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Historical Background 

One basic fact to remember about Puerto Rico is that it is the second oldest 

Spanish settlement in the New World. Colonization started in 1508; the Hispanic 

roots, therefore, are very deep. Ethnically, Puerto Rico became a true melting 

pot. To the original Hispanic-Indian mixture, there was added the African 

element, although slaves were not as numerous as in Haiti, Cuba or Jamaica. In 

the XIX Century, French, Irish, Italians and Corsicans were added to the popula-

tion, while Royalists came from Venezuela fleeing the armies of Simon Bolivar. 

These foreign elements helped Puerto Rico develop as a plantation economy, 

gradually superseding the island's strategic role as a key imperial outpost. Sug.:1.r 

found a ready market in the United States, while coffee went to Europe. Slavery, 

abolished in 1873, gave way to a peonage system, especially accentuated after great 

U.S. corporate investments in the sugar industry after 1898. From 1900 to the 

Depression, sugar was queen in Ptierto Rico. Huge profits went to the corpora-

tions, while the bulk of the cane workers barely made a living. Puerto Rico became 

a "stricken land," in Tugwell's phrase. 

Emergence of P.R. Political Parties 

Politically, three trends emerged in the XIX Century: 1) conservatism, finnly 

committed to Spanish bureaucratic and military preponderance; 2) autonomism, heavi ly 

influenced by Canada ' s evolution to dominion status; and 3) separatism, favoring, 

at the end of the century, a free federation of the Spanish West Indies. Annexati on 
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to the U.S. began to gain ground before 1898. By 1897, autonomismo was triumphant 

as Spain granted a liberal charter which was very short lived as a result of U.S. 

takeover of the island. 

The United States took Puerto Rico to strengthen American naval preponderance 

in the Caribbean. The strategic diagram was clear; the economic opportunities were 

evident. Not so, however, the political status. Puerto Rico's one million people 

were too foreign to be incorporated as a territory. The island was ruled as a 

colony under the Foraker Act (1900), but it was called "a possession~' P.R. --so 

said the Supreme Court-- "belongs to but is not a part of the United States." 

This led to sharp disenchantment among Puerto Ricans. Liberal Democrats in Congress 

assailed the Foraker Act, which had failed to provide for even U.S. citizenship. 

U.S. political "muddling through" accounted for a cleavage in P.R. opinion. The 

autonomists fought for "home rule;' and later for an "associated free state"; 

the annexationists favored statehood, and the most disenchanted opted for inde­

pendence. The status question is not just a Puerto Rican creation. It is very much 

related to American ambivalence from 1898 to 1948, a half century of colonial rule 

from Washington. 

The Comi ng of Commonwea l t h 

Basic political changes took place under Democratic administrations. The Wils on 

era extended U.S. citizenship and an elective Senate in 1917, under the Jones Act. 

The Truman era was receptive to the drive towards full self-government in associa­

tion with the United States, led by Luis Munoz Mar1n. Munoz founded in 1940 the 

Popular Democratic Party (PEU), committed to social justice and effective political 

freedom. With practically no economic support, he captured the peasants' imaginat i on 
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and barely d'efeated a ruling coalition of Republicans and Socialists (these last 

were really a labor party, with no radical orientation). With Washington support, 

Munoz tackled both the economic and political stagnation, and was able in 1952 to 

proclaim the Commonwealth constitution and beco.me the first elected Governor. From 

1952 to 1964, he presided over a dramatic economic and social transformation which 

l ed JFK to call Puerto Rico in 1958, "a showcase of political and economic democracy~' 

The Current Struggle 

Munoz' ideal was to strengthen Commonwealth as a unique, permanent status, in 

as.sociation with the United States to assure P.R. growth. A 1967 plebiscite up-

held this view, but Congress and the Republican Presidents failed to support it. 

'lhe island Republicans led a drive for statehood and began challenging the PPD's 

hold when Munoz retired. Their party, now called New Progressive, barely won the 

governorship in 1968 as a result of a PPD split, but lost it to Rafael Hernandez-

Colon and a revitalized PPD in 1972. In spite of great dedication, Hernandez Colon 

could not overcome in 1976 the sharp backlash of the economic recession and the 

Republican hostility to his Administration evidenced by their strong support to the 

NPP leaders, Luis A. Ferre and CarlosRomero-Barcelo. Romero won by a narrow margin, 

vowing that status was not an issue. But once in power, he started a heavy-handed 

campaign for statehood, while his old aide, Franklin Delano Lopez, became Carter's 

man in Puerto Rico. A shrewd opportunist, Romero has managed to control, up to now, 

P.R. representation in both major parties. Lopez, however, clashed with Romero 

over federal patronage, but failed to get White House backing. Carter was ready 

to exchange Romero's support for Lopez' official decapitation, thus sacrificing 

old loyalties. 
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The Danger Ahead 

Romero is leading Puerto Rico to a dangerous confrontation which may turn 

P.R. into a Caribbean Northern Ireland. The separatists, never an electoral force, 

are, however, strong and articulate enemies of statehood. No other area apply-

ing for statehood has ever had such a resolute and devoted minority opposing 

statehood by peaceful or violent means. They could coexist with Commonwealth; 

they will not coexist with statehood. A chain of violence has already started 

between the PNP and the separatists, which may escalate if Romero has his way. 

The destruction of the PPD and the Commonwealth relationship --Romero's avowed 

objective-- would effectively eliminate the democratic vital center in Puerto Rico. 

As at the beginning of the century and again in 1917 and 1948-1952, Puerto 

Rican liberal democratic opinion has turned to American liberalism as its natural 

ally. The Kennedy candidacy, in this sense, is very symbolic of an old, tacit 

alliance, vis-a-vis the gravity of the Puerto Rican and U.S. situations. 
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Points for Kennedy statements: 

1) the U.S. needs coherent, consistent policy toward P.R. 
and a central point (in the White House) for coordinating 
policy; ' 

, ! 2) Puerto Ricans are first-class U.S. citizens, with a clear 
- ~_-: right to ~el~-determination. _K. will support their ~hoiceJ 

y J;U. f '° /l.17 whatever it is. If PRs want independence, K. would introduce 
u f"" ' · -1. ~~{ a bill, if statehood, he would introduce bill. If they 

rv! '/)_ l.J.{ want ELA, he will support it and give hiqh priority to 
g, ' ne~otiating a new compact reflecting PR desires. 
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3) Call for disclosure of Kreps report, not yet released in 

official form. Why has it been kept under wraps? 

4) P.R. is a special case in which usual formulae do not apply. 
Deeper vision is needed in looking at its problems, followed 
by unifying policy. Its underlying development problems 
are not solved by extending regular federal programs. The 
need is to address the core problems, not the s ymptoms. 

5) Those Federal programs to P.R., except those where funds 
to individuals are involved, should be transfered to the 

P.R. govt., so federal funds can be used in a manner to create 
~®NR permanent jobs by underwriting a rational, sustained 
development program. (At present, more dollars are qoinq 
out of P.R. than are being invested). 

.-~ 

./ . 
\ . -~ ~ "'· . \ -' 5 ·~ 

• I 

\ ' \ . _.:;>._ ..... _ "' ,, J 
...J 

{--i G r\ 
(•\ S>-._J I \__,} 

( I _) 


	B33c009d002001_edited-1
	B33c009d002002_edited-1
	B33c009d002003_edited-1
	B33c009d002004_edited-1
	B33c009d002005_edited-1

