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The works reviewed in HLAS 68 show a consistent interest in the exploration of staple 
topics in Puerto Rican historiography, such as political history, agrarian history, labor 
history, and the long-standing preoccupation with relations between Puerto Rico and the 
US.  Bolstered by access to new textual and visual sources and influenced by 
comparative methodologies and cultural approaches, scholars have revisited old 
problems, explored news themes, rendering novel and stimulating interpretations of 
Puerto Rico’s past.   
 
The 19th and 20th centuries continue to be the focus of most historical inquiry in recent 
years.  However, for the late 18th century, the piece by Katherine J. Curtis and Francisco 
Antonio Scarano (bi2012005761) on the padrones, the annual summary censuses 
commissioned by Spanish authorities, is particularly noteworthy.  The authors assess a 
largely untapped source that is of enormous value to population studies.  The nearly 
complete series of the annual summary censuses provides unique aggregate statistical 
data about the civil population during a transitional period of demographic and economic 
growth in Puerto Rico. 
         
Growing access to local archival collections has invigorated interest in the study of 
political history.  The Archivo Histórico at the Fundación Luis Muños Marín has been 
avidly mined by researchers looking for sources that provide perspectives of prominent 
Puerto Rican statesmen on key national political developments.  Delma S. Arrigoitia 
Peraza’s work on Antonio R. Barceló (bi2012005778) and Roberto Colón Ocasio’s book 
on Antonio Fernós Isern (bi2012002135) relied extensively on the collections at this 
repository.  Advocates of greater self-government for Puerto Rico, these two leaders were 
directly involved, though at different moments, in developing the political status formula 
that came to be known as the Estado Libre Asociado (Free Associated State or 
Commonwealth).  An essay collection edited by Fernando Picó (bi2012005782) explores 
aspects of the personal life and political career of Luis Muñoz Marín, one of the most 
influential figures in 20th-century Puerto Rican politics.         
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Several recent works focus on agrarian issues. Pablo García Colón (bi2012002128) 
examines how the expansion of commercial agriculture undermined the objectives of the 
legislation introduced by Spain to regulate the distribution of both uncultivated and 
Crown lands in Puerto Rico.  Property concentration into few hands and the dispossession 
of the free peasantry were the unintended outcomes of these reforms.  For his part, Jorge 
Chinea (bi2011001111) documents the failed attempts of the local colonial bureaucracy 
to promote agricultural diversification and the use of nonslave labor during the mid-
1800s.  The export economy based on sugar and coffee crops had a positive effect on the 
urban development of several port cities, particularly the western town of Mayagüez, as 
demonstrated by Ramonita Vega Lugo (bi2012002130).   
 
By the early 1900s, sugar had displaced coffee as the predominant export commodity in 
Puerto Rico.  US investments in sugar accelerated this trend, transforming the sugar 
industry into the largest sector in the island’s economy.  In an outstanding comparative 
study, Humberto García Muñíz (bi2012002127) examines these transformations in both 
Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic, focusing on the case study of the South Porto 
Rico Sugar Company, a New York-based multinational corporation that operated sugar 
mills on both islands.  Despite the control of US corporations over the Puerto Rican sugar 
sector, the author argues that ownership of sugar mills by local entrepreneurs was 
significant through the 1920s.  The case of a small sugar mill, Central Santa Bárbara, 
established by Puerto Rican landowners in the interior mountainous town of Jayuya, is 
explored by Ivor Hernández Llanes (bi2012005779).  A microhistory of Jayuya written 
by distinguished historian Fernando Picó is also available (bi2012005781).     
 
The laboring classes, specifically agricultural laborers, have also received attention in 
recent years.  Some of these works assess the role of agricultural workers in moments of 
political crises.  José O. Solá (bi2012003081) examines the realignments of the two main 
political parties (Partido Unión and Partido Republicano) in view of the emergence of a 
new militant labor-oriented party, the Partido Socialista, during the 1920s.  Based on the 
study of municipal-level politics in the sugar cane-growing town of Caguas, this work 
illustrates the local impact of national political developments.  Dennis Nodín Valdés 
(bi2012005760) shows how instrumental agricultural workers were to the political 
realignments of the 1940s, which led to the rise of the Partido Popular Democrático with 
Luis Muñoz Marín as the dominant political force.  Valdés’ comparative framework 
serves to incorporate the Puerto Rican case into the larger historiography on American 
rural labor.  Jorge Duany (bi2011003864) explores the Farm Labor Program, created by 
the Puerto Rican government in the 1940s to promote mass migration to the US 
mainland.   
 
Informed by comparative and cultural approaches, recent research on the history of the 
relations between Puerto Rico and the US has become highly enlightening.  The articles 
on Puerto Rico in Colonial Crucible, the collection of empirical essays compiled by 
Alfred W. McCoy and Francisco Antonio Scarano (bi2012005756), suggest significant 
aspects of continuity from Spanish rule to American domination, especially in the areas 
of policing and penal practices.  In the area of education, however, Puerto Rican teachers 
actively resisted Americanization policies.  The contributors argue for a multilayered 
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understanding of the interaction between colony and metropolis, characterized by what 
they call “imperial reciprocities,” or the idea that colonial interaction shaped both parties.  
Perhaps the clearest example of this idea is how the legal debates in the US over the 
political status of the people of Puerto Rico resulted in the redefinition of the concept of 
citizenship in US legal and political culture.  With mastery, Lanny Thompson 
(bi2012005759) undertakes a comparative study of the political strategies pursued by the 
US in Cuba, Guam, Hawaii, the Philippines, and Puerto Rico in order to explain the 
divergent political outcomes in each of these territories under American rule—from 
annexation (Hawaii) to territorial status (Guam and Puerto Rico) to independence (Cuba 
and the Philippines). 
   
Reflection on recent contemporary issues has prompted stimulating studies.  Vieques, the 
island-municipality off the east coast of Puerto Rico, is the subject of well-documented 
studies on the impact of militarization on the local society.  During the 1940s, the 
establishment of a US naval base in Vieques led to massive land expropriation, which not 
only undermined the local sugar economy, but uprooted the local population.  In 2003, 
the Navy was forced out of Vieques as a result of broad-based demonstrations.      
The impact of the land expropriation policy pursued by the Navy in Vieques is 
methodically examined by Miguel Ángel Santiago Ríos (bi2010001602) and César Ayala 
and José Bolívar (bi2011002602).  Marie Cruz Soto (bi2012005784) examines the place 
of Vieques in the political, cultural, and literary imagination not only in Puerto Rico, but 
also in the US and Spain as colonial powers.    
 
Visual sources have significant historical and sociological value.  Recent print and online 
publications provide access to a rich corpus of photographic and iconographic artifacts on 
19th and 20th-century Puerto Rican society.  A new edition of Feliciano Alonso’s 
landmark Álbum de Puerto Rico (bi2012005777), originally published in 1904, presents a 
visual chronicle of modernization in Puerto Rico during the late Spanish rule period.  As 
historian Libia González argues in her introductory essay, the carefully selected images 
of infrastructure, commercial buildings, and official ceremonies were created for public 
consumption to project a vision of progress using monumental images.  In contrast, the 
images reproduced in Puerto Rico Remembered (bi2012005780) have neither the 
ceremonial quality nor the monumentality of Alonso’s images.  Taken by American 
missionaries for their own private use, these images tend to focus on the everyday life of 
a society in transition.  The evocative color photographs depict aspects of Puerto Rican 
society, ranging from rural to urban scenes, from 1940-60.  An extraordinary resource of 
photographs, post cards, posters, and other iconographic artifacts on 20th-century Puerto 
Rican culture, society, and history is the Biblioteca Digital Puertorriqueña 
(bi2012005783), the digital cultural heritage initiative featuring materials from the 
emblematic Colección Puertorriqueña at the Universidad de Puerto Rico. 
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