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of Cuban literature has rarely ventured. It is thus a very important book 
and one that starts to fill a large chasm in Cuban literary studies. 

Guy Baron
University of Nottingham
United Kingdom
Guy.Baron@nottingham.ac.uk
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From about 1868 to 1898, the economy, labor, and political status 
were among the principal themes of discussion in Puerto Rico. 

Too frequently, scholars exploring these developments frame their work 
around an “insider” perspective that leans heavily or exclusively on 
Spanish colonial archival sources. In contrast, Puerto Rico en la mirada 
extranjera enables investigators to consider the “outsider” angle through 
the eyes of consular agents stationed on the island. A non-Hispanic gaze 
of Puerto Rican affairs during the last third of the nineteenth century, 
the dispatches penned by French, British and U.S. consular agents 
broaden the scope of primary materials on this critical era of the island’s 
trajectory.

Almost half of the reports included in the section, “Economy and 
Society” were composed by U.S. officials, a clear indication of the grow-
ing mercantile and strategic expansion of the North American republic 
in the Antillean “back yard.” This part sheds light on natural resources, 
agricultural exports, transportation systems, public works, climatic con-
ditions, natural calamities, public health, finance, maritime movement, 
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customs and tariffs, and bureaucratic practices. Information of provi-
sions and finished goods imported from the U.S. and Europe affords an 
opportunity to examine changing patterns of consumption as the island 
extended its commercial reach to those world regions.

Since U.S. and European economic interests in Puerto Rico 
depended on the maintenance of the colonial status quo, any drastic 
changes in the latter were likely to draw the attention of the consuls. 
Therefore, their dispatches often veer into related social issues, such as 
population dynamics, immigration, slavery, abolition, free labor, wages 
and working conditions, and public safety concerns. Here, some of their 
judgments are clouded by stereotypes and sweeping generalizations. For 
example, in 1882 French consul H. Dubreuill pointed out that ignorance 
and poverty accounts for most crimes in the island, but concluded that 
most killers were black (p. 113). His successor wrote that some afflu-
ent Corsicans had acquired their wealth through fraud and deception, 
but excused it “as a fairly common thing in this country that often goes 
unpunished” (p. 119). 

As one delegate put it, Puerto Rico’s agriculture, particularly sugar, 
drives its wealth. When its exports decline, commerce is paralyzed and 
a general malaise sets in (p. 291). This imperial logic is reflected in the 
“Politics” section, which examines the discordant factors impacting on 
U.S., French, and British trade. These elements include colonial reforms, 
electoral laws, military movements, Cuba’s insurrection, forced loans, 
political repression, emancipation, self-rule, and censorship, among 
others. Consular accounts on the growing tensions between conserva-
tives, liberal-reformers, and militants, as well their supporters/detractors 
in Spain, received ample coverage. As such, they become indispensable, 
“must consult” sources for the island’s institutional-political history.

Geopolitical concerns figure prominently in the dispatches written 
by U.S. consuls that are included in the segment on “the War of 1898.” 
This emphasis reflects the merger of U.S. strategic interests and eco-
nomic investments in the greater circum-Caribbean around that time. 
Calls for U.S. warships to patrol Caribbean waters—a precursor of 
gunboat diplomacy—would eventually expand into outright demands 
that the U.S. seize the island. As U.S. military units engage Spanish 
forces in Cuba, reports by its commercial agents in Puerto Rico quickly 
take an urgent quality characterized by an abrupt shift from commercial 
to imperial objectives. One example in particular is reminiscent of the 
Columbian social construction of “submissive” Tainos and “savage” 
Caribs. In their attempts to convince superiors in Washington to invade 
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Puerto Rico, the U.S. consuls employed a divide-and-conquer technique 
by drawing a sharp distinction between the “warlike” Cubans and the 
“peaceful” Puerto Ricans.

By contrast, French and British representatives appear resigned to 
accepting the U.S. occupation as an inevitable result of Manifest Destiny. 
Writing only two months following General Nelson A. Miles’ landing 
of U.S. troops in Guánica, France’s consul addressed the impact of the 
“American” invasion on purely economic terms. In a prophetic tone, 
he wrote that “The arrival of the Americans is the arrival of buyers, of 
banks, in short, of capital and capital desirous of investing... in the eco-
nomic exploitation of the island...” (p. 323). In line with this reasoning, 
the official communications of French and British agents immediately 
after U.S. forces took over the island dealt almost exclusively with its 
economic impact, especially with how the transfer from Iberian to U.S. 
colonial rule was beginning to or would affect currency, tariffs, import-
exports, and agricultural production.

Whether American, French or British, the consular agents were 
a privileged group. Consequently, their views of the slaves, peasants, 
farm hands, skilled workers, and artisans who made up the vast major-
ity of the island’s working population were colored by class, racial, and 
national biases. For the most part, the lifestyles of the attachés had more 
in common with the local patricians and colonial authorities. But they 
also had some degree of diplomatic protection and therefore enjoyed 
more freedom of expression than the merchants and planters with whom 
they came into contact on a regular basis. Because their reports had a 
“confidential” quality to them, one would expect them to be somewhat 
more reliable than those crafted by local officials constrained by censors 
or subject to disciplinary action for contradicting government policy. 

Bearing the aforementioned in mind, Puerto Rico en la mirada extran-
jera would likely stimulate new lines of research on several under-studied 
topics, such as the role of foreign immigrants, colonial politics, maritime 
traffic, French and British investments in Puerto Rico, or the island’s 
economic value to Spain during that pivotal interval. The consular cor-
respondence depicts a Puerto Rico more closely tied to the Atlantic 
economy than previous scholarship would suggest. How did these links 
influence the island in the areas of race, ethnicity, religion, education, 
consumerism, literature, the arts, etc.? Some of the reports could prompt 
one to revisit certain topics with which contemporary scholars continue 
to wrestle, such as abolition, the transition to free labor, and the genesis 
of the current political infighting between proponents of commonwealth, 
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independence, and statehood. Researchers might also be able to fill in 
gaps in the historical record or modify their conclusions in light of new 
insights derived from the dispatches. The more ambitious might even 
consider extending their queries by taking into consideration additional, 
under-utilized documents pertaining to their research projects that might 
be housed in France, England, and the United States, but also in Den-
mark, the Netherlands, and Italy, among other destinations connected 
in some meaningful way to the island’s agro-exporting boom of the late 
Spanish colonial period.

Jorge L. Chinea
Center for Chicano-Boricua Studies
Wayne State University
jchinea@wayne.edu
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La aprobación de la ley 45 en el año 1998 establece un cambio 
en las relaciones laborales del sector gobierno al igual que en 

la administración pública de Puerto Rico. Con esta ley se comenzó a 
trabajar un nuevo paradigma en materia laboral, y consecuentemente se 
establecieron unas reglas de juego distintas a las que hasta ese momento 
habían existido en nuestro país. Justo en este contexto y consignando lo 
que es la variada y rica historia de nuestro movimiento laboral, se inserta 
el trabajo de la profesora Arleen Hernández-Díaz, Labor-Management 
Relations in Puerto Rico during the Twentieth Century.

Este libro hace un estudio detallado del origen de los movimientos 
reivindicativos de los trabajadores a la luz de las distintas variables 
sociales, políticas y sociológicas que se dan en nuestro país a partir de 
la invasión norteamericana hasta nuestros días. Su trabajo aborda los 
orígenes sindicales retomando valiosos esfuerzos de otros historiado-
res, economistas y sociólogos que anteriormente habían abordado el 
tema desde perspectivas más sociológicas e históricas y nos confronta 
con la evolución de esta historia laboral hasta hoy. La mirada que nos 
aporta Hernández-Díaz es una inclusiva y ciertamente variada donde 
se conjugan los hechos históricos con la dimensión política y económica 
en una suerte de aventura permanente del conocimiento laboral que 


