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We took up arms only in obedience to the dictates of humanity and in the
fulfillment of high public and moral obligations. We had no design of
aggrandizement and no ambition of conquest. Through the long course of
repeated representations which preceded and aimed to avert the struggle,
and in the final arbitrament of force, this country was impelled solely by the
purpose of relieving grievous wrongs and removing long-existing conditions
which disturbed its tranquillity, which shocked the moral sense of mankind,
and which could no longer be endured.

President William McKinley, The Acquisition of the Philippines, 1898 (Instructions to the U.S.
commissioners to the Treaty of Paris negotiations of Spanish surrender)

Studying a map of the Philippines

in 1898, Uncle Sam exclaims

"Guess I'll keep 'em!" cartoon in

Leslie's Weekly June 9, 1898.

From the Jim Zwick collection, in

Mark Twain and Imperialism, Jim

Zwick, A Historical Guide to Mark

Twain, Shelley Fisher Fishkin,

Oxford Univ. Press, 2002

Cover Photo: Tobacco country, Barranquitas, PR, 1941; Jack Delano (Library of Congress)



3 | P a g e Puerto Rico: The U.S. Colonial Dilemma / Anthony Vera

Little Has Changed in the Politics of Colonialism

As Puerto Rico once again plunges closer toward financial meltdown, the competing

ideologies promoting statehood and independence are approximating consensus that

colonialism is no longer working and the root cause of the island’s long-festering social

and economic depression. The island’s political class now taking its turn at governing

appears clueless about devising a strategy that will reverse the breakdown of a society,

with poverty at record levels and hypermedia reports of homicide rates that compete

with Mexico’s notoriety. As they must, the island managers feign optimism as they

disguise unease over next election cycle, rushing to re-assure municipal bond rating

agencies that Puerto Rico’s credit worthiness should be better than a junk bond rating,

and do what they can to contain the panic of a free-falling sky-diver fumbling a stuck

ripcord handle.

The three principal factions that have dominated political discourse on the island for

decades are the Partido Popular Democratico (PPD, Popular Democratic Party,

hereinafter referred as the Boricua Democrats), Partido Nuevo Progresista (PNP, New

Progressive Party, Puerto Rico’s pro-statehood Republican Party, the Boricua

Republicans), and the Partido Independentista Puertorriqueño (PIP, Puerto Rican

Independence Party, simply Los Independentistas), the latter surviving with a strong

nationalist narrative but weak electoral appeal. All three parties, with the fringe

alternatives that offer a variant of the same message, manage to stimulate a high spirit

of participatory democracy that yields relatively high patronage-driven voter turnout.

Political theatre on the island has changed little since the 1960s. Los Independentistas

hammer away at Puerto Rico’s colonial sufferings that only independence can cure,

Boricua Republicans take their turn mouthing colonial humiliation that only statehood

can remedy, and Boricua Democrats, so-called “commonwealthers,” hold steadfast to

the party line that Puerto Rico must stay on course with the quest for incremental

autonomy within the colonial arrangement the U.S. Congress established in 1952 when

Puerto Rico adopted a constitution, elected its own government, and received federal

subsidy to stay economically afloat. Still, the Boricua Republicans continue to press the

U.S. Congress with demands that it fulfill a 115 year pledge of marriage into the

American1 family of states. That will solve everything, they seem to say.

In typical partisan fashion, the ousted Boricua Republicans blame the island’s troubles

on the legacy of the long departed Boricua Democrat, Governor Luis Muñoz Marin. He

was loved by many for the material gains made possible with Operation Bootstrap, an

economic recovery program that brought prosperity until a steady economic decline

1
Referring to the U.S. with no slight intended to the continent of South America and Canada to the north with brothers and sisters

that are also American.
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trend began in the 1970s as investment dived from a high of 35.5% of GDP to a little

over 8.5% in the 1980’s (Jenkins and Hexner, 1994). Muñoz Marín was a founder of the

island’s democratic party, and the putative ideological father of the Commonwealth of

Puerto Rico, in officialdom going under the somewhat oxymoronic name Estado Libre

Asociado -the ELA, loosely translated as the ‘free associated state.’ The ELA deception

was created to settle decades of political contradictions and (unsuccessfully) silence

world opinion that Puerto Rico is a colony. The ELA fiction did neither of those things,

Puerto Rico is still just about unanimously considered to be a colony by the UN General

Assembly and the contradictions inherent in the “free associated state” model of

governance remain irrefutable. There was also a need to reconcile the dissonance

among Puerto Ricans of all political persuasions who, in a cultural sense, passionately

believe they are part of a ‘country’ or ‘nation,’ but must, nevertheless, confront the

quotidian reality that, in the end, Washington pulls all the strings. Puerto Ricans can

make all the laws they want but whatever they decide as a ‘free associated state’ is

subject to approval by the U.S. Congress. Island Puerto Ricans don’t have anyone in

Congress with genuine power of representation.

Since the beginning of U.S. colonial life, Puerto Ricans have had 19 Resident

Commissioners (presently Luis Pierluisi, a Boricua Republican) elected to lobby in

Washington for continued federal subsidy, able to speak and propose legislation but

unable to vote for anything. Puerto Ricans that derive their income from within the

island pay no federal income taxes, but cannot vote in congressional or presidential

elections. They served, arguably by choice, and have died in great numbers in all the

wars the U.S. has fought since W.W. I. The entire arrangement that seemed like a good

idea more than six decades ago is viewed more today as a lose-lose state of affairs for

Puerto Rico and the U.S.

Between the census years of 2000 and 2010 more than 80,000 Puerto Ricans left the

island, presumably in search of employment, and those remaining are displeased with

the ‘free associated state’ or so-called “commonwealth status.” They said so last year in

the plebiscite vote that, like past ones, did not solve anything. Those voting expressed

mixed feelings - they were not happy with the current political arrangement but elected

a Boricua Democrat as governor (the status quo), Alejandro Garcia Padilla, who wants to

continue things as they are with some changes, nebulously called ‘enhanced

commonwealth’ that even Padilla cannot explain. Voters were also not clearly in favor

of becoming a state because more than 1 out 5 refused to vote on the issue – opting

out by submitting a blank vote as Padilla’s party asked them to do. When you count the

blank votes with all the rest, the statehood preference received 45% of the vote. The

nagging question is: “what makes so many Puerto Ricans think the 3,515 square mile

island will be wanted as a state?”

Puerto Ricans have been given a cake they have waited more than 100 years to eat. If a

state, Puerto Rico would rank a very low 49th in land area (bigger than Delaware and



5 | P a g e Puerto Rico: The U.S. Colonial Dilemma / Anthony Vera

Children in the western area of the island, 1942.
Source: Jack Delano, Library of Congress

Luis Muñoz Marín, Campaigning, circa 1941 –
Source: Library of Congress

Rhode Island) but 29th by population, giving it representation equal to or greater than

48% of the 50 states. Puerto Rico would arguably be politically more powerful than very

large states such as Montana, Wyoming, the Dakotas, and Utah as well as the founding

states of Connecticut, Rhode Island, New Hampshire, Delaware, and West Virginia. The

island would effectively challenge the paradigm that structurally distributes political

power and balance between low and high population states, obtaining equal

representation in the Senate and proportional representation in the House of

Representatives. Puerto Rico would

enter the metropolis’ nucleus of power

with the advantage of having a

relatively high population density in a

small land mass. On many levels, this

scenario could be a major change-

maker in the political environment of

the United States, with cultural and

racial polemics that cannot be

overstated, notwithstanding all the U.S.

Republican and Democratic hyperbole

about opening the door to statehood if

Puerto Ricans so chose.

The Boricua Democrats, decreasing in number, are increasingly viewed as delusional in

their continued pleas for incremental gains in autonomy, a strategy that reached its

zenith in the 1960s after the island obtained a greater degree of home rule, and U.S.

taxpayer-subsidized economic growth.

Luis Muñoz Marín, like his father, Luis

Muñoz Rivera, in the beginning and end of

his political career, coped nicely with

ambivalence favoring incrementally

acquired autonomy guided by pragmatism;

and murderous politics.2 Ask any Puerto

Rican over the age of 70 what life was like

when Muñoz Marin was running his first

gubernatorial campaign with the party

slogan “Pan, Tierra, Libertad” (Bread, Land,

Freedom). They will tell a tale of miserable

poverty and inequality closely matching

what one sees among today’s impoverished populations all over Latin America, with

2 Maldonado-Denis, Manuel. Puerto Rico: A Socio-Historic Interpretation, 1972, pp. 119-129, narrating the Roosevelt appointed

Governor Blanton D. Winship’s persecution of the Nationalist Party while the Roosevelt administration helped groom Muñoz Marin

to lead the island and dampen nationalist aspirations among Puerto Ricans.
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obscene economic and social disparities. The photo images of the 1940s and 50s,

showing the mature Muñoz Marín, a populist candidate with socialist ideals, listening to

jibaros in the countryside and coastal towns, remind us how desperate and hopeless the

future seemed. The country’s despair, with thousands of unemployed men, incredibly

high rates of illiteracy, and barefoot children with swollen bellies, was symbolically

depicted in the bitter-sweet popular tune Lamento Borincano (1937), written by the

revered Puerto Rican composer, Rafael Hernandez, still as popular as the island’s

national anthem. Think of the squalor depicted in Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath and you

get a sense of the ease with which the spells of nationalism can be trumped by hunger

pains and hopelessness. Muñoz Marin, cynically or with empathic astuteness, knew how

to win adulation from the ignored poor of the island, becoming a hardened pragmatist

looking for solutions that would mitigate the abject poverty and unemployment of the

masses around him; it is a universal political dilemma easily judged in the comfort of

ideological hindsight. Other countries have turned to armed struggle and social

upheaval. Puerto Rican leaders like Muñoz Marin were more deferential to power,

subordinating ideals of nationhood to attend to the survival needs of a long oppressed

people and, surely, to feed their political ambitions. Call it cowardice or wisdom, the

Boricua Democrat’s political ideology has always looked for incremental movement

toward autonomy that provides some degree of economic and political stability within a

framework of participatory democracy, however weak; with hopes that U.S. ideals win

over its ugly side of imperial arrogance.

And then, aside from the Independentistas, there are advocates of independence, some

of whom are looking for salvation in ‘free markets,’ eschewing the nationalist appeal

because it has never worked in the voting booth. Angel Collado-Schwarz (2012),

historian and a type of free market nationalist, promotes the example of countries with

demographics that are comparable to Puerto Rico’s but achieving economic growth

rates that makes some Puerto Rican economists and academics swoon with celebrity

awe. Schwarz compares Puerto Rico’s dismal economic indicators with the impressive

growth of Iceland, Ireland, Estonia, Singapore, Slovenia, Israel, and New Zealand. He

argues that Puerto Rico can do as well, if it were not a colony of the United States. Of

course, aside from their impressive economic gains, those countries lauded by Collado-

Schwarz, include one that is accused of being a terrorist state and the other has a

“blemished” human rights record; the other four have arguably little to compare with

Puerto Rico in a historical, cultural, or political sense. But, looking on the positive side, if

Collado-Schwarz is making a case for de jure independence and de facto dependence

on (now failing) global neo-liberal capitalism, he is not suffering the delusion of many

Boricua Republicans trying hard to lose their Spanish accent and yearning for total

American assimilation.
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Boricua Republicans are also a little off-ground, proposing an ahistorical, or historically

revisionist3, argument that Puerto Rico is a colony that should be treated as an

incorporated territory, just as Montana or Texas were. They don’t want to accept

present reality that the island is . . . well, not the geopolitical gem it used to be; no

longer as useful to U.S. global domination. And then there is that periodic UN General

Assembly resolution calling for an end to U.S. colonialism in Puerto Rico, a plea given as

much attention by Washington as they do World Court pronouncements of U.S.

international law violations. World opinion has upgraded the rogue status of the United

States from ‘arrogant villain’ to alleged ‘war criminal’ as Obama’s hegemonic overreach

aggravates misery and economic havoc at home. Entering the second decade of the

21st century, many Americans are understandably angry, working harder for less pay,

and more economically and spiritually insecure than they were during the Great

Depression. I don’t want to be a killjoy, but this does not appear to be the best time to

ask for inclusion as the 51st State.

Bad timing notwithstanding, how many ways must the Congress telegraph the

impossibility of Puerto Rican statehood? The Washington elite have been saying NO for

more than a century and something continues to be lost in translation. Yet, in

purportedly welcoming the U.S. invasion in 1898, Puerto Ricans had reason to expect

that Congress would grant statehood.4 This is true had there been intellectual honesty5

and an absence of carefully constructed rationalizations in Supreme Court decisions that

accommodated the political culture’s desire for a contrived concept of “unincorporated”

in exclusionary comparison to past “incorporated” U.S. territories. The country’s political

culture, imperial hubris, and racism of the 1890s permeated the sitting majorities of the

Supreme Court handing down those fateful decisions (Burnett, C.D. and Marshall, B.

2001). Starting in 1901 with the Insular Cases and through about 1922 (Balzac v. People

of Porto Rico), the Supreme Court progressively perfected what began as a fuzzy

concept of Puerto Rico as an “unincorporated territory” that effectively pushed the

island off the statehood track and into some dark corner for possessions that were

owned but not part of the United States. This was unlike the Philippines and Cuba that

were explicitly desired as colonial possessions veiled with the formality of sovereignty.

3 A good example of that is Breakthrough From Colonialism: An Interdisciplinary Study of Statehood, Editorial de la Universidad

de Puerto Rico (1984) . This voluminous work presents the interesting and daring argument that Puerto Rico’s demand for

statehood has the same legitimacy as that of any of the states joining the Union since the first 13 that created the United States of

America.

4 Puerto Rico’s ‘status politics’ started with, and remains, a dialectic of statehood-independence that settles for something in-

between that incrementally reaches for an indefinable conception of democracy that will never be manifested in statehood or

independence as we conceive it now. See Malavet (pp. 57-70) for a good depiction of that phenomenon.

5 It is a matter of public record that among Supreme Court Justices involved in decisions deciding the colonial fate of Puerto Rico,

three of them (William Howard Taft, William R. Day, Henry Moody) were directly engaged in formulating and maintaining the

colonial framework during and after the Treaty of Paris. (Rivera Ramos, p. 139) This poses the question: if the political status

arguments ever reach the Supreme Court, would Justice Sotomayor be expected to recuse herself in keeping with ethical judicial

conduct to which Day and Taft gave no thought?
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Among all the Spanish possessions the U.S. acquired after the Spanish-American War,

Puerto Rico appears to have been given a unique status as an unincorporated territory

with a fate of what Muñoz Marin is said to have described as “freedom with a long

chain” (Maldonado-Denis, 1972, 6). Boricua Republicans would add that it is a chain

Puerto Ricans have been conditioned to drag without discomfort; but it is more

complicated.

BORICUA REPUBLICANS CANNOT CHALLENGE CONSTITUTIONALLY RACIST DOGMA

Before getting into the juridical machinations of the Supreme Court, it is useful to

consider the historical context of Puerto Rico’s status question within the global

dimensions of American empire-building. The Spanish-American War can be viewed as

the beginning of a second phase of the nation’s doctrine of Manifest Destiny that

guided the conquest of what became the first 48 contiguous states and gave the nation

a unified identity (Phase 1). Entering the 20th century, after adequately cleansing the

frontier threat of resistance from red and brown people (American Indians and

Mexicans), the nation needed to begin outward ventures to satisfy an unquenchable

thirst for new markets, to acquire and sustain “commercial supremacy.” The second

phase of Manifest Destiny has been described as the antithesis of phase one, i.e. a

depopulation of the West to repopulate it with Europeans and create territories,

organizing a nation of states that would ensure white supremacist rule (Caban, 1999,

83). The expansionist reach of phase 2 introduced by the Spanish-American War had to

contend with densely populated peoples in Spanish colonies with distinct and well-

formed cultures, language, and customs that continue to be inalterable to Anglo-Saxon

ways.6 That was not an obstacle since the aim of phase 2 was not to create a more

perfect union but rather graduating to imperial ruler of the Western Hemisphere and

participation as an economic and military superpower. In the words of Indiana Senator

Albert Beveridge, spoken two years before the ‘splendid little war’:

American factories are making more than the

American people can use; American soil is producing

more than they can consume. Fate has written our

policy for us; the trade of the world must and shall be

ours. (Zinn, 2003, 299)

The Washington planners of empire believed that markets are best secured with the

force of a strong Navy, which the U.S. did not possess going into the 1890s, but

doggedly prepared to test in 1898 (Zinn, 298-320). Captain Alfred T. Mahan, not a great

military seaman (Jardeen, 2011) but brilliant geostrategist, writer and later Rear Admiral,

was among the chief architects of empire building. His insightful treatises on naval

6 There is now a third phase of Manifest Destiny taking shape in the re-population of the United States with People of Color, a return

of the native, you might say, with a tinge of poetic justice. And a good portion of white America is in a kind of panic mode about it.
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power guided Theodore Roosevelt’s ambition to make the country’s command of the

seas unchallenged by European powers and implementing a geopolitical strategy of

hegemonic control of commerce and political dominance enforced with military

superiority. Mahan expounded the simple, but prescient, view that seapower "includes

not only the military strength afloat ... but also the peaceful commerce and shipping

from which alone a military fleet naturally and healthfully springs, and on which it

securely rests.”(Tastad, 2008, 80) At this point in history, the United States morphed

from the plural to the singular, i.e., no longer thought of as an aggregation of sovereign

states held together by a compact of contracting entities” but to a unified nation in

the form of a “corporate model of the nation-state.”This, Thomas (2001) theorizes,

was a driving force in the thinking process of the Supreme Court majority in the Insular

Cases changing “the relation between the Constitution and the nation.”

The required conveniences of a singular “United States” created an occupied and

eventually conquered Puerto Rico, along with (now waning) economic dominance over

every nation in the South American continent, the Philippines, Cuba, Guam, and smaller

Pacific islands – accomplished and maintained through purchase, annexation, coercion

or brutally murderous dictatorships and military force. Foreign markets and commerce

were the fruit feeding the appetite of American empire that, in substance, remains

unchanged, more desperately unyielding, and militarily unchallenged in the 21st century.

Now, with the increasing preemptive use of drones, the menacing U.S. military goliath

will not need foot soldiers to enforce American global-market dominance. Or so our

present elected leadership brazenly believes with the zeal and bravado it expressed in

the 19th century – when it did not have to declare pre-emptive war on the tactic of

terrorism and countries that are thought to hate North Americans.

Territorial possession of Puerto Rico was not a mere afterthought, as Malavet (2004,

148) points out but, according to Offner (1992), President McKinley’s animus to obtain a

declaration of war against Spain was long-standing interest in Cuba which, until 1959,

the U.S. managed to control without annexation, even if no more competently than the

Spanish. Moreover, Offner, among many other historians, informs that Puerto Rico was

the only Spanish possession in the Caribbean islands and Philippines that was not under

long periods of brutal insurrection against Spanish oppression; and “[a]though the

United States annexed Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippine Islands, these territories

played no role in starting the war and were not important in ending it. Washington

annexed Puerto Rico to remove Spain from the Western Hemisphere.” (Offner, 235) The

U.S. annexed and has kept Puerto Rico as property because, unlike the Philippines and

Cuba, Puerto Rico was not mired in ferocious rebellion led by highly determined,

experienced, and tenacious leaders, against whom U.S. generals responded in the

Philippines with “extraordinary brutality”(Stone and Kuznick, 2012, xxiv). By 1898, Spain

was a spent empire with serious political and economic problems at home, unable to

finance protection of its remaining possessions.
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Too much is made of the four months in 1898 that Puerto Rican autonomists thought

they were finally obtaining home rule from Spain, made possible, as the ironies of

history reveal, by an assassin’s bullet that removed the Spanish conservative Prime

Minister of Spain, Antonio Cánovas-del Castillo, replaced by the liberal Práxedes Mateo

Sagasta (Malavet, 56). Seeing that Spain’s presence in the Caribbean was over, Sagasta

agreed to provide Cuba and Puerto Rico greater autonomy that, for Puerto Rico, started

in March and ended in July, 1898 when General Miles landed in Guánica to pronounce

his nation as the new owners and rulers that would ‘civilize’ the island of Puerto Rico.

Cuban insurrectionists refused Sagasta’s offer, insisting on total independence from

Spain and hands-off by the Americans. The U.S. had been waiting at least three decades

to challenge Spain, offering up to $300 million7 to purchase Cuba (Sparrow, 2006), and

seized the right time to build a global reputation as a budding empire by picking a fight

with an old and weak, bungling dragon, easily kicking it out of its centuries-old sphere

of influence. Therefore, in the broader scheme of things, Puerto Rico has been the

empire’s malleable, strategic, Caribbean pit stop (a coaling station) and market for U.S.

commerce; with more than a century-long American occupation that some would say

has been a picnic compared to the arrogantly indifferent and brutal 400 years of Spanish

rule.8 Among many island Puerto Ricans, it requires an understandably profound level

of denial to suppress the reality that Puerto Rico is conquered land, the equivalent of

chattel property that the U.S. Congress is empowered to dispose of at will when, as

Justice Brown said in Downes v. Bidwell, “in its political discretion, the situation is ripe to

enable it to do so.”

Is the time now ripe for the U.S. to cut the chain? In 2013, Puerto Rico has little U.S.

military presence, a shaky consumer market, no sweat-shop labor to exploit, no federal

subsidies or tax write-offs worth a damn to multinationals, and nothing of geopolitical

importance to offer the corporate-state that it could not obtain without having to grant

the island statehood. Hence, we have more than 100 years of endless distraction,

chattering and arguing about Puerto Rico’s political status, while the public face of the

U.S. Congress suppresses a collective grin of amusement (what Malavet9 described as

“paternalistic toleration”), symbolically shaking its head while repeating the institutional

mantra, last heard from President Obama:

7
Today that would be about $8.5 billion in 1900 dollars (www.measuringworth.com)

8
To the outsider, it may appear as truly paradoxical to witness the cultural pride of Puerto Ricans derived from a Spanish heritage shaped

under four centuries of authoritarian and dehumanizing colonial rule. A great summary of Spanish colonial abuse is provided by Paul G. Miller’s
Historia de Puerto Rico (1922), archived in the Library of Congress (at https://archive.org/stream/historiadepuerto00mill#page/n7/mode/2up);
and Juan Angel Silen’s Historia de la Nación Puertorriqueña (1980)

9 Malavet , page 125, quoted Addis explaining that “. . . paternalistic toleration is . . . based on the notion of the inherent superiority

of the tolerator over the tolerated people, which ‘does not provide for, and is in fact hostile to, the notion of the tolerator taking the

tolerated group seriously.’ A review of the August 1, 2013 Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee post-plebiscite hearing

querying Governor Padilla, Resident Commissioner Pierluisi, and PIP President Berrios is very illustrative (go to

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j31NRIw-N7c&feature=player_detailpage )
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The status of Puerto Rico should be decided by the

residents of Puerto Rico. . . . If the plebiscite, or the

referendum, that takes place in Puerto Rico indicates

that there is a strong preference from the majority of the

Puerto Rican people, I think that will influence how

Congress approaches any actions that might be taken to

address status issues.

Many Puerto Ricans take those ritualistic, well-finessed, and meaningless

pronouncements to heart, like five-year olds asking that a promise be kept.10

Statehood for Puerto Rico would be a very hard sell. Regrettably, outside of large urban

areas, most Americans still display the unwelcoming spirit reflected in the bigoted

remarks of Theodore Roosevelt Jr., made in 1929, that were not only typical of U.S.

attitudes among the Washington elite then but very much alive today. As appointed

governor of Puerto Rico, Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., highly decorated military man, elder

son of President Theodore Roosevelt, is quoted to have “called the Puerto Ricans

‘shameless by birth ’ and added that he did not ‘know anything more comic and

irritating than Puerto Rico . ‘ ” Being more blunt about it, a highly respected, Rockefeller

Institute cancer researcher accused of experimenting on Puerto Ricans, Dr. Cornelius P.

Rhodes, is quoted to have written in 1932 “. . . that working in Puerto Rico ‘would be

ideal, except for the Porto Ricans. They are beyond doubt the dirtiest, laziest, most

degenerate and thievish race of men ever inhabiting this sphere. It makes you sick to

inhabit the same island with them. They are even lower than Italians. What the island

needs is not public health work but a tidal wave or something to exterminate the

population. It might then be livable.’”(Malavet, 152) Fast forward to 2013 and you can

Google similar venom directed at Puerto Ricans and Muslims. It’s safe to say that

10 Laura Briggs takes the Empire’s infantilization of Puerto Rico to its beginnings, writing: “In 1898 Puerto Rico was the ‘good’

territorial possession (unlike Cuba and the Philippines), where people appreciated the United States and the gifts it had to offer its

less fortunate neighbors. Political cartoons from the period depict Puerto Rico as a polite schoolchild, sometimes female, in contrast

to the ruffian boys Cuba and the Philippines (who were rudely waging guerrilla wars against the U. S.).” Reproducing Empire: Race,

Sex, Science, and U.S. Imperialism in Puerto Rico. 2002, page 2. Following the practice begun by McKinley, President Franklin D.

Roosevelt ordered Education Commissioner Gallardo to make it his job to teach Puerto Ricans how to speak English and thereby

make them ‘good North American citizens.’ (Maldonado-Denis, p. 133)

Caricature showing Uncle Sam lecturing four children
labeled Philippines, Hawaii, Porto Rico [sic] and Cuba
in front of children holding books labeled with
various U.S. states. The caption reads: "School
Begins. Uncle Sam (to his new class in Civilization):
Now, children, you've got to learn these lessons
whether you want to or not! But just take a look at
the class ahead of you, and remember that, in a little
while, you will feel as glad to be here as they are!"
(Source:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_imperialism)



12 | P a g e Puerto Rico: The U.S. Colonial Dilemma / Anthony Vera

Italians are now fully assimilated, with a lost (if not romanticized) immigrant memory,

and pose no threat to the dominant culture. The historical record of paternalism, racism,

mean-spiritedness, and violence (symbolic and real) displayed by the island’s

Congressional overseers and the insular managers has been well researched for anyone

inclined to learn how the rhetoric of “American good will” compares with scholarship on

colonialism in Puerto Rico.11

A close re-reading of the 1901 Supreme Court decisions, the Insular Cases, would be a

good source to begin getting a reality check regarding solutions to Puerto Rico’s

colonial conundrum. The 1901 Insular Cases12 were not as much about concerns of

Puerto Ricans but American commerce, mundane issues of shipping and imposition of

export duty charges on American shippers from Puerto Rico and the Philippines who

argued that, as shippers from a U.S. territory, their exports should be treated as those

among the states, duty-free. The plaintiffs’ aim, of course, was to force the Supreme

Court to define once and for all whether U.S. imperial ambitions were for national

expansion or economic exploitation (Thomas, 2001). For Puerto Rico, the importance of

the Insular Cases centers on the manner in which the Supreme Court torturously

‘clarified’ the meaning of ‘foreign’ territories acquired through war, distinguished from

those that became part of the (more or less) contiguous states and “incorporated

territories,” the latter, in Chief Justice Taft’s view, acquired with Congressional intent to

make them states. Plainly, to the dismay of the dissenting Justices, the Caribbean

acquisitions were not to be viewed, in the words of Chief Justice Marshall, as “territories

being in a ‘state of infancy advancing to manhood, looking forward to complete equality

so soon as that state of manhood shall be obtained.’”(Sparrow, 81)

In Downes v. Bidwell, Justice Brown explained that if the territories possessed by the U.S.

‘. . . . are inhabited by alien races, differing from us in religion,

customs, laws, methods of taxation, and modes of thought, the

administration of government and justice, according to Anglo-

Saxon principles, may for a time be impossible; and the

question at once arises whether large concessions ought not to

be made for a time, that ultimately our own theories may be

carried out, and the blessings of a free government under the

Constitution extended to them. We decline to hold that there is

anything in the Constitution to forbid such action.’

11 Malavet, Rivera Ramos, Lewis, Caban, Maldonado-Denis, and Sparrow are good examples of the mountain of work documenting

the damage, and benefits, of the U.S. colonial hold on Puerto Rico.

12 De Lima v. Bidwell, 182 U.S. 1; Goetze v. United States , 182 U.S. 221; Dooley v. United States, 182 U.S. 222; Armstrong v. United

States, 182 U.S. 243; Downes v. Bidwell, 182 U.S. 244; and Huus v. New York and Porto Rico Steamship Co., 182 U.S. 392. Balzac v.

People of Porto Rico, 258 U.S. 298 (1922) is also cited as an important continuation of the doctrine of unincorporated territories

established by the first Insular Cases of 1901.
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The court decided that

‘. . . the island of Porto Rico is a territory appurtenant and

belonging to the United States, but not a part of the United

States . . . .’

In his concurring opinion, Justice White said that

‘. . . while in an international sense Porto Rico was not a

foreign country, since it was subject to the sovereignty of and

was owned by the United States in a domestic sense . . . the

island had not been incorporated into the United States, but

was merely appurtenant thereto as a possession.’

Moreover,

‘ . . . it is lawful for the United States to take possession of and

hold in the exercise of its sovereign power a particular territory,

without incorporating it into the United States, if there be

obligations of honor and good faith which, . . . nevertheless

sacredly bind the United States to terminate the dominion and

control when, in its political discretion, the situation is ripe to

enable it to do so.’

‘. . . when the unfitness of a particular territory for incorporation

is demonstrated, the occupation will terminate.’

In other words, aside from the fact that through the Insular Cases the Supreme Court

legitimized American imperialism (Rivera-Ramos, 2007), Puerto Rico was not considered

like, for example, Alaska, Hawaii, or Texas territories before they became states. Puerto

Rico is a “disincorporated” island and statehood is constitutionally out of its reach

because it is not an “incorporated territory,” presumably unless Congress makes it one.

This constitutionally contrived paradigm would suggest that in order for the island to

become a state the Congress would first need to declare Puerto Rico an incorporated

territory, and then vote it in as a state (Thomas, 2001). Remotely conceivable though

that may be, anyone can imagine the debating circus such a proposal would create in a

Tea Party-wrenched Congress and a flummoxed White House dealing with the vexing

challenge of granting Puerto Rico statehood while at the same time codifying the

rhetoric of cultural diversity and multiculturalism in the United States.13 In what would

13 Chicago Congressman Luis Gutierrez, an independence advocate, has given reasons why Puerto Rico would hesitate to vote for a

statehood preference: "[m]aybe these 4 million American citizens (Puerto Ricans), don't want to become a state because they love

their language; because they love their culture; because they love their idiosyncrasies; because they love applauding their Olympic

team...because so many Miss Universes come from Puerto Rico." (http://www.examiner.com/article/rep-gutierrez-puerto-ricans-do-

not-want-statehood)
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be the words of the 1960s Twilight Zone’s14 Rod Serling, “picture, if you will, another civil

war in the making.” Lest they be accused of being obtuse, which I do not believe they

are, our Puerto Rican congressional representatives must know this is a plausible

scenario. But, alas, it is the nature of Boricua politicians, like most others, to push for

plebiscites and dissemble with sincerity (aka hypocrisy) and pseudo-solidarity (aka

protecting incumbency) with the Puerto Rican people, as they do every year in New York

City, walking with all the other honorable ones, in the cultural spectacle that is the

Puerto Rican ‘Commodification’ Day Parade.15

Statehood Was and Is Now Out of the Question

If they become states on an equal footing with the other states . . . they will take part in

governing the whole republic, in governing us, by sending senators and

representatives into our Congress to help make our laws, and by voting for president

and vice-president to give our national government its executive. The prospect of the

consequences which would follow the admission of Spanish creoles and the negroes of

the West India islands and of the Malays and Tagals of the Philippines to participation

in the conduct of our government is so alarming that you instinctively pause.

(Carl Schurz in Sparrow, 111)

Carl Schurz, a 19th century U.S. Senator, civil war general, Interior Secretary, among other

positions in government, was an anti-imperialist, opposed to the Spanish-American War

and a racist. His sentiments were not uncommon during the heated public discourse

regarding U.S. aggression against Spain. He, like many Americans, had no desire to

even contemplate the thought of statehood for the coveted Spanish colonies. Former

Puerto Rico Supreme Court Chief Justice José Trías Monge is said to have observed that

“Puerto Rico was kept ‘unincorporated’ specifically to avoid offering it statehood.”

(Gonzalez, 2011, 303) This is the prevailing historical and legal view among scholars,

many cited in this essay, examining the constitutional record on Puerto Rico’s political

status.

During his presidency, William Howard Taft, with expert knowledge as the highly

praised, ‘kindly,’ past colonial master-manager of the Philippines, said that

. . . no substantial approved public opinion in the United States or in Porto

Rico contemplates statehood for the island as the ultimate form of

relations between us. I believe that the aim to be striven for is the fullest

possible allowance of legal and fiscal self-government, with American

14
Rod Serling’s memorable introductions of the iconic series apply well to the ‘status conundrum’ of Puerto Rico: “There is a fifth

dimension, beyond that which is known to man. It is a dimension as vast as space and as timeless as infinity. It is the middle ground

between light and shadow, between science and superstition, and it lies between the pit of man's fears and the summit of his

knowledge. This is the dimension of imagination. It is an area which we call the Twilight Zone.”

15 Among the three Democratic Boricua members of Congress, Nydia Velazquez, Jose E. Serrano, and Luis Gutierrez, only Gutierrez

has voiced a principled stand in favor of independence for the island. Congresswoman Velazquez is a commonwealth status-quo

supporter, and Congressman Serrano is probably a closet independentista, maybe even Velazquez.
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citizenship as to the bond between us; in other words, a relation

analogous to the present relation between Great Britain and such self-

governing colonies as Canada and Australia. This would conduce to the

fullest and most self-sustaining development of Porto Rico, while at the

same time it would grant her the economic and political benefits of being

under the American flag.16

President Taft’s words should be read contextually with the political times in which he

delivered his annual message to Congress in 1912 (already anticipating providing Puerto

Ricans ‘American citizenship’ that came in 1917). Almost fifteen years before President

Taft’s State of the Union Address, the anti-imperialist forces had organized to resist U.S.

occupation of the Philippines, most vehemently expressed by William Jennings Bryan

while running against McKinley in 1900. Anti-imperialist forces challenged the foreign

policy agenda of Progressive Party leaders, such as the iconic, trust-busting, President

Theodore Roosevelt (1901-1909) under whom Taft served as Governor-General of the

Philippines and Secretary of War. Having experienced another depression in 1893 with

high unemployment paradoxically accompanied by high national productivity,

Americans responded favorably to the expansionist agenda of U.S. search for foreign

markets that would bring economic power and prosperity at home, in competition with

European powers. Nevertheless, the thought of having colonial possessions was hotly

debated in the aftermath of the Spanish-American War and by the highly critical, socially

prominent, voices of opponents before the war. Indeed, the 1898 Treaty of Paris with

humiliating terms of Spanish surrender was ratified by only one Senate vote greater

than the two-thirds needed (Colleta, 1961, 348).17 The 1908 populist presidential

candidacy of William Jennings Bryan and widely read social critic, anti-imperialist, and

humorist, Mark Twain, were still in the public memory with a mood that wanted no

foreigners threatening American prosperity. There was also strong political competition

in shaping tariff policy between the “revisionist” school of thought, advocating low

tariffs to create multilateral tariff-making with European countries (without the necessity

of getting bogged down with treaty-making), and protectionists, who favored high

tariffs to favor special interests and high-tariff monopolies (that, in effect, hampered

growth of consumerism and competition). Revisionists crossed party lines and tried to

position themselves between protectionists and “free-trade” advocates. As Wolman

(1992) explains:

The motives of politicians and policymakers in effecting tariff revision were not narrowly

electoral, however. Rather, the impetus for tariff revision derived from the contemporaneous

16 State of the Union Address, December 3, 1912 (at http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/state-of-the-union-

address-part-ii-15/ (this is essentially what the Popular Democratic Party (Partido Popular Democratico), so-called pro-

Commonwealth status advocates, are proposing today and rejected by the Washington elite and Puerto Rican republican pro-

statehooders).

17The vote was 57 to 27
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expansion of U.S. trade and empire onto a world scale. Britain, France, and other European

states were already engulfing world markets and investment opportunities in the late

nineteenth century and seeking to rationalize this expansion through systems of colonialism,

pan-Europeanism, empire privilege, spheres of influence, and tariff assimilation. The United

States was a comparative late-comer to the struggle, and U. S. policymakers, once they fully

appreciated the implications of an imminent dismemberment of the global market, sought to

elaborate a vision of global trade relations commensurate with and supportive of the

nation's burgeoning productive power. (xiii-xiv).

The attention President Taft gave Puerto Rico in his State of the Union address served

the purpose of reassuring Congress that, like Cuba and the Philippines, tariff treatment

given to Puerto Rico was for the benefit of North American trade, as much as the

economic exploitation of the island by American business interests. Around the time

that President Taft delivered his message to Congress, Puerto Rico was the 4th largest

market for American products in Latin America and 11th in the world (Trias Monge,

1997). Sparrow (75-76) points out that the decision to not colonize Cuba had more to

do with the American beet sugar interests that wanted protection against the American

sugar cane monopoly (American Sugar Refining Company) in Cuba. As such, it

reinforced a policy direction viewing former Spanish possessions as nothing more than

areas for commercial exploitation; and military occupation to ensure it. This also

required that, on trade matters, Puerto Rico not be treated as a state, as the Insular

Cases made it possible to liberalize trade between Puerto Rico and other nations while

maintaining protectionist continental U.S. trade with foreign partners (Wolman, 15).

Sadly, Puerto Rico’s political elite, with voracious political opportunism that matched

American imperial hubris, in the early 1900s was perhaps out of touch with the global

aims of the U.S., and expected nothing less than incorporation within the United

States.18 President Taft made it clear that U.S. interest in Puerto Rico was to exploit it as

a business venture and use as a coaling station to enforce the Monroe Doctrine of total

hegemony in Latin America (Wiarda, 1982), with particular attention on the Panama

Canal that was still under construction. This Washington policy view toward Puerto Rico

became entrenched, even if covert, dogma into the 21st century.

Taft, in 1922, ten years after his Presidential Address to Congress, as Chief Justice of the

Supreme Court19, handed down Balzac v. People of Porto Rico.20 Balzac affirmed the

18 Lewis, Gordon K. Puerto Rico: Freedom and Power in the Caribbean, 1963, page 106; Malavet, p. 57. José Trías Monge points out

how conditionally unconditional Spanish loyalists in Puerto Rico were when, upon seeing the Spaniards packing to get out of Puerto

Rico in 1898, they quickly put down their right Spanish flag-waving arm and vigorously raised their waving left one in support of the

new U.S. Military Governor (page 32-33); Walt Disney could not describe a better picture.

19 William Howard Taft is reportedly the only individual to have served as President of the United States and Chief Justice of the

Supreme Court. During the Spanish-American War Taft was a judge in the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit and considered

a great legal mind albeit a mediocre executive in the White House. After the Spanish-American War he was the first appointed

Governor-General of the Philippines. It is worth noting that the Commonwealth of the Philippines was established in 1935 as a

transitional government toward eventual independence in 1946.
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judgment of the island’s lower courts, deciding that none of the protective provisions in

the Constitution applied because Puerto Rico, although it “belonged to the United

States,” was not an incorporated territory. The Balzac decision affirmed the plenary

powers of Congress to decide for Puerto Rico whatever it deemed appropriate, even if

the exercise of those powers appeared to be contrary to the U.S. Constitution, because

the Constitution did not protect Puerto Ricans in their status as residents of an

unincorporated territory, which Chief Justice Taft asserted was established as settled law

in Downes v. Bidwell. Balzac also ruled that, in passing the Foraker Act ‘to provide a civil

government in Porto Rico,’ Congress had no intention to give Puerto Rico status as an

incorporated territory. The Jones-Shafroth Act, on which Jesús M. Balzac relied to assert

a Constitutional right to trial by jury and claimed a right of U.S. citizenship to island

Puerto Ricans, did not provide the same rights enjoyed by citizens of a state or

incorporated territory. Puerto Ricans, therefore, had a statutory right to citizenship

subordinate to 14th Amendment right to citizenship for individuals born or naturalized in

a residing state or incorporated territory; a statutory right that gave equal citizen rights

as residents in a state.

The rejection of incorporated territorial status for Puerto Rico was framed as a

benevolent act of allowing self-determination for the island to decide how it wanted to

manage its internal affairs under U. S. control. This edict, handed down with a tone of

paternalism and transparent racism (Perea, 2001), said that the island, including the

Philippines, were not quite ready for Anglo-Saxon civilization and had to find their own

path under the learnedly wise tutelage of the United States.21

When Boricua writers of all political persuasions assert the indignity of second-class

citizenship for island Puerto Ricans they are not engaging in hyperbole. The Insular

Cases and the Supreme Court’s interpretation of citizenship show that subordinated

citizenship for the islanders was the clear and institutional intent of the Congress,

imposing22 a constrained citizenship that undermines self-determination for Puerto Rico

as a sovereign nation-state. The U.S. Supreme Court has a good record of creating legal

fictions that justify empire. As Rivera-Ramos (2007) cogently demonstrated, “law

20 Jesús M. Balzac, tried for criminal libel (a misdemeanor) in the Puerto Rican federal district court, argued that, as a U.S. citizen, his

rights had been violated under the Sixth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution when denied a trial by jury. At that time the code of

criminal procedure of Puerto Rico did not grant a jury trial in misdemeanor cases.

21 This applied to Cuba, whose sovereignty has been violated by the U.S. since 1898 through forced permanent occupation under a

‘perpetual’ lease of Guantanamo. U.S. monthly rent checks of $4,085 made to the Cuban government are promptly returned under

protest (Reuters, August 17, 2007). Cuba and the Philippines relentlessly resisted U.S. occupation, as much as they did that of Spain,

to a point where the imperial power thought it wiser to occupy them through colonial puppets in the form of dictators, until 1959 in

Cuba and 1947 in the Philippines. Puerto Rico did not have an equal depth of resistance or a culture of revolution the Philippines

and Cuba developed and maintained against the Spanish empire, making them far more prepared for struggle against U.S.

aggression.

22 To the extent that American citizenship for Puerto Ricans came in the throes of U.S. engagement in WWI, the motivation for

granting it has been posed as a need for cannon fodder. Puerto Ricans got citizenship whether they wanted it or not. Many, of

course, were happy to get it and served valiantly in the ‘war to end all wars’ as they have in every war since. See Morris (1995).
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contributes to the reproduction of hegemony and colonialism.” And the Insular Cases

depict “one of the most perfect examples of the law’s ‘power of naming’ and of its

capacity to generate new understandings and, therefore, new realities.” The greatest,

and arguably most anti-democratic, of all invented realities being the one coming out of

Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad Company (118 U.S. 394, 1886). The

Santa Clara case defines and empowers the corporation as a person, a fiction posing a

serious threat to participatory democracy in the United States; and a perversion leading

to a neo-colonization of its citizens (in the form of a surveillance state).23

Today, no one in Washington will say that American hegemony has turned Puerto Rico

into the adult child refusing to move out of the foster-parent’s home. It would appear

that island Puerto Ricans need to come to that realization themselves or continue to

suffer a fate of self-imposed subjugation that defies a logic of sustainability. Therein lays

the dilemma of a seemingly benign imperialism: a narcissistic and controlling foster-

daddy that does not know how to tell his grown foster children to find their own way in

the world. Rivera Ramos (181) provides a more precise conceptual explanation backed

up with insightful analysis:

. . . from its inception, the American colonial venture in Puerto Rico has

been a hegemonic project . . . the agents of that venture have sought to

create mechanisms capable of inducing an active consent to – or

relatively generalized acceptance of – American domination among the

Puerto Rican population. . . . The reproduction of consent to American

rule, especially after the 1940s has been the result of the complex

articulation of multiple factors . . . . rela[ting] to the material conditions

of existence that have become part of the experience of several

generations of Puerto Ricans, particularly after the social, economic, and

political transformations the country underwent following World War II.

Since the beginning of U.S. domination, in exchange for dislocation (on many levels of

mind – person – community), sweat, blood, and tears, Puerto Ricans have incrementally

gained some political, economic, and institutional benefit that is generally incidental to

subordination. Through it all we have acquired a statutory citizenship status that is

profoundly internalized and “closely tied to the satisfaction of needs;” like an inseverable

umbilical cord through which the Puerto Rican psyche receives material and

psychological security. But it has also been at the cost of lives and fortune lost beyond

war.

In retrospect, one of the betrayals Puerto Rican leaders were shamefully forced to

perpetrate, outside of war, relates to the creation of Ramey Air Force base in the town of

23 Essentially the argument former Republican presidential candidate and congressman Ron Paul, a conservative-libertarian, has been

making to voters. See also Wolin, Sheldon S., Democracy Inc.: Managed Democracy and the Specter of Inverted Totalitarianism,

2008.
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Aguadilla (Hernandez, 2006). The base was closed in 1973 and is now home of the

Rafael Hernandez Airport, as well as the University of Puerto Rico (Aguadilla Campus),

and an 18-hole golf course that was a favorite of President Eisenhower. Few Puerto

Ricans remember, or know, what it took to build the base needed for WW II Caribbean

defense preparedness two years before the U.S. declared war against Japan in 1941. On

September 8, 1939, a week after the Nazis invaded Poland, Company B of the 65th

Puerto Rican Infantry, was sent to Aguadilla to enforce expropriation of land to build the

Ramey base. The U.S. began building what gave Puerto Rico military distinction as the

American Gibraltar of the Caribbean. Ramey eventually encompassed 3,796 acres of

land on which there were once farms and settled, stable communities in the most

productive land areas of Aguadilla pre-dating the Spanish-American War. Hernandez

(2006) recounts how hundreds of small farms were destroyed and tenant farmers

unceremoniously uprooted with little compensation, their simple homes burned down,

and landowners financially ruined. Puerto Rican landowners were robbed by Roosevelt’s

New Deal government.24 More than anything, the priorities of war preparation and U.S.

hegemonic imperatives destroyed the economic life of a stable, self-sustaining,

community. Appeals within the island for fairness and due process landed on the deaf

ears of (appointed) Governor William D. Leahy. Luis Muñoz Marin, then President of

the Popular Democratic Party, was asked to intervene but, fearing accusations of

sedition and being un-American during a time of war and, arguably, protecting his

party’s future25, refused. He also had a global perspective expressed in relation to

raising status issues that applied to the Ramey Base construction: “Puerto Rico’s

position,” he said, “not only in the geography of the world, but in the geography of

justice and hope, could not be an obstacle to the United States or to democracy.”

(Maldonado, 2006, 184) Puerto Rico’s grievances would have to await the conclusion of

World War II. The subsistence farmers, landowners, and town residents of Punta

Borinquen were different casualties of war that would have been wiped out of the

island’s national memory, if not for the historical record written by Carlos Hernandez; a

historical event that also serves as metaphor for the colonial bind of Puerto Rico. The

benefits bestowed by the colonizer are always incidental to the colonizer’s gains. There

are other cases in which Puerto Ricans have had to suffer indignity for the privilege of

being a colonized people,26 clutching that security blanket of citizenship.

24 The federal government paid $199,592 for 1,877 acres ($106/acre) occupied by Ramey Air Force Base that was appraised at $343

per acre (Hernandez, p.39)

25 This is my interpretation, in light of the fact that Muñoz Marin was an Eleanor Roosevelt favorite (Caban, p. 228) and Muñoz Marin

wanted to stay on good terms with the President if he hoped to go anywhere politically on the island, in keeping with the political

maneuvering his father was also reportedly engaged in before and after the Spanish-American War (see Maldonado-Denis, p. 57-

58).

26 Some examples: in Briggs (sterilization of Puerto Rican women by choice or social coercion as a desirable population control

strategy); Morris (the fascistic U.S. reprisals against the Nationalist Party); Malavet (political violence and repression of Pedro Albizu

Campos, the nationalist and independence party movement; Maldonado-Denis (unconstitutional FBI surveillance of dissidents
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According to Ramos-Rivera, among island Puerto Ricans the thought of losing statutory

citizenship status “generates fears and anxieties.” If Puerto Rico opts for independence,

Puerto Ricans born thereafter will not be American citizens. A probable majority of

Puerto Ricans have internalized the belief that, if they lose citizenship and a perceived

U.S. safety net, independence would inevitably lead to a moribund struggle in a

Darwinian pit of power seekers turning the island into a type of Haiti, a proud but

struggling Cuba, or politically necrotic Dominican Republic. Irrational though it may

appear, that’s a real fear instilled through the cultural messages of Americanism. It also

needs to be acknowledged that, evils of colonialism notwithstanding, Puerto Ricans

appreciate the benefits of political and civic maturity gained over the past century.

Institutionalized rule of law and a culture of political democracy. Relative civility in

Puerto Rican politics has also been developed by the indigenous talent and intelligence

of great Puerto Rican leaders of all political persuasions as much as from the few

benefits of U.S. progressive traditions that are a counterbalancing force for decency and

respect of other countries. Puerto Rican concerns about undermining that progress in a

future of sovereignty merit consideration as a complex feature of that ‘imperial security

blanket.’ There is also the reasoning of Muñoz Marín, explained in the conclusion

below, guided by Jibaro wisdom. Taking from that wisdom, many island leaders, going

back to Dr. Emeterio Ramon Betances’ first declaration of Puerto Rican nationhood in

1868, are looking for a new paradigm of self-determination and democracy that

transcends the U.S. model of a growingly fragile participatory democracy, and they do

not believe it will be found on the road to statehood and cultural extinction. Island

Puerto Ricans can appreciate the promise of U.S. democracy without losing their highly

coveted criollidad that is blessed with Taino, African, and Spanish wonder; and, above

all, control over their own lives. In the end, even statehooders may want that.

There is, therefore, some degree of sympathy owed to our present Resident

Commissioner, Luis Pierluisi, a statehood adherent. On July 11, 2013, he provided

testimony relating to S. 1237, the Omnibus Territories Act. The act, among other things,

would require a GAO report on how well the Puerto Rican government was being

administered. Mr. Pierluisi, as he had to, reiterated hegemonic obedience to the

subordinated status of Puerto Rico, saying, “I respect the work of the GAO, and am

confident that their sound advice will help the governments of Puerto Rico and the

other territories better manage their finances.” That is a reflection of learned behavior

among the dominant Puerto Rican political class (Democrat and Republican), a

conditioning that over a century of reinforcement creates a political variant of the

Stockholm syndrome. The vocabulary of subservience begs to be upgraded to one of

dignity and self-determination.

labeled ‘subversives’; and, under Governor Luis Muñoz Marin’s tenure, the equivalent of Marshall Law against expressions of civil

protest, including brandishing the Puerto Rican flag).
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SO, WHAT IS TO BE DONE?
The undemocratic beginning of imperial subjugation, imposed by the world’s purported

icon of democracy, is not deserving of a manipulated cycle of deception or vengeful end

to a colonial status.27 The fair resolution to Puerto Rico’s political dilemma has been

around for as long as the island has been a U.S. colony:

 First, put an end to the charade of plebiscites in the form they

have been presented for the past 46 years. As Ruben Berrios

Martinez, President of the Partido Independentista

Puertorriqueño (Puerto Rico Independence Party),

recommended, and the 2011 Report by the President’s Task

Force on Puerto Rico’s Status explained, Congress must be

more forthright in defining the conditions under which it

would entertain an expressed voter preference for statehood,

enhanced commonwealth, or independence for Puerto Rico.

It should be clear by now that for decades too many Puerto

Ricans have been hopelessly disinformed, their expectations

raised to a frenzy, and susceptible to political manipulation,

the effects of which may take another hundred years to

reverse. The 2012 status referendum favoring statehood

reportedly won with 61% of the vote, without factoring the

24% casting a blank ballot. Padilla, the Popular Democratic

Party, pro-commonwealth status, newly elected governor

(who defeated the Republican incumbent pro-statehood

governor) was kind in writing that the 2012 outcome was

“inconclusive.” The statehood option with an actual 45%

share of all, including blank, votes cast was lower than the

statehood option outcome in past plebiscites.28

27
In 1936, U.S. Senator Millard Tydings, in response to the killing of Insular Chief of Police E. Frances Riggs, committed by two young

Puerto Rican nationalists (who were themselves ‘vilely assassinated’ by the police), proposed a plan to grant immediate independence to

Puerto Rico. This, of course, was at the height of the depression. (Maldonado-Denis, pp. 123-124) In his memoirs decades later, Muñoz

Marin wrote: “We have to be grateful to that bill that, with the force of a sledgehammer, forced many of us to think with much more

care.” (Maldonado, Alex. W, Luis Muñoz Marín: Puerto Rico’s Democratic Revolution, p. 182)

28 What Lewis (1963) observed regarding ‘status politics’ between 1898 and 1952 is arguably still true today: “the politics of status

turned out to be a closed monopoly of the elite groups since the rural and urban poor remained unexcited about an issue they

could not easily or readily identify as a cause of their poverty.” (115) Puerto Ricans may now be more excited about status but the

rest of Lewis’ quote still holds. Ironically, many among the poor would vote for statehood because they believe the island’s safety

net will be expanded if Puerto Rico becomes a state. The statehood party propagandized that idea in past plebiscites under the pro-

statehood Barcelo administration. Unwittingly, perhaps, the statehood adherents promoted the canard that Puerto Ricans just want

to be taken care of by the U.S. taxpayer; extending a connection to the racist epithet of the “welfare mom with a Cadillac” or, worse,

perceptions that associate mainland Puerto Ricans with a “culture of poverty,” seared into the brain of many Americans.
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 The 2011 Task Force Report urged, and President Obama

will fund, a vigorous voter education campaign at least six

months in duration that would precede any future

plebiscite. The report also informed that the ambiguous

outcome of past plebiscites was, in great part, explained by

voter skepticism that the U.S. Congress would abide by the

wishes of the voting majority. In designing the plebiscite, it

should be made clear to Puerto Ricans that Congress will

abide by the voting outcome and act accordingly. This

means that, if the Congress is not prepared to approve a

statehood preference, the option should not be among

those offered to the Puerto Rican people and it should so

inform them.

Statehooders have an unquestionable right to demand Puerto Rico’s membership in The

Great Union if an informed Puerto Rican majority clearly and democratically opts for

such a course. Puerto Ricans should also consider that statehood, the beginning point

of no return into a very uncertain future, also offers the prospect of a Taino fate that will

be more culturally devastating than the loss of representation in the World Olympics or

deciding who the next Miss Universe will be. And, the framing of a demand for

statehood cannot be based on the Puerto Rican’s interpretation of U.S. intentions in the

late 19th century, but on the wish of a deeply divided American electorate entrenched in

its own culture war in the 21st century and ruled by a corporatist nation.

A closer re-reading of Muñoz Marín reveals the poet (El Vate, as he was fondly called) in

the body of a politician. El Vate’s life reveals him less as an enigma and more as the

man who deciphered Jibaro wisdom reframed as pragmatism. Today it is best

exemplified in the Popular Democratic Party’s quest for an enhanced Commonwealth

status. The party dropped its independence platform soon after it began the campaign

to capture the governorship in the late 1940’s, not out of U.S. fears but because Jibaro

wisdom required it to move the island forward. There are still closet independentistas

within the ranks of the Popular Democratic Party who harbor a Muñista credo with roots

in the man’s words that resonate in a global village with a singular superpower

omnipresence that reduces our understanding and formulations of sovereignty to

antiquatedness. Here’s how Muñoz Marín put it:

I learned that here is a wisdom among the people in the town and the

countryside which education may lead, but cannot improve, in its

magnificent human essence. I taught many of them something, but they

taught me more. I learned that these people are wise – wiser than we

think. I learned that to them freedom is something deep in the heart, in

the conscience, in everyday life, in personal dignity, in the furrow, the
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plow, and the tool. I learned that among the simple people the

nationalistic concept does not exist, because in its place there is a deeper

understanding of freedom . . .And I learned even better something I

already knew: that it is unworthy of the conscience, the hope for a better

life, the deep belief in the integral freedom of the good and simple

people . . . I learned all this and also I learned that the great majority of

Puerto Ricans prefer close association with their fellow citizens of the

American Union and with all men on earth, to the bitter narrowness of

separation. (Maldonado, 2006, 181)

Luis Muñoz Marín, therefore, assured Puerto Ricans that “even though I and my party do

believe in independence, if you give us your vote, trust me that we will not betray you

and use it to take Puerto Rico to independence. Trust me that you, only you, not the

Popular Party, not Luis Muñoz Marín, will decide the status of Puerto Rico.” (Maldonado,

2006, 182)

Luis Muñoz Marín campaign photos, 1940s
Source: Library of Congress
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Oscar López Rivera

PS: About Don Pedro and those he inspired

Don Pedro Albízu Campos (1891-1965) was to Luis
Muñoz Marín (1898-1980) what Malcolm X was to Dr.
Martin Luther King. One defined the other. Both
were spiritually one with their people. Without
Malcolm X’s righteous rhetoric the fire of Dr. King’s
voice of non-violence would burn like kindling on wet
twigs and nothing more. Don Pedro’s nationalist
struggle for sovereignty and national dignity by any
means necessary, to some degree pushed Luis Muñoz
Marín to work harder and creatively to make his case
for political solutions within the hostile quagmire of
American politics and arrogance of empire. Both
men, in the eyes of Puerto Ricans, exemplify the Puerto Rican character imbued
with the nationalism of Don Pedro and the undaunted patience of El Vate. They
shared the same ends with polar opposite ideas of the means. Don Pedro’s
principled struggle for Puerto Rican nationhood brought great sacrifices and

torture in the clutches of imperialism, not unlike the
world’s liberators suffered throughout the long and
marching history of resistance against oppression. His
legacy remains in the person of Puerto Rican political
prisoners and martyrs that gave so much so selflessly:
Filiberto Ojeda Rios, Lolita Lebron, Irving Flores, Rafael
Figueroa Cordero, Carlos Alberto Torres, Oscar López
Rivera, among so many others.

The celebrated African American actor, Ossie Davis, said
about Malcolm X that “he gave us our manhood.” El
Maestro gave us our country and national dignity. Don

Pedro is loved and respected more for his honesty of heart, purity of purpose,
and unconditional love for Puerto Rico. In every sense of patriotic pride, he
represents the inner hopes and dreams of all Puerto Ricans that want to
preserve the best of the nation’s past and hopes for “a better life” and sovereign
future.
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