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he independence movement in Puerto Rico T has been formed in reaction to the cultur- 
a1 and economic dominance of the mainland, and thus it 
has been anti-Yanqui and anticapitalist. Radicals and 
nonfriends of the United States, from Castro through 
many Latin American and Third World leaders, have 
taken up the cause of Puerto Rican independence as one 
of the easiest ways, after Vietnam, of discrediting Amer- 
ica. Puerto Rican advocates of independence express 
themselves with bombs. But causes should not suffer 
guilt by association, and nonradical Americans might 
well reconsider the issue. It has been remarkably little 
examined in the American press except from a usually 
emotional leftist viewpoint, but there is a good case for 
amicable separation or divorce on grounds of incompati- 
bility. 

The joining of Puerto Rico to the United States came 
in the late nineteenth-century era of imperialism, when 
it was seen as the duty and glory of advanced civilized 
countries to help less fortunate peoples to modernity by 
colonizing them. In this spirit the U.S. went to war with 
Spain in 1898 for motives clearer then than now. Some- 
one blew up the battleship Maine in Havana harbor, the 
Cubans were fighting a war of liberation, and the United 
States joined the fray. After easily trouncing the effete 
Spaniards, the U.S. might naturally have taken the chief 
prize in view, Cuba, but the Congress had proclaimed 
the freedom of Cuba as a war aim, so honor forbade. The 

. other Spanish possessions available were the Philippines 
and Puerto Rico, neither of which had been coveted 
seriously before the war. Spain begged the American 
administration to accept the Philippines instead of Puer- 
to Rico, but the expansionists had an appetite for both. 
Thus the U.S., which in 1869 had spurned Santo 
Domingo’s offer of itself for annexation, acquired Puer- 
to Rico in the cause of liberating Cuba. For the release 
of the Philippines there are no regrets, and no one would 
propose reopening the question of annexing the Domini- 
can  Republic, but Puerto Rico remains tied to the U.S. 
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he association is probably disadvantageous T for both sides. The foremost purpose in 
acquiring the island was for a naval base, but this no 
longer seems relevant, and it is likely that a base could ’ 
be rented from an independent Puerto Rico. Formerly 
some American sugar producers profitted from rather 
colonial relationships with Puerto Rico, but this indus- 
try is moribund. Since 1950 a number of corporations 
have taken advantage of concessions to establish plants 
on the island, and according to some statistics the 
returns have been extraordinary. But most American 
firms have preferred to invest elsewhere, corporate 
migration to the sunny islands has recently declined, and 
many have withdrawn. Puerto Rico costs American 
taxpayers about $2 billion per year in various forms of 
aid and subsidies, which may be considered about a third 
of all American aid to the underdeveloped world with a 
thousand times Puerto Rico’s population. 

Politically, Puerto Rico is a burden for the US. It is a 
relatively poor and culturally different land, whose rela- 
tions with the mainland are inevitably charged with fric- 
tion and subject to misunderstandings.’ In the Sixties it 
could be held up as something of a showplace for devel- 
opment by free enterprise and democracy, with a growth 
rate of 10 per cent yearly; but the U.S. can no longer 
point to it with pride. Its dependent condition has given 
talking points to Communists and anti-Americans, not 
only in Latin American, but around the world. Despite 
the argument that the present status was approved by 
plebiscite and that few Puerto Ricans have voted for 
independence in free elections, it is difficult to convince 
many Third World leaders that the relationship of the 
strong over the weak is not basically colonial. The , 

United Nations General Assembly and its committees 
have several times reaffirmed by large majorities Puerto 
Rico’s “inalienable right to self-determination and inde- 
pendence,” it being assumed that self-determination 
equals independence. If it were set free, the slate would 
be cleared of what much of the world (ignoring Soviet- 
ruled countries) regards as the last important colonial 
territory. 

It is more important that subordination to the U.S. is 
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burdensome for Puerto Rico. For the first forty years 
American policy was one of neglect; illiteracy was still 
70 per cent in 1940. Only in 1948 was the island permit- 
ted to elect its own governor. The status of Common- 
wealth, or ‘(Free Associated State,” instituted in 1951 
was an improvement, but it is a state of ambiguous semi- 
freedom. It  is unclear just what in the American Consti- 
tution applies or does not apply to Puerto Rico. I t  is 
subject to federal jurisdiction in many ways, to alien 
courts and regulatory agencies. Puerto Ricans live under 
laws made in Washington without consideration of their 
needs regarding defense, immigration, maritime trans- 
port, aviation, foreign trade and tariffs, broadcasting, 
monetary questions, environmental controls, and sundry 
other matters. Shipping between Puerto Rico and the 
mainland must be by high-cost U S .  ships. The island is 
used gratis by American armed forces. Puerto Rico 
cannot have direct relations with the Latin American 
countries with which it has most in common. It cannot 
choose whom it will admit or what goods it wishes to 
import or exclude. Federal minimum wage laws are 
selectively applied, but rates go up according to decision 
of Congress. It is official policy that wages should be set 
neither so high as to cause substantial unemployment 
nor so low as to give manufacturers in Puerto Rico an 
important competitive advantage. These are clearly 
contradictory goals. The Congress may or may not treat 
Puerto Rico reasonably; the Puerto Ricans cannot 
bargain, they can only beg. 

Economically the island is sick. Many firms were 
lured under the “Operation Bootstraps” program, which 
began in 1950, to take advantage not only of the stand- 
ing exemption from federal corporate income tax (until 
profits are brought back) but also of special induce- 
ments, exemptions from local taxes for ten to thirty 
years, incentives for employment, and infrastructural 
support. The growth rate from 1950 to 1965 was among 
the world’s highest. But benefits for Puerto Rico have 
not been proportionate. Most investments were capital- 
intensive, few jobs were created, and the profits were 
withdrawn. Since about 1970, growth has slowed, and 
industry has recently been stagnant. Many firms, their 
tax-exemptions expiring, have folded their tents. I t  has 
seemed more advantageous to place plants in Taiwan in 
order to use cheap labor. 

he beautiful island suffers a chronic and T thickening malaise. Four-fifths of indus- 
trial enterprises are alien-owned. Unemployment is in 
the neighborhood of 40 per cent, and a remarkably low 
percentage (recently 42 per cent) of those of working 
age are counted in the labor force. Many of the rest have 
simply given up trying to find jobs. American manufac- 
turers seem little inclined to make use of the large 
supply of relatively inexpensive labor. For reasons that 
are not clear, agriculture has declined to insignificance. 
Much land remains uncultivated while Puerto Rico buys 
foodstuffs of all kinds from the mainland. Even tropical 
fruits are imported at high cost. Close to 70 per cent of 
the population receives food stamps and various forms of 
welfare. Per capita income is a third that of the US.,  

while prices are mostly higher. Puerto Rico is on the 
way to becoming a dole economy. 

If there is such a thing as cultural imperialism, the 
Puerto Ricans are eminently its victim. They struggle to 
keep alive something of their Latin heritage, and the 
policy of anglicizing them was abandoned in 1948, but 
their culture is rather indiscriminately bastardized. 
Puerto Rican Spanish, for example, is heavily infiltrated 
by English words. But if Spanish is partly lost, English is 
not thoroughly gained. Nearly everyone can understand 
some English, yet few can use it easily and correctly, and 
bilingualism often means poverty in both languages. 
President Carter has urged that Puerto Rico keep signs 
in Spanish for touristic quaintness. 

f the present condition is unpromising, an I obvious alternative is to petition for admis- 
sion as the fifty-first state; and this is favored by the 
business community as a guarantee of stability. There is 
a large statehood party, and President Ford at the very 
end of his term somewhat puzzlingly advocated this 
solution. Statehood would remove the anomaly of U S .  
citizenship without full participation, and it would give 
the Puerto Ricans a voice in the making of the laws and 
the selection of national leaders. However, one questions 
whether Congress would approve the admission of a 
territory as different as Puerto Rico is from the United 
States in culture, language, and economic level. On the 
other hand, costs for the islanders would be heavy. They 
would have to pay federal taxes, especially personal and 
corporate income taxes. Presumably the federal mini- 
mum wage would have to be fully applied, with disas- 
trous results for employment. Federal benefits would 
increase, but the predictable result would be to make 
Puerto Rico a big unhappy slum living on government 
handouts. Statehood would further the erosion of Puerto 
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Rican culture, presumably leading toward its eventual 
reduction to a mere localism, like that of French Louisi- 
ana. Puerto Ricans would inevitably be second-class 
Americans, probably resented by the mainlanders who 
would be paying the bill and themselves resentful of the 
nation destroying their self-respect. 

The major alternative, independence, is frightening to 
many because of the uncertainties involved. Perhaps the 
strongest argument against independence is that U.S. 
assistance keeps the island from disaster. But it is ironic 
to contend that a land with the objective prerequisites of 
nationhood should remain tied politically to the U.S. out 
of a need for charity. The nationalists assert that wealth 
extracted from the island is far more than assistance 
given and that it could manage much better if it could 
manage for itself and favor its own enterprises. There is 
no reason, in any’event, why the U.S. could not furnish 
whatever help should be deemed just and proper to a 
freed island. Independent Puerto Rico, moreover, would 
have its own representatives abroad and could solicit 
assistance under international programs. It could also 
make itself attractive for foreign investment, so far as 
desired, and on its own terms. as Taiwan has done. 

ost important would be the psychologi- M cal benefits. I t  is impossible to predict 
with any accuracy how statehood or independence 
would affect the economy, but intangibles may be deci- 
sive. Puerto Rico lives under a pall as a dependent 
appendage of the United States. With independence 
Puerto Ricans would become first-class citizens; and 
they could call their country their own, however small 
and weak. Indeed, by the standards of Latin America, 
Puerto Rico is relatively wealthy and advanced; and it 
should have influence in  that area proportionate to its 
capacities. The well-being of a people cannot be 
expressed merely in monetary terms; and if indepen- 
dence should cost something economically, it will be 
compensated by national pride. No country, once having 
gained freedom from a hegemonic power, has ever 
wanted to go back to a status of inferiority. 

The relation of Puerto Rico to the United States is 
abnormal in terms of the political ways of the world. 
There is nothing like i t  elsewhere. Perhaps the nearest 

parallel is Quebec, where a poorer and linguistically and 
culturally distinct minority faces some of the same prob- 
lems as Puerto Rico. The island has all the characteris- 
tics of a sovereign state except sovereignty; it even 
participates in Olympic Games as a separate entity. It 
clings strongly to its language, and in recent years it has 
reemphasized Spanish. Only one newspaper, the San 
Juan Slur, is in. English, and it has the smallest circula- 
tion of the four leading papers. Television programs are 
dubbed into Spanish (English dialogue being concur- 
rently available by radio). Unlike the Italians or the 
Irish, Puerto Ricans emigrating to the U.S. assimilate 
very little but maintain strong ethnic separateness. 

In view of these facts it is remarkable how little 
support (apparently about 10 per cent of the population) 
the Independentistas have. They speak bitterly of the 
“colonized mentality” of the masses. However, indepen- 
dence sentiment, at a nadir about 1965, when Operation 
Bootstraps seemed most promising, has risen signifi- 
cantly in the last years; and youth, especially students, 
and intellectuals favor independence-if not immediate- 
ly, at some future date. It can hardly be doubted that 
most people would like more freedom to manage their 
own affairs if it can be gained without great economic 
sacrifice. 

The practicality of independence for Puerto Rico thus 
depends on the vision and generosity of the United 
States. A long period of transition, at least twenty-five 
years, would be necessary to wean the new nation; 
indeed, there is no reason that an independent Puerto 
Rico should not have special access to the American 
market indefinitely. Special facilities might also be 
offered for migration to and migrants in the United 
States, who presumably would choose their nationality. 
Up to now advocates of independence have believed it 
possible only in opposition to the United States, and this 
country has quietly discouraged the movement as 
ungrateful and subversive. It is of course injurious to 
American pride that a people associated with us should 
wish to dissociate, but it should be regarded as no less 
normal than a grown child’s leaving home. If accepted 
with mature understanding by America, the indepen- 
dence movement does not have to be anti-American or 
radical. In the American philosophy there is nothing 
wrong with a people’s desire to manage for themselves. 


