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 The linguistic, cultural, and political pressures and persecutions from both Anglo-Saxon 

and Puerto Rican cultures has led to an increasingly limited lingual and cultural space for 

Nuyoricans1, with constraints of judgement and persecution from both ends of the spectrum. The 

cultural pressures to conform to a certain American standard, which includes Anglo Saxon 

culture and proficiency in the English language (“Nuyoricans were monitored for signs of an 

accent, grammar, vocab, or pronunciation mistakes”2) while maintaining loyal to one’s Puerto 

Rican heritage, entrap Nuyorican immigrants in a minimized cultural middle ground, a space 

entrenched by liminality. Their desire to escape this entrapped, colonial mindset from the island 

is reflected through the perspective of their responsibility to replicate the self-governing achieved 

by the island. This self-governing, then, can be framed as its own expansion of a restrictive 

colonial space that had historically oppressed the Puerto Rican community; their desire to 

replicate this self-governing experience is the mission that the Nuyorican immigrantants 

implement. Similarly, the linguistic pressures of Americanizing one’s use of English in contrast 

to continuing to use pure, proper Spanish has led to the creation of a new, distinct code: the use 

of code switching and plays on words to preserve both languages is common in the Nuyorican 

community as a way to cope with the pressures, but the oddities of this new “code” are 

scrutinized from both Anglos and Islanders. Experimental, avant-garde poetry articulates 

constructs of space, disrupting linguistic and cultural barriers in order to expand socially 
                                                
1 Term that refers to a Puerto Rican living in the United States, especially in New York City. Mix of words 
between “Puerto Rican” and “New York”. 
2 Sommer, Bilingual Games, Some Literary Investigation, hereafter referenced as Bilingual Games, 53. 
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constrained space. Edwin Torres assumes multiple personas in poetry that, although appearing to 

be speaking solely from the Nuyorican immigrant’s perspective, expresses both marginalized and 

hegemonic subjectivities in order to achieve this expansion. The multitude of subjectivities 

evoked creates a power dynamic within his writing, not only allowing him to “stain” English 

through speaking from the immigrant’s perspective, but also enabling him to separate himself 

from and mock the marginalized subjects through their use of tainted language, speaking from 

the hegemonic perspective. Such marginalized subjects often use code switching as a way to 

preserve the use of both English and Spanish, as well as opening this limited space to create a 

linguistic comfort zone. Torres deploys this linguistic code, but frames it as “stained” English, 

which allows him to understand what it means to express this hegemonic view and allows him to 

take back the mechanisms of power and dominance. Consequently, the construction of a power 

mechanism in his writing expands the limited space and constraints that had previously hindered 

Nuyoricans from accessing their linguistic safe haven. Since the hegemonic view is not one that 

someone in his position could ordinarily occupy nor want to occupy, these limits of lingual and 

cultural accessibility are expanded. Since the hegemonic perspective had mocked the use of 

Spanglish as stained English, the linguistic safety that had been associated with Spanish had been 

stripped. However, by mocking the hegemony, or those who mock, Torres takes back the 

linguistic safety of Spanglish.  As other Nuyorican poets have sought to decolonize the subject 

through poetry, breaking barriers and re-opening historically confined limits, Torres is consistent 

in his role by expanding the confined space, but is is distinguished by speaking from a 

hegemonic perspective to create a power dynamic within his poetry, consequently expanding the 

space through illusions of constrainment.  
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Edwin Torres introduces a tension in his relationship with the Nuyorican community: 

references of community as well as separation, justifying this separation. Torres, in his poem “I 

Wanted to Say Hi to the Salseros but my Hair was a Mess'', touches on his diasporic status as a 

Puerto Rican immigrant living in New York. The title itself can provide insight on the complex 

dynamic Torres forms with the rest of the community: it clearly expresses the desire to fit in, by 

“wanting to say hi to the Salseros”, but quickly justifies the resistance through his unkempt hair. 

The themes of community juxtaposed with resistance continue through the poem. His 

perspective throughout the poem, which describes himself sitting with other Puerto Ricans going 

to a music festival, seems to highlight a communal alienation while acknowledging the absurdity 

of a shared culture and ethnicity.  His communal feeling is amplified through mentions of his 

fellow Nuyorcians as his “brethren ''as well as narrating with the subject as “we” rather than “I” 

in specific stanzas and lines. However, through quotations such as, “I was feeling out-of-place,” 

“They’re from here I’m from there”,3  and  “I was alienated by my own soil,” (Salseros, 8)  

Torres directly confronts his in-house and self-imposed alienation and defends it by exclaiming, 

“The thing is, I’m the first to not want to fit in anywhere!” (Salseros, 6). By asserting his 

intentional resistance to fitting in, deduced from the term “not want to fit in”, Torres actively 

puts the blame of alienation on himself, rather than his “own soil”, which juxtaposes his original 

outside blame of being alienated by others. The contradictory position of dually living on the 

inside and outside is expressed through a feeling of displacement, but the ability to transcend 

such barriers perhaps means that displacement can be considered as an epistemic privilege. Thus, 

this intentional, self directed alienation encompasses an extent of power. As the perspectives 

start to switch and merge later in this paper, it becomes a struggle of maintaining this power 

                                                
3 Torres, I Wanted to Say Hi to the Salseros but my Hair was a Mess in Ameriscopia, hereafter 
referenced as Salseros, 5. 
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through displacement, or deconstructing the dynamics involved through re-absorption of his 

community. 

 To continue this self-resistance and preserve this epistemic privilege, Torres uses 

cultural unifiers which seem to unify the Puerto Ricans, but they function as unattainable 

standards that actually contribute to his self-alienation.  In the same poem, his continuous 

mention of being like a “Puerto Rican man”, at first read, sounds like a symbol of community 

and cultural pride: “All Puerto Rican men are like my father, all Puerto Rican men are like 

Salseros with impeccable timing” (Salseros, 5). In the final stanza of the poem, Torres even uses 

it as a proclamation of cultural pride: “I am here as a Puerto Rican man, representing my people 

by being who I am, alienated by my own soil which has become my hair” (Salseros, 5). Despite 

Torres “resolving” his internal confusion by affirming that he is, in fact, a Puerto Rican man, 

there is still a prevalent tension with being alienated by his own soil despite his expression at 

self-identity (“by being who I am”). When viewing the poem not as a reconciliation but through 

a lens of cultural criticism and exclusion, the “Puerto Rican Man” serves  as a mechanism that 

intentionally self-separates the narrator from his fellow Puerto Rican community. In addition,  

the capitalization of the“Puerto Rican Man” amplifies how it functions as some kind of official 

label/standard that Torres compares himself  to and claims that he is unable to fulfill, in order to 

separate himself from his “brethren”.   Thus, the “Puerto Rican Man” is a glorified term that 

originally seemed to unite, but the unachievable nature of the glorification enables Torres to 

separate himself instead.  

Along with the official label/standard, Torres alludes to his differences through external 

accessories, which suggests that he chose to “wear” the alienation, intentionally distancing 

himself. In the same poem, Torres states, “Here were traditional Puerto Rican Men, well-
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groomed with gold watches and wisecracks. Here, I was feeling out-of-place as my very non-

Puerto Rican glasses kept slipping” (Salseros, 5). Earlier, the label of the “Puerto Rican Man” 

functioned as some kind of unachievable cultural standard that Torres implements in order to 

differentiate himself from the rest--a self-imposed alienation. In this case, the differentiating 

factors are primarily based on material objects, like “gold watches' ' and “non-Puerto Rican 

glasses' '. The more superficial descriptions, then, can portray how self-alienation is “worn” like 

glasses and watches, and enhances the self-imposed aspect of the different alienations depicted in 

the poem.  The basis of alienation on these external accessories suggests that Torres “decorates” 

himself with these barriers. Since these descriptions are external and wearing accessories is an 

intentional choice, Torres’ self alienation is also then “worn” and self-imposed, challenging his 

blame on his fellow Nuyoricans, or his “own soil”. If the alienation is equated to “glasses”, the 

comparison suggests that Torres trying to see something more clearly results in this alienation. 

This signifies that his self-distancing from the Nuyorican community enables him to recognize 

something more clearly, and perhaps the search for fixed identity, in this way, unexpectedly is 

what alienates him from his community through this objectification. 

By describing the Nuyorican community as a part of himself, Torres creates a power 

dynamic in which the Nuyorican community relies on him. The focus of the poem, Torres’ hair, 

functions in a similar way as the accessories, as his inability to fit in is pinned on his specific 

hairstyle: “My hair, represented a non-barrio dryness, unkempt- almost hippie-like , something 

that wouldn’t sit too well with the busload of Boricuas I was riding with” (Salseros, 5).  The 

“unkempt hair” therefore acts as a physical/superficial identifier that allows for self-alienation. 

However, the final line leads to a new function of the hair imagery in the poem: “And alienated 

by my own soil-- which has now Become my hair.” (Salseros, 8) Rather than continuing to use 
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his hair as a separation device, he literally transforms those who he believes alienated him into 

his hair, a part of himself. This is either to overcome those who alienated him, by “consuming” 

them into himself, or it can also allude to the point of self alienation: when those who originally 

alienated him are now a part of himself, the narrator now encompasses his own alienation. 

Interestingly, the description of the community as “soil” suggests that Torres was nurtured by 

them, or “grew” in their presence. By transforming them into his “hair”, he undoes this reliance: 

now, the thing he used to grow in actually grows in him: the community needs to be a part of 

himself, his hair, in order to grow. Ironically, then, it can be concluded that self-alienation is an 

attempt to overcome those who have alienated him, which can be seen as a type of rebelliousness 

as a method to cope with this exclusion. When this absorption is put into conversation with the 

idea of seeing something more clearly with “glasses”, perhaps his absorption of the community 

allows him to clarify this view, encompassing their perspectives. Thus, Torres’ attempt to 

overcome alienation is by “wearing” the alienation himself by “absorbing” his people. As a 

result, his vision or perception is clarified.  

Through using language of consumability that functions as the hair, Torres builds on the 

power dynamic, where he not only encompasses his people, but consumes and overpowers them. 

The idea of “consumability” in relation to self alienation manifests again in Torres’ poem, “At 

Ease”, where he consumes and regurgitates the words of his people. This enhances the self 

alienation and self criticism, but also connotes the destructiveness of such consumption. The 

alienating objectification of his people is manifested through such consumption, hereby 

personifying Torres as the consumer, which reverses his self objectification as glasses. He states: 

“I yam what I yam// And that’s all I yam//I’m gonna be the bulimic bohemian//Eating up my 
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people//Then purging their regurgitated words on the page” 4. The misspelling of “am” into 

“yam” not only demonstrates his flexible outlook on grammatical rules, but transforms his 

identity of “am” into something that is consumable. However, this consumability is not only 

rendered upon himself, but he also transforms himself into the “consumer” and his community as 

the “consumable”; stating that he is “bulimic, eatin up [his] people”. This direct flip, from 

something that is consumable (“yam”) into acting as the consumer (“eating my people”)  

parallels the direct flip of the previous poem, when Torres transforms something he grew in 

(“soil”) into something that grows and relies on him (“hair”). The usage of these “flips” in 

Torres’ poetry amplifies the reversal of reliance: both these “flips” transform Torres from 

something that initially is powerless and reliant (needs soil to grow, and is consumable) but then 

transforms into the thing that others rely on/controls situations (hair needs him to grow, and he 

consumes others). Reading the flip from soil to hair into the new idea of being a consumer 

highlights a new sense of destructiveness that comes along with the flipped power dynamic: the 

idea of wearing his community as his “hair” is more nurturing, while “eating them up” is much 

more destructive. By reading into the language of consumability, the consumer destroys the 

consumable in order to strengthen themselves. This transition, then, amplifies Torres’ growing 

perspective from nurturing his community to destroying them. By making them consumable, 

Torres ingests his community in order to strengthen himself.  

Torres self-alienates through mocking his community’s accents, portraying them as 

“stained english” while he uses more purified english in his narrative voice. This alienation 

functions as the “eating” metaphor, as the “stained” portrayal of the immigrant community 

degrades them while Torres’ use of purified language strengthens him, like the way in which 

they were previously described as “consumable”. In his poem, “Slipped Curve”, Torres states: 
                                                
4 Torres, At Ease in Ameriscopia, hereafter referenced as At Ease, 32.  
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“The birth of danger is ingles// Curve uncomplished, comfort word// Anglish saxo; birth of 

dango” 5.  The first lines of, “the birth of danger is ingles” seems to be a warning: Torres, as a 

narrator, is warning his audience about the danger/threats of the English language, and by 

extension, anglo culture more generally. The following lines, rather than continuing Torres’ 

authorial narrative voice, seem to switch to a new persona, when he starts to escape the 

grammatical constraints: “Curve un-complished, comfort word/ Anglish saxo; birth of dango” 

(Slipped Curve, 40).  This narrative transition is manifested through the re-emergence of the 

phrase, “birth of danger” which re-emerges as “birth of dango”. The repeated phrase, 

juxtaposed against itself to reveal flaws in the language, suggests that the poem has taken on a 

new persona/narrative, since the same phrase was stated in a different grammatical and 

linguistic manner. The grammatically correct phrase was Torres’ voice, while this new, altered 

version from a new persona can be interpreted as an immigrant’s voice that Torres is mocking. 

Torres mocking the “improper” tongue of an immigrant, here, functions as the “eating”, as he 

is destroying the community though degrading them. Not only is the the destructive aspect of 

consuming apparent, but the way in which the consumer gains strength as a result is also 

apparent: Torres’ purified narrative voice, being juxtaposed to the misspelled english, alienates 

himself in a new way: not through “hair”' or “jewelry”, but through more purified language. 

Thus, Torres “eats” at his community to self alienate, glorifying himself in the process. 

Similarly to the “jewelry”, Torres self alienates in a way that is, in a way, aesthetically 

pleasing, as he portrays how he is more educated, proficient, or more americanized than his 

fellow Nuyoricans. Through this mocking, serving as “eating” or a decorating, emerges an 

element of an outsider looking in: perhaps this consumption/decoration is an attempt for Torres 

                                                
5 Torres, Slipped Curve in The PoPedology of an Ambient Language, hereafter referenced as Slipped 
Curve, 40. 
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to prove himself that he is indeed alienated from this community, in some way, to the 

hegemonic views that seem to be watching. This attempt to prove that he is more “pure” than 

his fellow immigrant community, would therefore serve as the “glasses” that clarify and affirm 

this view for the outsider looking in. 

By mocking plays on words, or code-switching of “birth of dango”, Torres appears to 

strip and minimize a linguistic safety space. To begin characterizing a figurative space that 

exists in his poetry, it is important to delve into the social tensions that the Nuyorican 

immigrants face, and then examine how this space can be applied to writing. These immigrants 

are often confronted with pressures to either purify their English or use pure Spanish, creating 

a limited linguistic space in which they can function. For this, they use code-switching and 

plays on words (also known as “Spanglish”), to preserve the use of both languages and open up 

this restrictive space. Thus, Spanglish takes the form of a native language for the community to 

bypass the pressures to perfect either language. Used in the household and between social 

circles, it has become like a secret code, opening up a safe space for inside jokes, and a shared 

emotional atmosphere: “What characterizes them [words in code-switching] is not so much 

their content/objective meaning as the emotional atmosphere that surrounds and envelopes 

them” (Bilingual Games, 23). The comfort of having an emotional atmosphere through shared 

language connotation allowed for the Nuyorican community to surpass external judgements 

and mockery, and it functioned as a native language. However, the safe linguistic space is 

stripped when this code-switching was mocked and degraded. The following quote expresses 

the Anglo perspective on code-switching: “‘They [Nuyorican immigrants] have Mexicanized 

many English words and Anglicized many Spanish words, to the extent that their dialect is a 



Allie Oh, Nordic Summer University 2020 10 
 

mixture of English and Spanish, both badly pronounced and truly incomprehensible”6 (Hostile 

Anxieties, 229). When reading into Torres’ “eating” of his people, the same idea can be 

applied: the way he “consumes” or destroys his community is, in this case, the stripping of a 

linguistic safety space, through punitively mocking this linguistic shield. By mocking these 

words and separating from the “stained” use of English by using his own purified language, 

Torres functions as one of these critics mentioned in the quote, “eating up” the cultural and 

linguistic safety space.  

To challenge this idea of minimizing this space as a type of “consumption”, Torres 

describes his poetry as “caged”, which suggests that his poetry, rather than functioning as a 

type of entrapment, is trying to liberate from these constraints and limited space. In the 

previous poem, “At Ease”, Torres states: “And the poems//Become self made// Little icarus 

birds.//Immediately hatched from the multicultural nest eggs//While caged //Whose feathers 

span the flesh spectrum//But are stuck with wax//It looks nice//But can it fly?” (At Ease, 32). 

Through describing his poems as “caged birds”, the metaphor supports the idea of a minimized 

space as previously established: the constrained “cages” of linguistic safety spaces are formed 

from the “eating”, or the mocking of language and minimizing of such space. Thus, this 

“consumption” is acting as a type of entrapment. However, although seeming like an 

entrapment, a complication arises when additionally considering the description of “birds”. If 

Torres’ poetry, in this case, functions as a “bird”, then the poetry is trapped, and is actually 

trying to escape or expand from a limited space rather than functioning as the cage. When the 

idea of the linguistic safe space is applied, rather than acting as a “consumer”, Torres’ words 

take the role of the “expander” or the “bird”, trying to detach from these linguistic constraints 

                                                
6 Murillo, Hostile Anxieties: In-House Prejudices in Latino Literature, hereafter referenced as Hostile 
Anxieties, 229. 
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and judgements. Similarly, the “feathers stuck with wax” suggest that rather than acting as the 

entrapping “wax”, Torres’ words strive to be the “feather” trying to free from these constraints. 

These observations, by introducing yet another flip, complicate the initial read of the “anglish 

saxo, birth of dango” line of “eating up” this safe space. Rather than “eating” or destructing, 

then, the flip suggests that Torres is rather doing the opposite: “purging”, or acting as the 

“bulimic bohemian” mentioned in “At Ease” 7, expanding or recovering the linguistic safe 

space for his people through his poetry and escaping the “wax” or “cage”. 

Torres introduces and disassociates from the dominant hegemony when he describes 

symbols of America as violently “skinning” him.  This description suggests that not only does 

America is associated with pain, but creates the “cage” that entraps him: “Skinned by scarlet; 

stripes and stars” (Slipped Curve, 40). The “stars and stripes”, as symbols of American 

patriotism, represent the hegemony that is “skinning” him. Consequently, Torres is being 

alienated by America as a concept, as the description of these symbols as “skinning” turns 

them into objects that cause pain. This therefore separates him from the American population, 

in denouncing symbols of American culture, and viewing them in a way that is dangerous and 

violent. Earlier, Torres was alienating himself from his people and associating with the more 

Anglo Saxon, hegemonic perspective using purified english. However, he undoes this again by 

condemning the hegemony, putting them responsible for creating this struggle. Not only does 

the detail “skinning” connote pain, but it also references a certain removal. When the previous 

analysis of a creation of a limited space or “cage” is applied, then the “stars and stripes” are 

“skinning” the limited linguistic space: scraping away the cage to minimize the space and 

enforce these constraints.  Thus, by blaming the “stars and stripes” for “skinning” and creating 

the cage, Torres suggests that it is not he, but rather the hegemony, that creates these linguistic 
                                                
7 See page 7 for the direct quote  
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and cultural constraints. Referenced in the previous paragraph, this then undoes the “eating” 

metaphor: Torres is no longer “eating” away at this limited space. By condemning and blaming 

America, functioning as a “bird”, Torres “purges”, or reverses the “eating” idea. Now that 

blame has been established on the hegemonic rather than Torres’ marginalized perspective, it is 

possible to see the way in which Torres occupies both these perspectives to subvert the power 

dynamic between the two. In occupying the hegemonic perspective, he attempts to recover the 

limited space and fully “purge” as  the “bulimic bohemian” in a linguistic manner, as expressed 

in the following paragraph.  

Although the initial read of the poem seemed to suggest that Torres, through 

figuratively “eating” his people, mocked and degraded their language use, it can also be read in 

a way where he is mocking the hegemonic (anglo-saxon) perspective rather than the 

marginalized immigrant community. Thus, when Torres states, “Anglish saxo, birth of dango”, 

it can be read in a way where he is mocking those who mock the immigrants; mocking the 

hegemonic perspectives that are imitating Spanglish. This is important in a few ways: firstly, it 

counteracts the idea that Nuyorican poets, only write from the marginalized perspective.  

Literary critic Eugene Mohr put forth this stereotype by explaining how this restricted 

perspective can pressure the poet and limit their voice: “Nuyorican poets see themselves as the 

first chroniclers of a new pattern of communal life, but their writing is limited because they 

write more about their experiences than they do about themselves, and their similar exposure to 

experiences gets repetitive.”8 However, rather than just writing about his experiences as an 

immigrant who has experienced discrimination, Torres occupies both marginalized and 

hegemonic perspectives, which is represented through the dual interpretations of this line: of 
                                                
8 Mohr,  The Nuyorican Experience: Literature of the Puerto Rican Minority, hereafter referenced as The 
Nuyorican Experience,  127.  
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whether he was mocking the immigrants, or imitating and confronting the hegemony. 

Secondly, and more importantly, it retrieves the availability of a linguistic space by flipping the 

power dynamic by degrading the hegemony. When the Nuyorican immigrants’ code-switching 

is mocked by the hegemony, the safe linguistic space it created is stripped. In relation to the 

poem, this is what Torres was mocking: the repetition of “anglish saxo, birth of dango” is the 

criticism of Spanglish that had created this safe space. Thus, when Torres occupies this space 

of hegemony by assuming the role of an Anglo mocking an immigrant, it allows him to 

understand what it means to express this hegemonic view and to deconstruct the mechanisms 

of power and dominance. Consequently, the construction of a power mechanism in Torres’ 

writing undermines the constraints that had previously hindered Nuyoricans from accessing 

their linguistic safe havens. By occupying this unexpected hegemonic space, he reverts the 

power dynamic from being mocked to mocking, and by flipping this power dynamic and 

occupying new spaces, he recovers and expands the linguistic safety that had been “skinned”. 

Not only are there power dynamics encompassed through these perspectives, but also linguistic 

and poetic agency that makes up the linguistic haven for Nuyoricans.  He now understands 

what it means to express this hegemonic view and can reverse the mechanisms of power and 

dominance that had minimized this safe space, hereby recovering and expanding what was 

lost.. The deconstruction of language can allude to this deconstruction of power: “anglish saxo, 

birth of dango”, is both a ridiculed mix of languages, but also  deconstructs the grammatical 

constraints, reflecting the broader deconstruction of a power dynamic. This power flip, then, 

functions in the same way the power dynamic flips from soil to hair and consumed to 

consumer, but here, Torres is advocating for his community through giving them back a type of 

power rather than overpowering them. Thus, by unexpectedly occupying this hegemonic 
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viewpoint, Torres recovers and expands a linguistic space for his people, but through illusions 

of mocking and degrading them. If the “eating” of the people is seen as degrading them, then 

the way Torres occupies the hegemonic view and flips the power dynamic can be seen as 

“purging”, since it is reversing the “eating” or degrading nature of mockery. Therefore, his role 

as a “bulimic poet” is in his ability to “purge” the linguistic space, which correlates with the 

idea that  bulimics often purge in order to attempt at regaining control when their lives feel 

uncontrollable. Similarly, when Torres “purges” by recovering linguistic safety and expanding 

this space, it is his way of re-taking control over the hegemonic degrations, through illusions of 

constrainment. Thus, through these illusions of diminishing the marginalized experience, 

Torres recovers and expands the safe space of his people, through not only occupying 

unexpected spaces/perspectives, but preserving the safety of code-switching as an escape from 

purified English and/or Spanish.  

 The way in which Torres “purges”, or assumes a hegemonic perspective through 

mocking, creates a linguistic game that leads to the broader “game” of the Nuyorican 

community trying to function in America. The previous poem, “Slipped Curve”, deals with the 

relationship between Torres and this view on adapting to a new language and immersion in a 

new lifestyle. The refusal to conform is manifested in the phrase “Skinned by scarlet; stripes 

and stars// Patriarch-tactic; tac-toe tolerant” (Slipped Curve, 40). The reference to “tic tac toe” 

seems to portray the hegemonic culture, specifically patriarchy, as a “game” one has to master. 

The nature of this “game” can allude to the idea of playing linguistic games through code 

switching: the way Torres occupied the hegemonic space through imitating the mocking of 

broken English created a linguistic “game” of power in itself. Mocking the “mockers” 

subverted the power dynamic, giving the marginalized community their voice and safe space 
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back. The linguistic game, played through switching from “stained” to “pure” English to 

express switches in perspectives, created another broader game: the game, or mission, to win 

against the hegemony or “stripes and stars”. Applying the previous analysis of “purging” and 

recovering the linguistic safe space, perhaps this expansion is the way in which Torres is 

winning the specific “game”: playing the linguistic game thus enabled Torres to take back the 

power and remove constraints from his people. The subversion of the power dynamic and 

recovery of space represents the way in which Torres played “tic tac toe” against the 

“patriarch-tactic”. Thus, the way in which a linguistic game reflects a broader game of 

undermining cultural hegemonic constraints, reflects the game-like, strategic intentionality in 

which the Nuyorican community tries to function within these constraints.  By bringing in this 

lens of game-like intention and mission, the Nuyorican poet’s role is open to examination: 

whether the role of a writer, like Torres, is to “win” the game for his people, or to simply 

reflect what the greater, strategic project his community has been doing. In addition, the nature 

of this game needs to be specified. 

Torres’ game-like mission to expand the limited space results in the removal of 

linguistic constraints, which therefore “decolonizes” the community through these removals 

and characterizes the limited space as not only linguistic, but also political. In order to confront 

this question of how to specify the nature of winning the “game” of expanding the limited 

space, it is important to consider the way in which poetic language is seen as this space, not 

just for Torres, but in Nuyorican poetics: 

 Nuyorican poetry counteracts island-based Puerto Rican identity by creating a 

space for a non-assimilated belonging through nostalgic language assuring 

cultural autonomy…  poetic language becomes a semi-autonomous space, the tool 
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for decolonizing the ghetto subject… an attempt to duplicate this idea of self-

governing that was on the island and make it about the barrio… requires breaking 

boundaries, especially to the ‘shameful’ legacy of colonialism. 9 

The “space for non-assimilated belonging”/“semi-autonomous space” mentioned in this quote 

can be seen as the linguistic safety space created by language, exerted through poetic agency. 

This is evident from the consistency between “nostalgic language” creating this space for the 

non-assimilated, and the code-switching that creates a shared emotional atmosphere and 

removes the pressure to perfect either language. If Torres helps open this semi-autonomous 

space through occupying hegemonic perspectives in his poetry, he recovers the safe  space for 

the “non-assimilated”, who, according to Mohr, are trying to counteract island-based Puerto 

Rican identity and escape the “legacy of colonialism”. Thus, through the recovery of this 

space, Torres is allowing a space for this self-governing to exist. When applying his “game-

like mission”, this mission is clarified, as it functions as a “tool for decolonizing the ghetto 

subject”. By putting the way in which Torres removes these linguistic constraints through 

occupying hegemonic space in conversation with decolonization, it can be seen that the 

expansion of the space functions as breaking boundaries, not only linguistic, but also the 

removal of historical constraints that is consistent with a type of decolonization. Since  he was 

originally seen as mocking the use of code-switching, thus closing this space, Torres 

decolonizes through illusions of contrarily solidifying these linguistic and therefore political 

constraints. Therefore, through equating the linguistic safety space with a space where the non-

assimilated attempt to escape historical constraints, Torres’ strategic “game” is to use his 

                                                
9 Soto-Crespo, Mainland Passage: The Cultural Anomaly of Puerto Rico , hereafter referenced as 
Mainland Passage, 126.  
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poetry as a tool to decolonize, recovering a space where not only linguistic safety, but a sense 

of non-conforming self governing can occur.  

To further specify the nature of the game, the allusion to “tic tac toe” could be put in 

conversation with this idea of recovering a space and decolonizing. The game of tic tac toe 

revolves around players cutting off their opponents’ marks to be the first to get three marks in a 

row, therefore competing to occupy the majority of the board. The idea of players cutting each 

other off in order to dominate the board symbolizes the linguistic process of decolonization in 

Torres’ poetry. As the hegemonic mocking of Spanglish constrains this safe, self governing 

space, while Torres’ retaliation recovers it, it is like a back and forth dynamic of who can 

control this space, which functions as the board.  The hegemonic perspectives are playing 

against Torres here, as they are trying to cut him off in this expansion of space, while Torees is 

disrupting their constrainments through mocking them instead and retrieving the space. This 

idea is amplified when seeing how the “tic tac tolerant” follows the “skinned by stars and 

stripes”: the stars and stripes “skinning” this space is the first move, while Torres’ insertion of 

the game-like nature with “tac toe tolerant” is the next move. Thus, Torres’ occupation of the 

hegemonic perspective functions as him cutting off the opponent in the game and recovering 

the space, while winning the game would be the successful recovery and preservation of this 

decolonized space.  

Torres’ role as a decolonizer deviates from that of a traditional Nuyorican poet: he 

opens a self governing space but through illusions of limiting it. This intersection between 

linguistics and politics emphasizes the role of the Nuyorican poet, who is also described as a 

linguistic immigrant: “Writers have been linguistic immigrants well before the other segments 

of society… It is the colonizer who brings us together, who reveals the profound similarities 
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existing above and beyond our secondary differences” 10. Winning this game and cutting off 

the hegemony to dominate the board, therefore, translates into Torres’ role as a preliminary 

linguistic immigrant. If Torres is trying to perform this role, by decolonizing through illusions 

of  constraining this linguistic/self governing space, then according to the quote, the unification 

of similarities is merely an illusion. His role of decolonizing or purging then, must do the 

opposite: emphasize these secondary differences. To reconcile this idea, it’s important to focus 

on the details of “us” and “ours”. If these words are referring to the Nuyorican community, 

then this idea of emphasizing differences ties into the initial alienation referenced with “eating” 

and mocking, where Torres tried to separate from the rest. However, if these words reference 

Americans as a whole, then it complicates this idea, and ties into the idea of mocking the 

hegemony, or “purging”. Mocking the Nuyorican community’s use of language, then, rather 

than glorifying it as purer English, was a way to separate these communities and regain a 

separate space. By emphasizing these secondary differences between the hegemonic and 

minority perspectives through preserving this limited space, then preserving the differences is a 

way to protect the Nuyorican community, just like how the colonial idea of the limited space 

was an area to self govern and protect. Thus, the role of a linguistic immigrant in decolonizing 

can be interpreted, in Torres’ case, as preserving this safe linguistic and political space for his 

people through separating from the hegemony by highlighting differences in linguistics, 

functioning as a “linguistic immigrant” to explore and recover a space for his people. 

 Therefore, Torres’ role as a Nuyorican poet extends to preserving a safe linguistic, 

cultural, and political space in which his community can function. In order to do so, Torres 

does so through illusions of constrainment, unexpectedly occupying the hegemonic perspective 

to understand and deconstruct the mechanisms of power and dominance, hereby figuratively 
                                                
10 Bird-Soto, Dissident Spirits, hereafter referenced as Spirits 
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decolonizing the space for the community. Torres is consistent with other Nuyorican poets in 

expanding the confined space, but is distinguished by also speaking from a hegemonic 

perspective to dramatize the complexities of the power dynamic involved, disrupting linguistic 

and cultural barriers to expand the Nuyorican space of speech through linguistic illusions of 

constraint. In this way, through his exertion of avant garde poetic agency, Torres utilizes 

displaced, flexible perspectives in order to function as a “decolonizer” or a linguistic 

“emancipator” of a colonized, abstract linguistic space.  The game of decolonization in his 

avant-garde poetry allows Torres, along with his fellow Nuyorican poets, to protectively 

separate and lead his people into this self-governing space, fulfilling his role as the first 

“linguistic immigrant” to preserve this space for whoever follows.  
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