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collectivity with specific racial characteristics. Its identity ef-
fects are part and parcel of how race becomes institutional-
ized via the nation-state, but also of the subjectivities state-
sanctioned practices legitimize and make culturally legible
for people, since the state is both a political and cultural form
(Loveman 2014).

Taking seriously the notion that the production of racial
subjectivities is a critical function of the state (Goldberg
2002; Omi and Winant 2014), and that the production
of “race” is inextricably tied to imperial projects, we
begin by examining the particularities of Puerto Rico
as a nonsovereign racial state, one whose capacity for
race-making has always been compromised by its lack of
sovereignty, but never more so than in the context of its
current economic and political crisis.

Puerto Rico’s compounding and intersecting crises—
which thread colonial governance with austerity politics and
disaster capitalism—have weakened the local state’s ability
to reproduce its usual racial “scripts” (Godreau 2015). The
political and economic crisis of the last decade, combined
with the ongoing “aftershocks” of recent disasters (Bonilla
and LeBrón 2019), has transformed local understandings of
how Puerto Rico fits within the larger racio-imperial forma-
tion of the United States (Bonilla 2020). As a result, the is-
land’s current political and economic bankruptcy is evident
not only in financial indicators and the loss of political au-
tonomy but also in the weakening of the local state’s racial
project, as evidenced by our survey findings.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: THE RISE AND FALL OF
THE PUERTO RICAN RACIAL STATE
Initially a colony of Spain, Puerto Rico came under US ju-
risdiction in 1898 during the Spanish–American War. Its ac-
quisition occurred as the United States sought to assert itself
as an imperial power on the world stage by acquiring terri-
tories as disparate as the Philippines, Guam, and American
Samoa. This expansionist project posed complex legal, eco-
nomic, and social challenges as the United States was forced
to reckonwith the political realities of incorporating colonial
subjects who were deemed racially and culturally inferior
(Rivera-Ramos 2001). To justify the exclusion of territorial
residents from the constitutional protections of a purport-
edly democratic nation, the US Supreme Court established
the legal category of “unincorporated territories”—which
could be acquired without the intent of full incorporation
into the nation and held indefinitely in a de facto colonial sta-
tus (Burnett et al. 2001; Sparrow 2006). Political imagery of
the time reveals how the acquired territories were depicted
as racially inferior and as foreign to the domestic body of the
United States (see Figure 1).

Transformations ushered in by World War II in the
1940s—such as the need to maintain domestic peace and
gain access to cheap labor—combined with local and inter-
national pressures to change the overtly colonial relation-
ship between Puerto Rico and the United States. This led
to the drafting of a constitution in 1952, ratifying the is-

FIGURE 1. 1898 cartoon from the Philadelphia Inquirer of Uncle Sam
holding up the newly acquired possessions of Puerto Rico,Hawaii, Philip-

pines,and Ladrones (Mariana Islands). [This figure appears in color in the

online issue]

land’s political status as a US commonwealth.The new status
became known as the Estado Libre Asociado (Free Associ-
ated State, or ELA)—a euphemistic and contradictory term
that obfuscates Puerto Rico’s status as an enduring colo-
nial state (Torres-Ríos 2018). Under the ELA arrangement,
Puerto Ricans can elect their own governor and other lo-
cal public officials, but they cannot vote for US president or
practice self-determination to challenge their subordinate
political status. Currency, defense, external relations, com-
munications, the postal service, social security, and interstate
commerce remained under the jurisdiction of the US federal
government.

The newly founded ELA enjoyed considerable support
from Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration, which imple-
mented health, education, labor, and land reforms in Puerto
Rico through an interventionist andwell-funded state policy.
A key feature of the ELA project was the notion that Puerto
Rico could manage and exercise autonomy over its internal
affairs despite its lack of formal sovereignty.Another key idea
was that Puerto Rico had a distinct cultural patrimony and an
autochthonous “Puerto Rican identity,” which veiled Puerto
Rico’s colonial subjugation to the United States (Álvarez-
Curbelo 1993, 16; Dávila 1997; Kennerley 2003).
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During the 1940s and 1950s, ELA-supporting intellec-
tuals and ideologues such as the anthropologist Ricardo Ale-
gría (1978) officially conceptualized the racial substance out
of which this autochthonous national identity was to be con-
structed as a harmonious mixture of Spaniards, Taíno Indi-
ans, and Africans.When implemented through the state, this
conception, which resembled discourses of mestizaje devel-
oped in Brazil, Colombia, and Cuba,marginalized Blackness
and exalted Hispanic ancestry as a positive influence. At the
same time, local ideologues often silenced or disregarded
the problem of racism, casting it as a “foreign” US issue
and representing Puerto Ricans as mere spectators of the
United States’ “color problem” (e.g., Barbosa 1937; Blanco
1942).

During Puerto Rico’s political transformations in the
1950s, the task of developing the island’s discourse of racial
nationalism fell on the Institute of Puerto Rican Culture
(ICP), a local government institution. Founded in 1955, the
ICP provided an integrated vision of the foundational racial
triad for Puerto Rico. More than “living ancestors” repre-
senting different “ethnic groups” (Segal 1994), “Spanish,”
“Taino Indian,” and “African”were developed by the ICP and
other ELA government institutions as distant heritages that
blended the biological and cultural makeup of all Puerto
Ricans.

Over time, the ICP’s narrative about the three racial
roots and their corresponding cultural contributions and
harmonious blending was disseminated through cultural
programs, festivals, museums, and school curricula, gaining
island-wide acceptance (Godreau 2015). In this framework,
“race” and “culture” became relevant primarily as part of a
national origin story that pre-dated US intervention. Puerto
Rico’s national culture was represented as racially harmo-
nious, made up of subjects who could lay claim to all three
racial heritages but who were also assumed to have whitened
over time through mixture.

This ideology of a whitened mixture went hand in
hand with the government’s denial of racism and “racial
identity” as a matter of public policy worth documenting or
addressing. As a result, the ELA government shunned the
federal census procedure of eliciting information on race
and developed its own local census apparatus that excluded
the race question.Hence, from 1960 to 2000, Puerto Ricans
were not hailed into this compulsory bureaucratic ritual
of racial identification. During this period, the local state
apparatus did not formalize “race” into “bureaucratic identi-
ties.” Although the idea that Puerto Ricans were a mixture
of three races was promoted in educational materials, local
media, and tourism ads, this idea was not applied to a
state-sanctioned classification theme. Local terms for de-
noting degrees of darkness or lightness along the continuum
of mixture (such as trigueño, jabao, colorao, prieto, mulato,
mezcla, café con leche; see Appendix) prevailed in the arena
of interpersonal interactions but were not part of state
practices of identification (Duany 2005; Godreau 2008;
Gravlee 2005).

When race was formalized as a bureaucratic identity, it
was usually within contexts such as military inscription, fed-
eral work, or financial aid applications. Only in these mo-
ments would federal categories of race trump the ELA’s lo-
cal discourse of racial irrelevance, as locals were recruited
into adopting the federal government’s racial categories.

This began to change in 2000, when the local
government—under a pro-statehood administration—
requested that the federal government institute the same
procedures, questions, and categories used in the continen-
tal US Census in Puerto Rico. Far from being a move to
document racial inequality, the request was made by the
Partido Nuevo Progresista (PNP) in support of its efforts to
make Puerto Rico the fifty-first state of the union. Since its
inception in 1967, the pro-statehood PNP has challenged
the ELA for failing to guarantee the equal treatment of
Puerto Ricans as US citizens. In line with that ideology,
government officials requested that, for administrative
purposes, Puerto Rico be treated as a state by the federal
government, using the same census questionnaire as the fifty
states. The rationale was that this would pave the way for
Puerto Rico’s eventual admission to the union, achieving
what Godreau and others have described as “statistical
statehood” (Godreau, Lloréns, and Vargas-Ramos 2010).

The year 2000 thus marked the first time in fifty years
that Puerto Ricans were asked about their race on the census.
The change, which was not complemented with educational
materials or information about its rationale, was met with
a great deal of apprehension and mistrust because it clashed
with previous color-blind state policies. In fact, two studies
commissioned by the US Census Bureau found that only 53
percent of households returned their census questionnaire
by mail and that the race question was an important factor
in nonresponse (Berkowitz 2001, 16).

In 2000, an election landslide gave control of the local
state apparatus to the opposing political party, the Popular
Democratic Party (PPD), which supports the ELA status.
With that victory, the PPD administration had the oppor-
tunity to reverse its predecessor’s decision to use federal
census procedures, but it did not. We suspect that this was
because the local state could no longer afford its own census
project, due to the developing fiscal crisis.

This inability to finance an independent census fits
within the larger dismantling of the ELA state’s cultural
arm, which had enjoyed abundant financing during the
1940s–1960s to shape the racial representation of its citi-
zens as a color-blind, non-Black, racially mixed population,
distinct from that of the United States. At the beginning of
the twenty-first century, that was no longer the case. The
cultural and educational programming previously sponsored
by the ELA was far from sustainable, as seen in drastic bud-
get cuts to agencies such as the Institute of Puerto Rican
Culture, the headquarters for which is now slated to be-
come a hotel (Meléndez García 2019); the public television
network WIPR, which is up for privatization (Hernández
Mercado 2020); and the public school system, battered by
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the closure of more than four hundred schools, which is
roughly a third of the schools Puerto Rico had before 2016
(Brusi 2020).With the declaration of the debt crisis in 2016,
this debilitated cultural apparatus began to collapse, along
with local roadways, the electric grid, and other forms
of infrastructure, thus making undeniable Puerto Rico’s
colonial status and subordinate racial position (Ficek 2018;
Lloréns and Stanchich 2019).

PUERTO RICO’S BANKRUPT RACIAL STATE
The survey discussed here took place from the summer to
the fall of 2016, a tumultuous time in which Puerto Rico’s
debt crisis was heavily debated in the public sphere. In Oc-
tober of that year, then-governor Alejandro Padilla declared
that the island was in a financial “death spiral” and that its
debts were unpayable (Williams 2016). Having the legal sta-
tus of neither a state nor an independent nation, Puerto
Rico could neither refinance nor default on its debt. The
US Congress barred Puerto Rico from declaring bankruptcy
or receiving any kind of financial bailout. Instead, Congress
passed the Puerto Rico Oversight, Management, and Eco-
nomic Stability Act (PROMESA), which established an
unelected seven-member Fiscal Oversight Management
Board to oversee local finances and negotiate directly with
creditors.

PROMESA cemented the idea that Puerto Rico had
entered into a new era of governance characterized by a
more overt colonial relationship with the United States
(Goldstein 2016), no longer veiled by the mask of the com-
monwealth status and its promise of offering locals the “best
of both worlds.” These developments coincided with two
US Supreme Court rulings in which the US government
itself argued that Puerto Rico wasn’t really sovereign after
all (Stern 2016).

This realization marked a shift in the public sphere in
which Puerto Rico was suddenly referred to explicitly as a
colony. In a previous era, Puerto Rico’s colonial status was
asserted only in leftist independence circles, but during the
2016 televised gubernatorial debates, all the candidates were
asked how they would resolve Puerto Rico’s colonial status
rather than whether they thought decolonization was still nec-
essary. Notably, 68 percent of those who participated in our
survey said they considered Puerto Rico a colony. As evi-
dence of that colonial condition, many pointed directly to
media coverage of the debt crisis and to the imposition of
PROMESA and the fiscal board.

As Puerto Rico’s colonial and bankrupt status came
sharply into view, many began to proclaim that the ELA was
officially “dead” (Primera Hora 2016). Demonstrators held
performative funerals in which they carried the ELA in an
empty coffin, and artists began depicting the national flag in
black and white instead of the usual red,white, and blue (see
Figures 2 and 3).

During the survey period, Puerto Rico’s colonial re-
lationship with the United States also became increasingly
visible in popular media and public discourse. For example,

FIGURE 2. Local cartoon depicting the “Death of the ELA.”Caption reads:

“Where will we bury it? I don’t know, there’s no money for the funeral.”

(Image courtesy of Kike Estrada) [This figure appears in color in the online

issue]

FIGURE 3. Mural of Puerto Rican flag in San Juan that was changed

to black and white after the declaration of the “death of the ELA.” (Image

courtesy of author) [This figure appears in color in the online issue]

in a popular cartoon by local artist De La Nada (2017; see
Figures 4 and 5), Puerto Rico’s relationship to the United
States was visually likened to that of a master and a slave. In
the cartoon, Puerto Rico is represented as a dark-skinned
slave chained to a wooden post with a sign reading “Colony.”
He is whipped by a light-skinned master. The slave asks to be
granted the same rights as the other fifty states. The Amer-
ican master warns him that this will not necessarily result in
freedom or the right to decide for himself, since he would
then be subject to the desires of fifty other “equal states.”
The Puerto Rican figure responds that he is sure he will have
much in common with the other states. Then the video pans
out to a representation of the slave as the sole brown figure
within a community of fifty other white masters.
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FIGURE 4. Screen shots of “De La Nada - Estadidad e Igualdad” video.

(Image courtesy of Rangely García Colón) [This figure appears in color in

the online issue]

FIGURE 5. Screen shots of “De La Nada - Estadidad e Igualdad” video.

(Image courtesy of Rangely García Colón) [This figure appears in color in

the online issue]

In representing Puerto Rico’s racialized place in the US
political fabric, this cartoon challenges the previous model
of racial mixture and color-blindness promoted by the ELA.
It makes evident that Puerto Ricans are not mere “specta-
tors” of the US color problem, and that they are not located
outside the US empire’s racial formation.

Moreover, this post-PROMESA imagery restages a pre-
vious era of imperial representation in which the US colonial
relationship was depicted as one of patronizing contact with
nonwhites. Representations of the United States as a white
figure charged with disciplining unruly Black children were
common during the early nineteenth century, often drawing
from the symbolic repertoires of minstrelsy. This “pick-
aninny aesthetic” was commonly used to depict US policy
toward the Caribbean and Latin America in the wake of the
Spanish–AmericanWar in 1898 (see Figure 6). It repeatedly
cast colonial subjects as dark-skinned children in need of an
avuncular authority so as to justify US intervention,military
occupation, and even outright acquisition (Pérez 2008).

This trope persists. In interviews conducted as part of
the larger research project discussed here,Bonilla repeatedly
found narratives of the island’s debt crisis that made use of
family metaphors, describing Puerto Rico as a misbehaving
child and the United States as a disciplining paternal figure.
Some participants compared the United States to a parent
who gave their child a credit card that had been maxed out

and then had to be cut up into pieces. Others described
Puerto Rico as a teenager who had crashed their parent’s
car, with the United States representing the parent who had
to take the keys away.

Such infantilizing and imperial representations of
Puerto Ricans were also embedded in responses to our sur-
vey’s open question on race. These representations index a
shift away from the ELA racial regime in which Puerto Ri-
cans were told that they could lay claim to autonomous for-
mulations of mixture and whiteness, outside of the US racial
framework.The following survey findings illustrate the iden-
tity effects of these shifts.

METHOD AND CONTEXT OF THE SURVEY
The data analyzed in this article were obtained through a sur-
vey administered during the summer and fall of 2016 to a
convenience sample of 1,055 participants across nine mu-
nicipalities in Puerto Rico: Aguadilla, Mayagüez, Arecibo,
Ponce, Barranquitas, San Juan, Trujillo Alto, Fajardo, and
Vieques. The research team was composed of five under-
graduate students from the University of Puerto Rico.1

Surveys were conducted in public places, such as shop-
ping centers and town plazas; in government offices, such
as the local DMV (Centro de Servicios al Conductor); and
as part of an exit poll at electoral events (during the 2016
primaries and general elections). These sites were chosen
not only to achieve geographic distribution but also to bring
together residents from a variety of socioeconomic and ed-
ucational backgrounds and political ideologies. In addition,
we found that respondents were more willing to participate
in a survey when approached in these spaces than in spaces
of leisure (such as shopping malls and public plazas), where
many people declined to participate, preferring instead to
enjoy their free time uninterrupted.At both government of-
fices and electoral events, participants were already engaged
in a civic role and seemed more willing to answer questions
related to government and politics.

Survey questions included the following: Have you felt
impacted by the financial crisis? Have you considered mov-
ing outside Puerto Rico?What do you think of the proposed
(at the time) fiscal control board? What political status do
you favor for Puerto Rico? Do you think Puerto Rico is a
colony? A short final section asked for basic demographic in-
formation (age, gender, education level, and racial identity).
Placing the open question for racial identification in the final
demographic section of the survey facilitated respondents
thinking about “race” in the context of previous questions
about the political relationship between Puerto Rico and the
United States.2

Most participants were employed (45 percent) or
retired (33 percent), a slight majority were male (53 per-
cent), and most were aged thirty-five to sixty-four (62
percent). Almost half (49 percent) favored statehood, while
others favored the commonwealth status (19 percent) or
independence (14 percent). (see Table 1 for full details on
participants’ demographic profile.)
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FIGURE 6. 1910 Uncle Sam cartoon.

SURVEY FINDINGS
Finding 1: Resistance to the Race Question
Our survey’s first finding was that many respondents were
taken aback by the fact that the question of race was being
posed at all. When asked for their racial identity, most
requested clarification or responded with a long pause.
Students administering the survey were instructed to not
interrupt the pauses or provide explanations and to simply
repeat the question as written, indicating that they were un-
able to provide further context. During the pilot test of the
survey, student researchers quickly noted the most common
reactions to the question, which included prolonged silence
but also nonverbal responses, such as rubbing or touching
the skin of their forearm (a common gesture in Puerto Rico
to indicate race), stuttering and tripping over a response
(from respondents who had not stuttered at any previous
point in the survey), and repeated requests for further
instructions or guidance. For example, respondents would
ask to see the options available, and when told there were no
boxes to check off, they would ask the student researchers to
provide them with the correct answer. Student researchers
developed a coding system to facilitate the tracking of this
metadata (see Table 2).

A considerable number (n = 46) found it impossible
to respond to the question of race or simply refused to an-
swer it (for similar findings, see Duany 2005; Santory-Jorge
et al. 2009). These participants either asked the interviewer
to leave the race question blank (n = 21) or said they did

not know the answer to the question (n = 25). In addition,
a large number of respondents (n = 117) offered answers
that challenged the question’s premise and its intent of cat-
egorizing people into groups. When asked for their racial
identity, many responded that they were members of “the
human race,” that they were “normal,” or that they “get along
with everyone” (me llevo con todo el mundo). Some of these re-
spondents seemed to interpret the question itself as divisive
and racist (see Table 3 for more examples). In the end, 164
people, or 16 percent of the overall sample, were either un-
able to answer or resisted the question.

We interpret this finding as a legacy of a color-blind
ideology produced by the ELA state, which for decades en-
couraged Puerto Ricans to avoid, deflect, or disengage with
questions of race. As others have argued, racial identity has
often been considered taboo or uncomfortable in a context
in which people are encouraged to ignore the issue (Duany
2005).Also, since there are no affirmative action policies and
no justification is provided for the question, some people fear
that the question’s purpose is to discriminate against them
(Berkowitz and Brudvig 2001).

Moreover, because race was eliminated as a category
of government administration for fifty years, Puerto Ricans
are unaccustomed to being asked about their racial identity
in this manner. In contrast, people in the fifty states are
routinely asked to identify their race on everything from
government forms to loan applications and patient-intake
forms at the doctor’s office. The fact that in Puerto Rico


