
When the Spanish-American War broke out in 1898, Finley Peter 
Dunne's comic Mr. Hennessey urged prompt acquisition of Cuba 
and Puerto Rico. "An' yet," replied his friend Mr. Dooley, " 'tis 
not more than two months ago since ye learned whether they 
were islands or canned goods." Today, the Commonwealth's 3.3 
million Spanish-speaking inhabitants are U.S. citizens who do 
not vote in U.S. elections or pay federal taxes. Operation Boot- 
strap-the promising drive for economic growth launched in 
the 1950s-stalled during the '70s. Unemployment now hovers 
around 20 percent; only massive subsidies from Washington 
prevented serious economic hardship. Inevitably, such disap- 
pointments have helped to rekindle debate over the island's fu- 
ture. Here, political scientist Jorge Heine looks at the island's 
history and current politics; economist Jaime Santiago exam- 
ines the Commonwealth's economy; and filmmaker Pedro Ri- 
vera sketches a portrait of a Puerto Rican migrant family in 
Hoboken, New Jersey 

"Puerto Ricans," wrote the island's governor, E. Mont- 
gomery Reily, to President Warren G. Harding in 1922, "as all 
continentals say, are 'children' and change their attitudes 
almost daily." Not all American officials have been as patroniz- 
ing as Reily, but his remark reflects a certain condescension or 
ignorance that persists to this day in Washington and elsewhere 
on the U.S. mainland. 

An odd relationship has existed between the United States 
and Puerto Rico ever since American troops occupied the island 
in 1898. Despite eight decades of U.S. rule, Puerto Ricans re- 
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main a Latin American, Catholic, and Spanish-speaking people; 
their culture is distinctive and remarkably resilient. The island 
embodies all of the characteristics of a "nation." But, as U.S. 
citizens, Puerto Ricans are viewed on the mainland as merely 
another minority (and a relatively small one at that) within the 
vast American melting pot. 

As befits an island torn between two identities, even the 
scenery seems to take sides. It is only a short walk from the 
beauty of the cobblestoned Calle Cristo in Old San Juan to the 
Condado beachfront with its gleaming hotels and Miami Beach 
atmosphere. As elsewhere in Latin America, the average man's 
quest for a "modern" life has created urban squalor in San Juan; 
yet the unspoiled lushness of the interior is only a few miles 
away. The most striking contrast in Puerto Rico is between its 
potential and its reality. Endowed with a balmy climate and 
fertile soil, Puerto Rico has had a history not of riches or even 
self-sufficiency but of destitution. In 1765, the Spanish royal 
envoy, Alejandro O'Reilly, described the Puerto Rican people as 
"the poorest in America." Even today, after 82 years under the 
U.S. flag, Puerto Rico's 3.3 million people have a per capita 
income of only $2,681, considerably below that of Mississippi, 
the poorest state in the Union. 

Boriquen 

Puerto Rico's recorded history goes back nearly 500 years. 
In late 1493, during his second voyage to the New World, Chris- 
topher Columbus dropped anchor off the green, mountain- 
ribbed island. He did not tarry. Traveling with Columbus was 
Juan Ponce de Leon, a young Spanish officer, who was struck by 
the island's beauty. He returned in 1508 to establish a settle- 
ment at San Juan Bay, and to fraternize with the gentle native 
Taino Indians (who called the island Boriqukn, whence the 
present-day national anthem, La Borinquena). 

With its formidable Morro Castle and La Fortaleza (now the 
governor's mansion), San Juan soon became a key outpost. But 
Mexico and Peru, not little Puerto Rico (the island is only 100 
miles long and 35 miles wide), were the sources of Spain's over- 
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Sun Juan Harbor, 1671. 

seas wealth; Madrid regarded San Juan simply as a strategic 
garrison on the gold and silver routes from the New World. 

A sense of "nationhood" emerged among Puerto Ricans only 
in the 19th century. Economics provided the impetus. The is- 
land's agriculture, once based on small, independent farmers 
who lived off their own produce, had slowly evolved into an 
enterprise based on cash crops (coffee, sugar, tobacco) grown for 
export on large estates, or haciendas. The new hacendados, who 
made up only about 2 percent of the population, soon found 
themselves at odds with the entrenched Spanish elite-the mili- 
tary, the bureaucrats, the bishops, the San Juan merchants. Eye- 
ing the nearby U.S. market, they chafed under official policies 
that prohibited trade outside the Spanish Empire. Increasingly 
they demanded autonomia. 

There was a short-lived insurrection in 1868 (the Grito de 
Lures), whose leaders proclaimed a Republic of Puerto Rico; 
later, a few Puerto Rican exiles in New York worked hand-in- 
hand with Cuban patriots to throw off the Spanish yoke. But for 
the most part, the hacendados preferred political reform to 
popular revolt. In 1870, they founded the Liberal Reformist 
Party to oppose the Conservatives, who represented the Spanish 
loyalists. Led by such men as Luis Mufioz Rivera and Jose C. 
Barbosa, the Liberals finally extracted substantial concessions 
from Madrid-notably, internal autonomy and the right to ne- 
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gotiate trade agreements with foreign countries. Spain's conces- 
sions were embodied in the Carta Autonomica of 1897. 

Four months later, after the sinking of the battleship Maine 
in Havana harbor, the United States declared war on Spain, 
sending expeditions to seize the Philippines, Cuba, and Puerto 
Rico. Secretary of State John Hay called it "a splendid little 
war"; it was soon over. Puerto Rico was quickly occupied by 
U.S. troops in the summer of 1898 and formally ceded to Wash- 
ington by year's end. So much for the Carta Autonomica. 

In early 1900, with passage of the Foraker Act, Congress 
granted civilian rule, of sorts, to Puerto Rico. Washington would 
appoint the American governor and his 11-member advisory 
council, and a nonvoting Puerto Rican Resident Commissioner 
would sit in Congress. A 35-member parliament could be elected 
by the Puerto Ricans, but Congress, the President, or the gov- 
ernor could veto its actions. The island, with its Spanish- 

"Here, sonny, put on these duds" was the caption for this 1898 American 
cartoon hailing the annexation of Puerto Rico by the United States. 
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speaking population of almost 1 million, was now almost as 
much a colony as, say, French Indochina or Dutch Surinam. 

Why did the United States annex Puerto Rico? 
There is no simple answer. Obviously, long before the war 

with Spain, some U.S. officials had seen the Caribbean as a 
potential mare nostrum. Wrote Secretary of State James G. 
Blaine in 1891: "There are three places of sufficient value to be 
taken: one is Hawaii and the others are Puerto Rico and Cuba." 
Aside from its potential usefulness as a coaling station for the 
U.S. fleet in the Caribbean, Puerto Rico was coveted by some 
American businessmen. Only later would "defense of the 
Panama Canal" (completed in 1914) be cited as a factor. 

The effect of the American occupation on the average Puerto 
Rican's life was meager. Public health improved, to be sure, and 
the benefits of primary education (in English) slowly spread 
throughout the island. But the mass of Puerto Ricans were poor 
peasants when the Americans arrived, and they stayed poor for 
another half century. Like the British in Nigeria, Washington 
had but two hopes for Puerto Rico: tranquility and profits. 

The island economy underwent a fundamental change 
under U.S. rule. Heavy property taxes and sharp credit restric- 
tions bankrupted many hacendados, who sold off their estates to 
American-owned sugar companies like the Central Aguirre As- 
sociation. The long-term effects of this basic shift were pro- 
found. It meant, first, that Puerto Rico's agriculture, once 
diversified and based on coffee, sugar, tobacco, and numerous 
subsistence crops, now became a "monoculture" ruled by King 
Sugar. (Sugar production grew from less than 100,000 tons in 
1900 to 1.3 million tons in the peak year of 1952.) Second, it set 
the pattern for Puerto Rico's economic development throughout 
the 20th century: development based on external control of all 
major economic activities. 

Amid the Cacophony 

Local politics was lively but ineffectual. Statehooders, au- 
tonomistas, and independentistas jockeyed for power-power 
that meant nothing in Washington. The Americans' most for- 
midable foe in the years before World War I1 was Pedro Albizu 
Campos, leader of the pro-independence Nationalist Party 
(founded in 1922). Dark-skinned, with high cheekbones and 
wavy hair, Albizu Campos captivated rallies throughout the 
1920s and early '30s with his hypnotic, steely voice. His speak- 
ing style, rich in similes ("The homeland has to be loved like a 
woman, both physically and spiritually"), cut through the 



PUERTO RICO 

cacophony of island politics. 
Yet, Albizu Campos was unable to link his abstract ideas of 

independence and "Puerto Ricaness" to a pragmatic social pro- 
gram that workers and peasants could understand; his party 
suffered disappointments at the polls. After an outbreak of vio- 
lence in 1936 sparked by official repression and the excesses of 
his own followers, Albizu Campos landed in federal prison, 
where he spent most of the rest of his life. 

Luis Mufioz Marin tried a different approach. The son of 
Luis Muiioz Rivera, he had spent much of his early life in the 
literary salons of New York and Washington. Returning to 
Puerto Rico in 193 1, he became editor of La Democracia, the 
Liberal Party newspaper, and quickly emerged as a leader of the 
party's progressive, independentista wing. 

The Commonwealth Is Born 

Disillusioned with the feasibility of independence after 
Senator Millard Tydings (D.-Md.) in 1936 sponsored legislation 
designed to make Puerto Rico pay dearly for its freedom, Mufioz 
Marin broke away from the Liberals.* He founded his own party, 
the Popular Democratic Party, whose members were known as 
the Populares. Mufioz Marin put the status question on the back 
burner and instead traveled throughout the island preaching a 
gospel every ji'baro, or peasant, could understand: breakup of the 
sugar centrales, a minimum wage, Spanish-language schools, 
unemployment benefits. He became a crucial link between the 
Puerto Rican masses and the political leadership. In 1940, 
Mufioz Marin's Populares took control of the legislature. For the 
next three decades, the party dominated island politics. 

Working closely with Governor Rexford G .  Tugwell, a 
Roosevelt appointee, Mufioz Marin whittled away at sugar com- 
pany holdings, enacted a minimum wage, and carried out a land 
reform. He engineered the appointment of a Puerto Rican as 
governor in 1946 and was himself elected governor in 1948. Four 
years later, taking advantage of the anticolonial fervor sweeping 
the fledgling United Nations (and U.S. embarrassment over 
Puerto Rico's colonial status), he midwived into being the 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, the Estado Libre Asociado, after 
the plan was approved by Puerto Ricans in a 195 1 plebiscite by a 
margin of 387,000 to 1 19,000. 

Briefly, the idea of the Commonwealth was to leave "inter- 

*Disturbed by the mounting toll of political violence on the island, Tydings had angrily 
called for Puerto Rican independence within four years, with tariffs rising 25 percent annu-  
ally. The bill never got out of committee. 



PUERTO RICO 

Pedro Albizu Campos 
(1891-1965), 

Haward-educated lawyer 
and fiery independentista. 

"Independence is not a 
matter to  be negotiated," 
he  proclaimed, "and i f  it 

is, it will be with bullets." 

nal" affairs in the hands of San Juan, and external affairs in the 
hands of Washington. In practice, of course, the distinction has 
not always been clear-cut. From the FBI to the IRS, from HEW 
to the NLRB, almost all federal agencies, commissions, and de- 
partments do business in Puerto Rico. While Puerto Ricans pay 
no federal income tax and have complete autonomy in budget- 
ary and fiscal matters, Congress has never acknowledged that it 
has anything less than absolute power over Puerto Rico. 

Nevertheless, Commonwealth status gave Puerto Ricans 
more self-government than they had had since the short-lived 
Carta Autonomica of 1897. Moreover, fiscal autonomy meant 
that Mufioz Marin could use the island's tax advantages to turn 
the island into an "investment paradiseH-which is exactly 
what he did under Operation Bootstrap. 

Hundreds of American companies began building plants on 
the island. As capital poured in, the Gross Domestic Product 
soared, tripling between 1950 and 1970. Per capita income be- 
came the highest in Latin America. A university system sprouted 
(1978 enrollment: 123,000). In 1976, there were 812,000 regis- 
tered automobiles on the island, one for every four Puerto 
Ricans. A growing middle class began to enjoy what it saw as 
the "good life," meaning credit-buying and consumerism, 
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citizenship and appreciate the benefits of "free association" over 
the past three decades. Yet, they do not feel "American" in the 
same way a Californian or New Yorker does. It is impossible for 
a continental (the official euphemism for Americans) or gringo 
(the more common expression) to win election to any public 
office in Puerto Rico. 

Why have so many Puerto Ricans voted for the NPN, the 
statehood party? 

Given the 30-year dominance of the Populares, a vote for 
statehood often represented a protest vote-"get the rascals 
out." Moreover, during the 1970s, the enormous increase in fed- 
eral funds going to the island has heightened a sense of depend- 
ence on Washington. Statehood provides the best guarantee that 
those unemployment checks and Food Stamps will keep on com- 
ing. Finally, the influential 50,000-strong emigre Cuban com- 
munity in Puerto Rico, made up mostly of professionals and 
businessmen, has consistently supported the NPN and thereby 
augmented the statehood vote. 

The Great Debate 

Whatever the cause, the steady swelling of pro-statehood 
sentiment over the last decade has revived the status debate; it 
will dominate the island's elections this November. 

The Populares, now led by former governor Rafael Hernan- 
dez Colon, still defend the Commonwealth formula. For better 
or worse, they contend, Puerto Rico became a U.S. territory and 
suffered the indignities of colonialism-but now reaps the bene- 
fits of unrestricted access to the American market and of federal 
relief programs estimated at more than $3 billion in 1979. The 
Commonwealth arrangement is flexible. Puerto Ricans elect 
their own governor and legislature; they are exempt from fed- 
eral taxes. As a small, overpopulated island with few natural 
resources, Puerto Rico simply cannot afford independence; 
statehood would destroy the island's fiscal autonomy, under- 
mine its traditions and heritage, and subject it to the whirlwind 
of national politics.* Hernandez Colon concedes that the present 
Commonwealth formula is threadbare. He has proposed a "new 
thesis" calling for Washington to transfer sweeping powers to 
San Juan. Commonwealth in some restructured form, say the 

President ia l  primaries were held in Puerto Rico this year for the first time. The candidates 
brushed up on their Spanish and made no embarrassing errors. Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., the 
island's governor from 1929 to 1932, was not so lucky. It is said that while addressing a large 
crowd in Maricao, a small town in western Puerto Rico, he concluded with a ringing 
"Sonios todos Maricones!" (literally, "We are  all  homosexuals"). Residents of Maricao are  
actually called Maricae~ios. 
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THE UNITED NATIONS SPEAKS 

Four times during the last decade, the United Nations has held hear- 
ings on Puerto Rico's political status. According to the UN Special 
Committee on the Situation with Regard to the Implementation of 
the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Coun- 
tries and Peoples (also known as the Decolonization Committee), 
Puerto Rico is a colony of the United States, a dark island of "perse- 
cutions, harassment, and repressive measures." 

The UN Charter requires nations that administer territories lack- 
ing a "full measure of self-government" to submit annual reports on 
their economic, social, and educational conditions. In 1947, the U.S. 
government agreed to report on Puerto Rico as a "non-self-governing 
territoryu-a colony, in other words. But in 1952, Puerto Ricans 
voted overwhelmingly to adopt Commonwealth status; in 1953, the 
UN agreed that reports on Puerto Rico were no longer warranted. 

At the urging of Castro's Cuba, however, the Decolonization Com- 
mittee took up the question of Puerto Rico in 1972. In 1973, it de- 
clared the island a colony. There the matter rested until 1978, when, 
for the first time, spokesmen for all four major Puerto Rican parties 
told the committee of their dissatisfactions. Among the 40 witnesses 
who flew from San Juan to New York was Governor Carlos Romero 
Barcel6, a proponent of statehood, who lamented "the undeniably 
ambiguous nature" of Puerto Rico's political status. 

The 1978 hearings lasted three weeks. Last year, the Decoloniza- 
tion Committee's discussion of Puerto Rico ended after three days. 
The result: a joint Cuban-Iraqi resolution citing "the inalienable 
right of the people of Puerto Rico to self-determination." It passed by 
a vote of 11 to 0, with 12 abstentions. The line-up was predictable, 

Populares, provides the best of both worlds: all the benefits of 
U.S. citizenship, none of the costs. 

But statehooders argue that  half a loaf is no loaf a t  all. 
Commonwealth s tatus is a legal hybrid; no clause in the U.S. 
Constitution justifies it ,  even implicitly. Under Commonwealth, 
Puerto Ricans a re  second-class citizens, unable to  vote i n  presi- 
dential elections o r  to  send a voting delegation to Congress. 
(Puerto Rico, if admit ted to  the Union, would have two Senators 
a n d  a minimum of seven Representatives, a larger delegation 
than  25 of the 50 states.) With statehood, Puerto Rico would 
qualify for vastly more federal funds-an extra $800 million 
annually, proponents say. And its Washington representatives 
could make sure the island's share grew and  grew. 

The independentistas (led by Ruben Berrios Martinez of the 
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More to the point, the independentistas claim, federal juris- 
diction over everything that matters on the island, from immi- 
gration to shipping, has made a mockery of "autonomy." The 
main beneficiaries of the "common market" with the United 
States, they add, are not the Puerto Rican people but the Ameri- 
can companies that flood the island with expensive consumer 
goods. (Puerto Rico is America's fifth largest export market.) 
The independentistas acknowledge that the transition to inde- 
pendence would be difficult but, given appropriate financial ar- 
rangements with the United States, a new emphasis on agricul- 
ture, and much hard work, it could be done. In any event, they 
believe, real economic and social development will not occur in 
the context of association with the United States. 

The most likely scenario at  this point is that the current, 
pro-statehood governor, Carlos Romero Barcelo, will be re- 
elected in November by a small margin and that he will then 
call for a plebiscite on the status question in 1981. Given the 
long-term electoral trends, it is quite possible that the statehood 
option, for the first time in Puerto Rican history, will receive a 
small majority of the vote (55 percent, say). It would then be up 
to the U.S. Congress to decide whether Puerto Rico should be- 
come the 51st state. 

Who Will Choose? 

President Carter has pledged to "respect the wishes of the 
people of Puerto Rico and [their] right to self-determination.'' So 
has the U S .  Senate in a unanimous I979 resolution. Yet Puerto 
Rico's future status is not a burning issue in Congress, and most 
Congressmen would probably be content to leave things as they 
are. 

Does 55 percent of the electorate have the right to impose on 
the other 45 percent something as definitive and permanent as 
full incorporation into another nation? The question is espe- 
cially relevant given the intensity of feelings regarding the 
status question. There is a strong undercurrent of violence in 
Puerto Rican politics. It emerged with particular force in the 
1930s and early '50s and is on the rise once again. Overt and 
covert harassment of the independentistas by state and federal 
police is one of the givens of Puerto Rican politics. (A federal 
grand jury is currently investigating the 1978 shooting deaths of 
two independence proponents by Puerto Rican government 
undercover agents.) Right-wing Cuban emigri terrorists operate 
in San Juan. The independentistas themselves have a long tradi- 
tion of violence that spilled onto the mainland with their at- 
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tempted assassination of President Harry S Truman in 1950 and 
their 1954 shooting spree in the U.S. House of Representatives. 
Last December, two American sailors were killed when a 
nationalist group attacked a U.S. Navy bus. If statehood comes 
to the island, Puerto Rico could well become another Northern 
Ireland. 

That aside, statehood would only exacerbate the deep struc- 
tural imbalances in the Puerto Rican economy that led voters to 
endorse statehood in the first place. By removing the incentives 
for external investment (tax exemptions would disappear under 
statehood) as well as the impediments to stepped-up welfare 
payments from Washington, statehood, in my view, would 
merely accelerate the "ghettoization" of the island. The ulti- 
mate irony is that the ostensibly anti-American independentistas 
want Puerto Ricans to face the future with the old Puritan val- 
ues of self-reliance and hard work; the pro-American state- 
hooders advocate all-out welfarism, a notion decidedly at odds 
with mainland sentiment these days. 

If the statehood issue comes before Congress in the ' ~ O S ,  
American legislators may seek guidance in the words of philoso- 
pher Johann Herder: "Whom nature separated by language, 
customs, and character, let no man artificially join together by 
chemistry." 
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ONE STEP FORWARD 

by Jaime Santiago 

Part colony, part state, part independent nation, Puerto 
Rico is an anomaly with no true counterpart anywhere in the 
world. The island's economy is hostage to this circumstance. It 
is a victim, too, of nature. Puerto Rico has virtually no natural 
resources. It is self-sufficient only in people, of whom it has long 
been a net exporter. For other resources it must rely on the 
outside world, primarily the United States, its chief trading 
partner for nearly 100 years. 

Like Taiwan and South Korea, Puerto Rico faced a postwar 
challenge. It had to devise an economic strategy that could 
somehow turn the island's basic vulnerability-or someone 
else's strength-to its own advantage. Three decades ago, 
Puerto Rico found such a strategy, or so it seemed. 

Puerto Rico was desperately poor. Its strength and re- 
sources had been sapped by more than 400 years of colonial rule. 
During the 1 9 3 0 ~ ~  two great hurricanes and one Great Depres- 
sion had hit the island. The Puerto Rican economy depended 
largely on sugar, but world sugar prices were at rock bottom. 
What few "industries" there were had been crippled when the 
US. Congress in 1938 set 2% as the minimum hourly wage, then 
about five times the going rate on the island. Real per capita 
income in 1940 was less than $125 a year, slightly better than 
Bulgaria's at the time, slightly worse than Hungary's. Illiteracy 
and infant mortality were high. 

With some justification, Puerto Rico was popularly consid- 
ered "the poorhouse of the Caribbean." Island politicians 
smarted at the designation, but they did little to try to change it. 
Indeed, for more than a century, "politics" on the island had 
been synonymous with factional squabbling over Puerto Rico's 
once and future political "status." 

The first major local politician to behave differently was 
Luis Mufioz Marin, leader of the Popular Democratic Party, or 
Populares. For Muiioz Marin, any status that enabled Puerto 
Rico to address its chronic problems of poverty and high unem- 
ployment was acceptable. He was willing to make do with the 
"status" quo, and he got his chance when the Populares took 
control of the island legislature in 1940. 
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The Spaniards began importing slaves into Puerto Rico in the early 1500s; 
from the I 7th century onwards, most of them were employed on great sugar 
plantations. Slavery was abolished in 1873, but sugar remained the back- 
bone of the island's economy until the I 940s. 

Muiioz Marin's chief ally in those early days was World War 
II. Some 65,000 young islanders, mainly from depressed rural 
areas, enlisted or were drafted into the U.S. armed services; 
their families received generous dependents' allowances. At a 
cost of $30 million, new U.S. military bases were built and old 
ones were expanded. The island's road system, extended with 
Washington's help, soon linked mountain villages to the cities. 
Personal income climbed, and conspicuous consumption ac- 
quired a permanent toehold among all of the island's classes. 

The war fattened the Puerto Rican government's bank bal- 
ance. When domestic U.S. liquor distillers converted to indus- 
trial alcohol production in 1942, Puerto Rican rum filled the 
void. Because excise taxes on Puerto Rican rum sold in the 

United States were returned to Puerto Rico, the island govern- 
ment quickly built up a $179 million "grubstake," giving Muiioz 
Marin cash in hand to finance his ambitious schemes. 

He began in the early 1940s with land reform--predictably 
enough, since the PoptrZaves' electoral base was in rural areas. 
Many (but not all) sugar plantations of more than 500 acres, the 
long-unenforced legal limit, were broken up and run on a coop- 
erative basis. The government built rural housing and distrib- 
uted land to farmers in new farm communities. 

Although Muiioz Marin's emphasis was decidedly on ag- 
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riculture, he also dabbled in manufacturing, believing it might 
one day become a strong "second sector." In 1943, under the 
mantle of the new, state-owned Industrial Development Com- 
pany, he launched an experimental program with a simple 
premise: If the government took the lead in building and operat- 
ing small companies--and showed it could be done profitably 
--private entrepreneurs would soon follow suit. To that end, the 
state acquired a cement plant and several factories producing 
shoes, bottles (for rum), and cardboard (for shipping rum). 

Operation Bootstrap 

Muiioz Marin's agricultural policies had little impact on 
farm output or income; his industrial policies did no better. 
Once whiskey production started up again in the United States 
after the war, the bottom fell out of the Puerto Rican rum land 
bottle, and cardboard) industry. It turned out, too, that Puerto 
Ricans preferred stylish American shoes to the rather basic, 
homemade product. Only the cement plant turned a profit. 
Moreover, the 3,000 jobs created by state-owned factories 
helped only a small fraction of the 80,000 unemployed Puerto 
Ricans. And local entrepreneurs, lacking venture capital, as- 
siduously kept their hands out of manufacturing. 

Mu~oz Marin scrapped his "semi-socialist" industrial ex- 
periment in 1947. He was now convinced, however, that indus- 
trialization, not farming, was the key to Puerto Rico's economic 
future. Virtually all of the island's arable land was in use, even 
as the rural population continued to grow. Though important as 
a source of employment, agriculture was not going to provide 
many more jobs--and, in terms of exports, could hardly com- 
pete with the mechanized "agribusiness" of the U.S. mainland. 

Muiioz Marin turned instead to something that island econ- 
omists had been quietly studying since 1944: tax exemption to 
lure American factories to the island. Under section 931 of the 
IRS code, private companies operating in Puerto Rico and other 
U.S. possessions were exempt from federal taxes on profits. In 
1947 and 1948, at Muiioz Marin's behest, the island legislature 
enacted laws granting factories relocating to the island a 10- 
year "holiday" from local Puerto Rican taxes as well. There 
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were other incentives.. Wages were lower in Puerto Rico: than on 
the mainland. The isl~ lay within the U-..; "customs union" 
and used American currency. Cheap Ven-ezlrelan oil was only 
two tanker-days away. In short, Puerto Rico offered all of the 
advantages of, say, ~aiti but none of the potential 
disadvantages-polirical instability, currency devaluation, ex- 
propriation. 

Operation Bootstrap:, as the M~oz Marin program came to 
be called, worled as planned for 25 years;, carefully nurtured by 
Puerto Rico"s new Economic De~eIop·r~ent Adminis:tration 
(FomeMto, in Spanish). By 1960, some 500 new factories had set 
up shop in Puerto Rico; by 1975, there were 1,700 Fowrento- 
sponsored plants. Union Carbide, Upjohn, Levi Strauss:, RCA, 
Johnson & Johnson-these and many other companies ~und 
that the projections of their financial analysts tallied nicely with 
the upbeat tenor of Fomento ads, in Btisiness Week and the New 
York TiWfeS. Between 1948 and 1974, more than 140,000 new 
manufacturing jobs were created. 

The construction industry boomed, employing 80,000 work- 
ers in 1973. Tourism prospered with a hand from the growing 
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"100 percent tax exemption for all corporations that build a factory in 
Puerto Rico." This 1976 advertisement was placed in the West German 
weekly Der Spiegel by the Puerto Rico Economic Development Administra- 
tion. Tax exemptions for industry have since been reduced. 

The Wilso,z QuarIerlyiSpring 1980 

135 



PUERTO RICO 

----------- 

airlines, and from Castro's takeover in Cuba. The island became 
an urban society where life expectancy reached 72 years and 
literacy was almost universal. Real annual per capita income 
climbed from $278 in 1948 to $1,865 in 1974. By the early '70s, 
GNP was growing at a rapid annual rate of more than 6 percent. 

In retrospect, it is apparent that Operation Bootstrap, for all 
its promise and real achievement, harbored some of the seeds of 
its own destruction. At its peak, manufacturing was never com- 
pletely able to offset job losses due to the decline of the island's 
agriculture. (In 1948, 36 percent of employed Puerto Ricans 
worked on farms; the proportion dwindled to 6 percent by 1973.) 
Puerto Rico's economic "miracle" thus depended largely on 
massive out-migration to the United States. Between 1945 and 
1970, about one-third of the island's population left to seek a 
new life on the mainland, thereby helping to keep unemploy- 
ment low "back home." Even then, the island's official jobless 
rate never fell below 10 percent. 

Operation Bootstrap was flawed in other respects. Its very 
success in attracting U.S. factories and creating jobs inevitably 
narrowed the "wage gap" between Commonwealth and main- 
land, a problem compounded by the ever-rising U.S. minimum 
wage." Puerto Rico became less attractive to labor-intensive in- 
dustries, such as textiles, more attractive to capital-intensive 
endeavors, such as pharmaceuticals and petrochemicals. The 
latter did little to alleviate unemployment. Many industries 
simply went elsewhere. Puerto Rico's factories, of whatever 
type, also needed sewage systems, water, electricity. Since most 
of the companies themselves were tax-exempt, the Puerto Rican 
people had to foot the bill.t 

The built-in weaknesses of the Puerto Rican economy be- 
came a serious problem in 1970. Puerto Rico had weathered the 
first four postwar U.S. recessions--1948, 1954, 1958, 1960-- 
without much trouble. The downturns generally hit the island 
six to nine months after appearing on the mainland, but the 
island economy always picked up rapidly. 

In 1970, the pattern changed. The island's construction in- 
dustry, long sustained by heavy demand for factories and second 

*The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 was amended in 1940 to allow the minimum wage in 
Puerto Rico to be set somewhat below the mainland level for selected industries. However, 
further amendments to the act in 1974 and 1977 require Puerto Rico to achieve "parity" 
with the mainland by January i, 1981, when the U.s. minimum wage will be $3.35. 

tPuerto Rico's progressive personal income tax takes a bigger bite than federal income tax 
does on the mainland. There are also stiff excise taxes on liquor, cigarettes. and automo- 
biles, and a flat 5 percent sales tax on all non~ood items. But owing to widespread tax 
evasion at both ends of the income ladder. Puerto Rico's effective tax base is narrow. 
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homes, suddenly went into a slump. Tourism slackened as 
wealthy Americans sought new pleasure spots while middle- 
class Americans, hit by recession, stayed home. And, in a rever- 
sal of a 25-year trend, Puerto Rican migrants to the United 
States began returning to the island. 

Faced with a mounting economic crisis, Governor Luis A. 
FerrC (1969-73) opted for a quick fix, a kind of Keynesian 
sleight-of-hand. Instead of trying to promote job creation in the 
private manufacturing sector, FerrC made the government the 
employer of last resort and sank millions into public-works 
projects to refuel the economy. To pay for it all, the government 
borrowed money, much of it from U.S. banks. This cushion of 
debt, which Governor Rafael HernBndez Col6n, Ferre's succes- 
sor, kept inflated, buoyed the Puerto Rican economy for a time. 

Debt and Taxes 

Then came the deep 1974-75 U.S. recession. It gave the 
mainland a bad cold and Puerto Rico pneumonia. Brought on in 
part by the quadrupling of OPEC oil prices in 1973, it bared the 
island's underlying structural problems. In 1975, growth in 
Puerto Rico's real GNP fell to 2.5 percent. The jobless rate 
soared to 20 percent, with employment in the vital construction 
industry cut by half. Inflation stood at 15 percent, far above the 
mainland rate. Fomento officials found it increasingly difficult 
to show U.S. factory owners the advantages of moving to an 
island that was 99 percent dependent on imported oil. External 
investment fell by $400 million from the 1972 peak. The U.S. 
bond markets were virtually closed to the Puerto Rican govern- 
ment, which was already $6.5 billion in debt. 

In December 1975, a Puerto Rican government study over- 
seen by Yale economist James Tobin called for "drastic adjust- 
ments" in the island's economic practices." The bottom line: 
austerity. To his credit, Governor HernBndez Col6n acted on the 
recommendations. He decreed sweeping tax increases, a cut in 
real government expenditures, and a wage freeze for govern- 
ment workers tone in five of all employed Puerto Ricans). It was 
a painful program, and as such it virtually guaranteed that La 
Fortaleza, the 16th-century governor's palace, would not be 
HernBndez Col6n's residence after the 1976 elections. 

As his advisors struggled to devise a new, long-term eco- 
nomic strategy, HernBndez Col6n grabbed a life line from Wash- 

*Informe al Gobemador del Comit~ para el Estudio de las Finanzas de Puerto Rico. Rio Piedras: 
Editorial Universitaria, 1976. 

The Wilson QuarterlyiSpring 1980 

137 



pi ~:bt tl~ cia si i xle ~IPI1 
E~ ala i~ $ 

% d 

"-i"l I 
"t ~ ~%~ ?la 

j 5 1 ria: g 

sa~ 
pr-,pi· 1 

B Id ~1iil1isP 



PUERTO RICO 

ington in the form of federal transfer payments, primarily Food 
Stamps, which had just been introduced to the island." The 
volume of transfer payments to Puerto Rico had been growing 
slowly since 1969, but between 1974 and 1976, federal outlays to 
the island doubled. In 1975, Puerto Rico received $600 million in 
Food Stamp ctlpones alone. About 60 percent of the population 
was eligible for the program. Today, federal transfer payments 
account for 16 percent of personal income in Puerto Rico, com- 
pared to 9 percent on the U.S. mainland. 

Welfare Island? 

What Hern~ndez Col6n regarded as a temporary cushion his 
successor, Carlos Romero Barcel6, made the bedrock of eco- 
nomic policy. Romero Barcel6 is an ardent champion of 
statehood for Puerto Rico; the sure-fire way to achieve it, he 
believes, is by gradually eliminating industrial tax exemption 
and increasing Puerto Rico's dependence on federal welfare 
funds. Essentially, he wants to bring Puerto Rican policies into 
line with those on the mainland, not create further distinctions. 
(Upon assuming office in 1977, Romero Barcel6 promptly made 
tax exemption partial, thereby eroding its attractiveness for 
U.S. business.) He is selling his program with the slogan 
"Statehood is for the poor"; by joining the Union, he believes, 
Puerto Rico can keep the welfare faucet open. 

Tempting though they are, federal transfer payments come 
with a high social cost: a compelling disincentive to work. Real 
unemployment in Puerto Rico now probably hovers around 40 
percent las opposed to the official 18 percent) if one counts the 
underemployed and the ociosos voltcntarios, the voluntarily idle. 
The proportion of persons 16 years of age or older in the labor 
force (working or looking for work) has dropped from 53 percent 
in 1950 to 43 percent in 1979. 

Idleness has simply become too comfortable. Because 
400,000 island families receive Food Stamps, and many of them 
are entitled to welfare or unemployment compensation as well, 
it often doesn't pay for a "breadwinner" to work. So great is the 
island's current dependence on federal funds that Puerto Rico in 
the future could well become a kind of welfare sump, a South 
Bronx in the Antilles. Already, Food Stamp ctlpones have be- 
come almost a second (illegal) currency. 

Puerto Rico's economy is, without question, in deep trouble. 

*Owing to its peculiar Commonwealth status. Puerto Rico can participate in only 644 out of 
1,046 federal domestic assistance programs. The island is excluded from Revenue Sharing 
and its participation in Medicaid and Aid to Families with Dependent Children is limited. 
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In 1980, real economic growth (according to official estimates) 
will fall from 5.4 percent to somewhere between 1.7 and 3.9 
percent. In my own view, real growth will be closer to zero. The 
island remains almost entirely dependent on outside capital; 
there seems to be no alternative, given Puerto Rico's Megative 
personal savings rate, a consequence of unchecked con- 
sumerism. The island's balance of trade is consistently 
unfavorable--to the tune of$1.6 billion in 1977 alone. According 
to one recent estimate, 192,000 Puerto Rican youths between the 
ages of 16 and 24 are neither at work nor in school. The eco- 
nomic situation in Puerto Rico is explosive, and there is no con- 
sensus on what to do about it. 

There has been some fresh thinking, however. 
One idea was put forward recently by former governor Her- 

n8ndez Col6n, the PopuZaves' candidate for governor in 1980. 
Last summer, HernBndez Col6n proposed what has come to be 
called La Ntleva Tesis, "the new thesis." In it, he calls for Wash- 
ington to transfer broad new powers to San Juan within the 
framework of a much-revised Commonwealth formula-- 
"culminated Commonwealth" as it has come to be called. 
Briefly, he would like Puerto Rico to be able to set its own 
(lower) minimum wage, relax environmental controls, erect 
tariff barriers to protect local manufacturers, and make its own 
labor relations laws. There is a belated emphasis, too, on reviv- 
ing agriculture, the island's sickest sector. (Puerto Rico imports 
about half of its food.) The ultimate goal is to return to the 
strong productive roots of Operation Bootstrap, but with an 
emphasis on self-sufficiency, not on reckless growth. 

Neither independence nor statehood strikes me as a work- 
able option at this time. 

Puerto Rico's overriding economic problem lies in the 
character of its relationship with the United States, not the fact 
that a relationship exists. The island needs strong economic ties 
with the mainland. But, like any developing nation, it also needs 
insulation. Puerto Rico can hardly "make it" while saddled with 
the acquired regulatory baggage--and consumer habits--of a 
fully developed, highly industrialized country. Unfortunately, 
this issue is not high on the agenda in Washington, where Puerto 
Rico has roughly the importance of the human appendix: that is, 
no importance at all until the pain becomes unbearable. 
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THE R/IIGRANTS 

There are perhaps 2 million Puerto Ricans--island-born or, 
increasingly, mainland-born children of migrants--now living 
in the continental United States. They account for less than 1 
percent of the total U.S. population and for less than one- 
quarter of all citizens of Hispanic origin living on the mainland. 

Yet their presence is keenly felt. By and large, they are clus- 
tered in a handful of cities: New York and its environs (the main 
point of entry for the 800,000 Puerto Ricans--one-third of the 
island's population--who arrived during the three decades after 
World War II) and increasingly Chicago, Gary, Philadelphia, 
Cleveland, Newark, Bridgeport, Hartford, and Boston. In the 
New Jersey suburbs of Hoboken, Perth Amboy, and Union City, 
across the Hudson from Manhattan, more than 50 percent of all 
public-school children are Hispanic, and most of these are prob- 
ably Puerto Rican. 

"Probably" is used advisedly. Because the U.S. Bureau of 
the Census has not distinguished in its decennial surveys be- 
tween Puerto Ricans and other Hispanics (a policy that will 
change with the 1980 census), it is impossible to determine the 
"flow" of Puerto Ricans through the United States. While East 
Harlem's El Bawio--and New York City in general--appears to 
be losing much of its Puerto Rican population, no one can tell 
precisely where the exodus is going, who these people are, their 
ages, occupations, sex, incomes, or educational attainment. Be- 
cause federal aid programs for disadvantaged groups are 
"targeted" on the basis of just this kind of information, the ques- 
tion is one of more than academic interest. 

In general, Puerto Ricans have not prospered as much as 
others in this country. In a comprehensive 1976 report, the U.S. 
Civil Rights Commission glumly conceded what many already 
knew: that the "incidence of poverty and unemployment [in the 
Puerto Rican community] is more severe than that of virtually 
any ethnic group in the United States, including blacks." 

Not all migrants have fared badly, of course. While the es- 
timated percentage of mainland Puerto Ricans receiving public 
assistance is far higher than the national average, some three- 

*Puerto Ricans in the Continental United States: An Uncertain Future, U.S. Commission on 
Civil Rights, October 1976. 
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quarters of all Puerto Rican families receive no government as- 
sistance. Tens of thousands hold managerial and professional 
jobs. Many have "disappeared Into the upper middle class and 
the affluent suburbs, sometimes leaving their heritage land their 
Hispanic surnames) behind. 

But for the most part, mainland Puerto Ricans find them- 
selves in low-skilled, blue-collar occupations, particularly in 
"light" or labor-intensive industries (such as the garment trade) 
where employment is often seasonal and layoffs are frequent. 
Most live in impoverished, often crime-ridden, neighborhoods. 
In 1975, according to the U.S. Department of Labor, the median 
income of Puerto Rican families-$7,629-lagged far behind 
that of blacks ($8,779), Mexican-Americans ($9,498), and all 
other U.S. Hispanic groups ($11,410). 

Who's Counting? 

Given such statistics, the latest phenomenon spotted by 
newspaper and TV trend-watchers--the apparent "reverse mi- 
gration" of as many as 45,000 Puerto Ricans back to the Com- 
monwealth a year--seems understandable, even predictable. 
"For the first time in American history," concluded William 
Stockton in a 1978 New York Times Magazine article, "a major 
immigrant group is giving up on the American dream." 

That assessment, like many similar reports, is simplistic. 
Puerto Ricans are hardly the first to have "given up." Frank 

Bonilla, director of New York's Center for Puerto Rican Studies, 
has pointed out that during the peak years of immigration from 
Europe to the United States (1890-1910), no fewer than 4 out of 
10 of foreign-born residents in this country returned to their 
native lands. Between 1908 and 1932, as many as 4 million im- 
migrants went home. Immigration to the United States, Bonilla 
cautioned, has not always been the "once-and-for-all" decision 
that history books would have us believe. 

Moreover, statistics on the voltlme of Puerto Rican migra- 
tion (figured by calculating the difference between total arrivals 
to and departures from the island by sea and air) are a matter of 
debate. Some Puerto Rican militants in the United States have 
charged that island officials deliberately undercounted the vol- 
ume of out-migration in order to minimize the problem. But it is 
more likely that the volume of return migration may have been 
significantly overstated. During the early 1970s, it appears that 
one major U.S. airline mistakenly counted Puerto Ricans arriv- 
ing on the island with round-trip tickets as coming in but not 
going out. 
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PUERTO RICO 

even if the volume has apparently grown. Indeed, the circtllarity 
of the Puerto Rican flow, the periodic back-and-forth movement 
of individuals and whole families, has always been the distin- 
guishing characteristic of migration from the island, a kind of 
"fingerprint" that long set Puerto Rican immigrants apart from 
others. 

Puerto Ricans are known to have lived in the United States 
since the early 19th century; as the Spanish-American War 
neared, groups of Puerto Rican independentistas working out of 
New York plotted the overthrow of the island's Spanish masters. 
Their numbers were small, however. The 1910 census, con- 
ducted 12 years after Spain ceded Puerto Rico to the United 
States, found only 1,513 Puerto Ricans living in the continental 
United States. 

During subsequent decades, the trickle of migrants became 
a steady stream. U.S. tariff policies effectively undermined the 
Puerto Rican coffee trade, destroying the livelihood of thou- 
sands of coffee growers. At the same time, American syndicates 
like the South Porto Rico Sugar company assembled a patch- 
work quilt of small, locally owned holdings into great planta- 
tions, displacing many small farmers and creating a landless 
rural proletariat. In the United States, farmers began importing 
surplus workers for seasonal labor: harvesting peaches in South 
Carolina, apples in Vermont, tobacco in Connecticut. 

Safety Valve 

The stream swelled into a torrent in the 1950s, as an average 
of 40,000 Puerto Ricans arrived in the United States every year. 
Then as now, unemployment was high on the island, and attrac- 
tive factory jobs were few. The population was growing quickly, 
owing mostly to improved public health, not to any rise in the 
birth rate, which had in fact been declining." Thousands of 
Puerto Rican GIs, veterans of World War II or Korea, came 
home with a taste for "modern" American life. With the U.S. 
economy booming, employers from the mainland came down 
with contracts and signed up willing workers for the garment 
industry and the growing "service" sector--hotel work, dish- 
washing, house-cleaning. Many Puerto Ricans emigrated on 
their own, first by ship, soon by airplane. 

Just as important, Puerto Rican politicians encouraged the 

*Between 1899 and the 1940s. Puerto Rico's annual rate of population growth rose from 
14.3 to 20.1 per 1,000 people; the annual death rate fell from 31.4 to 15.8 per 1,000; the birth 
rate declined from 45.7 to 40.6 births per 1,000. See A Summary in Facts and Figures. 
196~65, Puerto Rico Department of Labor. 
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outward flow, even lobbied the Federal Aviation Administration 
for low plane fares on the New York-San Juan airborne "high- 
way." (Until the early 1960s, a two-way ticket for the three-hour 
trip cost less than $100.) They saw migration as a "safety 
valve"--a counter to growing pressure for jobs--that kept life 
tolerable for the Puerto Ricans who remained behind. Migration 
made the island's economic "miracle" possible. According to 
one estimate, without migration Puerto Rico's unemployment 
rate would have been 25 percent in 1970; but in fact, island 
unemployment dropped from 15 to 10 percent between 1950 and 
1970. Encouraging migration was an easy alternative to coming 
to grips with Puerto Rico's underlying economic problems. 

Coming Home to Roost 

For reasons that remain unclear, the pace of migration 
began to slow during the 1960s; by the early '70s, as noted, the 
net outflow from the island reversed itself and became a net 
inflow of substantial, if not precisely knowable, proportions. 
Several factors were probably involved: the 1967-68 black riots, 
which ravaged many Puerto Rican neighborhoods in U.S. cities; 
two severe recessions; the narrowing of the wage gap between 
Puerto Rico and the mainland; the extension of "transfer" 
programs--e.g., welfare, Food Stamps--to large portions of the 
island population; unusually cold mainland winters; and the 
sentimental urge of'50s migrants, now retired, to return home." 
It is impossible to say just what weight one should assign to 
each of these reasons. (It is interesting to note that even as many 
Puerto Ricans began going back to the island, many U.S. blacks 
started leaving Northern cities and returning to the South.) 

The economic impact of increased return migration could 
be serious for Puerto Rico. The island is already beset by a 
growing "resident alien" problem due to migration from the 
Dominican Republic, Haiti, Jamaica, and other nations in the 
Caribbean whose residents do not need visas to enter Puerto 
Rico. Due in part to return migration, Puerto Rico's population 
increased by 48 percent (706,000) between 1963 and 1976 (com- 
pared to 25 percent in the mainland United States during the 
same period). Those who return suffer far higher unemployment 
rates than Puerto Ricans who never left home, partly because 
their low status on the mainland frequently led to high absen- 
teeism and job turnover rates. Too, there is subtle discrimina- 
tion against these "Neoricans." Return migration tends to ac- 

*Economic Study of Puerto Rico, United States Department of Commerce, 1979. 
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celerate when the island can handle it least--during economic 
downturns in the United States, which unfailingly ripple 
through the Puerto Rican economy. 

In effect, the tranquility of the Commonwealth is premised 
on massive otrt-migration; that premise has been overtaken by 
events. There is a growing belief among politicians and intellec- 
tuals in Puerto Rico today that yesterday's "safety valve" may 
be tomorrow's time bomb. 

ANGEL AND AUREA 

e~y Pedro A. WiveP·a 

Once, after World War II, policymakers and economists saw 
the massive Puerto Rican migration to the United States as a 
partial and temporary solution to the island's poverty and un- 
employment las well as a cheap source of labor in the fields and 
factories of the U.S. mainland). The migrants, too, often saw 
their sojourn as temporary, hoping to return someday to Puerto 
Rico and buy a house and a small plot of land, a parcela. 

For many of the migrants, this hope foundered on reality. 
Instead, they found themselves in a recurring cycle of migration 
and return. Yet people like Angel and Aurea Ortiz, despite the 
odds, and despite their own disappointments, are confident they 
can succeed where tens of thousands have failed. 

Angel, 37, and Aurea, 31, live in Hoboken, New Jersey, 
across the Hudson River from Manhattan. Hoboken is a city of 
45,000, an old, ailing garment center whose Puerto Rican popu- 
lation (now more than 10,000) has doubled in the last decade, 
even as its total population has declined. Angel and Aurea pay 
$100 (plus utilities) per month for a four-room apartment in a 
community comprising Italians, Irish, blacks, and Puerto Ri- 
cans like themselves. It is a solid, working-class neighborhood. 
The Ortiz children--Sandra, 15; Elsie, 13; Angel, 11; and David, 
8--all attend local public schools. 

Angel and Aurea are both garment workers, he a skilled coat 
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presser with Rosemary Fashions in Hoboken, she a sewer for 
Bella Rosa in the same town. Neither has a high-school diploma, 
though they believe in the importance of a high-school educa- 
tion (at least) for their children. Together, they make about $450 
a week before taxes. They have a 1972 Chevrolet Impala, a 
black-and-white television set, and a savings account. 

Migration has shaped the lives of their parents and rela- 
tives. Angel's father, JosC Irene, who now lives on Social Secu- 
rity in his hometown of Guayama, came to the United States a 
dozen times beginning in the late 1940s. Always leaving his wife, 
Alejandrina, behind, he would take seasonal work on New Jer- 
sey truck farms, save his pay, then fly home. His three sons, 
Miguel, Pablo, and Angel (the youngest), eventually followed 
him to the United States. 

Washing Dishes 

Angel's first job after he arrived in 1959 was as a $1.15-an- 
hour dishwasher in Chicopee, Massachusetts. He moved to New 
Jersey in 1963 to aid his sister-in-law after his brother Miguel 
suddenly died of appendicitis. He entered the garment trade as 
an apprentice that year. (Brother Pablo, 39, also a Hoboken 
garment worker, is married and has three children.) 

Aurea's parents, TomBs and Vincenta Rivera, came to the 
United States from Mayaguez in 1949 when Aurea was 10 
months old, settling in the Bronx. Both found work at the All- 
right Belt Company in Manhattan and, on the side, ran a small 
bodega, or grocery store. The Riveras still live in New York, 
stymied in their attempts to return permanently to Puerto Rico, 
a dream they have cherished ever since they arrived.* Aurea 
dropped out of school to work in a coat factory when she was 15, 
moving in with her sister, Gladys, who lived in Hoboken. She 
met Angel on the job, and they were married in 1965. 

Like their parents, Angel and Aurea have tried often to re- 
turn to Puerto Rico. By Puerto Rican standards, they have done 
well here, but, at the same time, there remains a strong emo- 
tional tie to the island and its culture. The Ortizes have friends 
and family there. Says Angel: "1 want my children to be brought 
up in Puerto Rico so that they can know who they are and where 
*The Riveras visit Puerto Rico frequently, but the longest they have managed to stay is nine 
months. They bought a parcela in Mayaguez in 1964, built a house there in 1967, and in 1976 
opened a grocery store with a view to settling in Puerto Rico for good. The business failed. 
Says Aurea: "My father thought that he could run his bodega like he did in New York. where 
he used to sell on credit, and people paid him back. In Puerto Rico, he also sold on credit, 
but, when people picked up their food stamps, they ran to the supermarket to do their 
shopping and forgot about their debts." 
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they come from." Angel and Aurea have made sure that their 
children learned Spanish--not as typical a parental practice as 
is commonly believed--and Spanish is spoken at home. (My 
interviews, for example, were conducted in Spanish.) 

Angel also believes that the everyday environment for 
working-class Puerto Ricans in the United States is deteriorat- 
ing. "To give you an example," he says, "when I came to Hobo- 
ken in 1963, there weren't as many abandoned buildings. Now it 
is a total disaster. It has left me stunned." And he harbors deep 
resentment against the small elite of Puerto Ricans who have 
"made it," taking white-collar jobs in the state and local bu- 
reaucracy and social welfare agencies. Such people, he charges, 
"are living off our problems." 

Pedro A. Rivera, 29, is a documentary film-maker based in New York City. 
Born in Caguas, Puerto Rico, he holds a B.A. (1972) and an M.A. (1975) 
from the State University ofNev York, Buffalo. With associates at the 
Center for Puerto Rican Studies, he is currently writing and producing a 
documentary on Operation Bootstrap. 
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The Ortiz family moved to Puerto Rico for the first time in 
1972 when, enticed by their friends' and relatives' description of 
a forthcoming economic boom on the island, they sold most of 
their possessions, paid out $1,500 for six round-trip airplane 
tickets, and joined Angel's father in Guayama. The children 
were enrolled in local public schools. Yet, while the boom was 
real--for investors and manufacturers, anyway--the Ortizes 
expectations proved too high. Though jobs were available, what 
the Ortizes regarded as good jobs were scarce; neither Angel nor 
Aurea could find any work comparable, in pay or status, to what 
they had in the States. They lived off their savings and unem- 
ployment compensation, and in 1974, when funds ran low, re- 
turned to the United States--and to their old jobs." 

Back and Forth 

Determined to try again, they went back to Guayama in 
1975. "We started to build ahouse with my cousin's help," re- 
calls Angel. "Even Aurea and the kids were mixing cement. It 
was a united family effort. From Monday through Sunday, work- 
ing like horses, but for a cause." Family support is one thing the 
Ortizes can count on in Puerto Rico. 

But the job situation had not improved. Aurea went to work 
for a pantyhose factory in nearby Salinas, where many of her 
coworkers were migrants from the Dominican Republic. 
("Puerto Rico is to them what the United States is to us," she 
observes.) She earned $2.18 an hour, about two-thirds what she 
earned in the United States. 

Angel commuted to a Starkist fish-canning plant in Pence, 
45 minutes away by car. A 10-year veteran of the International 
Ladies Garment Worker's Union in the United States, he was not 
prepared for sudden immersion in Puerto Rican factory life, 
where wages are lower and union organizing is still difficult. 
"They told me I couldn't talk about unionization there, and I 
said 'What do you mean ...?' I worked there for about two 
weeks. There was a lack of trust among everybody. The Puerto 
Rican who came from the States was looked at with suspicion." 

Angel then bought a concession and sold hot dogs and beef 
sandwiches outside factory gates in Guayama. With a combined 
pretax income of $250 a week the Ortizes could barely make 

*The Ortizes' jobs in Hoboken serve as a kind of safety net. Because the work is seasonal. 
Angel and Aurea are frequently laid off for long periods, during which both collect unem- 
ployment benefits.In the interval, the family can try its luck in Puerto Rico. If things do not 
work out, Angel and Aurea come back to their jobs when the garment business picks up 
again--with no loss in seniority or pay. 
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ends meet. There was no money for even the occasional luxury. 
In 1977, they bearded up their house and returned to the United 
States, resuming work at their respective factories. 

The next time they go back, Angel wants to open an auto- 
parts shop, and he plans to attend night school in Puerto Rico to 
learn the business. The previous trips have taught him much, he 
believes: the importance of planning, certainly, and also that 
factory jobs in Puerto Rico are not worth seeking. "That would 
be the~ greatest of mistakes," says Angel, "to go to Puerto Rico 
and get a factory job." 

Like many Puerto Rican working-class families in the 
United States, the Ortizes face a cruel dilemma. They recognize 
that urban conditions for many Puerto Ricans on the mainland 
are worsening, yet they are obliged to stay in the United States 
until they can somehow establish a beachhead in Puerto Rico. 
They yearn for the cultural familiarity of life on the island, even 
as that culture (they feel) is fast disappearing. "Those of us who 
go back and forth," says Angel, "are always in a trauma." 

Will the Ortizes succeed? Both Angel and Aurea believe 
political independence for Puerto Rico would make their task 
easier and at the same time free thousands of Puerto Ricans 
from the need to come to the United States in the first place. Yet 
migration has become a way of life for millions of workers in 
Latin American countries that have already achieved formal 
political independence. Independence for Puerto Rico is con- 
ceivably part of a solution; but the Ortiz family, like its counter- 
parts elsewhere, must look at a bigger picture. 

The prime spurs to migration throughout the hemisphere 
have been the changes, for good or ill, wrought by capital: in- 
dustrialization, urbanization, and the mutation of age-old ag- 
ricultural patterns. These changes, and the rising expectations 
they tend to foster, are tearing apart the traditional economic 
and social structures of countries as diverse as Mexico, the 
Dominican Republic, and Ecuador. Displaced in one country, 
Latin American workers are absorbed by another--notably, the 
United States, where they fill jobs that U.S. workers aren't will- 
ing to take. 

In this situation, it is as difficult for migrants to stay home 
as it is for government officials to keep them there--and as it is 
for U.S. factories and farms to do without them. 
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The 16th-century Indians of Puerto 1520. Labor shortages led to the im- 
Rico believed that Spaniards were portation of black African slaves. 
Immortal and incapable of dying Life for the slaves in Puerto Rico 

from wounds or other disasters." was "short, nasty and brutish," 
Their awe did not last. As a test, writes L6pez. Yet, in contrast to their 
writes Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo predominance on other richer Carib- 
y ValdCs, natives drowned one hap- bean islands, Africans during the 
less congtlistadov just to see if he 18th and 19th centuries constituted a 
would come back to life. When he did relatively small fraction of the total 
not, they were emboldened to resist population (32,000 out of 618,000 in 
the European invaders, who 1872). 
slaughtered them. For 400 years, Spanish administra- 

Oviedo y ValdCs (1478-1557) was tors ruled Puerto Rico. They stayed 

court chronicler to Emperor Charles in San Juan and built few roads or 
V of Spain. In the handsomely illus- schools; at the end of the 18th 
trated The Conquest and Settlement century, more than 90 percent of the 
of the Island of Boriquen or Puerto people could not read. Native land- 
Rico (Limited Editions Club, 1975), owners, subsistence farmers, and 
many of his reports have been re- urban craftsmen remained isolated 

printed. Oviedo y ValdCs never vis- from one another and relatively con- 
ited Puerto Rico. He based his stories tent to let the Spaniards run the 
on observations by, among others, island--unlike their counterparts in 
Juan Pence de Lebn--who colonized much of the rest of Spanish America. 
Puerto Rico in 1508--and peppered In Puerto Rico: A Socio-Historic 
them with Old World prejudices Interpretation (Random, 1972, cloth; 
about "naturally ungrateful" In- Vintage, 1972, paper), Manuel 
dians. Maldonado-Denis, an independen- 

Balanced accounts, in English, of tista political scientist, glowingly de- 
Puerto Rico's history before the scribes Puerto Ricans' occasional at- 
United States took possession in tempts to gain freedom from Spain 
1898 are rare. Two concise essays by and later the United States, from the 
historian Adalberto L6pez--in early 19th century to the late 1960s. 
Puerto Rico and Puerto Ricans: A more comprehensive study is 
Studies in History and Society Gordon K. Lewis's Puerto Rico: 

(Wiley, 1974), edited by L6pez and Freedo~ and Power in the Carib- 
James Petras--provide a useful bean (Monthly Review, 1963; 
overview. reprint, 1975). Lewis, a British histo- 

L6pez notes that as a result of war- rian observes that prior to 1898, 
fare with the Spaniards and of No;-th Americans were preoccupied 
smallpox epidemics, the island's with westward expansion; most 

populationdeclined draslicallyfrom Latin Americans were busy 
an estimated 30,000 after the consolidating their newly gained 
Spanish arrived to a few thousand by freedoms. Each culture, he says, nur- 
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tured "an abiding assurance of its Rican farmworker. "Then, Munoz 
own innate superiority." Puerto Mar'n ... came speaking of the rural 
Rico, ceded to the United States after worker, of the cane, and things were 
the Spanish-American War, provided easier to understand." Anthro- 
the first arena for real interaction be- pologist Sidney W. Mintz offers this 
tween Protestant North and Latin and other evidence of Muiioz Marin's 
South. skills in his examination of peasant In Puerto Rican Politics and the existence, Worker in the Cane: A 
New Deal (Univ. of Fla., 1960), histo- Puerto Rican Life History (Yale, 
rian Thomas Mathews examines the 1960; Greenwood reprint, 1974, effects of Washington's early efforts cloth; Norton, 1974, paper). 
to alleviate the island's chronic pov- One perceptive study of the post- 
erty. The Puerto Rico Reconstruction war period of rapid growth is by 
Administration, manned mostly by Henry Wells, a University of Penn- 
islanders, ran slum-clearance pro~ sylvania political scientist. His The 
grams and hydroelectric projects-- Modernization of Puerto Rico: A 
closely supervised by bureaucrats on Political Study of Changing Values 
the mainland. "Thirty years of ne- and Institutions (Harvard, 1969) fo- glect," he concludes, "were ex- cuses on the leaders who came into 
changed for excessive management." power in the 1940s and remained in- 

Rexford Guy Tugwell, an intimate fluential through the late '60s. 
of FDR's, was the last mainlander to Mainland-educated, many wavered 
serve as governor of Puerto Rico. In between seemingly conflicting The Stricken Land: A Story of values--Spanish "fatalism" (the 
Puerto Rico (Doubleday, 1946; conviction that life is shaped by God, Greenwood reprint, 1968), he gives not man) and a strong respect for 
an account of his difficulties in get- rigid hierarchies in society and the ting Washington to provide eco- family, versus a North American 
nomic aid, while describing the rise faith in mankind's ability to manage of his friend, journalist Luis Muiioz nature and control fate, to create 
Marin, who became the island's first equality and progress. 
elected governor in 1948. Today, perhaps inevitably, Puerto 

Muiioz Marin emerged as a strong Ricans of all classes identify them- political father-figure in 1940 when selves with Hispanic traditions less 
his new Popular Democratic Party than do other Latin Americans. That 
gained control of the island's legisla- is the conclusion of anthropologist 
ture. According to economist David Oscar Lewis in La Vida: A Puerto 
F. Ross--in The Long Uphill Path: A Rican Family in the Culture of 
Historical Study of Puerto Rico's Poverty--San Juan and New York 
Program of Economic Development (Random, 1966; Irvington reprint, 
(San Juan: Talleres Graficos Inter- 1979). 
americanos, 1966)--Mufioz Marin's Among other evidence, Lewis cites 
success grew out of his direct appeals Puerto Ricans' spoken mixture of 
totheiibavos. English and Spanish and their His- 

"Before, at political meetings the panization of many English words 
leaders would [present] truly (e.g., el bosso, la T-shirt). 
eloquent orations about the mists, A portrait of Puerto Ricans in New 
the seas, the fishes, and great York City is drawn by sociologist things," recalled one poor Puerto Patricia Cayo Sexton in Spanish 
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Harlem: An Anatomy of Poverty collection of short stories that con- 
(Harper, 1965). Impressed by crime, veys the passion with which New 
drug addiction, and run-down tene- York's young Puerto Ricans strike 
ments, she argues, many visitors to out at the law and one another. 
EI Bawio overlook the inhabitants' Puerto Rico's rich indigenous lit- 
strong family and neighborhood ties. erature has, for the most part, gone 
During the 1964 Harlem riots, she untranslated. Two representative an- 
points out, the Spanish sections re- thologies are available, however: 
mained peaceful. The Puerto Rican Poets: Los Poetas 

Not all Puerto Rican immigrants Puertorrique~os (Bantam, 1972, 
to the mainland gravitate to large paper), edited by Alfredo Matilla and 
cities, notes Marxist economist Ivan Silen, and BorinquCn: An An- 
Felipe Rivera, in Labor Migration thology of Puerto Rican Literature 
Under Capitalism: The Puerto Rican (Knopf, 1974, cloth; Vintage, 1974, 
Experience (Monthly Review, 1979), paper), edited by Maria Teresa Babin 
a survey by the History Task Force of and Stan Steiner. 
CUNY's Centro de Estudios Ptierto- The most influential 20th-century 
wiquen~os. Puerto Rican poets have been Luis 

Agricultural jobs in Puerto Rico Llorens Torres (1878-1944) and Luis 
declined from about 200,000 in 1940 PalCs Mates (1899-1959). PalCs 
to 35,000 in the late '70s, partly as a Mates belonged to a group of Puerto 
result of mechanization and indus- Rican and Cuban poets who wrote 
trialization. Many farm workers- "black" poetry. In Literary Currents 
lacking the training to work in the in Hispanic America (Harvard, 1945; 
island's industries--headed for the Russell & Russell reprint, 1963), cri- 
mainland. Rivera estimates that tic Pedro Henriquez-Ureiia notes 
60,000 Puerto Rican farm migrants that, rather than describing the suf- 
out of the 74,000 now on the main- ferings of their race in the New 
land work without contracts (nota- World, Hispanic poets have hark- 
bly, in Florida and New Jersey) and ened back to African traditions, 
have little job protection. imitating the cadencies of African 

The scholars' statistics take on new language and dance. 
life in the hands of Puerto Rico's Llorens Torres' poems, like much 
transplanted poets and novelists. Puerto Rican literature, are ex- 

Piri Thomas, a black Puerto Rican, plicitly nationalistic: Bltle swan the 
paints a harsh, loving picture of Hispanic racel lay an egg, blind and 
growing up in Spanish Harlem in the deaf,l in the nest of the fatl North 
1940s and '50s in Down These Mean American dtlck.l And already, from my 
Streets (Knopf, 1967, cloth; New zYindowl I see the northern dtlcks,l of 
American Library, 1968, paper), gloomy, hypocritical peak,lwho the 
Pedro Juan Soto's Spiks (Monthly swan of Puerto Rico,l of bLtle pltlmage 
Review, 1973, cloth; 1974, paper) is a and red peak, / they call Ugly Dtlckling. 

EDITOR'S NOTE: This essay is based on research conducted by Barbara Mauger, an 
intern at the Wilson Center's Latin American Program. Former U.S. Ambassador to Bolivia 
Ben Stephansky,' Wilson Center Fellow Angel A. Rama, and Jorge Heine also advised on the 
selection oftitles. 
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