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Abstract
This paper examines racial income inequality in early twentieth-century Puerto Rico. It
finds, surprisingly, that Blackmen had an income advantage relative toWhite andMulatto
men in 1910–1920. The effect of race on income in Puerto Rico was smaller than that of
other covariates such as urban status, sex, and literacy. A comparison with the state of
Louisiana and with the United States as a whole in the same Census years shows that
Puerto Rico was exceptional by U.S. standards, displaying much lower levels of racial
inequality. Most of the income advantage Black men had can be attributed to the fact that
they were more urban than Mulatto or White men, but part of this surprising advantage
can be attributed to the existence in the countryside of a layer of skilled Black workers.
Overall, Black men had equal or slightly higher occupational scores than Whites. The
coexistence of slavery with other forms of coerced labor affecting individuals of all races in
the nineteenth century, as well as the emergence of a stratum of Black skilled workers
which survived into the twentieth century and thrived economically when the sugar
industry experienced an explosive boom after 1898, is at the root of Black income
equalization in the Puerto Rican countryside and in the island as a whole during the
early twentieth century.

Keywords: colonialism; racial inequality; slavery; coerced labor; working-class history; Caribbean; Latin
America

The past several decades have seen an expansion of interest in racial inequality in
Latin America, especially for the purpose of making comparisons with the United
States.1 The most salient work has focused on Brazil, and has found that levels of
socioeconomic inequality along racial lines in that country often match or even
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surpass those found in the United States.2 Puerto Rico should serve as another
comparative case to inform our understanding of race and racial inequality in the
Americas. The island has a significant population identifying as Afrodescendant,
with 17.5 percent of the island’s population identifying as “Black” alone or in
combination with another race in the most recent, 2020 census.3 And,
conveniently for comparisons with the mainland United States, Puerto Rico counts
demographic trends in its population using the same census categories.

Yet studies on racial inequality in Puerto Rico, particularly regarding the twentieth
and twenty-first centuries, are remarkably scarce. Most existing scholarship on race
and racism in the island lacks concrete measures of inequality. In an attempt to
address this dearth of scholarship and advance the study of the Puerto Rican case in
comparative research on racial inequality in the Americas, this article examines racial
income inequality in early twentieth-century Puerto Rico, at a time when the island’s
society was transitioning from the period of Spanish colonialism (1508–1898) to a
new colonial regime under the United States (1898–present). It makes use of
12 percent samples of the U.S. Census conducted on the island in 1910 and 1920,
stored in the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS), which contains a
variable called “occupational score,” a proxy for income.4 Analysis of the data reveals
an interesting paradox: in 1910 and 1920, when the population was classified by the
U.S. Census into “Blacks,” “Mulattos” and “Whites,” Black men had on average
higher occupational scores than men of the latter two racial categories.5

A brief review of the literature on racial inequality in Puerto Rico is followed by
measurement of inequality in the early twentieth century in comparison to other
covariates such as sex, literacy, and urban status. Inequality on the island is

2George Reid Andrews, “Racial Inequality in Brazil and the United States: A Statistical Comparison,”
Journal of Social History 26, 2 (1992): 229–63; Edward E. Telles, Race in Another America: The Significance of
Skin Color in Brazil (Princeton University Press, 2004); George Reid Andrews, “Racial Inequality in Brazil
and the United States, 1990-2010,” Journal of Social History 47, 4 (2014): 829–54.

3See U.S. Census America Counts Staff, “Puerto Rico Population Declined 11.8% from 2010 to 2020,”
25 Aug. 2021, https://www.census.gov/library/stories/state-by-state/puerto-rico-population-change-between-
census-decade.html.

4Steven Ruggles et al., “IPUMS USA: Version 12.0 [Dataset],” 2022. OCCSCORE is a variable created by
IPUMS based on the median incomes for each occupation from data published by the Census Bureau in a
1956 Special Report on occupational characteristics. See https://usa.ipums.org/usa/chapter4/chapter4.
shtml#OCCSCORE. The value of the variable represents the median income for that occupation in
thousands of U.S. dollars in 1956. In Puerto Rico, incomes were lower than in the United States and
in 1910–1920 lower than in 1956. However, we believe the variable nevertheless preserves hierarchies for
comparisons between racial groups, that is, physicians are expected to have higher occupational scores than
carpenters, and these in turn higher occupational scores than agricultural laborers. While the variable has
some limitations, no better alternative is available. Puerto Rico samples for 1910 and 1920 are weighted and
they were originally made at the University of Wisconsin-Madison by Alberto Palloni, Halliman
W. Winsborough, and Francsico Scarano. The 5 percent sample of 1930 is flat. See https://usa.ipums.org/
usa/sampdesc.shtml#us1910h.

5We recognize the dubious and even arbitrary nature of these racial terms, and the fact that the
classification of census takers varied from one census to the next. Nevertheless, henceforth we will use
these racial terms without quotation marks. On the changes in Census classification, see Mara Loveman and
Jeronimo O. Muniz, “How Puerto Rico Became White: Boundary Dynamics and Intercensus Racial
Reclassification,” American Sociological Review 72, 6 (2007): 915–39; and Mara Loveman, “The
U.S. Census and the Contested Rules of Racial Classification in Early Twentieth-Century Puerto Rico,”
Caribbean Studies 35, 2 (2007): 78–113.

2 César J. Ayala and Joel S. Herrera

https://doi.org/10.1017/S001041752400015X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.census.gov/library/stories/state-by-state/puerto-rico-population-change-between-census-decade.html
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/state-by-state/puerto-rico-population-change-between-census-decade.html
https://usa.ipums.org/usa/sampdesc.shtml#us1910h
https://usa.ipums.org/usa/sampdesc.shtml#us1910h
https://doi.org/10.1017/S001041752400015X


juxtaposed to inequality in the state of Louisiana and in the United States as a whole,
utilizing equivalent data from the U.S. Census. A final section examines the historical
roots of the relatively low levels of racial inequality in Puerto Rico in the early
twentieth century when compared to the United States.

The “Silence” on Racial Inequality in Modern Puerto Rico
Racial inequality in Puerto Rico has received relatively limited attention.
Historians have paid more attention than sociologists, and most of their work
focuses on the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, not on the twentieth century
or contemporary conditions. In the 1980s, Francisco Scarano demonstrated that
productivity per-slave in the sugar plantations of Ponce, Puerto Rico’s principal
plantation district in the nineteenth century, was higher than in Louisiana or
anywhere else in the Caribbean, an indication of the intensity of exploitation of
slave labor in Puerto Rico. In the process, Scarano blew up myths about the
supposedly benign nature of slavery on the island.6 Jorge Chinea has studied the
immigration of skilled Afrodescendant laborers from the Eastern Caribbean to
Puerto Rico in the period 1800–1850.7 Luis Figueroa has examined in detail the
contracts into which libertos, or freedmen, entered after abolition in 1873, the
labor demands of these freedmen, and their opportunities for skill acquisition.8

More recently, David Stark has offered a detailed account of family formation
among slaves in Puerto Rico’s eighteenth-century hato, or cattle-ranching
economy, showing that family formation among slaves was more prevalent and
stable in the eighteenth century than in the nineteenth, when the condition of
slaves deteriorated as a result of the emergence of a classic plantation economy.9 In
a masterful study based on more than a hundred legal cases surrounding
marriages, María del Carmen Baerga illustrates a complex pattern of
intertwined racial, social, and economic mobility in nineteenth-century Puerto
Rico and demonstrates that the meanings of the word “race” on the island at the
time were very distant from contemporary conceptions.10

6Francisco A. Scarano, Sugar and Slavery in Puerto Rico: The Plantation Economy of Ponce, 1800–1850
(Madison: University ofWisconsin Press, 1984). Scarano criticized the image of “benign” slavery built on the
basis of the writings of George Flinter, An Account of the Present State of the Island of Puerto Rico (London:
Longmans, 1834), and David Turnbull, Travels in the West: Cuba, with Notices of Porto Rico and the Slave
Trade (London: Longman, 1840). These views are in contrast to the brutal image of slavery in Puerto Rico in
the writings of Victor Schoelcher, Colonies étrangères et Haiti, 2 vols. (Paris: Pagnerre, 1843).

7Jorge Luis Chinea, Race and Labor in the Hispanic Caribbean: The West Indian Immigrant Worker
Experience in Puerto Rico, 1800–1850 (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005).

8Sugar, Slavery, and Freedom in Nineteenth-Century Puerto Rico (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2005).

9Slave Families and the Hato Economy in Puerto Rico (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2015).
10Negociaciones de sangre: dinámicas racializantes en el Puerto Rico decimonónico (Madrid:

Iberoamericana, 2015). Concerning the concept of “racial mobility,” an interesting review of Baerga’s
book argues that the concept “passing for White” did not exist, but rather the concept “passing into
White.” In fact, women acquired the racial status of the husband in the casos de disenso examined by
Baerga and only rarely was the phenotype of the person mentioned in these cases. Jesse Hoffnung-Garskof,
“Negociaciones de sangre: dinámicas racializantes en el Puerto Rico decimonónico,” Hispanic American
Historical Review 96, 1 (2016): 167–69, 168.
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If on the Spanish colonial period there is a rich body of literature on racial
inequality and the political economy of race in Puerto Rico, with respect to the
U.S. colonial period there emerges a separation in scholarship between work that
focuses on race and work that focuses on inequality and political economy. In the
1930s, important works were produced in Puerto Rico criticizing the plantation
economy and sugar monoculture,11 income inequality produced by the plantation
economy,12 and rural poverty and disease.13 But for reasons that probably reflect the
relatively large size of aWhite, impoverished rural proletariat, and the lack of salience
of race as a category to many of these rural proletarians,14 these studies emphasized
class and gave little attention to race.

Conversely, studies of race in twentieth- and twenty-first-century Puerto Rico
mostly ignore political economy. A classic reference point is the study by Tomás
Blanco, which claimed in the late 1930s that racial prejudice in Puerto Rico was
relatively benign.15 In a revision to the original article published in 1942 as a
booklet, Blanco put forward the notion that, compared with the violence of racial
segregation and discrimination in the United States, “our prejudice is innocent
child’s play.”16 Blanco’s study on “prejudice” was limited to impressionistic data,
and did not contain any measurements of socio-economic inequality. It has
elicited multiple eloquent criticisms, but these are typically also circumscribed
to notions of “prejudice” and lack empirical research about socioeconomic
differences by race.17

A mid-twentieth-century surge of interest in Puerto Rico as a “social
laboratory,”18 meanwhile, produced some studies of race and racism on the
island. These works range from statements about the inexistence of racial
categories in Puerto Rico to more sober assessments about the role of race in

11Francisco M. Zeno, La influencia de la industria azucarera en la vida antillana y sus consecuencias
sociales (San Juan: Tipografía La Correspondencia de Puerto Rico, 1935).

12Bailey W. Diffie and Jusine Diffie, Porto Rico: A Broken Pledge, Studies in American Imperialism
(New York: Vanguard Press, 1931); Esteban Bird, Report on the Sugar Industry in Relation to the Social and
Economic System of Puerto Rico (San Juan: Bureau of Supplies, Printing and Transportation, 1941).

13Manuel A. Pérez and PabloMorales Otero, “Health and Socioeconomic Studies in Puerto Rico, I: Health
and Socioeconomic Conditions on a Sugar Cane Plantation,” Puerto Rico Journal of Public Health and
Tropical Medicine 12, 4 (1937): 405–90; Manuel A. Pérez and Pablo Morales Otero, “Health and
Socioeconomic Studies in Puerto Rico, II: Socioeconomic Conditions in the Tobacco, Coffee, and Fruit
Regions,” Puerto Rico Journal of Public Health and Tropical Medicine 14, 2 (1939): 201–89; Manuel A. Pérez
and Pablo Morales Otero, “Health and Socioeconomic Studies in Puerto Rico, III: Physical Measurement of
Agricultural Workers,” Puerto Rico Journal of Public Health and Tropical Medicine 14, 1 (1939): 44–65;
Manuel A. Pérez and Pablo Morales Otero, “Health and Socioeconomic Studies in Puerto Rico, IV: Physical
Impairment of Adult Life among Agricultural Workers,” Puerto Rico Journal of Public Health and Tropical
Medicine 15, 4 (1940): 285–313.

14Sidney W. Mintz, Worker in the Cane: A Puerto Rican Life History (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 1974), 94–95.

15Tomás Blanco, “El prejucio racial en Puerto Rico,” Estudios afrocubanos: revista trimestral de la Sociedad
de Estudios Afrocubanos 2, 1 (1937): 19–39.

16Tomás Blanco, El prejuicio racial en Puerto Rico, 1st ed. (San Juan de Puerto Rico: Editorial Biblioteca de
Autores Puertorriqueños, 1942), 4.

17See for example Arcadio Díaz Quiñones, “Tomás Blanco: Racismo, historia, esclavitud,” in Arcadio Díaz
Quiñones, ed., El prejucio racial en Puerto Rico (San Juan: Huracán, 1985), 15–91.

18Michael Lapp, “The Rise and Fall of Puerto Rico as a Social Laboratory, 1945–1965,” Social Science
History 19, 2 (1995): 169–99.
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Puerto Rican society. Some authors argued, along the typical apologetic axis of some
mestizaje theories, that “racial discrimination becomes virtually impossible, since a
majority of the people are of mixed Indian, white, and Negro blood,” while at the
same time arguing for the predominance of class over race: “Dividing Puerto Ricans
into socio-economic classes is perhaps simpler than separating them according to
race.”19 Some saw a racial system in which “anybody with a drop of white blood is a
white man.”20 Some viewed racial discrimination as a middle- and upper-class
phenomenon exclusively: “Apart from small groups of the middle and upper class
any ordinary gathering of Puerto Ricans represents a striking and unmistakable
example of the complete acceptance of social intermingling of people of different
color and racial characteristics.”21 Sidney Mintz argued that an individual’s color
may vary according to their socioeconomic status in a system in which racial criteria
could not be completely disentangled from socioeconomic status criteria.22 While
Mintz circumscribed his findings to the Puerto Rican rural working class, other
studies examining upper segments of society found very distinct patterns of racial
discrimination.23 Eric Williams, the paramount historian of the Caribbean, argued
similarly that the “absence of legal discrimination against the Negro arises from the
fact that racial differences are subordinate to those of class.… Thus it is that, by
virtue of the absence of legal discrimination, the high degree of social mobility, the
emphasis on class and the political equality that prevails, unity among Negroes on
the race question does not exist in Puerto Rico.”24 While some of these studies
pointed to socio-economic differences organized by race, for example the
observation that “colored workers” were overrepresented in the population of
urban slums,25 none of the studies quoted above contained systematic
quantitative assessments of racial inequality in income or living conditions.

Some recent works have focused specifically on the issue of racial categorization,
but without empirical assessments of levels of inequality.26 Most studies of race in
Puerto Rico under U.S. rule have focused on the ideological or discursive level,
examining issues of cultural expression, prejudice or discrimination but largely
ignoring measurement of concrete social and economic inequality in areas such as
income, home ownership, educational achievement, health outcomes, rates of
incarceration, or other measures of the wellbeing of Afrodescendants relative to

19Earl S. Garver and Ernest B. Fincher, Puerto Rico: Unsolved Problem (Elgin: Elgin Press, 1945), 21.
20Earl Parker Hanson, Puerto Rico, Land of Wonders (New York: Knopf, 1960), 34.
21Joseph P. Fitzpatrick, “Attitudes of Puerto Ricans toward Color,”American Catholic Sociological Review

20, 3 (1959): 219–33, 219.
22Sidney Mintz, “Cañamelar: The Subculture of a Rural Sugar Plantation Proletariat,” in Julian Stewart,

ed., The People of Puerto Rico (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1956), 411.
23Maxine W. Gordon, “Race Patterns and Prejudice in Puerto Rico,” American Sociological Review

14, 2 (1949): 294–301; Renzo Sereno, “Cryptomelanism: A Study of Color Relations and Personal
Insecurity in Puerto Rico,” Psychiatry (Washington, D.C.) 10, 3 (1947): 261–69.

24EricWilliams, “Race Relations in Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands,” Foreign Affairs 23, 2 (1945): 3–12.
25Gordon, “Race Patterns,” 298.
26Jorge Duany, The Puerto Rican Nation on the Move: Identities on the Island & in the United States

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); Loveman, “U.S. Census”; Loveman and Muniz,
“How Puerto Rico Became White.”
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Whites.27 The recently published memoirs of the First Congress of Afrodescendance
(afrodescendencia) in Puerto Rico are a telling example of this lack ofmeasurement of
social inequality. Among thirty-three papers published, covering cultural issues,
music, poetry, literature, self-organization, and multiple other topics, not a single
article contains empirical research on income, housing conditions, health, education,
or other indexes of well-being among Afrodescendants when compared toWhites or
indeed any other racial group.28

In short, research on race in twentieth and twenty-first-century Puerto Rico is
characterized by a remarkable lack of attention to concrete measures of living
standards and socioeconomic inequality. The following sections analyze patterns
of socioeconomic inequality along racial lines in the early twentieth century in Puerto
Rico and seek to explain these patterns historically.

The Paradox of Higher Black Incomes in Puerto Rico in 1910: Occupational
Scores and Occupational Structure
In order to adequately understand racial inequality in early twentieth-century Puerto
Rico, it is useful not only to compare racial inequality to other axes of inequality
within the island such as urban status, gender, or literacy, but also to make external
comparisons to the mainland United States. Because the Puerto Rico data is from the
U.S. Census, the same variables appear in themicrodata samples for theUnited States
in 1910 and 1920. Louisiana probably offers the best grounds for comparison with
Puerto Rico among all states of theUnion. As shown inTable 1, in 1910 Louisianawas
highly rural (69 percent) like Puerto Rico (71 percent). It had Black and Mulatto
(“creole”) populations, and a significant sugar industry, also like Puerto Rico.29

Although Louisiana’s literacy rate in 1910, at 67 percent, was higher than Puerto
Rico’s (27 percent), it was the third-lowest rate of any state in 1910.

27Isabelo Zenón Cruz, Narciso descubre su trasero: el negro en la cultura puertorriqueña (Humacao, P. R:
Editorial Furidi, 1975); Wilfredo Miranda, Racismo y educación en Puerto Rico (Río Piedras: Universidad de
Puerto Rico, 1993); Duany, Puerto Rican Nation; Tanya Katerí Hernández, “Multiracial Matrix: The Role of
Race Ideology in the Enforcement of Antidiscrimination Laws, a United States-Latin America Comparison,”
Cornell Law Review 87, 5 (2002): 1093–176; Ileana M. Rodríguez-Silva, Silencing Race: Disentangling
Blackness, Colonialism, and National Identities in Puerto Rico (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012); Isar
Godreau, Scripts of Blackness: Race, Cultural Nationalism, and U.S. Colonialism in Puerto Rico (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 2015); Marisol Lebrón, Policing Life and Death: Race, Violence, and Resistance in
Puerto Rico (Oakland: University of California Press, 2019).

28Lester Nurse Allende, ed., ¡Negro, negra!: memorias del Primer Congreso de Afrodecendencia en Puerto
Rico (San Juan: Facultad de Estudios Generales, Universidad de Puerto Rico, Recinto de Río Piedras, 2018).
An important exception is the work of Nancy A. Denton and Jacqueline Villarrubia, which examines the
relation between race, socioeconomic status, and residential location and finds that “overall, segregation by
race is modest compared to residential segregation in the United States.” “Residential Segregation on the
Island: The Role of Race and Class in Puerto Rican Neighborhoods,” Sociological Forum 22, 1 (2007): 51–76,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20110189.

29The particularities of Louisianan society have led to various historical comparisons between that state
and another island in the Hispanic Caribbean, Cuba. See, for example, Rebecca J. Scott, Degrees of Freedom:
Louisiana and Cuba after Slavery (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005); Alejandro
de la Fuente and Ariela J. Gross, Becoming Free, Becoming Black: Race, Freedom, and Law in Cuba, Virginia,
and Louisiana (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020).
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In our comparative analysis of racial inequality in early twentieth-century Puerto
Rico, we rely on 12 percent samples of the U.S. Census conducted on the island
in 1910 and 1920, stored in the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS),
which contains a variable called “occupational score,” a proxy for income that sorts
workers according to the average income in their occupation. OCCSCORE is flawed
in that it assigns all members of an occupation the same score, such that using it to
calculate overall racial differentials in earnings tilts the scale towards racial equality.
Indeed, there is evidence that the variable OCCSCORE biases racial differences
towards zero when compared to true earnings.30 However, using U.S. data to
compare OCCSCORE to true earnings, Martin Saavedra and Tate Twinam find
that OCCSCORE yields a clear gap in earnings by race and the sign is always in the
same direction as true earnings. That is, Whites always earn more than Blacks, and
the pattern in the size of the gap in OCCSCORE closely tracks the pattern of true
earnings. These results support the use of occupational scores to assess racial
inequality when other data is not available, as is the case here, as long as we
acknowledge OCCSCORE’s limitations.

Table 2 displays average occupational scores in relative terms, with scores of
different race/gender intersectional groups expressed as a percentage of the average
score of a White male, in Puerto Rico, Louisiana, and the United States as a whole.31

Table 1. General Demographic Indicators: United States, Louisiana, and Puerto Rico, 1910–1920

United States Louisiana Puerto Rico

Total population 99,185,425 1,747,736 1,265,410

% Age 16–65 62 56 53

% Rural 52 67 72

% Black 8 34 4

% Mulatto 2 7 27

% White 89 59 69

% Literate (ages 16–65) 92 72 36

% Black population literate (ages 16–65) 68 51 33

% Mulatto Population Literate (ages 16–65) 79 67 30

% White Population Literate (ages 16–65) 95 88 39

30Martin Saavedra and Tate Twinam, “A Machine Learning Approach to Improving Occupational
Income Scores,” Explorations in Economic History 75 (2020), https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/
article/abs/pii/S0014498319300646?via%3Dihub. The authors would like to thank economist Bryan
Marein for this reference and for his insightful comments on the occupational distributions in Louisiana
and Puerto Rico.

31One limitation of the variable “OCCSCORE” is that it does not account for the possibility that people of
different races may be paid differently for the same work. However, there is data that suggests the contrary in
Puerto Rico; that is, that workers performing similar tasks were similarly paid. In the coffee region piece-
wages were the dominant form of payment, and these are by definition color-blind. In the sugar industry,
SidneyMintz argues that no racial distinctions weremade in the giving out of jobs, in “The Culture History of
a Puerto Rican Sugar Cane Plantation: 1876–1949,” Hispanic American Historical Review 33, 2 (May 1953):
224–51, 247.
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To understand the Puerto Rican figures, it is necessary to first be aware of the urban/
rural divide in Puerto Rican society at the beginning of the twentieth century,
illustrated in comparative terms in Table 3. More than two-thirds of the
population (71 percent) was rural in 1910. There were stark differences in income
between town and country, with the average rural income being only 49 percent of
urban income. Within this context of sharp differentiation of income by urban/rural
status, the racial distribution of the population along the urban/rural divide mattered
immensely. Even though within the cities the incomes of Blacks were lower than
those ofWhites, on the island as a whole Black incomes were higher, for two reasons:
(1) Blackswere themost urban group of the population—45 percent of Blacks lived in
cities, compared to just 24 percent of Whites; and (2) in the countryside, Black,
White, and Mulatto men had more or less equal average incomes.32

Table 4 reports the relative occupational scores for different categories of the
population in Puerto Rico, Louisiana, and the United States according to urban
status, gender, and race, for people ages sixteen to sixty-five who were in the labor
force. The income of a White, rural male worker is set at one hundred to express all
incomes in relative terms in each location. Rural, White, male workers comprised the
modal category within the labor force. In Puerto Rico, the incomes of urban Black
males are considerably higher (179 percent) than the income of rural White males.
Likewise, the urban-rural disparity being large, White urban women had slightly

Table 2. Relative Incomes of Men and Women by Race in Puerto Rico, Louisiana, and the United States,
1910–1920

(White Males = 100)

Puerto Rico Louisiana United States

Race Male Female Male Female Male Female

White 100% 80% 100% 82% 100% 80%

Black 104% 53% 68% 35% 70% 34%

Mulatto 96% 64% 73% 36% 75% 37%

Table 3. Urbanization Rate by Racial Group, 1910–1920

Puerto Rico Louisiana United States

White 25% 39% 50%

Black 44% 23% 29%

Mulatto 34% 29% 37%

Other — 33% 28%

Total 29% 33% 48%

32An important difference between racial groups in Puerto Rico was the much higher labor force
participation rate of Black women, especially urban ones. In 1910, 61 percent of Black urban women were
in the labor force, compared to 47 percent of mulatto women and 29 percent of White women. In 1920,
52 percent of urban Black women were in the labor force compared to 42 percent of mulatto women and
32 percent of White women.
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higher incomes than White rural males (104 percent). Rural Black males had an
average income that was practically equal to that of rural White males (99 percent).
This is in sharp contrast to the United States, where income differentials between
men of different races were much larger.

Simply put, in 1910 there was more inequality in income based on race in
Louisiana and the United States than in Puerto Rico. These observations are
consistent with Ayala-McCormick’s findings for the twenty-first century that
racial inequality in incomes is much less severe in Puerto Rico than in the United
States or in other Latin American societies, such as Brazil, which tends to be used as
the paradigmatic “Latin American racial system.”

Returning to the question of imperfect income proxies, does OCCSCORE bias
racial inequality toward zero in Puerto Rico? Histograms of the distribution of
occupational scores in Puerto Rico and Louisiana clearly demonstrate very
different racial occupational distributions. In the Puerto Rican case, the proportion
of Whites in the bar representing the second-lowest quantile is higher than the
proportion of Blacks. In the middle of the distribution, between OCCSCORES of
20 and 40, the proportion of Blacks is higher than that of Whites in Puerto Rico. The
situation is very different in Louisiana, where in the left-hand side of the distribution,
representing the lowest scores, the proportion of Blacks surpasses that ofWhites, and
conversely, on the right side of the distribution, representing the higher scores, the
proportion of Whites clearly surpasses that of Blacks. It should be noted, however,
that the almost total exclusion of Blacks from the very highest occupational scores is
common to Puerto Rico and Louisiana.

Table 4. Relative Income by Intersectional Category, 1910-1920 (White Rural Men in Each Place = 100)

Puerto Rico 1910–1920

Race Rural Men Urban Men Rural Women Urban Women

White 100% 201% 64% 117%

Black 99% 179% 62% 60%

Mulatto 93% 176% 67% 84%

Total 98% 192% 75% 88%

Louisiana 1910–1920

Race Rural Men Urban Men Rural Women Urban Women

White 100% 163% 78% 118%

Black 75% 115% 44% 44%

Mulatto 76% 126% 41% 52%

Total 88% 149% 51% 80%

United States 1910–1920

Race Rural Men Urban Men Rural Women Urban Women

White 100% 151% 87% 108%

Black 76% 111% 39% 47%

Mulatto 78% 116% 41% 53%

Total 97% 148% 72% 100%

*People in the labor force ages sixteen to sixty-five.
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The differences in occupational scores highlighted above reflect differences in
racial occupational distributions. To begin with, Whites in Louisiana display a more
diverse occupational structure than either Blacks in Louisiana or Blacks and Whites
in Puerto Rico. As illustrated in Table 5, a full 35 percent of White workers in
Louisiana had occupations other than the ten top occupations, whereas for Blacks in
Louisiana, Blacks in Puerto Rico, andWhites in Puerto Rico, the top ten occupations
encompassed 90 percent, 83 percent, and 86 percent of workers, respectively. In
Louisiana, farmers represented 27 percent of Black and 23 percent of White
occupations. It should be noted that this category included owners and tenants,
and probably included a large number of sharecroppers. However, Puerto Rico had a
much smaller percentage of farmers—9 percent of Whites and 3 percent of Blacks—
and a much larger proportion of landless laborers, with the category of farm workers
accounting for 53 percent of Black workers and 55 percent of White workers.

A striking difference is the relatively small number of White rural proletarians in
Louisiana (7 percent), whereas in Puerto Rico the proportion of dispossessed rural
workers was actually slightly larger among Whites (55 percent) than among Blacks
(53 percent). Another notable difference is the existence of a layer of Black skilled
workers in urban contexts in Puerto Rico: for example, carpenters and Blacksmiths
were among the top 10 occupations for Blacks in Puerto Rico, but not amongWhites.
In short, Puerto Rican Whites were relatively worse off than Louisiana Whites, and
Puerto Rican Blacks were relatively better off occupationally than Louisiana Blacks.
Overall, the most significant differences between the distribution of occupations in
Puerto Rico and Louisiana was the existence of a largeWhite rural proletariat in Puerto
Rico and its absence in Louisiana, on the one hand, and the existence of a stratum of
Black skilled workers in Puerto Rico and its absence in Louisiana, on the other.

Finally, a linear regression of income (OCCSCORE) on demographic indicators
provides evidence that the effect of race on income was small after controlling for
other covariates in Puerto Rico, both in relation to other axes of inequality within the
island and in relation to the United States (Table 6).33 The analysis shows that binary

Histograms of Occupational Scores
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33We pool 1910 and 1920 census data in our analysis.We also use fixed effects to account for unobservable
factors at the county-level. The county equivalent in Puerto Rico is themunicipio, and in Louisiana the parish.
We use state-level fixed effects for the United States sample in addition to county fixed effects. Finally, all
models are estimated using heteroskedastic and cluster-robust standard errors. We based our modeling
decisions on previous historical studies using OCCSCORE as a proxy for income. On using pooled census
data, see Ran Abramitzky, Leah Platt Boustan, and Katherine Eriksson, “A Nation of Immigrants:
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Table 5. Percent of the Labor Force Engaged in the Top 10 Occupations

Louisiana 1910–1920

Top Ten Black Occupations Top Ten White Occupations

Occupation, 1950 basis % Occupation, 1950 basis %

Farmers (owners and tenants) 27% Farmers (owners and tenants) 23%

Laborers (nec) 27% Laborers (nec) 9%

Farm laborers, wage workers 21% Managers, officials, and proprietors 7%

Farm laborers, unpaid family workers 6% Farm laborers, wage workers 7%

Lumbermen, raftsmen, and woodchoppers 3% Salesmen and sales clerks (nec) 5%

Operative and kindred workers 1% Farm laborers, unpaid family workers 4%

Teamsters 1% Carpenters 3%

Porters 1% Clerical and kindred workers (nec) 3%

Carpenters 1% Operative and kindred workers 3%

Longshoremen and stevedores 1% Bookkeepers 1%

Total for Top ten occupations 90% 65%

Puerto Rico 1910–1920

Top Ten Black Occupations Top Ten White Occupations

Occupation, 1950 basis % Occupation, 1950 basis %

Farm laborers, wage workers 53% Farm laborers, wage workers 55%

Laborers (nec) 9% Farmers (owners and tenants) 9%

Carpenters 5% Managers, officials, and proprietors 5%

Longshoremen and stevedores 4% Laborers (nec) 4%

Farmers (owners and tenants) 3% Salesmen and sales clerks (nec) 3%

Brickmasons, stonemasons, and tile setters 2% Operative and kindred workers 3%

Operative and kindred workers 2% Carpenters 2%

Blacksmiths 2% Farm foremen 1%

Private household workers (nec) 2% Farm laborers, unpaid family workers 1%

Managers, officials, and proprietors 1% Hucksters and peddlers 1%

Total for Top ten occupations 90% 90%

Note: nec = not elsewhere classified

Assimilation and Economic Outcomes in the Age of Mass Migration,” Journal of Political Economy 122, 3
(2014): 467–506; and Joyce J. Chen, “The Impact of Skill-Based Immigration Restrictions: The Chinese
Exclusion Act of 1882,” Journal of Human Capital 9, 3 (2015): 298–328. On using county and/or state-level
fixed effects, see Peter Catron, “TheMelting-Pot Problem? The Persistence andConvergence of Premigration
Socioeconomic Status During the Age of Mass Migration,” Social Forces 99, 1 (2020): 366–97; and Joshua R.
Goldstein and Guy Stecklov, “From Patrick to John F.: Ethnic Names and Occupational Success in the Last
Era ofMassMigration,”American Sociological Review 81, 1 (2016): 85–106. On both pooling and fixed effects,
see William Darity, Jason Dietrich, and David K. Guilkey, “Persistent Advantage or Disadvantage? Evidence
in Support of the Intergenerational Drag Hypothesis,” American Journal of Economics and Sociology 60, 2
(2001): 435–70; andKatherine Eriksson, “Ethnic Enclaves and ImmigrantOutcomes: Norwegian Immigrants
during the Age of Mass Migration,” European Review of Economic History 24, 3 (2020): 427–46.
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variables for rural status, being female, and being illiterate all had greater negative
effects on income than being Black in Puerto Rico (model 1). The negative effect of
rural status on income score was more than three times greater than the coefficient
for “Black” and almost six times greater than the coefficient for “Mulatto.” Being
female as opposed tomale also has a negative effect that wasmore than two and a half
times greater than that of being Black relative to the category White. Illiteracy had a
similar effect on income, with a negative coefficient two and a half times greater than
that of “Black.”Curiously, nativity is also a stronger predictor of income, with native-
born Puerto Ricans earning much less than non-natives.34 Finally, married and older

Table 6. Fixed Effects Regression Models for Occupational Score, People Ages Sixteen to Sixty-Five in the
Labor Force (1910–1920)

(1) (2) (3)

Puerto Rico Louisiana USA

Black –2.102*** –6.054*** –6.019***

(0.116) (0.175) (0.0365)

Mulatto –1.175*** –5.932*** –5.941***

(0.0563) (0.262) (0.0674)

Female –5.254*** –7.129*** –5.579***

(0.0671) (0.175) (0.0274)

Rural –6.634*** –6.848*** –7.560***

(0.0792) (0.283) (0.0269)

Illiterate –5.271*** –2.166*** –2.412***

(0.0629) (0.163) (0.0318)

Married 0.826*** –0.00394 1.951***

(0.0589) (0.181) (0.0257)

Age 0.167*** 0.440*** 0.394***

(0.0122) (0.0368) (0.00528)

Age2 –0.00166*** –0.00506*** –0.00456***

(0.000159) (0.000489) (6.87e–05)

Native–born –4.370*** –0.259 2.076***

(0.255) (0.483) (0.0288)

Constant 22.68*** 17.14*** 16.29***

(0.344) (1.050) (0.146)

County FE Y Y Y

State FE N N Y

Observations 90,321 12,299 737,431

R–squared 0.344 0.398 0.280

Robust standard errors in parentheses; *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1

34Nativity is considered an important predictor of income in the United States. To make the different
models commensurable, we included a native-born variable in the Puerto Rico sample where “1” denotes if a
person was born in Puerto Rico and “0” if they were born anywhere else. For the Louisiana andU.S. samples, a
native-born person is anyone born in the United States.
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persons tend to earn more, but the effect of age tends to decrease over time. Both
variables have a smaller effect on income than race.

The negative coefficient expressing the disadvantage of Black workers was almost
three times greater in Louisiana (Model 2) or the United States (Model 3) than in
Puerto Rico. Thus, not onlywas the negative effect of being Black on income relatively
small when compared to other axes of inequality within Puerto Rico, it was alsomuch
smaller than the same effect in Louisiana and the United States. A question for future
research is why the disparity in female income by race is larger than for male income
by race in Puerto Rico.

Whilemuch of the explanation for the relatively high income of Blackmen relative
to White men resides in the fact that the Black population was more urban than the
White population, in the countryside in Puerto Rico Black men earned on average
essentially the same incomes as White men in 1910–1920 (99 percent). This is
contrary to what one would expect in a society which had plantation slavery for
centuries. How can this be explained?

Historical Sources of Occupational Diversity
The striking difference detailed above in levels of socioeconomic inequality by race
between Puerto Rico and the United States is part of a larger difference between the
history and legacy of slavery in the Iberio-American world and slavery the United States.
To begin with, in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries there were large
populations of free people of color in the Spanish colonies and in Brazil, a situation
that is in sharp contrast with that of the United States, where African ascendancy and
slave statusweremuchmore closely associated. Inmost regions of LatinAmerica, the vast
majority of Afrodescendants were free in the year 1800. The ratio of the free to the
enslaved population among Afrodescendants before independence from Spain were as
follows in the colonial territories which correspond to the following modern countries:
62 to 1 inMexico, 17.5 to 1 in Paraguay, 9.25 to 1 in Panama, 5.6 to 1 in Ecuador, and 4.0
to 1 in Colombia. Only in Brazil and Cuba, societies which actually experienced
expansions in slave imports and in the number of enslaved persons in the nineteenth
century, were there more slaves than free Afrodescendants in the year 1800. The free to
enslaved ratio was .81 to 1 in Brazil and .52 to 1 in Cuba.35 Even then, in Brazil the
demographic balance shifted dramatically in favor of free persons as the nineteenth
century advanced, so that by 1872, a population of 4,245,428 free Afrodescendants
constituted 42.8 percent of the total population, outnumbering the 1,510,806 slaves, who
made up 15.2 percent of the total population. This means that in Brazil, the country
which received by far the largest number of slaves during the epoch of the slave trade,
therewere almost three freeAfrodescendants for every slave in 1872. In theUnited States,
by contrast, the slave population comprised 18 and 13 percent of the total population
in 1790 and 1860, respectively, but free people of color were a mere 1.5 percent of the
population in both years; there were more than ten slaves for every free Afrodescendant
both in the late eighteenth century and on the eve of the U.S. Civil War.36

35George Reid Andrews, Afro-Latin America, 1800–2000 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 41;
Herbert S. Klein and Ben Vinson III, African Slavery in Latin America and the Caribbean, 2d ed. (Oxford,
New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 196–97.

36Laird W. Bergad, The Comparative Histories of Slavery in Brazil, Cuba, and the United States
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 120, 113.
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The size of the free populations of color made them central to the functioning of
Latin American economies and provided opportunities for the acquisition of skills
and assets that could not be acquired or transferred so easily among slaves. The
existence of large free populations of color in colonial times distinguishes Latin
America from the United States. In terms of the size of the free population of color,
the United States is clearly an outlier in the Americas.

In addition to the minute size of the free population of Afrodescendants, other
markers of the exceptional racial regime in the United States were the formal bans on
the exercise of trades, crafts, or professions, and limitations placed on the
geographical mobility of people of African descent. Restrictions were much more
extensive in the United States than in Latin America generally. In the United States,
free people of color experienced extraordinary barriers to geographical mobility:
many states demanded the departure of newly freed slaves from their territories
(Virginia, 1805–1806; North Carolina, 1830;Mississippi, 1829; and Tennessee, 1831).
Iowa, in 1859, even ordered the expulsion of all free people of color.Most of the South
and some northern states forbade the immigration of Afrodescendants from other
states (Virginia, 1793; South Carolina, 1800; Maryland, 1806; Delaware, 1807;
Georgia, 1818; Mississippi, 1822; North Carolina, 1826; Tennessee, 1831; Oregon,
1858; Kentucky, 1852; and Indiana, 1852). Some states even banned the return of any
free Blacks born in that state if they had left for any reason; for example, Georgia
in 1835. Some southern states banned free Blacks from accessing public education or
preaching a religion (Georgia, 1829; Virginia, 1830–1831; North Carolina, 1830, and
Missouri, 1847). Throughout the nineteenth century, the professionalmobility of free
people of color was increasingly limited, with restrictions on the economic activities
they could develop. In 1860, South Carolina went so far as to require free Blacks to
wear badges engraved with their names, occupation, and a registration number.37

The size and centrality of the free people of color in Latin America stands in sharp
contrast to the pattern prevalent in theUnited States. Puerto Rico was no exception to
the general Latin American configuration. In 1830, 50.1 percent of the population
wasWhite, 39.3 percent were free people of color, and 10.6 percent were slaves.38 The
existence of a large layer of free Afrodescendants was notmerely amatter of numbers.
The size of the free population of color also entailed occupational diversity and
transfers of skills and capital across generations, making Afrodescendants central to
the functioning of urban economies and providing a certain amount of social
mobility. This was in sharp contrast to the U.S. experience, not only because local
Afrodescendants who were free exercised many crafts in Puerto Rico, but also
because free immigrants of color from the non-Hispanic Caribbean nourished the
ranks of skilled workers in Puerto Rico throughout the nineteenth century.39

The restrictions on occupational and geographical mobility placed on
Afrodescendants in the United States, and conversely, the lack of comparable
restrictions in Latin America, must surely have affected the urban/rural
distribution of populations. In 1910 in Puerto Rico, Blacks were more urban than
Mulattos, and Mulattos in turn were more urban than Whites. In Louisiana, and in

37Herbert S. Klein, “A experiência afro-americana numa perspectiva comparativa: a situação atual do
debate sobre a escravidão nas américas,” Afro-Ásia, 45 (2012): 95–121.

38Jay Kinsbruner, Not of Pure Blood: The Free People of Color and Racial Prejudice in Nineteenth-Century
Puerto Rico (Durham: Duke University Press, 1996), 29.

39Chinea, Race and Labor.
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the United States as a whole in the same year, the reverse was true; Blacks were more
rural than Mulattos, and Mulattos were more rural than Whites (see Table 3). The
much larger urbanization rate among Blacks in Puerto Rico when compared to the
United States must have been in part a product of the fact that on the island the free
population of color was larger than the slave population throughout the entire
nineteenth century and enjoyed geographical mobility without impediments to
settlement in urban locations.

The acknowledgement of differences between slave and post-slave regimes by
geographic region forms part of a new re-evaluation of the Tannenbaum thesis, in
which historians are now recognizing that the differences in legal regimes of slavery
between the United States and the Iberian-American colonies had long-term
consequences because the institution of coartación in the latter, under which many
slaves had the right to purchase their own freedom, led tomanumissions which, in the
long run, produced large populations of free people of color, in sharp contrast to the
reduced free population of color in the United States.40

However, in some of the societies with large numbers of free people of color, Black/
White inequality was very high (Brazil), while in others it was not (Puerto Rico), a
conundrum that requires further research. Judging from our snapshot look at Puerto
Rico in the early years of the U.S. colonial period, the island seems to be among the
societies with large populations of free people of color, but even within this group, it
appears to have relatively low racial inequality, which coincides with recent findings
about Puerto Rico in the twenty-first century.41 What accounts for this seeming
anomaly?

The Rural Paradox
The income advantage of Black males in Puerto Rico in the first years of U.S. colonial
rule has an historical explanation. It is, of course, counter to intuition in a society of
the Americas conquered by Europeans who subjugated the native population and
then proceeded to import enslaved Africans to work on plantations. An important
dimension of the relative equality in incomes by race is that, unlike the United States,
where extra-economic coercion was principally although not exclusively a racialized
phenomenon concentrated on the exploited slave and sharecropping Black
population, in Puerto Rico the landowning classes spent the better part of the
nineteenth century trying to coerce the nominally free peasantry42—whether
White, Mulatto, or Black—into forced labor.

The expansion of sugarcane plantations and slavery in Puerto Rico during the first
half of the nineteenth century displaced the coastal peasantry upland and inland to
the mountains of the Cordillera Central, where they sought to reproduce the

40Alejandro de la Fuente, “Slave Law and Claims-Making in Cuba: The Tannenbaum Debate Revisited,”
Law and History Review 22, 2 (2004): 339–69, https://doi.org/10.2307/4141649.

41Ayala-McCormick, “Myth of the Latin American Race Monolith.”
42As late as 1941, the newspaper of the Popular Democratic Party in charge of promoting agrarian reform

referred to the “emancipation” of the agregados and spoke of the acquisition of “freedom” by the latter. See,
for example, “Ya se hizo la primera repartición de tierras bajo la Ley de Tierras aprobada este mismo año,” El
Batey: Correo del campesino puertorriqueño, 23 Dec. 1941: 2; César J. Ayala and Laird W. Bergad, Agrarian
Puerto Rico: Reconsidering Rural Economy and Society, 1899–1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2020), 281.
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independent subsistence lifestyle that they had enjoyed in the eighteenth century.43

In the second half of the nineteenth century, the subsistence farmers of the highlands
were subjected to extra-economic coercion as the coffee export economy expanded.
Beginning with the Reglamento de Jornaleros of 1849, the colonial state imposed on
the free but title-less rural peasants labor obligations and a régimen de la libreta, or
passbook system, that forced them to work for the larger landowners. This libreta
system was abolished shortly after slavery, in 1873.44

To retain a rural labor force, landowners in nineteenth-century Puerto Rico
developed schemes in which they granted land in usufruct, as well as some wages,
to rural workers in exchange for work at harvest time. The relationship was known as
agrego and the workers involved as agregados. Puerto Rico’s rural peasant-
proletarians were stratified by race and skill in a complex continuum that defies
easy characterization.45 In the century’s second half, coastal sugar plantations began
to rely increasingly on the labor of agregados and on jornaleros, or day laborers
coerced by the libreta system, to complement the enslaved labor force.

Governor Juan de La Pezuela’s introduction of a passbook system in his infamous
Reglamento de Jornaleros of 1849 was designed to coerce subsistence farmers into
performing servile work in sugar plantations and coffee haciendas, in favor of the
landowning elites. Previous laws against vagrancy had tried to criminalize and coerce
peasants into working for large landowners,46 but de la Pezuela’s Reglamentomarked
a qualitative leap in coercion.47 Coercion applied to those without property titles,
including those considered White. Under the libreta regime, subsistence peasants
without titles to landwere forced to register as employees of landowners and planters.
Failure to prove useful employment could result in imprisonment. After slavery was
abolished in 1873, the formerly enslaved entered into an “apprenticeship” system that
lasted three years. The passbook regime ended a few months after slavery was
abolished. Other measures were initiated to try to maintain extra-economic
coercion of labor, notably Governor José Laureano Sanz’s “Proyecto de Reglamento
de Jornaleros (15 de abril, 1874),”48 but recent scholarship has questioned whether
these were effective.49 Even during the epoch of slavery, other forms of coerced labor
had played an important role in the production of agricultural commodities for
export. The importance of non-slave coerced White labor during the regime of
slavery was such that anthropologist Sidney Mintz, who studied slavery, the
transition to free labor, and twentieth-century plantation life in various Caribbean

43Laird W. Bergad, “Coffee and Rural Proletarianization in Puerto Rico, 1840–1898,” Journal of Latin
American Studies 15, 1 (1983): 83–100; Laird W. Bergad, Coffee and the Growth of Agrarian Capitalism in
Nineteenth-Century Puerto Rico (Princeton: PrincetonUniversity Press, 1983); Scarano, Sugar and Slavery, 6.

44Gervasio LuisGarcía, “Economía y trabajo en el Puerto Rico del siglo XIX,”Historiamexicana 38, 4 (1989):
855–78, 859; Labor Gómez Acevedo,Organización y reglamentación del trabajo en el Puerto Rico del siglo XIX /
(proprietarios y jornaleros) (San Juan de Puerto Rico: Instituto de Cultura Puertorriqueña, 1970), 254.

45Juan A. Giusti Cordero, “Labor, Ecology and History in a Caribbean Sugar Plantation Region: Piñones
(Loíza), Puerto Rico, 1770–1950” (PhD diss., State University of New York at Binghamton, 1994).

46Gómez Acevedo, Organización y reglamentación, 88–96.
47Fernando Picó, “La implantación en Utuado del Reglamento de Jornaleros de Pezuela: Un testimonio,”

Revista puertorriqueña de Investigaciones sociales 1, 1 (1976): 48–50.
48Reproduced in Gómez Acevedo, Organización y reglamentación, 477–83.
49Diego C. Ayala, “The Transition to Free Labour in Puerto Rico: Class and Politics in a Nineteenth-

Century Colony,” Journal of Latin American Studies 55 (2023): 191–214.
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societies, referred to Puerto Rico’s nineteenth-century sugar estates not as slave
plantations but as “slave-and-agregado plantations.”50

In the last three decades of the nineteenth century, Puerto Rican peasants
experienced a deterioration of the usufruct rights they had enjoyed as agregados on
the farms of titled landowners, and they gradually became proletarianized as coffee
exports exploded and reached a peak in the year 1896.51 The emerging rural working
class was thus composed of peasants of all races who were subjected to various forms
of extra-economic coercion, and to these were added the libertos, freed slaves thrown
into an emerging market for labor power after emancipation was proclaimed by the
Spanish colonial state in 1873–1876.52

The existence of generalized labor coercion had two effects: a compression of
inequality downward among all rural workers—Black,White, andMulatto—and the
emergence of a stratum of skilled Black workers who were well-positioned to benefit
from the boom in the sugar industry in the twentieth century’s early decades. The
second effect was a product of the preference of the planters for training slaves rather
than libreta workers in the sugar industry under the slave regime because the latter,
while forced to show to the authorities that they were employed by some landowner,
were not tied to any particular employer. As Mintz explains,

Even more important for the evolution of Puerto Rican race relations than the
absence of a bipartite “racial” division is the fact that the ex-slaves were
generally more skilled at sugar-producing techniques of all kinds than were
the descendants of freemen, whatever their racial background. The association
of “race” and technical skill was thus an important aspect of Puerto Rican labor
history. This association is doubtless rooted in the traditional distribution of
tasks on slave-run haciendas before emancipation; slaves, rather than
agregados, had usually been given the mill jobs and artisans’ responsibilities
because there was no question as to the regularity or dependability of their
labor.53

The preference for the employment of slaves in skilled plantation work carried over
into the post-emancipation world. As a British consular official remarked shortly
after the abolition of slavery, “In the process of sugar making, the more skilled liberto
is generally employedwithin the boiling house while the free laborer does the rougher
task of cutting and carrying the cane.”54 The issue of dependability was central, since
in the first three years after abolition former slaves were bound to employers in an
“apprenticeship” system: “The ‘liberto’ is appreciated not only on account of his
superior ability for the work, but also because he is available at all times, and cannot
leave his employment during a busy season.”55 The freedmen were “working side by

50Mintz, “Culture History,” 226.
51Bergad, Coffee and the Growth, 146–47.
52Figueroa, Sugar, Slavery, and Freedom.
53Sidney W. Mintz, Caribbean Transformations (Chicago: Aldine, 1974), 110–11.
54Public Records Office, Foreign Office (United Kingdom), PRO, FO 84/1410, Consul Pauli to Earl of

Derby, 12May 1875, quoted inAndrés RamosMattei, “El liberto en el régimen de trabajo azucarero de Puerto
Rico, 1870–1880,” in Andrés Ramos Mattei, ed., Azucar y esclavitud (San Juan: University of Puerto Rico,
1982), 114.

55Ibid., 113.
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side with the white native and the British black,”56 and furthermore, according to
historian Andrés Ramos Mattei, the skills of some of these libertos placed them in a
superior position in the hierarchy of the labor regime in many haciendas.57

The sugar industry and sugar-producing zones experienced a boom in the early
twentieth century due to the inclusion of Puerto Rico within the tariff wall of the
United States after 1902, while the highland coffee economy began a simultaneous
process of contraction. Relative to Spanish colonial times, during which Puerto Rican
coffee was protected in the Spanish and Cuban markets, Puerto Rican coffee enjoyed
no tariff protectionwithin theU.S. imperial system because there were no continental
producers of coffee demanding tariff protection from Congress. Sugar was protected
because the long-established U.S. sugarcane industry and a rising sugar beet industry
after 1890 successfully demanded it. As the Puerto Rican coffee sector declined while
the sugar sector expanded rapidly, an exodus of dispossessed peasants from the coffee
highlands to the coastal zones ensued. The sugar boom of the first half of the
nineteenth century displaced peasants from the coast to the highlands as sugar
plantations manned by enslaved workers expanded; the sugar boom of the first
half of the twentieth century led dispossessed peasants from the highlands to migrate
from the ruined coffee region back to the coast.58

These “whiter” highlanders were at a disadvantage relative to the established
coastal workers who possessed skills that were marketable in the mushrooming
new sugar mills owned by expanding U.S corporations and local capitalists. As
Mintz explains, “Because of the practice of training slaves as hacienda technicians
while agregados were given the less specialized jobs, some of the Negro people of the
coast were economically more secure, better educated, and more fully adapted to a
wage-earning way of life than were the highland newcomers.”59 Ex-slaves were also
well-represented among rural trades such as the paleros, whose skills in constructing
and maintaining irrigation and drainage systems to match the slope of the land and
the water table were absolutely necessary to keep the cane from rotting.60

Table 7 gives the results of a regression of occupational score on race and other
demographic variables among rural males in the labor force. In the Puerto Rico
sample, one can see that the coefficient is negative and significant for “Mulatto,” but
insignificant for “Black” (Model 1). This shows that in the Puerto Rican countryside,
the effect of race on income is indistinguishable between Blacks and Whites, but
Mulattoes are at a disadvantage relative toWhites. Meanwhile, in both Louisiana and
the United States, rural Blacks and Mulattoes are both disadvantaged, and Blacks in
both Louisiana and the United States have slightly lower incomes than Mulattoes
relative to Whites (Models 2 and 3).

When the coffee industry experienced difficulties in the early twentieth century
and rural workers from the economically ruined coffee-producing highlands
descended to the coast seeking employment in the sugar-producing municipalities,
they entered a labor market in which many of the skilled jobs were in the hands of
descendants of slaves. This led to the emergence of patterns of “race relations” that

56Ibid.
57Consul Pauli to Earl of Derby, 12 May 1875, PRO, Foreign Office, quoted in Ramos Mattei, Azucar y

esclavitud, 114, 113.
58Ayala and Bergad, Agrarian Puerto Rico, 45, 56.
59Mintz, “Culture History,” 246.
60Mintz, Caribbean Transformations, 114.
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were different from what one might expect in a colonial society in which the Spanish
had established racial hierarchies. According to Mintz, “the white coastal agregados
who had worked alongside the Negro people of the coast before the American
occupation, helped to cement social relations between white highland newcomers
and the Negro people on the haciendas. No distinctions were made in the giving out
of jobs in the field phase of the industry; as had always been the case, Black and white
worked together, often with the Negro the teacher, the highland white the willing
apprentice.”61

The existence of a stratum of Black skilled workers affected patterns of
intermarriage: “marriages between coastal people of differing appearance had been
common since the eighteenth century, and the highland newcomers mixed freely. As
one old ex-slave remarked, ‘In affairs of the heart, no one gives orders.’”62 In the sugar
zones, skilled men with year-round work in the mills were preferred potential
marriage mates over cane cutters exposed to the five-month dead season of cane

Table 7. Fixed Effects Regression Models for Occupational Score, Rural Males Ages Sixteen to Sixty-Five
in the Labor Force (1910–1920)

(1) (2) (3)

Puerto Rico Louisiana United States

Black –0.234 –3.478*** –3.173***

(0.158) (0.236) (0.0424)

Mulatto –0.328*** –3.409*** –2.768***

(0.0625) (0.349) (0.0925)

Illiterate –4.319*** –2.492*** –2.387***

(0.0803) (0.202) (0.0414)

Married 0.447*** –0.189 1.602***

(0.0678) (0.270) (0.0424)

Age 0.233*** 0.622*** 0.648***

(0.0135) (0.0527) (0.00867)

Age2 –0.00246*** –0.00707*** –0.00743***

(0.000172) (0.000682) (0.000109)

Native–born –6.000*** –1.071 –0.798***

(0.432) (0.861) (0.0504)

Constant 15.32*** 6.046*** 6.439***

(0.491) (1.346) (0.209)

County FE Y Y Y

State FE N N Y

Observations 52,406 5,928 287,122

R–squared 0.137 0.159 0.085

Robust standard errors in parentheses; *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1

61Mintz, “Culture History,” 246–47.
62Mintz, Caribbean Transformations, 110. Mintz quotes the ex-slave literally in “Culture History,” 247.

“De la’ cosa’ de amor, no hay nadie que se lo’ manda.”
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agriculture, during which there was no employment. Elsewhere, Mintz argues that in
the rural, sugarcane-growing community he observed in 1948–1949 and in 1953,
“marriages between persons of dramatically different phenotypes are common;
physical type probably does enter into the choice of a mate, but its priority as a
consideration seems to be very low.”63

In addition to their skills related to the sugar industry, Blacks were highly
represented among other skilled trades. They carried their skills to the towns into
which ex-slaves moved after emancipation, so that a good share of the skilled workers
in urban regions were “colored” (Black or Mulatto) when the U.S. occupation began
in 1898. According to the Census carried out by the U.S. War Department in 1899,
whereas “colored” people represented 38 percent of the total population of the island,
they were 64 percent of Blacksmiths, 52 percent of carpenters, 77 percent of masons,
44 percent of gold and silver workers, 37 percent of printers and lithographers,
58 percent of shoemakers, 42 percent of tinsmiths, and 58 percent of machinists, and
were also overrepresented in several other skilled trades.64 U.S. Commissioner Henry
K. Carroll reported in 1899 on meeting the artisans of San Juan as follows: “The
artisans are better educated, have better food, andwear better clothes. As their work is
chiefly in the cities, it is a necessity for them to be suitably dressed. At the invitation of
the commissioner, the artisans of San Juan, who are organized into a dozen or more
gremios or unions, came to his headquarters one evening and were examined. There
were eleven of them, representing painters, tinsmiths, silversmiths, bookbinders,
cigar makers, printers, masons, carpenters, bakers, shoemakers, and boatmen. Nine
of the eleven were colored men, who seem to monopolize the trades, at least in the
capital. All except one wrote his name and occupation in the stenographer’s
notebook. They were neatly dressed, well-appearing, intelligent men. Each spoke
of his own trade.”65

The historical formation of the rural working class of Puerto Rico, with roots in the
coercion of the libreta system and slavery, differed dramatically from that of the
United States, in which extra-economic coercion was limited to Black workers once
the last vestiges of indentured servitude disappeared in the 1840s. Thus, one cannot
make assumptions about racial stratification in the Puerto Rican countryside based
on the U.S. experience, as if that particular combination of extra-economic coercion
attached strictly to race held ground universally. In Puerto Rico, sugar plantations
especially, but also coffee haciendas in the epoch of slavery, had been characterized by
a mixed labor force of agregados, jornaleros coerced by the libreta system, free West
Indian workers, and slaves, organized in a continuum but with a history of common
struggle across race lines against the extra-economic coercion imposed by
landowners and enforced by the colonial state’s infamous Guardia Civil (military
police).66

The legacy of this common history of extra-economic coercion has been variously
characterized. Recent scholarship argues, “The fact that forced labor in nineteenth-
century Puerto Rico cast a net that transcended racial boundaries, as well as the

63Mintz, Worker in the Cane, 95; Mintz, “Cañamelar,” 411–13.
64U.S. War Department, Report on the Census of Porto Rico, 1899 (Washington, D.C.: Government

Printing Office, 1900), 327–28; Ayala, “Transition to Free Labour,” 212.
65Henry K. Carroll, Report on the Island of Porto Rico (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1899),

51 (our emphasis).
66Ayala, “Transition to Free Labor,” 203–5, 210.
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salience of a divide between foreign landed and merchant elites and marginal creole
landowners, regardless of race, are important factors to consider in analyzing the role
of race in Puerto Rican society over the longue durée.”67 Mintz said as much in 1951:
“The epic of forced, non-slave, white labour in Puerto Rico […] suggests that the
history of labour can be fully interpreted only when slavery, forced labour, and all
other means for relating labour to the instruments of production are seen in relation
to one another in any historical period. In this light, studies of slavery and forced
labour which emphasize racial differences or moral considerations may be made
amenable to considerable reinterpretation.”68

In the twentieth century, the abrupt changes brought about by the transition from
colonialism under Spain to colonialism under the United States reconfigured
economic relations and created vast market opportunities for producers of sugar
and tobacco, but not for producers of coffee.69 In this reconfiguration, the principal
booming sector was the sugar industry and wages there were higher than in the
coffee- and tobacco-producing regions. The Black population of Puerto Rico was
concentrated precisely in the coastal districts that experienced a sugar boom in the
first two decades of the twentieth century.

The boom increased incomes for coastal rural workers relative to those of the
tobacco and coffee districts. Local governments enjoyed an increase in tax receipts
from the sugar industry, which helps to explain the large increase in educational
investment in the early twentieth century biased toward the coastal sugar-producing
regions, where the Black population was concentrated.70 Between 1898 and 1930, the
White/non-White gap in literacy rates decreased from 11.63 percent for those

Puerto Rico: Percent of the Population that is Black, by Municipio (1910)

67Ibid., 213.
68Sydney Mintz, “The Role of Forced Labour in Nineteenth-Century Puerto Rico,” Caribbean Historical

Review 2 (1951): 134–41, 141.
69Ayala and Bergad, Agrarian Puerto Rico.
70Gustavo J. Bobonis and Harold J. Toro, “Modern Colonization and Its Consequences: The Effects of

U.S. Educational Policy on Puerto Rico’s Educational Stratification, 1899–1910,” Caribbean Studies 35, 2
(2007): 31–76.

Comparative Studies in Society and History 21

https://doi.org/10.1017/S001041752400015X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S001041752400015X


educated under the Spanish regime to 3.27 percent for those educated under the
U.S. regime after 1898.71

Mintz’s ethnographic perceptions about race relations within the Puerto Rican
working class can be checked against the quantitative data in the IPUMS database.
The percentage of skilled workers seems to have been higher among Black rural
workers than among White ones. In the cane-growing municipalities in 1910, 6.3
percent of rural Black workers were classified as “skilled and artisan” compared to
3.96 percent ofMulattos and 3.03 percent ofWhites.Moreover, the average income of
these Black workers (occupational score) was 112 percent that of skilled Whites, and
the income ratio of skilled Mulattos to skilled Whites was 102 percent. Blacks were
also proportionately more represented in other occupational classifications which
indicate industrial work, with 6.54 percent of Black workers in the cane-growing
municipalities compared to 5.02 percent of White workers being classified as “urban
working class,” despite the fact that they worked in the countryside. This
classification reflected employment in the sugar mills as opposed to rural
employment in the fields as cane cutters. The higher concentration of Blacks in
these relatively well-paid strata of the working class may explain why, in the
countryside as a whole, Blacks had only slightly lower (1910, 98.71 percent) or
even slightly higher (1920, 100.20 percent) occupational scores than Whites.72

Thus, the preference of planters for training slaves and libertos in the skilled jobs of
the sugar industry in the last decades of the nineteenth century produced a stratum of
skilled, specifically Black workers who transferred their skills intergenerationally and
thus facilitated the emergence of a relatively well-paid, disproportionately Black

Puerto Rico: Percent of the Population that is Afrodescendant, by Municipio (1910)

71Literacy rates increased and the gap in the literacy rate by race decreased under the U.S. regime. The
literacy rates in 1898 were 28.54 percent for Whites and 18.08 percent for Afrodescendants (Black plus
Mulatto). In 1930, for those educated under the U.S. regime, the literacy rates for Whites and
afrodescendientes were 58.82 and 54.88 percent, respectively. The racial gap of Spanish times (10.47
percent) was reduced to 3.94 percent for those educated after 1898. These rates were calculated using the
IPUMS microdata for Puerto Rico in 1910, 1920, and 1930.

72This was calculated using 1910 and 1920 data without pooling. In 1930, the Census collapsed the
categories “Black” and “mulatto” into a single category, “Black,” and the IPUMS data for that year does not
contain the variable OCCSCORE, making it impossible to replicate the tables or regressions of 1910–1920.
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segment of the working class in the sugar-producing municipalities in the early
twentieth century. This particular configuration, so contrary to commonsense
perceptions of the occupational status and income of Blacks relative to other groups,
is in turn unintelligible without an examination of the specific combination of different
forms of coerced labor in the nineteenth century.

Professional Inequality and Property Inequality
The socioeconomic profile of Black Puerto Ricans in the early twentieth century was
not an entirely positive story. First of all, whereas Blacks were overrepresented in the
skilled strata of the working class in the sugarcane municipalities, they were
underrepresented among the category “farmer,” which indicates either property or
management of a farm. In 1910, for example, 10.3 percent of rural White males were
classified as farmers, whereas only 5.21 percent of Mulattos and 4.82 percent of Blacks
were so classified.According to the agricultural census, the average size of a farmowned
byBlacks orMulattoswas smaller than the average farm size ofWhites. In 1910,Whites
made up 66 percent of the population but owned or operated 76 percent of the farms.
By contrast, 24 percent of the farms were owned or operated by “colored” (Black and
Mulatto) farmers, who made up 34 percent of the population. The average farm
operated by a White owner was 36 acres in size, whereas farms operated by
“colored” owners averaged 15 acres. The average value of land and buildings of the
former was $1,204, and of the latter, $315.73 It should be kept it mind nevertheless that
the proportion of farmers of all races inPuertoRicowas rather small when compared to
Louisiana, and that the dispossessed class of agricultural laborers or jornaleros
encompassed the majority of the population, both Black and White.

To avoid underestimating the level of racial inequality in Puerto Rico, it should be
emphasized that the relative equality of the occupational distribution was not
characteristic of the property distribution. The existence of a very large segment of
landless workers was the fundamental agrarian legacy of Spanish colonialism in
Puerto Rico,74 where a process of dispossession in the last three decades of the
nineteenth century in the predominantly White coffee highlands accelerated the
process of proletarianization that had started earlier in the century in the coastal,
sugar-growing municipalities.75 The phenomenal concentration of land in tracts of
over 500 acres placed the overwhelming balance of agrarian resources in the lands of a
small and powerful landowning oligarchy. This oligarchy was overwhelmingly
White, although there were historically prominent Black families and individuals
among the planters and in the upper echelons of the class structure.76 Nevertheless,

73Department of Commerce Bureau of the Census, Thirteenth Census of the United States Taken in the
Year 1910, vol. 7 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1913), 987.

74Ayala and Bergad, Agrarian Puerto Rico.
75Bergad, “Coffee and Rural Proletarianization.”
76Among the prominent non-White planters were the Godreau family, owners of the Central Caribe sugar

mill in the municipality of Salinas (César J. Ayala, American Sugar Kingdom: The Plantation Economy of the
Spanish Caribbean, 1898–1934 [Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999], 144). Women could
join the upper echelons of the White landowning oligarchy and change their racial classification from non-
White or pardo to White because they acquired the legal status of their husbands. Children of White fathers
could likewise acquire White status, as was the case of Juan Eugenio Serrallés, a prominent member of the
family that owned Central Mercedita in Ponce and Puerto Rico’s principal rum distillery. See Baerga,
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this mostly White landowning elite dominated a multiracial dispossessed agrarian
working class, and the percentage of dispossessed farm laborers among Whites was
slightly higher than among Blacks, in sharp contrast to Louisiana, where the class of
dispossessed rural Whites was much smaller.

Finally, the existence of a skilled Blackworking class stands in sharp contrast to the
almost total exclusion of Blacks andMulattos from the professions. According to the
first U.S. census of Puerto Rico, in 1900, 93 percent of dentists, 95 percent of
engineers, 88 percent of teachers, 95 percent of physicians and surgeons, and
88 percent of journalists were White.77 This exclusion was part of the legacy of
Spanish colonialism, where entry into universities or the exercise of certain
professions required White status and were zealously guarded, in a contested
process in which the reputations of individuals and families and their “purity of
blood”were litigated in the courts.78 To be sure, the flexibility of the racial system and
the hybridity of the population meant that many of the so-called “White”
professionals actually had African ancestry. The overall pattern of exclusion,
however, extended into the early twentieth century and was noticed by
U.S. administrators. Among teachers, the clergy, and in the Guardia Civil, not only
were Blacks and Mulattos almost totally absent, but peninsular Spaniards seem to
have monopolized these positions even at the expense of local creole Whites.79

The large and occupationally diversified population of color in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries fulfilled crucial functions at almost all levels of the economy and
the labor force was relatively diversified racially in the middle range of the
occupational distribution, but the top echelons of the colonial labor hierarchy were
mostly closed to Afrodescendants.

Discussion
It has become commonplace in academic discourse to talk of “structural,” “systemic,”
or “institutional” racism without specifying the politico-economic processes that
generate racial inequality, or the mechanisms which reproduce it. Often, these terms
invoke a sort of black box whose internal gears are invisible but which, it is presumed,
will inevitably generate and reproduce racial inequality. While much scholarship
suffers from this bias, there are strands of scholarship that use these terms and specify
what they mean, such as in research on how redlining in the United States had
immense consequences for the intergenerational transfer of assets, exacerbating
wealth inequality by race.80

Negociaciones de sangre, 197–239. As noted, these changes represented a process of “passing intoWhite” rather
than “passing for White.”

77U.S. War Department, Report on the Census, 327–28.
78Baerga, Negociaciones de sangre.
79Carroll, Report on the Island. On teachers, see pages 32, 621; on clergy, 28, 655; on the recruitment of

Spaniards to the Guardia Civil or military police, 252.
80Melvin L. Oliver and Thomas M. Shapiro, Black Wealth/White Wealth: A New Perspective on Racial

Inequality (New York: Routledge, 1995); Thomas M. Shapiro, The Hidden Cost of Being African American:
How Wealth Perpetuates Inequality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); Thomas M. Shapiro, Toxic
Inequality: How America’s Wealth Gap Destroys Mobility, Deepens the Racial Divide, and Threatens Our
Future (Boulder: Basic Books, 2017).
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The example of early twentieth-century Puerto Rico raises some interesting
questions, given the assumptions by some researchers that the “black box”
uniformly produces equally egregious Black disadvantage everywhere.81 If the
functioning of the gears within the black box are assumed to represent White
supremacy, the latter understood as an invariant structure throughout the
Americas, how can one account for variation in levels of inequality or the Puerto
Rican anomaly in Black incomes in the early twentieth century?We agree with Stuart
Hall that lack of attention to comparative differences in inequality “is often littlemore
than a gestural stance which persuades us to themisleading view that, because racism
is everywhere a deeply anti-human and anti-social practice, that therefore it is
everywhere the same—either in its forms, its relations to other structures and
processes, or its effects.” […] “in the analysis of particular historical forms of
racism, we would do well to operate at a more concrete, historicized level of
abstraction (i.e., not racism in general but racisms).”82

Closer empirical attention to the existence of different strata of the population,
their specific location in the political economy, the coexistence of diverse systems of
extra-economic coercion affecting different ethnic or racial groups, is thus required.
In Puerto Rico, the combination of a higher rate of urbanization among Blacks with
the existence of a skilled Black stratum of the agrarian working class in the sugar

81We list only a few examples: “Racial disparities as legacies of the institution of slavery and White
supremacy ensured that anti-Black racism and Black marginalization continued through to the present
despite national denials. In many ways, elite strategies to simultaneously deny and cement racial hierarchies
are similar to what we see in the United States today.” Danielle Pilar Clealand, “Las Vidas Negras Importan:
Centering Blackness and Racial Politics in Latin American Research,”Annual Review of Political Science 25, 1
(2022): 341–56, 343. Elsewhere, Clealand utilizes figures for inequality in the City of San Juan to represent
inequality in the island as a whole, a misrepresentation that leaves out of the picture the many poor Whites
outside the San Juan metropolitan area. For example, Clealand reports that in San Juan the percentages of
families living below the poverty line are 27.1 percent amongWhites and 53.9 percent among Blacks and uses
these figures in an article on political representation in the island as a whole.However, in the island of Puerto
Rico as a whole, 45 percent of Whites v. 47 percent of Blacks live below the poverty line. While the former
figures allow one to reach the conclusion that racial inequality in Puerto Rico is similar to that in the United
States, the latter figures do not. Other examples of the flattening of differences are the statement by Hilda
Lloréns that “there is no such thing as a ‘less violent’ form of anti-black racism” (“Racialization Works
Differently Here in Puerto Rico, Do Not Bring Your U.S.-Centric Ideas about Race Here!,” Black Perspectives
(AAIHS-African American Intellectual History Society, 2020, https://www.aaihs.org/racialization-works-
differently-here-in-puerto-rico-do-not-bring-your-u-s-centric-ideas-about-race-here/). This position
forecloses the possibility of comparative study of inequality. On housing, for example, one author argues
that “with the creation of the Puerto Rican Commonwealth, many of the tools used in the United States to
disenfranchise African-Americans and the black diaspora were used to further marginalize Afro-Puerto
Ricans, like redlining…”(MarioMercadoDíaz, “ToMyFellowBoriblancos:WhenWe Say ‘DownwithWhite
Power,’ We Also Mean Our White Power,” NACLA, 22 Oct. 2020, https://nacla.org/puerto-rico-white-
supremacy). However, the racial disparities in the number of households that own their dwelling in the
United States—73 percent amongWhites and 45 percent among Blacks—are different from those of Puerto
Rico, where 72 percent of White families versus 69 percent of Black families own their dwellings (figures for
homeownership are from Ayala-McCormick, “Myth of the Latin American Race Monolith,” 395).
Furthermore, the figures for racial segregation in housing do not offer strong support to Mercado’s thesis
of redlining: “overall, segregation by race is modest compared with residential segregation in the United
States.” Nancy A. Denton y Jacqueline Villarrubia, “Residential Segregation on the Island: The Role of Race
and Class in Puerto Rican Neighborhoods,” Sociological Forum 22, 1 (2007): 51–76, 51.

82Stuart Hall, “Gramsci’s Relevance for the Study of Race and Ethnicity,” Journal of Communication
Inquiry 10, 2 (1986): 5–27, 23.
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districts produced an interesting, and somewhat surprising and counterintuitive
pattern: on average, Blacks had higher incomes than either Whites or Mulattos in
Puerto Rico as a whole in 1910–1920. Within cities, Blacks had lower incomes than
Whites, but because the percentage of Blacks that were urban was much higher than
that ofWhites, and because urban income scores were twice those of the countryside,
the island-wide average for Blacks was higher than for Whites. Urban status, in turn,
reflects the historical reality that most people of African descent in Puerto Rico were
free throughout the nineteenth century, even as the island experienced a plantation
boom in 1800–1850. Freedom was combined with geographical mobility to produce
higher urbanization rates for Blacks. Geographical and occupational mobilitymatter.

Attempts to explain racial inequality that invoke the existence ofWhite supremacy
in all societies of the Americas are therefore insufficient and inadequate, for such a
putatively uniform force cannot produce variable degrees of inequality, or at least
cannot explain them. There are, instead, large variations in levels of racial inequality
across countries. Yet, Latin America tends to be treated as a monolith in U.S.-
centered discussions of racial inequality, which overlook immense differences in
levels of Black/White racial inequality within the region. Not only is there immense
variation in levels of inequality within Latin America,83 but some Latin American
societies, notably Brazil, display levels of income inequality between Whites and
Blacks that are even larger than those of the United States.84

If anything, the case of Puerto Rico shows that attention to the nuances of the
history and political economy of race in the Americas may turn up unexpected
surprises and may open the door for further comparative study of racial inequality.
Paramount in such a comparative enterprise seems to be the coexistence of slavery
with other regimes of labor coercion, including indentured servitude, which in the
English Caribbean lasted until 1918,85 and other forms of coerced labor comparable
to Puerto Rico’s Reglamento de Jornaleros. The size of the free Afrodescendent
population relative to the slave population is also important, because societies with
large numbers of free people of color provided mechanisms for wealth and skill
acquisition that could be transferred across generations, something which was more
difficult to achieve for enslaved persons in the plantations everywhere.

In Puerto Rico, the colonial state’s attempts to provide labor for planters in the
coastal sugar districts and coffee hacendados in the highlands cast a net of labor
coercion that spanned a population larger than the strictly Afrodescendant,
nominally free peasantry, and subjected “White” highland peasants in the coffee-
producing region to distinct forms of coerced labor.86 At the same time, most

83Ayala-McCormick, “Myth.”
84Andrews, “Racial Inequality in Brazil and the United States: A Statistical Comparison”; Telles, Race in

Another America; Andrews, “Racial Inequality in Brazil and the United States.”
85Walton Look Lai, Indentured Labor, Caribbean Sugar: Chinese and Indian Migrants to the British West

Indies, 1838–1918 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993).
86Throughout this paper, we take as given the racial categorizations of the U.S. Census. However, in 1843

Victor Schoelcher described the subsistence farmers or Jíbaros of Puerto Rico as follows: “The Jíbaro class
consists mainly of 180 to 190,000 individuals, more distinctively known as Blancos de Tierra; that is, country
Whites. Despite the name of which they are all jealously proud, these people are not truly White, if by this
term we mean a race whose European blood is pure. They are, to all appearances, a generation of mixed
natives and Spaniards. They have at least as much Indian blood as the Castilians have Moorish, which does
not prevent them from having thoroughly Spanish features.… Into this class are fused, by the similarity of
customs, one hundred thousandmulattoes andNegroes, who have been free for several generations, and who
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Afrodescendants were free in the nineteenth century, but many experienced forms of
extra-economic coercion other than slavery. “Free” and “White” peasants were
subjected to forms of extra-economic coercion also. The boundaries between
freedom and unfreedom, and between coerced and free labor, were very different
from those of the U.S. South. A much higher percentage of the Afrodescendant
population was free in the epoch of slavery, and there were higher degrees of
unfreedom among White peasants (forms of coerced labor and extra-economic
coercion). This influenced the type of organizing that emerged to fight inequality.
Under the U.S. regime after 1898, workers in Puerto Rico organized a formidable
interracial union federation, the Free Federation of Workers. Class organization as
workers was much stronger than organization by race. This pattern of organizing has
lasted to this day, and it has had a large impact on Black organizing itself. As Eric
Williams pointed out in 1945, racial differences have tended to be subordinate to
those of class.87

Variability in degrees of inequality among societies in Latin America and between
Latin America and the United States, in turn, should help to explain variability in the
social movements that struggle against inequality. The example of Puerto Rico early
in the twentieth century points to the importance of the legacy of coexistence of
slavery with other forms of extra-economic coercion affecting broad segments of the
population, not just the Black population. The specificities of colonial legacies, labor
regimes, forms of extra-economic coercion, and systems of racial stratification,
should open new vistas into the diversity of forms and means of fighting against
inequality that have characterized societies different from the United States.
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