlled,” which is when she knows that “he’s waiting for any little thing she 
might say or do that will make him explode” (Santiago 61). Finally, the threat of violence persists 
when he is absent because of the possibility of word getting back to him about any transgression, 
especially at work, where América’s male coworkers are Correa’s friends (Santiago 34). In short, 
he does not have to actively commit violence against América to control her but polices her with 
implicit threats in the manner McCaffrey describes. Additionally, Correa co-opts space that 
rightfully belongs to América’s mother Ester and to América; Ester treats him as the “master of the 
house, even though the house belongs to her” (Santiago 57). Similarly, the US Navy has co-opted 
Vieques, appropriating “two-thirds of the island,” according to the novel (Santiago 16). Lastly, 
Correa also controls América’s access to transportation in the same way the Navy controls the 
nautical routes, refusing to let her drive even after teaching her to do so as he does not want her 
“running all over town” (Santiago 161). These details not only clarify the nature of US imperialism 
but also enhance the allegorical dimensions of Correa and América’s relationship.  

A second of the material conditions of US imperialism the novel explores is the tourism 
industry. Caronan discusses the depiction of tourism within the novel and makes the case for the 
tourism industry as a neocolonial enterprise by pointing out the relationship of dependency and 
submission created by American patronization of Puerto Rico. The industry perpetuates 
inequalities in the form of dependence on foreign investment and tourism expenditures by foreign 
consumers (Caronan 33), and Puerto Rico must make itself sufficiently pleasing to attract 
American tourists to have a viable economy (Caronan 35). This involves an allocation of resources 
for the sake of the tourists instead of the islanders (Santiago 36), which is on display within the 
novel in the tourism office’s use of guards to collect people’s information when they visit the beach 
“in case something happens,” which América believes is done only to “make tourists feel safe” 
(Santiago 12). The obligation to please the tourists is also imposed upon the individual workers in 
the tourism industry, for the sake of maintaining employment and earning tips. For instance, Correa 
and his fellow guards have to be trained “not to look at the Americanas the way they look at the 
native women” so as not to offend them (Santiago 13), and América contributes to the tourists’ 
perception that “[e]veryone on this island is so friendly” by singing and greeting everyone with a 
“bright smile and sly chocolate eyes that seem to dance beneath thick black lashes” (Santiago 37). 
While América’s cheerfulness is sincere, it is safe to assume she would have to feign it if it did not 
come to her naturally.  

As it does the US military presence, Correa’s behavior echoes the tourism industry. 
América learns to read his desires and appeal to them in the same subservient way Puerto Rico and 
its citizens appeal to the desires of the tourists (Santiago 98). “He shows up when he feels like it,” 
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like a tourist (Santiago 105), and while he is there América must serve him, making his meals 
(Santiago 50, 91), and bringing him coffee (Santiago 51). She makes herself look more attractive 
to him, dressing up for him at his command (Santiago 68), changing out of clothes he does not like 
on her (Santiago 160), and using her body to “distract him from his jealous thoughts” (Santiago 
98). Additionally, he fosters economic dependency despite not helping América pay the bills. “He’s 
never contributed much to Rosalinda’s support,” but he has bought them a couch, “his couch, he 
reminds them if they ask him to move,” that he steals from Ester’s house after América leaves, 
along with almost everything else (Santiago 55, 45, 300). He is, essentially, a foreign owner of 
their space, much like the foreign corporations that own Puerto Rico’s hotels, even as he fails to 
provide for the family in the same way these corporations, Caronan states, are not asked to pay 
taxes (Caronan 31). His threat of dispossession, eventually enacted, also parallels the threat of 
divestment facing countries that do not provide an attractive enough business environment for 
foreign investors.  

An additional form of US domination the novel explores is the condition of immigrant 
laborers within the US. Mary Pat Brady illustrates the role of neocolonial economic policies in 
creating the servant class that América joins in going to work for the Leverett family in New York, 
arguing that the need within the United States for cheap labor, and especially cheap domestic labor, 
has encouraged migration to the United States among foreign laborers (Brady 216). Antonia 
Dominguez Miguela also discusses the novel’s examination of the lives of empleadas—Latina 
immigrants working as domestic servants—and the exploitation such women face. This power 
dynamic is clearest in the novel in América’s insecurity about her position within the Leverett 
household. América is continually afraid of being fired, not only for her job performance but for 
having the thermostat up too high or even for revealing that she was a teen mother, which she is 
afraid makes her look like she has poor judgment (Santiago 173, 133). On her first day, she is even 
afraid to admit that she’s hungry and goes the whole day without eating, too busy and too 
concerned with getting her work done to take a break (Santiago 146). She must constantly be on 
watch for criticism, “has to watch her step and be always on the alert” because she is dependent 
on them and knows it (Santiago 207).  

Karen Leverett contributes to this dependence. Miguela focuses a large portion of her 
analysis on the relationship between Karen and América, writing that “[t]heir interactions are based 
in a power relation which unmistakably favors Mrs. Leverett. . . Mrs [sic] Leverett’s patronizing 
discourse tries to confirm her superiority in opposition to América’s powerless status and 
inferiority at the same time that she paradoxically tries to create an informal relationship” (Miguela 
n. p.). Karen seems to América to be disappointed to find out that América has family in the city 
(Santiago 132), that América would choose to spend time by herself instead of with the Leverett 
family on her Sundays off (Santiago 160), and that she is out of reach on her days off instead of 
being available to cover for the weekend babysitter (Santiago 202), all of which suggests that she 
believes that América’s life should revolve around her employers’ needs. She is casually dismissive 
of América’s requests for a raise and her complaints of being overworked, insisting that América’s 
long work hours are due to inefficiency in her approach to housekeeping (Santiago 256). Another 
empleada points out to América that nanny and cook are usually separate jobs, but América does 
both, plus her official job of housekeeper, for the price of one (Santiago 210). The Leveretts’ refusal 
to compensate América adequately leaves her with less of an economic safety net and forces her 
to continue to work exhausting hours, both of which leave her no opportunity of finding 
employment elsewhere. Also, through what on the surface are kind gestures like birthday dinners 
and presents, the informal relationship of which Miguela writes, Karen creates feelings in América 
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of being beholden and owing the Leveretts loyalty, “as if thanking her is not enough and more is 
expected” (Santiago 270). These feelings keep América in the Leveretts’ house after she has 
decided she is being treated unfairly and even after she learns that Correa has discovered her 
whereabouts. While América is making plans to leave the Leveretts ahead of Correa’s arrival in 
New York, Karen asks América to babysit outside of her normal work week. Her apparent belief 
that América has “no life other than the one that solves her problems” and her offer of extra pay, 
presented as “a favor,” corner América into agreeing lest she seem impolite, interrupting her plans 
to move away before Correa can find her (Santiago 284-85).  

The relationship between América and Karen, born of neocolonial labor arrangements, has 
parallels to América’s relationship with Correa, including her fears of failing to meet both his and 
Karen’s expectations, Karen’s and Correa’s use of gifts as a form of manipulation (whether 
intentional or not on Karen’s part) (Santiago 91), and the way Correa’s habit of monitoring 
América’s location is echoed by Karen’s desire to keep her in reach on her days off (Santiago 105). 
Mercedes, a housekeeper whom América meets at the park, discusses the resentment Americans 
seem to feel for immigrant laborers and summarizes, “It’s like they need us . . . but they don’t want 
us” (Santiago 227), an attitude that leaves the empleadas “apologizing for taking up room where 
they don’t belong” (Santiago 229). This too resembles abusive relationships in general and 
América and Correa’s relationship in particular. The duality of need and resentment is clearest in 
the area of sex; he greatly desires her but resents her attractiveness (Santiago 72-73), and he even 
polices her active desire for him; “she can’t be too aggressive, or he will beat her up for acting like 
a slut” (Santiago 98). Meanwhile, that she spends fifteen years “reading Correa’s moods, his body 
language, the tone of his voice” and “negotiating with herself just how far she will go to prevent a 
beating” parallels the attempts of immigrant laborers to be as unobtrusive as possible (Santiago 
85). 

In keeping with these criticisms of US imperialism, the novel challenges the notion of the 
US as a land of opportunity, even for citizens like América who do not face the same challenges 
as the undocumented workers who “make less money” and do not have access to bank accounts 
(Santiago 252); most of the Puerto Rican immigrants with whom América has spoken in the past 
would complain “about how hard life is over there[in the US], about apartments infested with 
roaches and mice, about drive-by shootings and drug dealers on their doorsteps” (Santiago 118). 
Nonetheless, América’s life in the US is a vast improvement over her life in Vieques. In the end, 
her formerly rebellious daughter Rosalinda is socially well-adjusted and doing well in school 
(Santiago 324), and América herself ends up in a job that offers overtime pay and health insurance 
and does not overwork her (Santiago 322).9 Moreover, life in the US also allows América to 
cultivate her independence. She sees romantic relationships modeled that are loving and free of 
abuse, including the Leveretts’ imperfect but largely happy marriage (Santiago 290). She also 
moves beyond her former kneejerk rejection of the feminist principles she first encounters while 
overhearing Americans’ conversations at the hotel toward a willingness to consider feminist 
viewpoints and to cultivate her own opinions and dreams (Santiago 23, 266). Her rejection of 
Correa and the machismo he displays, in other words, has its origins in American ideas and reaches 
its maturity in the United States as she develops more of a bicultural identity. Of course, being in 
the US does not make América free of Correa in itself, as she still worries about what he knows 
and how he would react if he could see her at a given moment, so that “[e]ven from Puerto Rico 
he’s controlling [her]” (Santiago 279). However, it is ultimately what she has gained in the United 
States that allows her to defeat him: not only a desire for independence and will to survive and a 
new ability to “remember [she’s] in control” (Santiago 182), or even her realization that she and 
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Correa do not love each other the way the Leveretts love each other (Santiago 290), but also, more 
immediately, a place of residence with a “granite coffee table,” which is ultimately what kills him 
when she kicks him and he hits his head on the edge of it (Santiago 317-18). Life in the United 
States is hardly ideal, but América’s migration is unquestionably fortuitous for her, both mentally 
and materially.  

In light of this fact, Caronan voices a concern, that, “read simply the positioning of the 
United States as safe haven for a battered América reinforces constructions of US benevolence, 
gender equality, and oppressive third-world patriarchies” (Caronan 59), and thus “casts the United 
States as the masculine savior of oppressed women around the world” (Caronan 46), defusing the 
novel’s critique of US imperialism by reiterating American exceptionalism.10 Caronan’s alternate 
reading of Correa’s allegorical role resolves this conflict by dealing directly with Correa as a 
representation of Puerto Rican patriarchal culture. Her argument is grounded in Puerto Rican 
domestic policy after the island became a US commonwealth, particularly Operation Bootstrap 
and Operation Serenity, implemented under Governor Luis Muñoz Marín. The former emphasized 
urbanization, largely for the sake of attracting foreign businesses and tourists, and the latter 
promoted the preservation of a traditional, essentialized, and patriarchal Puerto Rican national 
culture (Caronan 55-57), which we see in the novel in the many instances when people on the 
island participate in slut-shaming and offer justifications for abuse.11 Caronan writes that “Correa’s 
character can be read as the mechanism that disciplines América-as-Puerto Rico to comply with 
subordination to US interests,” given that he comes into América’s life as part of the urbanization 
effort (56), there “to lay pipes for a sewer system” (Santiago 4), and he enforces patriarchal values 
(Caronan 57), which he associates specifically with Puerto Rican culture, in which the women “are 
well trained” (Santiago 118). In killing Correa, then, América rebels against both imperialism and 
the patriarchal Puerto Rican culture that ensures that US power goes unchecked (Caronan 60).12  

This reading, however, sets aside the many parallels mentioned earlier, and its emphasis on 
gender roles overlooks the novel’s explicit translation of Correa and América’s relationship into 
that of a parent and child. At one point, “[s]he pulls on his sleeve, like a child seeking an elder’s 
attention” (Santiago 14). He fastens her seatbelt for her (Santiago 20), which when Karen Leverett 
also does it later in the novel is explicitly named as an example of América being treated “as if she 
were a child” (Santiago 131). When they are looking for Rosalinda after she runs away with her 
boyfriend, he tells her, “‘Stay home and don’t get into trouble” (Santiago 22). América even 
wonders if “Correa was a pervert” because she had been so young and child-like when he seduced 
her (Santiago 303), and reminds the police officer in Vieques that fourteen-year-olds like Rosalinda 
(and her younger self) are too young to consent (Santiago 23); since their dynamic has not 
demonstrably changed since then, this reiterates her lack of adult standing in the relationship. In 
fact, América’s relationship with Correa even parallels her relationship with her daughter; in the 
days after Rosalinda returns home, América and her daughter employ the same avoidance tactics. 
América refuses to talk to Correa while Rosalinda refuses to speak to her; she even thinks “I hate 
you” at him (Santiago 50), which Rosalinda says to América only a few pages later (Santiago 54). 
Her actions as a mother parallel his as a partner; he coerces América into sitting with him, pulling 
her by the waistband of her jeans (Santiago 50), just as América holds onto Rosalinda’s shoulders 
to keep her close and make her listen (Santiago 53). Most significantly, América beats her daughter 
for talking back (Santiago 43), just as Correa beats América (Santiago 73). The parallels in the two 
relationships reiterate América’s infantilization and Correa’s paternalism in addition to what it 
reveals about ugly generational cycles of violence. 

The invocation of a parent-child dynamic within Correa and América’s relationship not 
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only recalls the paternalism of US imperialism but also invites attention to the novel’s overall 
preoccupation with the complex connection between paternalism and independence. The novel 
seemingly condemns paternalism in its association of Correa’s abuse with parental authority and 
in its attention to such paternalism within the relationship between Karen and América and 
between employers and empleadas more broadly. Nonetheless, América is aided in her quest for 
independence by acts of paternalism tied to relationships of neocolonial economic exploitation, 
which complicates the novel’s criticism of American imperialism. Don Irving, América’s boss and 
the latest in a line of white foreign owners of the hotel where she works, represents the superior 
position of Americans in Puerto Rico. It is he, however, who advocates to the Leveretts that they 
hire América (Santiago 115-16). It is the Leveretts’ patronization of Puerto Rico’s tourism industry, 
meanwhile, that allows her to meet them when they need a babysitter for an evening during their 
vacation, and their need for cheap domestic labor that provides the job opening. Moreover, without 
the relatively easy access to the US that Puerto Rico’s commonwealth status provides, América 
might never have gotten free of Correa. Not only, then, does América get helped along the path to 
independence, but she gets that help from the relationship of dependency between the US and 
Puerto Rico.  

The US, as Puerto Rico’s parent, thus seemingly has a role to play in raising a properly 
independent Puerto Rico, illustrated in part by Don Irving’s dual role as both a representative of 
US imperialism and a father figure for América due to his relationship with her mother (Santiago 
36); she describes him as being “fatherlike” in his investment in her job opportunity with the 
Leveretts (Santiago 117). Irving even takes on the fatherly responsibility of talking to Correa 
“about the way he treats América” (Santiago 36). That he is so involved in the key decision that 
allows América to become independent implies that parental support and guidance is a necessary 
element for the development toward adulthood and self-efficacy. América wonders if Irving has 
agreed to the Leveretts’ plan without consulting her, but he guarantees her that he has “nothing to 
do with that,” and that he is only concerned about how it might “be good for [her] to get away” 
(Santiago 116), suggesting that he is practicing the right kind of paternalism, looking after her 
without controlling her in contrast with Correa’s brand of paternalism. 
 Meanwhile, the novel attends at multiple points to attempts at achieving independence that 
fail due to the rejection of such parental support. América recognizes that because “Correa rules 
every action [she] take[s], whether he’s around or not” (Santiago 68), she is not truly independent, 
and the roots of her dependency lie in an immature conception of independence that she shares 
with her daughter. They both reject parental guidance and emotional support; Rosalinda repeatedly 
demands to be left alone and eventually begs América to “let [her] go” (Santiago 43, 54, 83), while 
América makes the same demands of her mother Ester, telling her to mind her own business 
(Santiago 67). Rosalinda insists that her problems are her own and that she is alone (Santiago 75), 
just as América rejects help from her family in New York and insists that she is “alone” and “can’t 
count on…anyone” (Santiago 231). When Teresa, her cousin Orlando’s wife, tells América, 
“Everyone here is your friend and wants to help you make a fresh start” (Santiago 215), América 
gets angry, feeling like Teresa is “lecturing [her] as if [she] were a child” (Santiago 216), in much 
the same way that Rosalinda repeatedly rejects América’s advice. She takes her Aunt Paulina’s 
suggestion that she get therapy as blame, and her response, “I’ve run away from him, what more 
should I do?” (Santiago 197), reiterates her failure to understand her lack of real independence; 
despite her insistence to Rosalinda that “[r]unning away from your problems doesn’t make them 
go away” (Santiago 75), she does not recognize that she has made the same mistake until the end 
of the novel (Santiago 323). “Maybe,” América thinks, “when you’re fourteen, you’re not running 
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toward something, you’re running away from it” (Santiago 33), not realizing that she has done and 
will continue to do the exact same thing.  

Running away results in the failure to sustain independence. Rosalinda fails to start a new 
life with her boyfriend Taino. Likewise, América had to return to her mother eight months after 
leaving with Correa as a teenager (Santiago 21). Allegorically, the implications of this incorrect 
and childish path to independence is that even as Puerto Rico must choose between the two paths 
the novel names for escape from US domination—separation or statehood13—they must in either 
scenario maintain a close relationship with the US. The novel’s attention to the consequences of 
rejecting familial and parental help and guidance suggests the need for Puerto Rico to accept the 
continuation of the US’s guidance in their affairs. Moreover, the text offers a vision of 
independence within a continuing parent-child relationship through Paulina and Leopoldo’s 
relationships with their children. Carmen, Orlando, and Elena are “still loving of their parents and 
respectful of their expectations” (Santiago 187), and they visit them every Sunday (Santiago 194), 
despite having been raised to be independent. Paulina’s belief that parents cannot teach their 
children but “only listen and guide them,” and that they should “let them make mistakes,” has not 
prevented all tension between her and her daughters over things like friends and boyfriends 
(Santiago 194-95), nor has it made them especially successful. Nonetheless, all three children are 
employed (Santiago 186), all are pursuing their own ambitions, and the family stays together; the 
children achieve independence without rejection of their parents, a vision of independence that, if 
applied to Puerto Rico, would mean a continued paternal relationship with the US even in the case 
of an end to their commonwealth status.  

In its attention to parenting styles, moreover, the novel reinforces the notion of a bicultural 
identity as superior. In contrast with Paulina and Leopoldo, the Leveretts foster the wrong kind of 
independence in their children. Though even at the age of three their daughter Meghan is described 
as “independent” (Santiago 174), that is not to say that the novel portrays the Leveretts as 
successful parents; as Meghan and Kyle’s brattiness illustrates, children that young are more in 
need of clear boundaries and discipline than independence. América is critical of Karen’s 
negotiations with her children and the lack of respect and obedience the children display (Santiago 
150-52). Karen is ineffectual at enforcing rules, even undermining América’s authority to give in 
to the children’s demands (Santiago 150), then later casting her mild rebuke at her children’s 
complaints as “yelling” at them, to América’s bemusement (Santiago 151). However, while 
América does have some early success in getting the children to behave because “[s]he doesn’t 
expect them to agree with her, she expects them to obey” (Santiago 152), the novel does not 
provide vindication for América’s parenting style, either. In addition to settling into a system of 
bribing them to eat the food she makes for them (Santiago 178), she also at one point takes her 
discipline too far, slapping Meghan’s hands after Meghan scratches her while struggling against 
being buckled into her car seat, a grave error not to be downplayed given that she explicitly 
compares her behavior to Correa’s (Santiago 175). Thus, it is only the Nuyorican parents Paulina 
and Leopoldo, not the Puerto Rican América or the American Karen, who have found the proper 
balance, thus further implicating the bicultural identity of Puerto Ricans in the US in the defense 
of America’s influence over Puerto Rico due to the implication that such hybridity is necessary for 
Puerto Ricans to become independent.  

With her own child, as well, América’s parenting style only encourages Rosalinda to repeat 
the mistakes that have kept América dependent, beginning with running away. She has “tried to be 
a good mother to Rosalinda,” has told her “that she should get an education and make something 
of herself,” “to share América’s dream for her, to have dreams of her own” (Santiago 33). However, 
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she also physically abuses her daughter when angered and instills in her the importance of 
attracting male attention and looking good in public (Santiago 100). Most importantly, she fears 
that she has taught her that Correa’s behavior is acceptable, setting the table for the cycle of abuse 
to continue; Rosalinda takes Correa’s insistence that “no other man can have [América]” as proof 
that he loves her deeply (Santiago 157). América is thus concerned about the seeming inevitability 
of girls (in her family, at least) leaving their mothers for a man (Santiago 295). Applied to Puerto 
Rico’s circumstances, this pattern implies that without American parental intervention, Puerto Rico 
is capable only of futile rebellion and eventual submission to another foreign power. The 
promotion of American-influenced parenting styles thus contributes to the narrative of American 
exceptionalism both directly (in their seeming superiority) and allegorically even as the novel 
directly critiques the non-hybrid American culture. 

For as much as the novel allows América to maintain a Puerto Rican identity and allows 
that identity to have an influence on the Americans in her sphere, the novel suggests that 
independence for women is impossible under the patriarchal ideology of Puerto Rico and that 
having the opportunities for escape afforded by American citizenship and the influence of 
American tourists as a guide can help improve the lives of Puerto Rican women. In other words, 
the imperialist relationship between the US and Puerto Rico as it currently stands can be a positive 
force. The novel’s attention to the role parents play in their children’s independence greatly 
exacerbates this articulation of imperialist ideology, for although the novel indicates that parents’ 
role is to guide and not to command and to help children to make their own decisions, it is a 
particular attitude and policy by the parents, and not simply an assertion of free will by the child, 
that makes this independence possible. If, then, the novel is an allegory about Puerto Rico’s journey 
toward independence, it is a journey that, as with children, depends upon a policy of support and 
permissiveness from a parent figure, a role played by the United States. The novel is thus not 
advocating Puerto Rico’s rejection of the US but asking that the US respect an independence for 
which it, and not Puerto Rico itself, is given credit, and which it can deny or stifle. The narrative 
maintains Puerto Rico as the child of the US. That does not preclude Puerto Rico’s independence, 
but it does reinstate the paternalism that is at the root of the current state of US-Puerto Rican 
relations. 

 
1 Mary Jane Suero-Elliot summarizes the early history of US imperialism in Puerto Rico, naming “the 1898 annexation 
of Puerto Rican territory by the United States, the island’s subsequent status as a colonial dependent, the 1917 Jones 
Act defining Puerto Rican citizenship, the aggressive United States-sponsored industrialization and urbanization of 
the island, the destructive militarization of Vieques in 1941, [and] the exploitation and relocation of Puerto Rico’s 
labor by U.S. corporate interests” (Suero-Elliot 334). Faye Caronan adds some additional details, noting that the 
country was colonized until “shortly after WWII” (Caronan 5), then established as “a U.S. commonwealth in 1952.” 
It was “never granted complete political independence,” its laws are “subject to U.S. congressional approval,” a body 
in which they have “a delegate” but “cannot vote” (Caronan 6), and Puerto Ricans can be drafted, but cannot vote for 
president (Caronan 9). She also cites Laura Briggs, who “contends that Puerto Rico is a perfect site for studying the 
reproduction of empire in the age of globalization because of its continuing subordinate relationship to the United 
States” (Caronan 6-7). 
 
2 As Caronan describes, American exceptionalism involves the characterization of the US as “a different kind of 
empire,” a “liberator,” and a “teacher” (Caronan 5). 
 
3 The entwined themes of the maintenance of a Puerto Rican identity within the United States and of the existence of 
a Puerto Rican diaspora are at the center of María Cristina Rodríguez’s work on the construction of imaginary 
homelands; Eva Santos-Phillips’s reading of Santiago’s work as stories of acculturation rather than assimilation; 
Joanna Barszewska Marshall’s exploration of how the tension between Puerto Rican and American cultural 
identification is illustrated through food in Santiago’s work; and, finally, both Amanda Holmes and Silvia 
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Schultermandl’s work on the diaspora and Ramón E. Soto-Crespo’s celebration of “nonnationalist culturalism” (Soto-
Crespo 720). 
 
4 Suero-Elliot argues that a bicultural identity is “contestatory” and “transformative” because it “has the potential to 
change the host culture proactively” from within (Suero-Elliot 333). Thus, América’s migration, whatever implications 
it might have for the comparative gender equality of the two societies, is an act of “resistance” that “undermin[es] the 
colonialist ‘penetration’ of Puerto Rican culture” (Suero-Elliot 335). 
 
5 A few readings of the novel foreground the US-Puerto Rican relationship, such as Kimberly A. Nance’s discussion 
of how the novel’s deployment of English and Spanish helps demonstrate relationships of power and Mary Pat Brady’s 
attention to neocolonialist relationships of labor, though neither argument draws much upon the novel’s allegorical 
level. 
 
6 In keeping with the packaging of the novel as one of female empowerment, the role of gender and gendered violence 
in the novel is one of the other main threads of critical attention, as in Jamil Khader’s work on how the gender norms 
of Puerto Rico prevent women from maintaining Puerto Rico as a homeland, mentally or materially; Alison Van 
Nyhuis’s essay on machismo and feminism in the novel; Julee Tate’s work on Santiago’s gender narratives across 
multiple works; and Oralia Preble-Niemi’s work on how América overcomes masculine subjugation. 
 
7 An emphasis on paternalism is also consistent with criticism of the novel that classifies it as a bildungsroman, though 
such readings do not consider how an allegorical representation of Puerto Rico as a child who grows strong and 
independent through its involvement with the United States reiterates American exceptionalism and the myth of 
benevolent imperialism. See, for instance, the readings by Brady and Ellen C. Mayock. 
 
8 Caronan explains the allegorical function of América-as-Puerto Rico by noting that her name is a “hispanicized” 
iteration of America, or, in other words, the Spanish part of the US (Caronan 48). 
 
9 This is another point of departure from Caronan’s reading, which emphasizes América’s lack of mobility, stating that 
“her move changes the economics of her situation very little” (Caronan 43), as she is “unable to find work except as 
a hotel maid” (Caronan 119). In other words, although she ends the novel declaring that “she has a right to live [her] 
life as she chooses” (Santiago 325), the life she chooses is defined by the interests of American capitalism, which 
employs foreign laborers in low-level service jobs. In advancing this argument, however, Caronan considers only the 
lack of change in América’s occupation, ignoring that América likes the job and has made economic gains at the end 
of the novel (Santiago 321). 
 
10 Patricia M. Montilla also notes that the novel’s view of migration to the US is positive, and Brady wonders about 
the depiction of Puerto Rico that is suggested by the role played by the US in América’s claiming of her independence. 
 
11 Taino’s mother Yamila calls Rosalinda a slut (Santiago 19), and América herself absolves Taino of responsibility for 
the sex he and Rosalinda may have had and says “[i]f Rosalinda was stupid enough to get pregnant, she’ll have to take 
responsibility for what happens next” (Santiago 32). Also, América knows her fellow employees think that “Correa 
has to control her with his fists because otherwise she would be too proud” (Santiago 34). Officer Pagán also dismisses 
the notion of statutory rape when América points out Taino and Rosalinda’s ages (Santiago 23). América also runs 
into an old acquaintance in New York who left Vieques after her husband tried to kill her; the woman, Nereida, tells 
her that even her mother does not believe that he hit her with his car intentionally, and that she told her after he first 
began beating her that “if [she] was a good wife, he wouldn’t have to hit [her]” (Santiago 237). 
 
12 Although Van Nyhuis does not engage directly with the novel as an allegory, her claim that the novel “describes 
América and Correa’s romantic relationship in terms of uneven colonial and gendered binaries” suggests an 
interpretation compatible with Caronan’s that ties Puerto Rico’s patriarchal gender norms to its history of colonial 
exploitation (Van Nyhuis 33). 
 
13 Paulina’s daughter Carmen advocates statehood as the solution to all Puerto Rico’s problems (Santiago 118), while 
the protesters with whom América identifies want sovereignty (Santiago 253). 
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