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CHAPTER I

Of Archipelagic Connections
and Postcolonial Divides

Johanna Leinius and Hans-Jiirgen Burchardt

The Puerto Rican debt crisis, the challenges of societal transition in Cuba,
and the populist politics of Duterte in the Philippines: these topics are
typically seen as disparate experiences of social reality, discussed in distinct
academic branches, connected to different societal genealogies, and exam-
ined with different conceptual frameworks. Though these three countries
were colonized by the same two colonial powers—the Spanish Empire and,
after 1898, the United States—research in history and the social sciences in
general, and postcolonial studies in particular, rarely draws links between
the three contexts.

One reason, certainly, has been the predominance of area studies as
the discipline empirically analyzing formerly colonized societies. Area
studies tends to separate countries according to their belonging to a spe-
cific region, predetermined by geographical, cultural, or (geo-)political
aspects as well as histories of colonization. And the colonial trajectories of
the three contexts diverged rapidly: Cuba was, from the very beginning,
a settlement colony, center of trade, and important harbor on the Span-
ish shipping routes to and from the colonies. Puerto Rico, located on the
rim of the Spanish Empire and in direct vicinity to territories claimed by
other colonizing powers, gained military significance as an outpost tasked
with defending the borders of the Spanish Empire (Rodriguez-Silva 2012,
22). The Philippines, in turn, served the Spanish Crown as a trading post
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4 - (POST—)COLONIAL ARCHIPELAGOS

with China and Japan; its enormous distance to Spain and New Mexico,
to which it formally belonged, shaped Spanish colonialism on the Pacific
archipelago (Liria Rodriguez 2014). Colonialism was also shaped differ-
ently depending on the period of Spanish colonialism. From the begin-
ning of the 16th to the end of the 17th century, the Spanish Empire was
characterized by its mercantilist orientation, meaning that it was geared
toward economic self-sufficiency through the accumulation of wealth in
the form of precious metals, privileging the land-owning classes as well
as merchants holding exclusive trade rights on central goods (Burkholder
and Johnson 2008, 32). With the advent of the Bourbon monarchy dur-
ing the 18th century, however, reforms liberalized the political economy
and introduced some level of competitiveness—though social stratification
and restrictions on trade persisted. The crisis of the colonial system that
this change engendered was felt most strongly in the colonies most heavily
involved in colonial trading regimes, including the islands of Cuba, Puerto
Rico, and the Philippines, as well as the mining economies of the Andes
and Mexico (Lauria-Santiago 2008, 265).

While studying these contexts with conceptual frameworks focused
on the common histories of (de-)colonization within Latin America, the
Caribbean, and Southeast Asia, respectively, has yielded important insights,
recent interventions have posited the need for transregional studies (Bent-
ley, Bridenthal, and Yang 2005). These interventions underline the need to
overcome methodological regionalism and, by drawing unfamiliar com-
parisons, to unearth new aspects of historical and contemporary constel-
lations. Archipelagic American Studies, for example, proposes to bring the
continental United States and its (formerly) colonized territories together
in one analytic framework to scrutinize their mutual influences in one
interconnected landscape. Tracing the genesis of the term “archipelago,”
Brian Roberts and Michelle Stephens, the editors of the volume Archipe-
lagic American Studies (2017), argue that though the term was, in the 13th
century, first used to describe the Aegean as a body of water, it soon became
commonplace to use it for the set of islands located in this ocean (7). When
traveling to other parts of the globe, seafarers and colonizers ceased to use
the term to describe only a specific set of islands; by comparing the land-
scapes they saw to those they knew, they generalized the term to describe
insular constellations interconnected in some way or other. As a term stem-
ming from comparisons made in the wake of colonial endeavors, it seems
a fitting analytic for examining interconnected (post-)colonial histories—
especially those that, at first glance, do not seem to be interconnected but
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Of Archipelagic Connections and Postcolonial Divides -« 5

yet, much like archipelagos, might be linked by subterranean networks not
easily visible from the surface and yet vital for their functioning.

Roberts and Stephens maintain that Archipelagic American Studies
“exist in productive and generative tension with postcolonial and world-
systems frameworks that center on core-periphery topologies” (2017,
18). We similarly argue that postcolonial studies, when based on an empiri-
cally anchored comparative sensitivity, can provide a productive context
for probing the (post-)colonial archipelagos of Puerto Rico, Cuba, and
the Philippines. Dedicated to the analysis of the continuing influence of
colonial power relations on current societal relations, postcolonial stud-
ies deal with the long-term material, political, social, cultural, epistemic,
and psychological effects of colonialism. Located in various academic
disciplines such as literary studies, history, cultural studies, and social sci-
ences, postcolonial approaches are as thematically wide-ranging as they
are polyphonic (Loomba et al. 2005). What they have in common is their
aim to critically reflect on models of thought and practices of European
provenance, arguing strongly for local and historical contextualization:
They reject and deconstruct Eurocentric assumptions of the superiority
and universality of European modernity, showcasing the interconnected
(re-)production of the Global North and South, and critique the (re-)pro-
duction of colonial/imperial ways of thinking and practices. Within post-
colonial studies, generally, scientific and political aims are intertwined, as,
for example, at the academic level, the postcolonial project strives for ana-
lytical shifts in perspective that have repercussions also for the way knowl-
edge is produced, disseminated, and taught. Topics range from the political
non-representability of subaltern subjects and the incommensurability of
their experiences to the demand to include authors and concepts beyond
the Global North in the disciplinary canons of knowledge and text (Ash-
croft 2009). Arguably, however, postcolonial studies have not succeeded
in bringing their criticisms, creativity, and innovations into the empirical
social sciences in a way that has gained broader methodological-analytical
influence. In many cases, they are referred to in introductory paragraphs
and when examining the current state of the art in research, but this
acknowledgment does not always lead to an adjustment of methodologies
and analytical perspectives and is often met with resistance and resentment
(Loomba et al. 2005, 29; Ziai, Bendix, and Miiller 2020, 2—3).

Apart from the difficulties in challenging hegemonic knowledge
regimes, this disjointed reception can, among other things, also be traced
back to the specific outlook of postcolonial studies. Composed of highly
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6 - (POST-)COLONIAL ARCHIPELAGOS

heterogeneous approaches, the various strands of postcolonial studies work
with different analytical categories: Postcolonial theory, stemming from
literary studies, often has only little empirical underpinning, which makes
it difficult for social scientists to link its overarching claims back to social
reality and anchor them in a rigorous methodological framework. Postco-
lonial approaches in cultural studies and the humanities often do not meet
the expectations of social scientists concerning precision, operationaliza-
tion, and validity of the concepts used. Even proponents of postcolonial
studies argue that postcolonial approaches tend to work with a level of
abstraction that is difficult to ground empirically and, at worst, that some
work with absolute explanations (such as colonialism) that cannot do jus-
tice to the complexities of social change (Ziai 2012, 294; San Juan 1998;
Rao 2006; Santos 2010).

In sum, postcolonial approaches have not yet offered a methodological
framework that is open enough to capture the relevant particularities of
different world regions but at the same time has sufficient consistency to
justify decentralized research that allows for general statements and sys-
tematic comparisons—a project that some would also deliberately reject.
As long as this line of study is not advanced, however, a stronger anchoring
of postcolonial knowledge in the empirical social sciences is unlikely. The
ability to carry out specific, thematically precise, and empirically saturated
analyses should be fostered, we hold, so that the lack of context sensitivity
of research on the Global South can be critically reflected while the fur-
ther development of postcolonial studies” own research instruments can be
stimulated. Our proposal is, therefore, that postcolonial studies should fos-
ter inductive category formation. This implies systematic comparisons as
well as the combination—when useful—of quantitative methods with qual-
itative approaches. In a constructive linkage, it would be possible to under-
pin qualitative studies with quantitative data and, for quantitative surveys,
to sharpen the variables or indicators in the direction of greater historical
and contextual sensitivity. It also implies taking into account the position-
ality of those undertaking research, abandoning the notion of objective
knowledge and, instead, acknowledging the situatedness of knowledge and
the politics of knowledge production.

This volume makes a concrete proposal in this respect. We argue that
an interdisciplinary comparative framework containing both a synchronic
and a diachronic perspective can be a fruitful approach for the empirical
analysis of colonial legacies. Our approach centers on the in-depth analysis
of the past and present of the political economy and the dynamics of social
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Of Archipelagic Connections and Postcolonial Divides « 7

differentiation in three (post-)colonial contexts. To tease out the potential
but also the pitfalls of our approach, we analyze the effects of one colonial
influence in differing spatial, cultural, and socioeconomic contexts: Cuba,
Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. The analyses are undertaken by schol-
ars intimately familiar with and, in many cases, embedded in the contexts
they analyze. This has implied fostering a dialogue between historians and
social scientists as well as between scholars located in the Global North
and in the Global South. The challenges of translating between these dif-
ferent positionalities to make a conversation possible should not be under-
estimated. For us, they are a central part of the complexities of postco-
lonial theory production. Working at the borders of different knowledge
regimes—be they disciplinary or regional—has shown us the importance
of acknowledging the politics of knowledge production both concerning
the content and the material and epistemic context of the analyses pre-
sented in this volume. In our analytical framework, the cases are compared
only after the inductive analyses, so that the picture of colonial legacies that
the comparative analyses paint can be troubled by the local specificities and
historical genealogies presented in the case studies.

With this approach, we challenge the accepted narrative on the colo-
nial legacies of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines on several fronts.
On the one hand, by focusing on the legacies of Spanish colonization, we
unearth historical trajectories that are usually obscured by the more recent
interventions and the ongoing influence of the United States in the three
contexts. On the other hand, by bringing together three places whose
comparability is not self-evident, we question narratives of statehood and
development, tracing the interconnections but also the divergences of the
paths these three former colonies of the Spanish Empire took.!

In the remainder of the introduction, we first show how and why post-
colonial studies provide not only the background but also the target of our
methodological and conceptual intervention. Then, we present the argu-
ment of the volume in more detail and give an overview of the chapters,
which together provide a comprehensive picture of the past and present of
the (post-)colonial archipelago under study.

Studying (Post-)Colonial Legacies

In historical research on Latin America, the persistence of colonial rela-
tions has been at the center of scrutiny, to the point of it having become
a master narrative (Adelman 1999, xi). The continuing social inequali-
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8 « (POST-)COLONIAL ARCHIPELAGOS

ties within societies, the ubiquity of social conflict, the malfunctioning of
democratic institutions, and the rule of corrupt elites have all been traced
back to colonialism. As one of the early interventions putting forward a
comparative view, the “Black Legend” purported to explain the differences
between Spanish and British colonialism. Originally a campaign launched
by the British to discredit the Spanish Crown in their competition over
the colonial world, it created a myth that has reappeared in more recent
writings and has served as underlying discourse for various other explana-
tory approaches to the colonial legacies of the Spanish Empire (Adelman
1999, 6-10; see Hartz 1964; Véliz 1994). Within the political economy,
dependency theory has shown how unequal terms of trade have shaped
the economies of Latin American countries to their detriment and to the
advantage of the former colonizing countries (Frank 1969; Prebisch 1971;
Dos Santos 2002).

More contemporary analyses offer a more nuanced evaluation of colo-
nial legacies. Though colonialism certainly shaped colonized societies, it
has been shown that it cannot be perceived as a uniform force flattening out
local particularities and patterns (see Lauria-Santiago 2008). The legacies
of colonialism, it is argued, can be seen as a result of the interaction of local
and global forces (Mignolo 2005). Historically grounded analyses, there-
fore, need to take seriously the complexities of the specific trajectories of
(de-)colonialization, or in the words of Anne McClintock: “The inscription
of history around a single ‘continuity of preoccupations’ and ‘a common
past,’ runs the risk of a fetishistic disavowal of crucial international distinc-
tions that are barely understood and inadequately theorized” (1995, 12).

More than two decades after McClintock’s call for historically more
diligent analyses, there exists ample research on the colonial legacies of
formerly colonized as well as colonizing states in the social sciences and
humanities. This research was invigorated by the advent of postcolonial
studies during the 198os in the context of conceptual and political shifts in
the humanities and social sciences in favor of poststructuralist perspectives,
following in the wake of the French theoretical tradition of Michel Fou-
cault and Jaques Derrida. Inspired by these currents and based on the work
of the anti-colonial writers Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, Albert Memmi,
and Steven Biko, among others, the literary scholars Edward Said, Gay-
atri Chakravorty, Spivak and Homi Bhabha began to focus their research
on matters of representation and identity formation in colonial discourses
(see Go 2015). In a political context in which it became increasingly obvi-
ous that formal decolonization did not go hand in hand with a change in
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global relations of power, they strove to uncover the cultural and epis-
temic constellations that continued to subjugate non-Western peoples and
knowledges by reexamining colonial discourses. In doing so, they initiated
a paradigm shift that radically challenged Europe’s central position and the
associated Western notion of progress and development as a unilinear pro-
cess. Within critical historical analyses, it was the Subaltern Studies Group
that strove to provide a counterpoint to established historical narratives by
studying the underprivileged more systematically (Guha 20071).

But in their analyses, Said (1978) and later Spivak (1988), among oth-
ers, not only examined subject and identity formation but also discussed
the material macrostructures in which these dynamics were embedded.
Spivak’s discussion of the role of political (self-)representation, for exam-
ple, not only takes into account the positioning of specific actors but also
emphasizes the role of institutions in legitimizing particular structures of
power and authority. She understands subalternity as positionality without
identity, troubling Marxist notions of class struggle as well as the Subal-
tern Studies Group’s aim to uncover peasant insurgencies by rereading the
colonial archives. She furthermore shows that social hierarchies (re-)pro-
duce themselves along different categories such as race, gender, or class.’

The focus on discourses and the deconstruction of epistemological
axioms, however, eventually gained predominance. Stuart Hall (1992)
and Dipesh Chakrabarty (2000) questioned the great “narrative” of Euro-
pean modernity, Arturo Escobar (1995) scourged the Western paradigms
of development, and Bhabha (1994) emphasized that the (asymmetrical)
interdependencies and breaks in colonial discourses lead to hybridity as an
unintended side effect of colonial power, in which the potential of subver-
sion is always already inscribed.

Apart from macro-level theorizing, recent approaches also increasingly
refer to the knowledges and practices of ethnic and indigenous minorities.
Following the example of the Subaltern Studies Group, socially margin-
alized subjects and movements have become the focal point of colonial
(discourse) analysis, and often race or indigeneity are positioned as impor-
tant markers for potential subalternity or oppression. Ideas on the “alterna-
tives to development” (Acosta 2013) or the “pluriversalization” of concepts
(Sudrez-Krabbe 2014; Reiter 2018) have contributed to amplifying think-
ing from the exteriority of modernity and helped marginalized voices from
the Global South to be heard more loudly. But the emphasis on “cultural
difference” has also led, some argue, to describing all other differences and,
above all, social inequalities as cultural constructions and thus ontologizing
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culture itself (Benhabib 2002). Thus, the focus of postcolonial studies on
structures, institutions, and material relations has become less pronounced.
"This tendency was noticed and criticized from the onset, leading to a rich
internal debate concerning the relative balance between the materialist
underpinning of postcolonial studies and its poststructuralist view on dis-
course and identity formation. The dictum of Christine Sylvester (1999,
703) is certainly emblematic in this context: “Development studies does
not tend to listen to subalterns and postcolonial studies does not tend to
concern itself with whether the subaltern is eating.”

Reacting to this debate, but also to the specific historical and mate-
rial context of Latin America, the scholars of the modernity/coloniality
approach have theorized modernity as a structural relationship emerging
from colonial expansion accompanied by its darker side, coloniality. With
recourse to the world-system approach and dependency theory, Euro-
pean colonialism is assessed as constitutive for Western modernity, since
it guaranteed the political economy for the development of the colonial
and capitalist expansion in the 16th century (Quijano 2000). Modernity,
capitalism, racism, and patriarchy are seen as co-constitutive (Restrepo and
Rojas 2010, 17; Krishnaswamy and Hawley 2008, 6). The Peruvian soci-
ologist Anibal Quijano holds that contemporary patterns of rule can be
traced back to the colonization of the Americas, when the “coloniality of
power” was constituted by two intertwined axes. First, world capitalism
emerged as a new structure for organizing labor, production, and trade
on a global scale based on the exploitation of large parts of the popula-
tion. Second, the parts of the population subjected to exploitation were
identified by racialized categories emerging for the first time to naturalize
the domination of the conquering over the conquered populations (Qui-
jano 2000, 216). This “dark side of modernity” (Mignolo 2008) can only be
dismantled through decolonization, that is, the overcoming of continuing
(colonial) power relations. Decolonial approaches based on this analytic
take political-economic constellations into account but presuppose the
dominance of capitalist relations. Material practices and relations fade to
the background of many of their analyses as well, as their focus is either on
the struggles of the marginalized and their proposals for decolonization
or on the colonizing effects of broader discursive and cultural structures.

In our volume, we take inspiration from historical approaches, post-
colonial studies, and the modernity/coloniality approach but scrutinize
whether the hypothesis that colonial structures have persisted can be
upheld in the face of a diligent historical and transregional comparison.
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Usually, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines do not figure prominently
when sweeping claims are made about the countries formerly colonized
by Spain. The transregional comparisons offered in the volume therefore
problematize the narratives about the legacies of (Spanish) colonialism and
provide a more complex reading from the margins of the Spanish Empire.

Doing Postcolonial Comparisons: The Colonial Legacies of
Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines

Comparison is one of the central methodologies in both the social sciences
and history. The scientific practice of doing comparisons, however, has
been problematized not only in historical research. Cultural, literary, and
global studies have engaged in critical reflections on how to compare, espe-
cially when inspired by postcolonial perspectives (Duara, Murthy, and Sar-
tori 2014; Manning 2014). What these discussions show is that the implicit
assumptions on which comparisons rest are problematic. On the one hand,
comparative analyses start with the assumption of the comparability, and
therefore of the commensurability, of the entities compared. On the other
hand, European norms and developments are usually taken as compara-
tive measurement sticks for analysis, which do not necessarily reflect local
realities adequately (Midell 2014; Stoler 2001; Radhakrishnan 2009; Epple
and Erhart 2015). In this context, Laura Ann Stoler (2001, 864) argues that
postcolonial studies need “to do better comparisons, to pursue the politics
and history of comparison, or to reach for connections that go beyond
comparison altogether.”

Stoler proposes that comparisons need to be historicized in order to avoid
an overly mechanical reading of postcolonial processes in the sense of either
assuming the determining influence of colonial histories on contemporary
structures or denying the persistence of any colonial structures altogether.
Comparative analyses of the Spanish colonies, however, tend to follow the
lines criticized by Stoler and others: They often focus exclusively on Central
and Latin American countries and exclude those constellations that would
trouble their comparative framework instead of centering on these cases in
particular. In James Mahoney’s systematic comparative analysis of the post-
colonial legacies for levels of development, for example, Cuba, Panama, and
the Dominican Republic are excluded from analysis because they are not
easily contained in the usual narrative of independence and sovereignty, as
the author readily admits (2010, 33). Puerto Rico and the Philippines are not
even mentioned. When Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines have been
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compared, the focus has been either on the way US imperialism played out
after 1898 (Go 2006; Thompson 2010) or on presenting empirically rich his-
torical analyses without a link to broader questions that would enable com-
parability (Naranjo, Puig-Samper, and Garcia Mora 1995).

Johanna Leinius expands on this postcolonial debate on the compara-
bility of the distinct historical trajectories of formerly colonized countries.
She discusses the politics of comparison that the volume undertakes and
critically evaluates its analytical framework. "To further postcolonial stud-
ies’ engagement with the comparative method, she proposes multivocal
comparisons based on collective knowledge production as well as a focus
on analyzing paradoxes. A deeper insight into the legacies of colonialism as
well as ongoing patterns of coloniality can be gained, she argues, when the
empirical debris of comparative analyses that cannot be easily subsumed
under deductive logics is taken as a starting point for a deeper engagement
with the historically anchored social realities under scrutiny.

The chapter by Josep M. Fradera focuses on the intensive transforma-
tion experienced by the three colonies after the breakdown of the Greater
Spanish Empire at the end of the 18th century. From marginal outposts,
Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines became important enclaves for the
production of raw material. In the Caribbean, slavery became the main
force to produce impressive exports of sugar and coffee; in the Philippines,
exports of tobacco, sugar, and indigo were mainly reached through taxa-
tion and drafted labor. The economic transformation spearheaded by these
changes, Fradera argues, was the basis for Spanish rule until the Spanish-
American War of 1898.

The case studies that follow pick up one of the dimensions that existing
research has identified as a central aspect of colonial legacies (see Adelman
1999, 7; Morse 1964): political economy and authority.

Antonio Santamaria Garcia analyzes the elements that made up the
Hispanic colonial regime in Cuba. He shows how the change in the Span-
ish Empire’s economic outlook, which Fradera describes in detail in his
chapter, promoting export agriculture and the slave trade, coincided with
the interests of the island’s producing elites. However, his chapter shows
that as Spain lacked a market for the supply of the Greater Antilles, the
system in fact facilitated an unparalleled economic expansion into English
domains. Over time, he argues, the harmony of Hispanic-Cuban interests
was weakened by the crisis of slavery and the concentration of colonial
trade in the United States. Examining the contemporary political economy
of Cuba, Jacqueline Laguardia Martinez traces the socioeconomic struc-
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tures from the colonial era until the present day. She shows how Cuba’s
economy and society underwent dramatic changes after the 1960s but how,
nonetheless, the country exhibits a mixed scenario of rupture and continu-
ity with the colonial past. Colonial footprints are visible in territorial dis-
parities and social divides, in spite of the significant reduction of racial and
gender inequalities. The central role of the state as economic actor persists,
as does the structural weakness of the economy due to its high vulner-
ability to exogenous events and dependence on imports and remittances,
which limits economic diversification and facilitates technological lags and
low productivity. Emilio Pantojas-Garcia examines Puerto Rico’s colonial
legacies from the empires of Spain and the United States. He traces the
contemporary socioeconomic regime, consisting of metropolitan citizen-
ship, social welfare programs, constitutional guarantees, and, until recently,
economic protectionism and subsidies, to its roots in the colonial expe-
rience, arguing that Puerto Rico has never been decolonized. Ian Seda
Irizarry and Argeo Quifiones concur with Pantojas-Garcia, analyzing
in depth the institutional structure that has characterized the economic
model of development of Puerto Rico to better understand the economic
depression, the fiscal crisis, and the political economy of the island. They
argue that an important aspect often neglected in discussions pertaining to
the dismal performance of the economy is the relationship among the local
private sector, foreign capital, and the local government. By placing this
issue at the forefront and tying it to the general contours of the economic
model, they trouble the prevalent explanations that offer a narrow analysis
based on the politico-juridical relationship between the United States and
Puerto Rico.

Turning the gaze to the Philippines, Alvin A. Camba and Maria Isabel B.
Aguilar assess the political economy of the Philippines during the Spanish
colonial regime. They argue that from the 16th to the 18th century, the
Philippines’ position in the Spanish colonial economy was unique, inas-
much as it departed from the conventional mercantilist relations that gov-
erned much of Spain’s empire—thus providing a counterpoint to the over-
arching narrative of the Spanish Empire’s economic policies. However, at
the end of the 18th century, they state, the Philippines was eventually sub-
sumed within the British world empire, converging to become an emerg-
ing cash crop exporter and thus following the path of other colonized soci-
eties. These patterns of continuity and change are picked up by Teresa R.
Melgar, who uses the democratic transition in the Philippines as a refer-
ence point to examine the dynamics of political and economic power fol-
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lowing the demise of authoritarian rule. She underscores how historically
salient factors such as the control over economic resources, a prestigious
political lineage, and high social status have continued to structure access
to the state. Through their control over national policy-making processes,
economic-political elites have hindered greater equity and democratiza-
tion, even as civil society groups and their state allies have occasionally
achieved key policy reforms. She concludes by showing how the rise to
power of Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte has supplemented this
dynamic with the growing suppression of democratic rights.

Another dimension of the colonial legacies includes the organization
of labor and the interconnected marking and hierarchization of difference,
especially “race,” religion, and gender. By examining how the inequali-
ties produced by specific labor regimes have been articulated culturally,
socially, and politically, this dimension connects to existing research that
has singled out the persistence of inequality as a characteristic of Latin
American societies that can be traced back to the conquest (Munck 2013,
182; Hall and Patrinos 2006).

Javiher Gutiérrez Forte and Janet Iglesias Cruz turn to the colonial
period in Cuba and show how a profoundly unequal society based on skin
color, place of origin, gender, and appropriation of wealth has been consol-
idated. Legitimized by the political culture and political administration and
sustained by a network of social relations based on a centralized structure
and the disproportionate dominance of a small group, social inequalities
predominantly based on “race,” they argue, have been perpetuated. Their
conclusion—that it is these cultural legacies, turned into “popular knowl-
edge,” that have survived colonialism and its institutions—is expanded on
by Jenny Morin Nenoff, who examines the relationship between racial
and social inequality in Cuban society since colonial times to the current
socioeconomic transformation process. Although the Cuban government
has banned institutionalized racism since 1959 and created an egalitarian
society through comprehensive social policies, she shows that it has failed
to overcome deeply rooted racial prejudices and discriminatory informal
practices. In the wake of the economic reforms in the 199os, her chapter
shows, mulatto and black Cuban citizens cannot take equal advantage of
economic reforms, because they do not have the same positive structural
conditions as their “white” counterparts.

Milagros Denis-Rosario discusses the question of the continuing leg-
acies of colonial hierarchization in Puerto Rico. She reviews the historical
roots of the Spanish colonial system and the impact it has had on Puerto
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Rican society, particularly among Puerto Ricans of African descent. She
argues that the colonial infrastructure is closely linked to the perpetuation
of inequalities of class, race, and gender, juxtaposing the contemporary oil
painting Plaza del Quinto Centenario by the Afro-Puerto Rican artist Ramén
Bulerin with the discussions in the wake of the construction of this space
as part of the celebrations in 1992 of the fifth centenary of the discovery
of the Americas. Her chapter resonates deeply with the work of artist and
cultural activist Carlos Celdran, whose painting Suesio de Manila is featured
on the cover of this volume. His guided walks of the Intramuros district
in Manila, where the Spanish colonial administration was located, were
aptly called “If These Walls Could Talk,” as he pointed out how Manila’s
colonial history has been inscribed into the cityscape. Celdran experienced
the enduring legacy of Spanish colonization when a law originating in the
Spanish colonial era was used to sentence him for “offending religious feel-
ings” in the wake of an artistic intervention in 2010 in which he protested
the influence of the Catholic Church on Philippine politics. Forced into
exile to Madrid in 2018, Celdran died in October 2019.

Miguel A. Rivera-Quifones narrows down on how the governance of
inequality has played an important role in the reproduction of colonial rule
in Puerto Rico. He argues that the poor and the working classes have been
economically incorporated in the colonial project through US economic
transfers, migration, and consumerism, which together normalize the exist-
ing socioeconomic inequalities in Puerto Rico. Maria Dolores Elizalde
turns to the Philippines and analyses, first, the different political models
and economic regimes established in the Philippines during the time when
the archipelago was part of the Spanish Empire. Second, she studies the
social structure and population groups that defined Philippine society, con-
cluding with a reflection on the legacies of the Spanish colonial regime and
its influence on the subsequent development of the islands. Cristina Cielo
follows the trajectories opened by Elizalde into present-day Philippines,
examining the stark social inequalities there and arguing that contempo-
rary configurations of economic and political power are marked by legacies
of colonial hierarchies of elite dominance and land control. Postcolonial
liberalization has combined with familial political structures to weaken the
political power of a globally dependent and socially stratified workforce.
The privatization of public decisions, policies, and services reinforces these
differences, she argues, pointing to Duterte’s politics that promise inclu-
sion and a shared future through the definition and elimination of a vilified
Other as a contemporary case of Othering rooted in colonial logics.
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In the first of the comparative chapters, Michael Zeuske provides a
historically detailed analysis of one specific aspect of Spanish (post-)colo-
nial legacies: the impact of slavery. He traces the contemporary under-
standing of the legacies of Spanish colonialism and juxtaposes it with the
historical debates on the legacies of slavery led during its abolition around
1880. He argues that of enduring importance has been the culture of
Afrodescendants in Caribbean societies and structural patterns such as land
ownership. He puts Cuba at the center of his analysis, with comparisons
drawn to Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic. Jochen Kemner picks
up Zeuske’s argument but, by slightly turning the focus of analysis, reveals
another layer concerning the continuing legacies of slavery and forced
labor. He shows how, during the colonial period, a regime of social strati-
fication that created a close correlation between the means used to acquire
income and wealth and social status emerged. He argues that this regime
still characterizes to a considerable degree the social conditions of today’s
societies. Mechanisms that established economic privileges and exclusions
became solidified in societal notions that led to a devaluation of manual
work. The availability and control of the labor force became a mark of
social distinction and created an antagonism that permeated the abolition
of slavery and the end of colonial rule. Hans-Jiirgen Burchardt system-
atizes the case studies and two preceding comparative chapters to provide
a holistic comparison of the legacies of Spanish colonialism and develops
suggestions for the further conceptual and methodological development of
postcolonial studies. He proposes a material turn and, based on the results
of the comparative analysis, suggests the engagement with rentier societies
as a particularly productive venue for further research.

NOTES

1. Guam, the fourth of the last Spanish colonies, is not part of our framework.
Colonized by the Spanish in 1565, it was ceded to the United States in 1989, consti-
tuting an unincorporated territory with limited citizenship rights for its inhabitants
until this day (Perez 2005, 572). Scrutinizing the trajectory of Guam might have
added important insights, as its history is rarely taken into account in debates in
the social sciences and history. Its inclusion might, for example, have allowed for a
deeper reflection on the role of indigeneity in processes of colonization and strug-
gles for decolonization. The invisibility of Guam in academic debate in our respec-
tive fields, however, provided an insurmountable challenge when we intended to
form a sufficiently large knowledge base from which to start our comparative
endeavor.

2. Spivak (2003) has repeatedly pointed out that any struggle against cultural
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discrimination is also a struggle for social advancement. Her stance provides an
example of how intersectional analysis and postcolonial studies are linked. For an
evaluation of the links between intersectionality research and postcolonial theories,
see Wallaschek (2015).
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CHAPTER 2

The Paradoxes of (Post-)Colonial
Archipelagos—a Proposal for
Postcolonizing Comparative Research

Johanna Leinius

Incomparability compels forgetting, just as comparison prescribes
some lessons and effortlessly disavows others. (Stoler 2006, 6)

Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines share not only a colonial history,
having been colonized by both the Spanish Empire and the Unites States,
but also a somewhat strained relation to postcolonial studies. While Puerto
Ricans tend to agree that their island is a colony (Flores 2000, 35),' they
find little resonance in postcolonial studies. Juan Flores argues that one
reason is the status of Puerto Rico as a postcolonial colony:

Puerto Rico is a colony in a different way, jibing only partially and
uncomfortably with the inherited notion or stereotype of the clas-
sical colony with its earmarks of rampant socioeconomic misery,
direct and total political and military control, and peripheralized
public life contrasting graphically with that of the metropolis. (36)

Philippine scholars have also been critical of the relevance of postco-
lonial studies for the Philippines. Epifanio San Juan has famously rejected
postcolonial studies as “poststructuralism regurgitated by intellectuals
from the former colonies” (1995, 57) that does not take sufficiently into
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account contemporary US imperialism. This critique has been taken up
by Alice Guillermo (1997, 16), who states with regard to the Philippines:
“There is little political value in declaring oneself as a postcolonial subject
while existing within a situation profoundly imbricated in neo-colonialism
and imperialism.” Underlining the contemporaneity of colonizing power
structures, both Puerto Rican and Philippine critical intellectuals tend to
reject postcolonial studies for not being sufficiently aware of the (neo-)
colonial present. They echo the concerns of some postcolonial scholars
who identify the tendency of postcolonial studies to locate colonial situa-
tions in the past and postcolonial ones in the present to the detriment of
cases like Palestine, Morocco, the Mariana Islands, or, in fact, Puerto Rico
(see Stoler 2016, 15).

Cuban scholars, in turn, usually position the colonial in the past. The
Cuban government in particular has striven to act as a leader of anti-
colonial and anti-imperialist movements and states; through the Cuban
Revolution, the colonial past was deemed to have been overcome. Con-
temporary US interventions are consequently framed as neocolonialism.
Tracing colonial legacies consequently has not been seen as an appropriate
endeavor for Cuban scholars. Scholars located outside Cuba, in turn, have
preferred to focus on evaluating the revolutionary process. Consequently,
Cuban scholars as well as scholars of Cuba have not connected to postco-
lonial studies and its conceptual vocabulary, with the notable exceptions of
literary scholars who engage with diasporic writers and their anti-colonial
theorizing in prerevolutionary Cuba (see Luis-Brown 2008) or Interna-
tional Relations scholars who analyze revolutionary Cuba’s position during
the Cold War (see Laffey and Weldes 2008).

Whether Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines define their current
status as postcolonial colony, target of neocolonial interventions, or decolo-
nized revolutionary state, in all three places the impact and influence of US
colonialism has been at the center of debates on colonial legacies, which has
pushed reflections on the legacies of Spanish colonialism to the margins.
"This is the gap our volume focuses on. Unearthing colonial continuities
deriving from Spanish colonialism necessitates, according to our reasoning,
a comparative perspective that is conscious of both the linkages between
the former colonies and the ruptures and differences that have been appar-
ent already in times of Spanish colonialism. But how does our comparative
approach based on case studies undertaken by a plurality of authors link to
the debates concerning the politics of comparison in postcolonial studies?
What problems, potentials, and paths does our project reveal?
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In this chapter,® I first identify the debates concerning comparative
research in the social sciences and more specifically in postcolonial, anthro-
pological, historical, and transregional studies, showing how difference,
similarity, and equality have been negotiated. I then situate the compara-
tive approach this volume puts forward by showing how it has answered
the critiques raised in these discussions. I argue that it provides a way to
respect the complexity of local reality while still producing insights that
point to more general patterns and processes. By employing a case study
approach that assembles a plurality of voices, this strategy can, to an extent,
mitigate postcolonial critiques of Eurocentrism and false universalism. By
proposing the analysis of paradoxes as an entry point to the examination
of the case studies assembled in this volume, I offer a path for following
the traces of colonial legacies by connecting the knowledge assembled in
this volume. I end by assessing the potential, but also limitations, of the
proposed approach for postcolonizing comparative research.

Postcolonizing the Comparative Method

Comparisons have been a cornerstone of social science methodologies.
They act as a bridging exercise between accounting for the complexity of
the world and identifying general patterns by relating different cases to
each other. As human sense making is to a large extent based on relation-
ally constructing differences and similarities, and, therefore, on comparing
(Saussure 1966), developing academic protocols for the exercise of com-
paring has been a step within the development of social science method-
ologies that has been seen as a natural extension of logical reasoning.

In political science and sociology, in particular, the comparative study
of political systems and societies has reached a high level of sophistication.
It is geared mainly toward causal explanations, hypothesis testing, and, to
a lesser extent, prediction. Describing the different contexts under scru-
tiny and building classifications are, in most comparative methods, mere
steps on the way to explaining, testing, or predicting specific outcomes
(Landman 2003, 5—10; Krause 2016, 50). Quantitative paradigms are still
central for comparative research. They draw on but also go beyond John
Stuart Mill’s methods of agreement and difference to identify the neces-
sary and sufficient conditions that constitute the specific configurations
under which certain outcomes are produced (Mahoney 2000, 388; Anckar
2008). Qualitative comparative methods, especially in the form of small-N
comparative studies based on a case study methodology, have also become
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more accepted (Bennett and Elman 2006; Ragin 1987). Methods like
process tracing and causal narratives have enabled thick and contextual
descriptions within cases (Mahoney 2000, 412—417) and are often com-
bined with quantitative methods in fuzzy set analyses (Ragin 2008; Rohlf-
ing and Schneider 2018). How methods are mixed and cases are selected to
improve the explanatory power of comparisons through combining induc-
tive and deductive approaches has become the main issue of debate (Ben-
nett and Elman 2006, 473; Ebbinghaus 2005; Hantrais 2014).

The scope of comparative approaches, however, remains restricted. In
an analysis of the articles published in the three leading journals of com-
parative politics in the United States, Gerardo Munck and Richard Snyder
show that, concerning the regional diversity of comparisons, cases are still
overwhelmingly chosen from within the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development world (2007, 10). The issues under scrutiny
are similarly limited: The state and its institutions are centered as actors,
and issues of democracy and the economy are the main matters of concern
(9). Comparative scholars rarely question the validity of the comparative
approach as such, being more concerned with how to ensure conceptual
clarity and analytical precision, or as Giovanni Sartori has already summed
up the predicament of comparative studies fifty years ago: “It appears that
we can cover more . . . only by saying less, and by saying less in a far less
precise manner” (19770, 1035).

On the one hand, comparative methods continue to be a central meth-
odological approach in many disciplines of the social sciences. On the
other hand, critiques of comparisons are formulated from interdisciplinary
and critical approaches like transregional studies and postcolonial studies,
but also from within history, anthropology, and sociology. Comparisons
are simultaneously ubiquitous and marginalized, fundamental for knowl-
edge production and treated as problematic (Deville, Guggenheim, and
Hrdlickovd 2016, 20-21; Scheffer and Niewohner 2010, vii; Jensen and
Gad 2016, 18¢; Fox and Gingrich 2002).

"To understand this conundrum, it is helpful to reconstruct the genealo-
gies of comparative research. Tracing the practices of comparison, Jennifer
Robinson (2o011) shows that the social sciences predominantly have pur-
sued two modes of comparison. On the one hand, societies that are seen
as similar concerning their history, language, and culture are compared so
that their common basis can provide a baseline against which variables can
be tested. Cases that do not fit the model applied tend to be excluded from
comparison. James Mahoney, for example, excludes Cuba, Panama, and the
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Dominican Republic from his comparative analysis of how postcolonial
legacies account for the different levels of development in former Spanish
colonies, because they do not follow the trajectory of independence and
sovereignty of the other Latin American colonies, as the author himself
admits (2010, 33). On the other hand, comparisons juxtapose societies that
are perceived as historically different in order to tease out similarities in
structures or dynamics that then can provide the basis for constructing
typologies or models with broader reach (Robinson 2011, 134). In both
cases, “the paradox of comparison is that judgment of pertinence rests on
‘the equation of unequal things’” (Stoler 2016, 15). In order to compare,
things need to be similar at least concerning enough aspects to make the
comparison viable, but they also need to be equal. Isabelle Stengers reminds
us that, when going back to its Latin etymology, compar “designates those
who regard each other as equals” (2011, 63).

But in the practice of comparative research, comparisons usually have
rested on concepts and hypotheses developed in European and North
American social sciences. Not only the material but also the conceptual
center of comparisons has been Euro-America, which has served as a model
for comparison with the rest of the world. Comparisons relate things to
each other that are, at once, similar and different, equal and unequal. The
matter of comparability is, therefore, inherently political: Comparing pre-
supposes that things are rendered similar that might not be (entirely) simi-
lar and that the differences in the aftermath of being compared become
overshadowed by their similarity. In turn, rendering something incompa-
rable also is a move imbued with power; as Ann Laura Stoler holds in the
epigraph at this chapter’s opening, “incomparability compels forgetting”
(2006, 6).

One has to remember that constructions of similarity, difference, and
equality are not given but shaped by political events and hegemonic knowl-
edge regimes. In many of the founding texts of the social sciences, for
example, Hegel’s “Lectures on the Philosophy of History” and “Lectures
on the Philosophy of Religion” as well as Weber’s sociology of religion
in and after “The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,” differ-
ent non-European regions are compared to Europe in order to trace spe-
cific aspects of societal development (Cheah 2003, 2). Hegel’s thinking,
famously, has been deeply shaped by his intellectual engagement with the
Haitian Revolution, but he failed to make his comparative gaze explicit
(Buck-Morss 2009, 17).

For such comparisons to become thinkable, modern structures of
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knowledge needed to develop, which, based on classificatory systems that
allow for taxonomies to be built, could integrate the previously unknown
into hierarchically ordered systems of classification. In the mid-18th cen-
tury in Europe, “the emergence of natural history as a structure of knowl-
edge” (Pratt 1992, 9) provided the background for the ordering of cultures
into broader trajectories and systems of knowledge. Comparisons became
a method for identifying general patterns within and between different
societies and groups, allowing for the condensation of universal social laws
and the building of theories with universal reach (see Tylor 1889). Based on
Durkheimian sociology, among others, it was believed that

description provided the facts, and comparative method was adopted
to account for them; it was seen as a means of formulating and test-
ing hypotheses and generalizations valid not only for one specific
society or culture but cross culturally. (Holy 1987, 2)

The differentiation of the social sciences into distinct disciplines did not
change this approach to comparing. While at the turn of the 20th century
in Europe, social theorists like Weber and Durkheim strove to trace what
made modern societies different from those defined as premodern, US
sociologists took the interventions of the United States in Guam, Puerto
Rico, Cuba, and the Philippines as a starting point to comparatively engage
with the newly colonized territories. Moved by colonial curiosity and the
perceived need to gather information about the newly subjugated territo-
ries, sociologists held courses with such titles as “The Philippine People”
(Fine and Severance 1985, 118, in Go 2009, 4) or “American Race Prob-
lems” in which the West Indies, Hawaii, and the Philippines were studied
comparatively (Ng 1994, 135).

Colonization stimulated the comparative imagination not only of schol-
ars (Robinson 2011, 129) but also of those directly involved in colonial
governance, as David Lambert and Alan Lester note of colonial governors:

Since most governors dwelt in multiple colonies during their careers,
so they inevitably made comparisons and connections between these
colonies. Colonial governance was thus often a relative and compar-
ative endeavour—one that was dependent on fruitfully imagining
the lessons that could be learned and transferred between differ-
ently constituted colonial places. (2006, 11)
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After World War 11, the comparative study of colonization continued
but under different auspices. In the wake of the decolonization processes
of the time, the priorities changed. On the one hand, scholars like Shmuel
Eisenstadt (1963, 1967) turned to the historical typologization of coloni-
zation and empire in the tradition of Weber. On the other hand, world
systems theory (Wallerstein 1979) and the scholars grouped as dependency
theorists (Cardoso 1977; Frank 1969) were interested in understanding
the underlying patterns of the global structure of inequality and the role
of colonialism in the latter. While different in ideological and analytical
perspective, these approaches rest on the “capacity to examine a range of
societies from the outside, and an ability to move freely from one society to
another.” They are based on and simultaneously provide “a synoptic view
of human affairs from a great height” (Connell 2007, 12).

Additionally, the plane of equivalence—what is seen as sufficiently simi-
lar to validate comparison—assumes some sort of linearity of societal devel-
opment from primitive to modern society (Robinson 2011, 133). As their
trajectories are similar—either because societies are teleologically on the
same path or because they are embedded in the same broader structures—
different societies can be compared. Postcolonial theory has shown how
such a notion of linear development is historically produced (Said 1978;
Escobar 1995).

The first discipline that questioned the dominant frames of compara-
tive research was anthropology. From the 1960s onward, it politicized the
comparative practice, asked about its colonizing impetus, and strove to find
other ways of generating theory (Fox and Gingrich 2002). Anthropologist
questioning merged with feminist as well as science and technology stud-
ies’ concern with the role and subjectivity of the researcher. Concepts were
no longer seen as neutral and as unproblematically applicable in different
contexts but as products of specific cultural contexts that take with them
the cultural baggage of the context in which they were originally developed
(Deville, Guggenheim, and Hrdlickovd 2016, 21-22).

"This change of perspective challenged several of the assumptions on
which comparisons rest. First, methodologically, presuming the similar-
ity and equality of the entities compared and therefore their commensu-
rability was seen as doing violence to the complex realities on the ground
(Strathern 1988). As each encounter between researcher and researched is
unique and cannot be replicated, it is argued, the reduction of complex-
ity that comparison depends on is an artificial flattening out of complexity
that cannot withstand deeper scrutiny. Looking closer at the categories on
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which comparisons rest tends to lead to their dissolution “into dozens of
other issues, pieces and fragments” (Fox and Gingrich 2002, 1). Analytical
concepts, the argument goes, cannot be simply “extracted” from the context
in which they were created, made transcendent, and used in other contexts
as if they were clean of any contextual debris (Deville, Guggenheim, and
Hrdlickové 2016, 21). Second, epistemologically, the very categories used
for comparisons were charged with transporting European norms, as Euro-
pean developments were taken as a comparative measurement stick for all
other contexts, not necessarily adequately reflecting local realities (Stoler
2001; Radhakrishnan 2009; Epple and Erhart 2015; Midell 2014, 44).

One effect of these critiques has been the rise of qualitative studies
that take seriously the complexities on the ground, that either apply con-
cepts very carefully and reflexively or forgo deduction altogether, and that
argue for inductive or grounded theory (Scheffer and Niewohner 2010,
8). A plethora of ethnographic studies have been produced that are rich
in description but show little aspiration for making broader claims or for
generating theory—certainly also due to anthropology’s crisis of represen-
tation (Clifford and Marcus 1986). Maria de los Dolores Figueroa Romero,
for example, in her impressive comparative study of the activism of Miskitu
women in Nicaragua and Kichwa women in Ecuador, states that she
decided to compare two cases of indigenous women’s activism that share
more differences than similarities to “bring to the fore the particularities of
the[ir] activism” and, consequently, “to enrich the narrative of indigenous
women’s politics of social change more broadly” (Figueroa Romero 20171,
11). Her aim is to show the complexity of indigenous women’s activism
against narratives that homogenize and exoticize indigeneity. Following
the outlook of many of the ethnographic studies in this tradition, she does
not strive to tie her results back to more theoretical debates but chooses
to formulate recommendations of how to better enter into a dialogue with
indigenous women leaders instead.

When striving to contribute to the better understanding of the legacies
that the colonial conquest has left on colonized as well as colonizing societ-
ies, however, tools to identify the specific patterns that can be traced back
to colonial constellations of power and privilege are needed. This, inevi-
tably, involves a certain level of generalization and, arguably, comparison.
This is why Stoler insists on the continuing importance of doing compari-
sons or, if the method of comparisons is deemed to be unsalvageable, of
finding other ways of identifying more general patterns and dynamics that
point to how the colonial continues to echo in the present. She argues that
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postcolonial studies need “to do better comparisons, to pursue the politics
and history of comparison, or to reach for connections that go beyond
comparison altogether” (Stoler 2001, 864). In her recent work, she puts
forward a way of examining the “strange continuity” of specific material,
discursive or affective configurations, as “colonial reverberations with a
difference” (Stoler 2016, 28). These configurations, she argues, are marked
neither by clear breaks nor by explicit legacies but by the reanimation and
rearrangement of earlier logics and practices that echo the past but appear
in new figurations. She also underlines the importance of studying how
comparisons have been applied and with what effects, tracing the politics
of comparison in specific contexts (see also Young 2013, 688).

The historicizing of comparisons with a focus on the way comparisons
have been applied has also been proposed in historical research, which
has focused on interdependent dynamics to avoid a superficial reading of
postcolonial processes. Neither assuming an overly dominant influence of
colonial histories on contemporary structures nor denying the persistence
of any colonial structures, colonialism is seen as more than a uniform force
flattening out local particularities that leaves formerly colonized countries
in the same state everywhere. As Anne McClintock argues:

Yet the inscription of history around a single “continuity of preoccu-
pations” and “a common past,” runs the risk of a fetishistic disavowal
of crucial international distinctions that are barely understood and
inadequately theorized. (1995, 12)

Most of the historical work that responds to postcolonial concerns with
overcoming Eurocentric analyses and “provincializing Europe” (Chakrab-
arty 2000) focuses on the British Empire and Asia (Pomeranz 2000; Par-
thasarathi 2011). Kenneth Pomeranz, for example, challenges the implicit
normalization of Europe’s historical path by turning the comparative gaze
in both directions. To examine why Asia and Europe diverged in their
economic path from the late 18th century onward, he compares Eng-
land and the Yangzi Delta through what he calls a “reciprocal compari-
son,” measuring the performance of England against categories developed
through the analysis of the Yangzi Delta and vice versa (Pomeranz 2000,
8). His approach echoes Stengers’s call for seeing the entities implicated
in the comparison as active and equal parts of the comparative endeavor
(Stengers 2011, 63). He expands this mode of comparison with a second
mode he takes from Charles Tilly (1984): the “encompassing comparison”
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in which “rather than comparing two separate things (as classical social
theory did) we look at two parts of a larger whole and see how the posi-
tion and function of each part in the system shape their nature” (Pomeranz
2000, 10). Jan de Vries, in his history of household economies, in a similar
manner, speaks of a “composite history of the common experience of a
zone that is not defined primarily by political boundaries” (2008, xi). Antje
Dietze and Matthias Middell, however, underline that despite changing the
directionality of comparisons as well as opening spaces for questioning the
units of analysis often taken for granted in comparative endeavors, these
approaches are insufficient for accounting for the interactions and flows
between places and peoples (2019, 60).

Other approaches that have been proposed to solve the problem of how
to compare without taking for granted the entities compared, as well as to
take seriously the connections that constitute these entities, are “connected
histories” (Subrahmanyam 1997), “histoires croisées” (Werner and Zim-
mermann 2002), and “entangled histories” (Conrad and Randeria 2002).
Though heterogeneous in their outlook, these approaches converge in
challenging how historically diverse entities, for example, nation-states or
empires, are retrospectively categorized as discrete—and similar—units of
analysis to facilitate their comparison. By rendering things similar, their
difference is obscured and the already existing threads between them cut.
They, therefore, demand

that we not only compare from within our boxes, but spend some
time and effort to transcend them, not by comparison alone but by
seeking out the at times fragile threads that connected the globe.
(Subrahmanyam 1997, 762-63)

The focus on connections, networks, and entanglements has troubled his-
torical comparisons (Potter and Saha 2015) and, according to some, has
made comparisons impossible altogether (see Espagne 1994).

"The archipelagic perspective that our volume takes is indebted to these
debates. Seeing Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines as already entan-
gled by networks and relations that are not always easily visible but yet
there, without hastily assuming comparability, we intend to keep the ten-
sion between similarity and difference, past and present, and yet to tease
out where points of connection lie. Our approach takes into account the
critiques raised but does not abandon comparison altogether, nor does it
presume the existence of already connected histories. It goes beyond pro-
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posals to see seas and oceans as connecting agents of different regions that,
however, often tend to take entities like the Atlantic Ocean (Lachenicht
2019; Andrien 2009) or the Pacific Ocean (Wirth 2019) as objects of
analysis, analyzing the flows and connections within but not beyond their
borders—by relating the Philippines to Puerto Rico and Cuba, we go
beyond these delineated seascapes, following the routes of colonial con-
nections and striving to uncover the roots of the (post-)colonial present.
Our approach contributes to transregional studies, which fundamentally
question the concept of regions, focusing instead on the transformative
connections between places and peoples in a “historically informed inves-
tigation of the reach of flows and control mechanisms that go beyond the
limits and boundaries of single empires, continents, regions, or cultural
spheres” (Middell 2019b, 10). In the first handbook on transregional stud-
ies, Matthias Middell (2z019a) argues that rather than a discipline, transre-
gional studies are a perspective that aims to link area studies to broader
global processes, taking seriously the necessity of interdisciplinary work as
well as postcolonial critiques. In the introductory chapter to the handbook,
he remarks that what is needed are methodological tools to “make transre-
gional studies more than an ambitious program” (Middell 2019b, 11).

Our volume aims to respond to this call and to offer an approach that
takes into account and yet goes beyond Comparative Area Studies (CAS)
(Ahram, Kollner, and Sil 2018a; Sil 2009; Berg-Schlosser 2012). CAS pro-
vides a fruitful point of reference, as it is conscious of the “political baggage
of the colonial past” (Mehler 2019, 67), highlights the necessity of develop-
ing deep and interdisciplinary knowledge of the contexts under scrutiny,
and sees areas as socially constituted rather than given (Hoffmann 2015).
The need to work collaboratively and with the interdisciplinarity that
especially cross-regional small-N comparisons engender, however, goes
against the academic logic of developing professional expertise by focusing
on single countries or areas (Sil 2009, 29; Ahram, Kéllner, and Sil 2018b,
10). Immersing oneself in distinct contexts, developing the necessary lan-
guage skills, and working collaboratively with native scholars takes time
and resources that obstruct quick publishing—as our volume attests to.
CAS, as it is put forward by, for example, the German Institute of Global
and Area Studies, remains dedicated to tracing causal connections and pro-
ducing generalizable conclusions, striving to balance the “deep sensitiv-
ity to context” (Ahram, Kéllner, and Sil 2018b, 3) with causal inferences
that transcend these contexts. In doing so, the approach is oriented toward
proving the continuing relevance of area studies rather than troubling the
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paradigms on which comparisons rest or scrutinizing the politics of com-
parison critically.

In what follows, I present some possible avenues of how to under-
take postcolonially informed comparative research that transcends these
debates by providing a point of departure for comparative endeavors that
start from the politics of comparison.

Practicing Postcolonial Comparative Research

Critically assessing and laying open for scrutiny how we have compared is,
heeding the critiques not only of anthropology but also postcolonial stud-
ies, the first step in the practice of comparing. This means not only to criti-
cally reflect on the reasons for and the results of the comparative endeavor
undertaken but also to reflect on the actual practices through which the
comparison developed and to situate those doing the comparison socially,
materially, and epistemologically.

"To start with, the idea for this volume emerged from an actual encoun-
ter: the conference “Historical Legacies in Comparison: Cuba—Puerto
Rico—Philippines. How Much History Can Post-Colonialism Endure?”
that Hans-Jirgen Burchardt organized in March 2017 in Havana, Cuba.
The conference showed that a dialogue between the social sciences and
history and between the three countries can unearth previously unseen
connections and linkages; it also proved that such a dialogue needed to
be supported by the development of a shared analytical lens that would
enable communication across the heterogeneous disciplinary and regional
contexts. In the preparation of the volume, we therefore examined previous
debates on colonial legacies and postcolonial histories to identify analyti-
cal dimensions that could serve as guiding posts for the case studies. We
are aware that this decision already reduced the complexity of social real-
ity and possibly obscured other relevant aspects. We hold, however, that
without providing such a focus, the balance between similarity and differ-
ence would have been skewed in a way that would have made a sustained
dialogue between the different times and places difficult. We identified two
dimensions that, according to the literature examined, have shaped colo-
nial rule and colonized societies in ways that provide a point of connection
across contexts: first, the political economy and, second, the hierarchization of
difference. Both dimensions are intersected by the (re-)production of political
power and authority.

We derive from previous research on the (post-)colonial political
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economy the importance of resource extraction and of the intermeshing
of economic and political power. Property relations, commerce, and the
position of the colony within broader economic trade regimes shaped how
political power was distributed and elites were formed (Andrien 2009).
The role of the religious orders acting as economic actors (Dussel 1981;
Turner Bishnell 2009, 206) and the change from mercantilism to restricted
liberalization within the Spanish Empire (Mahoney 2010, 21; Schmidt-
Nowara 2014, 26) are but two aspects of these dynamics. When contacting
the contributors responsible for analyzing the historical and contemporary
political economy of the three cases, however, we kept the task set deliber-
ately broad, asking merely their assessment about the essential markers of
the regime under scrutiny concerning the economic structures. We asked
about the most dominant economic sectors, property relations, elite forma-
tion, the relative (de-)centralization of the state, and the role of geography.

Concerning the hierarchization of difference, the literature review
underlined that the constitution and reproduction of unequal relations was
to an important extent based on the hierarchization of especially gender,
sexuality, religion, and the way “ethnoracial categories [were connected] to
patterns of resource allocation” (Mahoney 2010, 19; Quijano 2000, 216;
Branche 2008). Research has shown that while processes of transcultura-
tion, hybridity, and mestizaje took place, the ascription of difference also
legitimized the unequal distribution of political authority (Klor de Alva
1995; Ibarra 1995, 87). We therefore asked the contributors of the case
studies about the essential markers of the colonial regime under scrutiny
concerning sociopolitical structures, especially with regard to the mecha-
nisms of group distinction, labor regimes, slavery, migration, and access
to political power. Rather than a strict questionnaire to be answered, we
intended the questions we posed as guiding posts to orient the analysis and
ensure the possibility of dialogue between the chapters.

The genealogy of the volume partly explains why Guam, the fourth of
the last Spanish colonies, is not part of the analyses undertaken in this vol-
ume, though its history provides—even at first glance—striking similarities
to the (post-)colonial experiences and dilemmas of the other three former
Spanish colonies examined in this book. We discussed its inclusion in our
research frame but decided against it mainly due to pragmatic reasons, such
as the small size of the academic community focused on research on Gua-
mese society and history and our complete lack of contacts to it. We are
aware that this decision reproduces the marginalization of Guam in aca-
demic debates, which is connected to the silencing of Chamorro struggles.
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We, therefore, decidedly encourage research on the colonial legacies of the
Spanish colonization of Guam that takes into account the experiences and
knowledges of the Chamorro community.

Another important aspect of the politics of comparison is the position-
ality and subjectivity of those undertaking the comparison. Positionality
matters, and we acknowledge the extent to which the social, cultural, and
geographical situatedness of the editors shaped the volume. In order to
change the unidirectionality of many comparative studies in which infor-
mation is extracted from the Global South by researchers from the Global
North, the majority of case studies assembled in this volume are written by
scholars located in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. We made use of
previously established contacts and mapped relevant publications and their
respective authors in order to identify and contact possible contributors.
"This strategy, of course, yielded results that were biased toward scholars
visible in the research community either through their active online pres-
ence or through publications in relevant journals or edited volumes. It also
revealed the difficulties in finding and contacting scholars from contexts in
which reliable access to digital communication and publishing in interna-
tionally available and recognized publications are not the norm—in these
cases, we relied more heavily on personal contacts and recommendations.

The contributions were written over a period of eighteen months.
Apart from the challenge of going beyond our already existing scholarly
networks, the material basis of academic work additionally intervened in
the editing process: Hurricane Marfa, which devastated Puerto Rico in
September 2017, affected most of the Puerto Rican contributors to this
volume; up to this day, infrastructural problems persist. Dialogue with the
contributors from Cuba was also shaped by unreliable access to communi-
cation infrastructures.

When the case studies pointed to two topics that were of vital
importance—the history and legacy of slavery as well as of the labor
regime—we looked for scholars who could discuss these two topics in
more depth, thus contextualizing the case studies with a more focused
perspective.

Working with contributors from different contexts and disciplines also
meant we had to engage with the politics of translation. Depending on the
language the contributors felt most comfortable writing in, chapters were
originally written in English, Spanish, or German. This meant that we had
to set time—and resources—apart for translation. The work of translation
was, however, not only between the three languages but also between the
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disciplinary and cultural codes of academic writing. We facilitated the pos-
sibility of dialogue by providing the contributors with questions to guide
their analysis and by organizing an extensive review process that was not
free of conflict but provided a basis for bringing the different chapters into
a closer dialogue.

In what follows, I will offer an approach to the case studies assembled in
this volume that engages the comparative imagination by focusing on para-
doxes and ironies as analytical entry points. As an explicitly feminist and
critical method, this approach complements the methodological toolbox of
transregional studies, which have not yet engaged with feminist method-
ologies and approaches (see Middell 2019a).

Paradoxes of the (Post-)Colonial

I propose the critical analysis of paradoxes as a strategy toward the syn-
chronic and diachronic analysis of power. It is a proposal for making tan-
gible invisibilized connections and comparing situations that are deemed
incomparable by enabling the critical analysis of the very power structures
that shape how we perceive the world and can therefore reveal patterns
that were previously obscured. By being open for the paradoxes that arise
when distinct social realities are brought together, constructions of similar-
ity and difference can be questioned.

The analytical strategy of scrutinizing paradoxes is ingrained in criti-
cal ethnographic and feminist work inspired by poststructuralist and post-
colonial approaches (see Lather 2001; Alexander 2005; Derrida 1976).
Examining paradoxes means focusing on that which goes against the doxa,
against that which appears as normal, unquestioned, true. It denotes the
simultaneous existence of “multiple yet incommensurable truths, or, truth
and its negation in a single proposition, or, truths which undo even as they
require each other” (Brown 2000, 238). Paradoxes are, consequently, more
than analytical puzzles that need only be thought through logically to be
solved—they remain irritatingly unsolvable and thus defy the academic
desire to reduce complexity. The focus on paradoxes thus goes against the
mainstream understanding of comparative research in the social sciences
that is aimed at reducing complexity.

Translating these conceptualizations into an analytical strategy means
examining that which seems irritatingly counterfactual. Probing these
moments of irritation makes possible the deeper analysis of the configura-
tions of power that urge us to draw certain conclusions more easily than
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others and make us feel stuck when the empirical material does not allow
the drawing of these conclusions. It means enacting “a praxis of not being so
sure, in excess of binary and dialectical logic that disrupts the horizon of an
already prescribed intelligibility” (Lather 2001, 246). Comparative research
drawing on case studies undertaken by multiple researchers anchored in
different social realities is a fruitful approach in this regard because the uni-
lateral view “from nowhere” can be troubled from the very beginning. By
tracing the paradoxes identified in the case studies, an archipelagic geogra-
phy of power emerges.

"To start with, Fradera points out in chapter 3 the paradox that, in the
Philippines, sugar production depended on the labor of free peasants, while
in Puerto Rico and Cuba, the rise of sugar as the main crop led to the estab-
lishment of plantation societies dependent on slave labor. Inversely, tobacco
was harvested by free peasants in Cuba and by forced peasant labor in the
Philippines. What does this paradox reveal about the specific setting of the
three colonies and the workings of power that link them? It underlines that
there is neither a necessary correlation between plantation society and the
production of certain cash crops nor one between an export-oriented colo-
nial economy and the need for slave labor.

With natural conditions being similarly favorable for the production of
sugar and tobacco in all three colonies, the distinct arrangements that devel-
oped make an analysis purely based on an economic calculus difficult. Anal-
ysis needs to look beyond the common rationale of finding ways of secur-
ing Spain’s role as a colonizing power once the silver economy declined
and agricultural production became more important. Contextual factors
that embed the three colonies in broader networks of trade and politics as
well as specific historical situations need to be taken into account. In Span-
ish America, the Haitian Revolution and the independence wars brought
Spanish and French migrants to Puerto Rico and Cuba. They brought the
necessary capital, machinery, and enslaved people to foster large-scale pro-
duction and received land in turn. Cuban and Puerto Rican sugar growers
subsequently increased their influence in the two colonies, but also in the
Spanish Empire in general, and used it to ensure a ready supply of labor
through the ongoing illegal trading of enslaved people. In the Philippines,
where the galleon trade based on silver between New Spain and Asia had
been at the center of economic activity, state intervention focused almost
exclusively on ensuring the production and export of tobacco, because the
Spanish state had a monopoly on this product. The production of other
cash crops like sugar or hemp was undertaken by private individuals who
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sold their produce to merchants. Because these individuals lacked funds for
improving and mechanizing production, their economic output remained
small. Only the entrance of British capital into the Philippines motivated
the Spanish to find new sources of capital to foster the Philippine economy
and thus strengthen their hold on the colony.

In the absence of the necessary funds to embark on large-scale eco-
nomic investments, the Spanish colonial state turned to other options to
ensure the increase in capital. As Camba and Aguilar show in chapter 8,
the racialized restrictions on marriage were lowered, allowing Filipino
landowners to marry capital-possessing Chinese immigrants. The political
economy of the Philippines was stabilized, but a new elite developed who,
from this point onward, began to control political and economic power in
the Philippines. In chapter 15, Cielo traces a similar pattern in contem-
porary times. She shows how state policies that supported the naturaliza-
tion of immigrants of Chinese descent during the Marcos era intertwined
with neoliberal restructuring, post-authoritarian democratization efforts,
and the continuing personalization of political authority to favor “Chi-
nese Filipinos of pure Chinese descent” to centralize economic wealth and
political power. They now make up 1 percent of the population but control
60 percent of the economy (Chua 2004, 15). In chapter 9, Melgar bolsters
Cielo’s analysis by examining the presence of economic elites in the insti-
tutions of representative democracy as well as their influence on political
decision-making. Increasing democratization in the Philippines has led, as
both authors show, paradoxically, to the centralization of economic-cum-
political power and authority in the Philippines.

The continuing power of hierarchies of differentiation also creates
paradoxes in structuring (post-)colonial societies. Morin Nenoff, in chap-
ter 11, comments on the paradox that in the Cuban census undertaken
in 2012, 64.1 percent of the Cuban population is reported as white, 26.6
percent as mixed race, and a mere 9.3 percent as black. She holds that,
taking into account the impact of slavery on the ethnic composition of
the Cuban society, these numbers show the continuing influence of racism
on the development of black consciousness and identity in Cuba. Denis-
Rosario, in turn, in chapter 12, discusses the invisibility of Afro—Puerto
Rican histories through an analysis of the central Plaza del Quinto Cen-
tenario in the capital San Juan. She writes in her chapter: “It comes across
as ironic that [the sculpture on the Plaza] would celebrate the Americas’
cultural heritage, since it is erected within an old Afro—Puerto Rican neigh-
borhood—an unknown fact to most people” (214). By unearthing erased
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histories, she provides a distinct view on the colonial present that reveals
the durability of colonial patterns not only in collective memory but also
in the infrastructure of cities. The irony that she comments on reveals itself
only to those conscious of how in the colonial present, the material and
spatial configuration of the city reflects older colonial patterns of racialized
segregation.

Another paradox that is tangible in the composition and transforma-
tion of the landscapes of Puerto Rico and the Philippines is the upsurge of
shopping malls in a context in which high levels of poverty and the gener-
ally low purchasing power seem to contradict the apparent success of such
economic ventures. Probing this paradox, both Cielo for the Philippines
and Rivera Quifiones for Puerto Rico argue that tracing the paradox of the
“malling culture” reveals the interwovenness of political and economic rule.
But the authors disagree concerning the exact nature of this interwoven-
ness: Cielo, in chapter 15, holds that private shopping malls have become
constitutive of public life in the Philippines and that they show the Philip-
pine dependence on the privatized availability of public (air-conditioned)
space. According to her, the presence of shopping malls is also linked to
the enormous influx of remittances by Filipino workers, which account for
0.8 percent of the gross domestic product. Dependence on remittances has
shaped a “consumption-driven society not dependent on national produc-
tivity,” says Cielo (262). The popularity of malls, in turn, strengthens the
oligarchic hold of the economic elite who own the shopping malls and have
been able to translate their economic power into political influence.

In chapter 13, Rivera Quifiones connects the contemporary omnipres-
ence of shopping malls in Puerto Rico to the increase in retail sales during
the 199os, a time when “factories were closing down, labor rights were
reduced, and US economic transfers were not increasing” (231). Nowa-
days, the ubiquity of American megastores and shopping malls represents
the ongoing coloniality of Puerto Rico, he argues: Even though the great
majority of Puerto Ricans lack purchasing power, the welfare transfers of
the US government have contributed to generating a certain sense of pros-
perity in the poorest segments of the population as well as a consumerist
orientation. Taken together, he holds, these configurations have stabilized
US colonial rule and prevented anti-colonial unrest up to a certain point.
Current events in Puerto Rico speak toward the unsustainability of these
arrangements. Rivera Quifiones’s analysis offers an entry point into under-
standing how the interweaving of economic and political dimensions in
Puerto Rico mitigates potential grievances and stabilizes political rule.
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Paradoxical Comparisons as Critical Postcolonial Method

Puerto Rico, Cuba, and the Philippines have been interlinked through-
out colonial times and, as the case studies show, continue to share certain
cultural, economic, and political patterns—for example, the three societ-
ies’ dependence on rents, as Burchardt (chap. 18) and Kemner (chap. 17)
argue—that point to the existence of colonial legacies deriving from Span-
ish colonialism. How we theorize these connections while also revealing
their differences and how we create narratives that underline either dis-
tinctiveness or similarity are crucial for the power of these comparisons to
either reproduce or trouble conventional stories of colonization and con-
quest. As the debates on the politics of comparative research have shown,
the crucial question is: What do we compare for?

In the case of this volume, the comparison is motivated by an inter-
est in understanding how shared histories of colonization are traceable in
three contexts that, nowadays, possess very different political systems, are
located in different geopolitical regions, and are objects of research in dif-
ferent disciplines. By linking the (post-)colonial histories of Puerto Rico,
Cuba, and the Philippines, our argument goes, conventional stories of
Spanish colonization might be troubled; by linking contemporary patterns
of power to Spanish colonial rule, insights into the ongoing impact of colo-
nial patterns and logics might be gained. We aim to elucidate the specifici-
ties of each context by encouraging a holistic reading of how, on the one
hand, the political economy and, on the other hand, the hierarchization of
differences shape the access to and the articulation of political power and
authority. By providing both a synchronic and diachronic perspective, our
approach refuses a superficial reading of both the past and the present by
providing a detailed and multivocal account of the contexts under scrutiny.

We compare to challenge colonizing perspectives that insist on the
incomparability of some contexts and the comparability of others. Our vol-
ume shows that the analysis of Spanish colonialism and its connection to
contemporary patterns of rule is capable of linking three places that appear
incomparable at first glance. This insight can trouble commonplace analy-
ses of the three countries that focus on deficiencies or weaknesses derived
from an analysis that separates global connections and focuses only on the
particularities of the local.

Collective and interdisciplinary knowledge production organized
through a case study approach is a productive entry pointinto this endeavor,
as this volume powerfully shows. By assembling heterogeneous readings of
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the three contexts, we allow for a more complex reading of social realities
than a single-authored text would have been able to provide. Each contri-
bution adds a different point of view that is able to enter into a dialogue
with the others because of the analytical framework provided. By allowing
the richness of the different contexts to emerge, our approach goes beyond
contemporary comparative approaches in the social sciences. Even in those
comparative studies that apply a case study methodology, the cases studies
are usually seen as providing “thick descriptions” apt for testing hypotheses
that need to fit into a mixed-methods design (Munck and Snyder 2007,
7). The obstructiveness of the context is tamed through the building of
variables that flatten the complexities and ambivalences contained in social
realities to build paradox-free descriptions that fulfill their function with-
out irritating the underlying paradigms of the comparison undertaken.

In this chapter, I have proposed a specific approach to analyzing case
studies that engages with the irritations that paradoxical situations create.
"Taking into account the discussions concerning the politics of comparison
reconstructed in this contribution, such an approach implements a power-
conscious postcolonial sensibility. The value of this approach lies in the
possibility of linking case studies in different ways, each time opening up
other heuristics and singling out different dynamics and patterns. When
taken together, these multiple comparisons can reveal the complexities of
the (post-)colonial present.

Our analysis inevitably neglects some possibilities for comparisons that
would be similarly productive. By identifying patterns of colonial rule and
their refractions over time and scales, we do not focus on accounting for the
presence of anti-colonial resistances up to the present day. This has been
a conscious decision, as our interest is primarily in revealing how colonial
patterns of rule reverberate across time and space and link situations that
seem unconnected and dispersed at first glance. Linking the histories and
logics of decolonizing struggles in Puerto Rico, Cuba, and the Philippines
is a task left open—the methodology we propose in this volume provides a
fruitful framework for this and similar projects.

Those interested in embarking on comparative endeavors from a
postcolonially informed perspective can start by, first, reflecting on their
motivation for comparing. Does the proposed comparison stabilize con-
ventional histories and theories, or would it strive to read history and
society against the grain and unearth new perspectives and connections?
Which perspectives would be centered to the detriment of which other
narratives? Second, how did the entities that are to be related compara-
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tively come about? Are they presumed to be stable and clearly identifiable
objects that function according to specific logics—like nation-states—or
does the comparison strive to establish them as distinguishable but on
the same plane of equivalence—think of Pomeranz’s (2000) analysis of
the British Empire and the Yangzi Delta—or are they seen as incom-
parable? What are the power effects of establishing comparative con-
nections between these entities, which histories and linkages are erased,
which ones are underlined? Which epistemic, political, and cultural com-
munities are bolstered by how the specific constitution of these enti-
ties is imagined, and which are marginalized? Third, the research set-
ting should be critically scrutinized. From what situated positionality
do those practicing the comparison start from, and what are the specific
relations of power and privilege that constitute the research situation? Is
there a way to engage with multiple and differently situated voices either
through directly involving differently situated researchers in the com-
parative process or through engaging with academic or other literature,
archives, or the materiality and spatiality of the entities compared? How
is the context taken into account? How do the research relationships
in assembling, analyzing, and disseminating the data and results reflect
power relations, and how do they shape the results of the comparative
endeavor? Is there a way to use the research process to engage with previ-
ously unheard voices or unseen material and to what ends? And, fourth,
the effects of the comparison should be taken into account. What impact
might the comparison have and in which communities, scholarly and
otherwise? Which stories are bolstered, which narratives are weakened?
What can be learned from the way the comparison was undertaken both
concerning the politics of knowledge production and the relationships
established through the research?

For the purpose of tracing the legacies of Spanish colonialism in Spain’s
last colonies, multivocal and cross-regional case studies offer a fruitful
starting point for rethinking comparative research as critical and postcolo-
nial methodology that allows the colonial present to appear in its complex-
ity and ambivalence but that yet remains dedicated to a rigorous empirical
analysis. The archipelagic perspective exemplified in this volume explores
the interconnections between the seemingly unconnected places of Cuba,
Puerto Rico, and the Philippines, without flattening out their differences,
building new “containers” for research, or subsuming local complexities
under overarching categories or causal explanations. The focus on para-
doxes as postcolonial comparative method, I have argued, in particular, pro-
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vides a useful entry point that can strengthen the toolbox of transregional
studies by engaging with feminist and postcolonial insights and methods.

NOTES

1. The term “postcolonial colony” as moniker for Puerto Rico has been used
primarily by Jorge Duany, who applies it to describe Puerto Ricans as “a people
with a strong national identity but little desire for a nation-state” (2002, 4, 122).
He credits Juan Flores and Marfa Milagros Lépez (1994) with the creation of the
term (Duany 2010, 49n1). Pantojas-Garcia, in this volume, uses the term in a simi-
lar manner. Flores (2000, 36) has applied it later to compare the Puerto Rican and
Martinican diaspora, finding the grounds for comparison in both islands being
home to “a people wedged in an impossible situation” (39): occupied by colonial
powers in a world that locates colonialism in the past.

2.1 thank Regine Paul, Hannes Warnecke-Berger, Hans-Jiirgen Burchardt,
"Tobias Kalt, and Jonas Miiller for their helpful comments and feedback on earlier
versions of this chapter.
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CHAPTER 3

Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and
the Crisis of the Great Empire

Global Dynamics and Local Developments

Josep M. Fradera

The Spanish Empire, established in the last decade of the 15th century,
expanded relentlessly until the end of the 18th century, a remarkable case
of longevity, though by the very end of the eighteenth and into the follow-
ing century it began falling apart. The Napoleonic invasion of May 1808
furthermore led to the military and financial collapse of the metropolis.
Under these dramatic circumstances, the only possibility for survival lay
in resisting the French on the peninsula and trying to reach some sort
of consensus with the Creole elites who remained loyal to the monarchy.
With that objective in mind and in the absence of a monarch, the Cortes
were summoned to the city of Cadiz, the center of transoceanic navigation,
which was under Spanish sovereignty and British protection. Even so, the
empire collapsed like a house of cards between 1808 and 1824. By the end
of that period, with the emancipation of the entire South American conti-
nent after the defeat of the Spanish army in Ayacucho, the only remaining
Spanish possessions were island colonies, two in the Antilles and the other
in the China Sea. On the periphery of the greatsilver empire, Cuba, Puerto
Rico, and the Philippines became the raison d’étre of Spain’s continued
colonial existence throughout the 19th century. From being possessions on
the margins of an empire centered in New Spain and Peru, the suppliers
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of the silver that was minted and used universally, the three insular posses-
sions allowed Spain to remain a colonial power until 1898. To understand
how this happened, we must look back to the time when the monarchy’s
military needs were such that the approach toward those enclaves under-
went a shift and new relations were forged with their modest but active
landowners and merchants.

The origin of that shift in the mid-18th century lay in the outcome
of the intercolonial wars among the old transatlantic and Asian worlds of
the Iberian nations and the emerging powers of Great Britain and France,
whose expansion was going to dominate the world throughout the 19th
century and much of the 20th. War preparations by the emerging nations
were characterized by new military organization, and the Iberian empires
tried to respond. From pursuing the old strategy of fortifications in the
nerve centers of the empire—places such as the Spanish cities of Vera-
cruz, Callao, Cartagena de Indias, and Manila, which ensured maritime
traffic between Europe and the overseas possessions—the imperial powers
began using occupation instead, along with the more extensive, flexible,
and costly deployment of armed forces. To protect Spain’s enormous hold-
ings throughout America, the Crown launched an ambitious policy of ter-
ritorial expansion and border control. This required controlling peoples
who earlier had not been subject to control and who were unwilling to
accept new lords, as can be seen with the wars in Patagonia, Yucatan, Cen-
tral America, northern Mexico, Mindanao, and the Visayas Islands in the
Philippines. Territorial control was a matter of urgent military necessity,
and it entailed conflicts with neighboring powers, be they the Portuguese
in Guarani Brazil; British colonists in the Carolinas, on the Florida border,
and in the Gulf of Mexico; or Muslim sultanates in Mindanao, where the
population was neither assimilated nor Christian.

Occupying a territory—imposing first administration, then dominion,
and then laws, in that order—and establishing a permanent colonial presence
was a costly logistical and financial exercise. The result of this incremental
growth of state military and financial capacity, especially in the so-called
amphibious states that waged war on land and on sea, has been referred to
as the “fiscal-military state” (Brewer 1988; Stone 1994). Until the Bourbon
Reforms of the 1770s and 1780s, the effort was almost entirely centered in
the great mining areas of Peru and New Spain, especially the latter. Techno-
logical changes in Zacatecas, especially deeper mining to reach better veins
and the supply of mercury for amalgamation, ensured the viability of this
new colonial cycle (Langue 1991). As a result, New Spain continued func-
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tioning as the imperial bank until the final collapse of the viceroyalty (Mar-
ichal Salinas 1999). The effort to ensure resources for an unprecedented
military campaign forced the Crown to face the fact that it had to reform
the old ways of controlling transatlantic commerce, held in place by the
port monopolies of Cadiz in Spain; Veracruz, Acapulco, and Portobelo in
America; and Manila in the Pacific. From the first reforms in the 1750s
up to those of the 179o0s, the addition of new contact ports in America,
tariff reforms, and “forced distribution” of merchandise in America, a way
of guaranteeing the placement of European products (whether peninsular
or re-exported) in colonial markets, led to increased earnings from com-
merce and mining and the flow of American precious metals from America
to Cadiz, which was key to the entire system (Delgado Ribas 2007). This
new arrangement was, to some degree, the outcome of changes in American
and peninsular societies, especially the former, which saw numeric growth,
urbanization, and broader commercial circulation.

From the Imperial Periphery to the Colonial Center

The integration of the periphery of Spain’s vast dominions, both for eco-
nomic reasons and for questions of security, was critical to this organiza-
tion. The three insular enclaves were particularly challenging. The most
promising crops for developing Cuba and Puerto Rico were coffee, sugar,
and tobacco, the latter a native crop that had drawn the attention already
of the first Europeans on the islands. There was also a ranching economy
that served cities, supplied salted meat for the fleet, and sold it to neighbor-
ing islands thanks to an extensive contraband network that the authorities
neither could nor tried to control. In the Philippines, agricultural prod-
ucts throughout the archipelago also were native or introduced, the latter
including coffee, sugar, indigo, and tobacco (McCoy and de Jests 1982).
Rice fields ensured the subsistence of the population and the prosperity of
estates surrounding the capital, many of them owned by religious orders.
The combination of increased maritime commerce and rising demand in
Europe for dyes and tropical consumer products led to some tolerance for
organizational modifications in the production of certain products; these
included cacao and sugar in the continental and insular Caribbean, yerba
mate in the Guarani region, indigo in Tucumadn, and extensive ranching in
the Rio de la Plata area, sometimes with spectacular results and always in
detriment to the native inhabitants whose living spaces were being radi-
cally curtailed.
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Two of these changes turned out to be enormously important, both pro-
ductively and socially. The first was the long-term development of sugar
plantations in the Antilles. Historically, Cuba had been the main producer
of tobacco and wood for repairing the ships traveling from Cadiz, Veracruz,
or Panama via Havana (de la Fuente 2008). In the mid-18th century, as a
consequence of the productive revolution in the British and French Antil-
les, sugar became the most dynamic force for change in western Cuba and
around Ponce, in Puerto Rico, though the latter case was incipient (Scarano
1984). This was still an agrarian sector that relied upon small-scale pro-
ducers, but it was dynamic, using slave labor on a reduced scale. Coffee
and tobacco, meanwhile, attracted small independent growers who sold to
wholesalers in contact with Havana merchants (Bergad 1983). The slave
uprising and revolution in French Sante-Domingue (Haiti), leading both to
emigration to Cuba by wealthy sugar growers and to a sharp increase in the
price of sugar on international markets, were the decisive steps for trans-
forming the sector into one of larger holdings (Ferrer 2014). The liberaliza-
tion of the slave trade for the Spanish navy in 1789 (earlier it had been in
the hands of foreign contractors) was essential. Freedom to import labor to
America would remain in place until the first abolition treaty between Spain
and Britain was signed in 1817; that treaty went into effect three years later,
the high point of the importation of Africans, forcing traders to make clan-
destine trips from the African coast to the Spanish Antilles. Fifty years later,
the last of the slave ships were still arriving on Cuban shores.

The Philippines had been in Spanish hands for more than 200 years,
thanks to linkages between American silver and Asian markets, including
China. But colonization there had never been successful, and that would
remain the case until after the US arrival in 1898. Even so, the archipel-
ago’s economy began diversifying already in the second half of the 18th
century. Market crops (including for supplying military installations and
the Manila transpacific nexus) often were controlled by the religious
orders, especially Dominicans and Jesuits, though Asian commercial dias-
poras were also there. Mexicans, Chinese, Gujaratis, and Armenians all had
established societies inside the city walls and in the Tondo neighborhood,
largely inhabited by Chinese (Yuste L6pez 2007). But this economy relied
upon the arrival of galleons carrying silver from New Spain. That was what
drew foreign merchants and fed the circuits of exchange with the Visayas
and the interior of Luzon Island.

The colonial government was not content with the negligible tariffs
or with head taxes on natives and mestizos (Sangley-Chinese), and in the
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1820s it encouraged a new sort of agricultural labor in the archipelago.
The sector chosen was tobacco, to be produced under the direction of the
state in the framework of social units known as colecciones (de Jests 1999).
The largest among them was Cagaydn, an example of Asian adaptation
of productive and labor resources, that is, not by using slaves but rather
by imposing strict obligations on the peasantry. Northeast Luzon was the
center of large-scale tobacco production under state monopoly. There, in
the decades following the great imperial crisis, an important labor experi-
ment took place under the supervision of, and of great benefit to, Spanish
financial authorities. The result was the absolute financial protection of
the possessions. This took place at a time when all indications were that
Spain would not be able to hold on to the Philippines because of the inter-
ruption of the ocean travel that had ensured its connections with the rest
of the empire since the 16th century. The organization of regulated labor
aimed at producing just one product, whose commercialization favored
colonial interests, was obviously a form of taxation in kind (Fradera 1999).
It is reminiscent of what the Dutch did in Java when Van den Bosch took
control of that island after Napoleon’s armies withdrew from the Nether-
lands and the Dutch recovered the islands from Britain, setting up highly
detailed and large-scale production of coffee, sugar, and indigo by peasant
communities (Boogmaard 1989).

Slavery and the Global Market

Changes in colonial policy would have been neither sufficient nor viable if
not for the fact that they took place alongside the appearance of societies
that were entirely different from those of the first half of the 18th century.
In the Antilles, the key factor was, as mentioned earlier, the adoption of
slave labor in the sugar sector typical also of rival countries’ large and small
insular possessions. Slavery was present throughout the plantations of the
central product connecting the islands with international commercial cir-
cuits, while free peasants who sold products to wholesalers on the unreg-
ulated market were the dominant feature in tobacco, coffee, and food, a
continuation of the old way of doing things. But in sugar, semi-mechanized
production and mass slave labor proved to be extraordinarily successful
(Moreno Fraginals 1978). The paradox was obvious: sugar depended on
free peasants in the Philippines, while tobacco was being harvested by free
peasants in Cuba; inversely, forced non-slave labor by some 10,000 Filipino
peasants assured production in the Cagayén coleccidn, and sugar was grown
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in the Visayas Islands, especially Iloilo, using free peasant labor. Cuban
sugar production would eventually count on some 400,000 African slaves
at the height of mechanization in the 1840s and 1850s (Knight 1970; Ber-
gad, Iglesias Garcia, and Barcia 1995).

These various methods of agricultural production aimed at reaching
expanding world markets during the first half of the 1g9th century were
critical for ensuring colonial continuity in the three insular possessions.
It was no simple matter, particularly in the Caribbean and especially
with Cuba. The principal difficulty was obvious: importing African slaves
entailed confronting the world’s first great humanitarian cause, the British
campaign to abolish the slave trade. The campaign began in the 1790s,
propelled largely by religious activists and followers of Wilberforce (Brown
2006). The first tangible result was British and US abolition of trafficking,
in 1807 and 1808, respectively. Later, after the Congress of Vienna, there
would be a shift toward bilateral treaties including Spain, Portugal and
Brazil, and the Netherlands; the establishment of mixed courts in Sierra
Leone and Liberia; and the right to inspect ships, all of which made slave
trafficking absolutely illegal (Murray 1980). Nevertheless, high demand for
labor spurred the arrival of bozales, or slaves born in Africa, in the Spanish
Caribbean colonies, on a massive level in Cuba. When clandestine traf-
ficking proved insufficient, the importation of Chinese contract laborers
during two more decades satisfied sugar’s insatiable needs.

The great imperial crisis, the Napoleonic wars, and difficulties during
the absolutist monarchies of Charles IV and Ferdinand VII of Spain all
had varied economic repercussions, which cannot be explained here. But
some considerations can be stated succinctly. First, there was a new and
complex symbiosis between colonial power and local forces participating in
the formation of new societies at the turn of the century, which were well
established by the 1830s. At that point, as liberalism in Spain was being
consolidated, the three insular possessions were excluded from political
representation, elections, and citizenship via a maneuver that Napoleon
had introduced in 1799 in France consisting of promising ‘special laws’
that were never implemented, distinguishing political measures in the
metropolis from those in the colonies (Bénot and Dorigny 2003). Colonial
subjects were relieved of the burden of corruption and influence peddling
by civil servants but by the same token were placed under the authority
of military powers that governed Havana, San Juan, and Manila with few
restrictions (Fradera 2005). If the aforementioned Bourbon Reforms were
the last large-scale attempt to impose fiscal and commercial structures to
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maximize the Crown’s extractive capacity, the 19th-century reforms were
on a different scale. The emergence of the Cuban sugar plantations amid
the upheavals of war in 1815 maintained the imperial nexus with the Antil-
les and Spain’s presence in America. The development of large-scale pro-
duction in the hands of local Creole landowners was the product of the
disappearance of the largest producer at the time, the migration of sugar
technology and capital to the neighboring island, plenty of available fertile
land, and the absence of any significant abolition movement in Spanish
Catholic and liberal circles. Growers’ wish for reforms and tax deregula-
tion quickly bumped up against their need for Spanish colonial authorities
to protect them against denunciations from abolitionists, along with the
fact that abolition in the Caribbean islands belonged to Britain and other
European countries from 1833 to 1848 (Drescher 2002).

Meanwhile, Havana and Matanzas became large commercial ports,
indirectly spurring the export of other products, some of which, includ-
ing tobacco, quickly reached the accessible and constantly growing market
in the United States. The case of the Philippines was not much different.
Since the late 18th century, Filipino Creoles and Chinese Filipino elites
had taken advantage of markets in China and Southeast Asia. They saw the
British presence in India, Southeast Asia, and southern China, the Dutch
in Java, the French in the Mascarenes and India, and the Portuguese pres-
ence throughout southern Asia, and they imagined a new mercantile order
between the Indian Ocean and the China Seas. Expansion of the opium
trade allowed them to envision the growth of that new market (Trocki
1999). That project would collide both with state priorities and with those
of the state’s proverbial and interested allies in the religious orders, but
nevertheless the Asianization of the Philippines was inexorable, especially
after the final collapse of the transpacific route between Manila and Aca-
pulco in 1824 (Legarda 1999).

The second consideration is that the Cadiz Cortes and their aftermath
in 1820-23 were the last attempt at imperial reform based on a liberal con-
sensus with leaders in Santiago de Chile, Guanajuato, Havana, San Juan,
and Manila. The voices of “American Spaniards” are perfectly reflected in
the minutes. The failure of the desired colonial pact and the return of abso-
lutism put matters in an entirely different light. With the loosening of the
colonial nexus thanks to wars in the metropolis and in America, the affir-
mation of native capitalism, with its ties to international commerce, was
such that once liberals were in power in Spain, the exclusion of the colonies
from decision-making led to their elimination from political representa-
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tion and the subsequent spectacular expansion of military authority in all
three possessions. That model allowed Spain to prolong the colonial cycle
for decades, ensuring accumulation thanks to exports, especially from the
Antilles. The crisis at the end of the 1gth century signaled the reverse of
that dynamic: it became impossible to avoid the tensions resulting from the
last gasps of slavery, which had definitively been abolished in 1886 (repub-
lican Brazil would do so in 1888), and from the new competition arising
from the Conference of Berlin in 1885, with the United States emerging as
a new power, signaling the inevitable demise of imperial Spain. The offer
of political reforms along the lines of the Canadian model that the Antilles
upper class aspired to, along with growing emigration from the peninsula
to the American enclaves, was not enough to compensate for the shattered
historical links with the three possessions.

Political Economy and the Colonial Model

The Spanish silver empire turned into a tropical agricultural empire at the
turn of the 18th century. When the old empire vanished with the wars of
independence, indigenous uprisings, and the subsequent disintegration of
the mining industry, new networks of interests appeared on the periphery
of the continental empire. New economic forces in the Antilles and the
Philippines were the only viable alternatives. All efforts by the old metrop-
olis were aimed at protecting and consolidating the imperial nexus.

This new colonial reality was the outcome of three interrelated planes:
(1) massive supply of slave and contract labor, which would endure until
the 1860s; (2) elastic and expanding demand for raw materials, tobacco, and
tropical agricultural consumer products; and (3) colonial policies that ben-
efited the interests of privileged groups in the Antilles and the Philippines,
along with political measures by the late imperial and liberal state after the
1820s and after the Liberal Revolution of 1836—37. The combination of
these factors provided a window of opportunity for Spain’s colonial tra-
dition to adapt to the new 1gth-century capitalism, which was based on
manufacturing in Europe and the United States and which required grow-
ing amounts of raw materials, tobacco, and sugar. So, the colonialism that
would last until the Spanish-American War was simply a new episode in the
old story of Spain’s overseas efforts across the Atlantic and the China Seas.

Let me now turn to the significance of the new economic model and its
limits in order to examine the functions of the colonial political system that
would govern for an entire century. The emergence of the three colonies
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amid wider imperial collapse, as we saw, was clearly based on incremental
production of tropical products in the three insular possessions. The three
mostimportant of these products were sugar, coffee, and tobacco, along with
those of lesser importance such as indigo in the Philippines and copper in
Cuba. But there were regional differences; Cuban sugar was at the center of
it all, and already in the 1820s it was the most important crop. At the same
time, coffee production was advancing in the zone of Utuado, in Puerto
Rico. As the great Cuban historian Manuel Moreno Fraginals showed in
his work El Ingenio: Complejo social cubano del aziicar, sugar required three
conditions in order for the sector to grow: easily accessible and fertile land,
the conversion of forests into wood that could be used as fuel; and a supply
of slaves proportionate to the land under cultivation. Western Cuba easily
fulfilled the first two conditions and, furthermore, had an excellent port,
Havana, where the fleets from Cadiz stopped off before going to Veracruz
or Portobelo. Havana also provisioned ships on their way to a variety of
destinations in New Spain, New Granada, Venezuela, Louisiana, and Flor-
ida during the years of Spanish sovereignty. The most serious danger for
the sugar sector was insufficient labor, given that from the start indepen-
dent peasant labor—used with tobacco and also in the Gulf of Mexico, as
reported by Alexander von Humboldt on his visit to America subsidized by
Charles IV (Covarrubias and Souto Mantecén 2012)—had been excluded
in favor of slave labor. The problem was that the period when the sugar
industry took off (1811-15) coincided with Britain’s switch regarding slave
trafficking. Furthermore, in 1817 the Spanish Crown gave in to British
pressure and, in extreme financial difficulty, signed a treaty prohibiting
trafficking with its American possessions. From then on, British authori-
ties could inspect Spanish and other ships going back and forth between
Africa and the Antilles. But that did not impede the shipment of 400,000
Africans to the islands to work on the plantations. As the United States
and the British West Indies could no longer receive slave ships, part of the
US and British fleets that had participated in that traffic shifted to Spanish
and Brazilian markets. The subsequent Royal Navy embargo was unable to
prevent them from arriving in Cuba (Edwards 2007). And starting in the
1850s, slaves were joined by smaller but not irrelevant numbers of Asian
contract laborers, especially from China, who were known as the Manila
Chinese. The Spanish Antilles (along with Brazil) became an extraordinary
case of resistance to salaried agricultural labor; reasons for this include
both government policies and the weakness of Spanish abolitionists. The
perseverance of slavery in Cuba and the growth of exports from there point
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to the truth uttered by planters everywhere, that slave labor was essential
for industrial crops like sugar and cotton (Beckert 2014).

"Tobacco, on the other hand, was cultivated year-round by peasants who
had to pay close attention to how the leaves matured. This was a sector
with a variety of labor formulas: individual growers, manufacturing and
marketing centers, and, in the case of the Philippines, state intervention
through the establishment of colecciones, where heads of peasant families
were forced to work. In that case, the state purchased leaves that would
then be shipped to state monopoly factories in Spain or to other buyers,
especially in the Netherlands.

Nineteenth-century capitalism was built as a global market in which
private parties and the state could profit from elastic global demand
beyond national markets. In the Philippines, state intervention was cen-
tered on tobacco, which became crucial once the silver routes between
New Spain and Asia ended, but the state did not get involved in other areas.
In the Caribbean, in contrast, the state’s principal function was to favor the
slave plantations, ensure order, and protect Cuban and Puerto Rican sugar
growers and the ongoing illegal importation of slaves. In both the Philip-
pines and the Antilles, the state pocketed hefty customs payments. This
model lasted until at least the 1870s, slowly undone by the political changes
in 1868, the first Cuban war of independence, the abolition of slavery in
Puerto Rico, and, later, the complete privatization of the tobacco industry
and its fleets in 1882, when they became part of a business consortium
funded by Antonio Lépez y Lépez in Barcelona (Rodrigo Alharilla 2009).

This economic model ensured the survival of colonialism and a particu-
lar form of capitalism, which may have been inferior but remained effective
until the Spanish-American War. The model had been built step-by-step
after the great imperial crisis and the wars of independence (Rodriguez
1998). In the early 19th century, the Cortes of Cadiz included representa-
tives from throughout the Spanish Empire, Spaniards from “both hemi-
spheres,” as they were called (Portillo 2000, 2006). This form of repre-
sentation was echoed a few years later, after the first absolutist period and
the reaction by Ferdinand VII. This second constitutional period, the so-
called Liberal Triennium of 1820-23, replicated the transatlantic repre-
sentational scheme in the context of reformist radicalization. At that time,
however, much of continental America was not sending representatives to
take their seats in Madrid. Ferdinand’s second neo-absolutist period put
an end to any possibility of constitutional protection for the negotiations
between metropolitan Spaniards and those parts of the empire under Span-
ish sovereignty.
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The reestablishment of liberal political representation during the revo-
lutionary years of 1835—36 is rarely taken into account by historians, but it
led directly to a new constitution that replaced the one approved in Cadiz
in 1812. The Constitution of 1837 definitively provided a political frame-
work for all the economic and social contexts I have described. Indeed, the
new constitution expelled colonial representatives, in line with Napoleon’s
1799 “special laws” that were never implemented. In practice, colonists
were ostracized, and any discussion concerning military power in the three
insular possessions was silenced. Thus, the metropolitan government was
from then on able to address the question of Spain’s position in the context
of imperial rivalries and to avoid public debates regarding British pressure
or efforts by slave owners in Louisiana in the 1850s, with the support of
Cuban slave owners, to militarily occupy Cuba. Spain’s involvement in sub-
sequent neocolonial adventures in Morocco (1859), Mexico (1861-62), the
Peruvian Chincha Islands (the site of enormous guano deposits), and Chile
and Peru (where imaginary debts were claimed in 1864-66) was generally
marked by failure. The goal, finally, was to eliminate any political trouble
that might result from elections in the colonies or from colonial participa-
tion in parliament. In short, by excluding the colonies from formal political
life, Spain avoided unrest, empowered the military captains general in the
colonies, and forced Creole leaders, no matter how powerful, to channel
their interests through lobbies or, at the end, open insurgency.

Though brief, this summary explains how Spain managed to transform
peripheral territories into dynamic and important enclaves of agrarian
capitalism. It is the tale of how one of the oldest European colonial powers
managed to remain for an additional century among the imperial family
that governed much of the world.
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CHAPTER 4

Spainin Cuba

Policies, Structures, Economic Practices,
and Colonial Relations

Antonio Santamaria Garcia

The Spanish colonial regime in Cuba was altered at the end of the 18th
century and augured great economic growth based on export agriculture
and the slave trade, which worked in line with the interests of the elite
island producers. However, Spain lacked a market for the Cuban supply,
thus leading the regime to supportitself through business relations between
the island’s and metropole’s elites and through the extraction of the terri-
tory’s revenue. This system (considered anachronistic due to its divergence
from the British model, though its conditions were different as well) lasted
140 years and obtained a level of economic expansion unequaled in the
English dominions. The following pages will present an analysis of the
elements that constituted this system and an explanation of how, with time,
the aforementioned harmony of Spanish-Cuban interests weakened due to
the crisis of slavery and the concentration of colonial trade in the United
States, factors that contributed to the end of Spanish rule.

Colonial Relations, Slavery, and Sugar Production in Cuba

Traditionally, Cuba’s tobacco trade and supply, its principal export, were
under metropolitan monopoly control. The island was considered strategic
for the defense of the Spanish American Empire. The West Indies Fleet
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convened in Havana before returning to Europe, for which it was accorded
a situado (remittance issued to sustain the colony) from the capital of the
viceroyalty of New Spain, on which it depended (Fuente 2009).

In other Caribbean islands, commercial sugar production had pro-
gressed since 1640 through the use of slave labor, and Cuba planned to
follow this example, considering that sugar was already produced in the
Havana region thanks to reforms dating from the end of the 18th cen-
tury that commercialized the land, but this region’s growth required the
deregulation of trade and slavery given the population shortage at that
time (171,600 people in 1770-74, with 1,805,000 in 1890—94 following the
introduction of at least 600,000 slaves; see fig. 4.1).

The modification of the colonial system in Cuba was the result of a
series of events. In 1762, the British invaded Havana, and, upon recaptur-
ing it, the Spanish Crown created policies that would ensure that the island
would be self-financed and would improve its defenses. The cornerstones
of these policies were to outfit Havana with its own treasury and deregu-
late commerce and the African slave trade, including trade with friendly
countries, authorized during the United States’ independence (1775-83)
and prolonged de jure or de facto due to the need to provide the territory
with provisions, which the West Indies Fleet no longer guaranteed, and to
export its products (Amores 2005).

Once independent from Great Britain, the United States stopped
importing goods from British territories. Cuba’s supply profited from this
as well as from a market that Haiti ceased to supply and the slave trade that
was no longer directed to the former French colony after its revolution
(1791). The producing elite of the island thus formulated a project to take
advantage of these opportunities, to expand the policies initiated in 1762
and enhance its participation in decision-making, which resulted in the
creation of institutions like the Sociedad Econémica (1784) and the Con-
sulado de Comercio y Junta de Agricultura (1792), advisory organizations
that also exercised authority over trade and the boosting of production and
infrastructure development (Vizquez and Santamaria 2012).

The colonial reforms were a necessary condition for Cuba’s economic
growth. Its real gross domestic product (GDP) per capita increased 6.5%
annually between 1775 and 1850, while Mexico’s increased only 0.5% (San-
tamaria 2011). The sufficient condition, however, was the business abilities
of the elites, especially those in Havana, who focused on agriculture (due
to the island’s lack of minerals, as in other parts of the Americas) and on
founding a metropolitan trade monopoly. These elites benefited from the
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(1992); Santamaria and Garcia-Alvarez (2004).

privilege accorded to the city’s cabildo to rent out land until 1729, at the
demand of the army and fleet, which enabled them to accumulate land and
capital from the remittances they received and from official permissiveness
regarding exportations that weren’t approved by the Spanish treasury and
to control the tobacco supply (also acquired with the remittance money)
(Santamaria and Garcia Alvarez 2004).

The series of events and policies that favored Cuba’s growth continued
into the 1gth century. Napoleon invaded Spain in 1808, and independence
began in its American empire. Although the island’s agricultural and com-
mercial elites debated over how to proceed, they remained loyal to the
metropole. The island’s economic progress and the possibility that political
changes would halt it or lead to unrest within its growing African popu-
lation (like that which took place in Haiti) help to explain this decision.
Furthermore, Great Britain abolished the slave trade in 1808 and slavery in
1838, which damaged their sugar supply and benefited Cuba’s (see fig. 4.2),
which surpassed that of the English Caribbean around 1845.

The Latin American independence movements resulted in the strength-
ening of Cuba’s previously implemented reforms in 1818. Cuba decisively
deregulated its foreign trade and perpetuated its slave trade, despite the
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fact that the Spain and British governments signed a treaty prohibiting the
slave trade in 1815. And, as these policies aimed to incentivize the growth
of the island’s economy, which was based on its exportations (given that
the metropole lacked the market for them and that the reason for having
colonies is to exploit them), a tax system was established on the island that
protected importations from the mother country through tariffs, levied
tariffs on all commercial trade, and favored the transportation of goods on
national ships (Rolddn 1997).

The extraction of Cuba’s fiscal revenue was established by tariff laws
in 1822, which would remain essentially unaltered until the end of Span-
ish rule on the island. However, belying the enduring nature of this fiscal
system, a number of factors would ultimately lead to the demise of Spain’s
dominion. First was the need for slaves to maintain its economic growth,
given the limited population on the island. Second was the cover offered
through Cuba’s colonial status that enabled it to continue the slave trade,
which lasted until 1872 thanks to British-American conflict in the Carib-
bean, a balance of powers that allowed Cuba to remain in Spanish hands.
The protraction of a slave-based social order was further guaranteed by the
stationing of the metropolitan army on the island. These features, which
determined the island’s economic and social structure, also explain how the
political position attained by the elites around 1790 would ultimately be
undermined.

The Beginning of the Slavery Crisis, the Extraction of
Colonial Revenue, and Cuba-Spain Ties

In the absence of market ties and given that the elite producers were Cre-
oles, colonial relations in Cuba were based on the previously cited factors:
free trade, the extraction of fiscal revenue, the maintenance of the slave
trade, and shared trade between the island and metropolitan elite (Cayuela
1993). The alignment of interests that modified this relationship, however,
progressively deteriorated at the same time as processes were modifying
sugar production and markets. The end of the slave trade in Great Britain
increased pressure to put an end to the practice, and the prohibition against
it in Spain was toughened, albeit briefly, in 1845. In the end, the economic-
strategic criteria that had previously permitted the perpetuation of slavery
prevailed, though at the cost of a steep rise in the price of Africans.

The escalating cost of slaves led to their concentration in Cuba in the
business that was most profitable: sugar cane plantations. Additionally, to
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counteract this cost and the rising competition resulting from Europe’s
progress in the manufacturing of beet sugar following the Napoleonic
Wars, sugar mills were mechanized and, in the west of the island, where the
greatest concentration of factories was found (Cantero [1856—57] 2005),
railways were constructed beginning in 1837, which would come to span
2,225 kilometers by 1898 (see fig. 4.1).

The difficulties involved in the slave trade—the high cost of slaves, the
railway’s reach, and the modernization of the factories—led to increas-
ingly pooled resources in these endeavors and in the west of Cuba. This
ended up damaging the supply of goods that were formerly favored by the
very policies that backed their expansion. Coffee, which was grown in the
island’s east and west and whose production had increased since the 1790s,
was particularly affected. It would end up attaining the same value as sugar,
but, due to the aforementioned conditions and the increase in international
competition, it crashed in the 1840s and was unable to recover (Garcia
Alvarez 2015). On the other hand, the cultivation and trade of tobacco
survived, thanks to internal consumption, an external demand for Havanas,
and the fact that it required less capital and fewer slaves and occupied space
unsuitable for sugarcane (Stubbs 198¢).

Other supply sectors that subsisted included stockbreeding, since it
was needed as a food source; farming and the transportation of agricul-
tural products (see fig. 4.2); copper mining and the banana plantations,
which were limited to small regions; and foodstuffs for the population and
the plantations, although these necessities were covered by the growing
importation of food products (Le Riverend 1985; Santamarfa and Garcia
Alvarez 2004).

Since the 1840s, Cuba’s economy specialized in supplying sugar, and its
territorial imbalances worsened. In the 1800s, the eastern half of the island
was home to only 25% of the population, and production, trade, and the
railways were concentrated in the west, which reduced relative agricultural
diversification in the period 1790-1840. Additionally, the protection of the
sugar beet industry in Europe led to the concentration of the island’s con-
fectionery sugar exports in the United States (30% in 1850, 70% in 1870,
and 80% in 1880), which would effectively confer decisive power over the
exports to a foreign country, something that was impossible to predict at
the time of the reformation of colonial relations, and which, in 1854, gave
rise to an increase in sugar tariffs in retaliation to tariffs applied to US flour
sent to the Great Antilla (Moreno-Fraginals 1978).

The processes mentioned above occurred when the old regime gave way
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Fig. 4.3. Exports, imports, trade balance, the extraction of colonial revenue, and
the real GDP per capita in Cuba (five-year averages)
Source: Data from Santamaria (2011); Maluquer (1974); Roldin (1997).

to liberal governments in Spain, whose plan was to increase Cuba’s contri-
bution to its development through a higher tax burden (see fig. 4.3) and to
recuperate power that had been ceded to its elites during the time of the
colonial reforms. These elites had grown old or died and had not passed
on their investment habits to their descendants, whereas the metropolitan
immigrants working in commercial and slave trade, though they continued
their association with the Creole trade oligarchy, inherited economic hege-
mony over it (Bahamonde and Cayuela 1992). This was made evident by
their acceptance that the constitution approved by the Courts of Madrid
in 1837 would not apply to the Great Antilla and that the territory would
remain under the rule of a general with plenipotentiary capacities (Gon-
calves 2008). The reason for this decision was based on slavery and meant
that the Cuban population was not given the same rights as the Spanish.
This greater fiscal pressure led to a rise in the revenue that Spain
extracted from Cuba—from 2.7% to 3.3% of its GDP between 1840 and
1870—but since GDP increased 33% during the same period, the drain of
wealth did not lead to any conflicts as long as the economy maintained its
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upward trend and slavery did not reach a point of crisis. However, these
same reasons paved the way for the political inaction that played out in
response to progressive demands for reform on the island, despite the fact
that recessions in 1857 and 1866 diminished its growth. This, along with
the outflow of resources by way of taxes and the commercial imbalance
with the metropole (Maluquer 1974; Roldin 1997), led to problems in
raising the necessary investment to modernize its factories. Additionally,
the colonial tariff negatively affected trade with the United States, and the
country’s abolition of slavery following its Civil War (1861-65) foretold
the demise of slavery in the Great Antilla.

The Beginning of Colonial Crisis: Cuba without Slaves, Spain,
and the United States

Following the abolition of slavery in the United States, a committee was
convened in Madrid to address its economic problems of Cuba and the
equalization of rights to those of Spain. In the end, it yielded no results
besides the implementation of a new tax on the island. This, along with the
reformist colonial movement’s participation in the revolution that abol-
ished the Spanish monarchy in 1868, helps to explain the outbreak of a
war of independence in the Great Antilla in 1868 (Santamarfa and Garcia
Alvarez 2004). Territorial imbalances were an additional factor contribut-
ing to the outbreak, since the conflict started in the east and was restricted
at the western half of its territory.

With the war began the abolition of slavery in Cuba. The rebels pro-
claimed abolition in the territories they controlled, and the government
responded with free womb laws, emancipation of the elderly, and emanci-
pation of those who served in the army; the slave trade came to an end in
1872. The conflict lasted until 1878, and, although the majority of Creole
elites supported and funded the metropole, this reinforced Spanish power
on the island through the transfer of seized goods to the rebels, leading
to immigration from the motherland that Hispanicized colonial society
(Naranjo and Garcia Gonzélez 1996), since Cuba remained underpopu-
lated and the end of slavery led to the need to import other workers (see
fig. 4.1).

The Ten Years’” War (1868—78) caused inflation, since money was
minted to finance it, and an enormous public debt emitted by a bank set
up in Spain was dumped on Cuba’s treasury. Inflation ended only after the
Bourbons were restored to power in the monarchy (1874) and the prom-
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ised reforms were thwarted in 1866. In exchange for these reforms, abo-
lition was declared (without reparations), and, in 1866, slavery ended in
the Great Antilla, which promoted the equalization of rights in the island
to those of the metropole. Liberty of association, freedom of the press,
and the creation of political parties were declared; elections were held;
and colonial representatives were sent to the Courts of Madrid. But these
advances created an imbalance in progress achieved in the social, political
(authority was still held in the island by the captain general), and economic
realms (Piqueras 2003).

Spain’s export interests obstructed economic reforms in Cuba. In 1882,
Spain managed to increase protection for products sent to the island and
ensured that the promised elimination of Spanish island trade tariffs would
be gradual. The extraction of colonial revenue grew due to the increasing
commercial imbalance between Spain and the Great Antilla as well as the
debt—which in 1881 accounted for 6.3% of the GDP and had increased
91% since 1860 while the GDP had increased a mere 17%. However, the
island compensated for this loss with its credit balance from trade with
the United States and its current account balance, which went from —3%
to —0.9% of its GDP during the same time period thanks to the stoppage
of the drain on resources in the purchasing of slaves, the inflow of British
capital for the purchase of railways, and North American capital put into
factories and mines (Santamaria 2011; see fig. 4.3).

The problem of the lack of economic reforms in Cuba was further
aggravated by the crisis of 1883-84, which plunged the price of sugar
below that of US tariffs (see fig. 4.2). The Creole elite assembled to demand
these reforms, but the 1884 signing of a Spanish-North American modus
vivendi, which reduced the abovementioned tariff by 15%, succeeded in
placating them. The island’s budget returned to prewar levels, albeit with
less income, and it began to incur deficits (Rolddn 1997). Additionally, US
sugar refiners formed a trust in 1887, and, in 1891, they succeeded in get-
ting the US government to modify its customs duties on sugar confection-
ery, raising their cost and favoring the importation of raw sugar, which
compelled Cuban sugar plantation owners to manufacture it as such, thus
increasing their dependence on the North American market to export their
products (Santamarfa and Garcfa Alvarez 2004).

Securing the US market was of fundamental importance in optimizing
the large investments made to modernize Cuban sugar plantations, since
making a profit from economies of scale from the technology that had been
installed required increasing their production (Iglesias 1998).
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It was likewise essential for the metropole that the island’s economic
growth enable the continued extraction of revenue for the importation of
provisions (on which its population’s diet depended), and to alleviate ter-
ritorial imbalances caused by resource concentration in its sugar supply.
These imbalances were exacerbated by the War of 68 and its effect on the
eastern half of the island, as well as by failed projects to construct a railway
that would have enabled communication with the west (Zanetti and Garcia
Alvarez 1987).

The effect of the change in US tariffs led the Cuban elite to assemble
again as the “Movimiento Econémico” to call for the endlessly deferred
reforms, due to the fact that Spain was undermining the foundation of
the island’s exports. This time they were joined by the metropolitans who
operated in the Great Antilla, joining interests that affected the colonial
agreement. Nevertheless, a Spanish-North American treaty again suc-
ceeded in deferring any resolution.

The Foster-Canovas Treaty of 1891 reduced the US tariff on Cuban
sugar, but, in exchange, it divided the island market between North Ameri-
can and Spanish exportations, reducing customs tariffs for both (Zanetti
1998). As a result, the Cuban sugar output grew to 1,100,000 tons (see
fig. 4.2), but at the cost of ceding even greater control of its economy to a
foreign country.

The Spanish-North American treaty of 1891 enabled Spain to increase
its positive trade balance with Cuba during the periods 1885-89 and 1890-
95 from $7.5 million to $14 million per year and enabled the taxed revenue
extracted from the island to rise from $16 million to $24 million, thanks to
the 3.3% annual increase of the real GDP per capita (see fig. 4.3), a simi-
lar increase to that of Germany or the United States, both leaders of the
Second Industrial Revolution. However, without the slavery on which the
colonial system in the Great Antilla had been based, the constant worsen-
ing of problems caused by the insufficient and postponed reforms, and the
social polarization stemming from the increased number of migrants com-
ing from the mother country and the Spanish business owners operating
on the island, the decisive capacity that the United States achieved over the
island’s economy could lead to devastating outcomes.

In effect, in 1895, the United Stated declined to renew its treaty with
Spain, and that same year marked the beginning of Cuba’s second war of
independence. This time, the conflict was to extend throughout the island’s
territory, and the Creole elite did not demonstrate the same level of attach-
ment to the metropole as they did in 1868—78 (Zanetti 1998).
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Cuba’s postponed colonial reforms began after the outbreak of war in
1895. The territory was granted political autonomy, but it was not suffi-
cient enough to tilt the balance of the conflict in favor of the Spanish. The
devastating conflagration lasted from 1895 to 1898, until the US inter-
vened, putting an end to Spanish dominion on the island.

Conclusion: Epilogue on Spain in Cuba

The colonial relationship between Spain and Cuba, reformed at the end
of the 18th century, satisfied interests on both sides. It favored economic
growth for the former and a share in its earnings for the latter, because
it was in line with the conditions of both parties: for the island, it facili-
tated the supply of resources they lacked internally and the necessary
means for its growth—slaves and free trade; for the motherland, it estab-
lished the instruments enabling its fiscal exploitation, given Spain’s lack
of internal demand and the industrial capacity that would have allowed it
to have a level of control and exploitation over its territories like that of
the British Empire.

The conditions that the reforms of the ruling relationship of Spain over
Cuba were based on also guaranteed its success and perpetuation, but only
until it led to substantial changes in those same conditions, since it estab-
lished a strict adherence to the foundations of the colonial pact and an
inability to adapt or modify them.

For the aforementioned reasons, the tools of control used by the
Spanish government in Cuba were strengthened, rather than relaxed, in
response to changes in the island’s economy and society, which hampered
the prolongation of colonial relations after the abolition of slavery. This
inability to adapt explains why the dissociative elements behind this rela-
tionship ultimately prevailed. The slave trade and forced work of Africans
enabled great growth on the island, but it also led to a specialization in
products that created serious territorial imbalances and an export concen-
tration in the US market, which in turn led to the United States’ holding
decisive power over the Great Antillean economy, a prospect that was not
contemplated when ties were reestablished with the metropole at the end
of the 18th century.

The colonial relationship with Spain would end up seriously stunting
the economic growth in Cuba that the relationship had been based on and
that had made the territory valuable to the metropole. Furthermore, the
endurance of this relationship also depended on the volition of a foreign
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country, which was the island’s market and, as long as it existed, enabled the
changes needed in the relationship to be further postponed.

Along with the social problems that were passed down from slavery and
inequalities, which after the disappearance of the institution of slavery were
perpetuated in the labor market and in practices and customs, the hyper-
specialization of production in Cuba, which ultimately was one of the
motives leading to its independence and which endured even after it was
achieved, as well as the asymmetrical relationship with the United States,
constituted the legacy inherited from the colonial period that marked the
history of the island to come.

NOTE

Work for this chapter was financed by the European project Research and Innova-
tion Staff Exchange, H2020-MSCA-RICE-2018, Connected Worlds: the Carib-
bean, Origin of the Modern World, ConnectCaribbean-823846, and the Spanish
projects Las Crisis Econémicas en el Caribe Hispano en Perspectiva Comparada
(Ministerio de Ciencia e Innovacion, PID-2020-119888GB-I00), y Los Desafios
del Orden en el Circuncaribe Hispano (Ministerio de Ciencia e Innovacién, MICU,
1789-1960, RTI2018-094305-B-100).

REFERENCES

Amores, Juan B. 2005. “Las Elites Cubanas y la Estrategia Imperial Borbénica en la
Segunda Mitad del Siglo XVIIL” In Elites Urbanas en Hispanoameérica, edited by
Luis Navarro, 187-97. Sevilla: Universidad de Sevilla.

Bahamonde, Angel, and José Cayuela. 1992. Hacer las Américas. Elites Coloniales
Espaiiolas en el Siglo XIX. Madrid: Alianza.

Cantero, Justo. (1856—57) 2005. Los Ingenios. Coleccion de Vistas a los Principales Inge-
nios de Azdicar de la Isla de Cuba. Edited by Luis Miguel Garcia Mora and Anto-
nio Santamarfa. Aranjuez: Doce Calles.

Cayuela, José. 1993. Babia de Ultramar. Espaiia y Cuba en el Siglo XIX. Madrid: Siglo
XXI.

Fuente, Alejandro de la. 2009. “Economia.” In Historia de Cuba, edited by Consuelo
Naranjo, 59-68. Aranjuez: Doce Calles.

Garcia Alvarez, Alejandro. 2015. “Los Primeros Tiempos en la Ruta Antillana del
Café.” Revista de Indias 263:117-48.

Gongalves, Dominique. 2008. Le Planteur et le Roi. L’Aristocratie Havanaise et la Cou-
ronne d’Espagne. Madrid: Casa de Velizquez.

Iglesias, Fe. 1998. Del Ingenio al Central. San Juan: UPR.

Le Riverend, Julio. 1985. Historia Econdmica de Cuba. Havana: Pueblo y Educacion.

Maluquer, Jordi. 1974. “El Mercado Colonial Antillano en el Siglo XIX.” In Agri-
cultura, Comercio Colonial y Crecimiento Econdmico en la Espaiia Contemporinea,

edited by Jordi Nadal and Gabriel Tortella, 322—57. Barcelona: Ariel.

Burchardt, Hans-Jurgen. (Post-)colonial Archipelagos: Comparing the Legacies of Spanish Colonialism In Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2022, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.11747103.
Downloaded on behalf of Massachusetts Institute of Technology



Spain in Cuba + 75

Maluquer, Jordi. 1992. Nacidn e Inmigracion: los Espaiioles en Cuba. Oviedo: Jacar.

Moreno-Fraginals, Manuel. 1978. El ingenio. Complejo Econdmico Social Cubano del
Aziicar. Havana: Ciencias Sociales.

Naranjo, Consuelo, and Armando Garcia Gonzilez. 1996. Racismo e Inmigracion en
Cuba en el Siglo XIX. Aranjuez: Doce Calles.

Pérez de la Riva, Juan. 1987. El Barracin. Esclavitud y Capitalismo en Cuba. Barce-
lona: Grijalbo.

Piqueras, José A. 2003. Cuba, Emporio y Colonia. Madrid: FCE.

Roldén, Inés. 1997. “Espafia y Cuba. Cien afios de relaciones financieras.” Stvdia
Historica 20:35-69.

Santamaria, Antonio. 2011. “Dos Siglos de Especializacién y dos Décadas de Incer-
tidumbre. La historia Econémica de Cuba, 18c0-2010.” In Institucionalidad y
Desarrollo Econdmico en América Latina, edited by Luis Bertold and Pablo Gerc-
hunoff, 135-9o. Santiago: CEPAL.

Santamarfa, Antonio, and Alejandro Garcia Alvarez. 2004. Economia y Colonia: la
Economin Cubana y la Relacion con Espaiia, 1765—-1902. Madrid: CSIC.

Stubbs, Jean. 1989. El Tabaco en la Periferin. Havana: Ciencias Sociales.

Vizquez, Sigfrido, and Antonio Santamaria. 2012. “Cuba Econémica en Tiempos
de las Independencias Americanas: la Hacienda y la Consolidacién de los Vales
Reales en Comparacién con el Caso de México.” Revista de Historia Econdmica
30 (1): 91-124.

Zanetti, Oscar. 1998. Comercio y Poder: Relaciones Comerciales Hispano-Cubanas-
Norteamericanas en Torno a 1898. Havana: Casa.

Zanetti, Oscar y Alejandro Garcia Alvarez. 1987. Caminos Para el Aziicar. Havana:
Ciencias Sociales.

Burchardt, Hans-Jurgen. (Post-)colonial Archipelagos: Comparing the Legacies of Spanish Colonialism In Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2022, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.11747103.
Downloaded on behalf of Massachusetts Institute of Technology



CHAPTER §

The Political Economy of Contemporary Cuba

Jacqueline Laguardia Martinez

To evaluate contemporary Cuba from any dimension, be it economic,
political, or sociocultural, is a challenging exercise. This is particularly
true at the current moment, when significant changes have occurred in
the political scenario of an island that has been striving for an ambitious
socioeconomic reform in recent years. The main objective of this chapter,
therefore, is to identify key characteristics of Cuba’s economic systems in
the midst of the many transformations registered throughout the country’s
history. In that regard, the chapter briefly covers the first 5o years of the
revolution as the necessary preamble in understanding Cuba’s economy
and society. It evaluates the political economy of contemporary Cuba in
order to allow a comparison of Cuba’s socioeconomic structures from the
colonial era until present day.

Breaking with the Colonial Legacies of the Socioeconomic
System: The Impact of the Cuban Revolution

On January 1, 1959, a new period started in Cuban history. Two years later,
after continuous and monumental changes that included the nationaliza-
tion of foreign enterprises—most of them US companies—the approval
of the First and Second Agrarian Reform laws, and the creation of sev-
eral institutions and organizations—for instance, the Federation of Cuban
Women and the Cuban Institute of Cinematographic Art and Industry—
Cuban society turned around social relations and, consequently, the eco-
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nomic system. In 1961, when Cuba declared itself a Socialist country, the
determination of building a different type of society required the island to
look for new ways of organizing its economic activity and socioeconomic
relations. A key pillar in this direction was to give a central role to the state
as the main economic actor as well as to increase the use of central plan-
ning and the control of market forces.

The overarching economic goal was to eradicate underdevelopment.
For Cuba to rapidly advance toward a diversified economy encompass-
ing agricultural and industrial activities, the country had to overcome its
colonial history of monocrop and dependency. The Cuban government
promoted boosts in productions and exports, the abandonment of sugar
dependency, full employment, and the use of science and technology as
integral components of the economy. Since the revolutionary govern-
ment became conscious of the economic fragility of the existing model,!
it decided to radically modify it together with the rationale that shaped it.

By 1959, the Cuban economy faced serious problems: low economic
growth rates, a stagnant sugar sector and a limited non-sugar sector, high
unemployment that worsened once the sugar harvest ended, substantial
gaps between urban and rural areas, and high dependency on sugar exports
and on the economic links with the United States (Mesa-Lago 2009, 368).

Most of these problems can be traced to the political and economic
organization imposed by Spain on its island colonies: the plantation econ-
omy. The Cuban colony flourished on the production of sugarcane and
had the task of satisfying the increasing demands of the European and
North American markets. The Spanish Crown, together with the Creole
elite, enforced production and trade mechanisms that had revolved around
sugar since the 17th century. By inserting Cuba into the role of monocrop
producer and exporter in the global market, the underdevelopment of the
Cuban economy was decided.

During the first half of the 20th century, the sugar dependence deep-
ened. The onset of the world wars led to an increase in sugar prices, allow-
ing Cuba to enjoy periods of economic prosperity, which soon after gave
rise to cyclical crises with the adjustment of global markets once military
campaigns ended. The overwhelming dependence on the export of a single
product persisted in spite of diversification attempts during the 1930s and
1940s. This placed the economy in an unresolved situation of vulnerabil-
ity determined by the evolution of sugar prices, which were decided by
exogenous actors and events, most of them linked to US political will and
domestic political affairs. Since the end of the 19th century, the United
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States had increased its presence in the Cuban economy to become the
primary market for exports and the primary source of imports, which lasted
until the 1960s.?

After 1959, transformations were conducted briskly, fiercely, boldly, and
someway chaotically, and they altered the property relations on the island.
Changes were also made to the overall social structure since property is not
merely an economic concept but a social category (Valdés Paz 2016). The
bourgeoisie and previous economic elites were undermined by Socialist
ideology and the new socioeconomic organization.

The Agrarian Reform of 1959 resulted in the creation of cooperatives,
which amounted to 3.6 million hectares, representing about 44% of all
expropriated land. These cooperatives were later transformed into state
farms. After the Second Agrarian Reform in 1961, more than 30% of the
country’s agricultural lands returned to the state (Molina Molina 2007,
191). The state became the dominant actor in the agricultural sector, hold-
ing most of the arable lands, technology, and resources to conduct the agri-
cultural activity on the island. Until 1993, the state was in charge of 83% of
the agricultural activity (Nova Gonzilez 2012, 130).

By the end of the 1960s, the state had become the central economic actor
by controlling all banking, foreign trade, and wholesale trade activities, as
well as 50% of retail trade, 92% of transport, 80% of construction, 85% of
industry, and 37% of agriculture. To a lesser degree, cooperative and small
private property continued to exist, mostly in the agriculture sector. Self-
owned employment (trabajo por cuenta propia) was first authorized in 1978
and lasted until 1986, when the debate concerning the high prices on the
agricultural market provoked its temporary suspension (Rodriguez 2016a).

Foreign economic partners changed during the revolutionary period for
ideological and political reasons. In October 1960, President Eisenhower
imposed the trade embargo on Cuba, which covered US exports to the
island except for medicine and some foods. President Kennedy expanded it
later, turning it into an economic blockade (Fabry 2015).?

In 1972, Cuba entered into the COMECOM (Council for Mutual Eco-
nomic Assistance). For the next 20 years, around 80% of Cuban imports
came from COMECOM countries, gaining preferential prices, commer-
cial credits, and developmental aid (Bell Lara et al. 2017, 17).

In 1975, the First Congress of the Communist Party of Cuba (PCC)
approved the economic plan for the 1976-80 period. Its main goal was to
accelerate industrialization by increasing sugar production and other agri-
cultural activities. In 1982, foreign investment in joint ventures was legalized.
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Between 1988, when Cubanacan was installed as the first joint venture, and
1991, 20 joint ventures were agreed upon. During the Fourth Congress of the
PCC in 1991, the further expansion of foreign direct investment (FDI) was
approved. The following year, the increased opening to FDI was codified in
the constitutional reform (Morris 2008, 777), which allowed the coexistence
of various forms of property within the framework of the Socialist economy.

By the end of the 198o0s, Cuba’s economic strategies since the tri-
umph of the revolution had intended to deal with and effectively solve
key questions for accomplishing economic development, for example,
how to achieve economic independence, how to socialize agricultural and
industrial property and boost productivity and economic efficiency, how
to distribute economic wealth, how to successfully design and implement
economic plans and management systems, and how to insert Cuba in the
international economy (Molina Molina 2007, 187).

The results, however, were mixed. Industrial production grew at
an annual average rate of 2.9% between 1959 and 1989. Construction
increased around 6%, while agricultural production only grew 0.9%. By
1989, Cuba had multiplied its steel production 14 times, cement produc-
tion 6 times, nickel production and oil refinement 4 times, fertilizers pro-
duction 10 times, and textiles production 7 times. Between 1959 and 1983,
1,100 new industries were created (Bell Lara et al. 2017, 17). As such, even
if industrialization was possible, the Cuban industry still relied heavily on
imported inputs, imported technologies, and oil-intensive machinery.

In spite of the profound changes in the political, economic, and social
dynamics registered in the first 30 years of the Cuban Revolution, the coun-
try was unable to break its pattern of exporting items such as sugar, citrus
fruits, and nickel and also failed to overcome its economic linkages with a
limited number of foreign partners, mostly the USSR. Cuba remained an
exporter of raw materials and an importer of technology and high-value
goods. Due to ideological alignments and to the US hostility during the
Cold War, the pattern of condensing trade and economic relations with a
few partners persisted. The promotion of the service sector slowed down
due to the economic model adopted and the disconnection with key for-
eign markets. In 1987, trade with the COMECOM was at 86.4%. Cuba
sold 63% of its sugar exports, 73% of nickel, 95% of citrus fruits, and
100% of electronic spare pieces and components to the Socialist countries
in Europe; in turn, it imported 63% of food, 86% of raw materials, 98% of
oil, 80% of machineries and equipment, and 74% of manufactured goods
from the COMECOM (Bell Lara et al. 2017, 19).
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The Special Period: A Breaking Point in the
Political Economy of Cuba

Starting in the late 1980s, there were signs indicating the exhaustion of the
economic model (Pérez Villanueva 2012; Sdnchez Egozcué 2015), which,
together with the breakdown of the USSR and its European Socialist allies,
forced Cuba to embark, yet again, on a brisk, fierce, bold, and someway
chaotic adjustment process. Between 1989 and 1993, the gross domestic
product (GDP) decreased by 34.7%, imports decreased by 78%, and the
fiscal deficit reached 33.5% of the GDP (Banco Central de Cuba n.d., 7).

The disruption of the socioeconomic organization delinked many eco-
nomic actors from the state-controlled mechanisms and opened the gate
for more diverse property relations, causing a reduction in the state’s eco-
nomic activities. State-owned lands were transferred to the cooperatives
and small farmers. Ministries and other governmental institutions were
reduced from 50 to 31. The possession and circulation of foreign currency
was permitted, and new norms to legally frame the novel political economy
system were approved as the Foreign Investment Law of 1995 and the Tax
System Law of 1994 (Banco Central de Cuba n.d., 8). In Havana, Moa,
and other tourist destinations, the FDI increased. Alliances changed once
again, and European and Latin American companies, together with com-
panies from Canada and China, added Cuba to their business portfolios
and created joint ventures in the island.

The economic crisis forced many Cubans to migrate. The main destina-
tion was the United States, particularly Florida, because of its closeness to
Cuba, the existence of a large Cuban diaspora, its economic development,
and the special provisions put in place to accommodate Cuban migrants.
Between 1989 and 1994, the US Coast Guard intercepted 45,930 Cubans
on the high sea. Between 1989 and 2004, almost 302,000 Cubans migrated
to the United States, of which 18% arrived by sea. In 2005, around 180,000
Cubans lived in other countries apart from the United States, mainly Ven-
ezuela, Mexico, and Spain, as well as in Puerto Rico, which is not usually
included in official US migration statistics (Duany 2005, 165-69). The fig-
ures have continued to increase, mostly after January 2013, when Cuba
implemented a migratory reform (Gaceta Oficial de la Republica de Cuba
2012). Between 2013 and 2018, Cuban citizens made more than 3 million
trips abroad (Figueredo et al. 2019).

In January 2017, a few days before the end of his second term, President
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Barack Obama decided to end the “dry feet, wet feet” policy. This change
modified Cuban migratory flows in view of the novel difficulty of settling
in the United States—a difficulty that was significantly increased by the
Trump administration’s policy toward Latin American and Caribbean
migration. In recent years, a growing number of Cubans have preferred to
migrate to South America and Central America instead of heading imme-
diately to the United States.

Migration has resulted in mounting remittance flows. Remittances have
become a central income source for Cuban households: Around 25% of
Cubans receive remittances (Rodriguez 2016a), and they have been esti-
mated between USD 3,000 million and 3,500 million annually for the last
decade (Triana Cordovi 2017, 38). Even when there were no accurate fig-
ures for remittances, in 2008 they were estimated to be USD 1,447.06 mil-
lion, and, by 2018, they had increased to USD 3,691.68 million, a growth
of 3.6% over the previous year. Around 9o % of these money transfers came
from the United States (Morales 2019). This trend indicates that there is
a sector within Cuba society that has been able to sustain and reproduce
itself without relying on the state as the main provider of employment,
subsidized products, and services.

Itis estimated that the amount of remittances sent to Cuba has dropped
since 2019 as a result of various factors, notoriously the increasing restric-
tions that the Trump administration imposed on the Cuban economy in
its aim to pressure the government toward a change of regime and to cut
cooperation with Venezuela. In September 2020, the US government lim-
ited the amount of money that Cubans living in the United States can send
to their relatives in Cuba to USD 1,000 every three months (EFE 2019).
Starting in February 2020, Western Union suspended sending remittances
to Cuba except from its offices in the United States (Pentén 2020). In
November 2020, Western Union ceased all its operations in Cuba.

Some of the changes of the 199os led to ruptures with the major aspects
of the Cuban economy rooted in colonial and neocolonial history, for
example, sugar dependence. By the end of the first decade of the 21st cen-
tury, sugar production and exports had diminished considerably, with most
of its decline occurring after the 2002 restructuring of the industry, which
led to the reduction of the allotted land to sugarcane plantations and the
number of sugar mills by half. After 2008, Cuba no longer depended pri-
marily on sugar exports (see table 5.1).

"The distribution of exports shows a larger diversification, with the great-
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TABLE 5.1. Cuban Production Indicators, 1957-58, 1989, and 2007-8

Production Change %  Change %
(tons per 1,000 inhabitants) 1957-58 1989 2007-8  2008/1958  2008/1989

Mining

Nickel 3 4 7 133 75
Oil 7 68 258 3,585 279
Natural gas 9 3 108 1,100 3,500
Industry

Sugar 859 768 106 -88 -86
Electricity (1,000 Kw/h) 379 1,440 1,574 315 9
Steel 9 30 23 156 =23
Cement 108 355 158 46 -55
Textiles (m?) 17 21 2 -88 -90
Agriculture

Tobacco leaf 8 4 2 =75 -50
Citrus 16 96 31 94 -67
Coffee 6 3 0.4 -93 -87
Eggs (1,000 units) 46 254 202 339 -20
Rice 37 50 39 5 -22
Milk 113 107 48 =57 =55
Chicken meat 7 14 4 -43 -67
Fish and seafood 3 18 6 100 -67

Source: Adapted from Mesa-Lago (2009, 372).

est change being the notable increase in the share of minerals. According
to Mesa-Lago, this resulted from the substantial increase in nickel output
stimulated by the jump in world prices for nickel in 2006—7 (2009, 374).

Cuba has not been able to boost exports to cover for import demands of
a population that has doubled since 1959 (see table 5.2). The import share
of food and fats rose to 23% after the 199os. By 2008, Cuba was importing
84% of its basic food basket at a cost of USD 2.5 billion (Mesa-Lago 2009,
374). Cuba’s political economy remains hampered by its large dependence
on the imports of basic goods and, most specifically, its inability to foster an
agricultural sector capable of meeting the needs of domestic consumption
and also to export.

The Special Period* forced Cubans to engage with small farming prac-
tices due to the lack of fertilizers and machineries and the abrupt shrink-
ing of food imports. During the 199os, Cuba registered an increase in the
organic production of coffee, cocoa, sugar, oranges, grapefruits, honeybees,
and medical herbs (Rodriguez Castellén 2004). Unfortunately, the wide
national movement toward small urban farming and organic agriculture
has been gradually neglected. What could have been an innovative solution
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TABLE 5.2. Cuban External Economic Indicators, 1957-58, 1989, and 2007-8
Change %  Change %

Indicators 1957-58 1989 2007-8  2008/1958  2008/1989

External trade of goods

(Cuban pesos per capita)

Exports 108 514 336 211 =35

Imports 114 774 1,290 1,032 67

Trade balance (deficit) -6 -260 -953 15,783 266

Deficit (% of GDP) 2 9 19 850 111

Export distribution (%)

Sugar 81 73 5 -94 -93

Tobacco 7 2 6 -14 200

Minerals (mainly nickel) 6 9 57 850 533

Others 6 16 32 433 100

Import distribution (%)

Food and fats 21 13 16 =23 23

Manufactures 24 14 20 -16 43

Machinery and transport 31 31 30 -3 -3
equipment

Fuels and minerals 11 32 24 118 =25

Trade partner 62 65 20 -68 -69
concentration

(% of total trade)

Tourism

Visitors (per 1,000 40 26 209 490 704
inhabitants)

Gross income (pesos 9 16 226 2,411 1,067

per capita)

Source: Adapted from Mesa-Lago (2009, 373).

for promoting food security, ensuring ample and diverse agricultural pro-
duction, and diversifying exports has been reduced to limited productions
in specific zones, with only a few organic farms remaining.

Cuban agriculture exhibits one of the lowest yields in Latin America,
with losses of around 57% of agricultural production—30% during har-
vest and post-harvest phases and 27% during distribution. The cooperative
sector owns 80% of the land and produces 9o% of the national food but
only satisfies 20% of the demand. Cuba’s food imports are around USD
2,000 million every year (UEPESC 2017b). In 2018, the imported food bill
amounted to around USD 1,700 million, of which an estimated 35%-47%
could be replaced by domestic production (Rodriguez 2019).

The tourism renaissance after 1989 appeared as a curious trend con-
nected to the service vocation of the Cuban economy and to the colonial
pre-sugar past when Havana was an open economy specialized in services,
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thanks to its favorable geographic position that had made it the Ameri-
can hub of the fleet system of the Spanish Empire since the 1560s. Tour-
ism was one of the main avenues for lifting up the economy during the
Special Period, and, since then, it has remained one of the country’s key
economic activities. In the tourism sector, investors come from, among
others, Spain, France, Canada, Germany, Switzerland, Canada, and China
(Feinberg 2017). Since 1993, exports of the tertiary sector have surpassed
goods exports, with tourism and the exports of professional services being
leading items (Torres Pérez 2012, 71).

After December 17, 2014, when Presidents Radl Castro and Barack
Obama announced the normalization of bilateral relations, tourism blos-
somed.’ US citizens were allowed to travel to Cuba under 12 categories of
authorized travel; therefore, the statutory prohibition of tourism could be
eluded. The growing interest in Cuba and the rush to visit “before Ameri-
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cans arrive” triggered a notable increase in tourism starting in 2015. In
2016, Cuba received 4,029,000 foreign visitors (Perellé Cabrera 2017,
68-71). According to the World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC), the
direct contribution of travel and tourism in 2016 to Cuba’s GDP was USD
2,074.9 million, representing 2.2 % of its GDP. In 2016, the total contribu-
tion of travel and tourism to employment, including jobs indirectly sup-
ported by the industry, was 8.9% of total employment, which represented
462,000 jobs (WT'TC 2017).

By 2020, a more pronounced blow to tourism activity in Cuba was
expected, not only as a result of the pandemic associated with COVID-
19 but also as result of the increased restrictions imposed by the Trump
administration. Between January and June 2020, Cuba merely received
1,236,461 visitors, including 106,940 Cubans living abroad (ONEI 2021).
After the first wave of the pandemic, the country reopened the borders in
October 2020, but limited tourism activity has been reactivated since. The
Trump administration activated Title III of the Helms-Burton Act, the
restriction of travel categories for Americans wishing to travel to Cuba, and
the prohibition of cruises to Cuba, among other measures, as of December
10, 2019, US commercial airlines are prohibited from traveling to Cuba,
with the exception of flights to Havana (BBC 2019).

The Trump administration’s policy toward Cuba, which took a step
back from the progress made by President Obama when reestablish-
ing bilateral diplomatic relations, turned back to the usual confrontation
and hostility. The Trump strategy toward Cuba negatively affected the
arrival of international visitors to the island. While in 2018 Cuba received
4,711,910 visitors, in 2019 the figure fell to 4,275,558. While decreases in
European tourist arrivals were reported, the most drastic drop was led by
the United States. In 2018, 637,907 Americans traveled to the island, while
only 498,067 did so in 2019 (ONEI 2020, 6).

Since the strategies that were embraced to navigate the crisis of the
199os—even when bringing considerable changes to the economy and
society—were unable to achieve larger ruptures with the colonial past
and—while the sugar dependency was broken years after—Cuba increased
its dependence on remittances and tourism, new changes were demanded.

The more recent attempt to boost the Cuban economy and break with
the colonial heritage and the patterns of economic underdevelopment is
the reform that was undertaken in 2011 and continues today. Without dis-
cussing its specific pillars and objectives, the next section delves into some
of its impacts on Cuba’s economy and society.
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“Updating the Cuban Socioeconomic Policy”: Initial Results

In 2006, President Ratl Castro spearheaded a debate on economic and
social changes in which Cuban economists proposed reforms ranging from
the transformation of property relations to a greater opening to FDI. In
2008, hurricanes caused substantial damage equivalent to 20% of Cuba’s
GDP (Mesa-Lago 2009, 369) and, together with the global economic crisis
and its regional impacts, slowed the pace of the reforms. In 2011, at the
Sixth Congress of the PCC, the program “Updating the Cuban Socioeco-
nomic Policy” (Lineamientos de la Politica Econémica y Social del Partido
y la Revolucién) was officially launched as the continuum of a wave of
changes initiated in 2007.

The program, besides keeping the overarching ambition of building a
resilient and solid economy devoid of the remnants of the colonial past,
strives to adapt the Cuban model to a world in which the predominant eco-
nomic logic is not aligned with Cuba’s ideological and social orientation.
Even in Latin America, major changes have tipped the favorable balance
of progressive political forces and undermined leaderships openly sympa-
thetic to Cuba—such as Nicolds Maduro in Venezuela, Lula and Dilma
Rousseff in Brazil, Rafael Correa in Ecuador, and Evo Morales in Bolivia.
The circumstances that made the advancement of economic partnerships,
such as the ALBA-TCP and Petrocaribe, are no longer there.

A quick evaluation of the Cuban reform up to the beginning of 2020
shows that results have been mixed. On the positive side, Cuba has been
able to partially diversify its economic ties, although trade concentration
remains with China, Spain, Canada, and Venezuela, which are also the main
destinations for exports. In 2018, these four countries accounted for 68.6%
of the value of Cuban exports. The concentration remains when examin-
ing Cuba’s export items, where the main products still correspond to raw
materials associated with mining activity, agriculture (sugar and tobacco),
beverages (rum), and chemicals (ONEI 2019, 9—28).

The economic performance has not met the expectations, and economic
growth has remained under the 5—7% rate (Monreal Gonzilez 2017c). The
Cuban economy reached a peak of 12 % GDP growth in 2006 but averaged
around 2% annual growth between 2009 and 2017 (Mesa-Lago 2019). Vul-
nerabilities associated with geographic conditions, size, insularity, demo-
graphic trends, high exposure to extreme meteorological events, and high
susceptibility to climate change remain, and they continue to weaken the
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Cuban economy within the current unstable global economic environ-
ment, especially with regards to Latin America and the Caribbean.

The reform has not been able to break the vicious circle that entraps
the Cuban economy: weak economic growth, growing fiscal deficits, mac-
roeconomic imbalances as well as distortions in the monetary regime,
market segmentation, and insufficient FDI to modernize and recapitalize
obsolete infrastructure. High import demand coexists with limited import
substitution capacity and with the inability to convert domestic production
into exports (Triana Cordovi 2017; Mesa-Lago 2019).

Despite the cautiousness of the reform, property relations have become
more diverse and complex by incorporating new social actors (Valdés Paz
2016). For example, reforms in the structure of land ownership have deep-
ened since 2007, the facilitation of self-employment followed in September
2010, the authorization for the creation of nonagricultural cooperatives
was approved, and, as a result, the non-state sector has grown to a size
not seen since the mid-196os (Torres Pérez 2016, 6). Since 2010, private
employment has been the only form of employment that has increased
continuously, as opposed to the public sector, which lost almost 153,000
employment positions, while the cooperative sector did not generate net
employment (Monreal Gonzalez 2017¢).°

Incomes in Cuban households are compounded by salaries associ-
ated with formal employment together with private transferences such as
remittances and public transferences such as pensions, social assistance,
and subventions to products and services like the ration card (fibreta de
abastecimientos) (Galtés Galeano 2017, 68). In 2015, between 43% and 46%
of the average household income was obtained via formal salary (Torres
Pérez 2017; Galtés Galeano 2017). Incentives to work come mostly from
the non-state sector, and young Cubans prefer to work in the private sec-
tor, where they make up 24% of the workforce (Cubadebate 2015). The
income generated by the private sector is superior to the average income
received by the employees of the public sector. Even unemployed people
with access to remittances can obtain a higher income than the formally
employed workforce, a fact that evidences the instability, inequity, and
social polarization in a society where formal salaries play a minor role (Gal-
tés Galeano 2017, 69-73).

The ongoing reform should also be evaluated from a social perspec-
tive. Without exhausting the analysis of the social dimension of the reform,
which deserves a chapter by itself, it is important to mention a few key fea-
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tures. The scope of the recent changes has had a profound social impact and
has enlarged the social gaps within a diverse society that tends to become
more heterogeneous (Valdés Paz 2016; Torres Pérez 2017, 29). After the
1990s, differences between rural and urban areas and between provinces
and municipalities became more accentuated (Serbin 2017; Grabendorff
2017; Monreal Gonzilez 2017a; fﬁiguez Rojas 2013; Espina Prieto 2004,
2008, 2010). Inequality has resurfaced, to the surprise and worry of many
who thought poverty and social stratification were unhappy memories of
the past. Significant differences between households exist and have become
more pronounced (Barberfa 2008; Zabala Arguelles 2013; Espina Prieto
and Echevarria 2015; Feinberg 2017; Ifiiguez Rojas and Pérez Villanueva
2004). Gender inequality and racial prejudice persist.

From the 19gos until the beginning of the 2 1st century, the Gini coef-
ficient deteriorated from 0.38 to 0.407 (Monreal Gonzilez 2017a; Bar-
berfa 2008). In 2000, 20% of Cubans suffered from insufficient incomes
and unfulfilled basic needs (Espina Prieto 2008). Nowadays, it is estimated
that one in four Cubans is affected by some type of income poverty. It is
expected that the Gini coefficient for Cuba in 2017 could be worse than the
0.407 calculated almost 20 years ago (Monreal Gonzilez 2017b; Rodriguez
2016b). Differences are obvious when compared to the Gini coefficient
during the 1970s and the 1980s: in 1978 it was 0.25, while in 1986 it was
0.22 (Zabala Arguelles 2013, 340). In the mid-1980s, the Gini coefficient
was an estimated 0.24 (Espina Prieto 2008).

In 2017, at the Seventh Congress of the PCC, it was recognized that the
planning of the reform program exceeded its execution since merely a lit-
tle more than 20% of the guidelines had been implemented, while almost
80% were still in the process of implementation (PCC 2017). Almost a
decade after its launch, it can be concluded that the reform has not been
able to fundamentally transform Cuba’s economy or to reduce, or even
contain, economic distortions and social differentiation.

Final Comments

Cuba’s economy and society underwent dramatic changes after the 1960s
when the government declared the Socialist character of the revolution
and assumed the task of breaking with the colonial past. More than half a
century later, after having embraced a conscious transformation attempt
anchored in Socialist political economy under the US embargo that is still
operative, surviving a colossal crisis in the 19gos, and having been forced
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to adapt to a profoundly different world characterized by the hegemony of
neoliberal capitalism, the country exhibits a mixed scenario of rupture and
continuity with the colonial past.

Cuba is no longer a sugar island depending on a single export mar-
ket. The country has become a service economy, where tourism and the
export of professional services partially compensate for the deficit of the
balance of trade for goods. However, traces of colonial legacies remain in
Cuba’s patterns of insertion into the global economy. The main exports are
still raw materials associated with agriculture and mining, and the beaches.
Jumping into producing high value-added products and services for
domestic and foreign consumption has not been achieved despite several
attempts at social and economic restructuring. The structural weakness of
the economy persists since it is highly vulnerable to exogenous events and
dependent on imports and remittances, with limited economic diversifica-
tion, technological lags, and low productivity.

The permanence of colonial footprints is visible in territorial dispari-
ties. Urban settlements near bay areas—such as Havana and Santiago de
Cuba—continue to be at the core of economic dynamism, together with
coastal zones turned into tourism attractions. Social gaps born in the colo-
nial period still remain, in spite of the significant social transformation
achieved after 1959 in terms of diminishing racial and gender inequali-
ties. Poverty has not been eradicated, and, since the crisis of 1990, it has
deepened.

Although the ambitious goal of transforming Cuba’s economic struc-
ture seems to have stalled in recent years as a result of a volatile global
economy, the rightward shift of important regional allies such as Brazil
and Ecuador, the Venezuelan crisis, and the aggressiveness of the Trump
administration, all of it in a scenario of increasing extreme weather events
and transnational health threats, the country has made progress in the pro-
cess of renewing its political institutions.

In February 2019, the new constitution was approved, with 73.3% of the
vote in favor of the “yes” option of the registered Cuban citizens (Granma
Redaccién Digital 2019). In October 2019, the Cuban Parliament elected
Miguel Mario Diaz-Canel Bermudez as president of the Republic of Cuba
during the Fourth Extraordinary Session of the National Assembly of
People’s Power (Telesur 2019). The new constitution recognizes private
property and foreign investment, an act that constitutes decisive support to
the private sector of the Cuban economy (Malkin 2019).

Cuba is considered a Small Island Developing State (SIDS). To break
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from the specific constraints of social and economic development has
proven difficult for the ensemble of Caribbean SIDS, who all share a simi-
lar history of colonial exploitation regardless of their colonial masters.
Cuba, contrary to its neighbors, has chosen the Socialist option as an alter-
native approach of moving away from the colonial legacy. In spite of the
changes previously discussed, there is still much work to do.

Key lessons for pursuing transformations in order not only to trans-
form the colonial legacy but also to make the socioeconomic model more
resilient, stable, diverse, inclusive, and participatory could be found, ironi-
cally, when revisiting the past: History teaches us that Cuba’s geographic
location places it in a privileged position for becoming a Latin American
and Caribbean hub, even under a scenario of US blockade. Cuba has exten-
sive expertise as a service economy that cumulates savoir faire on how an
open small economy’ is capable of building resilience as it has been forced
to deal with foreign actors and events to rapidly adjust in order to survive.
Having a healthy and educated population should reinforce the conviction
that the most valuable resource is its population, capable of creating and
innovating in the toughest circumstances.

How to shape and implement the future path of the social and eco-
nomic changes is fundamental for the novel architecture of the political
economy of Cuba. The challenge is not only to overcome the colonial
legacy but to achieve economic success and improve people’s welfare in a
context of political rights, social justice and equity. More than four centu-
ries of colonial rule have proven difficult but not impossible to overcome.
Lessons have been learned. The real challenge is to accept the need to drop
what does not work and to create new paths and take risks. By doing so,
maybe history can be different.

NOTES

1. Focusing on sugarcane resulted in the dependence on a single product to
be exported—most of it to a single market, the United Sates—which, due to the
seasonality of the harvest and the occurrence of climatological events, was incapa-
ble of guaranteeing full employment. It also remained vulnerable to the impact of
exogenous events that forced a shorter harvest as an attempt—usually useless—to
sustain higher prices or to secure the US export quota.

2. Merchants in Cuba and the American colonies established illicit contacts to
trade on commodities as well as to avoid colonial taxes on imports, evading the
trade monopoly system in force since the 17th century. By 1818, trade agreements
between companies in Cuba and in the United States began to replace the trade
agreements with Spain (Pérez 2015). In 1860, 20% of Cuba’s imports came from
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the United States, 20% from Great Britain, and 30% from Spain. However, 62 % of
its exports went to the United States (Le Riverand 1965).

3. From April 2018 to March 2019, the US blockade caused losses to Cuba of
around USD 4,343.6 million. At current prices, accumulated damage is estimated
at USD 138,843.4 million (MINREX 2019).

4. The Special Period refers to the extended period of deep economic crisis
during the 1990’s that resulted primarly from the disappearance of the USSR and
socialist countries in Eastern Europe.

5. The optimism born from the normalization process of bilateral relations
between Cuba and the United States diminished with the Trump administration.
The Trump administration tightened the restrictions on travel, banned any trans-
actions that could benefit Cuban armed forces, froze consular operations by retir-
ing and expelling diplomatic personnel, and retained the embargo.

6. Cuba’s workforce has around 4,500,000 workers. Almost 30% of them are
not employed in the public sector. In 1989, however, almost go% were (Torres
Pérez 2017, 58). The 30% consists of the self-employed (cuentapropistas), mem-
bers of cooperatives, and employees in foreign firms or joint-venture enterprises
(Rodriguez 2016b; Torres Pérez 2017; Triana Cordovi 2017). Among them, the
self-employed account for 42% (Galtés Galeano 2017, 70).

7. The coefficient of openness of the economy (coeficiente de apertura externa)—
understood as the ratio of total exports and imports divided by the GDP—grew
from 38.2% in 2007 to 47.5% in 2015 (Romero Gémez 2017, 13).
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CHAPTER 6

Puerto Rico’s Colonial Legacies and
Postcolonial Constellations

Economy, Society, and Polity

Emilio Pantojas-Garcia

Since its “discovery” in 1493, Puerto Rico has never been anything but a
colony. Settled in 1508, it remained a colony of Spain until it was invaded
by the United States in 1898 and ceded to that empire as part of the Treaty
of Paris, which brought the Spanish-American War to an end.! Puerto
Rico’s colonial legacies come, therefore, from these two empires. Contem-
porary Puerto Rico is a true hybrid. After 1898, for example, the island’s
legal system was forced to transition between the “civil law judicial tra-
dition” of Spain and the North American common-law court framework
(Rivera Ramos 2001, 70). An intense process of “Americanization” was
implemented as the central educational and cultural policies of the Ameri-
can colonial state (Pantojas-Garcia 1974; Negrén de Montilla 1975).

In the 215t century, Puerto Rico is a Latin American nation inhabiting
a postcolonial colony “enjoying” the “advantages” of post—World War 11
colonialism: metropolitan citizenship, social welfare programs, constitu-
tional guarantees, and, until recently, economic protectionism and subsi-
dies. In this chapter, I show how the colonial configurations of economy
and society have resulted in the formation of a postcolonial colony charac-
terized by an absentee ruling class, a weak local entrepreneurial elite, and
a rentier political class dependent on metropolitan transfers and subsidies
to secure local dominance.
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Economy and Society

Until the 19th century, Puerto Rico was mainly a colony of settlers with
a defensive military bastion in the port of San Juan Bautista. As the east-
ernmost of the Greater Antilles, Puerto Rico was the first major harbor
that the Spanish fleet would encounter on the trip to America from Spain
and the last on the trip to Spain.” Puerto Rico was a defensive military
outpost supported from 1587 to 1810 by an allowance from New Spain
called the Situado Mexicano, which provided for the military expenses of
the Capitanin General that guarded the port of San Juan with an elaborate
fortress system. After brief periods in the 16th century when gold mining
and sugar milling flourished, the island’s economy became mainly a subsis-
tence economy that produced some agricultural exports (ginger and hides)
traded through a steady smuggling system (see Scarano 1994, chaps. 9—12;
Morales-Carrién 1971, chap. 3).

After the Bourbon Reforms were initiated in 1765, the island was set
on a course of integration into the international economy, first exporting
sugar and later coffee becoming the most important export product. The
Real Cédula de Gracias of 1815 opened the island to Catholic migrants
fleeing the independence revolutions in Spanish America and the Haitian
Revolution. The Spanish and French exiles brought with them capital,
machinery, and slaves and were provided lands by the Crown to produce
sugar and other export products.

The abrupt decline in sugar exports from Haiti also stimulated the
growth of sugar production and export in Puerto Rico as well as the impor-
tation of slaves. In 1812, the land dedicated to sugar cultivation was 5,765
cuerdas (5,598 acres), with a production of 838 tons of sugar. Likewise,
3,905 tons of coffee were produced on 9,493 cuerdas (9,218 acres). Driven
by the immigrant entrepreneurs who brought machinery and slaves with
them, by 1830 the land cultivated in sugar nearly doubled to 11,103 czer-
das (10,781 acres) with a production of 14,126 tons, an increase of 1,585
percent. Coffee production grew to 6,569 tons, an increase of 112 percent
(Dietz 1986, 17-18).

"The labor needed to support this rapid growth came from two sources.
First, an estimated 60,000-80,000 slaves, an unprecedented number, were
brought to Puerto Rico between 1815 and 1845. Second, the colonial gov-
ernment proclaimed vagrancy laws compelling anyone not engaged in a
craft or not owning land to carry a workbook as proof of gainful employ-
ment. Thus, the subsistence peasants displaced from Crown lands, now
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given to immigrants and larger landowners who could pay taxes, were com-
pelled to become wage laborers (jornaleros) (Scarano 1994, 405, 416-19).

Sugar exports led economic growth during the first half of the 19th
century. Between 1814 and 1854, foreign trade increased by nearly 2,100
percent. But the decline in the prices of sugar, technological advances by
competitors, increases in the prices of land and slaves, and sugarcane dis-
ease slowed the growth of the sugar industry (Dietz 1986, 20-21, 26-27; de
Jests Toro 1982, 20).

In the second half of the century, therefore, coffee became the engine of
economic growth, and the coffee hacienda of the highlands was the axis of
economic and sociocultural production. The growth of coffee as the lead-
ing export commodity was driven by the growth in demand and prices in
Europe (Scarano 1994, 466-67). By 1881, coffee became the leading export
product, representing 54.5 percent of the value of exports, while the share
of sugar declined to 28.9 percent. In 1896, two years before the US inva-
sion, coffee exports represented 76.9 percent of the value of exports, while
sugar represented only 20.7 percent (Dietz 1986, 27).

The markets and geographical spaces of coffee and sugar production
were different. Coffee was grown in the highlands, while sugar was cul-
tivated and processed mainly in the coastal valleys. The main markets for
Puerto Rican coffee exports were Spain, France, Germany, Italy, and Cuba,
while the main market for sugar was the United States. In the 1880s, Puerto
Rico became the fourth largest coffee producer behind Brazil, Venezuela,
and the Dominican Republic (Scarano 1994, 466).

The hacienda became the dominant economic unit, and coffee hacen-
dados became the socially hegemonic class. The main sources of labor for
the coftee haciendas were sharecroppers (called agregados and medianeros).
Other rural laborers (jornaleros) were those who had been displaced from
common lands distributed by the Crown to exiles from the Spanish Ameri-
can independence wars and other Catholic migrants under the Real Cédula
de Gracias (Quintero 1980a, 102-8).

Seignorial relations of production created a patriarchal outlook of cul-
ture and society begetting the notion of the “great Puerto Rican family”
(la gran familia puertorriquena) as the foundational component of social and
political identity. As Quintero Rivera argues, the southern city of Ponce
became the principal port for exports of coffee and sugar and the social
epicenter of the emerging Creole class of hacendados. The capital of San
Juan was the center of colonial government, but Ponce became the alter-
nate capital, where the Creole elite would affirm its social and cultural
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supremacy without necessarily advocating for independence (Quintero
Rivera 1988, 42—53).

Social stratification in the 19th century differentiates a ruling colonial
elite and a Creole elite. The ruling elite was led by the Spanish military
and government officials and a class of merchants led by Catalonian immi-
grants. The socially and culturally hegemonic Creole elite was led by the
hacendados and Puerto Rican—born liberal professionals (lawyers, doctors,
writers). There was a class of small landowners who were not only Cre-
ole but also immigrants from Spanish America, Haiti, and even Corsica.
Creole sharecroppers and landless peasants provided labor for haciendas
and small farms, while artisans and wage laborers worked in the cities.
Because of the relatively late development of sugar as a major export com-
modity, African slaves never became a major proportion of the population,
except in the sugar-growing regions of the coastal valleys, which greatly
influenced the popular culture of the island (see Quintero Rivera 198oa,
1988; Bergad 1980). The working classes lived in poverty and squalor in
the countryside and the urban centers, subject to the whims and needs of
the paternalistic hacendados in the countryside and the Spanish and Creole
elites in the cities.’

Political autonomy became the political alternative of the Creole elite
to Spanish military rule. It is argued that, with the island having become
a political haven for exiles from Latin America and Haiti, the local elites
were more fearful of popular uprisings than of the Spanish “iron fist” poli-
cies (see Scarano 1994; Quintero Rivera 1988).

The New Metropolis: Conflict and Accommodation

When the United States invaded Puerto Rico, there was a clear and dis-
tinct Puerto Rican national character, with literary, musical, and sociocul-
tural traditions. The coffee hacendados led a Creole social coalition that
favored provincial autonomy within the Spanish political system. Although
socially hegemonic and economically dominant, the hacendados did not
aspire to become a “ruling” class (Quintero Rivera 198ob, 217). There was
never a strong independence movement led by the Puerto Rican hacenda-
dos; autonomy was the political aspiration of this class.

Under American rule, the economy was transformed from a mercantile
economy based on the export of coffee produced in haciendas to a capitalist
plantation economy exporting sugar. In turn, the axis of social relations in
Puerto Rican society shifted from seignorial relations between hacendados
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and peasants to capitalist relations between absentee owners, plantation
managers, and rural proletarians (Quintero Rivera 198oa, 113-20).

American sugar, tobacco, and fruit companies came to dominate agri-
cultural production. By 1925, sugar exports accounted for 56.2 percent
of the value of exports, up from 20.7 percent in 1896, while coffee only
amounted to 7 percent. Fruit exports amounted to 5.2 percent of total
exports, tobacco to 10.4 percent, and cigars to 7.5 percent. Put another
way, the sectors dominated by American corporations produced 79.2 per-
cent of total exports by 1925 (calculated from Dietz 1986, 117-20).

In the pioneer study of the island’s political economy, Porto Rico: A Bro-
ken Pledge (1931), Bailey Diffie and Justine Diffie meticulously describe the
economic penetration of American corporations. In the 1930s, four Ameri-
can sugar corporations owned or rented 68 percent of the 251,000 acres
of land dedicated to sugarcane cultivation, owned 11 of 42 sugar mills, and
produced over 50 percent of the sugar on the island. Puerto Rico became
the third major supplier of cane sugar for the US market behind Cuba and
Hawaii. Alongside these four sugar giants, American companies came to
dominate cigar production and tobacco exports and controlled 64 percent
of the land dedicated to fruit production for exports. Two American and
two Canadian banks were established alongside, and in competition with,
the two existing local banks, just founded in the 189os. Another four Amer-
ican shipping companies came to control all freight movements between
the island and the ports of the United States. American companies also
controlled railway transportation and utilities (Diffie and Diffie 1931, 52—
65, 100-117; Quintero Rivera 198oa, 114).

By the 1930s, however, the sugar economy of Puerto Rico had turned
the island into the “poorhouse of the Caribbean.” The wages of sugarcane
workers in Puerto Rico were lower than in Cuba, Hawaii, Honduras, and
the Bahamas (Diffie and Diffie 1931, 86). The mass of landless peasants
and rural proletarians remained poor and illiterate, while the hacendados
were displaced from political power and came to occupy a new position in
the middle classes in business and liberal professions. The Puerto Rican
sugar growers, mostly pro-American, emerged as a new “dominant” socio-
political elite (Quintero Rivera 1988, 133).

The first three decades of American colonialism were dominated by
a “triangular conflict” between three local political forces: (1) the hacen-
dados, facing the displacement of coffee production and the haciendas as
the most dynamic sector of the economy and polity; (2) the sugar grow-
ers and exporters, linked since the 19th century to the sugar interests of
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the United States; and (3) the trade union movement, made up of urban
workers and artisans, which had been persecuted by the Spanish colonial
government and now “enjoyed” the extension to Puerto Rico of workers’
rights achieved by the American Federation of Labor. The new colonial
metropolis redefined the limited political space conceded to the local
political forces. While the executive branch of government was directly
controlled by the metropolis through the appointment of a governor and
all the heads of the colonial cabinet by the US president, an elected House
of Representatives and municipal governments became the center of local
political conflicts. A highly centralized colonial government severely lim-
ited the realm of action of local political forces that vied for the favor of the
colonial administrators (see Quintero Rivera 198ob).

Along with integrating Puerto Rico into the American economy, the
United States promoted a process of cultural assimilation and eventual
political annexation of the island as a state of the Union. During the first
four decades of the 20th century, English was the medium of education in
Puerto Rican public schools. Protestant missionaries established churches,
schools, and other educational and charitable institutions with the objec-
tive of “lifting” Puerto Ricans to the standards of American citizenship.
The politically emergent sugar elite as well as organized labor, which was
accorded freedom to organize under the new regime, became supporters
of assimilationist policies and promoted the annexation of the island as a
state of the Union (see Pantojas-Garcia 1974; Negron de Montilla 19753
Quintero Rivera 198ob).

The Great Depression and World War II drove social and economic
change in Puerto Rico. The decline of sugar exports, after the import
quotas imposed by the Smoot-Hawley Act of 1934,* and the need to sub-
stitute imports during the war imposed the need for short-term changes
and a strategic long-term economic shift. During the 1930s, the Roosevelt
administration extended to Puerto Rico welfare benefits administered by
the Puerto Rico Emergency Relief Administration and the Puerto Rico
Reconstruction Administration. Transfer payments to individuals, public
works, and land distribution to peasants (akin to the American Homestead
Act) became major sources of support for the working population. Ameri-
can sugar companies retrenched production, as they were the main recipi-
ents of the government-issued import quotas. Local sugar growers who
sold their sugarcane to the companies’ mills suffered the brunt of the cuts
in production. Discontent and political unrest intensified as sugar work-
ers’ salaries shrunk and unemployment grew. Repression against both the
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Nationalist Party and the labor unions and welfare relief were the answer
of the American colonial government (Dietz 1986, 171-73; Pantojas-
Garcia 1990, 39-57).

The war changed everything and paved the wave for the transforma-
tion of Puerto Rico from an agricultural export-oriented economy to the
first export-manufacturing platform in the world. The post-World War II
demand to decolonize the world led to a policy of colonial reforms whose
outcome was that the island would be better off than its Latin American and
Caribbean neighbors but not equal to the states of the Union (Pantojas-
Garcia 2005, 172, 175). What is today known as the maquiladora model,
which imports manufacturing components for processing and assembly for
export to the metropolitan economy, was first implemented in Puerto Rico.
After World War II, the United States emerged as the hegemonic indus-
trial power in the world. Manufacturing shifted from consumer goods
to durable consumer and capital goods. This change converged with the
search for economic investment in Puerto Rico (Pantojas-Garcia 1990, 4).

The Puerto Rico Industrial Development Company was established
in 1942 to promote economic development and investment. After a brief
experiment on state-based import substitution industrialization, when the
government owned and operated five manufacturing companies (cement,
paper, cardboard, glass, and clay products), a new industrial incentives law
was passed. The law offered tax holidays, subsidized rent, and wages to
attract investment from American entrepreneurs in assembly manufactur-
ing (Pantojas-Garcia 1990, 43—45).

The government of Puerto Rico hired American consultants to advise
them on potential industrial investment opportunities. A series of viability
studies and later promotion materials were produced by these consultants
on the advantages of investing in Puerto Rico on light industries, espe-
cially apparel (Little 1942; O’Connor 1948). The local incentives, com-
bined with low wages, relative to other areas in the United States, and no
federal taxes, resulted in the transformation of Puerto Rio into the first
export-led industrialization experience in the world. This “model” would
later be adopted by other small economies, such as Ireland, Taiwan, Singa-
pore, South Korea, and Hong Kong (Pantojas-Garcia 1990, 1-5).

Export-led industrialization transformed Puerto Rico from a predomi-
nantly rural-agrarian society to a predominantly urban-industrial society.
It succeeded in terms of economic growth and improvement in standards
of living. The Puerto Rican model of export-led industrialization, however,
was different from that of the Asian Tigers or Ireland. The key competitive
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advantages of the island were based on the colonial relationship it had with
the United States: (1) free access to the US market; (2) exemption from US
federal and local taxes; (3) preferential treatment for certain imports; and
(4) common currency (the US dollar).

During the 1950s and 1960s, assembly manufacturing was dominated
by American subcontractors that established assembly plants processing
components into final consumer goods for export to the United States.
With the Kennedy rounds of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
and the reduction of import tariffs from Asia and Europe, labor-intensive
assembly plants located on the island faced stiff competition and started
moving to other locations in the Caribbean and Asia. A second stage of
export-led industrialization was promoted with the extension to Puerto
Rico of special oil import quotas in 1965. The island became a major center
for refined oil products and petrochemical components (Pantojas-Garcia
1990, 73-80, 107-9).’

As the oil refining industry sank into crisis with the abolition of oil
import quotas and the 1973 oil embargo, yet another exceptional advan-
tage made economic restructuring viable. The inclusion of Section 936 of
the US Internal Revenue Code in the 1976 federal tax reform provided
new exemptions for repatriation of profits to the parent companies of
American corporations operating on the island. This measure stimulated
the establishment of pharmaceutical companies making billions of dollars
in the production of “miracle drugs” and other medicines for the US mar-
ket (Pantojas-Garcia 1990, 153-55).

The process of export-led industrialization radically changed the social
structure of Puerto Rico. Agriculture declined dramatically, becoming the
less dynamic sector of the economy and expelling thousands of workers
from the countryside to the cities and eventually to the United States.
Agriculture’s share of net income declined from just over 20 percent to
less than 8 percent in the 1950s. Migration to the United States in the
1950s averaged 446,693 per year (Duany and Pantojas-Garcia 2005, 26).
Manufacturing and services became the most important sources of income
and employment, along with the expansion of trade, as domestic consump-
tion increased. A mass of marginalized agricultural workers and urban
poor migrated or found jobs in the informal sector of the economy. The
middle sectors grew, fostered by the increase in industrial workers, a new
petty bourgeoisie (retail shop owners, contractors, etc.), and an emerging
managerial class. Among the working classes, a virtually new phenomenon
emerged, the two-income family, as women joined the industrial labor
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force in significant numbers, adding a new dimension to the middle classes
(Acevedo 1990, 250; Pantojas-Garcia 1990, 80-88).

Puerto Rico became a link in a vertically integrated production chain
that began and ended in the headquarters and financial centers of the
American transnational corporations that operated on the island. Contrary
to the Asian Tigers or Ireland, a local class of modern and export-oriented
industrialists never developed. Studies on Puerto Rican entrepreneurs in
the 1950s describe them as traditional, conservative, family-centered, and
aristocratic in attitude (Cochran 1959: 149; see also Scheele 1956). A study
of the Puerto Rican entrepreneurial class in the late 1980s concluded that
it adapted to the dominance of American capital and occupied a space in
the entrepreneurial life of the island but did not emerge as an autonomous
Creole bourgeoisie (burguesia criolla) (Gonzilez Diaz 1991, 124). Even in
the 2 1st century there are a few Puerto Rican businesses organized as pub-
lic companies traded on the stock market. The dominant sectors of the
local entrepreneurs remain in wholesale and retail trade, finance, health
and health insurance, and services.®

Puerto Rico thus became integrated into the American economy, while
at the same time the culture and the traditions of its population remained
in many respects Latin American. The island could be described as a Latin
American nation subsumed within the US economy and its colonial poli-
cies. Claims to a distinct Puerto Rican national identity are ultimately
constructions of a common foundational myth that sets the Puerto Rican
people vis-a-vis “the other,” whether Spanish or North American. This
foundational myth is grounded in the notion of “the great Puerto Rican
tamily” (la gran familia puertorrigueiia) advanced by the Creole elites in
the 19th century. This myth may be told from different perspectives of
class, gender, race, and so forth, and claimed in contested terms, but taken
together, the different versions represent an imagined common ground:
“Puerto Ricaness” ({a puertorriquenidad).

For Puerto Ricans, the island provides the fulcrum that affirms Puerto
Rican national identity. On the island, unlike in the United States, Puerto
Ricans are not a minority, and Puerto Rican culture flourishes as an auton-
omous force on equal terms with other world cultures. Spanish continues
to be the Puerto Rican vernacular, and Puerto Rican literature is consid-
ered part of Spanish American literature in global literary, cultural, and
academic circles. For the Puerto Rican diaspora in the United States, Span-
ish is the language of resistance. Switching to Spanish in the middle of a
conversation or interjecting a word or phrase in Spanish provides a way of
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identifying with the Puerto Rican ethos for English-speaking second- or
third-generation Puerto Ricans living in the United States. Spanish thus
functions as the language of the “initiated,” the “citizens” of the Puerto
Rican nation. To be a “real” boricua (Spanish colloquial for “Puerto Rican”
derived from the Taino name for the island, Borikén), one needs to be able
at least to sing along with a salsa song, make a witty comment in Spanish,
and know the “language” of the Puerto Rican household, where Spanglish
may be spoken (Pantojas-Garcia 2005, 168, 174).

Polity and Ruling Elites

As the oldest colony in the world, Puerto Rico was ruled directly by colonial
bureaucrats from Spain and the United States until the end of World War
II. The Creole colonial elite established a subordinate political partnership,
in this process benefiting from the “privileges” of government employment
and patronage under both empires, Spain and the United States. As a post-
colonial world order was to emerge in the postwar era, the US government
was compelled to design a political alternative that would ensure its control
over Puerto Rico, while providing a measure of self-rule.

In 1946, President Harry S. Truman appointed the first Puerto Rican
governor in the history of the island. In 1948, the US Congress passed a
law allowing the governor’s election by direct vote of the people of Puerto
Rico. In 1950, Congress passed Law 6oo, authorizing a convention to draft
the constitution of the Estado Libre Asociado (Free Associated State) of
Puerto Rico, named in English the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico.” The
new constitution was subordinate to that of the United States. After the
members of the convention drafted the constitution, it was modified and
approved by Congress and then approved by the people of Puerto Rico in
a referendum held on March 3, 1952 (Pantojas-Garcia 1990, 66-68).

The new political status did not substantially alter the legal-political
and economic relations between Puerto Rico and the United States.
Because the Commonwealth formula is not part of US federal doctrine, the
prevailing judicial interpretation continues to be an unincorporated terri-
tory that belongs to but it is not a part of the United States. In an article
published a year after the creation of the Commonwealth, Harvard law
professor Rupert Emerson emphasized the essentially symbolic character
of the change in political status (1953, 10).

Nonetheless, Commonwealth status provided a measure of self-rule.
The elected governor would appoint all cabinet officials and other mem-
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bers of the executive branch. The local legislature could pass legislation
on local affairs, as long as these laws did not conflict with the US Consti-
tution, laws, and federal regulations. The Commonwealth judicial system
operated autonomously from the federal system, although decisions of the
Puerto Rico Supreme Court could be appealed in the Federal Court of
Appeals and the US Supreme Court. Under Law 6oo, the US Congress
retained sovereignty over Puerto Rico and can unilaterally dictate policy
relating to defense, international relations, foreign trade, and investment.
Congress also has the right to revoke any insular law inconsistent with
the US Constitution. Federal regulations may be applied selectively at the
discretion of the US Congress or the president. In 2016, responding to
the Puerto Rican government’s default on its debt, Congress unilaterally
appointed a Fiscal Oversight and Management Board, which took control
of government finances.

The transition from direct metropolitan rule to local self-rule was pre-
sided over by a colonial elite under the leadership of Luis Mufioz Marin.
A populist leader, Mufioz in the late 1930s and 1940s led a group of “mod-
ern” professionals who worked with the Roosevelt administration in Wash-
ington to extend to Puerto Rico a version of the New Deal policies to
address the effects of the Great Depression on the rural population and
the urban poor. Mufioz and the “techno-bureaucracy” linked to the New
Deal programs known as the Puerto Rico Emergency Relief Administra-
tion and the Puerto Rico Reconstruction Administration led a process of
politico-economic restructuring of the colonial relation. In exchange for
federal assistance and local self-rule, the Popular Democratic Party led by
Muiioz legitimated the new shape of the colonial relation in the inter-
national community. Following the 1952 plebiscite, the US government
informed the United Nations that Puerto Rico had exercised its right to
self-determination. In 1953, the United Nations passed resolution 748
(VILI) recognizing Puerto Rico as a self-governing territory, thus remov-
ing the island from the list of nonindependent territories, which exempted
the United States from reporting on its status and affairs (Pantojas-Garcia
2013, 42—44).

The new colonial techno-bureaucracy led the process of the “modern-
ization” of Puerto Rico, transforming the island into the first small econ-
omy to embark on export-led industrialization as its axis of development
(Pantojas-Garcia 1990). Henry Wells (1969) and Kenneth Farr (1973)
characterize this as a process of change from traditional to modern values
presided over by the personal politics and vision of a populist leader.

Burchardt, Hans-Jurgen. (Post-)colonial Archipelagos: Comparing the Legacies of Spanish Colonialism In Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2022, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.11747103.
Downloaded on behalf of Massachusetts Institute of Technology



Puerto Rico’s Colonial Legacies and Postcolonial Constellations + 107

As was the case of the hacendados in the 19th century, the techno-
bureaucracy became a hegemonic social actor that was not the dominant
class. As in the sugar economy, the dominant economic sector was Ameri-
can capital, linked initially to light manufacturing as contractors or sub-
sidiaries of American international corporations and later to transnational
companies (TNCs) in petrochemicals and pharmaceuticals, integrating the
island’s economy into a global chain of production and trade.

The Emergence of a Puerto Rican Rentier Elite

After 1976, the main economic competitive advantage of Puerto Rico was
Section 936 of the US Internal Revenue Code. This section allowed TNCs
to repatriate profits from their Puerto Rican subsidiaries after five years of
being deposited in local banks without paying federal taxes, though they
did have to pay a “tollgate tax” to the local government of between 2 and
5 percent on repatriated profits. The island became a unique tax haven,
where American TNCs needed to establish a “possession corporation” that
had manufacturing operations to legally avoid paying federal taxes in the
repatriation of globally earned profits (US Departiment of the Treasury
1989, 19).

Under Section 936, billions of dollars in profits exempt from federal
taxes were deposited in the subsidiaries of American and Puerto Rican
banks operating in Puerto Rico. This created a bonanza for the govern-
ment and for the banking and financial industries operating on the island.®
The tollgate tax amounted to hundreds of millions of dollars in “new” rev-
enues and bank deposits (Miller 1999). American TINCs in pharmaceutics,
medical equipment, and electronics began to use transfer pricing mecha-
nisms to funnel profits to the island from all over the world. Section 936 of
the federal tax code made Puerto Rico the most profitable tax haven in the
world (Pantojas-Garcia 1990, 166-67).

To illustrate the magnitude of the importance of Puerto Rico as a man-
ufacturing tax haven, we can compare the profits from the island to those
of the United Kingdom and Canada in 1996, the year Section 936 was
repealed by Congress. In 1996, Puerto Rico generated the largest amount
of income on US direct investment abroad, $15,423 million, or 13.8 per-
cent of global income. By comparison, the United Kingdom generated
$13,862 million and Canada $8,642 million, or 12.4 percent and 7.7 per-
cent, respectively, of income generated by US direct investment abroad. In
1996, Puerto Rico’s gross domestic product was $45.3 billion, the United
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Kingdom’s was $1,180 billion, and Canada’s was $601.6 billion. By this
measure, the economy of the United Kingdom was 26 times bigger than
Puerto Rico’s, and Canada’s was 13 times bigger, yet Puerto Rico produced
nearly twice as much income for US direct investment as Canada and more
than 11 percent of that of the United Kingdom (Pantojas-Garcia 2007,
217-18).

This unique tax haven’s economy, anchored in colonial exceptionality,
led to the transformation of the developmentalist techno-bureaucracy into
what can be termed a “state-based rentier elite.” Like the Spanish colonial
elite lived off the Situado Mexicano from the 16th to the early 19th centu-
ries, the Puerto Rican colonial elite has come to rely on US federal govern-
ment transfers and the direct and indirect tax revenues of “936 corpora-
tions” as the economic basis of its existence and economic position at the
top of the social hierarchy.’ This state-based kakistocracy has “patrimonial-
ized” public revenues and government positions, using its relative political
power to enrich themselves and the members of the two dominant politi-
cal parties, the Popular Democratic Party (Partido Popular Democritico,
or PPD) and the New Progressive Party (Partido Nuevo Progresista, or
PNP) (Pantojas-Garcia 2016)."

"Two examples will illustrate this process of personal arrogation of pub-
lic revenues and positions referred to as “patrimonialization.” In 1998, the
mayor of the small town of Orocovis died, and his son, who lived in a dif-
ferent town, was elected by a party assembly as his successor in violation
of the legal requirements of residence. Since then, this has become a com-
mon practice shared by both governing parties, the PNP and the PPD. In
the towns of Carolina (2007) and Caguas (2010), the PPD mayors died,
and their sons “inherited” the position. Another three PNP mayors have
“inherited” their position: In Bayamén in 2001 and in Las Piedras in 2003,
this happened through an election with the father’ blessing; in Candvanas
in 2014, this happened in a midterm primary where the contestants were
both a son and a daughter of the retiring mayor.

In 2013, the governor signed a special tax called the patente nacional
(national patent). Law 40 was to be imposed on those corporations and
financial entities with a gross income of over 1 million dollars. As the name
suggests, this was a tax for doing business on the island, a sort of “rent”
or “tribute” in the most classic sense. The law was repealed but was one
of many new taxes imposed to provide revenue to the government at the
height of the current economic depression.
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Conclusion

Puerto Rico is a postcolonial colony. Its legacies come from both Spain and
the United States. The dominant classes have been and are metropolitan,
and the Creole colonial elites have never expressed a majority desire for
independence. Socioculturally, Puerto Rico survives as a Caribbean Latin
American nation with a distinct national identity expressed in literature,
music, sports, and even international beauty pageants.

The Puerto Rican “political class” has typically been integrated by lib-
eral professionals (lawyers, physicians, writers, etc.) and technocrats (engi-
neers, accountants, planners, bankers, and entrepreneurs). The Puerto Rican
businessmen and the wealthy have never achieved the status of a “national
bourgeoisie” or a dominant class with a political project of independence.
Historically, they have managed to accommodate their interests with those
of the metropolitan ruling classes, accepting its subordinate position and role
in the economy and polity of the colony. Presently, this accommodation as a
lucrative backyard of the American economy is in crisis. Colonial rentiers of
various kinds now struggle to accommodate and survive.

NOTES

1. On November 25, 1897, the Puerto Rican colonial elite had achieved self-rule
as Spain granted provincial autonomy to Cuba and Puerto Rico. An autonomous
government was appointed on February 1o, 1898, and the provincial parliament
was inaugurated on July 17, but the American invasion on July 25, 1898, ended this
process (Scarano 1994, 540—41, 548—49).

2. The ports of Cartagena de Indias in New Granada and Veracruz in New
Spain were the main destinations for collecting the gold and silver of the New
World. The port of Havana was the point of encounter of the fleet before the
return to Seville.

3. The dire living conditions of the rural workers are depicted in the classic
Puerto Rican novel La Charca (The Pond). Written by Manuel Zeno Gandia, a
Puerto Rican Creole who studied medicine in Madrid, this novel was published in
1894, and it portrays the lives of a poor family driven by “base passions” that lead
to problems such as abuse and incest. The title symbolizes the stagnant and murky
living conditions of the poor in late 19th-century Puerto Rico (Zeno Gandia [1894]
2003).

4. Sugar prices fell during the 1920s due to overproduction. Sugar-producing
countries consequently agreed to limit exports to remedy price decline through
self-imposed quotas by signing what became known as the “Chadbourne Plan.”
The United States did not abide by this plan and imposed quotas and a tariff on
sugar imports established by the Smoot-Hawley Act. This provided an advantage
to American sugar companies, within the constraints of the quota system.
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5. By 1972, US petrochemical transnationals produced in Puerto Rico 4o per-
cent of all the paraxelene, 30 percent of all the cyclohexane, 26 percent of all the
benzene, 24 percent of all the propylene, and 12 percent of all the vinyl chloride
consumed in the United States (Pantojas-Garcia 1990, 118).

6. Of the top 100 locally owned businesses in 2017, 29 are wholesale trade, 27
are retail trade, 11 are hospitals, 6 are insurance companies, 4 are hospital manage-
ment companies, and only 6 are manufacturing companies, of which 5 are in food
and beverages. There are only § Puerto Rican public companies, 3 of which are
banks (Caribbean Business 2017).

7. The colonial constitution created the Free Associated State of Puerto Rico, or
Estado Libre Asociado de Puerto Rico. The adopted translation, however, was the
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. Nonetheless, a recent decision of the US Supreme
Court upheld the view that the sovereignty of Puerto Rico resides with the US
Congress. Syllabus, Supreme Court of the United States, Commmonwealth of Puerto
Rico v. Sanchez Valle et al. (October 2015). https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions
/15pdf/15-108_k4mp.pdf

8. Even two Spanish banks established operations on the island in the late
19770s, lured by 936 deposits: Banco de Santander bought the First National Bank
of Puerto Rico in 1976, and Banco Bilbao Vizcaya bought the Banco de Mayagiiez
in 1979.

9. After the expiration of Section 936 in 2006, most of this companies shifted
to the status of Controlled Foreign Corporations (CFCs), under Subsection F of
Section 952 of the U.S. Internal Revenue Code.

ro. “Kakistocracy” literally means the government of the worse. The concept was
developed by Italian political philosopher Michel Angelo Bovero to describe the
Berlusconi government. The PPD is the party that created the Commonwealth and
ruled from 1948 to 1968. The PNP is the party that favors statehood (annexation as
the 51ststate of the Union) and has alternated governing from 1969 to the present.
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CHAPTER 7

The Political Economy of
Contemporary Puerto Rico

Argeo T. Quifiones Pérez and lan J. Seda-Irizarry

Any approach toward comprehending the evolution and current state of
the socioeconomic situation of Puerto Rico has to recognize both continu-
ity and rupture in the economic history of this colonial possession of the
United States.! The type of characterization provided to unravel this pro-
cess will be inextricably tied to the types of solutions proposed, discussed,
and maybe even implemented. In the particular case of Puerto Rico, for
reasons that go beyond the immediate focus of this chapter, most of the
problems encountered on the island are explained on the basis of Puerto
Rico’s colonial condition as a territorial possession of the United States.
The lack of sovereignty in such areas as monetary policy, food produc-
tion and consumption, and power in international affairs highlights how
the country has its hands tied behind its back in, for example, tackling the
current economic depression. The logic of this explanation usually dictates
that if Puerto Rico were not a colony of the United States, then the resi-
dents of the island would not be the victims of the plethora of problems
currently suffered.

We find that these explanations, whose coordinates of discussion are
defined by power relations between nation-states (Puerto Rico subjugated
as a colony to the United States), need to be further fleshed out by bringing
into the picture the socioeconomic system in which this particular colo-
nial relationship plays out. By highlighting capitalis;m alongside colonial-
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ism in our understanding of the current situation of Puerto Rico, other
protagonists are brought forward into the picture and an inescapable and
provocative conclusion is reached: ending the colonial relationship might
be a necessary but not sufficient condition for solving the problems of the
vast majority on the island. In other words, the analysis of colonialism in
Puerto Rico has usually been silent regarding internal power and economic
relations in a capitalist class structure. This silence could potentially entail the
reproduction of the same type of relations and economic model even in a
postcolonial moment.

The purpose of this chapter is to add to the present discussions pertain-
ing to the future of Puerto Rico within the context of the economic depres-
sion of the past decade and a half so that new conversations can take place
to produce richer characterizations that hopefully feed political reactions
against the social decomposition happening on the island.

A Dependent Economy

While the economy of the island of Puerto Rico is one that has passed
through different stages since the period of industrialization began in the
late 1940s, the understanding of how to achieve and sustain industrializa-
tion, and by extension economic development, has basically remained the
same: phases pertaining to light industry, that is, apparel (1947-67); heavy
industry, that is, petrochemicals (1968—75); and high technology, that is,
pharmaceuticals and electronics (1976—2006) all have had the common
denominator of using substantial tax incentives (exemptions, preferential
treatment, credits, subsidies, etc.) for foreign capital as the spearhead of a
strategy to achieve capital accumulation and economic development.?
The general practical and ideological contours behind this project of
industrialization by invitation, known as Operation Bootstrap, are ones that
during the last decades have still permeated the policy approaches of the
different governmental administrations of the colony.’ Important among
these is the idea that benefits generated at the top, that is, in the private
business sector, will somehow “trickle down” to the rest of society. While it
is true that some limited success in terms of economic growth was achieved
during the initial decades of Operation Bootstrap (6% average growth
between the years 1947 and 1973), what is undeniable is that the perpetua-
tion of the model has not contributed to the creation of a dynamic and sus-
tainable economy; on the contrary, it has created both economic dependence
on foreign capital, an unproductive local capitalist class that has focused on
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financial and merchant activities, and a highly skilled working class with
limited access to employment and substantial incentives for emigration.

Currently, the size of the economy of Puerto Rico, measured in terms
of its gross domestic product (GDP), totals $105 billion, while measured
in terms of its gross national product (GNP), it totals $70 billion. This gap
between GDP and GNP represents an approximation of the total amount
of money that is extracted from the island and sent to the US mainland by
US multinational firms.

The level of internal investment by the private sector equals 12% of
GNP and is seven times smaller than the level of aggregate internal con-
sumption, while imports outpace exports by 10%.* More than 80% of
what is consumed within the island is imported, while less than 15% of
the purchases by multinationals are from local suppliers. Manufacturing
accounts for 47% of GDP, followed by real estate with 15% and finance
and insurance with 5§%.° Employment in the tourism sector (80,000 jobs)
has recently outstripped that of manufacturing (76,000 jobs), even though
it only provides a small fraction of what manufacturing adds to the econ-
omy.® Finally, the unemployment rate, as of February 2020, is 8.8%.

The statistical description provided above points to an economy that
does not produce any substantial domestic capital accumulation, and there-
fore employment, and is one that consumes what it does not produce and
produces what it does not consume. Not surprisingly, its dependence on
foreign capital, its anemic performance in the local capitalist sector, the
changes in the global economy, and a relationship with the United States
that imposes political and economic constraints have all combined to
transform Puerto Rico from a supposed “success” story in the economics
literature into an evident catastrophe.

A Decade of Economic Depression

It is not an exaggeration to claim that the performance of the economy of
Puerto Rico during the last decade and a half evokes images of a disaster
whose magnitude—in all its qualitative, quantitative, and temporal deter-
minations—is difficult to grasp. A couple of years ago, the Economic and
Intelligence Unit, a research division of the London-based The Economist,
declared that Puerto Rico would be among the list of “slowest growing
economies” (just behind Venezuela) with no foreseeable recovery in the
near future (The Economist 2018). While the catastrophic nature of the
socioeconomic reality on the island has been significantly augmented by
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recent natural disasters, there is no denying that the outcome of devasta-
tion was already visible on the horizon.’

Years of relative economic stagnation since the 1970s (less than 1.5%
growth per year), followed by more than a decade of economic depres-
sion and a severe fiscal crisis (current public debt equals 100% of GNP),
have been caused and shaped by both endogenous and exogenous factors.
The results are staggering: Since 2006, the total economic contraction of
the economy, measured in terms of the GNP, has reached 14%,* while
nonagricultural wage labor has fallen 16% (168,000 jobs).” There has also
been a general collapse in the real estate market in terms of loss of value,
mortgage foreclosures, and abandoned housing properties.! Not surpris-
ingly, inequality and poverty have increased, placing Puerto Rico among
the most unequal countries in the world.!! Finally, increasing waves of emi-
gration and a lowering of the natural growth rate of the population have
translated into a demographic imbalance.”” The long-term impact of these
and other results is practically impossible to foresee, but one thing is sure:
they are affecting different social sites in very grave ways.!”

In response to this scenario, government administrations with different
views on the colonial situation of the island in relation to the United States
have converged in their responses by putting forward various regressive
policies that have included an increase in the tax burden of consumption,
the firing of thousands of public employees with a reduction in the fringe
benefits of those remaining, big privatization projects, and market liberal-
ization policies.'* While the difference between administrations is one of
degrees, a constant among them has been their attack on labor based on
an internal devaluation strategy that seeks to make Puerto Rico more “com-
petitive” and “attractive” for foreign investment by reducing labor costs.
"This approach has echoed the general global offensive by capital against
labor in a moment when, contrary to the offensive of the 1970s and early
1980s, labor’s institutions are weak and on the retreat.”

Another important dimension of the offensive on labor has been the
standard neoliberal attack based on the size of the government, which in
this case has gone beyond the mere rhetoric and has been put into prac-
tice.'® Between 2009 and 2016, over 73,000 public employees were fired, a
drop of around 24% in public employment. This and other measures con-
cerning cuts in public spending are aligned with the discredited ideology of
“expansive austerity,” an ideology embraced by the different governmental
administrations to supposedly revitalize the economy and be able to pay
off the public debt.'” This approach to confronting the double whip of
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the economic depression and the massive fiscal crisis, instead of laying the
foundations for a future recovery, has facilitated a process of “accumula-
tion by dispossession” (Harvey 2003) where public assets have been sold,
pensions and retirement systems have been unfunded, and other public
budgets have been reallocated with the aim of paying a stratospheric public
debt in a country with a real budgetary fiscal constraint given the absence
of monetary sovereignty.'® The combined efforts of the government, banks,
insurance firms, credit rating agencies, hedge funds, local intermediaries,
and the recently imposed Fiscal Control Board (FCB) have supposedly
been oriented toward making Puerto Rico regain access to credit markets
to fund the reconstruction of the island’s economy. Instead, the socializa-
tion of costs within a regime of austerity to try and pay off the debt has
further undermined the capacity of the economy to grow, an outcome that
is leading the island to a guaranteed future of debt peonage.

At the same time, the status of the island and the politico-economic
constraints that it enforces have limited some of the maneuvering space
for the local economy. Century-old merchant laws that to a certain extent
put a constraint on commerce, the double standards in terms of the lack of
applicability of bankruptcy laws (e.g., Chapter 9)," and the lack of mon-
etary policy are but some of these dimensions.

Contending Explanations of the Crisis

When it comes to understanding what brought the island’s economy to
this debacle, explanations range from (1) finger pointing to the history of
colonial Puerto Rico to (2) the inept and corrupt management of local gov-
ernment administrations to (3) the transformations in the global economic
system during the last four decades that have, for example, provided capital
with greater flexibility to move around its profits.

A good example that to some extent combines all three perspectives
focuses on the effects of the elimination of Section 936 of the US tax code,
which provided the axis for manufacturing on the island. Since 1976, this
tax regime gave red-carpet treatment to multinational subsidiaries operat-
ing in Puerto Rico to remit profits earned on the island back to their parent
company in the United States without paying taxes. Because of political
pressure pertaining to tax revenue lost to the mainland, the mechanism was
eliminated by the US Congress in 1996 with a 1o-year transitional phase-
out period. Three main empirical observations highlight the relationship
between the economic depression and the elimination of Section 936:
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(1) Since the mid-199os, industrial employment has decreased and
firms have left in what is usually described as a process of dein-
dustrialization.

(2) The public debt of the government and its corporations expe-
rienced an increase starting in the 19gos. Deindustrialization
implied fewer jobs, and fewer jobs implied less revenues for the
government via tax collections. A choice was then made to close
the gap between revenues and government spending via the
emission of debt.

(3) The year 2006 marks the end of the phase-out transition period
for Section 936, and that same year, according to official statis-
tics, also marks the beginning of the economic depression of the
island.

The colonial legacy of Section 936 could be interpreted in terms of
the huge sums of money extracted from Puerto Rico, mainly by American
firms, and not reinvested in the island’s economy. The transformations of
global capitalism associated with financial flexibility can be seen in terms of
the quantum of profits reported on the island (though not necessarily pro-
duced there) by firms to escape taxation.?’ Finally, the role of inept admin-
istrations is usually highlighted, given the lack of a comprehensive strategy
for economic growth and development that should have been worked out
and implemented once the elimination of Section 936 was finalized.

A critical political economy approach recognizes all of the above speci-
fications to comprehend the complexities that shape the socioeconomic
fabric of Puerto Rico. Still, what we would like to do with our contribution
in this book is to reposition the above characterizations within a slightly
different set of coordinates to try and highlight the perpetuation of a failed
model of economic development mentioned in the introduction, while
recognizing the local determination of policies aligned with it. This per-
spective is usually not emphasized in the analysis provided by economists
within and outside the island and has important implications for any politi-
cal strategy seeking to alter the current status quo on the island.

An Alternative Outlook

The first step in our endeavor to explore the contemporary political econ-
omy of Puerto Rico is to emphasize that the crisis of Puerto Rico’s Com-
monwealth, that is, the Estado Libre Asociado, and the crisis of its eco-
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nomic model, although intertwined, have to be kept conceptually distinct
from one another. It is our position that collapsing one into another has
obscured the internal relations of power at play on the island, relations that
have shaped the responses to the economic crisis and are useful for explain-
ing the fiscal crisis and the neoliberal structural adjustment that has been
imposed to pay off the debt.

As in any other society, relations of power run at different levels
throughout the economic fabric of Puerto Rican society. Unfortunately,
and for reasons that go beyond the space and purpose of this chapter, poli-
tics and power in Puerto Rico have historically been reduced and under-
stood in relation to the colonial condition of the island as a territory of the
United States. In that understanding, to say that the problem of the crisis
is political is usually translated into a belief that if the colonial condition is
abolished, the crisis will be solved. Common in these approaches is the uni-
lateral emphasis on the politico-legal relationships with the United States.
Also, the fact that the economic downturn of the island predated the global
recession by two years is taken by many as evidence that this is a crisis of
the colonial model and that, therefore, the solution has to be sought in
changing the present colonial relationship to a non-colonial status, be it
statehood, independence, or variants of so-called sovereignty.”! As we hope
to make clear by the end of this chapter, the ending of the colonial rela-
tionship with the United States is a necessary but not sufficient condition
to address the deep roots of the crisis. Important dimensions of the cur-
rent socioeconomic arrangement can still be compatible with non-colonial
status options.

Another important dimension for understanding the current political
economy of Puerto Rico is the recognition that certain individuals and
groups within the island have benefited during the economic depression.
As in many other parts of the world, income inequality has been one of the
major plot stories in Puerto Rico. Not only is the distribution of income
on the island more unequal than in any state in the United States, but the
island is also one of the most unequal countries in the world. From a critical
political economy perspective, this fact has to be further deconstructed by
looking at the distribution of income in relation to its sources. For exam-
ple, during the first 1o years of economic depression (2006 to 2016), data
on the functional distribution of income pointed to a decrease in income
of 3.9% for those whose income was based on employee compensation,
while income based on property (profits, interests, etc.) increased by 59%.
Another way to visualize the impact of this massive redistributive outcome
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is to directly compare the relative sizes of income going to property vis-
a-vis that going to labor. For the year 2006, the total income based on
property amounted to §6% of the total income based on employee com-
pensation. By 2016, that proportion had increased to 92%.?? These and
other statistics show the class bias of the redistributive effects of the crisis,
where not everybody on the island is experiencing the economic depres-
sion in the same way. These results are in part explained by the regressive
tax policies that have characterized the different administrations in power.
These policies have been the outcome of the common ideological beliefs of
the different governmental administrations as well as of the intense pres-
sure from socioeconomic interests that represent the organized strata of
the local business and political elites.* A case in point is the Coalition of
the Private Sector, an umbrella organization constituted by more than two
dozen associations of the private sector on the island that have historically
pushed for conservative/pro-market policies regarding the labor market
while seeking to push for more corporate welfare for themselves.

Another important methodological step in understanding the crisis of
Puerto Rico is to place it in a historical context. The current socioeconomic
catastrophe of Puerto Rico has to be understood in relation to the crisis
conjuncture of the mid-1970s and the “development” project begun in the
mid- to late 1940s. Critical in this is the recognition of the relative autonorny
that different governmental administration have had in fiscal matters, be it
in terms of, for example, levels of public spending, types of public spend-
ing, and incentives provided to the private sector (both foreign and local).
Specifically, we want to highlight the perpetuation of a failed model of
economic development that privatizes the gains and socializes the costs via
the continued reliance on all types of tax incentives (credits, preferential
rates, subsidies, etc.) with no connection to a well-developed and long-
term industrial policy.

Perpetuation of a Failed Economic Strategy

Puerto Rico faced its first postwar fiscal and economic crisis during the
mid-1970s. This conjuncture demonstrated that the economic model in
place had run its course and that fundamental changes were required so
that its inherent structural deficiencies would not be triggered by new his-
torical circumstances.

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the strategy of “indus-
trialization by invitation” provided substantial incentives to attract foreign
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direct investment. These included subsidized public utilities, infrastruc-
ture, and land; the provision of environmental subsidies; and tax credits
and exemptions. This arrangement had originally been seen as an initial
stage in the industrialization process to plant the seeds for the develop-
ment of a robust local industry that would then “take off” and compete in
world markets.?*

Since the 1940s, various warnings had been made, especially about the
excessive use of tax exemptions as the spearhead for an attempt at equita-
ble and sustainable growth and development. The crisis of the mid-1970s,
which disrupted the fragile relative balance that had been attained between
economic growth and distribution that had sought to legitimize the capi-
talist colony since 1947, showed the limits of dependent growth, limits that
were not addressed. Instead, the dependency on foreign capital was further
strengthened with the implementation of Section 936 in 1976.” The new
tax exemption incentives for firms reflected the new global landscape in
terms of flexibility for financial flows, as well as a continuation of the failed
strategy of industrialization by invitation. As Dietz (1986, 251) states, “The
tax-exemption program shifted from being a temporary measure, as origi-
nally conceived, to being a permanent feature of the development strategy.”

When examining the reactions to the current economic depression by
the various administrations, one cannot fail to notice the continuation of
the failed strategy of development based on tax incentives to both local and
foreign capital. In 2004, two years before the economic crisis began, there
were around 4o tax exemption laws. In 2008, two years after the start of the
crisis, there were around 6o laws. Now there are more than go tax exemp-
tion laws, and the current government administration does not show any
signs of diverting from this path.

Apart from the number of laws, what jumps out is the fact that none
of these laws have been ever submitted to a thorough analysis to see if
their purported aims actually materialized.?® Given the double-digit unem-
ployment rate, the severe economic contraction with no end in sight, the
increase in inequality, and the increase in the money being extracted from
the island, one would think that there would be an urgent need to revisit
this approach.”

What has indeed come out of this arrangement is a parasitic local pri-
vate sector that cannot create jobs and that sustains itself via the subsidies
of the state. The regime of corporate welfare for both local and foreign
capital has taken away resources that could provide the basis for counter-
cyclical policies that might offset or at least soften the economic downturn.
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Estimates by a former secretary of the treasury point out that the potential
revenue foregone by the government because of all the tax incentive scaf-
folds stands at $2 5 billion.?® Even if we assume that in reality half of that
total is actually needed for the survival of businesses, the remaining $12.5
billion is more than the total level of local investment ($8,608 for FY 2016).
It also is more than the general fund of the government (around $¢ billion).
These two results point to the existence of what could be called a “rentier
state” arrangement of corporate welfare, where the government practically
guarantees the survival of firms that do not create jobs or economic activity
on par with the help provided but that receive public benefits.

At the same time, there is a class-biased regime of austerity that seeks to
balance a depleted budget by cutting important government expenditures
(pensions, public employment, etc.) that directly affect the victims of the
crisis while not touching the scaffold that provides all of these unexamined
incentives.

That the tax incentive laws were locally determined by different govern-
mental administrations, irrespective of status preference, within the rela-
tive autonomy of the state under the Commonwealth, gives credence to
the perspective that the crisis was in important ways self~inflicted.? From a
political economy perspective, the relevant questions then become, Which
are the groups that have continuously benefited from the laws and policies
enacted by the different governments and how do these extractive elites
function to maintain the status quo?

Although a thorough analysis of the current class structure and its rela-
tion to the state is highly complicated and is yet to be produced, we can
catch a glimpse of the main actors, given what we have discussed so far.
Outcomes pertaining to income inequality, the class bias of the tax reforms
enacted, the internal devaluation strategy for cutting labor costs, the
increasing amounts of wealth extracted from the island, and the accumu-
lation by dispossession and privatization of public assets all point toward
the need to understand the crisis in terms of a colonial relationship not
merely in which many Puerto Ricans are victims of the imperial cravings
of the United States but where the looting of the public coffers is “rooted
in [certain] coincidences of interest between local dominant classes and
international ones” (Cardoso and Faletto 1979, xvi). One example of this is
the recent labor reform law of January 2017 passed by the current govern-
ment, endorsed by the Coalition of the Private Sector, and celebrated by
multiple bondholder groups. This law basically increases the stress on the
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labor market conditions, which translates into an increase in the precarity
of work and an added incentive for emigration, especially for those who
are entering the labor market. Another example of the presence of extrac-
tive elites throughout the institutional scaffold of the island is apparent
even when that scaffold seems, on a superficial level, to be fundamentally
undermined. Specifically, the recent abolition of the relative autonomy of
the government to control fiscal matters with the appointment of the FCB
by the US Congress in August 2016 points to an apparent rupture with
important elements of continuity. Former government officials under both
main parties who have had direct connections with the financial sector now
serve on a board that is supposed to balance the finances (i.e., pay a debt
equal to 100% of GNP) of bankrupt Puerto Rico. This board, which can
be seen as both a colonial imposition and the result of local lobbying from
certain sectors within the island, reflects continuity with the local admin-
istrations in terms of the neoliberal structural adjustment that is seen as a
solution and also in terms of the perpetuation of the failed economic model
that we have discussed.*

Conclusion

The economic model of Puerto Rico is one where gains are privatized and
costs are socialized f