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“OUR RACE TODAY [IS] THE ONLY HOPE 
FOR THE WORLD”: AN AFRICAN SPANIARD 

AS CHIEFTAIN OF THE STRUGGLE AGAINST 
“SUGAR SLAVERY” IN PUERTO RICO, 1926-1934

Kelvin Santiago-Valles

ABSTRACT

This paper focuses on how the Partido Nacionalista’s principal leader, 
the mulatto lawyer Pedro Albizu-Campos, understood and deployed 
“race.” Albizu Campos’s speeches and writings are framed in light 
of their coincidences and differences with Latin American and His-
panic-Caribbean perspectives on arielismo, indigenismo, and “racial-
democracy,” as well as the Garveyite project of pan-Caribbean/ 
pan-Atlantic dignity and social autonomy among peoples of African 
descent. Concretely, I examine: (1) how Albizu Campos’s perspective 
simultaneously clashed with—yet recuperated certain aspects of—the 
racialized political imaginary expressed in the attempts of the white/ 
near-white [Westernized] creole elites to obtain home rule and/or 
moderate independence for Puerto Rico, versus the Nacionalista 
counter-project of an anti-imperialist replacement of the Euro-U.S., 
British, and French author-functions (political, economic, military, 
and cultural) still prevalent in the Caribbean during this period; and 
(2) even more specifically, the extent to which Albizu Campos’s racial 
discourse was “but a local phase of a world problem” (to use DuBois’s 
phrase) of—and in response to—the Caribbean- and broader-Atlantic 
shifts emerging at this time within Westernized forms of racialized 
colonialism and neocolonialism.

Keywords: Pedro Albizu Campos, race, political economy, Puerto 
Rico, Caribbean, world-historical perspective

RESUMEN

En esta ponencia mayormente examino cómo el líder principal del Par-
tido Nacionalista, el abogado mulato Pedro Alibzu Campos, entendía 
y utilizaba la noción de “raza”. Analizo los discursos de tribuna y los 
escritos de Albizu Campos a la luz de sus coincidencias y discrepancias 
con las perspectivas latinoamericanas e hispano-caribeñas en torno 
al arielismo, el indigenismo, la “democracia racial”, al igual que el 
proyecto de Garvey con respecto a la dignidad pan-caribeña/ pan-
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atlántica y la autonomía social de las poblaciones afro-descendientes. 
Concretamente, examino: (1) cómo la perspectiva de Albizu Campos 
simultáneamente entraba en conflicto con—aun cuando recuperaba 
ciertos aspectos de—el imaginario político racializado expresado en 
los intentos de las élites criollas blancas/ casi-blancas [occidentaliza-
das] por conseguir el auto-gobierno y/o la independencia moderada 
para Puerto Rico versus el contra-proyecto anti-imperialista Nacio-
nalista de reemplazar las funciones autoras (políticas, económicas, 
militares y culturales) euro-estadounidenses, británicas y francesas que 
todavía predominaban en el Caribe durante esta época; y (2) específi-
camente examino hasta qué punto el discurso racial de Albizu Campos 
era “sólo una fase local de un problema mundial” (operacionalizando 
aquí la frase de DuBois) de—y en respuesta a—las transformaciones 
emergentes en el Caribe y en el Atlántico mayor para estos años, al 
interior de las formas occidentalizadas del colonialismo y neo-colo-
nialismo racializados.

Palabras clave: Pedro Albizu Campos, raza, economía política, Puerto 
Rico, Caribe, perspectiva histórico-mundial

RÉSUMÉ

Cet article met l’accent sur la façon dont le président du Parti Natio-
naliste portoricain, M. Pedro Albizu-Campos – un avocat mulâtre 
– comprenait et exprimait le mot «race». Les discours et les articles 
d’Albizu Campos sont analysées en ce qui concerne leurs coïncidences 
et leurs différences par rapport aux perspectives latino-américaines et 
de la Caraïbe hispanique sur l’arielisme, l’indigénisme, et la «démo-
cratie raciale», ainsi qu’avec le projet de Garvey sur la dignité et 
l’autonomie sociale parmi les peuples d’origine africaine aux Caraïbes 
et dans tout l’Atlantique. J’examine particulièrement: (1) comment la 
perspective d’Albizu Campos correspond aux – tout en se dissociant 
des – images de l’imaginaire politique racial de l’elite blanche et créole 
portoricaine qui visait l’autonomie, voire une indépendance modérée 
pour Porto Rico, vis-à-vis du projet nationaliste anti-impérialiste de 
changer l’autorité américaine, britannique, française et européenne 
dans les fonctions politiques, économiques, militaires et culturelles 
dominantes aux Caraïbes à cette époque-là; et (2) comment le discours 
racial d’Albizu Campos n’était qu’une «simple expression locale d’une 
problématique mondiale», pour reprendre les propos de DuBois, afin 
d’assumer les transformations émergentes dans les Caraïbes et dans 
l’Atlantique aux sein des formes occidentalisées d’un colonialisme et 
d’un néocolonialisme «racialisés».

Mots-clés: Pedro Albizu Campos, race, économie politique, Porto 
Rico, Caraïbe, perspective historique-mondiale



“OUR RACE TODAY [IS] THE ONLY HOPE FOR THE WORLD”... 109

Vol. 35, No. 1 (January - June 2007), 107-140 Caribbean Studies

Received: 10 August 2006. Revision received:  6 August 2007.   Accepted:  
8 August 2007.

The fiery oratory and writings of the Nacionalista party leader, 
the mulatto lawyer Pedro Albizu Campos, was both at odds 
and partly in concert with the racialized political imaginary 

of the white/ near-white criollo (Creole) intelligentsia in Puerto Rico 
during the 1920s-1940s. The goal of many elite “natives” was to obtain 
home rule and/or moderate independence for this U.S. colony which 
clashed with the Nacionalista’s militant anti-imperialist counter-project 
of driving out U.S. politico-military, corporate, and cultural influence 
from the Caribbean and Latin America. This local and regional confron-
tation unfolded during the turbulent fall of British supremacy within 
the colonial-capitalist world-system (Quijano 2000) and the inter-war 
period’s global hegemonic interregnum shaped by the looming U.S.-
German conflict. 

This essay’s mainly focuses on the politico-textual practices of Pedro 
Albizu Campos and part of its wider context regarding the connections 
between his particular conception of “racial democracy” and what he 
understood by “sugar slavery.” My interest is in historical specificity, 
not hagiography or exorcism. How Albizu Campos linked these two 
overlapping themes requires a greater examination than has been the 
case within current Caribbean historiography.1 Here I argue for future 
research which might locate this Albizuista discourse in the historical 
long-term’s conjuncture of the inter-war period, where Caribbean and 
broader global, subaltern resistances confronted the machineries of the 
declining phase in the systemic cycle of capital accumulation on a world 
scale.2 

However, this article is not an attempt at psycho-history. Rather, 
my at times detailed compilation and analysis addressing the life and 
narratives of this particular historical figure, and the broader social 
movements he was connected to, is guided by a larger-scale conceptual 
logic: the attempt to answer what impact—of support, hindrance, and/or 
control (Braudel 1972:17-18)—did local lived experiences and memories 
have on the history of how modern-capitalist-colonial relations were 
being reproduced globally during the early-20th century. Echoing Hal-
bawchs (1980:53), I too would argue that “even if it apparently concerns 
a particular person exclusively, [individual practice] leaves a lasting 
memory only to the extent that …it is connected with the thoughts that 
come to us from the social milieu.” 
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Biographical dimensions, U.S.-colonial political economy, and 
Nacionalista social composition

To a large extent, the family origins and education of Pedro Albizu 
Campos encapsulate the broader socio-racial contradictions sweeping 
Puerto Rico during 1898-1940: a post-emancipation re-colonized land-
scape where white-criollo elites faced challenges from racially “impure” 
destitute peasants and day-laborers, as well as from new imperial mas-
ters (governmental and corporate). Albizu Campos was born in 1891 in 
the Tenerías shanty-town sector of barrio Machuelo Abajo just outside 
Ponce—a major sugar plantation center and key seaport. His mother, 
Juliana Campos, was a black illiterate day laborer born in 1857 in the 
Juana Díaz township hacienda of Adolfo Campos who owned Juliana’s 
mother, the slave Ana María Campos, and also presumably Juliana’s 
father—reputedly a slave named Tomás (or Thomas) born in the U.S. 
and later sold in Puerto Rico. Juliana’s pre-abolition birth-date suggests 
she too would have been born into slavery. Once an adolescent and after 
island-wide emancipation in 1873, Juliana left the Campos hacienda 
with her sister Rosa moving to Tenerías and working as a domestic ser-
vant in the residence of Alejandro Albizu y Romero. The latter was the 
son of a Basque-Venezuelan sugar planter in Ponce—Antonio Albizu 
Ordoñez—whose “Hacienda Rita” declined with the 1898 U.S. invasion, 
whereupon Alejandro Albizu y Romero became a U.S. customs officer in 
Ponce. Pregnant while working at the Albizu y Romero mansion, Juliana 
Campos gave birth to a son, Pedro Campos, when Alejandro Albizu y 
Romero was married to his cousin, Cristina Antosanti Romero with 
whom he had two children, both registered as white (Girón 1985:55-56; 
Ferrao 1990:122; Medina 1993:54, 55; Rosado 2003:4-5). 

Upon his mother’s death in 1895, Pedro Campos and his other 
three siblings go live with their aunt Rosa, also a domestic servant, but 
still living in the same shanty town. He graduated in 1912 with honors 
from Ponce’s public high school district whose two U.S. administrators 
recommended him for a scholarship from a local freemason lodge to go 
study agricultural engineering at the University of Vermont (UVM). On 
the advice of the Director of UVM’s Engineering Department (greatly 
impressed by the Puerto Rican’s performance), Pedro Campos trans-
ferred to Harvard in 1913, albeit without a scholarship, making ends 
meet by doing odd jobs, and getting a B.A. in Chemical Engineering in 
1916. Only after a brief visit by Pedro Campos to Puerto Rico in 1914, 
already a Harvard student—and after the death of Alejandro Albizu y 
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Romero’s legitimate wife Cristina—, did his biological father recognize 
Pedro Campos as his out-of-wedlock son, legally granting him the sur-
name Albizu (Girón 1985:55; Ferrao 1990:124; Medina 1993:55; Rosado 
2003:7, 10-11, 13-14, 20-21, 27-31, 36). At Harvard Albizu Campos was 
active in a number of forums on U.S. problems and related world affairs, 
laying the groundwork for much of his internationalist perspective and 
anti-imperialist militancy during the 1920s-1930s.3 Despite continued 
economic and racial obstacles Albizu Campos finally received his Har-
vard law degree in 1922 when he also married the Peruvian biologist and 
Radcliffe graduate, Laura Meneses. They resettled in Ponce to establish 
his law practice, primarily servicing the city’s indigent population—a 
decision consigning him and his new family to poverty as well (Vascon-
celos n.d.:xxiv; de Albizu Campos 1961:22; Los Quijotes 1972:39-40;  
Medina 1993:55-56; Rosado 2003:37-45,  51-52, 58, 64-67, 71-73).

In 1924 Albizu Campos joined the Partido Nacionalista established in 
1922. During 1927-1930 he toured Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, 
México, Perú, Venezuela, Argentina, among others, as an official party 
envoy to both mobilize support for Puerto Rican independence and build 
ties with nationalist and/or anti-imperialist groups in these countries 
(especially Haya de la Torre’s APRA in Perú). During this early period 
the Nacionalistas were a dissident, pro-independence splinter group 
of the old Unión de Puerto Rico party (Unionistas), the latter being the 
criollo political bloc dominated by the embattled large coffee hacendados 
and their urban-elite coterie of professional-managerial personnel and 
literati, a social composition shared by most of the early Nacionalista 
leadership during 1922-1930. Traditionally, the Unionistas had been 
supported by the impoverished small tobacco farmers, rural squatters, 
and sharecroppers linked to the haciendas (Ferrao 1990:40-41, 48-53; 
Rosado 2003:117-144). By the 1920s, the hacienda system was irrevers-
ibly declining due to plummeting prices in the world market and credit 
restrictions imposed by the U.S. colonialist administration (protecting 
North American sugar barons) and the constraints of an “unreliable” 
labor force. Large coffee hacendados reduced the intensity of cultivation, 
abandoning their land, moving to urban centers, and evicting farmers, 
day-laborers, and sharecroppers, thus multiplying the massive rural 
exodus to this island’s towns and cities (Clark 1930:521-522; Perloff 
1950:88; Picó 1983).

In the early years of North American rule, sugar corporations were 
linked to U.S. banking, commercial, utility, and manufacturing monop-
oly-capital interests established on the island and led by the National 
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City Bank and the Morgan Guaranty Trust. The tripling of sugar crop-
land between 1899 and 1919 confirmed Puerto Rico’s rapid economic 
transformation, when sugar exports went from 21.6% in 1897 to 54.9% 
in 1901 (USDW 1899:146, 356; Clark 1930: 606-607; Diffie and Diffie 
1931:112-116; Perloff 1950:406; Ramos Mattei 1974:57). But by the 
1920s, exports of refined sugar fell (from 64.5% to 55.3%) while culti-
vated sugar-cane acreage still increased, albeit modestly, and 1920-1928 
sugar tonnage jumped by 54.9%: again, part of the reason was the drop 
in world-market prices at this time (Clark 1930:646; Perloff 1950:71, 136-
137). The recomposition of sugar production meant that the 1915-1921 
and mid- to late-1920s wage gains (from the labor strikes of those years) 
had returned to their previous 1919 levels, leading to rising unemploy-
ment, more starvation, and rural-to-urban migration among the most 
wage-dependent sector of Puerto Rico’s labor force ...right on the eve 
of the Great Depression (Clark 193:565; Diffie and Diffie 1931:174-175, 
182; Gayer, et al. 1938:181-204). This was the context of the Albizuista 
call to abolish sugar slavery in Puerto Rico.

Although in the 1930s the general situation of agriculture in the 
island continued its prolonged collapse, sugar production rebounded by 
mid-decade due to subsidies and a federal tariff. During 1930-1939 sugar 
production still employed close to half of this island’s labor force whose 
1930s wages fell to 1900-1914 levels (Gayer, et al. 1938:181-204; Bird 
1941:39-41; Perloff 1950:80-95, 398-399; Vázquez Calzada 1978:376-377; 
Dietz 1986:139-142). In the meantime, by “1933 per capita income was 
nearly 30 percent below what it had been in 1930” (Dietz 1986:139) and 
a 1936 a government poverty-relief agency reported that local wages 
were “so low that they hardly suffice to allow the rice and beans and 
codfish which is common among the workers” even as widespread dis-
eases continued to “exact a high toll of human lives” (Gautier Mayoral 
1980:26). Conservative estimates are that by the mid-1930s island-wide 
unemployment levels in the formal economy oscillated between 55% to 
60% (Quintero Rivera 1975:24-42; Gautier Mayoral 1980:27).

This lived experience of the laboring-poor population to some extent 
is reflected in the shifting social composition—and, partly, in the political 
practice—of the Nacionalista party in general and particularly of its lead-
ership during 1927-1934, a controversial issue within local historiography 
(e.g.: Silén 1976; Fromm 1977; Mattos Cintrón 1980:85-91; TFP 1982a; 
Ferrao 1990; TFP 1991; Carrión, Gracia Ruiz, and Rodríguez Fraticelli 
1993). One detailed study showed that during 1930-1938 over half (54%) 
of local, medium, and top party leaders were small shop-owners, petty 



“OUR RACE TODAY [IS] THE ONLY HOPE FOR THE WORLD”... 113

Vol. 35, No. 1 (January - June 2007), 107-140 Caribbean Studies

salespersons, students, lower-level clerical employees, and artisans, many 
of them lacking university degrees or mostly being self-educated: i.e., the 
kind of part-time and informal-economy income large numbers of land-
less peasants and laid-off day-laborers were drifting towards (Quintero 
Rivera 1975:24-50; Ferrao 1990:90, 92-93). I contend that this is the con-
text of the Albizuista demand “to suppress the hoarding of [economic] 
resources” in order to “distribute them among our people” and of his 
call to “resurrect anew the legion of property owners that we had before 
[the U.S. invasion of] 1898” (Albizu Campos 1930:5). 

The conventional scholarly critique of this call (e.g., Ferrao 1990:140-
141) has focused on the fact that during the late-19th century most of 
Puerto Rico’s overwhelmingly rural population did not de jure own the 
land they lived on and labored. True, land was by no means evenly dis-
tributed by the 1890s: 2.2% of the biggest landholdings occupied 35.9% 
of all cultivated land while 76.2% of all landholdings—10 cuerdas or less 
in size (1 cuerda = 0.9712 of an acre)—occupied 20.7% of the land.  In 
any event, up to the 1890s most of the rural population still had de facto 
access to some land (primarily, small subsistence plots) which they usu-
ally did not legally own but could use under some tacit or verbal squat-
ting agreement, sharecropping disposition, and/or payment-in-kind for 
day-labor, all supplemented by miscellaneous income from smuggling 
(USDW 1899:151; del Valle Atiles 1887:131; Brau 1972:33-38; Picó 
1979:104-105, 119). The difference between formal dispossession within 
19th-century haciendas and plantations versus post-1898 effective, cor-
porate dispossession is suggested by the relatively sparse manifestations 
of structural starvation under the otherwise brutal Spanish colonialism 
but rampant famine and malnutrition during the initial decades of U.S. 
colonization—a particularity  which U.S. and local observers acknowl-
edged at that time (e.g., Robinson 1899:161; Hill 1898: 167; Michelson 
and Pattison 1900:49, 52; Fleagle 1917:74; Bary 1923:26; Roosevelt 1930; 
see also: Berbusse 1966:103; Silvestrini 1980:37, 59; Acevedo González 
1989:41). 

The post-1898 levels of hunger and undernourishment rose in direct 
proportion to, on the one hand, the uneven reduction or elimination of 
rural labor’s erstwhile subsistence provision grounds and, on the other 
hand, the rapidly soaring prices of basic consumption items due to the 
new colonial government’s (local and federal) fiscal and monetary mea-
sures (Michelson and Pattison 1900:52; Diffie and Diffie 1931:174-175; 
Crist 1948). Like their 17th- and 18th-century free-peasant ancestors and 
their 1760s-1890s counterparts subject to multiple extensive forms of 
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servitude, fin-de-siècle rural poor majorities still physically occupied 
sufficient land to cover their minimal basic needs despite their lack of 
formal property titles. The historical memory of those earlier centu-
ries of independent rural producers probably lived on in the remain-
ing—albeit, dwindling—de facto use late-19th-century peasants had of 
“their” living-quarters and garden plots. It is this subaltern version of 
possession-is-four-fifths-of-the-law in Puerto Rico that in all likelihood 
materially underpinned the local expression of the early-20th-century, 
global agrarian slogan of “land to the tiller” which also echoed through-
out this island in the 1930s.

Despite the fanciful and oblique form of the early-1930s Albizuista 
discourse on the land question in Puerto Rico, the Nacionalista leader 
would appear to be evoking this very same  historical memory and 
social aspirations: “Every one of you has to become a land-owner, every 
one of you has to possess at least a land plot so that you will be able to 
appreciate what the land is worth”—bearing in mind that in Spanish 
too, “the land” also means “the nation,” as in “motherland.” “You do 
not defend your liberty because you do not know what the land is worth, 
because you do not know what it means to see yourself on a plot of land 
that is beyond the reach of the foreclosure and eviction laws that throw 
your wives, your children, and your mothers out on the street” (Albizu 
Campos 1972:214). 

Rolling back “primitive” capital accumulation by U.S. monopolies 
in Puerto Rico, exemplified by the sugar corporations, was reformulated 
as restoring—incrementally (“every one of you has to possess at least a 
land plot”) or wholesale (“distribute them among our people”)—that 
de facto access to land, however small, that most of this island’s popula-
tion had enjoyed before the U.S. invasion. Economic [personal-family] 
liberty was equated with national [collective] independence: this seemed 
to be what many of the indebted farmers, landless peasants, and day-
laborers who joined the Nacionalistas were responding to. This likewise 
appears to have been a contributing factor to why the sugar-cane cutters 
asked Albizu Campos and the Nacionalistas for leadership during the 
1933-1934 general strike. In both cases, Albizu Campos’s call to abol-
ish sugar slavery materialized as a reworking, projection, yet partial 
displacement of the historical memory of racial-chattel slavery on this 
island. But to explore that topic we first need to examine the narrative 
form and world-historical context of the Albizuista conception of racial 
democracy, as well as the global anti-systemic movements unfolding 
during the inter-war period. 
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Racial democracy and hemispheric anti-imperial arielismo

Now then, what was the specificity of what I am calling Albizu 
Campos’s notion of a racial democracy [primarily but not exclusively] 
from-below. It was a plebeian affirmation of socio-racial mixture. This 
differentiation (among race-amalgamation advocates) between racial 
democracy from-above versus from-below is comparable to the famous 
distinction between the “farmer” and the “Jünker” roads towards capi-
talist development, or between Jacobinism as the plebeian method of 
settling accounts with the enemies of the bourgeoisie and Girondists as 
the elitist mode of accomplishing similar goals (Kossok 1977).

For Albizu Campos, obtaining social equality for Puerto Ricans of 
African descent was not the result of an imposed process of Hispanicized 
acculturation via the Iberian conquest—which was the patrician (from-
above) acceptance of mestizaje by leading criollo-elite intellectuals like 
Tomás Blanco (1942:4, 51, 53, 62), Emilio S. Belaval (1977:41-44, 56, 59, 
94-95) and Vicente Géigel Polanco (1936). Rather and for the Nacionalista 
leader, Spain’s spread into the Americas had not only been a geo-politi-
cal expansion but also a physiognomic expansion, resulting in a somatic 
fusion of greater complexity. This historical process had simultaneously 
transformed the totality of the Hispanic race-culture-people by widening 
its scope to now include, on an equal civilizational footing, populations 
of African descent. For Albizu Campos—and, again different from the 
mainstream criollo elites—, the absence of truly-violent racism in Puerto 
Rico was not the result of local white beneficence or noblesse oblige but 
rather of what he understood to be the fact (and fate) of History. The 
implications, albeit subtle, were significant: the Hispanic/ Latin civiliza-
tion-culture-race, in general but especially on this island, was not [any longer, 
exclusively] white.4 There is an obvious resonance here with the claims 
of many Afro-diasporic and African organic intellectuals from the late-
18th century to the 1930s—including some Puerto Ricans (e.g., Arturo 
Alfonso Schomburg)—who claimed that African-descended peoples had 
a magnificent heritage and/or that Africa was even the mother of Western 
civilization (Moses 1998). From the latter viewpoint, a Black Civilization 
had engendered a global White Culture, whereas for Albizu Campos a 
Mediterranean White Civilization had been transformed into a Hemi-
spheric [non-white] Culture. In both cases and intentionally or not, the 
end result is a counter-civilizational5  disruption of hegemonic Eurocentric 
narratives within the context of the continuing European- and U.S.-impe-
rial domination over the world’s “lesser races.”6  
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But the key difference here is Albizu’s conception of “race” within 
the context of local, regional, and hemispheric political scene of the 
inter-war period vis-à-vis his understanding and uses of Iberian historical 
trajectory and destiny. At this level, he shared perspectives with most 
advocates of indigenismo, mestizaje, and Afro-diasporic racial-uplift 
across the hemisphere, and ethnicity-theory proponents on both sides 
of the Atlantic during the 1920s-1930s. Like them, Albizu Campos too 
maintained that “race has nothing to do with biology”: rather,“Race 
is an infinity of virtues and characteristic institutions. We are distinc-
tive for our culture” (Albizu Campos 1935:7). Ergo at this level too, 
his perspective is quite similar to the other epistemic elements of the 
emergent global-racial order. However, for Albizu Campos what distin-
guished this race—“the Race”—from all others was “our courage, ...our 
noble and morally elevated heritage [hidalguía], ...our Catholic sense of 
civilization.” Furthermore, “The yellow [races] are coming together in 
the Orient in order to save themselves. ...The Ethiopian races are react-
ing in similar fashion in Africa.” Yet, according to Albizu Campos, the 
Hispanic Race was different because “There is a historical experience 
that destines us to search each other out,” not for ourselves alone but 
“to restore the world’s equilibrium.” He said, “we were the ones who, 
with blood and fire, ...gave old Europe and virgin America the tradition 
of virtue, of courage, ...of sacrifice, of fearlessness in the face of death” 
and this is what “makes our race today the only hope for the world” 
(Albizu Campos 1935:7).

Albizu Campos knew full well that many of the Spaniards who 
actually lived in Puerto Rico abhorred his political views and his pecu-
liar interpretation of Hispanic heritage and historical destiny (Albizu 
Campos 1972:211).  But, similar to how he politically commandeered 
those Spaniards (and their legitimate progeny) who did join the Naciona-
listas, this mulatto illegitimate son of slaves—who had become a Harvard 
graduate and renown orator—had no qualms about asserting over them 
his superior interpretation of what the Hispanic race was and of whose 
historical destiny he was the most legitimate avatar: as I suggest below, 
the political impact of such maneuvering among this island’s destitute 
majorities was crucial.

The fact that he was able to position himself this way partially 
explains the white-criollo racism he encountered both within his own 
party and among mainstream public opinion during this period (Silén 
1976:23-26.). For instance, when Mexican indigenista and educator José 
Vasconcelos visited Puerto Rico in 1926—upon being invited by the 
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University of Puerto Rico (UPR)—and asked to meet Ponce’s top Nacio-
nalistas, Albizu Campos in particular, one of these Nacionalista bosses 
cautioned Vasconcelos (before the scheduled meeting) by saying “but, 
look, [you need to] know that he [Albizu] is a mulatto...” (Vasconcelos 
n.d.:xxv). Patrician elements within the party tried several times to block 
or circumvent Albizu Campos’s rise within the Nacionalista hierarchy, 
objections which surfaced during the 1926 convention at the Teatro “La 
Habana,” where some argued a colored man ascending to a major party 
position “would add obstacles to the pro-independence effort” (Cor-
retjer 1972:14-15). White-criollo racism resurfaced during the Nacio-
nalistas’s 1930 general assembly at the Ateneo when a letter circulated 
asking delegates to oppose Albizu’s candidacy because “having a negro 
presiding the party [is something which] could not be allowed” (Torres 
1979:43).  Likewise and two years after the U.S. government convicted 
the foremost Nacionalista leadership of seditious conspiracy, a local daily 
published an article—significantly titled “¡Albizu, negro!”—by an author 
self-identifying herself as “an insignificant woman” who only wanted to 
examine Albizu Campos as “a run-of-the-mill man, just like any of us.” 
There she remarked “‘Albizu, black! Uppity [agentado] future dictator 
of the republic he aims to establish in Puerto Rico at gunpoint.’ How 
many times we have heard those phrases! The first one ‘Albizu, black,’ 
was always uttered by whites” (Colón 1938:4). 

Yet like most of this island’s criollo white/ near-white intelligentsia 
and many Latin American intellectuals, arielismo grounded Albizuista 
discursive practices. By recasting  the Ariel figure in Shakespeare’s The 
Tempest such narratives called for unifying all Latin American peoples 
(Ariel), as direct heirs to the lofty values of Southwestern Mediterranean 
Civilization, against the economic and politico-military expansionism 
of the U.S. “Caliban” (Albizu Campos 1972:198, 199). The canonical 
1900 text here, naturally, is the Uruguayan José Enrique Rodó’s Ariel 
(Albizu Campos 1934c:10), although the viewpoint itself (and its ten-
sions) had direct precursors in 1880s-1890s writings by authors in or 
from Argentina, Venezuela, Nicaragua, Guatemala, Brazil, Cuba, Haiti, 
and Puerto Rico (Biagini 1996:60-62, 72-83; Devés Valdés 2000:29-34). 
This fin-de-siècle arielismo contextualizes the regional decline of Brit-
ish global hegemony: England’s 1895 consent to U.S. demands against 
invading Venezuela over the border dispute with British Guiana, U.S. 
victories in the “Spanish-American” War, the looming crisis of the 1897 
West-India-Royal-Commission model of sugar production versus the 
ascendant U.S. corporate-plantation sugar mills, and the U.S. Caribbean 
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fleet surpassing the British West Indian naval squadron by 1899. Which 
enabled the 1903 annexation of the Panama Canal Zone, the 1904 Roos-
evelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, and U.S. gunboat diplomacy 
across the entire Caribbean Basin until 1934 (Williams 1984:419-442; 
Randall and Mount 1998:33-46).

This was the geo-political context of the Albizuista arielismo:7 
according to him, what predominated among Puerto Rican “natives” 
before 1898 had been ethnic and economic “homogeneity amidst all its 
components and a great social sense of interest in mutual aid for the 
benefit of perpetuating and preserving the nation” (El Mundo 1931:3).  
Although due to the strength of this national-racial-civilizational homo-
geneity U.S. colonialism had been unable to “ethnically and culturally 
displace” Puerto Ricans culturally, during 1898-1930 the North Ameri-
can empire had still been able to “reduce [us] to [the condition of] a 
proletarian country” (Rivera Matos 1930b:11). It was this very same 
racial-national strength that, in part and for Albizu, made Puerto Rico 
the target of this corporate-led drive towards the socio-economic dispos-
session of most of its population. Which was “why it would be in this part 
of these Caribbean waters where the plans and attitude of the United 
States towards the peoples of our race would be resolved” (Rivera Matos 
1930a). Such were the peculiar counter-civilizational coincidences with 
leading Garveyite8 groups (Universal Negro Improvement Association 
and Peoples Political Party) and their nationalist and anti-colonialist 
emphasis on Race First (Martin 1974). Although focused on a different 
empire (the globally declining British vis-à-vis the regionally ascendant 
U.S.) and despite their divergent conceptions of the racial motherland, 
for both Garvey and Albizu Campos “the Race” was not white, albeit, 
exclusively black, for the former, while only part-black for the latter. 
Likewise, the Nacionalista leader shared a racial-uplift-based awareness 
of the politico-economic and strategic importance of the Caribbean 
during the late-1920s and early-1930s (Rivera Matos 1930b:11). 

The regional strategic context of militant nationalist opposition 
to U.S. imperial and economic expansionism in part explains why, for 
Albizu and the Nacionalistas, Haiti was no less an integral component of 
“the Race” than the rest of Latin America, despite the otherwise obvi-
ous disparity in which “Latin” empire (Spain or France) had colonized 
whom previously. This broader anti-imperialist and pan-hemispheric 
interpretation of “the Race,” as (trans)national-civilizational patri-
mony, obliged the Nacionalistas to, not only publicly denounce the U.S. 
occupation of Haiti and collaborate with part of that country’s anti-U.S. 
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opposition (El Mundo 1927). In a newspaper article significantly titled 
“The Banner of the Race”, Albizu embraced as the second point in the 
party’s formal objectives (after establishing the Republic of Puerto Rico) 
the creation of an Antillean Confederation, “including the Republic of 
Haiti” (Albizu Campos and Lameiro 1934:2). Indeed, this is what made 
Haiti an integral part of the continental project of a union of the [Latin] 
Americas, where for Puerto Ricans, “the flag of Haiti was our flag” just 
as “the flag of Colombia was ours” (Albizu Campos 1972:196). Despite 
the otherwise unmistakable dissimilarities between the Nacionalistas, 
on the one hand, and the UNIA and the PPP, on the other, the Haitian 
case suggests additional important parallels between the Albizuista and 
the Garveyite goals of political independence, a Caribbean federation, 
the linkage of both to wider Third World struggles in the Atlantic, and 
the long-range planning that would lead from one phase to the other 
mediated by each anti-colonial leader’s regional travels and international 
solidarity campaigns (Martin 1983:59-62, 111-125).9

By the inter-war period, however, Albizu Campos and the Nacio-
nalistas were mostly impacted by Vasconcelos’s version of arielismo, 
particularly after the publication of the Mexican’s key 1925 opus La raza 
cósmica. It was Vasconcelos’s (n.d.:xxiv-xxv, 18-21, 70-108) expressed 
interest in the racial-ethnic mixture of this island vis-à-vis the rest of 
the Americas that led him to meet with prominent Ponce Nacionalistas, 
including Albizu Campos, during the famous pedagogue’s 1926 visit. 
When the UPR abruptly cancelled his Ponce conference, Vasconcelos 
(n.d.:xxxi) remarked “We all understood they wanted to avoid a read-
ing in Ponce, which is the hub of nationalism, of teachings that would 
raise the hopes of the colored races.” But unlike the more conservative 
racist exponents of arielismo in Puerto Rico also influenced by Vascon-
celos—Antonio S. Pedreira being the leading example (Flores 1979:49, 
56-64)—, Albizu Campos recuperated from the Mexican the latter’s ode 
to a spiritually-aesthetically superior mestizo Latin Race which stood in 
direct opposition to a purity-obsessed, robotic Anglo-Saxon/ Germanic 
Race. Vasconcelos’s 1925 text is quite clear on this very point: “The days 
of the pure whites, the victors of today, are as numbered as the days of 
their predecessors. In accomplishing their destiny of mechanizing the 
world, they themselves and without knowing it, have laid the groundwork 
for the new era, the historical period of the fusion and mixture of all 
peoples” (Vasconcelos 1948:25).

For Albizu Campos Puerto Rico was the most outstanding example 
in all the Americas of this historical—and historic—process of “fusion 



KELVIN SANTIAGO-VALLES120

Caribbean Studies Vol. 35, No. 1 (January - June 2007), 107-140

and mixture of all peoples.” This island “is the most integrated national-
ity in the [Latin American] continent in an ethnic and cultural sense, we 
have the most homogeneous, noble, and intelligent mass of the Ameri-
cas,” adding: “There does not exist a state of the [U.S.] American Union 
that compares to us in ethnic and cultural homogeneity” (Rivera Matos 
1930a). According to Albizu Campos, Puerto Ricans were the epitome of 
“the Race” insofar as it was in Puerto Rico where this somatic amalgama-
tion had created the most profound “unity of sentiment” coupled with a 
“racial unity in the biological sense” which incarnated and exemplified 
“the restoration of Man to his pristine origins because Man did not 
begin as yellow, white, nor black, but as simply Man” (Albizu Campos 
1972:195-196). Whereupon he remarked “We are a people predestined in 
History, because Puerto Rico is the first nation in the world where a unity 
of the spirit[-thought-culture-civilization] has been formed together with 
the biological unity of the body” (Albizu Campos 1972:196). Herein lay 
the historico-political force, stability, and greatness of the Puerto Rican 
nation but whose only “weakness lay in not being able to profit from that 
unitary strength resulting from our ethnic and cultural bonds,” not to 
mention the fact that Puerto Ricans “also have the most rotten ruling 
class in the entire continent” (Rivera Matos 1930a). 

Which does not to deny that Albizu Campos was on occasion 
ambiguous about African/ black heritage in general, his own in particu-
lar, and/or that of the rest of Puerto Rico. On the one hand, there was 
the indisputable dignity of ancient birthrights: 

We come here, on this sacred evening [celebrating the Day of the 
(Hispanic/ Latin) Race] to revive everything that courses through our 
veins, everything that is within us, to revive the venerable ashes of all 
our ancestors, to revive the millenarian cornerstone of the Iberian 
peoples and revive the millenarian cornerstone of the African peoples. 
It is in our contemporary era that the greatness of African civilizations 
is being unearthed in the Congo (Albizu Campos 1972:196).

Likewise, he acknowledged the global anti-Western-imperial trend 
towards regional-cultural unity represented by “The Ethiopian races 
...coming together ....in Africa ....in order to save themselves” (Albizu 
Campos 1935). On the other hand and in another retelling of the Rise of 
the West, Africa hardly fares well in his civilizational comparison. Here 
the Roman ancestors of Iberian culture are approvingly described as 
having given up on, not only trying to civilize the Germanic primitives to 
the North, but also for having “desisted, in the case of Africa, from going 
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beyond the Saharan desert for fear of that the barbarism [that awaited 
them there] would definitely destroy them [i.e., Rome as a civilization]” 
(Albizu Campos 1972:207). 

Such ambiguities partially reflect the already described familial-
patrimonial and social-class uncertainties of Albizu Campos himself 
and of many other members of this island’s black and mulatto organic 
intellectuals. Nevertheless, in Albizu Campos what seemed to prevail 
was a racial-democracy from-below tendency towards positioning Africa-
ness/ black-ness as having beneficially transformed the entire Hispanic 
race-civilization, a view which unsettled exclusively-white notions of 
Hispanicity, whether pro-eugenics (Pedreira) or racial-democracy from-
above (Blanco). Yet Albizu Campos partially performed this maneuver 
by dis-locating the historical specificity of African/ Afro-diasporic cul-
tures and peoples.

The global context of racial democracy perspectives

Such proposals were part and parcel of Latin America’s populist10 
inflected racial-democracy texts, including the burgeoning indigenista 
sectors whose unfolding helped establish what soon would become 
the postwar global-racial epistemic domain. According to Luis Villoro 
(1995:66), the goals of this generation were “social nationalism, the 
pursuit of a culture of one’s own, the betterment of the masses through 
the conscious actions of a popular state, the salvation of the indigenous 
peasant” and/or other non-white laborers, plus “the construction of a 
more equitable society.” Eduardo Devés Valdés’s (2000:118) comments 
about the Chilean educator Gabriela Mistral during this period also 
come to mind: “the subject of racial mixture, of indigenismo, and, to a 
lesser extent, of African heritage, cannot be separated from the land 
question and of agrarian claims.” Comparable ascendant, constitutive 
elements within the inter-war crisis of the global-racial regime com-
prised those—e.g., Jacques Roumain, Normil Sylvain, Jean Price-Mars, 
Georges Petit, and Carl Brouard, particularly those grouped around  
L’Union Patriotique—arguing that true Haitian culture was not a mere 
European transplant but a unique African-French synthesis where the 
créole-speaking peasantry was fundamental (Nicholls 1996:149-164). 

In Puerto Rico this type of conciliatory writing tended to suppress 
socio-racial contradictions, as compared to those who only saw a “bio-
logical civil war” (Pedreira 1934:24-30). Instead, various racial-democ-
racy advocates—whether from above (Blanco 1942; Géigel Polanco 
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1936; Belaval 1977) or from below (Albizu Campos 1972)—argued 
that what in fact predominated was an extensive racial-cultural mixture 
and a concomitant “leveling effect” linked to the transformation of the 
entire population into a Hispanicized people, in spite of race-class divi-
sions. These advocates admitted to certain residual prejudice among 
white-criollos, while insisting on the absence of any “real” and “true” 
racism, a classification solely reserved for the U.S. South (e.g.: Rosario 
and Carrión 1939:51-87; Blanco 1942:10-11, 14-17 20-23, 31-35, 60, 
63-65; Albizu Campos 1972:213-214). But this is where the otherwise 
subtle differences emerge between the two notions of racial democracy. 
As indicated above, for Albizu Campos, Hispanization did not mean 
the patrician bestowing of Hispanic culture on non-white populations 
through “charity toward the so-called inferior races”—who still remained 
external to “the Race”—“but rather the just and real appreciation of 
the powerful force and intelligence that they [the non-white masses] 
represent” (Los Quijotes 1972:48). For him, Hispanization involved 
the unequivocal transformation of “the [entire Hispanic/ Latin] Race” 
which, logically and by implication, could no longer be white insofar 
as it now included “illustrious families of pure blooded Africans” who 
were no less Spaniard, nor any less Ibero-American (Albizu Campos 
1972:203). This counter-civilizational perspective, of a plebeian black/ 
mulatto transfiguration of Iberian bodies and Hispanic Culture, is once 
again strikingly similar to the contentions of several Afro-diasporic 
organic intellectuals in the U.S.—e.g., the Jamaican immigrant Joel 
Augustus Rogers (1980)—who in 1931 argued that prominent figures of 
Western politics and culture, including several lines of European nobil-
ity, contained members of African descent. Likewise, there were also 
coincidences between Albizu’s views and those of leading Haitians who, 
like avowed nationalist Normil Sylvain (1927), had no problem defending 
the common—French—ties among all Haitians and those linking Haiti 
to Québec, Martinique, and Guadeloupe.

Puerto Rico’s various, arielista-inflected racial-democracy stand-
points (both from-above and from-below) became a local instance of 
the advancing modes of intelligibility enabling the postwar global-racial 
order, perspectives emphasizing cultural-behavioral factors (Hispaniza-
tion of non-white races and/or the broader notion of a non-color-exclu-
sive Hispanic Race) over the physical elements (“biological civil war”). 
Although certain aspects of racial-democracy narratives asymmetrically 
predate the 1873-1914 final phase of Global Liberalism (e.g., the litera-
ture informed by Western/ Westernized abolitionism and social reform 
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circulating during the first half of the 19th century), advocates of the 
multiple versions of racial democracy flourished in Latin America and 
the Caribbean mostly as a response to the worldwide labor strife and 
subaltern resistance between the 20th Century’s two world wars. The 
second era of scientific racism (1800-1870s) was superseded by an order 
of knowledge which these new inter-war perspectives confronted globally 
and mobilized against, namely Social Darwinism (1876-1900) and its pro-
“hard” eugenics successors (1901-1945). These last two components of 
latter-day scientific racism understood racial-ethnic inequalities as being 
primarily physical-moral-developmental dissimilarities determined by 
hereditary-natural factors (Stepan 1991:96-97; Baker 1998:26-98). In 
Puerto Rico Social-Darwinism and/or “hard” eugenics had a number of 
eminent partisans between the 1890s and the 1930s, including: Manuel 
Zeno Gandía (1975:24), Manuel Fernández Juncos (Carroll 1899:245-
248), José de Diego (1901), Francisco del Valle Atiles (1913; 1914), and 
Pedreira (1934).

Albeit chronologically—and, at times, conceptually—overlapping 
with Social-Darwinism and eugenics during 1890s-1940s, the West-
ern critique of these dominant perspectives were represented by new 
viewpoints in the social sciences, natural sciences, and literature. From 
these alternate perspectives, cultural (not biological) factors were 
understood as the principal explanatory component behind the exis-
tence of racial-ethnic differentiation (Cox 1970; Stepan 1982:140-169; 
Baker 1998:101-187). Between the waning decades of British global 
hegemony’s belle èpoque and the triumph of the “American Century” at 
the end of the Second World War, these Western “ethnicity theories,” 
“race relations” studies, and new-science perspectives were imbricated 
with Americas and Antillean literature, political tracts, social-science 
investigations, and natural-science studies espousing mestizaje, creoliza-
tion, socio-racial uplift, and/or indigenismo. In varying degrees, most still 
subscribed to some strand of European culture as the ultimate paragon 
of modernity and progress. Excluding Puerto Rico, these scholars and 
writers included: Rubén Darío, José Martí, Manuel González Prada, 
Andrés Molina Enríquez, Manuel Gamio, Ricardo Rojas, José Carlos 
Mariátegui, José Vasconcelos, W.E.B. DuBois, Alain Locke, Arthur H. 
Fauset, Zora Neale Hurston, Irene Diggs, Claude McKay, Jean Price-
Mars, Jacques Roumain, Fernando Ortiz, Emilia Bernal, Manuel del 
Cabral, Mário de Andrade, Ciro Alegría, Edgar Roquette-Pinto, Artur 
Ramos, Gilberto Freyre, St. Clair Drake, and E. Franklin Frazier (Stepan 
1991:145-151, 160-169; Nicholls 1996:155-164; Biagini 1996: 72-83; 
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Baker 1998:99-187; Devés Valdés 2000:51-52, 66, 74-150; Arroyo 2003). 
The Puerto Rican version of such views was represented by the likes 
of: Tomás Blanco (1942), José C. Rosario and Justina Carrión (1939), 
Emilio S. Belaval (1977), Vicente Géigel Polanco (1936), and Luis Palés 
Matos (1993). 

The Social-Darwinist/ eugenics global knowledge-structure was 
also being contested by “native” subaltern struggles which—with racial 
democracy advocates—contributed locally to the planetary hegemonic 
crisis, other Caribbean anti-systemic challenges, and the international 
tensions and turmoil of 1914-1945. With the coming of the First World 
War there was a leadership breakdown within the colonial-capitalist 
world-system, when (a) the U.S. and Germany (and their respective 
allies) vied each other over who was going to occupy the vacuum left by 
the final collapse of British planetary supremacy and when (b) broad 
stratagems were implemented by global capital at that time to address 
the inter-war decline-phase of the world-economy’s long wave of capital 
accumulation. This phase included massive lay-offs, work speed-ups, 
sharp drops in income levels, and rural expulsions, all of which ravaged 
peripheral populations (Arrighi 1994:270-295). As in previous centuries, 
numerous resistance movements erupted when subaltern and laboring-
poor sectors across the globe stepped into the breach in the structural 
integrity of the world-system.

Rebellions exploded in Mexico, Brazil, Iran, Iraq, Syria-Lebanon, 
Colombia, and Venezuela (Walton 1986:81-85; Stavrianos 1981:409-418, 
531-534; Aldrich 1996:208-212). But some of the most significant mass 
struggles between the two world wars were spearheaded by racially-
depreciated populations under direct-colonial domination worldwide: 
peasant unrest and day-laborer disturbances unevenly merged with anti-
colonial resistance in Asia, Africa (Walton 1986:49-51, 116-119; Aldrich 
1996:269-272), and the British West Indies during 1914-1920 and the 
1930s. The Caribbean revolts asymmetrically overlapped with militant 
trade-unionism, nationalist activism, rastafari and other Pan-African-
isms (Garveyism, included), and anti-imperialist rebellions (Campbell 
1987:69-92; Bolland 2001:212-378). Comparable hostilities broke out 
during 1914-1939 in those other Caribbean Basin countries under direct 
U.S. military intervention: Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, 
El Salvador, and Cuba (Farber 1974: 28-51; Álvarez Soliz 1982; Langley 
2002:111-220).

Such was also the case of the strike waves in Puerto Rico of 1915-
1921, 1928-1934, and 1938-1939 especially in the tobacco factories, cane 
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fields, and dockyards (NDT 1916:11-13, 16; Yager 1917:552-553; Yager 
1920:557-559; Silvestrini 1979:55-72; TFP 1982b; Picó 1983:51-52, 121; 
TFP 1988). All of which was part of wider social ferment associated with 
material life—in the Braudelian sense (Braudel 1992a:28-29)—stretch-
ing into the 1940s. During the 1920s, this increase in social disorder and 
public unrest included the wayward practices of unemployed laborers, 
beggars, petty-thieves, and traffickers in illegal goods that “plagued” 
rural towns and especially the large cities (Clark 1930:465, 565). The 
far-reaching trend of social turmoil and uncertainty tangibly exploded 
more forcefully during the 1930s with what one elite-criollo intellec-
tual a decade later called the 1930s the “Age of Criminal Saturation” 
(Meléndez Muñoz 1963:814). Not only did local rates of property 
crime and social violence break all previous records, but this was when 
social reformers “discovered” “packs” or “herds” of runaway children 
wandering the streets, and getting involved in illegal subsistence activi-
ties (Enamorado Cuesta 1929:75-76; Rosario and Carrión 1937:9; Picó 
1983:82). It additionally should be remembered that local journalists and 
social reformers tended to identify these forms of disorder, implicitly 
(and sometimes explicitly), as involving disproportionately high numbers 
of blacks and mulattoes (e.g., Rosario 1933:11, 54-55; González Prieto 
1939:60).  

The question of sugar slavery

Although it was rare—though not impossible (e.g., Ramírez 1930)—
to find unreserved apologies for slavery within Euro-criollo elite literature 
as late as the 1930s, many mainstream “native”-cultured politico-literary 
expressions tended to referentially acknowledge the “negro element” by 
sentimentalizing slavery’s inherently conflicting racial structures in gen-
eral. This was one of the hallmarks of the racial-democracy-from-above 
perspectives. Equivalent, early- to mid-20th-century, white-elite narra-
tives from other plantation-based dominant cultures on both sides of the 
Atlantic (particularly in the Caribbean and the Americas) substantiate 
such narratives as instances constitutive of this global-racial regime’s 
epistemic aspects (Kutzinski 1993; Hale 1998:85-120; Sharpley-Whiting 
1999). This is what I have called plantation fantasies: post-emancipation, 
gnoseological, narrative technologies which transformed slavery into love 
stories, sentimental havens, and family romances, even within mid-20th-
century modernist writings. 

In this context, sometimes Albizu Campos reproduced certain 
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aspects of these plantation fantasies, thus positioning him at this level 
within the racial-democracy-from-above perspectives. This politics of 
location was painfully uncanny given that—different from all the white-
criollo elites—he himself was barely one or two generations removed 
from being a slave. Despite being the illegitimate son of a Basque-
descended planter and a once enslaved criollo woman, Albizu Campos’s 
description of Spanish-African familial relations in Puerto Rico was 
curiously idyllic and replete with paternal tolerance and forgiveness. 
In the middle of the important and already cited 1933 public speech, 
delivered in Ponce and marking the Day of the [Hispanic] Race (October 
12), Albizu Campos suddenly segues into an account of what he saw as 
the general disposition of “the Spaniard who came to Puerto Rico, the 
true Spaniard.” Completely reversing the tangible details of his own 
family history, Albizu Campos recalls the 19th-century “Spaniard [who] 
arriving in Puerto Rico, unmarried—without deceiving any Puerto Rican 
woman—, found a black woman he liked, married her, and they had a 
mulatto son. The mulatto later derided his father, calling him uncouth”—
patisucio: literally, someone whose feet are dirty because they do not 
wear shoes—and yet “his father simply put up with it”: “the Spanish 
father never disavowed his mulatto son” (Albizu Campos 1972:211-212). 
The obviously selective character of this strangely familiar memory, both 
personal and historical, tended to undermine the (counter)civilizational 
aspects of how Albizu Campos otherwise reconstructed the destiny of 
the Hispanic/ Latin Race in the world.   

Most of the marginalized narratives of Afro-descended Puerto Rican 
writers during this period—e.g., Carmen María Colón Pellot (1938), 
Fortunato Vizcarrondo (1976)—tended to recast and re-member slavery 
very differently from how their white-elite analogs—e.g., Palés Matos 
(1993), Clara Lair (1937), Evaristo Ribera Chevremont (1957)—evoked 
the slave plantation. Such tensions also populated emergent ethnicity-
based theories of “race” within social science and policy circles (includ-
ing racial-democracy perspectives), the Harlem Renaissance, the “Jazz 
Age,” Pan-Africanism, and the négritude and noiriste movements on 
both sides of the Atlantic (including Haiti’s littérature indigène). Yet 
these dilemmas among certain African, Afro-diasporic intellectuals, and 
their wealthy patrons, echoed analogous aporias among Latin America’s 
white/near-white indigenistas and their mestizo kindred at that time 
(Fanon 1967:127-140; Bonfil Battalla 1987; Baker 1998:143, 157, 178; 
Nicholls 1996:152-190; Lauer 1997; Favor 1999). Within this context, “the 
negro,” specifically its laboring-poor majority (as with other “lesser races” 
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and “subject peoples,” like “the indian”), was the space/ landscape—and 
the stage—of racial childhood which Europeans, European-American, 
Euro-Caribbean modernists, and even some Afro-descended- and/or 
mestizo elites could turn to for spiritual-aesthetic and national-cultural 
revitalization, identity boundary-maintenance, and/or self-discovery, as 
Roy-Féquière (2004:237) has shown in the case of Puerto Rico.

For Albizu Campos, on the other hand and at this other level, the 
Afro-diasporic masses were integral and socially equal components of 
“the Race” somatically-culturally transmuting the latter, a perspective 
diametrically opposite to racial-democracy-from-above narratives. Here 
it bears recalling which social sectors were being interpellated within 
this context by his plebeian reinterpretation of mestizaje: throughout 
the 19th century and up to the mid-20th century there was a historical 
overlap between (a) elevated black and mulatto concentrations in coastal 
areas and (b) most of the island’s seaports and sugar cane plantations. 
This overlap increased during the Great Depression when many Puerto 
Ricans of color from the central highlands migrated to coastal towns 
and cities in the 1930s (Zelinsky 1949:215). Although by 1940 Afro-
descended males were only 22% of the entire labor force in the island, 
they constituted 30% of the sugar-cane workers and 44% of the long-
shoremen and stevedores (USBC 1941:61, 63).

And this is where, for Albizu Campos, the historical memory of 
18th- and 19th-century chattel slavery under Spanish colonialism was 
projected onto the early-20th century. It is also at this other level that he 
breaks with the elite [white] criollo plantation fantasies of his day and 
re-members chattel slavery in all the devastating ferocity of social death, 
including its colonial foundations and exploitative goals.11 By transposing 
slavery as the subjugation of the entire nation-people by the U.S. sugar 
monopoly, the latter is understood as the main economic underpinning 
of U.S. imperialism in the Caribbean Basin and much of the Americas. 
In a 1932 newspaper article, he decries how “Yankee imperialism ...has 
transformed us from property owners into peons; from peons into beg-
gars sentenced to death.” This was why “That painful renewal [brought 
about by nationalist consciousness] from slave to free man will not be 
easy to bring about” (Albizu Campos and Rivera Matos 1932:4). 

And scarce weeks following deadly clashes between plantation 
workers in one of the Sugar Trust’s affiliates (the Puerto Rico Sugar 
Company) and the police in September 26 of 1933 (Ferrao 1990:331), 
Albizu Campos argued that conscious membership in the Hispanic/ Latin 
race-civilization “would transform each and every one of you from a 
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slave to a free man... Those who accept a foreign flag are not men. They 
are mules [fit only] to carry 350-pound bags [of refined sugar] for the 
Guánica Central” (Albizu Campos 1972:212) located in Puerto Rico’s 
southern coast and at that time the second-largest sugar mill in the 
world (Ramos Mattei 1979: 2). Later on he added, “Citizens? Citizens 
condemned to hell! Slaves have no citizenship, [slavery] means death 
for every man who embraces the goddess of dishonor” (Albizu Campos 
1972:216). It is within this context—delivering a speech in the citadel of 
Puerto Rico’s plantation fiefdom and right after the opening salvoes of 
the 1933-1934 labor wars in the cane fields—that the often overlooked 
significance of Albizu’s October 12, 1933 oration comes to the fore. In 
this sense, that particular “Día de la Raza” speech literally encapsulated 
how the Nacionalista leader fused together his conception of “racial 
democracy” with what he understood by “sugar slavery.”

By December of that year the labor unrest spread across the entire 
island and by early January of 1934 the plantation workers rejected 
company offers and the mediation of the Socialista-affiliated trade-
union bureaucracy, instead calling for a general strike and asking 
Albizu Campos and the Nacionalistas to lead the strike movement. 
Albizu Campos accepted, traversing Puerto Rico to round-up social 
and economic support for the strikers. Early on in the general strike he 
published a series of newspaper articles, beginning with a January 15th 
piece in which he described the strike in no uncertain terms: “Puerto 
Rico has been resurrected. The people have risen up to impose their 
right to [a decent] life,” declaring “It is in the interest of all of Puerto 
Rico to support this strike because it is the beginning of the abolition 
of sugar slavery” (Albizu Campos 1934a:15). Several days later and in 
another article explicitly titled “Sugar Slavery,” he defined the slavery 
of his day as the direct result of the on-going U.S.-corporate disposses-
sion process: “that social regime” is “imposed automatically when the 
people are deprived of the opportunity to have full dominion over lands 
upon which they can build their home with economic independence, 
immune, ...to any powerful intervention” (Albizu Campos 1934b:2). In 
that same article he maintains “The rural worker’s backyard is generally 
a disease-ridden place. The day-laborer and the share-cropper [are] the 
perfect slave, docile and obedient to the boss’s will. ...This is the sugar 
slavery that has been imposed by [police] force. It is up to us to abolish 
it” (Albizu Campos 1934b:10). Although the company was able to wait 
out and starve the strikers—with the help of the pro-corporate colonial 
administration and its constabulary—, at its height the labor unrest in 
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the sugar fields encompassed 21 of the island’s 41 sugar mills-plantations, 
while other labor unions lent support, thus staving off that year’s sugar 
harvest (TFP 1982b:12, 14, 19, 123, 134, 139, 183). 

In the short-term, though, Albizu Campos’s denunciation of the 
devastation caused by U.S.-corporate “sugar slavery” became the nar-
rative form and part of the socio-political leadership of the sweeping 
social conflicts involving an expanding mass of landless peasants, as 
well as destitute small-property owners and coastal/ urban laborers.12 
As additionally indicated above, this local discord in turn mirrored the 
riots, violent strikes, massacres, and revolts taking place all over the 
Caribbean Basin and the broader world during the 1930s. This aspect 
of the Albizuista discourse and political practice gave new relevance and 
greater historical continuity to plantation exploitation—part of the legacies 
of slavery—as a politico-economic and morally urgent issue within Puerto 
Rico and the entire region. A sugar-cane worker involved in the strikes 
and interviewed by two criollo sociologists clearly echoed that historical 
memory, implicitly blurring the tactics deployed during 19th century slave 
uprisings (and even the phantom of the Haitian Revolution) into the 
forms of resistance in the 1933-1934 general strike. “Me, X, instead of 
torching the cane field”—still a prevalent laborer’s weapon—“I would 
have torched his [i.e., the manager’s] house with all of his family inside. 
This is the sort of thing that we should be [an independent] republic for: 
so that we could turn to banditry and get even with all of the wrongs that 
he workingman is suffering” (Rosario and Carrión 1937:9).13

Such was the world-historical juncture in which the racial-democ-
racy-from-below perspectives and Jacobinist populism of Albizu Campos 
impacted key elements of the island’s mainstream intelligentsia. This 
aspect of Albizuismo was the Afro-descended, narrative equivalent of 
emergent social-science scholarship: comparable to, yet the reverse of, 
the populist rhetoric (non-subversive/ non-conspiratorial and hardly 
anti-imperialist) conveyed by that other rising star of public oratory and 
the political-campaign circuit, Luis Muñoz Marín. The 1938-1945 con-
ventional populist caudillos surpassed the Albizuista chieftains insofar as 
the Muñocistas garnered the means—and the political space (granted by 
top Washington circles)—to organize this island’s laboring-poor masses 
as the key social force electorally mobilized in order to create the desired 
“state of compromise” (Weffort 1976:96) between the local elites run-
ning the colonial government. 

At this level the Muñocistas also went beyond most of the racial-
democracy-from-below viewpoint of Albizu Campos, (1) by highlighting 
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the deracinated and plantation-fantasy-based leveling effects supposedly 
behind widespread racial mixture and (2) by underlining a whitened His-
panization that had transcended all fundamental socio-racial conflicts. 
And it is precisely at this level where some of the textual practices of 
Albizu Campos were effectively reworked by Muñoz Marín to forge what 
became the received version of populism in Puerto Rico (Díaz Quiñones 
1984:27-32; Díaz Quiñones 1985:23-34, 81-82). The present article and 
further studies (on the world-historical context linking Albizuista racial 
democracy and his call to abolish sugar slavery) will hopefully complicate 
the terms of current historical research on the inter-war period and per-
haps encourage more inquiry into the eventual triumph and persistence 
of patrician notions of racial democracy in Puerto Rico to this day.
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Endnotes

 1 Although others have documented in passing instances of racism against the 
Nacionalista leader, Luis Ángel Ferrao (1990) and especially Juan Manuel 
Carrión (1992; 1993; 2005:30-31, 35-36, 38-41) and José Juan Rodríguez 
Vázquez (2004:79, 88, 172-174, 243-250), are among the few scholars who 
have written specifically on Albizu Campos and the “race question.”

 2 Braudel (1992b:157, 164, 242-246) and Arrighi (1994:109-144, 159-174, 
269-300) describe a switch—within long-term cycles in the modern world-
economy—from accumulation led by commodity production (during the 
ascendant phase of the cycle under a specific global hegemonic power) to 
accumulation driven by financial expansion (in the cycle’s declining phase 
under that same hegemon). These second phases usually increased inter-
imperial rivalry and social devastation for populations subordinated to 
global capital. My article here refers to the British cycle’s decadence and 
long demise of British world-systemic hegemony (1870s-1910s), otherwise 
known as the British belle èpoque. The remainder of this article further 
illustrates this critical approach to world-systems analyses, a viewpoint 
expanded on elsewhere: Santiago-Valles (1999); Santiago-Valles (2005a); 
Santiago-Valles (2005b).
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 3 During 1915-1920 he presented public lectures on the Monroe Doctrine 
(to the Boston Socialist Club), on “the assimilation of the immigrant” (to 
the American Society of Colonial Families), on U.S. military intervention-
ism in the Caribbean Basin (Lynn City Club), and on “the situation of 
the negro race in Latin America” (Public Opinion Club). He also showed 
great interest in—and admiration for—many anti-colonial struggles against 
Great Britain. On India, his sympathies were more with Bal Gangadhar 
Tylak’s insurgency than Gandhi’s movement but Harvard’s law students 
chose Albizu to represent them at the public ceremony honoring national-
ist poet Rabindranath Tagore during his 1916-1917 U.S. tour. On Ireland, 
Albizu Campos favored Sinn Féin and organized Harvard’s chapter for the 
Recognition of the Irish Republic. See: La Voz del Obrero 1919:3; Pagán 
1979:4; Rosado 2003:47-48. 

 4 To a certain extent, this specific re-interpretation of the Indigenous-African 
metamorphosis of the Hispanic/ Latin Race-Civilization on both sides of 
the Atlantic was espoused particularly by other Afro-descended Puerto 
Ricans during the early-20th century across this island’s entire formal-politi-
cal spectrum: e.g. Carrión Maduro 1906:137-138, 192-193; Dessús 1916:59-
62, 199-205, 237-243; Barbosa 1937:19-21, 85; Timothée 1937; Colón Pellot 
1938; El Mundo 1939.

 5 I owe Festus N’Garuka the characterization of such maneuvers as counter-
civilizational.

 6 On this point, I subscribe entirely to Rodríguez Vázquez’s (2004:204, 
207-209) summary and  critique of the literature—partisan and/or aca-
demic—charging Albizu Campos of fascism, while over-simplifying his 
conflicted views on the Spanish Civil War. As I have illustrated throughout 
this article, Albizu had not a few aporias and even conservative biases. But 
the Eurocentric racism, inherently definitive of 1920s-1940s fascism, fueled 
a territorial expansionism allied to leading fractions of global capital. Ergo, 
Nacionalismo’s (and Puerto Rico’s) colonial-peripheral location structurally 
closed fascism as a world-historical path to Albizu and his followers, even at 
those few instances when they and/or the handful of criollo paltry capitalists 
backing him mirrored aspects of Mussolini’s party and the Spanish Falange or 
made positive remarks about Imperial Japan (Ferrao 1990:310-327). Dreams 
of flight or flapping one’s arms do not transform a person into a bird. 

 7 Sylvia Álvarez Curbelo (1993:87-88, 92-84) has already linked Albizu 
Campos’s arielismo to his views on agrarian matters and on the U.S. sugar 
monopolies. 

 8 Albeit from another perspective, Antonio Gaztambide Géigel (1993:57) 
and Juan Manuel Carrión (2005) have also identified parallels between the 
Garveyites and the Nacionalistas led by Albizu Campos.

 9 Granted, Albizu’s focus was on the Greater Antilles (see also, Rodríguez 
Vázquez 2004:193-194) but this was also where the UNIA had some of its 
biggest chapters (Martin 1974:16).
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 10 What defined the populism of some of this period’s movements and gov-
ernments in Latin America was their goal of mobilizing the racially-mixed 
laboring-poor masses in order to create a “state of compromise” (Brandão 
Lopes 1966:102; Weffort 1976:96) that would bring about an “unstable 
equilibrium among the dominant groups” (Weffort 1976:95). This popu-
lism took the form of nationalist, import-substitution-based social reforms 
by the governments of Mexico (1934-1940), Ecuador (1934-1937), Brazil 
(1937-1945), and Argentina (1943-1945). The classical studies on this 
process include: Germani 1973; Murmis and Pontantiero 1974; Weffort 
1976:71-75; Laclau 1977:147-158.

 11 On this point I disagree with Rodríguez Vázquez (2004:175, 249-250): seeing 
abolition as relatively “bloodless” (Rivera Matos 1930a)—however histori-
cally dubious—is not the same thing as seeing slavery as “benevolent.” 

 12 This Jacobinist dimension of the Nacionalista leader is another reason why 
I do not give much credence to the accusations of fascism leveled at Albizu 
Campos. See endnote 6, above.

 13 On this point, I differ with how Albizu’s links to the sugar-cane workers 
were interpreted in Santiago-Valles 1994:186, 190-191. 


