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INTRODUCTION: 

Puerto Rican Politics
in the United States

José E. Cruz, guest editor

The claims made by Falcón
concerning ideological bias and nativity
were never accepted outside a small
circle of academics and activists. 
But they are worth mentioning only
because changes within the social sciences
and within the Puerto Rican scholarly
community suggest that whatever truth
there was to them before no longer
holds. In other words, the explanation
for the continued scarcity of scholarly
research on Puerto Rican politics in the
United States must lie elsewhere. 

If the social-science-bias explanation
made some sense in 1984, it makes little
sense today. Works on racial and ethnic
politics now proliferate. In the case of

Puerto Ricans, in 1998 a major university
press published an important history of
the community’s radical movement of
the 1960s and ‘70s.2 Beyond the Puerto
Rican case, even the American Political
Science Association (APSA), the most
conservative professional group within
the discipline, has become more open 
to research on race, ethnicity, and politics.
On the other hand, while the number of
Latinos earning doctorates has increased
systematically since 1976, their concen-
tration has been in the humanities 
rather than in the social sciences.3

Thus, in the possible explanation of low
outputs, the number of Latino social
scientists continues to be a relevant factor. 

Ever since I entered the discipline in 1983, the scuttlebutt on Puerto Rican
political scientists in the United States has been that they can be counted on the
fingers of one hand. In its membership application, APSA asks Puerto Ricans,
Mexicans, Cubans, and others to define themselves as Latinos. For its part, the
Puerto Rican Studies Association (PRSA), which has been active since 1993, 
makes no disciplinary distinctions in its membership count. Thus, the number 
of Puerto Rican doctorates in political science is not known precisely. The conference
programs of PRSA, however, suggest two things. One, the Puerto Rican intelligentsia
in the United States is no longer dominated by scholars from Puerto Rico. If in the
past, the contrary was explanatory of the low scholarly output focused on mainland
Puerto Rican history and politics—and this is an unproven assumption that is useful
only for the sake of argument—today it could not count as a relevant factor. 
Two, Puerto Rican political scientists are still like blondes in the land of Kong: 
ellos brillan por su ausencia. Between 1983 and 2003 the increase in the number of
Puerto Ricans within the discipline appears so small as to be almost insignificant. 

I remember a story told by Sherrie Baver in 1993 at the first PRSA conference; 
it is relevant to the problem that only a small number of scholars are interested in
Puerto Rican politics. The context was a panel discussion of the question of Puerto
Rican representation within academia and the research priorities that scholars ought
to establish. As a non-Puerto Rican scholar Baver impressed me because her interest
in Puerto Rican politics did not seem to be driven by the instrumental logic that
motivates academics overly concerned with professional advancement and status. 
This may or may not be true, but it is what I inferred from the anecdote she offered. 
A colleague asked her what her area of research and publication was. When Baver
indicated her interest on Puerto Ricans her interlocutor said: “Oh, what a small market!”
On the face of it, the moral of the story seemed to be: if you want to sell a large number
of books, don’t bother writing about Puerto Ricans. At a deeper level, the anecdote
suggested that the appeal of Puerto Rican issues to researchers could be rather limited.
They were only a small group; their issues were not interesting enough to a large audience;
they were not part of the mainstream, so why bother studying their politics. 

I refer to this anecdote only to suggest that the problem of a small number of political
scientists interested in Puerto Rican politics is compounded by a way of thinking
about research and research topics. While different from a simple ideological bias,
this way of thinking nevertheless reduces the appeal of Puerto Rican issues as an area
of inquiry for scholars—Puerto Rican or not. In combination, these two factors help
explain why the situation that Herman Badillo lamented in 1984 still defines the reality
of scholarly output on Puerto Rican history and politics.

In this context, this special issue of CENTRO Journal is particularly welcome. 
My hope is that it will stimulate not just discussion but further research as well.
Nothing would be more pleasing to me than to be proven wrong in my claim that 
not much has changed since 1984. My sense is that progress has been limited and
slow in coming. The call for papers for this special issue was wide and repeated.
Individual solicitations were also made. In a quantitative sense, the response was
disappointing. Nevertheless, it was sufficient to allow the editors to distinguish
between work that deserved to be published and work that was either “not ready 
for prime time” or better suited for publication elsewhere. In part, the process of
preparing the issue was frustrating because I know that there is more work that 
is worthy of publication than the issue was able to include. The silver lining of 
this cloud is that the subject matter has not been exhausted. 

ALMOST TWO DECADES AGO, IN HIS FOREWORD TO JAMES JENNINGS AND MONTE RIVERA’S
BOOK PUERTO RICAN POLITICS IN URBAN AMERICA, HERMAN BADILLO LAMENTED THE FACT

THAT SCHOLARLY RESEARCH ON PUERTO RICANS IN THE UNITED STATES HAD FAILED TO

PROVIDE A COMPREHENSIVE ACCOUNT OF THE COMMUNITY’S POLITICAL HISTORY.
WRITING IN THE SAME VOLUME, ANGELO FALCÓN ARGUED THAT THE LIMITED AMOUNT OF

RESEARCH ON THE HISTORY AND POLITICS OF PUERTO RICANS IN THE UNITED STATES WAS

DUE TO THE COMMUNITY’S DISADVANTAGED SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS. IN HIS VIEW,
CIRCULAR MIGRATION WAS ANOTHER LIMITING FACTOR. RESEARCH BY NON-PUERTO

RICANS WAS PREVENTED, ACCORDING TO FALCÓN, BY THE IDEOLOGICAL BIAS IN

MAINSTREAM SOCIAL SCIENCE AGAINST THE HISTORY AND POLITICS OF RACIAL-ETHNIC,
WORKING-CLASS, AND RADICAL MOVEMENTS. PUERTO RICAN SOCIAL SCIENTISTS BORN

AND RAISED IN THE UNITED STATES HAD NOT CORRECTED THE IMBALANCE DUE TO

THEIR SMALL NUMBERS. AND FURTHER, IN AN ARGUMENT THAT BORDERED ON IN-GROUP

XENOPHOBIA, FALCÓN ATTRIBUTED THE SPARSE SCHOLARLY WORK FOCUSING ON PUERTO

RICAN HISTORY AND POLITICS IN THE UNITED STATES TO THE PREDOMINANCE AMONG

RESEARCHERS OF ISLAND-BORN PUERTO RICANS.1
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issue concerning the relationship between representation and empowerment. 
Carlos Vargas-Ramos suggests that a more comprehensive explanation of the political
behavior of Puerto Ricans requires an analysis of the impact of the political environment
on electoral participation. The accounts of Gerald Meyer and Ramón Jiménez of the
movement to save Hostos community college from closure not only provide insights
concerning the potential and effectiveness of social movements but also provoke
questions related to the politics of remembrance and the role of interpretation in
historical research. Arlene Dávila offers us a fascinating glimpse into the ambiguities 
of community politics while highlighting the difficulties inherent in a politics seeking 
to meet the requirements of both efficiency and equity. The source of differences in the
political attitudes of mainland- and island-born Puerto Ricans is a question that emerges
from the research done by Melissa Michelson on the topic of political trust among
Puerto Ricans. The role of Puerto Rican political leaders in the process of empowering
the community is one critical issue on which the article by this editor and the interview
by Felix Matos Rodríguez shed some light, while raising questions concerning just how
effective that role has been. María Canino-Arroyo’s piece invites us to (re)consider the
impact of bureaucratic modes of incorporation on advocacy agendas and activities. 

The preceding outline does not exhaust the number of questions that can be
teased out of the articles included here. Alone they constitute quite an ambitious
agenda for future research. Graduate students looking for master’s or dissertation
projects would do well by reading this issue of the journal. Professors interested in
research on Puerto Rican politics could similarly profit. Indeed, it is safe to say that
there are more ideas for significant studies here than graduate students and professors
to tackle them. Thus, established scholars of Puerto Rican politics face a serious
mentoring challenge as well as the challenge of securing resources to do the work. 

This special issue of CENTRO Journal is neither the first nor the only sign of
significant activity in this area of inquiry; however, it does highlight some of the new
directions we should take. In order to do so, we must find ways of getting more
political scientists interested in mainland Puerto Rican politics as an avenue for
research. We must also encourage more Puerto Rican and Latino undergraduates to
become graduate students in political science. While preparing them for the
discipline, we should instill in them the desire to study Puerto Rican as well as Latino
politics. It will not be easy to do this, and it will probably be even more difficult to
induce non-Latino students of political science to pursue a Puerto Rican-oriented
agenda of research. Easy or not, the job must be done lest we find ourselves twenty
years from today repeating Herman Badillo’s lament.

N OT E S  
1 Herman Badillo, “Foreword,” Puerto Rican Politics in Urban America, edited by James
Jennings and Monte Rivera (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1984), p. x; Angelo Falcón, 
“A History of Puerto Rican Politics in New York City,” Puerto Rican Politics in Urban
America..., pp. 16–17.
2 See Andrés Torres and José E. Velázquez, eds. The Puerto Rican Movement: Voices from
the Diaspora (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998).
3 See Paula Ries and Delores H. Thurgood, Summary Report 1991: Doctorate Recipients
From United States Universities (Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press, 1993); Thomas
B. Hoffer, et al. Doctorate Recipients From United States Universities: Summary Report 2001
(Chicago: National Opinion Research Center, 2002).
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At the 2002 PRSA conference, scholars from across the U.S. and Puerto Rico
presented 171 papers in more than 40 panels. Of these, eight discussed Puerto Rican
politics in the United States. Due to insufficient time for preparation, none of these
papers could appear in this special issue. So there is more material that may be
suitable for future publication. On the other hand, not only did a few of the papers
deal with the question of politics, a mere 5 percent of the total, but only one was
presented by a political scientist with a faculty appointment. This highlights the
importance of enlarging the ranks of political scientists doing research on Puerto Rican
politics. Scholars do not have to be Puerto Rican to carry out the task, but a larger
cadre of Puerto Rican political scientists devoted to this work would not hurt. 

Extant accounts of Puerto Rican politics in the United States reveal a complex
process of incorporation riddled with exclusionary rules, partisan neglect,
discrimination, persecution, and repression. For some participants the price of
involvement has been as minimal as the loss of a job. For others it has been as high as
imprisonment. Even though Puerto Ricans have been regarded as an apathetic
electorate, at both the individual and community level they have confronted their socio-
economic and political reality. While affirming their identity many have demanded the
rewards that citizenship ought to provide to those who meet its obligations. 

In the twentieth century, Puerto Rican politics in the United States unfolded in
four interconnected yet distinct stages, marking periods of arrival and settlement,
socio-cultural organization, bureaucratic and radical politics, and partisan as well 
as extra-partisan incorporation. During their initial years in the U.S., homeland 
issues held a prominent place on the agenda of Puerto Ricans both in and out of the
political scene. From 1950 until the mid-1960s Puerto Rican groups focused on social
and cultural issues. While the political force of nationalism declined during this period,
at the beginning of the 1970s a new radical element began to show signs of relative
strength. Sporadic instances of collective behavior gave way to bureaucratic political
incorporation, beginning as early as the mid-1950s but crystallizing during the mid-
1970s. This change was fostered largely by War on Poverty funds and by selected
philanthropic organizations. Since 1980, electoral participation, grassroots advocacy,
lobbying, and litigation have been the pillars of Puerto Rican politics in the United
States. In the interstices of normality, movements for civil rights, for political
empowerment, in solidarity with political prisoners and with the struggle of Vieques
against the U.S. Navy, waxed and waned along with the ebb and flow of interest
among mainland Puerto Ricans on Puerto Rico’s colonial status. 

Such is the framework that oriented the call for papers for this issue of CENTRO
Journal. We wanted to assemble a collection of articles addressing questions about
electoral participation; interest group mobilization; elite politics; redistricting;
relations with African-Americans, with other minorities and with other Latinos; 
the role of women in politics; social movements; and the relationship between
Puerto Rico and Puerto Rican politics in the United States. We were willing to
consider work from all disciplines, articles guided by comparative or interdisciplinary
approaches, and theoretical treatments as well. Works analyzing specific events,
organizations, or individuals were also welcome. 

The articles assembled here address some of the topics listed above. In fact, 
at the end of the process of preparation of this special issue we emerged with more
questions and a more formidable research agenda than at its onset. Topics such as
redistricting, inter-minority relations, and gender politics remain en el tintero. For their
part, the articles raise a host of additional questions. Edgardo Meléndez rekindles the
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