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Abstract 

Hurricane Maria, one of the worst natural disasters, struck Puerto Rico and over 

4,600 people died (Joplin, 2018) with additional deaths due to outbreaks of infectious 

disease, limited access to clean water, and malnutrition (Rodriguez-Díaz, 2017). Many 

Puerto Rican’s lost their jobs, homes, and access to educational resulting in a great 

migration to mainland USA.  

This qualitative case study is framed in Critical Race Theory and investigated the 

perceptions of Puerto Rican’s displaced by Hurricane Maria. Participants of this study 

voiced their perceptions and lived experiences in the context of race, class and the effect 

on their educational outcomes.  

Participants in this study defined the existence of racism based on colorism 

between Puerto Ricans and noted contempt by U.S. born Americans towards Puerto 

Ricans holistically. They also indicated that The United States government response was 

negligent and Puerto Rico’s government’s emergency response was both negligent and 

corrupted. The findings of this research show that both the United States and the Puerto 

Rican Government responses led to school closures, slow rebuilding of infrastructure 

efforts, job losses and defunding of pensions that resulted in a mass exodus from Puerto 

Rico in search for a better future in the U.S. mainland.  

This study provided the opportunity to give a voice to the disenfranchised 

participants as a way to promote equality and bring about social justice and change. 

Keywords: Post Colonialism, Critical Race, Racial Democracy, Colorism, Emergency 

Response, Critical Qualitative Research 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Puerto Rico was waking up—“Puerto Rico se levantó”—with hundreds of thousands of 

people protesting in the streets of San Juan in 2018 demanding the resignation of Governor 

Ricardo A. Rosselló. Battered by Hurricane Maria and government scandals, exhausted from 

austerity, the people of Puerto Rico were seeking to determine their own political future 

(Morales, 2019). This eruption was fueled by fury over years of recession, mismanagement, 

natural disaster, government corruption, resulting in mass exodus. United States colonialism may 

have designated the island as an unincorporated territory, but Puerto Rican people call it a nation 

that is coming together after suffering the worst political and economic crisis in its history 

(Morales, 2019). 

Governor Rosselló lost public confidence because of mounting scandals in his 

government and revelations of private chats that were published on July 13, 2019 by the Center 

for Investigative Journalism (Morales, 2019). The Center for Investigative Journalism published 

889 pages of derogatory private group chats between the governor and his affiliates that included 

homophobic and misogynistic slurs as well as jokes about dead victims of Hurricane Maria 

(Allsop, 2019). In response, hundreds of thousands swept the capital of Puerto Rico, shutting 

down major highways, engaging in police confrontations, and paralyzing the city in a series of 

protests demanding the governor to resign. Morales (2019) noted that President Donald Trump 

weighed in on the protest stating, “You have a totally grossly incompetent leadership at the top 

of Puerto Rico…. The leadership is corrupt and incompetent” (p. 17). The blame for the 

corruption in government can be laid on the politicians themselves, their privileged boys’ club, 

and private-school elitism (Mazzei, 2019). However, Puerto Rico’s colonial relationship with the 

United States is also to blame as Puerto Rican representatives in Congress cannot vote and have 
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no influence with Washington lobbyists (Mazzei, 2019). Morales (2019) stated that this major 

crisis of governance on U.S. soil continues to be downplayed with little to no coverage in the 

U.S. media. This is similar to numerous analyses that showed that Hurricane Maria and its 

aftermath received less coverage than severe weather events in the continental United States 

(Morales, 2019). Leader of the House of Representative Carlos J. Méndez Nuñez stated that 

three attorneys concluded there were enough legal grounds to impeach the governor (Mazzei & 

Robles, 2019). Governor Roselló agreed to step down on August 2, 2019 due to the extraordinary 

popular uprising and looming impeachment proceedings (Mazzei & Robles, 2019). Justice 

Secretary Wanda Vázquez Garced had succeeded the governor because the Secretary of State 

had resigned (Mazzei & Robles, 2019). Pedro R. Pierluisi, recently nominated to be the island’s 

Secretary of State, was sworn in as governor immediately by an appellate judge (Robles & 

Mazzei, 2019).  

Governor Ricardo Rosselló, at the age of 39, is the son of the elite Pedro Rosselló, former 

governor from 1993 to 2001 (Rodriguez-Díaz, 2018). Governor Rosselló studied chemical 

engineering at MIT and earned a Ph.D. in biomedical engineering at the University of Michigan 

and later co-founded a company that developed drugs to fight cancer, diabetes, and HIV 

(Rodriguez-Díaz, 2018). With many political connections, in 2012, Ricardo Rosselló ran for 

governor, even though his father’s administration was viewed as one of the most corrupt in 

Puerto Rican history (Rodriguez-Díaz, 2018). According to Rodriguez-Díaz (2018), “What 

Puerto Rico has experienced since September 2017 was a perfect storm caused by the natural 

disaster of a major hurricane and a human-made-financial crisis manufactured by bankers and 

predatory class of investors” (p. 31).  
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Adding to the series of catastrophes, on Tuesday, January 7, 2020, a 6.4-magnitude 

earthquake and unceasing seismic activity caused one death, jeopardized the weak infrastructure, 

and created an estimated $110 million in damages (Hernandez & Carujo, 2020). The earthquake 

displaced 8,000 people into shelters, camps, or refugees, and nearly 60,000 people were without 

power (Hernandez & Carujo, 2020). Governor Wanda Vazquez signed a request for major 

disaster declaration, a move that would provide more resources for the power grid, building 

inspectors, and assistance, even though the Island is still waiting for 18 billion dollars in federal 

funds due to Hurricane Maria (Hernadez & Carujo, 2020). Ever since Hurricane Maria, many 

Puerto Ricans say they cannot rely on the government (Hogan, 2020). Additionally, the 

education of students was affected by Hurricane Maria. The psychologist Rosaura Orenzo-

Aguayo from the Medical University of South Carolina published a report in April of 2020 that 

showed that 1 out of 14 Puerto Rican children in the public school system reported symptoms of 

post-traumatic stress disorder (Hernadez & Carujo, 2020).  

Statement of the Problem 

Puerto Ricans, under colonial commonwealth status, are experiencing racial 

discrimination from the U.S. government and, in particular, marginalized racial and class 

subgroups who are suffering the brunt of the oppression (Duany, 2002). Hurricanes do not 

discriminate on the basis of race or class. However, the disasters they create often reflect and 

deepen preexisting social inequalities (Remes, 2017). As Rodriguez-Diaz (2018) stated, 

Hurricane Maria in fact exposed the colonial conditions of Puerto Rico. 

The real disaster was not the hurricane, but the vulnerability imposed by Puerto Rico’s 

colonial relationship to the United States including: forced privatization of health, massive 

layoffs, huge number of school closures, reductions in social rights, and high levels of 
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government corruption (Klein, 2018). Mendez-Mendez and Fernandez (2015) indicated that in 

the 1940s, the U.S. government introduced policies giving industry incentives and tax credits to 

relocate to Puerto Rico. These incentives would help the economy by providing jobs. Congress 

eliminated these tax credits in 2006, resulting in the unemployment of over 100,000 Puerto 

Ricans. Klein (2018) indicated the tax breaks that had been used to attract U.S. manufacturers to 

the Island were allowed to expire. Large manufacturing plants and industries left the Island and 

moved to countries that offered better economic incentives, lower taxes, and cheaper labor 

(Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). Puerto Rico lost the ability to pay for its expenses 

through tax dollars and was forced to take radical measures (Denis, 2015), including laying off 

more than 17,000 public workers and stripping benefits that pushed the Island deeper into 

joblessness, recession, and bankruptcy (Klein, 2018).  

The Puerto Rican government turned to predatory financial instruments such as 

municipal and capital appreciation bonds with high interest rates that caused the Island’s debt to 

explode (Klein, 2018). Klein (2018) indicated that this vulnerability was aggravated by 

Washington, DC’s enforcement of a Financial Oversight and Management Board (PROMESA) 

in response to Puerto Rico’s 73-billion-dollar debt. According to Puerto Rico’s Federal 

overseers, the overwhelming debt is roughly $124 billion and includes $53 billion in unfunded 

pensions (Walsh, 2019). Congress passed the PROMESA law in 2016 that put Puerto Rico’s 

finances under the control of a newly created board of seven persons appointed by the U.S. 

president, most of whom do not reside on the Island (Klein, 2018). This board was charged with 

overseeing the liquidation of Puerto Rico’s assets to maximize debt repayment demands and cuts 

to pensions, health care, schools, highways, bridges, ports, ferries, water systems, and national 

parks (Klein, 2018). Klein further stated that as much as $40 of the $70 billion of debt was found 
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to have violated the Island’s Constitution (Klein, 2018). Klein indicated that Puerto Rico has a 

130-year-old colonial relationship with the U.S. government that includes an unpayable debt and 

an extreme dependency on imported fuel and food from the U.S. mainland. Klein concluded that 

the U.S. government discounted the lives of Puerto Rico’s people, in particular, the lives of 

Black and Brown people on the Island.  

Puerto Rico has its own tactics for tabling race when the topic is brought up. Suarez 

(2018) stated Puerto Ricans will say, “We are all equal. It is more important to talk about 

colonialism and our status with the U.S. and when we solve that, all the problems will disappear” 

(p. 8). In August of 2018, a group of about 30 leaders concerned with racial inequity in Puerto 

Rico met in Loíza and discussed their experience of race in Puerto Rico, including class, 

education, and geography (Suarez, 2018). The group revealed the fractal nature of oppression, 

where the patterns are similar across scale. In the aftermath of the government scandal in Puerto 

Rico, Congressman Grijalva of Arizona who oversaw U.S. territories said, “The people of Puerto 

Rico have shown the world what can happen when a united public demands justice and 

accountability…. Now they must choose what comes next, and Congress must listen” 

(Hernandez, 2019, p. 35). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine participants’ perceptions of 

how the United States and Puerto Rican governments responded to Hurricane Maria, if race had 

an influence on the responses, and how education was affected. This researcher sought to 

identify how socioeconomic and racial subgroups were affected and how participants viewed 

their relationship with the United States.  
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A critical qualitative case study approach was framed in postcolonialism and the theory 

of racial democracy to study Puerto Ricans who moved to the northeast United States as a result 

of Hurricane Maria. The perceptions of the participants can help address detrimental policies 

associated with racism. This study gives a voice to these disenfranchised participants to promote 

equality and social justice.  

Significance of the Study 

This study focused on policies and actions of the United States and Puerto Rican 

governments in response to the Hurricane Maria disaster. Socioeconomic class and race were 

examined when looking at how the population was treated, who was affected, and what 

inequities were present. Relationships between Puerto Ricans themselves were also examined. 

Examining the accounts of the victims of Hurricane Maria will inform leaders of the value of 

developing an effective natural disaster emergency response preparedness program and ammend 

policies that hinder the people’s social welfare and quality of life. Additionally, mental health 

practitioners and educators may utilize this information to implement appropriate bilingual 

support services and educational programs.  

Role of Theory 

Critical race theorists challenge the micro/macro levels of inequities that impact 

communities of color and examine relationships among race, racism, and power constructed  

and represented in society (Ladson Billings & Tate, 1995). Critical race theory crosses 

epistemological boundaries with roots in liberalism, law, feminism, Marxism, poststructuralism, 

cultural nationalism, and pragmatism to provide a more complete analysis of “raced” people 

(Tate, 2016). Tate (2016) stated that critical race theory portrays dominant legal claims of 

neutrality, objectivity, colorblindness, and meritocracy as they camouflage the self-interest of 
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power entities of society. Critical race scholars are engaged in a dynamic process seeking to 

explain the realities of race and challenge ahistoricism on a contextual/historical examination of 

law and society (Tate, 2016). 

Critical race theory was used to examine the participants’ experiences and perceptions of 

how race and class played a role in the Puerto Rican and U.S. governments’ response and 

decision making during and after Hurricane Maria. The study also addressed educational 

continuation and attainment as a result of Hurricane Maria. Critical race theory validates and 

centers the experiences of people of color and embraces subjective perspectives through 

storytelling that allows racialized and class experiences to inform research, policies, and 

practices (Delgado, 1989).  

Research Questions 

This qualitative research study included a central research question (Creswell, 2009) 

within a broad parameter to explore a central phenomenon, aligned with the purpose of the study, 

and framed around critical race theory. These exploratory questions were designed to elicit the 

participants’ perceptions and experiences.  

Overarching Research Question 

1. How did colonialism, race, and class in Puerto Rico play a role in natural disaster policies 

and allocation of relief efforts that impacted affected families including access to 

education?  

Subsumed Research Questions 

2. How did displaced Puerto Ricans describe the way in which the United States and 

Puerto Rican governments handled the victims of Hurricane Maria?  
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3. How did displaced Puerto Ricans describe how race played a role in the way the 

United States and Puerto Rican governments handled support for Hurricane Maria? 

4. How did displaced Puerto Ricans describe how social class played a role in the way 

the United States and Puerto Rican governments handled support for Hurricane 

Maria? 

5. How did displaced Puerto Ricans describe their experience with education after 

Hurricane Maria?   

6. How did displaced Puerto Ricans perceive social conflict and inequity in the policies 

and relief efforts as a result of Hurricane Maria? 

Operational Definitions  

The Sociology of Perception 

Social perception refers to identifying and utilizing social cues to make judgments about 

social roles, rules, context, relationships, or characteristics of others (Lysaker, Dimaggio, & 

Brüne, 2014). The sociology of perception emphasizes that perception is culturally constructed 

and identifies the psychosocial dynamics involved in the perception and identification of sensory 

stimuli (Friedman, 2011). Sociology of perception focuses on analyzing those aspects of 

perception associated with membership in different communities, conventions, traditions, norms, 

roles, and acculturation (Friedman, 2011). There is more than one way to perceive a situation. 

Friedman (2011) described that people from different cultures may see and smell the identical 

sets of stimuli differently and perceptions may vary within people from the same culture. Bagley 

(1957) demonstrated that people from Mexico and people from the United States perceived 

differently when receiving identical stimuli. In this study, two different images were presented, 

one depicting a baseball game and one depicting a bull fight. The researcher concluded that 
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participants tended to see the scene from their own culture. Kuhn (1962) demonstrated a similar 

argument when describing how scientists perceived the same materials differently under 

different paradigms.  

Race  

The issue of race and racial differences has been important in the United States and 

throughout the entire sphere of European influence (Schaefer, 2004). Social scientists use race to 

refer to distinctions drawn from physical appearance, ethnicity, national origin, language, 

religion, food, and other cultural markers (Frable, 1997). Race is commonly defined in terms of 

biological traits and phenotypic differences in skin color, hair texture, and other physical 

attributes (Omi, 2001). Race is often perceived as surface manifestations of deeper, underlying 

differences in intelligence, temperament, physical prowess, and sexuality (Omi, 2001). However, 

the idea that race is a social construction is conventional wisdom across the social sciences, and 

the field of social demography is no exception (Loveman & Muniz, 2007). Omi (2001) stated 

that biologists, geneticists, and physical anthropologists, among others, long ago reached a 

common understanding that race is not a “scientific” concept rooted in discernible biological 

differences.  

There are no mutually exclusive biological races; given people’s evolution, frequent 

migrations, explorations, and invasions, pure genetic types do not exist (Schaefer, 2004). The 

1950 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Statement on 

race maintained that “for all practical social purposes ‘race’ is not so much a biological 

phenomenon as a social myth” (Montagu, 1972, p. 118). The meaning of race in the United 

States has been and always will be fluid and subject to multiple determinations. Race cannot be 

seen simply as an objective fact nor treated as an independent variable (Omi, 2001). As Omi 

(2001) stated, “Real issues and debates about race, from the Federal Standards for Racial and 
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Ethnic Classification to studies of economic inequality, need to be approached from a 

perspective that makes the concept of race problematic” (p. 241).  

While the United States is not responsible for racial, ethnic, and religious global tensions, 

the country has contributed to the defining of racial awareness (Winant, 1994). Schaefer (2004) 

described how race has implications for the way people are treated and it is a construct that 

defines who is privileged and who is not. Just as communities of color on the U.S. mainland are 

subjected to historical processes of social, political, and economic inequities, so are the 

communities on the Island of Puerto Rico (Lluveras, 2017). Latinos, in particular Puerto Ricans, 

are an extremely diverse group. They can be a mix of races: Black, Asian, Indigenous, or White 

(Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001). A key issue in both the construction and critique of Puerto Rico as 

a racial democracy is the contrast between the cultural model of “color” in Puerto Rico and that 

of “race” in the United States (Gravelee, 2005). The mainland United States rule of hypodescent 

sustains a simple classification scheme funded on a well-defined, binary opposition between 

Black and White (Gravelee, 2005). It is defined as either a White or non-white or Black versus 

White dichotomy. The non-Whites include all persons with any amount of non-White blood 

(Cruz-Janzen, 2001b; Davis, 1998). In the United States, non-Whites include Latinos of all 

backgrounds, even White Spaniards, who are perceived as racially impure through widespread 

miscegenation before they ever set sail for the Americas and since their arrival (Cruz-Janzen, 

2001b). Any traceable amount of Black blood renders the person 100% Black, according to the 

“One drop” or “One Black ancestor” rules (Davis, 1998). In the United States, anyone with any 

trace of Black blood would be barred from categorization as “White,” as opposed to Puerto 

Ricans where any trace of “White blood” was sufficient to keep an individual from being 

categorized as “Black” (Loveman & Muniz, 2007). Puerto Rican communities enter into a 
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racialized “underclass” configuration in the United States as they migrated and identified as 

“colonial immigrants” (Grosfoguel & Georas, 2001). Many will challenge that view by using 

socioeconomic status, command of English, and erasing their Blackness from their self-

identification as a form of whitening (Arroyo, 2010). Other Puerto Ricans who are racialized 

Black or Mulatto embrace their “Afro-Latinidad” as a form of identification and a means of 

social agency and consciousness.  

Racism  

Schaefer (2004) defined racism as the ability to limit a person’s choices and options 

based on one’s race, ethnicity, national origin, home language, or tribal affiliation. Racism is the 

belief and feeling that certain groups or races are inherently superior to others (Schaefer, 2004). 

It comprises of two interrelated components: structural inequality and personal prejudice 

(Wardle, 1998). The other side of racial oppression is the privilege enjoyed by the dominant 

group; that is, being White carries distinct advantages (Scheafer, 2004).  

In Puerto Rico, slavery was not as significant as it was in the United States nor did it 

experience Jim Crow laws, suffer interracial conflict or violence, and have a long history of 

accepting interracial marriages (Schaefer, 2004). However, colorism or the “color gradient” 

exists and is based on distinctions along a continuum rather than sharp categorical separations 

(Schaefer, 2004). Schaefer (2004) stated that rather than seeing people as either Black or White, 

Puerto Ricans perceive people as ranging from pale white to very black. In Puerto Rico, factors 

such as social class and social position determine race (Schaefer, 2004). In this form, racism has 

existed within Puerto Rican society and entails both conscious and unconscious acceptance of 

the fictitious superiority of Whites, coupled with the fictitious inferiority of all others, with 

Blacks and Indians at the bottom (Roman, 2002). Today in Puerto Rico, most Puerto Rican 
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people of apparent Black heritage flood the prisons and penal systems, live in the poorest and 

most oppressive conditions, and are now less able to obtain upwardly mobile jobs; even when 

qualified, there is a strong association between Black and poor, slums, crime, and unemployment 

(Cruz-Janzen, 2003). These groups are underrepresented in politics, law, media, education, and 

other fields (Quiñones-Rivera, 2006). 

Discrimination  

Discrimination is human behavior that engages in exclusion of all members of a group 

from opportunity privileges and rights (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). In the United 

States, Puerto Ricans at the poverty level have little change about where they live and what they 

face, considerable housing discrimination such as the policy of not renting to families with 

young children in neighborhoods where one-bedroom apartments are in abundance; thus, 

landlords are allowed to discriminate freely (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). Cruz-Janzen 

(2003) posited that in Puerto Rico, racial discrimination remains in social clubs, public and 

private universities and schols, businesses, banks, tourist facilities, and housing, among others. 

Racial segregation remains prevalent in many areas of San Juan, and the adjacent metropolitan 

areas, the beachfront, tourist venues, and higher socioeconomic areas are primarily White (Cruz-

Janzen, 2003).  

Social Class and Socioeconomic Status  

Social class, also known as socioeconomic status, is defined as societies that are 

characterized by members having unequal amounts of wealth, prestige, or power (Schaefer, 

2004). Shaefer (2004) stated that structured ranking of groups of people that perpetuates unequal 

rewards and power is called stratification. Movement into classes of greater wealth becomes 
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difficult for subordinate group members faced with prejudice and discrimination (Gerth & Mills, 

1958).  

In Puerto Rico, an individual’s color may vary according to changes in one’s 

socioeconomic status (Mintz, 1956). In Puerto Rican urban areas, Whites remain in affluent areas 

while Blacks remain in slums. Black individuals are encouraged to improve their race by 

marrying and reproducing with lighter-skinned partners (Quiñones-Rivera, 2006). Lopez (2008) 

states that a person could be declared “White” even if they have dark skin and more Africanized 

or indigenous features when they have such factors as socioeconomic status and acculturation. 

Variables that could alter perceptions of racial designations were: cultural customs, language 

spoken, place of birth, residency, and great wealth (Lopez, 2008). Modern-day Puerto Ricans 

with higher socioeconomic status can “whiten’ a phenotype and those with lower socioeconomic 

status can make light skin Latinos darker (Lopez, 2008). 

Class in the United States  

In the United States, the social and economic status of an individual or a group can be 

measured as a blend of wealth, income, occupation, and education (Noël, 2018). Additionally, 

Noël (2018) described that other contributors to socioeconomic status include race, ethnicity, 

home ownership, family size, family types, and even types of foods purchased. The combination 

of social and economic status can reveal a group’s or individual’s unequal access to resources, 

privilege, power, and control in a society (Noël, 2018). 

Classism  

Classism is defined as the prejudice against people of a particular class in terms of their 

income, wealth, education, status, and power (Boone, 2019). Boone (2019) stated that classism 

and class discrimination consist of attitudes, behaviors, policies, and practices that are set up to 
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benefit one social class at the expense of another. Boone (2019) delineated that similar to racism, 

classism can be explicit or overt through direct prejudice and differential treatment, or it can be 

covert and indirect such as where a group would not notice the difference.  

Colonialism  

Colonialism is defined as the maintenance of political, social, economic, and cultural 

dominance over people by a foreign power for a prolonged time period (Bell, 1991). 

Colonialism, as a theory and practice, involves premeditated long-term occupation of a place, 

culture, and people (Manning, 2006). Colonization almost invariably implies a relation of 

structural domination and suppression that is often violent of the heterogeneity of the subject in 

question (Mohanty, 1991). Colonial subjects are limited to menial jobs and wages from their 

labor, and the natural resources of their land benefit the members of the ruling class (Schaefer, 

2004). Colonizers believe their ways of knowing and being are better than those of the colonized 

and thus set up a dependency where the colonized are dependent on the colonizers (Manning, 

2006). Colonizers will force the colonized to assimilate or cease to exist as a culture through 

means of displacement or extermination (Manning, 2006). Klein (2018) described colonialism as 

a social experiment designed to strip the people of their culture, confidence, and power with 

tools ranging from the brute military and police aggression to an unelected fiscal control board. 

A significant exception to the end of foreign political rule is Puerto Rico, whose 

territorial status with the United States is basically that of a colony (Schaefer, 2004). Today, 

Puerto Rico remains the oldest colony on earth with no voice in Congress, power, or proper 

representation (Medez-Medez & Fernandez, 2015).   

 

 



15 
 

Political Affiliation 

The island has three principal parties: the Popular Party that works for Puerto Rico’s right 

for self-determination and sovereignty through the commonwealth status; the New Progressive 

Party that advocates for the island becoming the 51st state of the United States of America; and 

the Puerto Rican Independence Party that works for the island’s independence (Rasmussen, 

2010). 
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Hurricane Maria 

Puerto Rico had been affected by many powerful hurricanes over the last 500 years. The 

word hurricane comes from the Taino native people of Puerto Rico and was considered to be a 

malevolent god who brought death and destruction (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). A 

hurricane is a weather phenomenon of tropical origin that has winds of at least 74 miles per hour 

and tends to originate in the tropical waters around Cape Verde, a group of islands on the west 

coast of Africa (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). During hurricane season, islanders 

monitor weather bulletins, reports, warnings, government-issued directives, and the opening of 

government buildings and shelters (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). In 1898, shortly after 

the U.S. invasion of Puerto Rico, Hurricane San Ciriaco destroyed thousands of Puerto Rican 

farms (Denis, 2015). The United States responded to the hurricane by not sending money or 

relief, outlawing Puerto Rican currency, and declaring a colonial land tax, the “Hollander Bill,” 

that would force small farmers to mortgage their lands with U.S. banks (Denis, 2015).  

On September 20, 2017, Hurricane Maria struck Puerto Rico as a Category 4 storm, 

causing significant damage to the electrical infrastructure, houses, and roads (Rodriguez-Díaz, 

2018). Roman (2018) reported that Hurricane Maria touched down in the southeastern part of the 

island at 155 miles per hour and exited the northwest end before destroying everything in its 

path. Hours of heavy rainfall swelled the rivers and irrigation canals, forcing authorities to open 

a gate on the Rio de la Plata dam with little warning to tens of thousands of residents 

downstream (Viglucci, 2018). In addition, Viglucci (2018) asserted that water from the 

overflowing waterways ran into a wall of water from ocean storm surge coming from the other 

direction, producing deep floods that reached the rooflines of single-story homes. Roman (2018) 
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reported that hundreds of islanders and tourists were trapped at the airport or waited to be 

sheltered under the sweltering heat. Communication was lost entirely, and hospitals were 

rendered inoperative as patients waited for dialysis, chemotherapy, transfusions, oxygen 

concentrators, and nebulizers (Roman, 2018). Residents from remote parts of the island found 

themselves without power or water, and totally cut off from the rest of the Island due to mounds 

of fallen mud, trees, and branches (Klein, 2018).  

In the hills around Utuado, most houses had been abandoned and some tumbled down the 

mountainside, leaving the concrete foundations behind. Horses were left starving behind locked 

gates, and roads were empty (Goodell, 2018). The port of San Juan was thrown into crisis when 

some 10,000 shipping containers full of needed supplies piled up on the docks because truck 

drivers could not reach the port because of road obstructions (Klein, 2018). Klein (2018) 

described that many supermarkets were empty, and in remote areas of the Island, it required 

weeks for food to arrive. Puerto Rico’s fuel is imported by U.S. ships to the San Juan port, then 

transported by truck and pipeline through above-ground wires; this results in electricity prices 

that are nearly twice the U.S. average (Klein, 2018).  

President Trump’s administration initially denied a request to waive the “Jones Act” 

restriction that was hindering cheap and speedy foreign importation of gasoline and other needed 

supplies to other ports on the Island (Palen, 2017). After much debate, the U.S. administration 

sent thousands of volunteers and military personnel to buttress the infrastructure and temporarily 

waived the Jones Act to allow more rapid delivery to needed regions (Roman, 2018).  
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The Damage from the Hurricane  

Rodriguez-Díaz (2018) proclaimed that the destruction brought by Hurricane Maria 

exposed colonial laws that limited the scope of actions Puerto Rico has in emergencies, 

specifically the Jones Act and the Puerto Rico Oversight, Management, and Economic Stability 

Act (PROMESA). The Jones Act restrains the ability of non-U.S. vessels to engage in 

commercial trade with Puerto Rico, while PROMESA limits the Puerto Rican government’s 

response by restricting the number of resources the state can mobilize locally (Rodriguez-Díaz, 

2018). Hurricane Maria magnified the inequity of poverty as a social determinant in health, 

housing, access to clear water, and sanitation (Rodriguez-Díaz, 2018). 

Harvard University recently conducted a study indicating that over 4,600 people died due 

to Hurricane Maria (Joplin, 2018). The lack of electricity contributed to the deaths of thousands 

as the result of a range of disasters, from failed air-conditioning systems to hospitals that could 

not run their dialysis machines (Goodell, 2018). A lack of health and humanitarian disaster relief 

led to outbreaks of infectious diseases, limited access to clean water, and malnutrition 

(Rodriguez-Díaz, 2018).  

Initial estimates were that some 200,000 people have reportedly left Puerto Rico since 

Hurricane Maria, many with federal help (Klein, 2018). The Harvard study mapped Puerto 

Rico’s hurricane migration with mobile phone data and found that nearly 400,000 people 

immigrated out of Puerto Rico since the hurricane hit (Echenique & Melgar, 2018). The mass 

exodus was first presented as a temporary emergency measure, but apparently this depopulation 

intended to be permanent with an additional 20% decline within the next 5 years (Klein, 2018). 

Among the group that formed the mass exodus were physicians and other professionals, because 
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of the closure of hospitals and clinics and an inadequate health care insurance support system 

(Roman, 2018).  

Hurricane Maria destroyed Puerto Rico’s infrastructure, caused the longest power 

blackout in U.S. history. It wrecked the country’s already strained finances and killed massive 

numbers of people (Klein, 2018). Engineers are still discovering bridges with weak foundations 

in danger of collapsing (Goodell, 2018). It took nearly a year for electricity to be restored to the 

Island (Goodell, 2018).  

Puerto Rico’s economic future seemed bright in the late 1970s and 1980s when the 

economy was booming because drug companies were attracted by a loophole that allowed 

businesses to operate tax-free. As a result, manufacturing plants were opening all over the island 

(Goodell, 2018). The Island’s economic destiny changed in 1996, however, when President Bill 

Clinton phased out the tax loophole under pressure from the House of Republicans to cut the 

deficit, causing Puerto Rico’s economy to decline and tax revenues to collapse; soon after, the 

global economy collapsed (Goodell, 2018). The Puerto Rican government responded by 

borrowing money from predatory loans that pushed the Island deeper into joblessness, recession, 

and bankruptcy (Goodell, 2018). Puerto Rico is not covered by U.S. bankruptcy laws that permit 

hedge funds to take the commonwealth to court and get their money (Goodell, 2018). In order to 

pay, Wall Street wanted the government to cut services, schools, and the infrastructure, and make 

the system tailspin (Goodell, 2018). Economically, 4 of every 10 Puerto Ricans reported losing a 

job in the storm’s aftermath, while 80% of crops were destroyed, an estimated 500-700 

physicians and surgeons left the Island, and 283 schools closed (Lluveras, 2018). More people 

left Puerto Rico for the mainland, further depleting the tax base. This is one depiction of how 

capitalism becomes an engine of destruction, not rebirth (Goodell, 2018).  
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Due to Hurricane Maria, tens of thousands of people were living under the blue tarps that 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) installed on houses whose roofs had blown 

off (Goodell, 2018). The irony of the devastation of Hurricane Maria is that Puerto Rico had a 

long tradition of sturdy building, dating back to its massive fortresses, city walls, and military 

structures erected by Spain. With industrialization came the widespread construction of homes of 

reinforced concrete blocks and roofs for the middle and upper-middle classes. However, even 

some well-built structures were no match for Hurricane Maria’s 155 mph winds (Viglucci, 

2018). The Stafford Act requires all infrastructure funded with FEMA money to be rebuilt as it 

had been before the storm. Unfortunately, many houses will never be rebuilt because they lacked 

proper titles or permits and did not qualify for FEMA funding (Goodell, 2018). Viglucci (2018) 

reported that 1.1 million households applied for FEMA disaster aid, but to rebuild the Island’s 

housing will cost $31 billion. Most poor Puerto Ricans live in communities originated by 

squatters, do not have titles to their homes, are unlikely to hire architects or engineers, and dwell 

in homes that are substandard quality; thus, FEMA cannot pay for repairs (Viglucci, 2018). 

Unpermitted construction is prevalent outside the principal towns and urban centers driven by 

deep poverty and decades of housing shortage (Viglucci, 2018).  

Governmental Responses 

Issues of governance were evident as was the governments’ limited ability in 

implementing emergency preparedness plans (Rodriguez-Díaz, 2018).  

Governor Rosselló. Puerto Rico’s Governor Roselló told business audiences in New 

York that Maria had created a “blank canvas” where investors could paint their own dream 

world. His first step was the immediate privatization of the Puerto Rico Electric Power 

Authority, then a fiscal plan to close more than 300 schools and open the system to privately run 



21 
 

charter schools, and finally shut down two-thirds of the Island’s executive branch of the 

government (Klein, 2018). Similarly, in New Orleans, Klein (2018) reported that in the aftermath 

of Hurricane Katrina, public schools and much low-income housing were dismantled while the 

city was still largely empty of its residents.  

President Trump. Governor Andrew Cuomo of New York indicated that the federal 

response to Hurricane Maria was inherently racist due to the White House and the federal 

government’s belief that people of different skins and languages are an offense to the nation 

(Attanasio & Massarella, 2018). Klein (2018) reported that Puerto Ricans have grown skeptical 

and mistrustful of their local government and of Washington, DC, where President Trump’s idea 

of aid was to hurl paper towels into a crowd. He had visited Puerto Rico 2 weeks after Hurricane 

Maria devastated the Island and had a few words of support to 3.4 million Americans residing 

there; he downplayed the severity of the storm and related deaths, and complained about the 

amount of money the United States would have to spend in order to help (Robles & Rosa, 2019). 

Goodell (2018) reported that President Trump visited the island for less than 5 hours, threw some 

rolls of paper towels at a crowd, and provoked a Twitter fight with Mayor Carmen Yulin Cruz 

whom he called “nasty” (in response, she wore a shirt that said, “What’s nasty is your back to the 

Puerto Rican people”) (p. 15). Mayor Cruz made desperate appeals to President Trump to “save 

the people from dying,” to which he responded on Twitter that she had “poor leadership” 

(Phillip, O’Keefe, Miroff, & Paletta, 2017, p. 27). She said at a news conference, “I am done 

being polite and politically correct.… We are dying here.… If we don’t get the food and water 

into people’s hands, we are going to see something close to genocide” (p. 27).  

The Trump administration could have sent in the U.S. Navy Ship USNS Comfort, a 

massive floating hospital; instead, the ship was sent late and sat nearly empty for weeks (Klein, 
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2018). During the crisis of Hurricane Maria, President Trump reminded the world that the 

commonwealth still had a $115 billion debt that Wall Street needed to collect (Varela, 2019). He 

blamed the financial woes and ailing infrastructure for the difficult recovery process and 

declared that efforts to provide food, water, and medical care were “doing well” (Phillip et al., 

2017, p. 14). The president’s greatest concern was that Puerto Rico’s demise will put the budget 

“out of whack” (p. 14).  

Puerto Ricans are not just U.S. citizens, but they are also American taxpayers and help 

pay for disaster relief. Therefore, they should be entitled to the same response and financial help 

that the U.S. government extends to other states (Fernandez Cambell, 2017). The IRS collects 

some 3.5 billion dollars in taxes from Puerto Rico annually to help fund FEMA and the military, 

which are supposed to protect U.S. citizens during emergencies (Klein, 2018). The Federal 

government does not operate transactions by giving services to the states that pay the most taxes; 

if it did, it would provide less help to the state of Illinois after a disaster because the state is 

nearly bankrupt (Fernandez Cambell, 2017). In addition, Fernandez Cambell (2017) concluded 

that according to the Stafford Act, the government must provide help to Puerto Rico as it would 

to any other state.  

Historical Overview of Colonialism and  
Racial Democracy Under Spanish Rule 

Puerto Rico is the smallest of the Greater Antilles, surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean to 

the north and the Caribbean Sea to the south, with Cuba, Jamaica, and Hispañola to the east and 

American Virgin Islands, British Virgin Islands, and former Dutch and French colonies and 

protectorates to the west (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). The Island is 110 miles long by 

40 miles wide, for a total surface of 3,508 square miles roughly the size of Connecticut. The 

Island is divided into coastal flatlands, a central mountain range, and the Luquillo mountain 
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range. Despite the depletion of minerals in rivers and streams by the Spanish, Puerto Rico still 

contains gold in the mountainous region as well as a significant amount of nickel, copper 

manganese, and steel (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). United States geological surveys 

issued a report in 2013 identifying areas of significant oil reserves (Mendez-Mendez & 

Fernandez, 2015). Puerto Rico has an extremely diverse ecosystem. 

On September 25, 1493, Christopher Columbus left the port of Cadiz, Spain, with 17 

ships that contained between 1,200 and 1,500 sailors. On November 19, they arrived on the 

island of Boriquen (present-day Puerto Rico) through the port of the present-day town of Aguada 

(Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). By July of 1508, Juan Ponce de León received 

permission to visit the Island, launch an expedition, and colonize it by establishing the first 

settlement in Caparra when he discovered the great gold resources.   

Racial Blending   

Taino refers to the 30,000 Amerindians who lived in Boriquen (Puerto Rico) prior to the 

Spanish conquest (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). Tainos Indio were described as having 

almond-shaped eyes, aquiline noses, pronounced cheekbones and front teeth, flat foreheads, 

thick lips, beardless faces, straight black hair, and copper-colored skin (Alegria, 1950; Cruz 

Monclova, 1979; Rouse, 1992; Thieme, 1959). Spain viewed Puerto Rico as a military fort and 

encouraged the migration of single men to the Island. Puerto Rico had approximately twice as 

many Spanish men than Spanish women (Rogler, 1946). Shortly after 1493, to populate the 

island, the Spanish Crown granted permission for the Spanish men to marry Taino natives, 

creating a quickly expanding interracial population (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). Historical documents 

have demonstrated that some Spanish men purposely chose lighter over darker-skinned native 

women as their sexual companions (Esteva-Fabregat, 1995). Lighter-skinned native women 
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would resort to painting their faces black to appear unattractive to their captors (Esteva-Fabregat, 

1995). The hardship of enslaved labor, mass killings, and suicides led to a dramatic decrease of 

the Indian population (Esteva-Fabregat, 1995). By the 16th century, the remaining Taino 

populations were decimated by diseases brought by the Spanish (Esteva-Fabregat, 1995). The 

original inhabitants of the Island were absorbed or wiped out in a couple of generations due to 

disease, hard labor, tribal warfare, unsuccessful rebellions against the Spanish, and intermixing 

with their conquerors (Schaefer, 2004).  

The Spanish replaced the Taino labor force with Africans. Prior to slavery, people from 

west and central Africa had been a part of the racial social reality of the Spaniards long before 

1492 (Allende-Goitia, 2006). The Iberian Peninsula was connected to Africa, allowing 

unobstructed movement of Mediterranean and African peoples (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). The 

Peninsula was called Iberia after the river Ebro and was inhabited by dark-skinned descendants 

of the Maghribs (Cruz-Janzen, 2003).  

The first Africans that arrived to Puerto Rico would have been more familiar with the 

Spanish language and culture. Numerous Africans, from heavily African-populated areas of 

Seville, Spain, joined the expedition to The Americas (Dawkins, 2018). In 1509, Juan Garrido, 

son of an African king from the Kingdom of Kongo, was one of the first Black men to set foot on 

the island as a conquistador who joined Ponce de León on the exploration of Puerto Rico 

(Dawkins, 2018). Pedro Mejias, also a free Black man, accompanied Ponce de León and married 

a Taino woman chief named Yuisa (Dawkins, 2018).  

In July of 1515, the Spanish government issued the first royal proclamation authorizing 

the introduction of slaves; by 1517, the government authorized the shipment of 4,000 slaves to 

Puerto Rico and the other Greater Antilles (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). Mendez-
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Mendez and Fernandez (2015) described how between the 16th and 17th centuries, the 

importation of slaves increased exponentially due to the demand for sugar; these plantations 

were owned mostly by Spanish, French, and Corsican immigrants. The owners were, for the 

most part, absentee owners who lived abroad and were only concerned with maintaining profit 

by generating business (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). Cruz-Jenzen (2001a) described 

that many slaveholders considered it their right to have sexual liaisons with their slaves, even if 

the slaves were considered to be heathens. Although Black women were coveted sexually, they 

were rejected as acceptable wives (Cruz-Jenzen, 2001a).  

Some scholars have proposed that colonizers sexually preferred lighter-skinned African 

women over darker-skinned women: White women were for marriage, Black women were for 

work, and Mulatto women were for sex play (McD Beckles, 2000). Racial mixing probably did 

not occur frequently between Spanish women and African men because of the severe punishment 

reserved for such unions (McD Beckles, 2000). For African female slaves, racially mixing with a 

White male could place an enslaved woman’s life and her children at risk. Spanish fathers could 

purchase the freedom of their children, but nothing prevented these fathers from later reselling 

their children back into slavery (McD Beckles, 2000). Evidence has suggested that many 

Africans fled to live with Indians in order to fight against the Spanish and subsequently 

intermixed (Torres & Whitten, 1998).  

In the 17th and 18th centuries, Spain provided a sanctuary for free Blacks and runaway 

slaves from its enemies nearby Caribbean English, Dutch, French, and Danish Islands in order to 

disrupt their economic activities and provide Puerto Rico with additional military and skilled and 

unskilled labor (Stark, 2007). Cangrejos (Santurce) was the only community established by 

Black freedmen and women in Puerto Rico, and it was one of the few throughout Spanish 
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America to receive official recognition in 1773 as a self-governing community, with its own 

parish, full jurisdiction, and legal privileges (Stark, 2007). 

Racial Classification 

Historically, Spain had endowed Puerto Rico with a cultural heritage that created morally 

favorable conditions for race mixing (Loveman & Muniz, 2007). Increasing numbers of Mulattos 

became anatomically nearer the White group, and in the absence of strong racial bias, they 

became socially nearer too (Loveman & Muniz, 2007). Racial classifications were at times 

dependent on the context and motives of the people seeking and doing the classification 

(Castleman, 2001). Three major designations for interracial groups were Mulato, Mestizo, and 

Zambo. Mulatos are African and White ancestry—also known as a mule, which is a mix of a 

donkey and a horse. Mestizos are Indian and White heritage. Zambos are Black and Indian (Cruz-

Janzen, 2003). Triguenos (wheat-colored) are light-skinned persons of unspecified racial descent 

and the term may be applied to a wide variety of medium complexions including Sicilians, 

Andalusians, and Portuguese (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). 

Ethnographers have long been fascinated with the ambiguity and elasticity of Puerto 

Rican terms (Duany, 2002). For Puerto Ricans, race is a continuum from blanco (White) to 

negro (Black). There are 19 major folk racial terms used that include; indio, moreno, mulato, 

grifo, jabao, and trigueño (Duany, 2002). For Latinos, in particular Puerto Ricans, race is 

buffered by multilayered interracial groups topped by the social Whites or those socially 

accepted as Whites but who have varying degrees of racial mixing. Some scholars have denied or 

downplayed the existence of racial prejudice on the Island, suggesting that extensive race 

mixture was itself evidence of the absence of prejudice (Loveman & Muniz, 2007).  
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Census Data  

 “The Caribbean region received approximately one-half of all Africans brought to the 

Americas during the nearly 350-year span of the organized trans-Atlantic slave trade” (Knight, 

2000, p. 162). The 1820 Census conducted in Puerto Rico indicated that 56% of the island’s 

population was of known African lineage (Santiago-Valles, 1996; Toplin, 1976). The 1846 

Census reported 51.24% of the population was African or Negro (Santiago-Valles, 1996; Toplin, 

1976). The 1899 U.S. Puerto Rican Census reported 38% Negro (Santiago-Valles, 1996; Toplin, 

1976). In 1899, the Census also reported that 62% of the population was White in Puerto Rico 

(Loveman & Muniz, 2006). The 1959 U.S. Census reported 23% Negro (Santiago-Valles, 1996; 

Toplin, 1976). The 2000 U.S. Census reported 10.9% as Negro/Black and 84% as White or 

Hispanic.  

There was a declining percentage of non-Whites in Puerto Rican Census results from 

1860 to 1940 as a result of lighter Mulattos being defined as White (Rogler, 1946). Empirical 

data arbitrated alternative explanations of what fueled the whitening of official Census results in 

the first part of the 20th century. Census results showed a rapid increase in the White share of 

Puerto Rico’s population during the second decade of the 20th century, reflecting an increased 

tendency to report individuals as White at the point of enumeration (Loveman & Muniz, 2007). 

The elimination of the “Mulatto” category from the Census of Puerto Rico in 1930 quickly 

moved non-White to White categories on the Island (Duany, 2002). Elite Spaniards were quick 

to integrate themselves with the new ruling class by impressing U.S. Whites with their Whiteness 

(Santiago-Valles, 1996; Toplin, 1976). This brought about the increased exclusion of social 

Whites who declared themselves White on official U.S. demographic forms. 
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Until the 2000 census, 1959 was the last time racial categories were used because U.S. 

congressional officials wondered how there could be so many Whites in a “Black country.” 

Several Congress officials were angered, stating that the “horror” of miscegenation had gone too 

far and prevented them from establishing clear racial categorizations. They concluded that it was 

the “duty” of the United States to impose a strict color code on Puerto Rican society to ensure 

propagation of the White race (Toplin, 1976).  

In 2000, for the first time in 50 years, the Census asked Puerto Ricans on the Island to 

identify their race. The results were difficult to interpret, given the emic inappropriateness of 

U.S. racial categories and strategies of Blanqueamiento (Whitening) that lead many to downplay 

their African ancestry (Duany, 2002). In fact, on the racial data from the 2000 Census, Puerto 

Ricans on the Island overwhelmingly chose White as their race, and they chose only one race, 

not a combination of races that would seem more in keeping with the ideology of mestizaje 

(Denton & Villarrubia, 2007). Some scholars claimed that racial mixing has impacted over 70% 

of the population (Santiago-Valles, 1996). Loveman and Muniz (2006) described three possible 

explanations for the growth in the White category for Puerto Ricans: demographic processes, 

institutional bias of the Census Office, and sociocultural shifts in societal conceptions of race. 

Puerto Ricans on the U.S. mainland have developed complex ways of understanding their 

relationship to forms of racialization and Blackness (Arroyo, 2010). There is a mismatch 

between the way race is viewed in Puerto Rico and the United States. Mainland Puerto Ricans 

are not always fully accepted as authentic Puerto Ricans because they were born on the mainland 

(Arroyo, 2010). Puerto Rican communities enter into a racialized “underclass” configuration in 

the United States as they migrate and are identified as “colonial immigrants” (Grosfoguel & 

Georas, 2001). Many will challenge that view by using socioeconomic status, command of 
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English, and erasing their Blackness from their self-identification as a form of Whitening 

(Arroyo, 2010). Other Puerto Ricans who are racialized Black or Mulatto embrace their Afro-

Latinidad as a form of identification and a means of social agency and consciousness (Arroyo, 

2010). Mainland Puerto Ricans are slightly more likely than Island Puerto Ricans to indicate 

their race as Puerto Rican (Arroyo, 2010). Puerto Rican women in the United States do not 

identify with the categories typically used to define race (Landale & Oropesa, 2002). Medium-

skinned Puerto Ricans on the mainland are more likely to identify as Hispanic than lighter-

skinned women (Landale & Oropesa, 2002). Dark-skinned mainland women are less likely to 

self-identify as Puerto Rican than the other groups and designate their race as Latina. Less than 

1% of the darkest-skinned mainland women indicated that their race is Black (Landale & 

Oropesa, 2002). Mainland Puerto Rican women are reluctant to identify themselves as White or 

Black, suggesting an emphasis on their national and ethnic origin (Landale & Oropesa, 2002). 

Light-skinned and dark-skinned Puerto Ricans may be willing to think of themselves as non-

Black and resist being placed in the same category as American Blacks (Landale & Oropesa, 

2002). 

Boundary Shifting  

Race has been reclassified throughout the years in Puerto Rico. Boundary shifting refers 

to the relocation of a boundary so that the population once situated on one side of a boundary is 

now included on the other (Alba & Nee, 2003). Puerto Rico became whiter as individuals 

acquired characteristics like money, education, or a lighter spouse (Loveman & Muniz, 2007). 

An individual’s color may vary according to changes in his or her socioeconomic status (Mintz, 

1956). Another form of “boundary-crossing” reclassification was due to physically lightening 

offspring and unions with lighter spouses. In urban areas, puros de sangre whites remained in 
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affluent areas while Blacks remained in slums. Becoming aware of the racial politics in urban 

areas, many jibaros differentiated themselves from the apparent Blacks by professing to be 

White or near White (Cruz-Janzen, 2001a). Black individuals are encouraged to improve their 

race by marrying and reproducing with lighter-skinned partners (Quiñones-Rivera, 2006). A 

person could be declared White even with dark skin and more Africanized or indigenous features 

if they had such factors as socioeconomic status and acculturation. Variables that alter perception 

of racial designations: cultural customs, language spoken, place of birth, residency, and great 

wealth (Lopez, 2008). Modern-day Puerto Ricans with higher socioeconomic status can “whiten” 

phenotype and those with lower socioeconomic status can make light-skinned Latinos darker. 

Racial Whitening 

For Puerto Ricans, any amount of White blood makes the person Whiter, or at least not 

Black or Indian, according to the policies of “blanqueamiento/Whitening” and “mejorando la 

raza/ improving the race” (Comas Diaz, 1995; McGarrity & Cadenas, 1995; Muhammad, 1995). 

Blanqueamiento was designed to reduce, conceal, or eradicate any physical evidence of 

interracial parentage, proposing racial mixing to transform Blacks and Indians into the 

subcategory of Mulattos, Mestizos then Creoles and ultimately Whites. These practices 

significantly called for the infusion of pure white genes with more White Europeans (Andrews, 

1980; Muhammad, 1995). Dark-skinned Blacks with “finer” features are elevated through 

“refined” European features. At the social level, mixture was seen to lighten the population: the 

offspring of a “White” and “Black” was not a “Black” but a “Mulatto”; the offspring of a 

“White” and a “Mulatto” would often be “White” (Loveman & Muniz, 2007). Elite Whites (pure 

blood) were and remain superior to everyone. Social Whites appear to be accepted due to their 

upward mobility, education, and social standing, but are still resented by elite Whites. The 
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gradual disappearance of “Blacks” from Puerto Rican society was expected. Quiñones-Rivera 

(2006) described that according to historian Luis M. Diaz Soler, there will hardly be any Blacks 

in Puerto Rico because they are whitening faster than any other Mestizo country. Puerto Ricans 

will “bleach away” many of the physical traces of its African past by the year 2200 (Bliss, 1995). 

Those who insist that Puerto Ricans exhibited its own version of racial prejudice, in 

contrast, have pointed to the specific cultural norms governing race mixture to reveal the 

intrinsic racism that informed mate selection on the Island (Rogler, 1946). These accounts noted 

the widespread preference for lighter spouses, less openness to intermixture among the upper 

classes in which the Spanish cult of blood purity prevailed, and, in the remaining population, the 

social equation of lightened offspring with racial improvement (Loveman & Muniz, 2007). 

Politics of race and racism become enacted within families, pitting members one against the 

other. In 19th century Puerto Rico, interracial unions were much more common than marriage 

between White men and non-White women (Loveman & Muniz, 2007). To marry a White, 

especially a Spaniard, European, or U.S. White, is mejorando la raza (improving the race); to 

marry a darker person is dañando la raza (damaging the race) (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). 

Spanish Policies and Puerto Rico 

Racism Through Policies  

According to entries in the Cathedral’s Chronicle by Diego Torres de la Vega in 1610, 

the bishop of Puerto Rico Don Fray Damian Lopez de Haro in 1644, and Bishop Padilla’s 

remarks in 1686, Blacks and Mulattoes were often the focus of the authorities’ attention 

(Fernandez Mendez, 1957). They viewed Mulattos as a defective product of a relationship 

between a White male and a Black or Mulatto female (Allende-Goitia, 2006). Spanish and White 

Creole social and political power was considered uncontested, and Blacks, Mulattos, Mestizos, 
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and White poor were considered passive agents (Allende-Goitia, 2006). In 1674, Governor 

Arteaga dismissed soldiers who married local women, although this was against the morals of 

the Church. Bishop Fancisco Escanuelas argued that the sacred sacrament of marriage 

superseded the blemish caused by an unequal marriage (Allende-Goitia, 2006).  

In 1707, Bishop Pedro de la Concepcion Urtiaga described his concern over slave owners 

exposing slave women to prostitution by having children with them to increase the slave 

population (Bermejo, 1962). This bishop ordered that, between 1647 to 1712, any slave and 

Mulatto woman pregnant out of wedlock who died during labor would be disposed of without 

the rites and ceremonies of the Church, and her body would be carried in a casket with one bare 

foot outside it as a sign of her undoing (Allende-Goitia, 2006). Convents historically provided 

safe havens and economic refuge for White women. Some were convents set aside for Mestizas, 

where these women served as servants and/or slaves for the convent (Migden Socolow, 2000). 

These women were unable to acquire the full benefits and protections associated with these 

institutions and were more likely to face greater economic difficulties. Historically, within mixed 

families, it was the family custom of entertaining dark-skinned relatives in the kitchen, much like 

servants. This notion implied that some relatives were less preferred than others, precipitating 

family disjuncture (Levine & Padilla, 1980). 

The Caste System Policy  

Due to racial mixing in Spanish-speaking territories, a caste system (systema de castas) 

was created (Lopez, 2008). This system codified the rights of Whites over non-Whites (Lopez, 

2008). These laws set the stage of future discrimination based on phenotype or presumed racial 

appearance. Lopez (2008) described that at the top of this caste system were Whites born in 

Spain who had the greatest privilege. Second were criollos who were Whites born in the colonies 
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and may include mixed-race people who claimed to be legally White through documentation 

(Kinsbruner, 1996). Poor Whites who either married or lived with free persons of color were at 

times counted as colored by Spanish Census takers (Kinsbruner, 1996). Then came Mestizos who 

were Indian and Spanish mixed, followed by Mulattos who were African and Spanish mixed 

(Kinsbruner, 1996). The lower end of the caste system included Zambos who were African and 

Indian mixed, ‘gente de color’ who were lighter than slaves, with the most-bottom tier consisting 

of negros who were African slaves (Kinsbruner, 1996). 

Royal Decree and Edict Against the African Race Policy  

In the 19th century, official immigration policies were established in an attempt to whiten 

or improve the race and lead to the disappearance of Blacks in Puerto Rico and Latin America 

(Matos Rodriquez, 1999). In 1815, King Ferdinand VII issued the Cédula de Gracias (Royal 

Decree) which liberalized trade, offered incentives for immigrants, and opened Puerto Rican 

ports to legal commerce (Wagenheim, 1972). This Royal Decree had a pro-White slant in that it 

offered incoming ‘Colored’ farmers a fraction of the land that it allotted to their White 

counterparts. The foreign White population increased noticeably in Puerto Rico during the first 

half of the 19th century, although many immigrant landowners, workers, and artisans were free 

people of color who contributed to the economy and culture (Dungy, 2005). 

Prior to the Royal Decree of 1815, the Haitian Revolution of 1791-1804 in the colony of 

St. Domingue resulted in the flight of thousands of Whites fearing for their lives (Chinea, 2007). 

In 1848, a proclamation by the Spanish government was created in an attempt to maintain the 

institution of slavery in Puerto Rico during a time when revolutions in the United States, France, 

and Haiti threatened the ideology of slavery (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). At this time, 

the Spanish colonial authorities forbade Dominguan slaves and free Blacks from entering Puerto 
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Rico (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). They also kept native people under constant watch 

in what they considered to be an impending race war (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). 

Selective racial immigration was heavily financed, and little support was given to integrate 

former slaves into the larger society. After the Louisiana Purchase, French people and multiracial 

creoles migrated to Puerto Rico, as they did from Haiti after the slave revolts (Cruz-Janzen, 

2003). White immigrants who were fleeing the independence wars of various South American 

countries sought refuge in Puerto Rico (Matos Rodriquez, 1999). Puerto Rico’s governor at the 

time banned recently emancipated people of color from Curacao, Venezuela, from entering 

because he feared they would intermix and darken the population (Matos Rodriquez, 1999). 

Changing governments, revolution, and labor shortages brought migrants from Scotland, Ireland, 

Italy, Corsica, Lebanon, Germany, and other places (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). By 1873, with the 

ending of slavery on the island, Africans and their descendants were prominent in the Island’s 

population (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). By the 1900s, Puerto Rico had a spectrum from Whites to 

Blacks, with a large in-between interracial group (Cruz-Janzen, 2003).  

Limpieza de Sangre (Purity of Blood) Policy 

This symbolic process of “blood cleansing” is where wealthy individuals could petition 

the Spanish government to certify that their blood was pure (Kinsbruner, 1996). The Spanish 

officials required proof of limpieza de sangre for positions in civil bureaucracy through church 

records and community petitions (Dungy, 2005). There is some evidence that Mulattos 

purchased these certificates to sanction their Whiteness, in order to secure privilege and status 

(Lopez, 2008). They required petitioners to establish proof of their racial heritage for at least two 

to four generations. For White women, it guaranteed entrance into a convent which provided a 

safe haven and economic refuge. For example, the Betances family was a prominent free family 



35 
 

of color (Lopez, 2008). While living in Santo Domingo to attend the university, Don Felipe 

Betances filed for limpieza de sangre with the Puerto Rican government in Cabo Rojo (Dungy, 

2005). He was white in every way but his African ancestry. His son Ramon Betances, who 

considered himself a person of color, became an advocate for less fortunate people of color, both 

free and enslaved (Dungy, 2005). Two royal decrees in 1836 did away with the need to supply 

evidence of blood purity, and the last restriction regarding limpieza de sangre was abolished in 

1865 (Dungy, 2005).   

Racism Through Silencing  

The theory of silencing is based on the claims that discourse constructs and edits our 

knowledge and shapes our choices of how to behave (Theismeyer, 2003). One hundred years 

prior to the television period, institutionalized racism through silencing was present in historical 

documentation depicting Old San Juan. Members of San Juan’s elite and Spanish officials tried 

to silence Blacks and Mulattos and wanted them physically out of sight (Matos Rodriguez, 

1999). Blacks were banned from particular areas and consigned to the outside of the city walls of 

San Juan (Matos Rodriguez, 1999). While San Juan depended on the work of free and enslaved 

Blacks, when its population increased, the dwellers relocated outside the colonial zone. 

Residents of San Mateos de Cangrejos (today’s Santurce) and Puerta de Tierra were excluded 

from the in-wall perimeter (Denis-Rosario, 2011). In discussing women in San Juan, Matos 

Rodriguez (1999) described the mid-19th century as a time when San Juan’s Black and Mulatto 

population refused to be removed from the city they called home just because they were 

considered an “eyesore.” Part of San Juan’s beautification and economic and social improvement 

plans were to eliminate structures and persons identified with poverty, such as people of color, 

from living within the fortified city walls. In Puerto Rico and Cuba, free people of color saw the 
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militia as a tool to improve their social status (Denis-Rosario, 2011). In 1797, a large convoy of 

British attempted to wrest the Spanish territory of Puerto Rico. Poor residents of the adjacent 

Loiza and Cangrejos, mostly Black, thwarted the invasion (Chinea, 2007). The Spanish crown 

attributed victory mostly to high-ranking White officers, while the performance of Black Puerto 

Ricans was not acknowledged (Chinea, 2007). 

In the media, Rivero (2005) described how people of color (Blacks and Mulattos) have 

historically been marginalized and made invisible. Minstrels and blackface tradition in the 

Spanish-Caribbean originated in the Iberian Peninsula of Bufo theater. This form of 

entertainment forged its way to Puerto Rico after the arrival of Cuban exile communities in 1959 

and gained popularity during the first few years of Puerto Rican television (Arroyo, 2010). The 

first television show with Black characters, Mi Familias, demonstrated the prevalent institutional 

silencing of the topic of racism on the Island. At present, racism in Puerto Rican society is 

considered either a taboo subject or a nonresistant social problem. Rivero’s (2005) book entitled 

Tuning Out Blackness: Race and Nation in the History of Puerto Rican Television examined 

ways in which Blackness has been represented and discussed in Puerto Rico’s commercial and 

media entertainment programming. It described how Puerto Rican identity evolved in film 

through the years, both politically and socially, from the use of blackface to the first Black 

family television show that fostered a “Puertoriquenidad” colorless society.  

Much racial identity awareness was a direct result of the 1960 and 1970 Civil Rights 

movement. Puerto Ricans in the United States joined forces with the Black Panthers and Young 

Lords. This movement led to a political and social awareness both on the mainland and on the 

Island. Puerto Rican actors and actresses of color began to embrace their Afro-Caribbean identity 
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in public and on Puerto Rican television. However, this political movement was not embraced by 

the Puerto Rican population on the Island. 

Recently, in Puerto Rico, technologies are constrained within a power structure in which 

Eurocentric views and national ideologies dominate (Quiñones-Rivera, 2006). This includes 

images traveling via cable television networks, commercial media, the internet, and cell phones. 

Blackness is represented in such stereotypical roles as servants, drug dealers, the impoverished, 

prostitutes, rappers, Dominican immigrants, slaves, and mammies (Quiñones-Rivera, 2006). 

Corporations and the media sell the Island’s African heritage in stereotypical roles for products 

such as Yaucono Café and Noches de Jazz-Latino by Heineken (Quiñones-Rivera, 2006). In 

addition, the corporations use the popularization of reggeatón to sell the racialized, sexualized, 

and urbanized genre associated with the underprivileged colored class. This form of 

representation of Blacks in the education and commercial media equates them to slavery, 

inferiority, awkwardness, ignorance, lack of education, comedy, hypersexuality, and the 

underprivileged class. 

Racial Democracy for People of Color  

While Puerto Rico has not been a racial utopia, the co-existence of rural free People of 

Color and poor Whites helped to alleviate many of the tensions which persisted in the late 18th 

and early 19th centuries (Dungy, 2005). Puerto Rico’s free People of Color were provided legal 

protection and had access to courts and the town councils (Dungy, 2005). Slaves legally had their 

basic needs covered by the master, while free laborers only had themselves to depend on for 

sustenance (Dungy, 2005). Free workers performed most of the work on the haciendas due to the 

small number of slaves (Dungy, 2005). Puerto Rican slavery was a benevolent institution that 
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was a desirable alternative to the chaos and poverty experienced by the free laborers on the 

Island (Flinter, 1834).   

Free People of Color and Whites were not divided deeply by economic or social 

standards; they found a way to co-exist without the degree of fear or antagonism found 

elsewhere in the region. Dungy (2005) described that in Puerto Rico, compared with other 

American societies, free People of Color could live wherever they wanted and enter most 

occupations; however, they had limited access to schooling, were not allowed to attend the 

university, and could not hold high-ranking government positions. These policies and the issue 

of race were not always the determining factor in social advancement. In 1828, the town of 

Patillas had 4,135 inhabitants, of whom 48% were free People of Color, 20% were Whites, and 

10% were slaves (Dungy, 2005). Eighty-five percent of free Colored families in Patillas owned 

more than two acres of pastureland. Most growers could not raise enough capital to invest in the 

machinery and slaves required to begin commercial sugar production. In the town of Arecibo, 

free People of Color were prosperous enough to hold prominent jobs and have slaves. In 1826, of 

the 110 slave owners listed, 36% were free People of Color (Dungy, 2005). 

Historical Overview of Colonialism, and  
Racial Democracy Under American Rule 

 
Puerto Rico is useful to the United States as a colony because it provides a strategic 

positioning in the Atlantic Ocean as a key military outpost and checking point. Puerto Rico also 

provides the bodies or military soldiers and, in fact, is one of the biggest recruiting spots for the 

U.S. Army (Lugo-Lugo, 2006). The Island is useful for U.S. corporations since it provides the 

U.S. economy with a skilled and relatively inexpensive labor force (Lugo-Lugo, 2006). The U.S. 

government has clearly regarded Puerto Ricans as un-assimilable, has repressed, and 

criminalized nationalistic and pro-independence sentiment on the island by labeling it anti-
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American (Lugo-Lugo, 2006). Congress has played a role in Puerto Rico’s political status by 

way of a territorial clause stating that Congress shall have power to dispose of and make all 

needful rules and regulations respecting the territory or other property belonging to the United 

States (Lugo-Lugo, 2006).  

After more than 400 years of a colonial relationship with Spain, Puerto Rico has endured 

over 100 years of political, economic, and military relationship with the United States, prompting 

it to be the oldest colony on Earth (Lugo-Lugo, 2006).  

The Invasion  

On April 21, 1898, the Spanish American War began; by July 25, 1898, American troops, 

under the command of General Nelson Miles, invaded Puerto Rico (Mendez-Mendez & 

Fernandez, 2015). General Miles issued a decree manifesto in which he promised to protect the 

life, liberty, and happiness of Puerto Ricans and their property (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 

2015). He proclaimed that military forces had come to occupy the Island bearing the banner of 

freedom and overthrowing the Spanish who had a long history of oppression (Mendez-Mendez 

& Fernandez, 2015). The Treaty of Paris ended the Spanish-American war on April 11, 1899 and 

Puerto Rico was transferred from one colonial power to another as a bounty of war (Mendez-

Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). On the day of the signing, not one Puerto Rican was present as 

France, acting on behalf of Spain, ceded the Island even though the U.S. Constitution states that 

no power is given to the Federal government to acquire territory to be governed permanently as 

colonies (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). This treaty holds Puerto Rico as the oldest 

colony on Earth with no voice, power, or representation (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015).  
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U.S. History of Racism in Puerto Rico  

Issues of nationality, citizenship, and race have been intertwined for Puerto Ricans as a 

consequence of U.S. colonial rule. Puerto Ricans are colonial subjects who either reside in a 

named foreign territorial possession or they are designated as a racialized minority when residing 

in the United States (Cában, 2017). They live as colonial subjects in one space in which they are 

denied self-determination or live as a racial minority in an alternate space with limited political, 

economic, and social equality (Cában, 2017). The Puerto Ricans who were born in the United 

States or migrated there are a legacy of colonial citizenship that accelerated and established 

population displacement (Cában, 2017). In 2016, the Republican presidential campaign 

resurrected a racist denunciation of Latinos as posing an existential threat to the greatness of 

Anglo-America, with Puerto Ricans being returned to the demeaning status they were given a 

century ago (Cában, 2017).  

The American notion of “Manifest Destiny” rested on the belief in the superiority of the 

Anglo-Saxon race and its right to rule the western hemisphere (Denis, 2015). The American 

imperial project from 1776 to 1917 was based on a pragmatic stratagem of the incorporation and 

exclusion of different ethnicities and races from the body politic (Caban, 2017). The United 

States became another colonial power that used race to assign rights and privileges (Lopez, 

2008). The policies and practices that Congress has commonly employed included the denial of 

full political equality to inhabitants racialized as non-White and the framing of citizenship 

policy, promoting the migration of White settlers into territories, with the aim of displacing the 

original inhabitants of the territories until the majority of the inhabitants are White (Caban, 

2017). In 1901, a series of legal opinions argued that Puerto Rico and other territories ceded by 

the Spanish were full of “Alien races” who could not understand “Anglo-Saxon principles” 
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(Little, 2017). Even the spelling of Puerto Rico was briefly changed to ‘Porto Rico’ to suit North 

American pronunciation (Schaefer, 2004). As early as January 1899, U.S. officials mandated 

English as the preferred medium of instruction in the school system and replaced Spanish-

speaking teachers with American teachers who were mostly young Army men (Mendez-Mendez 

& Fernandez, 2015). The English language, unknown to the Island, became the only language 

permitted in the schools (Schaefer, 2004).  

Finally, in 1909, the commissioner decreed that Spanish was forbidden in all public 

schools and all people could be disciplined for violating this rule (Denis, 2015). The author also 

described that in 1902, the U.S. government made English the official language of the Island; 

however, Spanish remained the language of the people. Therefore, in 1992, Puerto Rico re-

established Spanish as the official language. The push to Americanize the Puerto Ricans 

continued when schools were renamed to honor American heroes (Mendez-Mendez & 

Fernandez, 2015).  

Members of the U.S. Congress had an unwillingness to integrate the Island due to its 

interracial and Black population (Toplin, 1976). Puerto Ricans who were native to Spain could 

retain their Spanish citizenship, thus giving White Puerto Ricans more options following the 

Spanish-American War. To justify granting American citizenship to Puerto Ricans, some 

Republican senators declared Puerto Rico “the whitest of the Antilles” (Duany, 2002). 

Despite these assertions, the popular perception was that Puerto Ricans were of “mixed 

blood” and ineligible for American citizenship (Nieto-Phillips, 1999). Blackness was an identity 

that was highly undesired for future American citizens (Nieto-Phillips, 1999). Citizenship was 

extended to Puerto Ricans by the Jones Act of 1917 prior to World War I (Schaefer, 2004). 

Forced citizenship and military service were seen as war measures and an initial resolution of the 
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“racial problem” that Puerto Ricans presented. During World Wars I and II, Puerto Ricans were 

forced to serve in separate, racially segregated troops and camps (Davis, 1998). Once in the 

Army and depending on how their phenotype was evaluated, Puerto Ricans were racially 

segregated into White or Negro troops (Lopez, 2008). Upon arriving to the United States, Puerto 

Ricans were faced with a system that was unable to acknowledge them as a single group. It was 

not unusual for Puerto Ricans who were classified as White on their birth certificates to be later 

re-categorized as Blacks upon arrival in the United States (Lopez, 2008). Anecdotal stories exist 

of Puerto Ricans from the same family being racially segregated from one another when riding 

public transportation in the South (Lopez, 2008). Some parents had to provide authorities proof 

that they were parents of lighter-skinned children (Lopez, 2008). The United States had also 

made attempts to segregate Puerto Rican schoolchildren based on color (Longres, 1974). In 

addition to the World War II recruitment of Puerto Ricans, the government recruited hundreds of 

Puerto Ricans to work on the railroads and in food manufacturing plants and copper mines 

(Schaefer, 2004).  

In 1948, Puerto Rico elected its own governor for the first time and became a 

commonwealth or Associate Free State (Schaefer, 2004). Schaefer (2004) noted that although 

Puerto Ricans are U.S. citizens and elect their own governor, they may not vote in presidential 

elections and have no voting representation in Congress but are subject to military service and 

federal laws. The United States has grown into a powerful influence that shapes the minds and 

self-perceptions of all Puerto Ricans (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). Examples of this can be seen in the 

English language requirements in all federal matters, English language movies and music, and 

the Whiteness that brings privileges, given that Nordic looks are ideal to emulate (Cruz-Janzen, 

2003).  
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The famous singer Ruth Hernandez, a woman of color, described her personal stories as a 

victim of American racism in Puerto Rico in the 1960s (Arroyo, 2010). She described one 

incident when she was to perform as the lead voice at the American-owned Normandie Hotel in 

San Juan (Arroyo, 2010). Before her concert, one of the members of the band told her that 

Blacks were not allowed to enter through the front door of the hotel (Arroyo, 2010). She stated 

that she would not perform if she could not enter through the front door and defiantly entered the 

front door in her most elegant attire. Then she stated she was “Black, and so what?” and left the 

doorman confused (Arroyo, 2010). 

The Island’s Government and Economy Under U.S. Leadership 

Contemporary arrangements as a commonwealth are popular among many Puerto Ricans 

because the idea of becoming a state invokes the fear of higher taxes and erosion of their cultural 

heritage (Schaefer, 2004). On the other hand, Schaefer (2004) described that proponents of 

independence are promoting the need for Puerto Rico to regain its cultural and political 

autonomy. According to this researcher, the U.S. role in the economy of Puerto Rico has created 

a situation in which it is well off compared to the Caribbean but remains well below that of the 

poorest areas of the United States. The House of Representatives committee that approved the 

1952 Commonwealth Status Bill stated in a report that the bill would not change Puerto Rico’s 

fundamental political, social, and economic relationship to the United States (Schaefer, 2004). If 

Puerto Rico was a colony in 1948 and nothing had changed fundamentally with the new laws and 

the Island’s Constitution, then in 1952, Commonwealth status meant fundamentally the same as 

being a colony of the United States (Schaefer, 2004), and so it remains. 
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U.S. Policies and Puerto Rico 

Economy and Policy 

Within the first 10 years of its occupation of the Island, the United States disrupted 

Puerto Rico’s coffee industry, implementing a sugar economy and creating massive poverty 

(Little, 2017). In 1898, the U.S. colonial tax bill, known as the Hollander Bill, forced many small 

farmers to mortgage their lands with U.S. banks with no interest rate restrictions, causing farmers 

to default on their loans and foreclose (Denis, 2015). By 1930, the U.S. banks had turned 45% of 

all arable land into sugar plantations and 80% U.S.-owned land to include postal systems, 

railroads, and seaports. The wages paid to Puerto Ricans was half of what they made under 

Spanish rule (Denis, 2015). 

The Foraker Act   

In the 1900s, U.S. colonial officials were concerned that because of the Island’s physical 

separation from the United States, Puerto Ricans would resist acculturation and perpetuate their 

distinctive cultural, religious, and linguistic practices (Cában, 2017). As long as Puerto Ricans 

preserved their national identity, they would impede the dissemination of Anglo-American 

values. Senator Foraker had proposed U.S. citizenship for Puerto Ricans, although the committee 

on Insular Affairs withdrew the provision (Cában, 2017). The Act passed by U.S. Congress was 

to establish the nature of Puerto Rico’s government from May 1, 1900 to March 2, 1917, and 

legitimize the office of government to be appointed by the president. The U.S. Supreme Court 

was to be the ultimate arbiter of the Puerto Rican legal system, and the inhabitants were to be 

citizens of Puerto Rico and not the United States. As well, the Act established a system of tariffs 

that taxed Islanders despite lack of representation (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). This 

Act demonstrated Congress’s ambiguity of the status of Puerto Rico and its inhabitants in stating: 
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“Porto Rico belongs to the United States, but it is not the United States, nor a part of the United 

States” (Congressional Record, 1900, 4853-4856).  

The Jones Act 

The 1917 Jones Act gave Puerto Ricans U.S. citizenship, made changes that affected the 

Island’s legislature, identified the role of the president, and gave local officials control over 

expenditures (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). This Act stated that it was to be applied to 

Puerto Rico and adjacent islands belonging to the United States (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 

2015). This grant of citizenship was a response to World War I, as the United States needed 

soldiers and a million new Americans would assure Washington, DC of an island of new recruits 

(Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). Consequently, Puerto Ricans were included in the 

colonial administration, but excluded from meaningful role in policymaking. The United States 

would never relinquish control over the reign of colonial administration to Puerto Rico. The 

Jones Act restrained the ability of non-U.S. vessels to engage in commercial trade with Puerto 

Rico (Rodriguez-Díaz, 2018). It also included a set of laws that required Puerto Rico to ship its 

imports and exports exclusively on ships owned by U.S. companies that were built in the United 

States and employed by U.S. merchant marines (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). With the 

exception of tourist cruise liners, foreign ships cannot deliver any goods (Mendez-Mendez & 

Fernandez, 2015).  

The Stafford Act  

This 1988 legislation, the Stafford Act, requires all infrastructure funded with Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) money to be rebuilt as it had been before a 

devastating storm, but it does not allow homeowners to build stronger, cleaner, and cheaper. The 
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government must provide help to Puerto Rico as it would to any other American state (Goodell, 

2018). 

The Puerto Rico Oversight, Management, and Economic Stability Act (PROMESA)  

The Puerto Rico Oversight, Management, and Economic Stability Act (PROMESA) is a 

U.S. federal law enacted in 2016 to establish a financial oversight to oversee the debt 

restructuring (Rodriguez-Díez, 2018). This policy limits the Puerto Rican government’s response 

by restricting the number of resources the state can mobilize locally (Rodriguez-Díaz, 2018).  

Rio Piedras and Ponce Massacre 

In July of 1921, President Harding appointed Emmet Montgomery Reily, a Republican 

politician, as Governor of Puerto Rico (Denis, 2015). The U.S.-appointed Governor Reily faced 

criticism for his racist slant stating that the Island must become a state and those who oppose 

statehood are agitators. Only the American flag should wave over the Island, he would fire 

anyone who lacked Americanism, and English should be the primary language (Denis, 2015). In 

a letter to President Harding, he wrote that “Porto Ricans” are children who could not be trusted 

and he had fired his commissioner for being a half-blooded negro who lived with a negro woman 

(Denis, 2015). He further stated that in order to maintain law and order among all these children, 

half-bloods, and negros, the death penalty needed to be reinstated (Denis, 2015). 

Appointed U.S. Governor Banton Winship failed to recognize the rights of free speech 

and assembly, he threatened the use of force against anyone who exercised that right in 1935 

(Denis, 2015). On October 24, 1935, police shot and killed four Nationalists in what became 

known as the Rio Piedras Massacre, mainly for leading an agricultural protest that would double 

the workers’ wages (Denis, 2015). On March 21, 1937, under orders of Governor Blanton 

Winship, the Ponce police massacred 17 men, women, and children, and injured hundreds more 
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who peacefully marched as Nationalists (Denis, 2015). In 1948, the first elected governor Luis 

Muñoz Marín passed Public Law 53, “The Gag Law,” making it a felony to own or display a 

Puerto Rican flag; to speak in favor of independence; to publish, print, sell, or exhibit any 

materials against the government or in favor of independence; or to organize or assemble with 

similar intent (Denis, 2015). While these policies had a negative impact on the people, other 

areas of life would fall under U.S. power such as laboratories.  

Science and Experiments  

Throughout Puerto Rico’s long colonial history, the archipelago has continuously served 

as a living laboratory (Klein, 2018). One of the most notorious experiments conducted was the 

coercive sterilization of one-third of Puerto Rican women in the 1960s (Klein, 2018). Denis 

(2015) reported that in the 1920s and 1930s, a campaign for sterilization was formed from a 

growing concern in the United States about “inferior races” and the decline in Anglo-Saxon 

bloodlines. In 1927, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the State of Virginia could sterilize whom 

it deemed unfit such as anyone who was mental deficient, promiscuous, and of races other than 

Anglo Saxon (Denis, 2015). By 1937, U.S. Public Law 136 legalized all sterilization in Puerto 

Rico, even for non-medical reasons (Denis, 2015). Many drugs were tested on Puerto Ricans 

such as birth control pills and hormones that were four times greater than the drugs entering the 

United States (Klein, 2018). Many pro-independent Nationalists were exposed to radiation under 

the U.S. government for the purpose of assassination; defenseless prisoners were burned alive in 

their cells (Denis, 2015). A report was delivered by Congressman Edward Markey on November 

of 1986 about the “Guinea Pigs” and decades of 31 radiation experiments on 695 U.S. citizens in 

Puerto Rico sponsored by the U.S. Army and U.S. Atomic Energy Commission (Denis, 2015).  
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Contemporary Racial Issues 
 

The racial classification in the United States is a binary opposition between Black and 

White (Gravelee, 2005). The non-Whites include all persons with any amount of non-White 

blood (Cruz-Janzen, 2001a; Davis, 1998). In the U.S. anyone with any trace of Black blood 

would be barred from categorization as “White,” as opposed to Puerto Ricans where any trace of 

“White blood” was sufficient to keep an individual from being categorized as “Black” (Loveman 

& Muniz, 2007).  

Puerto Ricans, who are American citizens, are often viewed as an immigrant group and 

lumped with all Latinos or Hispanics (Rodriquez, 1994). Many Americans do not know that 

Puerto Ricans are fellow citizens (Rodriguez-Diaz, 2018). Polls taken in the aftermath of 

Hurricane Maria indicated that only 50% of the American population grasped that Puerto Rico is 

a territory of the United States and its people are U.S. citizens (Gibson, 2017).  

According to an analysis by Five-Thirty-Eight, both online and broadcast media gave 

Puerto Rico much less coverage than hurricanes that hit Texas and Florida, even though Puerto 

Rico is more populous than 21 states (Lopez, 2017). Furthermore, Lopez (2017) stated that 

research has shown that people are simply much less likely to sympathize and empathize with 

those who belong to other racial groups and, therefore, are less willing to send help.  

A 2007 study examined the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and found that people tended 

to believe that victims in racial groups to which they did not belong suffered fewer emotions like 

anguish, mourning, and remorse than the victims in racial groups to which they did belong; as a 

result, participants were less willing to help victims of a different race (Lopez, 2017). Similarly, 

in a 2009 study in which participants looked at images of people in pain, scans of the 

participants’ brains showed more activity if the person in the image was of the same race as the 
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participants (Lopez, 2017). Lopez (2017) further elaborated by saying that once someone relates 

to the person who is suffering, it becomes much easier to empathize. This is especially 

concerning when it comes to policymakers and the public who are majority White (Lopez, 2017).  

The United States is not unique to racial dilemmas. Latin American countries institute 

and maintain social, economic, and political structures that disenfranchise their African and 

indigenous population (Cruz-Jenzen, 2001b). Afro-Latin and indigenous populations have 

developed a disdain for dark skin as a by-product of colonization (Anderson, 1991; Martinez, 

1993). Latino cultures are deeply immersed in secret; many light-skinned Latinos attempt to 

conceal their non-White ancestors (Cruz-Jenzen, 2001b). Among Cubans, the idealization of 

light skin has existed historically, despite the attempts of Fidel Castro’s revolution to eliminate it. 

Today, status in Cuba is based upon gradations of skin color and covertly or overtly affects all 

aspects of Cuban life (Canizares, 1990). Puerto Ricans have been no less susceptible to color 

issues within the group (Lakshmanasamy & Madheswaran, 1995). There is a persistent denial of 

African heritage among Puerto Ricans (Quiñones-Rivera, 2006). The implicit message conveyed 

is that the phenotype of the dark-skinned body is defective, unattractive, undesirable, and 

socially embarrassing (Quiñones-Rivera, 2006). Although not covertly acknowledged or legally 

executed, Latino racism is covertly condoned and promoted in practice.  

African influence has shaped and still shapes Puerto Rican culture, music, graphic arts, 

and literature (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). However, according to Mendez-Mendez 

and Fernandez (2015), the prejudice that divides the world into Black and White, inferior and 

superior, has also made an appearance in Puerto Rico, and the proud recognition of African roots 

is sometimes met with resistance. Pre-existing economic and racial inequalities have existed in 
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Puerto Rico for decades. This was worsened by Hurricane Maria as it exacerbated deep-rooted 

issues and revealed them to the global community (Fernández-Toledo et al., 2018).  

Today, few Puerto Ricans identify as Afro-Puerto Ricans because of the long history of 

discrimination, police brutality, and persecution (Santiago-Valles, 1996). This phenomenon 

creates enormous stress within and among Puerto Ricans. It causes dark-skinned Latinos to be 

crueler towards other dark-skinned Latinos than other groups (Comas-Diaz, 1995). Caserios 

(project housing) are commonly associated with negros (Blacks) and with drugs, alcoholism, 

prostitution, and violent crime. Urbanizaciones are associated with higher social status, and their 

residents are generally assumed to be blancos (Whites). The mountain interior is associated with 

Whiteness and the coast is associated with Blackness (Gravelee, 2005). The Island leaders 

continue to focus on White European roots. Many Puerto Ricans including dark-skinned ones are 

quick to negate the existence of racism among them while regarding those of apparent ancestry 

as inferior. They believe that a successful life means lighter-skinned generations of children 

(Cruz-Janzen, 2003). For Black Puerto Ricans in general, lack of an education guarantees 

poverty and the most menial jobs (Roman, 2002).  

A local community leader from the municipality of Loiza, home to one of the largest 

Afro-Puerto Rican populations, explained after a visit by Center for American Progress (CAP) 

that systemic racism against Afro-Puerto Ricans perpetuates housing, unemployment, and 

education problems (Denton & Villarubia, 2007) A study in 1988 found that Puerto Ricans living 

in low- income communities, particularly Black males, were more likely classified as delinquents 

and criminals and that the Island’s penal and legal system disproportionately singles out young 

Black and dark-skinned urban males and females for police identification and persecution 

(Santiago-Valles, 1996). 
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Some Puerto Ricans prefer to describe themselves as Indio. There may be a consensus 

that being Indio is more beautiful, or more authentic, than being Black and they prefer to claim 

this over Black identity (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). Blacks were not a central part of Puerto Rican 

identity; instead, Jibaros or White rural peasants from the interior region were considered 

“authentic” Puerto Ricans (Duany, 2002; Torres-Robles, 1999). 

Racism between island born towards mainland born Puerto Ricans exists. Miriam 

Jiménez (2008) has analyzed negative portrayals of Puerto Ricans in New York in contrast to a 

recent YouTube video that described Puerto Ricans from the Island as 80% White, very preppy, 

and classy, while “Nuyoricans” appeared as Afrocentric, ghetto, and more likely to be found in 

prison than college. Hip-Hop and Rap have had Puerto Rican roots in New York, which have 

been invisible due to issues of coloniality and the U.S. racial-market dynamic (Miriam Jiménez, 

2008). These markets defined musical genres either as African American or Latino, a fact that 

makes Afro-Puerto Ricans invisible (Arroyo, 2010). 

Education for the Puerto Rican Diaspora 
 
The Puerto Rican Educational System  

Educational and skilled job opportunities for LatiNegros remain limited and some do not 

have access to secondary school education or college (Cruz-Jenzen, 2001b). Most schools are 

poorly funded and staffed, lacking financial resources (Cruz-Jenzen, 2001b). Most professions 

requiring college preparation continue discriminating against dark-skinned persons, particularly 

those of apparent African background (Roman, 2002). Remaining on the Island is certain to lead 

to unemployment or underemployment; education does not guarantee equal access to prestigious 

and lucrative jobs. Migration out of Puerto Rico to the United States, citizens of color will 

confront a different construction of racial identity and racism (Duany, 1998). 
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While United States mainland school practices silence and often exclude Puerto Ricans 

from texts and textbooks, schools on the Island are upholding “racial whitening” as a social 

value. School texts and practices silence, trivialize, and simplify the history of slavery, and it is 

concluded that these maneuvers distance Blackness from Puerto Rican identity and silence 

racism while upholding racial democracy and blanqueamiento as a social value (Godreau, Reyes 

Cruz, Franco Ortiz, & Cuadrado, 2008). Text and images of Black people only appear in the 

chapter about African heritage; Blacks are completely absent from chapters about Tainos or 

Spaniards (Godreau et al., 2008). This study also observed that children described Spaniards as 

lazy and cruel but powerful, while Tainos had agency and slaves had none. In addition, students 

learned that Puerto Ricans are mixed and, therefore, not Black (Godreau et al., 2008).  

Dr. Georgina Falú affirmed the absence of textbooks that discuss history and African 

heritage in the schools and universities in Puerto Rico (Quiñones-Rivera, 2006). She described 

how the educational system has deprived children of knowledge about their African heritage and 

failed to provide an encouraging environment in which they could build a positive and strong 

identity that embraces their African past and present.  

An ethnographic research at an elementary school in Puerto Rico showed how elementary 

teachers and students produced and reproduced common racial anxieties, bringing to the fore 

tensions and contradictions in a national discourse that professes racial equality but continues to 

value Whiteness over Blackness (Godreau et al., 2008). This research suggested that the 

challenge is to turn that intuitive supposition into a fertile space for collaboration between 

teachers and academics that can better guide Puerto Rican children in their daily encounters with 

racial discrimination in the classroom and elsewhere (Godreau et al., 2008).  
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A Puerto Rican author described her third-grade experience by remembering a classmate 

calling her negra carbon (charcoal black). This author described being ashamed of her father’s 

black family, and only wanted the presence of her mother’s blond and blue-eyed family. The 

author wrote, “In the case of Puerto Rico, silence keeps us as passive participants of culture, 

replicating systems of oppression inherited from imperialism” (Velazquez Vargas, 2008, p. 11).   

Cruz-Jenzen (2001b) described how a teacher did not allow her to play the role of the 

mother of Christ in a community Christmas celebration. The teacher claimed the mother of 

Christ could not be Black and selected a blond-haired girl to play the role. Cruz-Jenzen also 

stated other roles in school to include slave and servants. These educational practices taught that 

non-Whites could not represent the nation’s ‘greatness’ but could serve as servants to the great 

White leaders. Cruz-Jenzen stated that a schoolteacher punished a White female classmate for 

dating a ‘puro negro’ (very Black) male student. The teacher stated that “Every sheep should 

keep with their own partner”—an admission that interracial marriages are frowned upon. 

The United States Educational System  

The Island has experienced and continues to experience mass exodus. Black low-skilled 

or highly educated Puerto Ricans find themselves pushed towards African American 

communities not only by Whites but by their light-skinned compatriots who do not want to 

identify with them (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). The African American community has been engaged in 

a 500-year struggle for survival and it holds on to the few crumbs of opportunities tossed at them 

(Cruz-Janzen, 2003). In 2001, Puerto Rican students in U.S. mainland urban public schools had 

the highest high school dropout rates of any ethnic group in the nation; 41% of Puerto Rican 

young males and 32% of young females are without a high school or GED diploma in New York 
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alone (Treschan, 2010, pp. 8-9). New York City in particular has a long history of failure when it 

comes to Puerto Rican students completing school with high school diplomas (Reyes, 2012).  

This early history of failure in the 1950s led Dr. Antonia Pantoja and other Puerto Rican 

educators and community leaders to found ASPIRA (a Puerto Rican and Latino nonprofit 

organization) to foster the social and educational advancement of Puerto Rican students. In 1983, 

ASPIRA of New York produced a report documenting that up to 68% of Latino students were 

dropping out of city schools (Reyes, 2012). In New York City, many Latino students who are 

frequently also poor attend segregated public schools (Fessenden, 2012). These same schools 

were found to have the least experienced teachers, the most teachers teaching out of certification, 

the highest rates of teacher turnover, and diminishing numbers of Black and Latino teachers in 

New York (New York City Coalition for Educational Justice, 2007). Low-performing high 

schools spent less per pupil and were more segregated and more overcrowded when compared 

with their affluent, White-majority, suburban counterparts (Noguera, 2008). This problem is not 

unique to New York City but is visible throughout the nation. U.S. schools are characterized by 

increasing racial segregation and widespread racial disparities in academic achievement 

(Noguera, 2008).  

According to some researchers, because behaviors such as academic achievement are 

identified with White Americans, minorities are reluctant to adopt them because they consider 

them inappropriate for their groups (Gonzalez, 1999). Today, scholars have described that 

Blacks, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, and Native Americans view schooling as a form of forced 

assimilation to White cultural values and equate academic success with “acting White” 

(Noguera, 2008). Traditional Hispanic/Latino folklore throughout Spain, Latin America, and the 
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United States, especially children’s literature, is replete with examples of dehumanization and 

the invisibility of dark-skinned and Black Latinos (Cruz-Janzen, 1998). 

An exception to this phenomenon were the Puerto Rican students studied at an urban high 

school in Chicago who did not associate school success with “Whiteness.” These students were 

academically successful while maintaining their ethnic identity. These Puerto Rican students had 

no qualms about succeeding because, for them, success was not exclusively White. The high 

achievers in this study remained and defined themselves as Puerto Ricans while excelling in 

school (Gonzalez 1999). The interaction of factors such as minority status, social class, the 

sociocultural context of the school, and ethnic identities influenced how involuntary minorities 

reconcile academic success and ethnic identity (Gonzalez 1999). These factors influenced how 

they conceptualized race and the construction of their ethnic identity varies according to school 

context, social class, and ethnic group. The way in which involuntary minorities construct their 

ethnic identities affects their performance in school (Gonzalez, 1999). 

Theoretical Framework 

Glanz, Rimer, and Viswanath (2008) described theory as a set of interrelated concepts, 

definitions, and propositions that explain or predict events or situations by specifying relations 

among variables. Theories are by nature abstract and not constant or topic-specific (Glanz et al., 

2008). Social science theories are better understood as models that work in a limited range of 

settings, rather than laws of science which hold and apply universally (Glanz et al., 2008). Glanz 

et al. stated that theories in research included the following: philosophical assumptions about 

what constitutes social reality (ontology), what we accept as valid evidence of that reality 

(epistemology), the means by which we investigate that context (methodology), and the means by 

which we gather evidence (methods).  
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Critical Race Theory  

Critical race theory (CRT) challenges the micro/macro levels of inequities that impact 

communities of color; it examines relationships among race, racism, and power that are 

constructed and represented in society (Ladson Billings & Tate, 1995). The major goal of CRT is 

the elimination of racial oppression as part of the larger goal of eradicating all forms of 

oppression (Matsuda, 1989). CRT recognizes that racism is endemic in U.S. society; it is deeply 

ingrained legally, culturally, and even psychologically. CRT crosses epistemological boundaries; 

it borrows from liberalism, law and society, feminism, Marxism, poststructuralism, cultural 

nationalism, and pragmatism to provide a more complete analysis of “raced” people (Tate, 2016). 

In addition, CRT reinterprets civil rights law in light of its limitations, illustrating that laws to 

remedy racial inequality are often undermined before they can be fully implemented. In 

education, multicultural perspectives are built on or closely associated with the civil rights laws 

developed in the 1960s (Tate, 2016). CRT portrays dominant legal claims of neutrality, 

objectivity, colorblindness, and meritocracy as it camouflages for the self-interest of power 

entities of society (Tate, 2016).  

CRT was introduced in the mid-1970s by legal scholars, lawyers, and activists in the 

interest of examining race, racism, and power structures (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 

1995). The American public and administration became weary of race and required new 

strategies and theories to deal with subtle, institutionalized, color-blind forms of racism (Delgado 

& Stefancic, 2001). Derick Bell, an African American professor from Harvard and NYU, and 

Alan Freeman, a White scholar teaching at the State University of New York, laid the foundation 

for the movement. Tate (2016) described Bell as the most influential source of thought in CRT. 

Bell (1984) described the goals of his book Race, Racism and American Law as contributing to 
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the discussion of race in American society and promoting political activism to achieve racial 

justice. Bell contributed groundbreaking analysis of conflict of interest in civil rights litigation 

and of the role of White elite self-interest in explaining the twists and turns of Blacks’ racial 

misfortunes (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). In their article in the Yale Law Journal, Ladson-

Billings and Tate (2016) also noted that Bell pointed out that lawyers for elite civil rights 

organizations like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 

were eager to pursue law reform agenda and innovation while the client community wanted 

something else—for example, better schools. It is important to point out that these new strategies 

from the civil rights movement to deal with subtle, institutional, or color-blind forms of racism 

were also described as micro-aggressions around the same time. 

Since the inception of CRT, a number of other scholars have utilized this theory to 

contextualize the ideological dimensions of race and racism as they relate to inequitable 

experiences of people of color (Ladson Billings & Tate, 1995). For example, Solorzano (1997) 

described five tenets that can inform theory, research, pedagogy, curriculum, and policy: (a) the 

intersection of race and racism and other forms of subordination; (b) the challenge of dominant 

ideology; (c) the centrality of experiential knowledge (d) the utilization of interdisciplinary 

approaches; and (e) the commitment to social justice in education. Other notable authors of CRT, 

as mentioned above. are Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995), who applied CRT to the educational 

setting. Vaught and Castagno (2008) posited that racism is systematic and not at the individual 

level, while Harris (2008) described the construct of “Whiteness as property” and explained the 

intersection of race and property as the intersection of race and property rights in education, 

which leads to inequalities. Perez and Ceja (2010) described how CRT is used in several studies 
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to document inequalities in the U.S. educational system, and Rousseau and Tate (2003) reported 

that teachers erroneously assumed that teaching diverse groups equates with equality and equity. 

Theory of Colorism 

In 1963, Seda Bonilla first published the only semantic study of how structure of color in 

Puerto Rico is organized (Seda Bonilla, 1972). Colorism, a tenet of CRT, studies discrimination 

against persons based on their physiognomy, regardless of their perceived racial identity (Harris, 

2008). Colorism describes how light skin is prized over dark skin, and European facial features 

and body shapes are prized over African features and body shapes. Colorism is often conflated 

with similar racial phenomena such as the concept of “passing” and is also sometimes referred to 

as “skin tone discrimination” (Harris, 2008, p. 52). Harris (2008) described that intraracial 

colorism occurs when members of a racial group make distinctions based on skin color between 

members of their own race; interracial colorism occurs when members of one racial group make 

distinctions based on skin color between members of another racial group. These concepts of 

race are historically contingent on supremacy of European (White) standards of skin, eye color, 

nose, lips, shapes, and sizes. The phenomenon of colorism is marked not only by a preference for 

lightness, but by an overvaluing of a “European” appearance and a devaluing of features 

associated with an African heritage (Harris, 2008). 

Latinos use various and contradictory techniques to cope with phenotypic/racial 

discrimination (Lopez, 2008). The view of ethnicity in Puerto Rico emphasizes ambiguity as a 

defining feature of emic ethnic classification (Gravelee, 2005). According to this view, the 

primacy of phenotype over descent leads to the proliferation of categories with uncertain 

boundaries and fluid meaning (Gravelee, 2005). The ascription of color in Puerto Rico is 

primarily a matter of physical appearance—especially defined by skin color, hair texture, and 
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facial features—such that not even siblings need be assigned to the same emic category (Duany, 

2002; Hoetink, 1967; Seda Bonilla, 1972). Physical features such as hair is divided into pelo 

bueno (good hair) and pelo malo (bad hair); shapes of noses are divided into aperfilado 

(aquiline) or aplastado (flattened); and lips are judged for their thickness with bembes (thick 

lips) being the thickest (Lopez, 2008). Gravelee’s (2005) study confirmed that previous 

suggestions that skin color and hair form are the primary dimensions of semantic structure 

(Duany 2002; Seda Bonilla 1972). An individual’s “color” may vary in accord with changes in 

his socioeconomic status (Mintz, 1956, p. 411). The Puerto Rican model of racial classification 

“color” is marked by the proliferation of terms along a continuum from blanco (White) to negro 

(Black). Godreau (1999) mentioned at least a dozen terms that include Trigueño (wheat-colored). 

Trigueño/a often possesses traces of European phenotypes distancing the person from darker 

skin (Quiñones-Rivera, 2006). Trigueño/a or Trigueñito/a is associated with upward mobility 

and ethnic or cultural ‘lightening’ (Torres & Whitten, 1998). Santos-Febres (2001) described 

other terms to describe variations of color: mulata, jabá/grifa (high yellow), Moreno (black or 

dark Mulatto), and un poquito quemaíta (medium-brown or slightly burned). This gradation from 

brown to black somehow legitimates why so many visible Black Puerto Ricans do not classify 

themselves as strictly Black. Rather, they view themselves as a combination of races (Quiñones-

Rivera, 2006). Negrito/a (little Black person) is a term of endearment. When a White person uses 

such a term, the meaning suggests a reminder of their abject race and social status (Comas-Diaz, 

1995). Among Puerto Ricans, negro, moreno, and moyeto are reserved for Black persons. In the 

United States, these labels are applied to Africans and African Americans (Rodriquez, 1994). 

Tarcualitos are Blacks who would prefer to be White and believe that the only way to improve 

their social lot is by marrying White (Rodriquez, 1994). Prietuscos are Blacks who publicly 
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affirm their Blackness and do not accept being called negro/a derisively (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). 

Jibaros have been known to be of mixed racial heritage and glorified within popular folklore as 

the indomitable product of cimarrones, runaway Tainos, Blacks and Whites who fled to the 

safety of the forest and mountains (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). Jibaros are considered the only true 

Puerto Ricans, representative of the vast racial mixing that is the majority of the Puerto Rican 

society (Cruz-Janzen, 2001a). There is growing literature on more recent phenotype 

modifications among Latinos such as bleaching creams, hair dyes, and colored eye contacts 

(Hall, 1994; Ruiz, 1998).   

It is common to express longing for inclusion based on appearance (Lewin, 2005). What 

they identify in terms of culture and ancestry has been a major source of debate among Puerto 

Ricans (Pe-a-Pérez, 2000). Given this diversity, it is not easy to define an identity, belief system, 

and set of values that all Puerto Ricans share. Many Puerto Ricans preferred to be considered 

White over Indian and Indian over African (Duany, 2002), or to claim cultural identity over 

racial identity (Rodriquez, 1974, 1992). Latinos have written of the thrill of being able to pass for 

White, distancing themselves from their African heritage, and even separating themselves from 

their Spanish background that is now considered a lower status (Parrilla de Kokal, 1999).   

Theory of Colonialism and Postcolonialism  

Colonialism was the imperialist expansion of Europe into the rest of the world during the 

last 400 years, in which a dominant center carried on a relationship of control and influence over 

its colonies (Mercadal, 2018). This relationship tended to extend to social, pedagogical, 

economic, political, and cultural exchanges, often with a hierarchical European settler class and a 

local, educated elite class forming layers between the “mother” nation and the various 
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indigenous peoples who were controlled (Mercadal, 2018). This system carried inherent notions 

of racial inferiority and exotic otherness.  

Postcolonialism is a study of the effects of colonialism on cultures and societies 

(Mercadal, 2018). It is concerned with how European nations conquered and controlled these 

groups and how these groups have since responded and resisted those encroachments (Mercadal, 

2018). Postcolonialism, as both a theory and a study of political and cultural change, goes 

through three broad stages: an initial awareness of the social, psychological, and cultural 

inferiority enforced by being colonized; the struggle for ethnic, cultural, and political autonomy; 

and a growing awareness of cultural overlap and hybridity (Mercadal, 2018).   

Postcolonialism is a disciplinary field and an interdisciplinary methodology grounded in 

poststructuralist and postmodern critique (Botella-Ordinas, 2017). It addresses questions about 

identity, hybridity, gender, sex, race, species, language, knowledge, modernity, transnationality, 

multiculturalism, and cosmopolitanism (Botella-Ordinas, 2017). Botella-Ordinas (2017) stated 

that as a methodology, postcolonialism provides several theories as a guide for transdisciplinary 

research to give voice to agents, relations, practices, representations, knowledges, narratives, and 

subaltern cultures silenced by traditional disciplines. Postcolonialism is referred to “in challenge 

to” as opposed to “after” colonialism (McClintock, 1992). Many scholars prefer the term 

postcolonial without the hyphen as in post-colonial because it is less suggestive of chronological 

or ideological supersession (Rukundwa & van Aarde, 2007). The philosophy underlying this 

theory is declaring war against the present realities which, implicitly or explicitly, are the 

consequence of the past (Rukundwa & van Aarde, 2007). It is the study of the effects of 

colonialism on cultures and societies.  
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Postcolonialism is the field of study of the sociopolitical, cultural, and economic legacy 

of the era of European and American global domination (Mercadal, 2018). It distinguishes 

among different types of colonialism such as the American, French, and British, and among 

different types of domination within one nation or region (Mercadal, 2018). The field examines 

the residual political, socioeconomic, and psychological effects of colonialism (Mercadal, 2018). 

It focuses on the following: (a) awareness of the social, psychological, and cultural inferiority 

enforced by being in a colonized state; (b) the struggle for ethnic, cultural, and political 

autonomy; and (c) an awareness of cultural overlap and hybridity (Bahu, 1996). Race, gender, 

ethnicity, economics, geography, popular culture, development, and neocolonialism are among 

other fields with which postcolonial theory connects (Mercadal, 2018).  

Contemporary postcolonial scholars have examined issues of power, politics, economics, 

religion, arts, and culture in general, and the dynamics of these elements in relation to colonial 

hegemony (Mercadal, 2018). Postcolonial critique recognizes anti-colonial movements as the 

source of inspiration for its politics and allows people emerging from sociopolitical and 

economic domination to reclaim their sovereignty and equity (Rukundwa & van Aarde, 2007).       

Postcolonialism allows us to unmask the operation of power and identify the role of 

power by naming social and political exchanges as postcolonial (Silbey, 1997). Postcolonials 

want to show how colonized cultures are constructed from an elitist perspective without regard to 

tradition, gender, race, and class, and how it all relates to the nexus of power and knowledge. 

Postcolonial theory reveals how colonialism has been socially constructed and “sold” to various 

cultures so that ideas of what it means to be desirable or undesirable are created and perpetuated 

by both the colonizer and the colonized (Manning, 2006).  
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Young (2001), a postcolonial theorist, managed to trace the origins of postcolonial theory 

through history from the beginning, showing that the theory is a product of what the West says 

are anti-slavery activists and anti-colonialists. Young drew three perspectives from which 

postcolonialism theory emerged: moral, political, and economic. According to Young, the first 

example of an anti-colonial campaign was in 1542, attributed to Bishop Bartolomé Las Casas of 

the Catholic Church in Spain. Las Casas questioned the moral and legal grounds of the Spanish 

occupation of America (Young, 2001). He drafted a short account of destruction of the Indies 

and the genocide that had been practiced under the blessing of the Spanish king as well as the 

Pope’s permission for missionaries from Spain and Portugal to undertake expeditions to America 

(Young, 2001). This campaign was eventually joined by other European anti-colonialism 

activists. In the 1540s, the Bishop of Nicaragua refused to keep silent about the brutality of the 

Spanish colonialists against the Amerindians; in 1550, Juan del Valle, Bishop of Popayan in 

Colombia, dedicated himself to preaching equality and challenged the oppressive regime forced 

on the people of Latin America (Young, 2001). The anti-colonial campaign was then taken up by 

Simon Bolivar at the beginning of the 19th century in South America (Young, 2001).  

According to Young, Karl Marx argued that the motive behind colonization is economic 

and he discussed colonial expansion in relation to the economic effects of capitalism. The writer 

Adam Smith wrote in his 1776 book, The Wealth of Nations, that colonies are not a product of 

good planning, “wisdom and policy,” but “rather [are] effects of their disorder and injustice” 

(Young, 2001, p. 82). Edmund Burke, a famous campaigner of equal rights in the 18th century in 

the colonies, also addressed his critiques at the “abuses of power and intolerance of the norms, 

social practices and institutions of other cultures in British colonies” (Young, 2001, p. 79). In 

1793, Bentham challenged European countries to liberate their colonies; his commitment was 
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later converted into a credo for colonial liberation and adopted as a discourse for human rights 

then endorsed by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 (Young, 2001). Despite 

declarations of equal rights, oppression and economic exploitation still prevail in today’s world 

(Rukundwa & van Aarde, 2007). The field of postcolonial studies arose in the 1950s and 1960s 

as a scholarly effort seeking to understand the long-term effects of colonization in both the 

colonizers and the colonized (Mercadal, 2018). As the discipline took shape in the 1960s, issues 

of nationalism, hegemony, and empire were at the forefront of postcolonial studies (Mercadal, 

2018). 

Postcolonial studies fully bloomed in the 1980s, with an explanation of the 

transformation of political and economic relationships in a world that had seemed to become 

increasingly interdependent and in which clear distinction that once defined national cultures had 

become hazy (Mercadal, 2018). Young (2001) stated that postcolonial theory emerged mainly 

from experiences of oppression and struggles for freedom in the continents of Africa, Asia, and 

Latin America which was associated with poverty and conflict.  

Postcolonial theory is built from the colonial experiences of people who engaged in 

liberation struggles around the world, particularly from countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin 

America (Rukundwa & van Aarde, 2007). It engages in the psychology of both the colonized and 

the colonizer, those both engaged in and affected by colonization and imperialism, and their 

refusal to endure subjugation (Rukundwa & van Aarde, 2007). Postcolonial theory raises self-

consciousness and revolutionizes the minds of the colonized and the colonizer to build a new 

society where liberty and equity prevail for all (Rukundwa & van Aarde, 2007). In the era of 

postcolonialism, Puerto Rico is a “postcolonial colony” in the sense that the majority of Puerto 
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Ricans identify strongly with the Puerto Rican nation, although they do not aspire for a sovereign 

nation-state (Duany, 2002).  

Theory of Racial Democracy  

Race relations in Latin America were more benign than in the United States because of 

the differences in the social and economic climate of both regions (Lopez, 2008). Racial 

democracy claims that racial prejudice in Latin America is lower or essentially absent than the 

race-based violence, lynching, hate crimes, and racial protests of the United States (Peña, 

Sidanius, & Sawyer, 2004). Racial democracy theorists attribute Latin America’s racial 

egalitarianism to three major factors. The first factor is that Iberian conquerors of Latin America 

had the experience of living under the political hegemony of the Moors for nearly 800 years 

(Peña et al., 2004). The second factor is that Catholicism regarded Native Americans, and even 

African slaves, as people with souls and equally loved by God (Peña et al., 2004). The third 

factor is that Iberian colonists established sexual and emotional relationships with the Indian and 

African slaves, creating more positive attitudes toward those of African descent and resulting in 

the high rates of miscegenation we see today (Peña et al., 2004).  

Puerto Ricans believe they have a fair society based on social rather than racial rank. 

There is an assumption that one could overcome the circumstances of birth color by educating 

oneself and gaining economic wealth and stature within the community (Tumin, 1969). It was 

proposed that this was due to the amount of miscegenation, the smaller proportions of slaves, and 

milder forms of racial prejudice compared to other societies in America (Dungy, 2005). By 

contrast, some critical race theorists have refuted this notion, given the fact that Whites enjoy 

discernible advantages over Blacks in the areas of health, education, income, profession, status, 

and political power in Latin America (Peña et al., 2004). These critics have argued that the goal 
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of both the United States and Latin America is still White hegemony and maintaining racial 

oppression (Twine, 1998). Puerto Rico espouses a similar discourse of racial democracy as do 

many other Latin countries in the region. Puerto Rico has been called the “Whitest of the 

Antilles” due to the canonization of theories that emphasize the Spanish identity as the crux of 

Puerto Ricanness (Flores, 1993; Jiménez-Román, 1996’ Santiago-Valles, 1996). Puerto Rican 

racial democracy discourses reinforce the assumption of a Whitened Puerto Rico through 

privileging Whiteness while contradictorily foregrounding race mixture (Rivera-Rideau, 2013).  

Puerto Rican racial democracy posits that Puerto Ricans are the descendants of African, 

European, and indigenous ancestry and the history of race mixing has produced a society devoid 

of racial discrimination (Rivera-Rideau, 2013). However, European cultural practices are 

considered influential and significant while those from indigenous or, especially, African 

communities are thought of as least important (Dávila, 1997; Godreau, 1999). These assumptions 

distort, omit, and obscure the contributions of Black communities to Puerto Rico’s culture, 

history, and society (Rivera-Rideau, 2013).  

In 1956, the government of the first elected governor Luis Muñoz Marín strove to define 

a unique Puerto Rican national culture as part of its larger political project under Law 89, which 

established the Institute de la Cultura Puertoriqueña (ICP) to conserve, promote, enrich, and 

disseminate the cultural values of Puerto Rico (Rivera-Rideau, 2013). The director Ricardo 

Alegria expressed a profound commitment to “racial democracy,” claiming to incorporate the 

Spanish, indigenous, and African elements of the Puerto Rican identity (Rivera-Rideau, 2013). In 

fact, ICP privileged the European cultural practices over the indigenous or African ones, 

reflecting White bias inherent to dominant constructions of Puerto Rican national identity 

(Rivera-Rideau, 2013). 
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In summary, theories can guide research to help identify what information is needed to 

design an effective intervention strategy, provide insight into how to design a program so it is 

successful, or understand why people do or do not behave in certain ways (Glanz et al., 2008). 

CRT challenges ahistoricism in a contextual/historical examination of the law and a recognition 

of the experiential knowledge of people of color in analyzing the law and society. Critical race 

scholars are engaged in a dynamic process, seeking to explain the realities of race in an ever-

changing society. Postcolonialism is a critical mode of analysis that allows us to explain the co-

production of identities through cultural formations (Manning, 2006). Postcolonial theory 

formulates its critique around the social histories, culture differences, and political discrimination 

that are practiced and normalized by colonial and imperial machineries (Rukundwa & van Aarde, 

2007).  

The theory of racial democracy has refuted claims that Latin American countries have a 

history of “Whitening” privileges and laws that give jobs, land, tax breaks, and other benefits to 

European immigrants in an effort to decrease the relative portion of Blacks (Marx, 1998; Moya-

Pons, 2000; Nobles, 2000; Wade, 1997). These theorists have argued that proponents of racial 

democracy make the mistake of viewing race relations through the lens of prism of race relations 

in the United States (Peña et al., 2004). Thus, the present study examined the experiences and 

perceptions of the participants along with policies, statistics, media information, historical 

documentation, and data, all framed within a critical race lens—particularly the lens of 

postcolonial effects and racial democracy—thereby creating a theory of the experiences of the 

participants affected by Hurricane Maria.  
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

This study of the perceptions of Puerto Ricans displaced by Hurricane Maria used 

qualitative methodology framed in Critical Race Theory (CRT) to describe and explain the 

participants’ experiences of Hurricane Maria. Esterberg (2002) stated that “qualitative 

researchers try to understand the meanings of social events for those who are involved in them” 

(p. 3). The researcher and the participants co-constructed emergent theories that framed the lived 

experiences of Hurricane Maria. Qualitative inquiry allows a researcher to explore the 

complexity of identity within social contexts while paying careful attention to details and 

nuances in an effort to communicate perceptions and reality in their own terms (Patton, 2002). 

The researcher selected eight male and female adult Puerto Ricans who relocated to the mainland 

USA as a result of Hurricane Maria. These participants described their perceptions, experiences, 

challenges, and educational outcomes as related to the Puerto Rican and U.S. governments’ 

response to the disaster. The participants in this study were selected as they spoke to their unique 

lived realities and inequalities due to the governments’ practices and policies during and after 

Hurricane Maria. The researcher’s goal was to engage in qualitative inquiry with an explicit 

agenda of exposing power, economic, and social inequalities. The researcher analyzed 

interviews, coded transcriptions, and triangulated interviews with secondary source data, 

including policies, news articles, and historical accounts to understand the participants’ voices as 

they told their stories. Critical Race Theory framed the case study methodology and allowed the 

participants to voice their perceptions and lived experiences within the context of race, class, and 

educational outcomes post-Hurricane Maria.  

Solorzano and Yosso’s (2002) five elements of Critical Race Theory helped frame the 

analysis of the data: (a) the permanence of racism and the compounding factor of race within 
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other forms of oppression;  

(b) rejection of the notions of color blindness, race neutrality, and meritocracy; (c) a call to social 

justice; (d) the positioning of people of color at the center of the conversation, and (e) the 

utilization of knowledge and methods from across disciplines to shed light on oppression. 

Research Questions 

Overarching Research Question 

1. How did colonialism, race, and class in Puerto Rico play a role in natural disaster 

policies and allocation of relief efforts that impacted affected families including 

access to education?  

Subsumed Research Questions 

2. How did displaced Puerto Ricans describe the way in which the United States and 

Puerto Rican governments handled the victims of Hurricane Maria?  

3. How did displaced Puerto Ricans describe how race played a role in the way the 

United States and Puerto Rican governments handled support for Hurricane Maria? 

4. How did displaced Puerto Ricans describe how social class played a role in the way 

the United States and Puerto Rican governments handled support for Hurricane 

Maria? 

5. How did displaced Puerto Ricans describe their experience with education after 

Hurricane Maria?   

6. How did displaced Puerto Ricans perceive social conflict and inequity in the policies 

and relief efforts as a result of Hurricane Maria? 
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Procedures 

Role of the researcher  

This researcher focused on the experiences of the displaced Puerto Rican participants. 

The researcher took an emic stance to co-construct knowledge about the experiences of the 

participants and their conditions. The researcher also co-constructed meaning with the 

participants through the analysis of the semi-structured interviews. This researcher recognized 

that bias exists and the way to reduce bias in interpretations was through the collection of thick 

rich data, member checks, and data source triangulation of the interviews, policies, news articles, 

and media information. This researcher acknowledges an innate view that inequality and 

oppression exists and desired to examine and expose inequalities and hidden relations of power 

that lie within the stories of the participants related to their experiences after Hurricane Maria.   

Positionality 

The researcher’s personal and professional experiences were the motivating factors for 

this study. As a young bilingual student in New York City, the researcher experienced 

educational inequities compared with his suburban and wealthy peers. These inequities included 

a lack of updated multicultural texts and inadequate teacher training about cultural sensitivity. As 

a child, the researcher felt a sense of disconnect with the school system in charge of socializing 

and providing an inclusive educational experience. As an educator and world traveler to over 30 

countries worldwide, the researcher recognized that issues of social inequities continue to exist in 

societies and in classrooms worldwide and particularly in the United States. The researcher’s 

personal, educational, and professional experiences helped shape the notion that these inequities 

affect students socially, emotionally, and psychologically, thus resulting in increased educational 

failure. The inspiration for this research began upon the arrival of students and families who fled 
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the disaster in Puerto Rico created by Hurricane Maria. These young English Language Learners 

had much to share of their experiences. The families of these students stated that they felt 

helpless because they did not have a voice or anyone to advocate for them. The findings from 

this research should provide insight into these families’ experiences and perceptions. This 

research gives a voice to these participants in an effort to improve social justice and inequities in 

society and the educational system.   

Table 1 below presents a “worldview matrix” involving the researcher’s worldview, a 

constructivist paradigm, and a critical/transformative paradigm. 

Table 1 

The Worldview Matrix 

Researcher’s Worldview Constructivist Paradigm Critical/Transformative 
Paradigm 

Ontology (Reality): What is 
the nature of reality?   

No absolute truth, reality 
differs, emic co-constructing 
meaning. 

Social change occurs by 
giving a voice to the 
voiceless, inequalities exist.  

Epistemology (Knowledge): 
What is knowledge?   

Knowledge is co-constructed 
between the researcher and 
participant. 

Exposing inequalities and 
giving a voice to the 
oppressed, promote social 
awareness. Participants 
collaborate.  

Axiology (Values): What is 
the role of values?  

To negotiate shared 
interpretations, views, and 
value the research process to 
reduce bias. 

To work towards increasing 
social justice.  

 

Bounding the Case 

The parameters of this study were defined in terms of topic, time, place, and participants. 

The topic of this research was the perceived racial discrimination experienced by Puerto Ricans 

dislocated within the Northeast region of the United States. Data collection occurred over six 

months, from December 2019 to April 2020. Transcribing the interviews and thematically coding 
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the data took three months. The participants included three male and five female adults who were 

Hurricane Maria victims. Each interview lasted about 90 minutes, with 30-minute follow-up 

interviews conducted in a quiet public location. Secondary source data included policies, news 

articles, and statistics associated with the disaster, which the researcher collected over six 

months. 

Sampling 

The researcher employed purposeful selection criteria sampling techniques. Purposeful 

sampling is a selection strategy where the researcher deliberately selects participants based on 

their ability to provide information on questions that are relevant to the study (Maxwell, 2013). 

Selection criteria included those who moved to the Northeast region of the United States as a 

result of Hurricane Maria. The participants were approached using a snowball sampling 

technique and were included if they could provide specific perspectives and information about 

Hurricane Maria. Snowball sampling is the selection of participants from the networks of extent 

participants (Gee, Ryan, Laflamme, & Holt, 2006). This method generates a study sample 

through referrals made among people who share or know of others who possess some 

characteristics that are of research relevance to the research (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981).  

Participants were found when several contacts from the University in Connecticut, a 

Connecticut high school, a Long Island college, and a nonprofit organization in New York and 

New Jersey were contacted to solicit participants for this study.  

Data Collection  

The researcher conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews with eight Puerto Ricans to 

understand and make meaning of their perceptions, experiences, and outcomes as related to the 

Puerto Rico and U.S. governments’ response to Hurricane Maria. These interviews were used “to 
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explore a topic more openly and to allow interviewees to express their opinions and ideas in their 

own words” (Esterberg, 2002, p. 87). This provided the researcher and opportunity “to listen 

carefully to the participants’ responses” (p. 87). The semi-structured interview questions 

(Appendix D) were framed within the critical theory constructs of postcolonial and racial 

democracy. Parker and Lynn (2002) stated that the CRT framework is a way to link theory and 

understanding about race from a critical perspective to actual practice and actions for activism, 

social justice, and change. This framework guided the construction of the interview questions 

used to analyze issues of social class and power as related to the participants’ perceptions of the 

Puerto Rican and U.S. governments’ response to Hurricane Maria. As Solorzano and Yosso 

(2002, p. 23) stated:  

A critical race methodology provides a tool to “counter” deficit storytelling. Specifically, 

a critical race methodology offers space to conduct and present research grounded in the 

experiences and knowledge of people of color. As they describe how they compose 

counter-stories, the authors discuss how the stories can be used as theoretical, 

methodological, and pedagogical tools to challenge racism, sexism, and classism and 

work towards social justice.  

Semi-structured interviews. The interview questions were developed to allow the 

participants to tell their thoughts, opinions, perspectives, and descriptions of specific experiences 

(deMarrais, 2004). The question format and guide provided structure for the interview. As the 

researcher was a native speaker of Spanish, several interviews were conducted in Spanish when 

requested by participants to provide linguistic comfort for a fluid conversation. Transcripts in 

Spanish were then translated into English and the transcript grammar was “cleaned up” without 

distorting meaning for readability. 
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The interview process in this study followed Jacob and Furgerson’s (2012) 10 

recommended steps: (1) start with your script; (2) collect consent’ (3) use a recording device’  

(4) interview in a quiet, semi-private place; (5) block off enough time; (6) show concern, care, 

and interest for the participant; (7) use counseling skills to help interviewees feel heard; (8) keep 

focused; (9) listen; and (10) end with your script.  

The researcher pilot-tested the interview questions for improvements with well-informed 

volunteers to determine the extent to which the questions related to the intent of the research and 

to increase the legitimation of the findings (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). Rubin and Rubin’s (1995) 

three elements of qualitative interviewing were used. First, participants were encouraged to 

describe their worlds in their own terms. Second, a relationship between the interviewer and 

interviewee was established. Third, ethics and standards were imposed to judge the quality of the 

research, the humanity of the interviewing relationship, and the completeness and accuracy of 

the write-up of the findings.  

Prior to beginning the interview, participants were informed about the study, their rights 

to participate or opt out per IRB requirements, and the opportunity to have their voices and 

concerns heard and their responses contribute to knowledge about Hurricane Maria. Participant 

anonymity was assured by using assigned pseudonyms. Data including transcripts, recordings, 

and pseudonyms were kept secure.  

Secondary sources. Policies and documentation such as the Foraker Act, the Jones Act, 

the Stafford Act, statistical information on deaths and immigration, and narrations from news 

and media reports about the response to the hurricane were all collected over a 6-month period. 
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Data Analysis  

The researcher thematically coded interviews to make meaning of the verbal responses. 

During this process, the researcher continually evaluated the responses to the questions and 

elicited details using Creswell’s (2009) suggested six steps of analyzing data: (1) preparing and  

organizing data, (2) exploring and coding data, (3) coding to build description and themes,  

(4) representing and reporting findings, (5) interpreting the findings, and (6) validating the 

accuracy of the findings.  

The data analysis involved eight transcribed participant interviews that were initially 

coded, then coded for themes. The thematically coded interviews were then triangulated with 

secondary source data that included policies, media reports, and historical reports. The 

thematically coded interviews and secondary source data were analyzed within the CRT 

theoretical framework. 

Participants were individually interviewed within time considerations of this study to add 

to or change their thoughts to any of their responses. Participants were then provided with the 

transcripts within 7 days to check, amend, or elaborate on their responses.  

The first step in preparing and organizing the data in the researcher’s analysis was to 

listen to each recorded interview from beginning to end to be fully immersed in the narrative. 

The transcriptions of the interviews were then completed within a day or two of the interviews 

by the researcher. Throughout the process, the researcher remained aware of preconceived 

notions and biases. 

The transcripts were analyzed to create initial codes using a line-by-line method. Coding 

line-by-line allowed the researcher to identify associations between data (Charmaz, 2014). The 

researcher then built descriptions and themes using Creswell’s (2009) coding approach. 
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Figure 1 depicts the data collection and analysis processes that the researcher used to 

conduct this study. 

Figure 1 

The Data Collection and Analysis Processes for This Study 

 

 

Validity and Credibility  

The researcher employed member checks, thick rich data, triangulation, searching for 

rival explanations, expert audit, and reflexivity to increase credibility of the findings.  

The researcher used member checks to give the participants the opportunity to comment 

on the researcher’s themes and interpretations of the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 

2002). After the interview, the researcher checked back with the participants to ensure that the 

findings reasonably described their experiences, thereby minimizing researcher bias (Glaser & 

Straus, 1967). This included setting up a second meeting to review emerging themes to 

determine the accuracy of the interpretations of the findings.  

Participant qualitative interview 

Interview transcribing and 
member check 

Initial coding, coding for themes: 
expected, unexpected, unusual, 

met theoretical perspective

Triangulation of Coded 
interview, secondary sources, 
CRTs = Inference and findings
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The researcher triangulated data by collecting information from a diverse range of 

individuals, policies, and documentation including the Foraker, Jones,  and Stafford Acts, 

statistical information on deaths, immigration, and narrations from news and media reports about 

the response to the disaster.  

The researcher considered negative or disconfirming evidence as part of the logic of 

validity testing as recommended by Patton (2015). The researcher accomplished this by 

examining both the supporting and discrepant data to assess whether there were plausible 

alterative conclusions.   

Throughout the study, the researcher solicited feedback from committee experts, 

professional educators, and scholars within the field of Social Science and Education. This 

helped to identify and reduce bias that could threaten the conclusions.  

The researcher also maintained a research journal reflecting thoughts and reactions after 

every interview as well as debriefing notes with trusted professionals to be transparent and 

describe relevant experiences that may have influenced how the topic emerged and how the data 

w/ere interpreted (Creswell, 2009; Greenbank, 2003). 

Human Subjects  

Internal Review Board (IRB) permission was obtained before any collection of primary 

source data. The documents including transcripts, recordings, and code numbers were kept 

secure on a password-protected computer.   
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS 

The purpose of this critical case study was to examine participants’ perceptions of how 

the United States and the Puerto Rican government responded to Hurricane Maria and if race had 

an influence on their responses. This study identified how Puerto Rican socioeconomic and racial 

sub-groups were affected differently and how participants viewed their relationship with the 

United States and to each other. This study used postcolonialism and the theory of racial 

democracy as a framework to study the perceptions of Puerto Rican participants who moved to 

the United States after Hurricane Maria. Eight participants were interviewed and secondary 

sources including statistics, policies, reports, empirical studies, and news articles were included 

in the analysis.   

The six research questions were used to organize the results in this chapter: 

1. How did colonialism, race, and class in Puerto Rico play a role in natural disaster policies and 

allocation of relief efforts that impacted affected families including access to education?  

2. How did displaced Puerto Ricans describe the way in which the United States and Puerto 

Rican governments handled the victims of Hurricane Maria?  

3. How did displaced Puerto Ricans describe how race played a role in the way the United States 

and Puerto Rican governments handled support for Hurricane Maria? 

4. How did displaced Puerto Ricans describe how social class played a role in the way the United 

States and Puerto Rican governments handled support for Hurricane Maria? 

5. How did displaced Puerto Ricans describe their experience with education after Hurricane 

Maria?   

6. How did displaced Puerto Ricans perceive social conflict and inequity in the policies and relief 

efforts as a result of Hurricane Maria? 
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Qualitative Data Analysis 

Eight participants—three males and five females ages ranging from 26-80—were 

purposefully selected for this study. Table 2 below summarizes the demographics of the 

participants in this study.  

Table 2 

Interviewee Demographics 

Participant Alex Carolina Diana Guillermo Helena Irma Karen Luis 

Age 26 27 35 53 70 68 56 80 

Gender M F F M F F F M 

Race Latino 
White No Se Latina Latino 

Good 
Mulatto 
Black Black Afro-PR Black 

POB Humacao Caguas San Juan Caguas Santurce NYC Rio 
Grande Salinas 

Raised Yauco Caguas Caparra Caguas Santurce Santurce NYC Santurce 

Education Masters Assoc. Assoc. 10th 
Grade Masters B.A. Post-Grad Post-Grad 

Profession Human 
Services Cashier Recep-

tionist 
Black 
Smith 

Social 
Work 

Travel 
Agent 

Educa-
tion Lawyer 

Social Status Evolving Middle Middle Poor Poor Middle Middle Middle 
 
Names are pseudonyms  
POB = Place of Birth 
Raised = the place where they spent much of their youth 
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Emergent Interview Themes 

Analysis of the qualitative data responses involved grouping the data according to the 

following five constructs: (a) The Hurricane Experience (Destruction, Community Solidarity, 

and Migration; (b) Race and Class (Colorism and Covert Racism); (c) U.S. Government 

Response (Negligence, Contemptuous, and Homogeneity); (d) Puerto Rican Government 

Response (Negligence, Corruption, and Politics); and (e) Educational Interruption (Negative 

Educational Attainment and Educational Racial Silencing). The experience described the 

participants’ accounts of Hurricane Maria. Race and Class as a construct presented how 

participants defined race, class, and interrelationships within the Puerto Rican community and 

the United States. United States Government Response presents the participants’ perceptions of 

how the United States responded to and managed resources for Hurricane Maria relief and if race 

and class were factors in that response. Puerto Rican Government Response expresses the 

participants’ perceptions of how the Puerto Rican government responded and managed 

Hurricane Maria and if race and class were factors in that response. Educational Interruption and 

Attainment specifies the accounts of the participants, including their family members, regarding 

any form of educational interruption, continuation, and attainment either in Puerto Rico or the 

United States.  

Participants’ Perceptions of the Hurricane Experience  

Thematic analysis of the interview transcripts revealed three themes: (a) Destruction,  

(b) Community Solidarity, and (c) Migration. Collectively, participants described the hurricane 

as destructive, catastrophic, devastating, horrifying, ferocious, and a “big bad wolf.” This 

“monster” contained howling winds, rains, and vibrations like “a vacuum” destroying everything 

in its path. The participants indicated feelings of abandonment, anxiety, anguish, and fear. One 
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participant stated, “It was raining, it seemed that the wind was screaming with courage and fury, 

that was traumatic for me.”  

The participants observed major hurricane damage to the Island’s infrastructure, 

including roads, bridges, travel ports, and gas and electrical lines, and structural damage to 

public buildings, including homes, schools, and hospitals. The participants reported major 

inconveniences such as long lines for limited resources, no drinking or running water, no 

communication or electricity, and severely limited access to monetary funds. Participants in this 

study also reported enduring the extreme heat without air conditioning or clean clothes. Many 

had to alter daily activities, abandon their homes, and eventually migrate to the mainland United 

States. One participant said, “Many had to leave to the mainland due to the environment being 

too lousy to move forward.” Another said, “I decided to leave everything lost behind and start for 

Hartford.” Klein (2018) described parts of the Island without water and power, mudslides, and 

down trees as a result of Hurricane Maria. Areas were abandoned leaving empty roads and bare 

concrete foundations (Goodell, 2018). More than 600,000 people migrated out of Puerto Rico 

since Hurricane Maria (Echenique & Melgar, 2018) and left to Florida, New York, Pennsylvania, 

New Jersey, and New England (Hernandez, 2018).  

The hurricane impacted the participants physically, psychologically, educationally, and 

economically.  They described hunger, heat exhaustion, stress, and no medication, water, or 

hospital access. Sewer treatment was disrupted resulting in contaminated water, increased health 

risks, and a high death toll. One participant stated, “People including children were on the streets 

starving because school canteens were not opened to them.” Another stated, “We were really 

facing a monster.” Several described that they and their families experienced psychological 

trauma, depression, and stress. They also indicated that education was interrupted due to 
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government negligence. The U.S.-appointed fiscal oversight also known as PROMESA approved 

school closures and decreased educational funding. The PROMESA law was created by 

President Obama in 2016 to control Puerto Rico’s finances and was charged with overseeing the 

liquidation of Puerto Rico’s assets to maximize debt repayment demands and cuts to pensions, 

health care, schools, highways, bridges, ports, ferries, water systems, and national parks (Klein, 

2018). The defunding of pensions and school closures in Puerto Rico compelled educational 

professionals to seek jobs on the U.S. mainland. Participants stated that there were better 

opportunities for their families by migrating to the U.S. mainland where they were able to 

receive aid from nonprofit organizations or locally funded state entities. Several participants 

stated that economics affected themselves and their families when they lost work. Other stressors 

included school closures, loss of livestock, destruction of crops, and elimination of tourism. 

Lluveras (2018) found that 4 in 10 Puerto Ricans reported losing a job in the storm’s aftermath, 

80% of crops were destroyed, an estimated 500-700 physicians and surgeons left the Island, and 

over 280 schools closed. Klein (2018) described the migration a result of forced privatization of 

health institutions, massive layoffs, school closures, reductions in social rights, and high levels of 

government corruption. 

Table 3 below highlights the themes that emerged from coding the interviews. 

Destruction, Community Solidarity, and Migration, as appears in the first column. The second 

column highlights findings from news articles, statistics, and policies that support the 

thematically coded participants responses.  
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Table 3: Hurricane Maria Experience, Themes, and Secondary Source Summaries  

Theme Secondary Source 

Destruction News: 
On September 20, 2017, Hurricane Maria struck Puerto Rico as a Category 4 
causing significant damage to the electrical infrastructure, houses, and roads 
(Rodriguez-Díaz, 2018). 
Residents from remote parts of the island found themselves without power, 
water, and totally cut off from the rest of the Island due to mounds of fallen 
mud, trees, and branches (Klein, 2018). 
Tens of thousands of people are still living under the blue tarps that were 
installed by FEMA on houses that had their roofs blown off (Goodell, 2018). 
The island is still waiting for 18 billion dollars in federal funds due to Hurricane 
Maria (Hernadez & Carujo, 2020).  

Statistics: 
Harvard University recently conducted a study that suggests over 4,600 people 
died due to Hurricane Maria (Joplin, 2018). 
Participants: 
“It was raining, it seemed that the wind was screaming with courage and fury, 
that was traumatic for me.” 
“We were really facing a monster.” 
“There was a Puerto Rico before and after.” 

Community 
Solidarity  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

News: 
President Trump’s administration initially denied a request to waive the ‘Jones 
Act’ restriction that was hindering cheap and speedy foreign importation of 
gasoline and other needed supplies to other ports on the island (Palen, 2017). 
The Trump administration could have sent in the United States Navy Ship 
(USNS Comfort), a massive floating hospital, instead, the ship was sent late and 
sat nearly empty for weeks (Klein, 2018). 

Policy: 
The Jones Act restrains the ability of non-U.S. vessels to engage in commercial 
trade with Puerto Rico and PROMESA limits the Puerto Rican government’s 
response by restricting the amount of resources the state can mobilize locally 
(Rodriguez-Díaz, 2018). 
Participants: 
“Roads were obstructed, we had to move trees and debris from the road so that 
neighbors could get gas and water since aid hadn’t arrived.”  
“We had a neighbor, an old man who lived alone, he needed help so we helped 
him with food and water and we had to share whatever we had…the United 
States National Guard took too long.” 
“People including children were on the streets starving because school canteens 
were not opened to them.” 
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Table 3 (continued) 
 

Migration  News: 
Economically 4 in 10 Puerto Ricans reported losing a job in the storm’s 
aftermath, 80 percent of crops were destroyed, an estimated 500-700 physicians 
and surgeons left the Island, and 283 schools closed (Lluveras, 2018). 
Statistics: 
The Harvard study mapped Puerto Rico’s hurricane migration with mobile 
phone data and found that nearly 400,000 people immigrated out of Puerto Rico 
since Hurricane Maria (Echenique & Melgar, 2018) and an additional 200,000 
residents are estimated to leave by the end of this year to Florida, New York, 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New England (Hernandez, 2018). 
Participants: 
“I decided to leave everything lost behind and start for Hartford.” 
“Many had to leave to the mainland due to the environment being too lousy to 
move forward.” 
“We had to leave, there was no other alternative we came to Connecticut in 
despair.”  
 

 

Community solidarity and mobilization were themes that emerged from the participants’ 

interviews. Most participants stated that they observed community solidarity and mobilization in 

their local environment and aid from the Puerto Rican diaspora located on the mainland. Puerto 

Rican communities, both resilient islanders and those living on the mainland, rose to the 

occasion in solidarity despite inadequate response from the United States and Puerto Rican 

governments. Media images and stories showed communities rallying to assist elders in getting 

drinking water, clearing debris from roads, and organizing shared cooking spaces (Rodriguez-

Diaz, 2018). While education and social services were not provided by either governments, 

participants were able to access aid once arriving to the mainland. Local agencies and 

organizations provided much of the services needed to acclimate families into their new 

environment, locate jobs, and provide educational and social services. With emergency 

management leaders, Governor Malloy and emergency management leaders of Connecticut 
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worked with social service agencies and charitable organizations to ensure that new arrivals 

would have resources and access to health insurance, housing, and schools (Rigg, 2017). School 

district superintendents were directed to have protocols in place so that newly arrived students 

received immediate access to school and the services they needed (Rigg, 2017). The U.S. 

executive-appointed Oversight Fiscal Board PROMESA’s defunding of educational resources, 

was exacerbated by Hurricane Maria.  

Race and Class 

Race is defined in terms of biological traits, phenotypic differences in skin color, hair 

texture, and other physical attributes (Omi, 2001). However, the term race is also a social 

construction in the social sciences (Loveman & Muniz, 2007). Social class is defined as societies 

that are characterized by members having unequal amounts of wealth, prestige, or power 

(Schaefer, 2004). In Puerto Rico, an individual’s color often varies depending on socioeconomic 

status (Mintz, 1956). Table 4 below presents the emergent themes and terms for race and class. 

Table 4: Race and Class Emergent Themes and Terms 

Themes Operational Terminology 

Colorism Colorism ‘color gradient’ is based on distinctions on a 
continuum rather than sharp categorical separations 
(Schaefer, 2004). 

Covert Racism Subtle racism within norms of association, affiliation, 
group membership and identity (Coates, 2011). 

 

Two themes associated with race and class emerged from the interviews: colorism and 

covert racism.  

Colorism. Participants described themselves and their family members as Latinos first, 

followed by vernaculars used to describe skin color. Colorism is a tenet of critical race theory 

focusing on the discrimination against persons based on their physiognomy, regardless of their 
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perceived racial identity (Harris, 2008). Colorism is the discriminatory treatment of individuals 

falling within the same “racial” group on the basis of skin color (Harris, 2008). As Guillermo in 

this study said, “I am Latino that is of wheat color.” Caroline stated, “I am Latina but if you are 

asking my color, I would say it’s White.” Colorism accordingly depends on skin tone as opposed 

to race as a construct, ancestry, origin, phenotype, or biology. Participants stated that there was a 

variety of skin tones within their family; therefore, race cannot be a dichotomy as it is in the 

United States. Alex stated, “We are Latinos, I thought that was a race…. If we use metrics of the 

U.S., then Latino is ethnicity and race is color…. Then I am White, not Caucasian.” Carolina 

said, “My daughter is dark-skinned and had racial issues in school.” Luis stated, “We had 

problems with my son. The police asked who the parents of this Black kid is, while his mother 

was standing there…. He assumed because she is White, the boy wasn’t her kid. Come on, this is 

Puerto Rico.”  

Colorism describes how light skin is prized over dark skin, and European facial features 

and body shapes are valued over African features and body shapes (Harris, 2008). As Helena 

stated, “Even if a Black colored man who is smart with a good job wants to marry a White 

woman, her family will tell her she can’t marry him because she would be moving the family 

backwards.” Guillermo said, “Race are persons of colors. There is light, brown, beige, black.” 

Luis stated, “Just about everyone in Puerto Rico has Black ancestry…even White ones…. The 

reason why the question is asked…where is your grandmother, the Black woman we hide.” 

These responses suggest that Latinos come in a variety of colors within a mixed family that are 

different from a Black and White dichotomy.  

Covert racism. Covert racism emerged as a construct in this study and refutes Puerto 

Rico’s racial democracy. The theory of racial democracy challenges claims that Latin American 
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countries have a history of “Whitening” privileges and laws that give jobs, land, and tax breaks, 

and other benefits to European immigrants in an effort to decrease the relative portion of Blacks 

in Puerto Rico (Marz, 1998; Moya-Pons, 2000; Nobles, 2000; Wade, 1997). The participants in 

this study stated that covert subtle racism, classism, inequalities, biases, discrimination, 

segregation, and silencing exist among Puerto Ricans. As Carolina stated, “My daughter had 

problems in school in Puerto Rico because her skin is dark. Another kid bullied her and called 

her a monkey.” Luis said, “You never see any physically identifiable Black person holding high 

strategic positions within the governmental structure in Puerto Rico.” Nydia said, “The rich 

believe they are better than the other classes because they have more.” Karen stated, “There is 

only one race, the human race…. However, we know that politically and economically, humans 

have been divided into races.” Guillermo indicated, “I’d imagine that the people of the town of 

Loiza were treated badly after the hurricane since it’s a Black town.” Helena said, “There are so 

many Black girls who prepare in college and are brilliant and are not given opportunities because 

the White elite discriminate.” Luis stated, “I invited a poor Black man to eat with me at a 

restaurant that I frequent…the waiter said that I could not come in with him because he did not 

have proper clothing. I told the waiter he is wearing what I wear when I come here and you don’t 

want him here because he’s Black and you won’t say that to me because I’m a lawyer.” Irma 

stated that with the “majority of Puerto Ricans, if you ask them if there is racism, they will deny 

it and say there is no racism, but that’s incorrect.” Karen asked, “Do you ever see a Black Puerto 

Rican in government office, holding high position jobs, or even on the large advertisement 

billboards on the highway?”  

Participants also described covert racism being part of attaining an education when they 

described the defunded educational system and its curriculum. Luis said, “The schools don’t 
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teach about the achievement of people of color on the Island. They skip and rather talk about the 

Taino Indians as opposed to the Africans.” Carolina stated, “My daughter had problems in school 

when they would call her names because of her color and I told the kids that we are all the 

same…. Like a crayon box we come in different beautiful colors.” Karen said, “I had to defend a 

little Black girl in court because the school wanted to give her twice the punishment…suspend 

and expel… as they would give to a little White girl.”  

U.S. Government Response 

Puerto Ricans are U.S. citizens and taxpayers who help pay for disaster relief. They are 

entitled to the same response and financial help that the U.S. government extends to other states 

(Fernandez Cambell, 2017). Fernandez Cambell (2017) indicated that according to the Stafford 

Act, the government must provide similar help to Puerto Rico as it would to any other state. 

Table 5 below presents the three emergent themes, negligence, contemptuous, and 

homogeneity and terms related to the U.S. government response. 

Table 5: U.S. Government Response Emergent Themes and Terms 

Theme  Operational Terminology  

Negligence  Failure to take proper care in doing something. The United States 
has a duty to properly take reasonable action in responding to 
natural disaster emergencies, the actions taken did not meet the 
standard of reasonable care in accordance to participants’ 
responses.   

Contempt  The feeling that a person is beneath consideration. Participants 
described that the American government and people believe that 
Puerto Ricans are worthless or despised.   

Homogeneity  The state of being all of the same kind. Participants indicated that 
the American government see them as all part of the same group 
(second class citizens and minority) and therefore treated in the 
same manner.   

 

 



89 
 

The following themes emerged: negligence, contemptuous, and homogeneity.  

Negligence. Participants indicated that the U.S. government’s response demonstrated a 

level of negligence described as uncaring, poor, and unprepared. The overall perception of how 

the United States handled the emergency relief efforts of Hurricane Maria, according to 

participants in this study was that the U.S. emergency response was disconnected. They indicated 

that the situation was not taken seriously and was viewed as another burden to endure. The 

participants highlighted that the United States underestimated the damage and death incurred and 

said that the aid took too long to arrive, especially where it was needed the most. Arturo stated, 

“People in the campo had to bury their own relatives in the backyard because the aid never 

came.” Luis said, “Trump abandoned us and let more than 4,000 people die.” Alex said, “FEMA 

did not see people as people. They were numbers…more could have been done considering other 

states were restored in months and assistance to Puerto Rico took years.” Karen stated, “U.S. 

government responds the same way they respond to people of color such as with Hurricane 

Katrina and in Flint.” Karen also stated that “a cousin in the Air Force said they were not 

dispersed to Jayuya and Aibonito until a month after the people had been without food and 

water.” Diana said, “They didn’t treat us right, they should have allowed the other countries to 

help instead of blocking them and the ports because of policies.” Irma said, “Help didn’t arrive in 

the countryside until weeks…. We are an Island but there are helicopters, plenty of ports.” The 

Trump administration could have sent in the U.S. Navy Ship (USNS Comfort), a massive floating 

hospital; instead, the ship was dispatched late and sat nearly empty for weeks (Klein, 2018). 

President Trump downplayed the severity of the storm and related deaths (Robles & Rosa, 2019). 

He blamed the failing infrastructure for the difficult recovery process and declared that efforts to 
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provide food, water, and medical care were “doing well” (Phillip, O’Keefe, Miroff & Paletta, 

2017, p. 14). 

Contempt. Participants perceived that emergency efforts were negligent due to the U.S. 

government’s contemptuous attitude towards Puerto Ricans. Participants stated that the lack of 

sufficient aid was due to the marginalized citizenship Puerto Ricans hold. The United States 

views them as a separate group that holds “second-class” status of African or Native Americans, 

regardless of how European in phenotype they can be. Luis stated, “They don’t recognize our 

citizenship…. We are treated like second-class citizens and Congress can revoke our citizenship 

if they wanted.” Helena said, “President Trump treated the Puerto Rican people like beggars, 

offended and disrespected them by throwing paper towels at them.” Irma stated, “Trump treated 

us like trash.” Alex said, “Trump came to the island and said everything was okay without even 

traveling outside the convenience of San Juan.” Participants in this study stated that American 

people had contempt or negative racial perceptions of Puerto Ricans. Carolina stated, “In the 

U.S., a White man asked me if I was going to go back to my country. I felt intimidated and 

frustrated at the inability to defend myself with my limited English.” Arturo said, “I experienced 

a racist Puerto Rican Army man who had an American flag on his window who spoke ill of his 

Puerto Rican neighbors.” Helena stated, “Americans consider Puerto Ricans as inferior and 

ignorant.” 

Homogeneity. Participants stated that their perceptions of how emergency efforts were 

prioritized based on race and class demonstrated a racially homogeneous attitude towards Puerto 

Ricans by the U.S. government. Participants indicated that Puerto Ricans are seen holistically as 

a Latino group equivalent to Mexicans and other groups. Moreover, Americans do not 

disaggregate Puerto Ricans by race, color, location, or social class nor do they consider them to 
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be fellow citizens of the United States. Evidence of this notion was established in 1901, when a 

series of legal opinions argued that Puerto Rico and other territories ceded by the Spanish were 

full of “Alien races” who could not understand “Anglo-Saxon principles” (Little, 2017). Polls 

taken in the aftermath of Hurricane Maria indicated that only 50% of the American population 

grasped that Puerto Rico is a territory of the United States and its people are U.S. citizens 

(Gibson, 2017). Participants indicated that prioritization was based on the metropolitan area due 

to its strategic location, wealth, status, government center, tourism, and travel ports. Tourist 

sights, air and shipping ports, military bases, wealthy districts, and central government are all 

located in San Juan’s municipality or its borders.  

Participants stated that the U.S. government viewed them as non-White, regardless of 

location, social class, and race. Karen said, “U.S. views Puerto Ricans as Latinos or Hispanics in 

a homogeneous holistic manner.” Helena said, “Poor areas are also areas of people of color. 

They are all treated homogeneously by the U.S.” Carolina said, “Negligence happened because 

we are treated the same regardless of race, place, and class.” Luis said, “We are all the same 

second-class citizens to them.” Alex said, “We are Latins to them and beneath them in their eyes, 

so they were going help us in the same way…. Maybe blacks and poor would get the least help.”  

Puerto Rican Government Response  

The Puerto Rican government has a duty to its people; however, Puerto Ricans gave 

negative ratings to local Puerto Rican governments for their Hurricane Maria response (Clement, 

Zezima, & Guskin, 2018). News articles indicated that federal authorities unveiled a corruption 

investigation announcing the arrests and criminal charges of government officials (Mazzei, 

2019). Governor Ricardo Roselló stepped down due to an uprising and impeachment 

proceedings (Mazzei & Robles, 2019).  
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Table 6 below presents the emergent themes and terms related to Puerto Rican 

government’s responses. 

Table 6: Puerto Rican Government Response Emergent Themes and Terms 

Theme Operational Terminology  

Negligence Failure to take proper care in doing something. The Puerto 
Rican government has a duty to properly take reasonable action 
in responding to natural disaster emergencies, the actions taken 
did not meet the standard of reasonable care in accordance to 
participants’ responses.   

Corruption Dishonest, fraudulent conduct, abuse of power. Theft and 
mismanagement of funds.  

Politics Political discrimination based on political party affiliation. 
Prioritizing aid to towns affiliated with the party in power and 
neglecting the opposing party.   

 

The following themes emerged from the interviews with the participants concerning 

Puerto Rico’s government responses to Hurricane Maria: negligence, corruption, and politics.  

Negligence. The U.S. emergency response to Hurricane Maria according to participants 

in this study perceived the Puerto Rican government emergency response as poor, negligent, 

inept, and disorganized, with a minimal measure of response. Carolina said, “There was chaos, 

crime, looting, no communication, no supplies, no ambulance, people were dying.” She added, 

“The Puerto Rican government were ignorant and prepared halfway…. They did not want to take 

action until they saw a lot of people dying.” Diana stated, “There were many deaths 4,600 in 

villages where no one came to help…. People died of hunger as those meals in the containers 

never made it.” Guillermo said, “The Puerto Rican government lacked preparedness and 

neglected its people.” Helena said, “The governor neglected to help the people because they did 

not expect the hurricane to be so big…they were disorganized, inept.” Luis stated, “The Puerto 

Rican government knew this was coming, but they did the minimal preparations to protect their 



93 
 

people…. They are fraudulent, abuse their power and [are] inept…. They did not send out 

containers to help the people, set up hospitals, send out the military, or prepare the ports to 

receive aid around the Island.” Alex stated, “Although the people have a laissez-faire mentality, 

the government took small measures by sending out warnings but people did not listen…. The 

government should have done more to save lives.” Karen said, “The mayor of Caguas was 

vacationing in Florida and never came back to help his people…. He kept his family safe in 

Florida and the mayor of San Juan had to fight the governor and the president relentlessly in 

order to get help for San Juan and other areas…as did the mayor of Loiza who was up against the 

Governor’s politics and racism.” The mayor of San Juan, Carmen Yulín Cruz, made desperate 

appeals to President Trump to “save the people from dying,” to which he responded on Twitter 

that she had “poor leadership” (Phillip et al., 2017,  

p. 27). Mayor Cruz said at a news conference, “We are dying here…. If we don’t get the food 

and water into people’s hands, we are going to see something close to genocide” (p. 27). The 

mayor of Loiza who desperately asked for help for victims of Hurricane Maria in her town was 

asked what she felt about Mr. Trump’s relief effort; she responded, “Mr. Trump didn’t come to 

Loiza, he went to a town that’s rich…we are poor, very poor” (Usborne, 2017, p. 2).  

Corruption. Participants stated that the Puerto Rican government’s inept emergency 

response was due to government corruption, discrimination practices, and favoritism to the same 

political party affiliated with power. Participants noted how the government hid emergency 

resources from the public in an effort to distribute funds to their own families and embezzle 

emergency relief highlighting dishonesty to political constituents. Much of the corruption noted 

by the participants was supported by secondary sources. Arturo stated, “The Puerto Rican 

government was not prepared but they dishonestly said they were prepared.” Helena said, 
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“Puerto Rico mismanages the wealth, money is distributed among themselves while people 

suffer.” Luis stated, “The governor’s wife created a system to collect products and the people 

discovered the missing containers that were there to distribute among themselves, and the 

governments affiliates.” Luis stated, “The people were on the streets, literally there were starving 

children because the canteens were not opened to them…canteens were discovered hidden.” Luis 

said, “The journalists are investigating the government corruption, they are questioning the evil 

this government is doing…. The Commission of Chamber is doing an investigation on the 

mismanagement of some cases…. They are corrupt and do not have the knowledge of how to 

deal with citizens.” The news reported that Puerto Rico’s Governor Vazquez fired the Island’s 

Director of Emergency Management after a warehouse was discovered in Ponce with supplies 

for Hurricane Maria that included water, food, diapers, and more (Hoyos & Torres, 2020). Diana 

stated, “The Puerto Rican government has never had a good handling of things as such, there has 

always been corruption that includes deceiving the public and misappropriations of funds.” 

Guillermo stated, “The government of Puerto Rico is the problem, they are damaged with 

corruption.” Irma said, “I can’t deny that the Puerto Rican government had a lot to do with the 

poor manner in which the hurricane was handled. We had a lot of corruption…. We asked the 

governor to step down because money was sent via FEMA and other sources and it disappeared.” 

The news publicized that Federal authorities in Puerto Rico unveiled a corruption investigation 

announcing arrests and criminal charges against six people, including the former education 

secretary and the former executive director of the Puerto Rican Health Insurance consortium 

(Mazzei, 2019). Both were charged with unlawfully steering $15.5 million in federal contracts to 

politically connected consultants (Mazzei, 2019). This corruption was particularly egregious due 
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to the closing of hundreds of public schools, dwindling resources, and students in need of 

education assistance (Mazzei, 2019). 

Politics. The third theme titled politics dealt with political party affiliation 

discrimination. Participants stated that the Puerto Rican government based its decisions to supply 

aid to those persons of power who were aligned with their political party, regardless of race and 

class. The metropolitan area’s government power, wealth, distribution ports, and warehouses 

were the first to receive aid. Mayors and municipalities whose political parties were aligned with 

the central government’s party received aid, and the mayors and municipalities opposed to the 

central government’s political agenda were neglected. Governor Vazquez, the successor to 

Governor Rosselló, is a Republican and member of the New Progressive Party which advocates 

for statehood as residents of Puerto Rico are divided on this matter (Gonzalez, 2020). San Juan’s 

Mayor Cruz, a Democrat and member of the Popular Democratic Party which advocates for 

Puerto Rico’s status as an unincorporated, self-governed U.S. territory, was reported to have a 

Twitter fight with President Trump where in response she wore a shirt that said, “What’s nasty is 

your back to the Puerto Rican people” (Goodell, 2018, p. 15). President Trump accused Mayor 

Cruz that the Democrats told her to “be nasty to Trump” (Saenz & Kelsey, 2017, p. 1). Karen 

stated, “The Puerto Rican government was not prepared, was inept, indolent and inactive…they 

were dishonest, and the party of Governor Rosselló would receive assistance before others.” 

Karen added, “The Puerto Rican government assistance is based on the fact that those people 

will vote for them…. Let’s help these people because they are going to vote for us…. That’s a 

strategic way to use people sending them the wrong message.” Moreover, she said, “If you are 

from the political party of Rosselló, those towns and municipalities would have had quicker 

response.” Luis stated, “The Mayor of San Juan challenged the status quo, opposing the 
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Republican central government and the president…. They called her names and even the 

president of the U.S. tried to humiliate her. Guillermo stated, “If you do not have these panitas, 

friends in the government, you are not going to receive things easily.” Helena said, “The Puerto 

Rican government focused on those who belong to their political party or relatives at a time 

when they needed to show humanity for all peoples.” Helena responded that “Just like Hurricane 

Hugo, the Puerto Rican government helps their people of the popular party which is the pro-

statehood party.” Irma stated, “I do know that things were distributed by way of governor to the 

mayors…allocated supplies decided by the governor to his favored people.” Luis stated, “Mayors 

were complaining that they had no knowledge of how the governor’s office was going to provide 

aid to their towns…. They did not even know how many people were sick or dead…. The central 

government did not have coordination with the people who were not of interest to them.” Luis 

said, “The Puerto Rican government is Republican and supports Donald Trump and the mayor of 

San Juan who is a Democrat, but they have her crushed, mistreated, struggling, and they would 

not give her the funds she needs…. She brought the Puerto Rican diaspora to help.” Although the 

political party in power during Governor Ricardo Rosselló and subsequent Governor Wanda 

Vázquez Garced is pro-statehood, the Commonwealth is popular among many Puerto Ricans 

because the idea of becoming a state invokes the fear of higher taxes and erosion of their cultural 

heritage (Schaefer, 2004). Schaefer (2004) described how proponents of independence are 

promoting the need for Puerto Rico to regain its cultural and political autonomy. 

Educational Interruption and Attainment 

Academic studies have suggested that educational interruptions can have long-term 

consequences (Ordway, 2020). The National Center for Education (NCES) defined educational 

attainment as the highest level of education an individual has achieved. The participants’ 



97 
 

educational interruptions may lead to the inability to attain the educational degree they intended 

prior to Hurricane Maria.  

Table 7 below presents the emergent themes and terms related to educational interruption 

and attainment.  

Table 7: Educational Interruption and Attainment Emergent Themes and Terms  

Theme  Operational Terminology  

Negative Educational Attainment  Interruption in education, inability to access or 
continue education. Inability to obtain a degree due to 
school closures, migration, and language barriers.  

Educational Racial Silencing  The exclusion of a group of people from society in 
order to uphold racial whitening. This occurs when 
school text and practices silence, trivialize, and 
simplify the history of blacks and silence racism 
(Godreau et al., 2008). 

 

The following themes emerged from the interview with the participants: negative 

educational attainment and educational racial silencing.  

Negative educational attainment. Participants stated that they or a family member 

experienced educational interruption and attainment post-Hurricane Maria in Puerto Rico due to 

pre-existing financial issues that led to school closures, reduction in pensions, and compromised 

school building structural conditions. Participants stated they received some positive educational 

help from local state agencies and nonprofit organizations upon arrival to the mainland United 

States. Carolina stated, “Help came from local state agencies such as Capitol Region Education 

Council of Hartford Connecticut (CREC), San Juan Center for English classes in Connecticut.” 

Luis said, “Education was disrupted especially in poor communities due to closures.” Karen 

indicated, “Education was negatively affected…. No access for a while, they were used as 

shelters or had structural issues.” Helena noted, “The poor in the campo were most affected with 
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not being able to attend school due to inaccessible roads…up to a year out of school.” Helena 

added, “U.S.-appointed fiscal board cutback of schools and pensions to keep people uneducated 

and ignorant.” Karen said, “No educational emphasis from the U.S., the fiscal oversight 

defunded schools, closed them, and eliminated pensions causing teachers and staff to leave to the 

mainland.”  

Participants emphasized the defunding of pensions caused educational professionals to 

seek job opportunities on the U.S. mainland. Irma stated, “Schools closed without alternatives… 

families fled to mainland.” Participants indicated that aid was not provided post-Hurricane Maria 

in an effort to improve negative interruption and access to education from elementary through 

postsecondary. Irma stated, “School closure and interruption already existed due to fiscal board 

and was exacerbated by Maria.” Alex said, “My God, the professors were asking for outrageous 

things that people couldn’t even do that involved computers and power.” Alex added, “A lot of 

people were held back in school and their advances and opportunities were affected…. Having to 

wait six months or more could cost you a better job that determines everything.” Luis said, “The 

people of Puerto Rico begin to create an awareness of the big problem they have, because as long 

as they are not educated, they will suffer a lot.” Irma stated, “Many people stop going to school 

because they closed so many of them that students would have to walk miles to the nearest 

school…people had to move or leave the island.”  

Educational racial silencing. Theismeyer (2003) described that institutions such as 

schools, laboratories, courts, and the press promote or neglect democracy and freedom. 

Participants stated that educational inequalities and disparities existed between public and private 

schools, leaving those in the public schools at a disadvantage. Participants stated that Black 

ancestral racial silencing existed was a systematic problem for school management. Additionally, 
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the quality of education and racism preexisting in Puerto Rico affects a student’s education. Luis 

indicated, “Racial silencing exists in education…. The rich attend private schools.” Karen stated, 

“The public school education system is impoverished, and many schools are closed…. Education 

is inept and silences information about the ancestry and heritage of the people.” Luis stated, 

“There is a lot of racism in schools…even when you think they are Black… there are many 

people that humiliate them…. They react in what they teach them or lack of what they teach in 

school.” Luis said, “Education in Puerto Rico is terrible. All the issues come up on racial and 

gender that are not being discussed in schools nor do they want to explain to the children the 

difference.” Luis added, “There is a lack of education on the question of racism and 

transgenderism causing people to kill others because they are different…. They don’t want 

transgenders, they killed three of them…. Those leading the country and the schools are racist 

and homophobic.” Karen said, “The educational system in Puerto Rico fails to teach 

appropriately and to provide correct historical information about our heritage and ancestry.” She 

added, “Black children don’t see any identifiable Black person being governor or in any high 

strategic positions of government.” Karen also said, “Even in Puerto Rico, I had to defend and 

represent in court a young Black girl in school who was expelled while the White girl was not 

even given a suspension for the same exact infraction.” Helena stated, “The schools in Puerto 

Rico are not teaching about race, there is discrimination towards the poor and people of color…. 

Those children of the Dominican Republic are immigrants…. They don’t give them anything, 

they are treated as bad.” Helena further stated, “The education in Puerto Rico is flawed with 

ignoring the issues of race and that is intentionally done by the government in an effort to keep 

the people uneducated…. Uneducated people are easy to manipulate.” Carolina said, “I had 

problems with my daughter in school, she is dark-skinned…there was a girl who called her a 
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monkey and she was being bullied…. There is always a thing with Blacks in these schools…. I 

had to talk to these girls myself.” Afro-Puerto Ricans also suffer invisibility within schools and 

in society (Quñonez-Rivera, 2006). Children’s literature is replete with examples of the 

dehumanization and invisibility of dark-skinned and Black Latinos (Godreau et al., 2008). 

Summary 

Data from the cross-case and within-case analyses resulted in 12 major themes. The 

theme of Destruction emerged during the preliminary findings for the qualitative interviews and 

showed that participants described the hurricane’s destructive effect on the Island’s 

infrastructure, shelter, habitat, ecosystem, and resources. The basic human needs of food, shelter, 

and safety were compromised, and in some cases, it was fatal. A Harvard University study 

suggested that over 4,600 people died due to Hurricane Maria (Joplin, 2018). Community 

Solidarity emerged as a theme when participants described how the local community collectively 

helped one another by giving food to the hungry, clearing debris for emergency vehicles, and 

helping the elderly. Participants stated that children, elderly, and people in need of medical 

attention had no food and access to hospitals. Media images and stories showed communities 

rallying to assist elders in getting drinking water, clearing debris, and organizing shared cooking 

spaces (Rodriguez-Diaz, 2018). Migration emerged as a theme when participants stated that at 

the end, they needed to migrate out of the Island in search of jobs, education, basic necessities, 

and comfort. Participants found that conditions in Puerto Rico were not improving.  

Colorism emerged as a theme under the construct of Race and Class and concluded that 

race is viewed in terms of color gradient, depending on skin tone and phenotype. Seda Bonilla 

published the only semantic study of how structure of color in Puerto Rico is organized in 1963 
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(Seda Bonilla, 1972). Covert Racism emerged described as the level of racism that is based on 

the colorism described by the participants.    

Negligence on the part of the American government was evident in news articles and 

themes that emerged from interviews. Participants perceived that the United States responded to 

the emergency in a negligent manner and demonstrated a lack of action in the emergency 

response. President Trump visited Puerto Rico two weeks after Hurricane Maria and downplayed 

the severity of the storm and related deaths, instead complaining about the amount of money the 

United States would have to spend to help (Robles & Rosa, 2019). Contemptuous emerged as a 

theme when participants described why the U.S. government emergency relief was negligent and 

they were viewed as second-class citizens and different from Anglo Americans, treated instead 

as unimportant, inferior, and ignorant. Participants described that the U.S. government view 

them as not a diverse group of people with racial and socioeconomic subgroups. Rather, they 

were seen as the ‘Other’ which is a U.S. racial construct. Polls taken in the aftermath of 

Hurricane Maria indicating that only 50% of the American population knew that Puerto Rico is a 

U.S. territory and its people were U.S. citizens (Gibson, 2017).  

Negligence also emerged as a theme when participants described how their government 

responded to the emergency. They stated that the Puerto Rican government was not prepared for 

the hurricane and disorganized in its emergency response due to fragmentation between the 

central government and the town mayors. They news supported participants’ comments that 

political party affiliation and government corruption played a role. Participants stated how 

political parties aligned with the political party in power who prioritized emergency relief over 

those of the opposing party. Participants noted the confrontations between Democratic Mayor 

Cruz and Republican President Trump did not help. Mayor Cruz said, “This is not about 
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politics…we are dying here” (Phillip et al., 2017, p. 27). Corruption was noted as the participants 

described how the Puerto Rican government mismanaged the emergency response prior to, 

during, and after Hurricane Maria. The Puerto Rican government hid containers with emergency 

supplies, mismanaged funds, provided supplies to family and members of their political party 

family members, and were dishonest. Ten trailer containers were found undelivered and sitting in 

San Juan with water and baby supplies after a year since the hurricane (Robles, 2018). Governor 

Vázquez fired three officials after Hurricane Maria supplies were found in a warehouse in the 

city of Ponce (Vera & Romo, 2020). Corruption investigations have since lead to arrests and 

criminal charges against Puerto Rican government workers who unlawfully steered $15.5 million 

in federal contracts to politically connected consultants (Mazzei, 2019). President Trump stated, 

“You have a totally grossly incompetent leadership at the top of Puerto Rico” (Morales, 2019, p. 

17). 

The Educational Interruption and Attainment construct emerged from interviews with the 

participants defined as education affected by an interruption and the inability to further access 

learning. Participants indicated that there already existed a level of educational inequality due to 

the U.S.- appointed fiscal board’s defunding of the educational school system in Puerto Rico. 

This board was charged with cuts to pensions and schools (Klein, 2018) pre-existing before 

Hurricane Maria and included issues of racial silencing in schools and that children of color in 

particular were not included in the school history curriculum, ignoring the topic of racism 

entirely. Godreau, Reyes Cruz, Ortiz & Cuadrado (2008) described how elementary teachers and 

students produced and reproduced racial anxieties, tensions, and contradictions in a national 

discourse that professes racial equality. Black people only appeared in the chapter about African 

heritage and were completely absent from chapters about Taino Indians or Spaniards.  
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS 
 

This study used a qualitative case study design drawing on Critical Race Theory (CRT) to 

investigate the perceptions of Puerto Ricans who were displaced by Hurricane Maria. The 

researcher analyzed interviews, coded transcriptions, and triangulated secondary source data 

such as policies, news articles, and historical accounts utilizing CRT to centralize the factors that 

facilitated or hindered these participants. Critical race methodology allowed the participants of 

this study to voice their perceptions and lived experiences within the context of race and class as 

well as effects on their educational outcomes.  

The purpose of this study was to examine participants’ perceptions of how the U.S. and 

Puerto Rican governments responded to Hurricane Maria and if race had an influence on these 

responses. This study identified how socioeconomic and racial sub-groups were affected as well 

as how the participants viewed their relationship with the United States and with each other.  

Finally, the study also addressed how the educational continuation and attainment of 

these participants were affected. This critical qualitative case study used postcolonialism and the 

theory of racial democracy as a frame to study the perceptions of Puerto Ricans who moved to 

the United States as a result of Hurricane Maria. Critical Race Theory validates and centers the 

experiences of people of color and embraces subjective perspectives through storytelling that 

allows racialized and class experiences to inform research, policies, and practices (Delgado, 

1989). The researcher knows that inequalities and unbalanced of power exists and shares values 

that promote social justice and equality. Understanding the perceptions of the participants can 

help address detrimental policies associated with racism. This study highlighted the stories of 

disenfranchised participants, promoted equality, social justice, and change by bringing the voice 

of the participants to a larger audience.  
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Summary of the Results 

The Hurricane Experience  

In the face of destruction, community solidarity and the Puerto Rican diaspora played a 

role in survival. Participants used the analogy of “monster” to describe their hurricane 

experience. They described chaos and destruction from “people dying” to “blue tarp cities.” This 

destruction forced many families to evacuate the Island and move to the U.S. mainland. During 

and after the hurricane, community members went out into their communities to help others who 

were in despair. The Puerto Rican diaspora also played a role in securing and sending aid for 

victims upon arrival to the U.S. mainland from Puerto Rico. Community-level actions was 

fundamental in restoring access to neighborhoods and, ultimately, saving lives (Rodriguez-Diaz, 

2018). One major failure after the impact of Hurricane Maria was the time it took national and 

federal authorities to reach rural areas of Puerto Rico. Local community members assisted elders 

in getting drinking water, and clearing debris from roads while awaiting federal assistance 

(Rodriguez-Diaz, 2018). The Puerto Rican diaspora played a major role in preparing for and 

responding to the natural disaster including providing aid to those not currently living in Puerto 

Rico. The Puerto Rican diaspora placed pressure on politicians and on the national and 

international media and community solidarity was mentioned by all participants (Rodriguez-

Diaz, 2018). The people of these towns immediately went out to help their neighbors survive the 

devastation without the help of either government. They cleared debris from roads and provided 

the best possible emergency aid to their neighbors including the basic necessities they had to 

share. Community solidarity helped people survive the hardship and devastation of the hurricane 

and also brought the people of Puerto Rico together to enforce the governor to step down post-

Hurricane Maria.  
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Race and Class 

The findings from this study demonstrated the existence of covert racism in Puerto Rico. 

Participants described racial silencing in schools, verbal assaults, underrepresentation of Black 

people in positions of power, and overrepresentation of Blacks in poverty. The participants 

defined that racism was based on the concept of colorism between Puerto Ricans exists, although 

it was more benign in mainland United States. Participants stated that there was contempt by 

U.S.-born Americans towards Puerto Ricans holistically, regardless of color. One interesting 

theme that emerged was xenophobia towards people of Dominican descent in Puerto Rico. The 

literature indicated that historically racial mixing in Spanish-speaking territories resulted in a 

caste system (Sistema de castas). This system codified the rights of Whites over non-Whites 

(Lopez, 2008). The caste influenced laws set the stage for future discrimination based on 

phenotype or presumed racial appearance, as seen today in Puerto Rico. Social class is defined as 

societies that are characterized by members having unequal amounts of wealth, prestige, or 

power (Schaefer, 2004). An individual’s color in Puerto Rico may vary according to changes in 

his or her socioeconomic status (Mintz, 1956). Black individuals are encouraged to improve their 

race by marrying and reproducing with lighter-skinned partners (Quiñones-Rivera, 2006). 

Literature aligned with the participants’ accounts demonstrated that in Puerto Rico, most 

Puerto Rican people of color are discriminated against in government, universities, social clubs, 

banks, businesses, tourist facilities, and jobs. These groups are overrepresented in prisons and 

live in the poorest conditions (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). The media in Puerto Rico are constrained 

within a power structure in which Eurocentric views and national ideologies dominate 

(Quiñones-Rivera, 2006). This includes images on cable television networks, commercial media, 

the internet, and cell phones. Blackness, if any, is represented in such stereotypical roles as 
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servants, drug dealers, impoverished individuals, prostitutes, rappers, Dominican immigrants, 

slaves, and ‘mammies’ (Quiñones-Rivera, 2006) (see Figure 2 below).   

Figure 2: El Sistema de Castas/The Caste System 
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U.S. Government Response 

Findings from thematized interviews and the literature showed that the U.S. response to 

the hurricane was poor, negligent, and disconnected due to the country’s contempt for the Puerto 

Rican people’s marginalized citizenship. Literature highlights that the U.S. government 

demonstrated negligence when President Trump visited Puerto Rico two weeks after Hurricane 

Maria and downplayed the severity of the storm and related deathsk. Instead, Trump complained 

about the money the U.S. would have to spend in order to help (Robles & Rosa, 2019). Because 

Puerto Ricans are American taxpayers and pay for disaster relief, they should have been entitled 

to the same response and financial help as other states (Fernandez Cambell, 2017). The IRS 

collects some 3.5 billion in taxes from Puerto Rico annually to fund FEMA and the military, 

which are supposed to protect U.S. citizens during emergencies (Klein, 2018). Fernandez 

Cambell (2017) concluded that under the Stafford Act, the government must provide help to 

Puerto Rico as it would any other state. The Trump administration could have sent in the U.S. 

Navy Ship (USNS Comfort), a massive floating hospital, but instead delayed the ship which sat 

nearly empty for weeks (Klein, 2018). The president blamed financial woes and ailing 

infrastructure for the difficult recovery process and declared that efforts to provide food, water, 

and medical care were “doing well” (Phillip et al., 2017, p. 14). Governor Andrew Cuomo of 

New York indicated that federal response to Hurricane Maria was inherently racist because of 

the White House and the federal government’s belief that people of different skins color and 

languages are offensive to the nation (Attanasio & Massarella, 2018). 

Participants described how supplies did not arrive to ports located around the Island and 

help from other countries was interrupted. The Federal government’s policy prevented Puerto 

Ricans from receiving immediate emergency aid to their ports at a time when roads were 



108 
 

destroyed or blocked with debris. The Jones Act of 1917 includes a set of laws that require 

Puerto Rico to ship its imports and exports exclusively on ships owned by U.S. companies, built 

in the U.S., and employed by U.S. merchant marines (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). 

With the exception of tourist cruise liners, foreign ships cannot deliver any goods to Puerto Rico 

(Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015).  

What further injured the Puerto Rican people was that some American fellow citizens did 

not know that Puerto Rico was part of the United States. Polls taken in the aftermath of 

Hurricane Maria indicated that only 50% of the Americans knew that Puerto Rico is a U.S. 

territory and its people are U.S. citizens (Gibson, 2017). According to an analysis by Five-

Thirty-Eight news, both online and broadcast media gave Puerto Rico much less coverage than 

hurricanes hitting Texas and Florida, even though the Island is more populous than 21 states. 

This further demonstrated the disconnect that some Americans may feel towards Puerto Rico and 

Puerto Ricans. Research by Lopez (2017) has shown that people are simply much less likely to 

sympathize and empathize with those who belong to other racial groups and, therefore, are less 

willing to send help. A 2007 study examined the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and found that 

people tended to believe that victims in racial groups to which they do not belong suffered fewer 

emotions like anguish, mourning, and remorse than victims in racial groups to which they did 

belong. This led participants to be less willing to help victims of a different race (Lopez, 2017). 

Many Americans view Puerto Ricans as a homogenous non-White grouped with all 

Latinos or Hispanics (Rodriquez, 1994). Puerto Rican communities enter into a racialized 

“underclass” configuration in the United States as they migrate and are identified as “colonial 

immigrants” (Grosfoguel & Georas, 2001). 
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Puerto Rican Government Response 

Results demonstrated that the Puerto Rican government’s emergency response was 

negligent and corrupted. Political party affiliation and discrimination was a factor in the way the 

emergency response was delivered. Media showed government corruption was not unfamiliar to 

the citizens of Puerto Rico as Governor Ricardo Rosselló’s father’s (Pedro Rosselló) 

administration was viewed as one of the most corrupt in Puerto Rican history (Rodriguez-Díaz, 

2018). Governor Ricardo Roselló stepped down on August 2, 2019 due to an extraordinary 

popular uprising and impeachment proceedings (Mazzei & Robles, 2019). News revealed that 

federal authorities in Puerto Rico unveiled a corruption investigation announcing arrests and 

criminal charges against six people, including the former education secretary and executive 

director of the Puerto Rican Health Insurance consortium (Mazzei, 2019). Both were charged 

with unlawfully steering $15.5 million in federal contracts to politically connected consultants 

(Mazzei, 2019). This corruption was particularly egregious, given the closing of hundreds of 

public schools, dwindling resources, and students in need of education assistance (Mazzei, 

2019).  

Participants indicated that those connected with the government were corrupt, and 

political party affiliation discrimination emerged in the way the Puerto Rican government 

responded to the hurricane. Many stated that preferences in aid were given to towns and 

geographical locations that shared the same political party affiliation as the central government’s 

pro-statehood agenda. Political status is an important part of the self-definition among Puerto 

Ricans today, and any discussion on the issue brings forth the different Puerto Rican political 

parties, all of which have ideas on how the Island’s political status should be (Rasmussen, 2010).  
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Educational Interruption and Attainment 

The findings from thematically coded interviews, policy review, and news reports 

showed that both the U.S. and Puerto Rican governments’ responses to education were negligent 

because of the U.S. enforcement of the fiscal oversight board (PROMESA) that had already 

defunded the educational system in Puerto Rico. This created educational instability that was 

only be exacerbated after Hurricane Maria. Educational continuation was challenged by school 

closures, defunding of pensions, and a mass exodus out of the Island in search of a better future 

on the U.S. mainland. Congress passed the PROMESA law in 2016 to put Puerto Rico’s finances 

under the control of a newly created board of seven persons appointed by the U.S. president, 

most of whom do not reside on the island (Klein, 2018). The purpose of the board was to oversee 

the liquidation of Puerto Rico’s assets to maximize debt repayment demands and cuts to 

pensions, health care, schools, highways, bridges, ports, ferries, water systems, and national 

parks (Klein, 2018). Participants stated that aside from massive school closures, many 

professionals including teachers and doctors migrated out of Puerto Rico due to compromised 

pensions. According to Puerto Rico’s Federal overseers, the overwhelming debt was roughly 

$124 billion and included $53 billion in unfunded pensions (Walsh, 2019). The participants 

stated that the lack of appropriate educational advancement, upward mobility, and mistrust in 

government motivated them to relocate to the U.S. mainland to seek better opportunities. Upon 

arriving to the States, most participants said they received some form of local aid that included 

educational help from nonprofit organizations and agencies via family members or word-of-

mouth. 
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Educational Racial Silencing  

Results of this study showed the existence of racial silencing. The theory of silencing is 

based on the claims that discourse constructs and edits our knowledge and shapes our choices of 

how to behave (Theismeyer, 2003). Theismeyer (2003) described that institutions such as 

schools, laboratories, courts, free press, political democracy, and the individual freedom of 

modern societies promote certain kinds of knowledge and neglect others. Participants in this 

study stated that schools did not teach students to value differences in color or the negative 

effects of racism. The literature aligned with participants’ accounts that in Puerto Rico, school 

texts and practices silence, trivialize, and simplify the history of slavery. This distances 

Blackness from the Puerto Rican identity and silenced racism (Godreau et al., 2008). Dr. 

Georgina Falú affirmed the absence of textbooks that discuss African heritage in the schools and 

universities in Puerto Rico and how the educational system has deprived children of knowledge 

about their African heritage and failed to provide an encouraging environment in which they 

could build a positive and strong identity that embraces their African past and present (Quiñones-

Rivera, 2006). Text and images of Black people only appear in the chapter about African 

heritage. Blacks are completely absent from the chapters about Taino Indians or Spaniards 

(Godreau et al., 2008). Research suggested that the challenge is to turn that intuitive supposition 

into a fertile space for collaboration between teachers and academics that can better guide Puerto 

Rican children in their daily encounters with racial discrimination in the classroom and 

elsewhere (Godreau et al., 2008). Several participants described that private schools, afforded to 

those with the financial means, provide better education and educational resources than the 

financially deteriorating public school system. 
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Conclusions of Qualitative Research in the Context of Theoretical Frameworks 

Theory of Racial Democracy 

Although the United States’ form of overt racism is not prevalent in Puerto Rico, benign 

racism exists in many forms throughout the Island. Participants highlighted various examples of 

experiences of racism in Puerto Rico including within the educational system. Racism in the 

United States is considered overt and often violent in comparison with the covert racism in 

Puerto Rico and may be why the issue of racism in Puerto Rico has been undermined and 

overlooked. The theory of racial democracy states that race relations in Latin America were more 

benign than in the United States because of differences in the social and economic climate of 

both regions (Lopez, 2008). Racial democracy claims that racial prejudice in Latin America is 

lower or essentially absent than race-based violence, lynching, hate crimes, and racial protests in 

the United States (Peña et al., 2004). Critical race theorists have refuted this notion, given that 

Whites enjoy discernible advantages over Blacks in the areas of health, education, income, 

profession, status, and political power in Latin America (Peña et al., 2004). Critics argued that 

the goal of both the United States and Latin America is still White hegemony and maintaining 

racial oppression (Twine, 1998). Literature and statistics have demonstrated that most Puerto 

Ricans of color are still underserved and discriminated against (Cruz-Janzen, 2003). 

Theory of Colonialism and Postcolonialism 

The findings from this study are consistent with both theories of colonialism and 

postcolonialism, given Puerto Rico’s status as the oldest colony on earth with no voice in 

Congress, or proper representation (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). Postcolonialism is 

typically used when referring to all past colonies worldwide. However, Puerto Rico’s unique 

status requires a reference to colonialism as it is a present colony of the United States and a 
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former colony of Spain. Postcolonialism as a theory allows the unmasking of the role of power 

by naming social and political exchanges as postcolonial (Silbey, 1997). Participants in this 

study stated that the U.S. government treated them with contempt and Americans did not 

perceive them as fellow citizens but rather as a marginalized group. Postcolonial theory reveals 

how colonialism has been socially constructed and “sold” to various cultures so that ideas of 

what it means to be desirable or undesirable are created and perpetuated by both the colonizer 

and the colonized (Manning, 2006). This system carries inherent notions of racial inferiority and 

exotic otherness.  

Colonialism is the maintenance of political, social, economic, and cultural dominance 

over people by a foreign power for a prolonged time period (Bell, 1991). Puerto Rico was unable 

to accept foreign aid and have emergency supplies reach its many ports due to a colonial policy 

created in 1917. Puerto Rico’s financial economic future and the survival of their culture depend 

on representation in Congress, where it does not have a voice or a vote. Colonialism, as a theory 

and practice, involves premeditated long-term occupation of a place, culture, and people 

(Manning, 2006). The Puerto Rican government’s emergency response was negligent and 

corrupt partly due to political party affiliation bias and discriminatory practice. The present 

Republican party in Puerto Rico has an agenda to push for statehood in order to change the 

present colonial status. Postcolonial critique recognizes anti-colonial movements as the source of 

their inspiration for politics and allows people emerging from sociopolitical and economic 

domination to reclaim their sovereignty and equity (Rukundwa & van Aarde, 2007).  
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Critical Race Theory 

Racism emerged in this research study of Puerto Rico and the United States’ emergency 

response, educational attainment, and perceptions of racism between fellow American citizens 

and Puerto Ricans. Critical Race Theory (CRT) challenges the micro/macro levels of inequities 

that impact communities of color. It examines relationships among race, racism, and power that 

are constructed and represented in society (Ladson Billings & Tate, 1995). Critical Race Theory 

was the framework for this study and, in particular, educational attainment. The issue in Puerto 

Rico is that of defunded school programs and inequalities in education. Critical Race Theory 

recognizes that racism is endemic in U.S. society—deeply ingrained legally, culturally, and even 

psychologically (Ladson Billings & Tate, 1995). Puerto Rican students of color are silenced in 

both the mainland United States and Puerto Rico as well. This silencing includes not being heard 

or included as part of the fabric of the nation. In education, multicultural perspectives are closely 

associated with the civil rights laws developed in the 1960’s (Tate, 2016). Solorzano’s (1997) as 

a commitment to social justice in education that informs theory, research, pedagogy, and policy. 

Vaught and Castagno (2008) indicated that racism is systematic and not at the individual level 

and Harris (1993) described the construct of “Whiteness as property” and explained the 

intersection of race and property rights in education, which leads to inequalities. 

Background of Study 

Prior to Hurricane Maria, a research article by Elliott and Pais (2006) was published titled 

“Race, Class, and Hurricane Katrina: Social Differences in Human Responses to Disaster.” This 

article raised questions about how race and class influence human and institutional responses to 

disaster. Results revealed strong racial and class differences with low-income Black homeowners 

from New Orleans as the most in need of targeted assistance while residents worked to pull 
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themselves together (Elliott & Pais, 2006). Research by de la Peña, Istre, Cohen, and Klarman 

(2010) examined reports concerning racial differences in perceptions of discrimination following 

Hurricane Katrina. Black and White participants from different socioeconomic backgrounds 

were asked whether the U.S. government would have responded more quickly to victims of the 

hurricane based on race and class. The findings reported a higher percentage of Whites indicated 

that socioeconomic status was a factor, while Blacks reported race and both races agreed 

discrimination existed (de la Peña et al., 2010). Elliott and Pais (2006) Louisiana, Mississippi, 

and Alabama has long been demographically and economically a subordinate to other parts of 

the country and commonality between these states and the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico 

provided a framework that included themes of policies, postcolonialism, social class, institutional 

racism, and discrimination. These studies became the basis to extend this investigation to the 

United States and Puerto Rican governments’ responses to Hurricane Maria.     

Legitimation of Findings and Validity 

As both a Latino insider and outsider, the researcher felt a certain amount of empathy and 

mixed emotions during the data collection and analysis processes. However, the researcher used 

strategies such as composure, and neutrality, and self-awareness of body language while, 

maintaining silence when participants responded to extend participant verbal responses. The 

researcher employed several techniques to reduce threats to validity in the research including 

member checks, rich thick data, searching for rival explanations, expert audit, and reflexivity, 

and multiple data source triangulation (Maxwell, 1992).   

Limitations 

Findings from this study cannot be generalized to a larger population due to a small 

sample of eight participants located in one region of the Northeast United States. Although the 
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sample is relatively small, the accounts are aligned with secondary sources and provided detailed 

and valuable information about the personal experiences of the participants.  

Implications  

The aim of this study was to reflect on and inform a broader audience of the existing 

political relationship between the Puerto Rican and U.S. mainland governing bodies to improve 

both the local and federal governments’ responses to future natural disasters. Findings from this 

study helps address the negative outcomes of racism in Puerto Rico and highlights the need for 

educational attainment and racial inclusion for all students.  

Termination of Colonial Status and Bad Policies  

Puerto Rico’s status remains that of a colony hidden behind the name of Commonwealth. 

Without a voice in Congress, the Island will continue to struggle to improve local conditions. 

The U.S. policies in place continue to impede the flourishing of the Puerto Rican people. 

Rodriguez-Díaz (2018) proclaimed that the destruction brought by Hurricane Maria exposed 

colonial laws such as the Jones Act that limit the scope of action that Puerto Rico has in 

emergencies by the Puerto Rico Oversight, Management, and Economic Stability Act 

(PROMESA). The U.S.-appointed fiscal board has defunded areas that are valuable for the 

economic improvement of the Island.  

U.S. Government’s Approach to Race and Racism 

As Omi (2001) stated, “Real issues and debates about race, from the Federal Standards 

for Racial and Ethnic Classification to studies of economic inequality, need to be approached 

from a perspective that makes the concept of race problematic” (p. 241). The United States is not 

responsible for all racial, ethnic, and religious global tensions, however, it contributes to the 

defining of racial awareness (Winant, 1994). Race is a topic that needs to be addressed beginning 

in elementary school and extend to public and government agencies. Re-educating people on 
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race and race relations is crucial. Although the present government structure in Puerto Rico and 

mainland United States promotes a racial divide, it is up to politicians to change that concept and 

promote a united America. The education system can start these changes by embracing 

curriculum that defines alternatives to the binary position of race and opening discussions on the 

topic of race and racism.  

The issue of educational racial silencing exists in school curricula that distances 

Blackness from the Puerto Rican identity and silences racism while upholding racial democracy 

and blanqueamiento as a social value (Godreau et al., 2008). Noguera (2008) suggests that 

teachers find ways to incorporate information related to the history and culture of students into 

the curriculum. This is important in helping students understand what it means to be who they 

are—an essential aspect of the identity formation process for adolescents. Educators and students 

need to engage in inquiries that allow them to examine race/ethnicity, gender, and social class, 

and how they operate in the lives of individuals to create certain identity representations and 

stereotypes that individuals embrace or resist (Rolon-Dow, 2004).  

Local and Federal Government Emergency Response Improvement 

Government officials need to prepare a better plan for emergency response, given that 

hurricanes will continue to occur. Government officials should prepare a plan to remedy the 

damage created when Congress withdrew tax incentives that caused manufacturing plants and 

industries to leave the Island and move to countries that offered better economic incentives, 

lower taxes, and cheaper labor (Mendez-Mendez & Fernandez, 2015). Puerto Rico’s government 

should look towards being self-sufficient and self-sustained. Self-sufficiency can come in the 

form of new government incentives to bring back companies and jobs to the Island and push for 

a voice in Congress and change in political status. Economic sustainability can be achieved 
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through green energy including solar panels, wind turbines, and rainwater harvesting storage 

tanks, and collection cisterns (Denis, 2015).  

Recommendations for Future Research 

Politics emerged throughout the study as a major factor in both the U.S. and Puerto Rican 

governments’ responses to Hurricane Maria. In some cases politics and political affiliation 

replaced race and class to define corruption. This study concludes that political status is an 

important part of the self-definition among Puerto Ricans today, and any discussion of the issue 

brings out the differences between Puerto Rican political parties, all of which have ideas on what 

the Island’s political status should be (Rasmussen, 2010). Future research should look more 

deeply into how the U.S. and Puerto Rican governments responded to the emergency relief 

efforts after Hurricane Maria applicable to understanding the role of politics to any other natural 

disaster.  

Conclusions 

Puerto Rico has had a series of challenges including financial crisis, hurricanes, 

earthquakes, mass exodus, government upheaval, a pandemic, and Black Lives Matter 

movement. Over 4,600 people died due to Hurricane Maria (Joplin, 2018). Inadequate health and 

humanitarian disaster relief led to outbreaks of infectious disease, limited access to clean water, 

and resulted in malnutrition (Rodriguez-Díaz, 2018). Economically, forty percent of Puerto 

Ricans reported losing a job in the storm’s aftermath, eighty percent of crops were destroyed, an 

estimated 500-700 physicians and surgeons left the Island, and 283 schools closed (Lluveras, 

2018). More people will continue to leave Puerto Rico for the mainland, if political and racial 

upheaval is not addressed, further depleting the tax base (Goodell, 2018). Homes destroyed by 

hurricane Maria will never be rebuilt because they were without proper titles or permits and did 

not qualify for FEMA funding (Goodell, 2018) Fortunately, the Puerto Rican diaspora has 
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demonstrated community solidarity and superb resilience at a time when Puerto Rico is fertile 

ground for this change to occur.   
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Appendix A 

Worldview/Paradigm Matrix 

 

Worldview Critical Race 
Theory My Role Our Role 

Ontology 
What is the nature of 
reality? What exist.  

Reality is a 
function of 
dominant 
ideologies that 
determine how 
reality functions. 
Exposing power 
structures, giving 
a voice to the 
voiceless and lead 
social change.  

Through semi-
structure interviews, 
the perceptions and 
experiences will 
emerge from the 
participants 
narrative. I must be 
conscience of my 
own bias and remain 
neutral.   

Together we co-
construct a narrative 
of the experiences and 
perceptions 
participants present.  

Epistemology 
Nature of 
knowledge. How 
was knowledge 
constructed with 
various sources and 
data analysis?   

Exposing 
inequalities and 
being the voice of 
the oppressed. 
Participants are 
collaborators.  

Interviews are 
transcribed, coded 
then recoded for 
themes that emerge. 
Comparisons are 
made between 
themes, theories, and 
literature.  

New information may 
emerge or there may 
be discrepancies that 
may refute the theories 
and or Literature.   

Axiology  
What is the role of 
my values? 

Oppression exists. 
The research 
should work 
towards social 
justice.  

Bias occurs, in order 
to minimize bias, I 
must stay neutral, be 
aware that my 
questions and 
responses are 
neutral, be aware of 
body language, be 
sure to member 
check, listen to  

Recorded interviews 
various times and be 
open to contradictions, 
alternatives and 
outliers.  

Methodology 
What process will be 
used?   

Designed to 
enhance societal 
wellbeing. 
Participatory and 
action-oriented.  

Semi-structured 
interviews will be 
conducted allowing 
time for member 
check. Interviews 
will be transcribed 
and coded.  

Transcribed, coded 
then thematically 
coded. Themes will be 
analyzed and results 
and conclusions 
shared.  
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Appendix B 

Methodological Map 

 

 

 

  



141 
 

Appendix C 

Participant Consent 

April 1, 2019 

 

Date 

Dear _____________: 

I am conducting research as part of my doctoral dissertation process. I am gathering information 
about Hurricane Maria victims and how life-changing situations were managed. In order to gain 
some insight perspectives about this natural impactful disaster and its effects, I will need to 
conduct individual interviews. This interview will last approximately one hour. The interviews 
will be guided by some questions and will be recorded. The recording will be transcribed and 
shared with you to ensure accuracy and confirmation. For privacy purposes, I will assign a 
number to your name to keep you and your information anonymous. All data collection will be 
secured in a private locked safe in my office. It is not expected that as a participant you will 
encounter any physical or emotional harm. The exposure to risk is minimal no grater then 
encountered in everyday life however, you may experience some emotional reactions during the 
interview. Please not that your participation is strictly voluntary. You may choose to not 
participate in this interview, however at any time during the interview you may also stop and end 
the interview. I will delete and shred any interview documentation once you opt out. At the 
conclusion of my research, I will share the findings with you.   
 
By participating in this research, you will be able to have your voice and concerns heard. Your 
response will contribute to future research and knowledge. This research will help empower 
victims and give a voice to the voiceless.  
 
Please contact me if you are willing to participate in this research.  
 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
Stefan Carretero 
(203) 906-3484 
scarres@my.brigeport.edu 
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Appendix D 

Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 

Race, Class, Colonialism, Education 
 
Date of Interview: 
Time of Interview: 
Name of Participant:  
 
Researcher: Thank you for participating in this interview. I would like to confirm your 
permission to audiotape this interview. (confirmation from participant). 
Researcher: This interview will last approximately 1 hr. and you may stop the interview at any 
time. All information obtained in this interview will remain confidential and anonymous. Do you 
have any questions before we begin? (wait- time).  
 
Researcher:  
Are you a Hurricane Maria survivor?  
 
Demographics (warm-up) 
1) Tell me about yourself and family background  
A) Age:  
B) Gender: (Male)(Female) 
C) Place of Birth: 
D) Highest degree achieved:  
 
2) How do you describe your profession? 
 
3) How do you describe your ethnicity and race? 
 
4) How do you describe your social economic status?  
 
The Hurricane Experience 
5) Tell me what you experienced on the day Hurricane Maria occurred.  
 
6) How did the hurricane impact you and your family?   
 
Race and Class (Research Question) 
7) How do you define race?  
 
8) Describe race relations within Puerto Rico?  
 
9) How do you define class?  
 
10) Describe class relations between the various social classes in Puerto Rico?  
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United States Government Response 
11) Describe the overall attitude of the United States government towards the emergency and 
relief efforts before and after the hurricane?  
 
12) Describe the reasons behind these attitudes.  
 
13) In your opinion, how did the United States government determine how to prioritize its 
response according to geographical locations?  
 
14) In your opinion, how did the United States government determine how to prioritize its 
response according to social economical status? 
 
15) In your opinion, how did the United States government determine how to prioritize its 
response according to racial status? 
 
Puerto Rican Government Response 
16) Describe the overall attitude of the Puerto Rican government towards the emergency and 
relief efforts before and after the hurricane?  
 
17) Describe the reasons behind these attitudes.  
 
18) In your opinion, how did the Puerto Rican government determine how to prioritize its 
response according to geographical locations? 
 
19) In your opinion, how did the Puerto Rican government determine how to prioritize its 
response according to social economic status? 
 
20) In your opinion, how did the Puerto Rican government determine how to prioritize its 
response according to racial status? 
 
Education 
21) In what ways were the educational access and continuation of you and or a family member 
effected by the Puerto Rican government’s response to Hurricane Maria?  
 
22) In what ways were the educational access and continuation of you and or a family member 
effected by the United States government’s response to Hurricane Maria? 
 
Final Thoughts  
22) Is there anything else pertaining to this interview that you would like to share?  
 
Researcher: Thank you for your participation in this research study. I will contact you to confirm 
the accuracy of your responses once I transcribe the interview. If you have any questions, please 
do not hesitate to contact me at 203-906-3484 or you can email me at 
scarrete@my.bridgeport.edu.  
 


