
CHAPTER 8

White Ignorance and Colonial Oppression

Or, Why I Know So Little about Puerto Rico

Shannon Sullivan

I am not much of a basketball fan, but news of the first round defeat of
the United States men’s basketball team in the 2004 Summer Olympic
Games caught my attention. The United States was trounced (92–73) by
the Puerto Ricans—a stunning loss for a heavily favored team that was
composed of some of the top professional basketball players in the Na-
tional Basketball Association (NBA). But what struck me was the particu-
lar team that defeated the United States. I was not surprised that an
underdog could be victorious but rather that, given my vague knowledge
that Puerto Rico is somehow part of the United States, a country effec-
tively could be beaten by itself in the Olympics. How could Puerto Rico
field its own team, separate from the United States? Perhaps I was wrong
that Puerto Rico was still part of the United States; perhaps an indepen-
dence movement had taken place of which I was unaware. This seemed
doubtful, but I could not otherwise explain the existence of a separate
Puerto Rican team. And so I found myself stymied by the question, what
exactly is the relationship of Puerto Rico to the United States?

The short answer, I now know, is that Puerto Rico is an “insular area”
or unincorporated territory of the United States that was granted a limited
form of self-government in 1948, the same year that the International
Olympic Committee recognized Puerto Rico as sufficiently independent to
participate separately in the Olympic Games (Dryer 2004). But there also
is a longer, more complicated answer that involves the United States’ past
and present status as a (neo)colonial power. That answer is related to at
least three other questions: why do I and many other white people in the
United States tend to know so little about the United States’ relationship
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with Puerto Rico, how does that ignorance operate, and what are some of
its consequences?1 The answers to these questions point to the crucial role
that white ignorance plays in the construction and maintenance of white
privilege, including the knowledge that it generates about nonwhite peo-
ple. They also point to the intimate relationship between power, knowl-
edge, and ignorance, and the relationship of all three to processes of
racialized colonization.

These questions could be addressed in the context of a number of
colonial situations, both without and within the United States. France’s
relationship with Algeria, for example, could be described as one in
which “[t]he [white] European knows and he does not know. On the
level of reflection, a Negro is a Negro; but in the unconscious there is the
firmly fixed image of the nigger-savage” (Fanon 1967, 199). And a thor-
ough analysis of the different ways that the United States exoticized and
colonized islands with predominantly nonwhite populations must in-
clude Hawai’i, which was annexed by the United States in 1898 and made
a state in 1959 and which today continues to fight for its independence
(http://www.hawaii-nation.org/index.html ). I focus on Puerto Rico in
particular because it is “the oldest colony on earth” owned by “the oldest
representative democracy on earth” (Fernandez 1996, 262). As such, the
ongoing oppressive relationship between the United States and Puerto
Rico strikes me as especially egregious. I also wish to examine the case of
Puerto Rico because of the growing Latinization of the United States.
This transformation makes particularly important and timely the issue of
the United States’ relationship with a Latino/a and Spanish-speaking 
island that both is and is not part of itself.

I am less interested here in ignorance as a simple lack of knowledge
than I am in ignorance as an active production of particular kinds of
knowledges for various social and political purposes. Of course, there is
plenty of the former kind of ignorance when it comes to the United States’
relationship with Puerto Rico, and United Staters’ lack of knowledge about
Puerto Rico has had harmful, racist effects.2 But the epistemic relationship
between the two lands is much more complex than the simple opposition
between ignorance and knowledge indicates. This is because rather than
oppose knowledge, ignorance often is formed by it, and vice versa. In such
cases, ignorance is better thought of as ignorance/knowledge. The notion
of ignorance/knowledge does not collapse ignorance and knowledge into
one another. It instead denies, or at least places under suspicion, the pur-
ported self-mastery and self-transparency of knowledge, as if nothing prop-
erly escaped its grasp. It helps one to peek behind knowledge of Puerto
Rico to see what unknowledges help compose it and upon which that
knowledge depends.
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The simple opposition of knowledge and ignorance tends to imply
that they are unrelated to power or, better put, that knowledge and ig-
norance can be understood outside of the multiple relations of force that
compose human transactions. Following Foucault (1978), I do not in-
tend “force” as something necessarily or overtly violent. The term force in-
stead is meant to capture the way that all relations operate as a dynamic
interplay of energy, pressure, and capability and, as such, are relation-
ships of power. This being said, it is important to add that not all rela-
tions of force are the same, nor does the powerful interplay of human
transaction place all people on a level playing field. The creation of ig-
norance/knowledge through relations of force often is unbalanced and
unequal, as is the case in colonized lands. But as a dynamic, relational
process, it involves the active participation of all “sides” and includes the
possibility of resistance to and transformation of the forms of igno-
rance/knowledge produced.

In what follows, I provide a brief historical overview of the United
States’ acquisition of Puerto Rico and then examine the expanding na-
tion’s creation of ignorance/knowledge of its new colony. Focusing on
the role that the educational system played in the U.S. colonization of
Puerto Rico, I explore how Puerto Ricans, unlike Filipinos, were con-
strued as similar enough to white U.S. citizens to be capable of Ameri-
canization. I then turn to Puerto Rican resistance to U.S. domination,
explaining how it has been manipulated by the United States to produce
colonialist discourses of ignorance/knowledge and yet has not been to-
tally co-opted by that production. Closing with the need to acknowledge
relationality between the United States and Puerto Rico, I both caution
that such an acknowledgment cannot completely dispel the ignorance
that underlies knowledge of the island and suggest that this ignorance
sometimes might function as revolutionary rather than oppressive.

The United States’ Colonization of Puerto Rico

Puerto Rico became a colony of the United States in 1898, handed over
by Spain after its defeat in the Spanish-American War. The Philippines,
Guam, and Hawai’i were other spoils of the war for the United States, but
it was Cuba that was central to the United States’ conflict with Spain. As
Spain’s rule of Cuba became increasingly harsh in the late nineteenth
century, Cuba’s struggle for independence broke into violent revolution
in 1895. As the U.S. media generated popular support for the Cubans by
reporting on Spain’s alleged atrocities, the United States was provided its
justification for intervention in the revolution when the U.S.S. Maine was
sunk in Havana harbor in February 1898. When the U.S. Congress passed
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and President McKinley signed a resolution two months later declaring
Cuba free and independent, war on Spain effectively had been declared
(Cushing 1997).

The congressional resolution in favor of Cuban independence can
make it appear as if the United States’ primary motivation for fighting
Spain was to promote freedom and end colonial imperialism. But the
story is much more complicated than this. The turmoil in Cuba jeopar-
dized U.S. businesses’ substantial investments in Cuba’s sugar and to-
bacco industries, which McKinley was under great pressure to protect
(Cushing 1997). Equally important to the United States was its need for
foreign markets in which to sell its goods. As then Senator Albert J. Bev-
eridge imperialistically explained, “American factories are making more
than the American people can use: American soil is producing more
than they can consume. Fate has written our policy for us: the trade of
the world must and shall be ours, and we will get it as our mother [En-
gland] has told us how” (quoted in Cabán 1999, 22). A U.S. foothold in
the Caribbean was essential to economic expansion in Latin America and
Asia, especially China. The isthmian canal proposed by the United States
in the 1880s (today known as the Panama Canal, opened in 1914) would
provide the “landlocked” country a waterway to the Far East. Military pro-
tection of the passageway was of paramount importance and depended
on U.S. naval control of the Carribean (ibid., 26–27).

By the end of the nineteenth century, the United States was powerful
enough to enter the fray with European countries and Japan to compete
for imperial control of the remainder of the world. As political economist
Paul Reinsch explained in 1900, “[A]ll are straining every nerve to gain as
large a share as possible of the unappropriated portions of the earth’s sur-
face. . . . By rapid preemption the available area is becoming exceeding
limited, so that the eyes of the civilized world are already turned to the
South American continent for further fields of exploitation” (quoted in
Cabán 1999, 16–17). The primary “available area” referred to by Reinsch
was Africa. By 1900, the so-called scramble for Africa, initiated by German
Chancellor Otto von Bismarck at the Berlin West African Conference 
in 1884, was nearly complete, and the conference’s goal of dividing up
Africa among European powers without igniting war between them had
been achieved. While in 1880 Africans ruled 90 percent of Africa, by 1900
only Ethiopia and Liberia were free of European imperialism (Sellen
1999). With Africa “exhausted,” the United States feared that South
America would be the next target of European imperialism, threatening
U.S. control of the Western hemisphere. In particular, President McKin-
ley worried that the increasingly feeble and financially strained Spain
would sell its Pacific and Caribbean islands to Germany (Cabán 1999, 29).
Fighting for Cuba’s independence and taking possession of Puerto Rico
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would help keep Europe out of the United States’ so-called backyard, as
well as establish the United States as an equal player in the global power
games initiated by Europe.3

Cuba’s struggle with Spain was transformed into the Spanish-Ameri-
can War as the United States hijacked the Cuban revolution for its own
purposes. The United States was never interested in Cuban freedom as
such but rather in using Cuba’s fight with and independence from Spain
to further the United States’ expansionist aims. One of the results of this
hijacking was the United States’ possession of Puerto Rico. Too vital to
U.S. interests to be allowed independence, Puerto Rico also was per-
ceived as being too dissimilar to the United States to incorporate into the
Union. The solution to the problem of what to do with Puerto Rico after
the war was provided by the Foraker Act of 1900, which accomplished a
first in U.S. history by legally establishing Puerto Rico as a colony of the
United States (Cabán 1999, 8). Puerto Rico was officially and ambigu-
ously designated as belonging to, but not part of, the United States (San-
tiago-Valles 1994, 64), a relationship that remains largely unchanged
today, even though Puerto Rico is now considered by the United Nations
a U.S. commonwealth rather than a U.S. colony.

The Creation of “Porto Rico”

At the beginning of the twentieth century, this account of how Puerto
Rico came to be a U.S. colony would have been much more familiar to
the average United Stater than it is today. Nevertheless, in 1898, most peo-
ple in the United States knew very little about Puerto Rico, unsure, for ex-
ample, whether it could be driven to from Florida or was one and the
same as the Philippines. But United Staters were eager to learn about
their new possessions, and U.S. officials were concerned that those pos-
sessions were presented properly and correctly to U.S. citizens. As William
Buchanan, former U.S. diplomat to Argentina, explained in 1899, “the
greatest importance should attach to a proper representation of what they
(the Phil.) and other Islands possess; and to a correct first impression
being formed here with regard to the problems we have to solve, and as to
what we have gained by the acquisition of these new possessions” (quoted
in Duany 2002, 45). A correct portrayal of the Philippines and Puerto
Rico was a proper portrayal, that is, one that accurately reflected both the
(allegedly) legitimate appropriation of the islands as U.S. property and
the problems and benefits that accompanied ownership of them. United
Staters’ ignorance of their new possessions needed to be fought with a
particular kind of knowledge that would “justify . . . the acquisition of new
territory” and the United States’ new position as owners of overseas
colonies (ibid.). The lack of United Staters’ knowledge of their new
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colonies was to be filled with a knowledge built of certain ways of not
knowing them. United Staters’ ignorance of Puerto Rico would not so
much be eliminated as it would be replaced by an ignorance/knowledge
of various facets of Puerto Rican life and culture, actively produced to
serve the interests of white U.S. citizens.

The creation of ignorance/knowledge of Puerto Rico had already
begun with the 1898 Treaty of Paris, which ceded the islands to the
United States. In doing so, it officially designated Puerto Rico as “Porto
Rico” for ease of pronunciation by non-Spanish speakers (Duany 2002,
60). While this change in Puerto Rico’s name might appear a minor lin-
guistic matter that was insignificant compared to the United States’ mili-
tary and impending economic domination of the island, the name
change paved the way for such domination by creating a new geo-social
space for U.S. control. Recalling that the word “colonize” stems from the
same Roman/Latin words as “design,” “develop,” “cultivate,” and “de-
fine,” one can see how the United States’ colonization of Puerto Rico
began with its redefinition as a place wholly intended to satisfy U.S. in-
terests (Santiago-Valles 1994, 24). Not quite a blank slate because of its
Spanish heritage—that is, its white-not-quite “baggage”—Puerto Rico was
designated as raw material to be cultivated and developed as the United
States saw fit. Made nonsensical from a Spanish-speaking perspective
with the substitution of a nonexistent word, Puerto Rico (“rich port”)
and U.S. ignorance of it were replaced with the object of colonialist 
ignorance/knowledge known as Porto Rico.

Just as the annexation of Puerto Rico ultimately occurred because of
the United States’ concerns about Cuba, the development of Porto Rico
took place in close conjunction with the United States’ relationship with
the Philippines. Puerto Ricans initially welcomed the United States’ in-
trusion into their battle with Spain, viewing the United States as a coun-
try in favor of democratic self-rule and opposed to colonization. Puerto
Rican leaders looked to the U.S. Constitution as proof that the United
States would quickly turn over control of the island to Puerto Rican lead-
ers after Spain was pushed out. As the Puerto Rican newspaper La Democ-
racia assured its readers, “from a people who are descendants of
[George] Washington, no one should expect a sad surprise . . . we trust,
with full confidence, in the great Republic and the men who govern her”
(quoted in Fernandez 1996, 4). In contrast, Filipinos resisted U.S. mili-
tary presence on their island from the beginning and continued to vio-
lently struggle for their independence after Spain’s defeat. As a result,
Filipinos were conceived by white United Staters as savage and warlike,
while Puerto Ricans were portrayed as docile and gentle. When census
reports produced soon after the Spanish-American War characterized
Puerto Rico, and not the Philippines, as predominantly white, the con-
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trast between the two islands was strengthened. Filipinos were construed
as primitive and barbaric, while Puerto Ricans were seen as potentially ca-
pable of civilization and progress (Duany 2002, 54–55). Puerto Ricans
thus were saddled with the Porto Rican characteristic of being receptive
to so-called Americanization. On the “Tropical Chain of Being,”
Puerto/Porto Ricans were located toward the middle to top, much
higher than Filipinos, who were stationed near its lowest rung (Santiago-
Valles 1994, 73).

Their respective locations on this chain help explain the different
ways that Puerto Rico and the Philippines were portrayed in the world
fairs of the early twentieth century held in the United States. From
roughly 1850 to 1940 throughout Western Europe and the United States,
world fairs were popular ways to exhibit the cultures and inhabitants of
colonial possessions, all in the name of generating and dispersing ar-
chaeological and ethnological knowledge to the public. Both Puerto Rico
and the Philippines were displayed in the 1901 Pan-American Exposition
in Buffalo, New York, and the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St.
Louis, Missouri. In Buffalo, reproductions of Filipino houses, scenery, and
villages were built in which to display indigenous Filipino “tribes” and cus-
toms in their “natural” habitat, while the exhibitions of Puerto Rico fo-
cused on its agriculture, architecture, and natural resources. No Puerto
Rican people or cultural practices were included in the Puerto Rican dis-
play, while live, semi-nude Filipino people engaging in their “Native” ac-
tivities were among the “objects” for visitors to gawk at in the Filipino
exhibition. The Filipino exhibit in Buffalo was so popular that the St.
Louis exposition greatly expanded it to include nearly 1,200 Filipinos in
four separate villages, while the small Puerto Rican display continued to
focus on the island’s material resources (Duany 2002, 39–50).

The two expositions demonstrate the different degrees to which
Puerto Ricans and Filipinos were exoticized by the United States. Puerto
Ricans were not considered “advanced” enough to properly represent
their island, which is why the United States had to “undertake to do for
these people what they cannot do so for themselves” (Duany 2002, 45).
But unlike Filipinos, Puerto Ricans were seen as being receptive to civiliz-
ing influences; they were not so different from white United Staters that
all hope was lost. While the United States’ exoticization of Puerto Ricans
was less extreme than that of the Filipinos, it is important to recognize
how colonial oppression sometimes operates through enforced sameness
rather than imposed difference. This is especially true in the United
States’ relationship with Latin America. While the ignorance/knowledge
produced about the “Asiatic” Filipinos construed them as a savagely inde-
cipherable other to the United States, the ignorance/knowledge gener-
ated about Puerto Ricans and other Latin American peoples constructed
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them as “a reform[able] recognizable Other, as a subject of difference that is
almost the same but not quite” (Homi Bhabha, quoted in Santiago-Valles
1994, 88, emphasis in original). This “colonial mimicry” enables imperi-
alist control through conflation of identities and erasure of differences. In
the Western Hemisphere, in particular, colonial mimicry has been a cen-
tral building block of the myth of America/Américas. According to this
myth, the United States (“America”) is the entirety of the Américas (and,
remembering Canada, also the Americas and Amériques) and can speak le-
gitimately for the entire Western Hemisphere. The Western Hemisphere
is a blank slate on which white European descendants are to write their
destiny via the pursuit of freedom and progress, and the United States is
at the vanguard of this civilizing movement because it is where this project
has excelled (Kenworthy 1995, 18).

Constructing Puerto Rico as less exotic than the Philippines enabled
the United States to fold Puerto Ricans into the myth of America/Américas.
Precisely because Puerto Ricans (allegedly) were relatively familiar and
similar to United Staters, they were targeted for colonial intervention in
not just different but greater ways than were Filipinos. Let me be clear that
to claim that U.S. colonialism has played a greater role in the history and
lives of Puerto Ricans than Filipinos is not to slight the powerfully oppres-
sive effects of, for example, being put on display at world fairs as nonhu-
man, barbaric people. It instead is to suggest that it is no coincidence that
Filipinos were granted their independence by the United States in 1947,
while Puerto Ricans continue in limbo as an unincorporated territory
today. While flagrant racism made the Philippines seem unsuitable for 
possible annexation to the United States, that same racism also helped 
Filipinos gain their sovereignty. A relatively “benign” racism treated Puerto
Ricans more benevolently by recognizing their humanity—albeit (al-
legedly) not yet fully developed—but this benevolence contributed to 
extensive and ongoing colonialist intervention long after most other coun-
tries gave up their colonies at the end of World War II.

Education, Colonization, and Ignorance

In the name of “doing good” overseas, the United States colonized Puerto
Rico by attempting to foster women’s rights, increase literacy and better
educate children, develop the island’s economy, and improve public
health via scientific progress (Briggs 2002). I do not have enough space
here to explain how each of these seemingly worthwhile projects resulted
in deeply ambivalent and often problematic results. I instead single out
education, briefly focusing on the role that it played in the colonization of
Puerto Rico. Because Puerto Ricans were construed as being almost the
same as United Staters, they were seen as educable. But because they were
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not perceived as exactly the same, they were seen as being incapable of
educating themselves and needful of outside help.

The role of education in the colonization of Puerto Rico is especially
pertinent to my purposes, given how the theme of ignorance is explicitly
woven through it. Simply put, United Staters’ ignorance of Puerto Rico
led them to view Puerto Ricans as ignorant and to believe that their (al-
leged) ignorance interfered with their ability to become true Americans.
U.S. Commissioners of Education sent to investigate Puerto Rico soon
after the end of the Spanish-American War decried its illiteracy and lack
of public education, and they placed the blame for Puerto Rico’s educa-
tional deficiencies on Spanish colonialism. In what now can be seen as a
remarkable moment of irony, Spain was accused of deliberately keeping
Puerto Rican people ignorant in order to more easily subject them to
Spanish control. Democratic self-governance was said to depend upon a
fund of common knowledge that Puerto Ricans lacked (Navarro 2002, 33,
66). In the name of anticolonialism, the United States must bring that
fund of knowledge to Puerto/Porto Rico. As one U.S. commissioner ex-
claimed, “[p]ut an American schoolhouse in every valley and upon every
hilltop in Porto Rico, and in these place the well-fitted and accomplished
American schoolteachers, and the cloud of ignorance will disappear as
the fog flies before the morning sun” (quoted in Navarro 2002, 35).

The so-called democratic fund of knowledge needed by Puerto Rico
turned out to be the combined emulation of a Protestant, Euro-Ameri-
can, male, middle-class point of view and depreciation of the island’s
Puerto Rican and Spanish heritage. The Puerto Rican educational system
was modeled explicitly on the Tuskegee and Hampton Normal and Agri-
cultural Institutes, which “trained” freed blacks in the United States, and
the Carlisle Indian Industrial School, which “trained” Native Americans.
None of the institutes taught much industrial education in terms of pre-
vailing standards of applied science and technology. They tended to focus
instead on habituating students in “proper behavior” and “old-fashioned
virtues”: “cleanliness, decorum, promptness, and truthfulness,” as well as
“individual salvation, industry and thrift, [and] hard work” (Navarro
2002, 120, 124). Transported to Puerto Rico, the Tuskegee-Hampton-
Carlisle model resulted in similar efforts to “correct” Puerto Rican behav-
ior, decorum, and morality as the students were assimilated into the
culture and history of “Western civilization.” The curriculum of the Nor-
mal School in Puerto Rico included manual training, lessons in American
history, geography, and civil government, celebrations of U.S. patriotic
holidays, and physical exercises and daily bathing. No Puerto Rican his-
tory was studied. Perhaps most important to the Normal School was its
teaching of the English language. While Spanish grammar was taught and
instruction necessarily took place in Spanish (at least at the beginning),
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mastery of English was viewed as being crucial to Puerto Rican students’
education. As the director of one of Puerto Rico’s agricultural schools 
explained, “[T]here is no means of Americanizing the island so sure as to
give its boys and girls the use of the English language and a modern 
industrial training,” again broadly understanding industrial training to 
include practical lessons in “health, manners, and deportment” (Navarro
2002, 88).

The intended and partially achieved result of this educational system
was the erasure of Puerto Ricans’ knowledge about themselves, their his-
tory, and their island through their combined infantilization and femi-
nization.4 The United States’ ignorance of Puerto Rico, in the simple
form of a gap in knowledge, was being foisted onto Puerto Ricans. But in
addition to this gap in knowledge, a more complex type of ignorance
also was at work. In the name of the eradication of colonialist-imposed ig-
norance, the United States instituted new types of ignorance in the form
of a particular kind of knowledge. In the words of one U.S. congressman
in 1900, Puerto Ricans should be kept “in leading strings until [the
United States] has educated them up to the full stature of American
manhood” (Santiago-Valles 1994, 64). Puerto Ricans were to know them-
selves as Porto Ricans, which meant knowing that they (allegedly) were a
relatively uncivilized, childlike, ignorant, and weak (read: feminine) peo-
ple with no cultural or political history of any value who were fortunate
enough to receive help correcting this problem from a benevolent de-
mocracy that had only their best interests at heart. Puerto Ricans were
implicitly told that by becoming ignorant of who and what they were be-
fore 1898, they could remake themselves into true, manly Americans.
Free public education was a central motor behind the generation of
Porto Rican ignorance/knowledge upon which this remaking depended.

Free public education also was presented to Puerto Ricans by the
United States as the key to possible statehood for the island. As the com-
missioner of education for Puerto Rico explained after a series of meet-
ings with Puerto Rican teachers in 1901, “[W]e have reached the point
now in Porto Rico when, in the major portion of the island, it is under-
stood that the open door to the Federal Union is the free public school”
(quoted in Navarro 2002, 60). Perhaps the commissioner genuinely be-
lieved that fully educated (� Americanized and masculinized) Puerto Ri-
cans would be allowed into the union. Or, as the commissioner’s phrase
“it is understood that” suggests, perhaps the commissioner’s goal in these
meetings was to dangle the (false) promise of statehood in front of
Puerto Ricans to get them to buy into a colonial model of education. In
any case, it is clear from congressional debates held and Supreme Court
decisions made soon after the annexation of Puerto Rico that the United
States had no intention to incorporate the island as a state. From the per-
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spective of the United States, Puerto Rico was a laboratory for designing
and testing effective processes of Americanizing and masculinizing 
foreign lands that could then be used elsewhere in Central and South
America, but never a potential state (Cabán 1999, 8, 16). Puerto Rico
was, in other words, both the product and instrument of the
America/Américas myth that legitimated U.S. hegemony in the Western
Hemisphere. Through its production of colonialist ignorance/knowl-
edge about both Puerto Rico and the United States, the educational sys-
tem installed on the island was a crucial component of the laboratory
that enabled the myth of America to flourish.

Resistance and the Production of
Ignorance/Knowledge

Perhaps surprisingly, another crucial site for the manufacture of U.S.
colonialist ignorance/knowledge of Puerto Rico has been Puerto Rican
resistance to U.S. domination. Puerto Rican resistance has been used
against Puerto Ricans as a sign of their alleged need for U.S. colonialist
paternalism. Their resistance has been transformed into a site of U.S. ig-
norance/knowledge of Puerto Rico as Porto Rico. But Puerto Rican re-
sistance has not been totally co-opted by this colonialist process. Puerto
Ricans have been effective in using ignorance/knowledge of them as
Porto Ricans against itself for their own benefit.

Early on in the island’s colonization, Puerto Rican leaders deter-
mined that dramatic confrontation with the United States would only
lead to Puerto Rican “claims [being] lost in emptiness, and our rights in
violence.” They reached this decision after President Theodore Roo-
sevelt made clear in 1907 that the United States would not hesitate to in-
vade the island militarily if Puerto Ricans violently opposed the United
States as Cuba and the Philippines had. Party leaders thus decided to try
to fight U.S. domination from “within the regime, to hurt it from close
up” (José De Diego, quoted in Fernandez 1996, 45).

They soon had an opportunity to do so. On the first day of the new
1909 legislative session of the Puerto Rican House of Delegates, the domi-
nant Unionist Party proposed that the House should refuse to enact any
legislation or pass any bills coming from the Puerto Rican governor or ex-
ecutive council (both of which were appointed by and supported the
United States) as a protest against the existing political relationship be-
tween Puerto Rico and the United States. (Puerto Rico could enact its own
laws and bills but only as long as they did not conflict with those of the
United States.) When the president of the executive council protested, the
House introduced and passed a number of bills of its own, including one
that would shift the power to shape educational policy from the United
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States to Puerto Rico. The hope of House members was to engage in a bit
of bargaining: the House would approve the president’s proposed budget
if the president would pass the House’s new bills. With neither side back-
ing down, the Puerto Rican government was paralyzed, and its struggle
caught the attention of United States President Taft, to House members’
delight. Unionist leaders in the House were allowed to present their case
for increased self-governance to President Taft and achieved a modest vic-
tory when Taft responded by creating a commission to examine the 
island’s problems (Fernandez 1996, 46–47).

The ultimate result of Taft’s involvement was an amendment to the
Foraker Act to include the automatic appropriation of the previous
year’s budget if a new budget were not passed in a timely fashion. Taft re-
ported to the U.S. Congress on Puerto Rico’s attempts to “subvert” the
U.S. government, which was seen as particularly problematic, given that
Puerto Rico was “the favored daughter of the United States” who had re-
ceived the blessings of U.S. guardianship in the form of improved
schools, road, medicines, and free trade (Taft, quoted in Fernandez
1996, 48). Positioned via U.S. ignorance/knowledge as an ungrateful fe-
male child, Puerto Rico was partially excused for its lack of appreciation.
As Taft explained, the United States “must have been conscious that a
people that enjoyed so little opportunity for education could not be ex-
pected safely for themselves to exercise the full power of self govern-
ment” (Taft, quoted in Fernandez 1996, 48). Taft acknowledged the
United States’ partial responsibility for the political mess in Puerto Rico
but in such a way that only increased both the (alleged) need for the
United States to rule the island and the United States’ ignorance of
Puerto Rico as anything but a dependent child. The United States should
have known better than to give infantile, feminine Puerto Ricans more
political power than they could safely handle, Taft effectively declared,
just as a parent knows not to give dangerous weapons to their children.
Correcting its “mistake,” the U.S. Congress approved Taft’s request that
it act “for [Puerto Ricans’] own good” and take away the political powers
of appropriation that Puerto Ricans “had shown themselves too irre-
sponsible to enjoy” (Taft, quoted in Fernandez 1996, 48).

Instead of leading to increased autonomy, the Puerto Rican leaders’
decision to fight within the U.S. political and colonial system reduced
their ability to officially govern themselves. But I resist reading the
Puerto Rican House’s 1909 struggle with the United States as a complete
failure. It can be understood instead as an early form of jaiba politics,
which is modeled on the mountain crab ( jaiba) that moves sideways
when crawling forward. An indigenous Puerto Rican tradition, jaibería in-
cludes everyday “practices of nonconfrontation and evasion, . . . of taking
dominant discourse literally in order to subvert it for one’s purpose, of
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doing whatever one sees fit not as a head-on collision . . . but [as opposi-
tion] through other means” (Grosfoguel et al. 1997, 30). Rooted in
jaibería, jaiba politics seeks to achieve its goals through ambiguity and
subversion. It tends to operate indirectly, ambivalently shifting laterally
with any forward advance it makes. Because such “seductive” characteris-
tics are stereotypically associated with women, jaibería sometimes is posi-
tively depicted by its adherents as producing a feminization of Puerto
Rican politics, turning against itself the United States’ ignorance/knowl-
edge of Puerto Ricans as docile and unmanly (ibid., 28). A nonheroic po-
sition that rejects any quest for purity, jaiba politics often is complicit with
structures of domination—and herein lies its strength as well as its weak-
ness. While there are no guarantees that jaiba politics will be effective
and some uses of it can be entirely complicit with the status quo, its
stealthy ambiguity enables it to use the tools, rhetoric, and goals of dom-
ination, including those of ignorance/knowledge, against themselves.
This is especially important when there is no viable position outside
structures of domination from which to fight it, or—to say the same
thing—when attempting to occupy such a position is merely a showy ges-
ture of self-indulgent “heroism” so that one can be on record as openly
opposing an oppressor, even knowing in advance that this form of oppo-
sition will be futile.5

This was the case in Puerto Rico in 1909. Especially after Roosevelt’s
explicit military threat, the Puerto Rican House of Delegates had very lit-
tle viable room to move outside U.S. colonial control of the island. Vio-
lent resistance to U.S. occupation most likely would have resulted in a
great deal of Puerto Rican bloodshed and very little, if any, increase in
Puerto Rican autonomy. Choosing to work from within the system, which
meant partially working with rather than solely against U.S. igno-
rance/knowledge of Puerto Rico, House delegates used jaiba politics to
oppose U.S. domination with nonviolent, legislative struggle. While the
delegates unfortunately moved more sideways (or even backward) than
forward in this particular instance, their decision to use the U.S. system
against itself by democratic arguments that appealed to constitutional
precedent can be affirmed as an important moment in Puerto Rican 
resistance to U.S. colonialism.

The need for and use of jaiba politics in Puerto Rico continues today.
This is not to slight the anticolonialist efforts of those such as Los Macheteros
(the cane cutters), a Puerto Rican revolutionary group that has engaged in
violent opposition to the United States for the last twenty-plus years. But
largely because the United States branded the group “terrorists”—a devas-
tating rhetorical strategy that the United States continues to deploy
throughout the world today—Los Macheteros have been relatively unsuc-
cessful at decreasing U.S. exploitation of Puerto Rico. After Los Macheteros
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attacked the U.S. Navy in 1979, for example, killing two sailors and injur-
ing ten others, the group’s goals were quickly dismissed by U.S. authorities
as illegitimate, because the “terrorist” organization was considered “be-
yond the pale” (Fernandez 1996, 246–47). Direct, and especially violent,
opposition to U.S. domination of Puerto Rico might appear more “manly”
and thus satisfy common expectations of what counts as “real” resistance to
oppression, but it rarely has resulted in significant changes to the U.S.-
Puerto Rican relationship.

Contemporary Puerto Rican nationalists have uncritically accepted
U.S. ignorance/knowledge of Puerto Rico by criticizing jaibería as a de-
plorable sign of a colonial mentality and a lack of virility (Grosfoguel
2003, 10; Grosfoguel et al. 1997, 31). Jaibería also has been portrayed by
imperial elites in the United States as mere Puerto Rican indecision,
which (allegedly) is the only reason that the United States’ paternalistic
relationship with Puerto Rico persists. Puerto Ricans’ frustration over
their situation has been characterized as “self-induced,” a product of
their inability to give the U.S. Congress a “clear indication” of what they
want. The United States’ indecision about what to do with Puerto Rico al-
legedly is only a by-product of Puerto Rican ambiguity and inconsistency,
as manifest in recent Puerto Rican plebiscites in which the vote is fairly
evenly split between statehood and commonwealth status.6 Ever since the
U.S. Congress transformed Puerto Rico into an Estado Libre Asociado (a
Free Associated State, or Commonwealth) in 1952, Puerto Rico suppos-
edly has been at liberty to change its status whenever it likes.7 That it has
not made a change allegedly has nothing to do with the hegemony of
U.S. interests and desires and everything to do with deficiencies in
Puerto Rican character (Carr 1984, 11, 407–408).

But, in fact, contemporary instances of jaiba political action can be
seen as representing deliberate decisions and as achieving more than Los
Macheteros (or the 1909 House delegates) were able to accomplish. Jaiba
resistance has not completely been co-opted by colonialist productions of
ignorance/knowledge. In 1917, for example, citizenship was imposed on
Puerto Ricans, without their say, to undermine growing independence
movements on the island, not to transition Puerto Rico into statehood
and grant Puerto Ricans equality with “real” United Staters (Fernandez
1996, 33).8 To this day, U.S. citizenship does not mean the same thing for
Puerto Ricans and other U.S. citizens. Singling out two important differ-
ences, unlike other U.S. citizens, Puerto Ricans do not have representa-
tives or senators in Washington, D.C., and they cannot vote in federal
elections (Duany 2002, 123). While U.S. citizenship thus has played and
continues to play a significant role in Puerto Rico’s subject status, it also
has become a tool for mitigating some of the worse effects of (neo)colo-
nialism. Puerto Ricans have learned to use their U.S. citizenship to redis-
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tribute wealth from the mainland to the island by, for example, faking ill-
ness to obtain Social Security benefits, thereby avoiding the alternatives of
debilitating, underpaid factory work and fruitless, demoralizing quests for
nonexistent jobs. These jaiba strategies of adopting a “postwork” subjec-
tivity and an entitlement attitude undermine, without completely over-
throwing, the capitalist stranglehold that the United States has on Puerto
Rico, partially offsetting the political, economic, and other inequalities
between them (Grosfoguel et al. 1997, 29–30; Grosfoguel 2003, 11).

To call this achievement one of freedom from colonialism admit-
tedly would be inaccurate, but this is primarily because it is off base to
characterize Puerto Rico’s current situation in terms of a sharp di-
chotomy between independence and subjugation. In a world in which
the United States economically and otherwise exploits free nations
throughout Central and South America (and elsewhere), Puerto Rican
sovereignty is less a beneficial ideal than it is a fictional narrative, because
it falsely promises complete escape from the modern-capitalist world sys-
tem ruled by the United States (Grosfoguel 2003, 6, 8–9). Fighting for
Puerto Rican independence is not a subversive position when the United
States no longer needs Puerto Rico as a way to gain hegemony in the
Western Hemisphere and tends to view the island as merely a drain on its
economy. Worse than fictional, the “ideal” of Puerto Rican indepen-
dence can be harmful to the majority of Puerto Ricans, promoting the in-
terests of the petty bourgeois at the expense of the poor and working
class (Duany 2002, 16; Grosfoguel 2003, 63). The meaningful question
before Puerto Ricans today is not whether they will be free of or subju-
gated by the United States, as if passive complicity with U.S. (neo)colo-
nialism is the only available alternative to a place of struggle allegedly
“outside” its domain. Rather, it is one of how Puerto Rico can protect
and increase the unemployment, Social Security, civil rights, and other
benefits that it has wrested from the United States via its “insider” status
and its creative use of the mainland’s ignorance/knowledge of the island
(Grosfoguel 2003, 67–68, 74). The answer to that question is not neces-
sarily found in any of the political solutions to the problem of Puerto
Rico’s relationship to the United States. While independence at this time
likely would be harmful for Puerto Rico—indeed, today an anti-inde-
pendence position is viewed by its proponents as a rejection, not an 
acceptance, of U.S. neocolonialism (Grosfoguel 2003, 2)—neither state-
hood nor ongoing commonwealth status is a panacea. This is because, by
themselves, these “solutions” risk transforming only the political defini-
tion of Puerto Rico without addressing the power inequalities that exist
between it and the United States (Grosfoguel et al. 1997, 32). These in-
equalities must be the focus of attention if meaningful change in U.S.-
Puerto Rican relationships is to occur.

White Ignorance and Colonial Oppression 167

Race and Epistemologies of Ignorance, edited by Shannon Sullivan, and Nancy Tuana, State University of New York Press, 2007. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3407494.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-29 14:55:22.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

7.
 S

ta
te

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f N
ew

 Y
or

k 
P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Conclusion:
Reciprocity as a Response to Ignorance

Why do I know so little about Puerto Rico? Because, seemingly, there is so
little that is worth knowing: Puerto Ricans are a childlike, ignorant people,
helplessly dependent upon the United States for any and all solutions to the
island’s problems. This is to say that I know so little about Puerto Rico be-
cause I know so much about it: my ignorance of the island is formed out of
complex structures of colonialist ignorance/knowledge that champion an
asymmetrical and a nonreciprocal relationship between the United States
and Puerto Rico. Because it (supposedly) possesses all of the power and
knowledge vis-à-vis Puerto Rico, the United States (allegedly) gains nothing
valuable or beneficial from the island—only economic headaches—and
thus does not depend on Puerto Rico in the way that Puerto Rico depends
on the United States. Given this purported lack of symmetry and reciproc-
ity, no wonder that being knowledgeable about Puerto Rico seems pointless
or trivial to many white United Staters.

Rather than a reflection of the relationship between Puerto Rico and
the United States, the denial of reciprocity and meaningful relationality
is a classic strategy of hegemonic cultures for safeguarding their domi-
nant position (Hoagland, ch. 5 this volume). If white United Staters ac-
knowledged their interdependence with Puerto Rico, then it would be
difficult for them to continue to treat Puerto Ricans as insignificant and
to neglect their “response-ability,” in the sense of answerability, to the 
island. It also would be difficult to continue to ignore the coconstitutive
relationship between the United States’ colonial history and its racial cat-
egories. Racial identities are not built and maintained merely within the
confines of a single nation, even one, such as the United States, popu-
lated by many different racial groups. They are formed in relation to 
various patterns and histories of colonialism. Put another way, an under-
standing of the different racial groups that compose the United States is
impoverished if it neglects the global and colonial histories that have
helped shape them. The different racializations of the Irish in Great
Britain and the United States, for example, resulted in part because of
the different colonial relationships that the Irish people had with each
nation (Grosfoguel 2003, 155). Colonized by England, the Irish were
black in Great Britain and also upon arrival in the heavily English-popu-
lated United States. But in part because the United States did not have a
colonial relationship with Ireland, the Irish were able to become white in
the United States. The Irish in the United States used racist tactics to dis-
tinguish themselves racially from African Americans, so the story is more
complicated than one of colonial history alone (see Ignatiev 1995), but
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the point still holds that racial relations internal to the United States 
cannot be separated from that history.

In no case is this point more relevant than in that of Puerto Rico. To
be a white United Stater is to have a racial identity formed not only in
complex relation with African Americans, Latinos/as, Asian Americans,
and other full citizens of and immigrants to the United States, it also is to
have a racial identity formed in relation with the colonized Puerto Rican
subject-citizens of the United States. Although I usually do not think of
myself in this way—and this is no coincidence—the relationship between
my white U.S. citizenship and Puerto Ricans’ subject citizenship is crucial
to my identity as a white person. My white “Americanness” depends in
part on the United States’ colonial relationship with Puerto Rico,9 and it
is in my white-privileged interests to remain completely ignorant of that
fact. If I do not acknowledge the reciprocal and interdependent relation-
ship between the United States and Puerto Rico, then I can continue to
neglect my “response-ability” to the island while simultaneously thinking
of myself as a good person. I can, for example, ignore the issue of possible
Puerto Rican statehood because of its seeming unimportance without ac-
knowledging how my white privilege depends on keeping at bay the
“threat” of further Latinization of the United States that the island’s state-
hood would bring (Grosfoguel 2003, 8; see also Gonzalez 2000, 261).

Because of the complex relationship between ignorance and knowl-
edge, the solution to white ignorance about the colonial oppression of
Puerto Rico cannot be merely to seek more knowledge about the island.
White United Staters should not deliberately cultivate huge gaps in their
knowledge about the United States’ colonialist history. But because of
the coconstitutive relationship between ignorance and knowledge, all
quests for knowledge tend to be accompanied by ignorances and blind
spots that are difficult to detect. It would be dangerously naïve to claim
that white United Staters should simply educate themselves about Puerto
Rico, for doing so does not necessarily break with the United States’ cen-
tury-long colonialist tradition of treating Puerto Ricans as a mere object
of study for the colonizer’s gaze. That tradition has a great deal of igno-
rance built into the knowledge that it has produced about Puerto Rico.
White people do need to educate themselves about the lives and worlds
of people of color, but to effectively tackle racism, they also need to turn
their gaze upon themselves and simultaneously examine the active oper-
ation of their ignorance (Frye 1983, 118).

Yet this self-reflective move can never be complete, since no person is
self-transparent. What to do then about the ignorance that will remain
even in the midst of well-intentioned efforts to examine it? I suggest that
the ignorance in formations of ignorance/knowledge sometimes can serve
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as something other than an “aggressive ignorance” that is a tool of “epis-
temic imperialism” (Lugones 2003, 18). It occasionally can function as a
revolutionary failure of knowledge, an epistemic engagement with another
in which I allow that something about the other has escaped me (Davis
2002). In the case of Puerto Rico, my acknowledged ignorance of the is-
land thus can help me be suspicious of the times in which I think I fully un-
derstand it. I now know, for example, not only why Puerto Rico was
allowed to field its own Olympic basketball team independent of the
United States but also why I was not able to explain the relationship be-
tween the two lands when I first heard about the Puerto Ricans’ victory. Yet
this does not mean that my colonialist ignorance/knowledge of Puerto
Rico has been completely dismantled. Porto Rico is not that easy to dispel.
Cognizant of its continued existence, perhaps my ignorance can help re-
mind me of the limitations of knowledge, as well as of the ways that knowl-
edge can support rather than challenge (neo)colonialism. Such a failure
of knowledge will not be pure, but the risk of its complicity with colonial-
ist ignorance/knowledge offers a chance of meaningful change in rela-
tions between Puerto Rico and the United States.

Notes

Thanks to Nancy Tuana and two anonymous reviewers for helpful comments on
an earlier draft of this chapter.

1. As Paul Taylor’s chapter in this volume attests, not only white people in the
United States are experientially distant from or ignorant of the realities of life in
Puerto Rico, and the Carribean and Latin America more broadly. The issue of ig-
norance based on racial privilege that extends to nonwhite people is an important
one deserving in-depth treatment, but it is beyond the scope of my efforts here.

2. I use the somewhat awkward word “United Staters” in place of “Ameri-
cans” to refer to citizens of the United States so that I might resist the customary
erasure of other (South, Latin, Central, and North) American nations in the
Western hemisphere.

3. The “yard” metaphor is the geographical equivalent of calling African
American men “boy”: it inflates the importance of the United States while de-
meaning other American nations, promoting the America/Américas myth dis-
cussed later (Kenworthy 1995, 40–41).

4. On the preservation of Spanish as the principal language of Puerto Rico
as a form of resistance to U.S. domination, see Cabán (1999, 132).

5. For other accounts of “impure” and “feminine” resistance to oppression
that complement jaiba politics see, respectively, Lugones (2003), especially pages
x and 13–14, and Nandy (1983), especially page 104.

6. The movement for independence lost its popular support in Puerto Rico
in the 1950s, gaining only 4 percent of the vote in a 1993 referendum (Fernan-
dez 1996, 261).
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7. Note how equating “Estado Libre Asociado” and “Commonwealth,” as com-
monly is done, is problematic because it allows the United States to have its cake
and eat it too. When it is in the United States’ interest to emphasize Puerto Rico’s
freedom in relation to the mainland, Puerto Rico’s status as a “Free Associated
State” can be touted. But when that purported freedom conflicts with U.S. inter-
ests (e.g., when contemporary Puerto Ricans press for statehood), then the
United States can deny Puerto Rican autonomy because of the island’s status as
a mere commonwealth.

8. In the words of then President Woodrow Wilson as he inaugurated the
U.S. citizen-child, “[W]e welcome the new citizen, not as a stranger but as one en-
tering his father’s house” (Fernandez 1996, 55).

9. Because of space constraints, I leave out the role of my gender in this re-
lationship, but a longer account would have to complicate my status as a “true”
American since I am a woman.
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