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Language, Skin Tone, and Attitudes toward Puerto Rico in the
Aftermath of Hurricane Maria
VIVIANA RIVERA-BURGOS City University of New York, United States

Understanding the factors that lead Americans to racialize putatively race-neutral policies is
increasingly important in a diversifying society. This paper focuses on the case of disaster relief
for Puerto Ricans in the aftermath ofHurricaneMaria. I draw on a framework of racial and ethnic

subordination with two dimensions: inferiority–superiority, operationalized by skin color, and foreign-
ness–Americanness, operationalized by language. I conduct a nationally representative survey experiment
that varies the skin tone (light or dark) and language (English or Spanish) of otherwise similar actors who
portray hurricane victims. The results suggest that two stigmatized attributes, dark skin and foreign
language, do not always render an individual “doubly stigmatized.” Instead, for an already racialized
group like Puerto Ricans, perceived foreignness may offset Americans’ stereotypes about the cultural
pathologies of a racial underclass. Therefore, this paper underscores the importance of amultidimensional
and intersectional approach to the study of racial and ethnic politics.

INTRODUCTION

R esearch suggests that Hurricane Maria caused
well over 1,000 deaths in Puerto Rico and that
the U.S. federal government’s neglect was a

contributing factor (Rivera and Rolke 2018; Sales and
Hansen 2020; Santos-Lozada and Howard 2018). The
different response in Texas only months earlier sug-
gests that the U.S. government—and the citizens it
represents—may value individuals on the mainland
more than they do those in the U.S. government’s
overseas territories. Yet Puerto Ricans, just like Tex-
ans, are legal American citizens, so why does substan-
tive inequality appear to remain so stubbornly
persistent? Historical work on this topic points to the
role that race and language play in Americans’ willing-
ness to accept colonial territories as equal members of
the union (see, e.g., Immerwahr 2019)1 and thus deserv-
ing of an equitable distribution of resources. In this
paper, I analyze how a theoretically race-neutral policy,
disaster relief, becomes racialized and, in turn, affects
substantive equality for ethnoracial2 minorities.

I focus specifically on the formation of public opinion
on the recovery stage of hurricane relief—the one-year
period following a disaster that is characterized by
repairing, rebuilding, and allocating resources
(Fothergill, Maestas, and Darlington 1999)—in Puerto
Rico. I designed and administered an original experi-
ment embedded in the nationally representative 2018
Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) to
tease out the marginal and intersectional effects of
hurricane victims’ skin tone and language on Ameri-
cans’ preferences over hurricane relief and substantive
equality for Puerto Ricans. Hurricane victims in Puerto
Rico act as the source of information in this experiment.
Respondents to the CCES are randomly assigned to
watch one of four 30-second videos that explain the
needs of disaster victims in Puerto Rico. The content of
the four videos is exactly the same; the treatments are
the skin tone and spoken language of the person deliv-
ering the message. By varying the actors’ skin tone
(light or dark) and language (Spanish or English) in
the videos, I am able to assess the ways in which these
ethnoracial markers shape Americans’ preferences
about a putatively race-neutral policy (disaster relief).

Dissecting public opinion on this issue offers three
important contributions to the existing scholarship on
Americans’ attitudes toward minorities as well as
broader theories on (current or former) colonial coun-
tries’ policies toward individuals of their territories.
First, this paper is one of the first to explore attitudes
toward Puerto Rico and Puerto Ricans living on the
island. Despite having been American citizens for over
100 years, the 3.5 million Puerto Ricans who live on the
island have less political influence over the island’s fate
than those who live on the U.S. mainland (about 5 mil-
lion). The former cannot vote in national elections,3 do
not have a votingmember of Congress, and do not have
access to certain economic support or protections
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1 As Immerwahr (2019) writes, some American territories became
states relatively quickly after their annexation, such as California,
which quickly filled with whites during the gold rush, but others like
Oklahoma—known in the 1800s as “Indian Territory,”—remained
an unincorporated territory for 104 years and only gained statehood
after it became a white-majority territory (largely through illegal
migration).
2 Throughout this paper I use the term “ethnorace.” Like other
Latinos, there are Puerto Ricans of different races. Consequently,
they are commonly thought of as an ethnic group as opposed to a
racial group. The term “ethnorace,” however, recognizes that many
of the factors often attributed to culture—and thus ethnicity—can be
and are often racialized. The prevalence of the Spanish language
among Puerto Ricans (and Latinos more generally), for example, is

not a “racial” or biological attribute, but it can have racialized
consequences nonetheless (Alcoff 2000; Bedolla 2015; Rosa 2018).
3 However, they can vote in presidential primary elections.
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provided to U.S. states. Due to the ongoing financial
crisis and the damage caused by Hurricane Maria in
2017, the case of Puerto Rico has figured prominently
in American media coverage as of late, but we know
little about how the attitudes that shape U.S. policy
toward Puerto Rico are formed. In the aftermath of
Hurricane Maria, many politicians and commentators
have suggested that the inadequate response by the
federal government to the disaster is a function of race,
language, and Puerto Rico’s ambiguous status as
belonging to, but not being part of, the American
political community.4 Do perceptions about the lan-
guage and skin tone of Puerto Ricans indeed influence
Americans’ support for disaster relief spending, as well
as substantive political equality for Puerto Ricans?
Second, scholars have increasingly recognized that

processes of ethnoracialization are multidimensional, a
“bundle of sticks,” so to speak (Sen and Wasow 2016).
Embracing the framework developed by Kim (1999;
2000; see also Zou and Cheryan 2017), this paper
focuses on two particularly important dimensions: infe-
riority–superiority, operationalized by skin color, and
foreignness–Americanness, operationalized by lan-
guage (either English or Spanish). On the one hand,
Puerto Ricans—having long been American citizens—
are the archetypal group (along with Black Americans)
that is thought to suffer from the cultural pathologies of
an American, racial underclass (Lewis 1966). On the
other hand, Americans have also perceived Puerto
Ricans as a foreign or quasi-foreign, migrant group
due to their linguistic and cultural differences, as well
as the island’s territorial and political separation from
the U.S. polity. Studies have traditionally explored the
marginal role of one dimension or the other as potential
bases of ethnoracial subordination. In this experiment,
I parse not only the marginal effects of skin color and
language but also the ways in which these two dimen-
sions intersect in counterintuitive ways. Given the
changing demographics of the United States (Bonilla-
Silva 2004), determining theways inwhich both of these
cross-cutting cleavages contribute to processes of eth-
noracialization is essential.
Third, unlike policies related to, for example, affir-

mative action, reparations for slavery, or the racial
integration of public schools, this paper focuses on a
political issue that is not inherently racialized. Never-
theless, a policy need not be explicitly about race for
that policy to become racially charged, as is evident
from American public discourse about welfare spend-
ing, taxation, and police violence (Gilens 1995; Sears
et al. 1997; Valentino 1999; Valentino, Hutchings, and
White 2002), among others. At least since Hurricane
Katrina (2005), disaster relief has also become a racial-
ized policy issue (Iyengar and Morin 2006; Johnson
2011) and is likely to remain so for the foreseeable

future. This paper’s focus on the effects of racial and
linguistic cues helps explain the process by which pol-
icies that are not inherently racialized nonetheless
often become so. Given that ethnoracial minorities
are likely to be disproportionately affected by climate
change (Bolin and Kurtz 2018; Davidson et al. 2013;
Fothergill, Maestas, andDarlington 1999), understand-
ing how a theoretically race-neutral policy like disaster
relief becomes ethnoracialized is likely to only grow in
importance.

My findings suggest that the Spanish language has a
negative marginal effect on Americans’ attitudes
toward hurricane relief and substantive political equal-
ity for Puerto Ricans.5 There is scant evidence for a
marginal effect of the skin color treatment. The greatest
insight emerges from analysis of heterogeneous effects
by respondents’ party, race, and perceptions of Puerto
Ricans’ Americanness. I show that the dark skin treat-
ment causes less support for Puerto Rico among
respondents who view Puerto Ricans as more Ameri-
can and among respondents more likely to harbor
stereotypes about the cultural pathologies of an Amer-
ican underclass. In particular, the interaction effect, by
party (Republicans versus non-Republicans) and race
(white versus nonwhite), of the dark- versus light-skin
treatment on support for Puerto Rico is negative. The
same result obtains for the interaction effect by per-
ceptions of Puerto Ricans’ Americanness (knowledge
of Puerto Ricans’ American citizenship and whether
Puerto Ricans speak mainly English or Spanish).

In contrast, the Spanish treatment yields greater
support for Puerto Rican political equality—particu-
larly Puerto Rican evacuees’ right to vote in Florida—
among Republicans compared with non-Republicans,
white compared with nonwhite respondents, and
among respondents who perceive Puerto Ricans as
more American. I marshal evidence to support the
argument that the Spanish language treatment marks
Puerto Ricans as “foreign” and thus less subject to
stereotypes about the cultural pathologies of an Amer-
ican racial underclass. Therefore, even if the marginal
influences of dark skin and the Spanish language were
to lead to greater stigmatization, the effect of both
attributes together would not necessarily render an
individual “doubly stigmatized.” For already ethnora-
cialized groups—especially Puerto Ricans who, as
American citizens, may not carry the stigma of “illegal
migrants”—this experiment suggests that perceived
foreignness can sometimes offset the negative stereo-
types that Americans may hold about members of a
racially subordinated group.

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. The first
section introduces the case of Puerto Rico and Hurri-
caneMaria and synthesizes what we knowaboutAmer-
ican public opinion on Puerto Rico. I then situate this
case within the literatures on racial and linguistic
stereotypes. The next section describes the survey

4 This is a reference to the Insular Cases—Downes v. Bidwell,
182 U.S. 244, 287 (1901) and Balzac v. Porto Rico,
258 U.S. 298 (1922)—a series of opinions by the U.S. Supreme Court
about the status of American territories acquired in the Spanish–
American War.

5 Data and code to replicate my results can be found at theAmerican
Political Science Review Dataverse: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/
DSCREK (Rivera-Burgos 2022).
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experimental design and an MTurk pretest. Finally, I
present the results of the experiment (with additional
descriptive analysis in Appendix A) before concluding
with a discussion of their implications.

THE CASE OF PUERTO RICO AND
HURRICANE MARIA

After 400 years under Spanish rule, Puerto Rico
became an unincorporated territory of the United
States in 1898 as a result of the Spanish–American
War. Puerto Ricans born on or off the island were
granted American citizenship in 1917; they have
been subject to a U.S. military draft, but they cannot
vote in federal elections, do not have voting represen-
tation in Congress, and are exempt from federal
personal income taxes. It wasn’t until 1948, 31 years
after they had been granted American citizenship,
that Puerto Ricans elected their first governor. Until
then, governors had been appointed by the sitting
president of the US. Shortly after, in 1952, a constituent
assembly drafted the Constitution of the Common-
wealth of Puerto Rico, which was approved by the
U.S. Congress and by the Puerto Rican popular vote.
Establishing the Commonwealth granted Puerto Rico
some autonomy, but it did not solve the centuries-old
debate over the political status of the island—the single
most salient issue in the Puerto Rican political arena.
Six nonbinding status referenda have been held on the
island during the past fifty years: in 1967, 1993, 1998,
2012, 2017, and 2020. Given that Congress ultimately
has the power to modify the status of the island terri-
tory, these referenda serve the purpose of gauging
public opinion on the matter at best and of providing
the ruling party with campaign-season propaganda at
worst. With the exception of the most recent referen-
dum, in each occasion Puerto Ricans have been asked
whether the island should remain a territory of the US,
become a U.S. state, or become an independent coun-
try. In 2020 the ballot presented a simple yes-or-no
question for the first time (i.e., “Should Puerto Rico be
immediately admitted into the Union as a state?”). The
status quo option won a majority of votes in the first
three referenda, but in the three most recent ones,
Puerto Ricans rejected the status quo in favor of state-
hood. However, an important caveat is that the most
recent referenda have been riddled with controversy6
and dismal turnout rates (23% in 2017).

The territorial status of the island has implications
for the economic, political, and social life of its resi-
dents. The Jones-Shafroth Act, the same one that gave
Puerto Ricans American citizenship in 1917, estab-
lished that interest payments from bonds issued by
the government of Puerto Rico are “triple tax
exempt,” meaning that they are exempt from local,
state, and federal income taxes. This provision has
historically made Puerto Rican bonds attractive to
investors. During the 1970s, the Puerto Rican govern-
ment began to issue bonds as a solution to its growing
debt. Over 40 years later, in 2014, when it became
evident that the government was unable to pay its debt,
Standard & Poor’s, Moody’s, and Fitch—three major
credit-rating agencies—downgraded some of these
government-issued bonds to “junk status.” The gov-
ernment then resorted to using its savings to pay for its
debt. This chain of events led to the congressional
enactment of the PROMESA law, which appointed
an oversight board that assumed fiscal control of the
island and has since implemented a series of austerity
policies (White 2016).

Thus, Puerto Rico was already in dire straits in
September 2017, when it was devastated by two back-
to-back hurricanes: Irma and Maria. Irma, one of the
strongest hurricanes ever recorded in the Atlantic,
affected the Eastern coast of the island and left thou-
sands without electricity. Two weeks later, on
September 20, Hurricane Maria traversed the island
diagonally, killing approximately 3,000 people, destroy-
ing 70,000þ homes, provoking the biggest blackout in
U.S. history, leaving 95% of the island without cell
service, and causing at least $90 million in damage,
making it the third costliest Atlantic hurricane since
the early twentieth century (Fink 2018; Staletovich
2018). The crises—the debt and the hurricane—have
also led to the exodus of record numbers of Puerto
Ricans. According to a recent study by the Center for
Puerto Rican Studies at Hunter College, an estimated
200,000PuertoRicans fled the island in theyear after the
hurricane (Caribbean Business 2018). According to the
Census, more Puerto Ricans live on the U.S. mainland
(5.1 million) than on the island itself (3.5 million). In the
months leading up to November 2018, the influx of
Puerto Ricans to states like Florida sparked debates
about whether or not these evacuees would “turn the
tide” in the midterm election (Flores, Hugo-Lopez, and
Krogstad 2018; Hagen 2018; Heath 2018; Hohmann
2018; Wilson 2018) and even whether they should be
allowed to vote in the first place (Foran 2018).

Both Puerto Ricans and Cubans—primarily political
exiles revolting against the Spanish crown—have

6 The 2012 referendum included two questions, instead of the tradi-
tional one. The first question asked voters whether they agreed with
the current territorial status. A narrow majority (54%) rejected the
status quo for the first time. The second question asked voters to
choose which of three status options they preferred: statehood,
independence, or a sovereign nation in free association with the
US. Note that the third option is not technically the same as the
current territorial status. It represents a form of independence that
would include a free and voluntary political association with the
US. Critics argued that voters who favor the current status
(i.e., those who voted “yes” on the first question) had no other
alternative on the ballot. Leaders of the Popular Democratic Party
(the status quo party), including then-governor Alejandro García

Padilla, encouraged voters to leave the second question blank or to
invalidate the ballot. In fact, some members of all political parties
criticized the referendum for providing confusing options. Pro-
statehood leaders, like former governor Pedro Rosselló, feared that
the confusion would lead to uncertain results, which would in turn
perpetuate the status quo. This was indeed what happened. In the
end, around half amillion voters cast blank ballots and close to 20,000
more ballots were rejected. (Data from the Comisión Estatal de
Elecciones de Puerto Rico.)
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maintained a presence in theUS (andNewYorkCity in
particular) since well before the onset of American
imperial rule (Hoffnung-Garskof 2019; Perez 2015;
Valdés 2017). Since the end of the Spanish-American
War (1898) and especially after Puerto Ricans received
American citizenship in 1917, Puerto Rican migration
to the U.S. mainland has increased dramatically. By the
1920s and 30s, over 50,000 Puerto Ricans lived in at
least 45 states (Sánchez Korrol 1983). What is referred
to as Puerto Rico’s “Great Migration” began in the
post-World War II period, largely due to the advent of
low-cost airfare, economic privation in Puerto Rico,
and active encouragement by the Puerto Rican gov-
ernment (specifically its migration bureau located in
New York). In 1947 Life magazine ran a profile of this
migration entitled “Puerto Ricans Jam New York,”
which referred to Puerto Ricans showing up in droves
at American welfare offices as well as the “crowded
slums” and “tenement homes” in which Puerto Ricans
lived. In popular culture, Wenzell Brown’s novels, one
of which was entitled Run, Chico, Run (1953), promi-
nently featured Puerto Ricans as juvenile delinquents,
as did the famous American musical West Side Story
(1957), which later became an award-winning film in
1961. These depictions of Puerto Ricans through crude
stereotypes as an American racial underclass are, as
Immerwahr (2019, 281) states, “the first point of refer-
ence for mainlanders thinking about Puerto Rico.”
The debt crisis and the hurricane have once again

brought questions about the governance of the island to
congressional discussions and media headlines in the
US.Media coverage of Puerto Rico has reached record
highs in the past few years. Figure 1 shows fluctuations
in media coverage of Puerto Rico over time as mea-
sured by theNew York Times (left) and the Vanderbilt
Television News Index (right). The panel on the left of
Figure 1 shows that the peak level of New York Times
coverage of Puerto Rico was in 2017, the year Maria

struck the island. The panel on the right similarly shows
that news coverage of Puerto Rico reached its highest
point since 1990 in 2017. In the 15–20 years prior to the
hurricane, Puerto Rico was mentioned sparingly on the
national evening news. TheNew York Times, however,
started to cover Puerto Rico more extensively around
the time of the financial crisis (from 2008 onward).

Although, as mentioned above, Puerto Rico has long
figured prominently in American public discourse and
imagery, this heightened media attention might have
contributed to increasing Americans’ awareness of the
120-year history binding Puerto Rico to the US.7 A
Morning Consult poll conducted a mere two days after
the hurricane found that roughly half of Americans
knew that people born in Puerto Rico are
U.S. citizens (Dropp and Nyhan 2017).8 Another poll
conducted in October of the same year—around a
month after the hurricane and likely at the height of

FIGURE 1. Number of Times “Puerto Rico” Appeared on the New York Times and the Evening News,
1980–2020

New York Times Evening News

1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

0

25

50

75

0

300

600

900

1200

Year

F
re

qu
en

cy

7 There has certainly been an increase in the number of surveys on
Puerto Rico conducted in the US after the hurricane. Data from the
Roper Center for Public Opinion Research from 2017 to 2019 show a
plethora of survey items spanning a range of topics including the
citizenship status and political future of Puerto Rico, the federal
government’s response to the hurricane, approval of President
Trump’s handling of the disaster, and the role of ethnicity in the
federal government’s response. Overall, these polls have found that
both knowledge about Puerto Ricans’ citizenship status and support
for statehood have increased compared with their prehurricane
levels. Second, most respondents are aware of the severity of the
damage the hurricane caused. Interestingly, although a majority of
Americans believe the federal government has responded too slowly
or has not done enough in the recovery efforts, when asked specif-
ically about President Trump’s role and performance, respondents
are split in their opinions. Finally, respondents are also split down the
middle on their perceptions about the role ethnicity played in the
federal government’s response.
8 Earlier polls found that only 43%–47% of Americans knew that
Puerto Ricans are U.S. citizens (Frankovic 2016).
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the media boom on the topic—found that three-
quarters (76%) of respondents knew that residents of
Puerto Rico are indeed American citizens (DiJulio,
Muñana, and Brodie 2017).
In the months following the hurricane, scholars and

journalists alike suggested that Trump’s “negligent
response” in Puerto Rico, compared with the “all-
hands-on-deck support seen by Harvey and Irma vic-
tims in Texas and Florida” only a few months prior,
was driven by racial bias (Lluveras 2017). Negrón-
Muntaner (2017), for instance, argues that, “when local
leaders criticized him for [the slow response], Trump
defended himself by invoking century-old racial stereo-
types of Puerto Ricans as lazy and ingrates who
‘wanted everything to be done for them.’”These claims
are reminiscent of the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina
in New Orleans in 2005. According to the Pew
Research Center (Doherty 2015), “the tragedy had a
powerful racial component” from the start. As Iyengar
andMorin (2006) put it, “natural disasters are typically
occasions for political unity; after witnessing wide-
spread death and destruction Americans typically
reach for their wallets rather than engage in rancorous
debates over fixing responsibility and blame.” After
Katrina, however, long-standing debates about poverty
and race quickly rose to the surface. Iyengar andMorin
(2006) conducted an experiment in which they exposed
subjects to racial cues. In one intervention, they pre-
sented subjects with a typical story about a hurricane
victim and varied the victim’s race. The findings of the
experiment revealed that participants recommended
lower levels of financial assistance for dark-skinned
hurricane victims of different ethnicities (Black, His-
panic, and Asian)—compared with light-skinned vic-
tims of the same ethnic groups—and recommended the
shortest period of assistance for African Americans.
The authors conclude that “framing disasters in ways
that evoke racial stereotypes can make people less
supportive of large-scale relief efforts.”
In a national poll conducted in September 2005, one

week after Katrina, 66% of African Americans said
that “the government’s response to the situation would
have been faster if most of the victims had been white,”
whereas just 17% of whites agreed with this statement
(Doherty 2015). Similarly, a nationally representative
poll conducted about two weeks after Maria asked
respondents whether ethnicity and poverty affected
the recovery effort in Puerto Rico. Overall, respon-
dents were split in their opinions: 46% said the federal
government’s response would be moving faster if the
hurricane had happened in a wealthier place with fewer
Hispanic people, whereas 44% said that ethnicity and
poverty had not affected the recovery effort. When
broken down by partisanship, however, the poll
revealed large disparities. A majority (69%) of Demo-
crats thought that ethnicity and poverty played a role in
the federal government’s response in Puerto Rico,
whereas only 12% of Republicans felt the same.
These survey data suggest that disaster relief has

become (or is becoming) a racialized policy issue.
Although a large segment of the population perceives
disaster relief for Puerto Rico as racialized, perhaps the

strongest evidence for the racialization of disaster relief
is the 83%ofwhites and 80%ofRepublicans who claim
that it is not racialized. Consider, for example, one of
the most racialized issues in the US today: police
violence. Survey data suggests that a majority of
Republicans believe that police violence is unrelated
to race (Public Agenda 2020). The steadfast adherence
of many Americans to a “colorblind” lens, much like
the issue of police violence, illustrates how contentious
the issue of race is for disaster relief in Puerto Rico and
elsewhere.

By randomly exposing survey respondents to two
different types of hurricane victims, I am able to assess
whether respondents’ preferences regarding relief
efforts and Puerto Rican political equality are driven
by the victims’ ethnoracialized characteristics (namely,
skin tone and language). The case of Puerto Rico adds
an interesting layer to this question. Puerto Ricans, like
many Latinos, are majority Spanish-speaking in addi-
tion to being phenotypically heterogeneous. How do
these two features together shape American public
opinion?

THE EFFECTS OF SKIN COLOR AND
LANGUAGE ON POLICY PREFERENCES

Skin color and language are two of the main traits
individuals draw upon to make sense of the social and
political world (Kinzler et al. 2009). In the context of
the US, individuals draw on both traits as cues regard-
ing one’s nationality, regional membership, ethnic
group, and social status or class (Labov 2006). There-
fore, the skin color and language of a person sharing a
message can be powerful social conveyors of informa-
tion regardless of the content of the message itself. Yet,
the intersectional relationship between these two iden-
tities as possible bases of discrimination is unclear. In
the case of Hurricane Maria, are Americans’ opinions
regarding relief policy and substantive political equality
driven by the skin color and language of the victims
whowould benefit from such aid?How do the effects of
these two traits intersect? This section addresses the
theoretical expectations underlying these questions.

Theoretical Framework

In this paper, I conceive of racialization as a process
that is multidimensional—that is, a “bundle of sticks”
(Sen and Wasow 2016)—focusing specifically on the
dimensions of skin color and language. By describing
skin color as a dimension of racialization, I invoke the
distinction between racism and colorism.9 As Hunter
(2005; 2007) explains, racism refers to the systemic
subordination of individuals who aremarked as belong-
ing to a racial group regardless of variation in group
members’ physical appearances. Colorism, by contrast,
is based solely on skin color, which often shapes the

9 This distinction notwithstanding, at times I use “race,” “skin tone,”
and “skin color” interchangeably throughout this article.
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intensity of discrimination and subordination that
members of a racial group experience (Hunter 2007).
Historically, Americans have ascribed a social and
political hierarchy on the basis of skin color. As Hunter
(2007, 238) writes, “dark skin represents savagery,
irrationality, ugliness, and inferiority. White skin […]
is defined by the opposite: civility, rationality, beauty,
and superiority.” Among individuals racialized as
Puerto Ricans (or as Latinos), in particular, a range
of scholars argue that material privileges accrue to
light-skinned (relative to dark-skinned) individuals,
which in turn shape Latinos’ life outcomes and their
own racial identifications (Golash-Boza and Darity
2008; Hall 2004, 2018; Quiros and Dawson 2013).
More abstractly, both skin color and language map

onto the formal theoretical framework developed by
Kim (1999; 2000) and more recently expounded upon
by Zou and Cheryan (2017). In this framework, racial
and ethnic subordination exists along two dimensions:
one is inferiority–superiority and the other is foreign-
ness–Americanness. White Americans, for example,
are marked as superior to other ethnoracial groups,
as well as quintessentially American. In contrast, Asian
Americans, for example, are marked as inferior to
white Americans (although sometimes superior in spe-
cific domains (Cheryan and Bodenhausen 2020) but
superior to Black Americans; yet Asian Americans are
simultaneously marked as foreign with respect to not
only white but also BlackAmericans (Xu and Lee 2013;
Zou and Cheryan 2017). Latinos, too, can be similarly
positioned relative to others along these two axes. To
be clear, there are other relevant dimensions that
intersect with the inferiority–superiority and foreign-
ness–Americanness dimensions such as gender, class,
and sexuality (Bank Muñoz 2008; Fields and Fields
2014; Glenn 2004); however, inferiority–superiority
and foreignness–Americanness are the primary dimen-
sions plausibly manipulated by the experiment’s skin
color and language treatments.
The dimension of inferiority–superiority, operationa-

lized via skin color, appears to have an effect, all else
equal, on Americans’ policy preferences both within
and between racialized groups. Such colorism mani-
fests in the form of electoral support (or lack thereof)
for Black candidates running for public office
(Hochschild and Weaver 2007; Lerman, McCabe, and
Sadin 2015; Terkildsen 1993; Weaver 2012) and the
punitiveness of prison sentences (Blair, Judd, and Cha-
pleau 2004; Eberhardt et al. 2006; Viglione, Hannon,
and DeFina 2011), among a range of other outcomes.
Skin color—and specifically how political elites portray
(andmanipulate) the features of individuals who would
benefit from public policies—can therefore serve as a
subtle cue that invokes latent stereotypes in the minds
of Americans, without overt expressions of racism per
se (Bobo and Kluegel 1993; Hurwitz and Peffley 2005;
Hutchings and Jardina 2009). Insofar as skin tone does,
all else equal, activate latent stereotypes that Ameri-
cans have about racial groups’ pathological behaviors,
then one would expect the marginal effect of race to
decrease support for Puerto Rico hurricane relief as
well as for Puerto Rican statehood and the right for

PuertoRican evacuees to vote in Florida. In the context
of former President Donald Trump’s widely publicized
and inadequate response to the hurricane, which was
justified via tropes commonly used to describe mem-
bers of American racial underclasses—for example,
laziness and corruption (Negrón-Muntaner 2017)—
one would also expect that, all else equal, darker skin
increases Americans’ support for Donald Trump’s
response to Hurricane Maria.

One would also expect the dimension of foreign-
ness–Americanness, operationalized via Spanish or
English language, to have an effect, all else equal,
on Americans’ policy preferences. As of 2016, 40 mil-
lion U.S. residents ages five years and older speak
Spanish at home (U.S. Census Bureau 2017). How-
ever, the English language remains a central compo-
nent of American identity (Schildkraut 2005; 2010).
Native-born Americans have expressed particular
concern with the public use of Spanish, and this
concern, or even anger, is associated with negative
views of immigration (Hopkins 2014). In a recent poll,
for example, 45% of respondents said that “people
need to be more careful about the language they use
to avoid offending people with different
backgrounds” (Pew Research Center 2018a). In an
earlier survey, when asked specifically about encoun-
ters with non-English speaking immigrants, 38% of
respondents said they were bothered by such encoun-
ters (Pew Research Center 2018b).

In short, language—and the English language’s sta-
tus as the quintessentially American language—is
perhaps the strongest indicator of one’s foreignness
or Americanness. Language also operates as perhaps
the most common indicator of one’s degree of assim-
ilation (Citrin 1990; Hopkins 2011; Newman, Hart-
man, and Taber 2012), although other measures—
such as food and clothing—are indicative too
(Ostfeld 2017). Ostfeld (2017) shows that immigrants
who evince cultural and linguistic similarity with puta-
tive American culture will be less subject to discrim-
inatory attitudes. English, even if accented, can
increase support for pro-immigration policies
(Hopkins 2015). Insofar as Americans value the
extent of Anglo-American assimilation of Puerto
Ricans, then one would expect, all else equal, for the
Spanish language treatment to decrease Americans’
support for Puerto Rican statehood and for Puerto
Rican evacuees’ right to vote in Florida. For this same
reason, one might expect the Spanish language to
increase approval of Trump’s response to Hurricane
Maria given his public and frequent invocations of a
“Latino threat” (Chavez 2013). One would also expect
the Spanish treatment to have a negative effect on
support for hurricane relief, although potentially
through a different mechanism—namely, Americans’
support for putatively domestic rather than foreign
spending (Page and Shapiro 2010).

The theoretical framework I describe above enables
one to assess the marginal effects of the inferiority–
superiority and foreignness–Americanness dimensions.
However, I conceive of ethnoracial subordination
along these two dimensions through an intersectional
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lens. In the context of this study, intersectionality, a
term coined by Crenshaw (1989; 1991), posits that both
skin color and language need not combine additively to
shape Americans’ attitudes toward ethnoracial minor-
ities (Glenn 1992). Instead, the degree of foreignness–
Americanness (operationalized via Spanish or English
language) may depend on the degree of perceived
inferiority–superiority (operationalized via skin color)
and vice versa. As Dávila (2008, 1) writes, Latinos are
(often simultaneously) represented in public discourse
as “illegal, tax burden” but also as “family-oriented,
hard working.” The specific stereotypes that emerge in
the minds of Americans will likely depend on the
interaction between skin color and language. For exam-
ple, an individual with Afrocentric features who speaks
English might be marked as more American, which
may, in turn, attract stereotypes (laziness, stupidity,
criminality, sexual promiscuity) associated with the
“dark ghettos” (Shelby 2007; 2016) of the American
racial underclass. In contrast, speaking Spanish might
mark an individual with Afrocentric features as less
American and thus render such features less associated
with the perceived pathologies of a racial underclass.
Even if the marginal effects of dark skin and Spanish
language lead to greater stigmatization, overall stigma-
tization may not be simply skin color plus language.
Within this theoretical framework, Puerto Rico pre-

sents itself as a theoretically rich case. On the one
hand, as Grosfoguel (1999, 244) writes, “Puerto
Ricans and African-Americans [sic] are not simply
migrants or ethnic groups, but rather colonial/racia-
lised subjects in the USA.” Rodríguez Domínguez
(2005) traces this ethnoracialization of Puerto Ricans
as a domestic underclass to the period from the 1890s
(right after the US’s occupation of Puerto Rico) to the
1930s. Since this period, Puerto Ricans, much like
Black Americans, have been ethnoracialized accord-
ing to cultural pathologies of the “dark ghetto” (see
Ramos-Zayas 2003; 2004). The canonical book by
Oscar Lewis, La Vida (1966), which would go on to
win a National Book Award in 1967, presents Puerto
Ricans in both New York and San Juan as the arche-
typal group that suffers from a “culture of poverty”
(Lewis 1966). Although Puerto Ricans have been
ethnoracialized in ways similar to those of Black
Americans (Grosfoguel 1999), many Americans also
interpret Puerto Ricans as a foreign migrant group
owing to Puerto Rico’s political status, as well as
Puerto Ricans’ language and culture, which differ
from those of the majority of Americans.
Indeed, ever since the US’s occupation of Puerto

Rico in 1898, Puerto Rico has remained absent from
the American “logo map” (Anderson 2006) that is
reproduced in official government documents, school
textbooks, and other media. Puerto Ricans occupy an
ambiguous position as both a racialized underclass
and a foreign (potentially migrant) group in the
minds of Americans. Therefore, Puerto Rico is an
ideal case for assessing the marginal and interactive
effects of inferiority–superiority and foreignness–
Americanness in the racialization of putatively race-
neutral policies.

SURVEY EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

To estimate the causal effects of skin color and lan-
guage on white Americans’ attitudes toward Puerto
Rico, I designed and implemented a survey experiment
(N= 1,000) within the 2018 Cooperative Congressional
Election Study. I had two actors portray hurricane
victims and give general information about the damage
the storm caused and the island’s needs one year after
the disaster.10 A videographer recorded the actors’
message in an area that had been visibly affected by
the hurricane. Figures 1 and 2 in Appendix C show still
images from the videos.

Survey respondents were randomly assigned to
watch one of four 30-second videos that explain the
needs ofHurricaneMaria victims in PuertoRico. In this
2 � 2 factorial design, I define treatment conditions on
two dimensions: skin tone and language. Both treat-
ments are binary contrasts, which (as is particularly
relevant for the skin tone treatment) do not account
for finer gradations that often serve asmarkers of social
difference. Table 1 shows the four treatment condi-
tions. The two actors who delivered the treatments
share the same sex, age, clothing, accent, and level of
English fluency.

To ensure that the only appreciable difference
between the two actors is skin tone—one of them has
dark skin and the other has light skin—I conducted a
pretest on Mechanical Turk. In this pretest, I provided
no information other than the two actors’ photos; the
pretest contained no mention of Puerto Rico, Hurri-
caneMaria, or other such information. I then randomly
assigned 100 respondents to view a picture of one of the
two actors from the video intervention. I asked the
respondents to describe the actors in the pictures in
terms of their sex, age, and race. The results in Table 2
show that the overwhelming majority of respondents
correctly classified both actors as “female” and
described the light-skinned actor as “white.”A smaller
percentage, but still a large majority (70%), of respon-
dents described the dark-skinned actor as “Black.”

10 In relying on these actors, this study involved a degree of decep-
tion. Using actors and not real victims was a necessary measure to
ensure that the two individuals in the videos were as similar as
possible across all dimensions (e.g., age, sex, accent, English and
Spanish proficiency) except their skin color and the language that
they spoke. Revealing the identities of the actors to the participants
beforehand would likely have influenced their responses. For exam-
ple, participants might have perceived the information conveyed by
the actors to be false, even though all of the information was factually
true, which in turn might have led participants to falsify their prefer-
ences in survey responses. Although participants did read and sign an
informed consent form prior to completing the survey, they were not
debriefed about the deception at the end of the survey. The actors
conveyed factual information about the hurricane’s effects and
resembled real victims. Furthermore, disclosing the use of actors to
participants—especially ones that take surveys regularly through
platforms like YouGov—could inhibit further research of this kind.
Taking these reasons into consideration, along with the design of the
study more broadly, the Institutional Review Board deemed the risk
of harm to participants as no more than minimal and approved the
project under its expedited review policy. See Appendix D for an
explanation of this and other ethical decisions.
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There is also a 16 percentage-point difference in the
perceived ages of the actors: respondents perceived the
light-skinned actor to be slightly younger than the dark-
skinned actor, although both actors were of the same
age. Overall, the largest perceived difference between
the two actors is their race.
To estimate the effects of skin tone and language,

both actors impart the samemessage in every video, but
each of them acts out one version in English and one
(otherwise identical) version in Spanish. The videos
were all filmed in the same location at the same time,
and they were edited to include English subtitles. Even
though both English and Spanish videos have subtitles,
the cognitive task in the Spanish language video is
different, which is, in many ways, a feature rather than
a bug that constitutes the Spanish (foreign) language
treatment. The actors were similarly dressed and
trained to give the same statement using similar body
language and accent. The treatments, then, are the skin
tone of the actors and the language in which they share

information about Hurricane Maria. Table 3 shows the
script the actors followed in the intervention videos.

The CCES Common Content (N = 60,000) provides
information on respondents’ demographic characteris-
tics as well as their partisan affiliation. A subset of 1,000
respondents participated in this experiment and were
exposed to the video intervention described above. In
addition to respondents’ race and party identification,
this portion of the survey includes three pretreatment
questions that measure respondents’ knowledge about
PuertoRicans’ citizenship status and themain language
spoken in the island.

I asked respondents, “To the best of your knowledge,
are people born in Puerto Rico citizens of the United
States or not?” The response categories were simply
“Yes” or “No.” Finally, respondents answered the
following question: “To the best of your knowledge,
what is themain language spoken in Puerto Rico?”The
potential answers were “Mostly English,” “Mostly
Spanish,” or “Both English and Spanish.” The survey
also includes four outcome measures related to Puerto
Rico, as detailed in Table 4. All of the outcomes are
measured on a binary scale.

In addition to the outcome variables described
above, I also measured a battery of baseline demo-
graphic (e.g., age and family income) and political
participation (e.g., voting in 2016 election) variables.
The 2018 CCES Team Module respondents resemble
those of the 2018 American National Election Studies
in terms of age, sex, educational attainment, race,
region of residence, family income, participation in
the 2016 presidential election, and vote choice in
2016. See Table 5 for a detailed comparison of the
two survey samples.

Two pretreatment covariates are of special interest
for descriptive analysis: respondents’ knowledge of
Puerto Ricans’ language and citizenship. Only 31.5%
of respondents correctly identified Spanish as the main
language spoken in Puerto Rico. Most respondents
identified Puerto Rico as largely bilingual, but in reality
only about 20% of the island’s residents report that
they speak English proficiently. That number drops to
around 5% in rural areas (U.S. Census Bureau 2010).
Most respondents (81%), on the other hand, were

TABLE 1. Treatment Conditions

English Spanish

Light skin N = 239 N = 256
Dark skin N = 249 N = 256

TABLE 2. Pretest Results: Demographics of
the Two Hired Actors

Light-skinned actor Dark-skinned actor

Sex: female 49 (98%) 48 (96%)
Sex: male 1 (2%) 2 (4%)
Age: 25–35 47 (94%) 39 (78%)
Age: 36–45 3 (6%) 10 (20%)
Age: 46–55 0 (0%) 1 (2%)
Race: white 50 (100%) 15 (30%)
Race: Black 0 (0%) 35 (70%)

TABLE 3. Script Used in Video Intervention

English Version Spanish Version

It has been a little over a year since my family and I were
affected by Hurricane Maria, which left 250,000 homes
with major damage and completely destroyed the island’s
electrical grid. Many of us Puerto Ricans are still
struggling. Even though we have received some federal
aid, our governor estimates that we still need 78 million
dollars for our recovery. María was the worst natural
disaster we’ve faced in almost a century, but in addition to
the slow recovery, we’re also dealingwith a poverty rate of
46 percent and the largest bankruptcy in U.S. government
history.

Ya ha pasado más de un año desde que mi familia y yo
fuimos afectados por el Huracán María, el cual dejó a
250,000 hogares con daños severos y destruyó por
completo el tendido eléctrico de la isla. Muchos
puertorriqueños seguimos sufriendo. Aunque ya hemos
recibido ayuda federal, nuestro gobernador estima que
aún necesitamos 78 millones de dólares para
recuperarnos. María fue el peor desastre natural que nos
ha tocado en casi un siglo, pero en adición a la lenta
recuperación, también estamos lidiando con una tasa de
pobreza de 46 por ciento y la bancarrota gubernamental
más grande de la historia de los Estados Unidos.
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correct in noting that Puerto Ricans are American
citizens. This number is surprisingly high, considering
that polls on thematter placed that percentage between
43% and 52% (Dropp and Nyhan 2017; Frankovic
2016). However, this increase in knowledge is consis-
tent with more recent, posthurricane polls (DiJulio,
Muñana, and Brodie 2017) and can therefore plausibly
be attributed to the increased salience of Puerto Rico in
media headlines following the hurricane.

RESULTS

In this section, I present two sets of results: the esti-
mated marginal effects of the race and language treat-
ments on support for Puerto Rico and the
heterogeneous effects of each treatment by partisan-
ship, race, knowledge of PuertoRicans’ citizenship, and
beliefs about the primary language that Puerto Ricans
speak.

Marginal Effects of Skin Color and Language

For the marginal effects of each treatment, the targets
of interest are the average difference in outcomes if
respondents were exposed to (1) the dark-skinned

informant versus the light-skinned informant and
(2) the Spanish-speaking informant versus the
English-speaking informant. I first rescale the observed
potential outcomes as a linear function of a set of
baseline covariates. This method reduces variance of
potential outcomes that is uninformative about the
causal effect and thereby increases the power to detect
effects (Rosenbaum 2002).

I rescale the observed outcomes for all i = 1,…,1,000
respondents in the experiment as follows:

yi− β̂0 þ β̂1xi,age þ β̂2xi, female þ β̂3xi, educ þ β̂4xi,White

�
þβ̂5xi, south þ β̂6xi, republican þ β̂7xi, trump þ β̂8xi, income

þβ̂9xi, citizen þ β̂10xi, language
�

(1)

where bβ0,…,bβ10 are fit via ordinary least squares regres-
sion.11 By using covariates only to rescale and thus
reduce variance in potential outcomes, standard errors
and p-values remain based on the random assignment
of treatment. Tables 6 and 712 present the results for the
marginal effects of the race and language treatments,
respectively.

The estimated treatment effect of the dark-skinned
informant is close to zero for the outcomes of support
for PuertoRican statehood and approval of Trump. For
the federal aid outcome, the average outcome in the
dark-skinned condition is 2.8% higher than in the light-
skinned condition. Support for voting in Florida, how-
ever, is 1.7% smaller in the dark-skinned condition
relative to the light-skinned condition, but it is still
relatively consistent with the sharp null hypothesis of

TABLE 4. Measurement of Outcomes

Outcome Measurement

Support for federal aid to Puerto Rico Do you think Puerto Ricans should receive additional federal government
aid from the United States to help rebuild the island due to the damage
caused by Hurricane Maria, or don’t you think additional aid is
necessary? [Answer options: “Should receive additional aid” (coded 1)
or “Additional aid is not necessary” (coded 0)]

Approval of Trump’s handling of Puerto Rico Do you approve of the way President Trump has handled the relief and
recovery efforts in Puerto Rico? [Answer options: “Yes” (coded 1) or
“No” (coded 0)]

Support for Puerto Rican vote Approximately 50,000 Puerto Ricans moved to Florida in the wake of
Hurricane Maria last year. Do you think they should be able to vote in
the state? [Answer options: “Yes” (coded 1) or “No” (coded 0)]

Puerto Rican statehood Puerto Rico is an unincorporated territory of the United States. Do you
think it should become the 51st state of the Union? [Answer options:
“Yes” (coded 1) or “No” (coded 0)]

TABLE 5. Comaprison of CCES and ANES
Samples

CCES ANES

Age 48.17 49.48
Female 0.59 0.56
College graduate 0.38 0.35
White 0.75 0.74
Southern 0.38 0.37
Republican 0.35 0.34
Voted in 2016 0.76 0.74
Voted for Trump 0.32 0.31
Family income (4 levels) 2.38 2.32
N 1,000 2,500

11 I selected these pretreatment covariates for residualization by,
first, regressing only control outcomes on combinations of the avail-
able covariates in the data and, second, choosing the combinations of
covariates with the highest adjusted R2. I used only control potential
outcomes to inhibit “data snooping.”
12 Probability values are calculated via randomization inference for
test of sharp null hypothesis relative to alternative hypothesis of
negative effect.
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no effect. Only for the outcome of federal aid would
one be able to reject the sharp null hypothesis of no
effect in favor of the alternative of a positive effect at
the 10% level.
These results are consistent with extant research,

which finds the absence of a strong relationship, on
average, between skin color and preferences toward
immigrants (Harell et al. 2012; Hopkins 2015; Iyengar
et al. 2013; Sniderman et al. 1991). Hopkins (2015) in
particular finds small and statistically indistinguishable
effects of skin tonemanipulations on policy preferences
(attitudes toward immigration, in his case). He con-
cludes that the skin tone cue may influence perceptions
about where a person is from but that cue does not
translate to shifts in policy preferences. At least in
terms of the marginal effect of skin tone, this null
finding provides further support for the claim that the
primacy of skin tone in shaping attitudes toward immi-
gration is overstated (Harell et al. 2012; Hopkins 2015;
Iyengar et al. 2013).
The positive effect of the skin color treatment on the

federal aid outcome (but not others) may reflect the
role that skin color plays in Americans’ perception of
neediness. For example, Americans’ conceptions of
dark-skinned Africans as in need of American pater-
nalism makes Americans more likely to support redis-
tributive aid to Africans than to Europeans (Baker
2015). If indeed such a mechanism were at play, then
wewould expect an effect of the skin color treatment on

only the federal aid outcome, not the other outcomes
pertaining to substantive political equality for Puerto
Ricans.

For the language treatment, I find that, relative to
subjects who saw the English-language video, respon-
dents who saw the Spanish-language video were 2.8
percentage points less likely to support increased fed-
eral spending on disaster relief for Puerto Rico. Simi-
larly, respondents who saw the Spanish-language video
were 4.1 percentage points less likely to think that
Puerto Rico should become the 51st state of the Union
and 3.8 percentage points less likely to agree that
Puerto Ricans who were displaced to Florida by the
hurricane should be allowed to vote in that state. When
I test the sharp null hypothesis of no effect of the
language treatment—that is, that all respondents would
have given the same answer if shown the English or
Spanish videos—I am able to reject the sharp null
hypothesis in favor of the alternative of a negative
effect at the 0.10 level for all three outcomes. However,
this effect does not appear to extend to approval for
President Trump’s handling of the disaster.

These results are consistent with expectations in
much of the extant literature. The literature on lin-
guistic stereotypes suggests that individuals are more
likely to be persuaded by arguments made by in-group
members (Mackie and Cooper 1984) and that Amer-
icans in particular are more likely to support spending
on domestic as opposed to foreign affairs (Page and

TABLE 6. Effect of Skin Tone on Attitudes toward Puerto Rico

Dependent variable

Federal aid 51st state Vote in FL Approval Trump

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Estimated ATE of skin tone treatment 0.028* 0.004 –0.017 –0.006
Light skin (control) mean 0.842 0.628 0.699 0.358
Light skin (control) SD (0.364) (0.483) (0.457) (0.479)
RI p-value 0.078 (upr) 0.565 (lwr) 0.230 (lwr) 0.603 (upr)
Number of observations 1,000 1,000 1,000 1,000

Note: lwr = lower p-value, and upr = upper p-value. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

TABLE 7. Effect of Language on Attitudes toward Puerto Rico

Dependent variable

Federal aid 51st state Vote in FL Approval Trump

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Estimated ATE of language treatment –0.028* –0.041* –0.038** 0.001
English language (control) mean 0.867 0.650 0.715 0.354
English language (control) SD (0.34) (0.477) (0.45) (0.477)
RI p-value 0.093 (lwr) 0.067 (lwr) 0.042 (lwr) 0.485 (upr)
Number of observations 1,000 1,000 1,000 1,000

Note: lwr = lower p-value, and upr = upper p-value. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
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Shapiro 2010). Hearing about the hurricane in Spanish
might have made respondents view the crisis in Puerto
Rico a foreign one. These results—especially the neg-
ative effect of the Spanish-language treatment on
respondents’ support for Puerto Rican statehood
and Puerto Rican evacuees’ right to vote in Florida
—are also consistent with the literature on the primacy
of English as a marker of American identity. These
estimates are small and are not all statistically signif-
icant at the 0.05 level; yet it is worth noting that they
represent the effect of being exposed to the Spanish
language treatment for only 30 seconds. Prolonged or
repeated exposure over time could result in larger
shifts in opinion.
Overall, the marginal effect of language is greater

than that of race. One likely reason for this finding,
which I will clarify further in the immediately succeed-
ing section, is that Puerto Ricans are an already racial-
ized group in the minds of many Americans.
Respondents are aware of Puerto Ricans’ status as
American citizens but far less aware of the primacy of
the Spanish language in Puerto Rico. Therefore, the
Spanish language treatment likely leads to greater
shifts on the foreignness–Americanness dimension
than the skin color treatment yields on the inferior-
ity–superiority dimension.

Heterogeneous Effects of Skin Color and
Language

In this section, I focus on the heterogeneous effects of
skin color and language by four primary baseline cov-
ariates: (1) belief about the primary language in Puerto
Rico (“both English and Spanish” and “mostly
English” versus “mostly Spanish”), (2) knowledge of
Puerto Rican citizenship (“yes” or “no”), (3) party
identification (either Republican or non-Republican),
and (4) race (either white or nonwhite). Given this
paper’s intersectional framework, I now describe
expectations about the heterogeneous effects of skin
tone and language on support for Puerto Rico—
namely, support for federal aid, Puerto Rican state-
hood, voting rights for Puerto Rican evacuees in Flor-
ida, and disapproval of President Trump’s handling of
the disaster.
Covariates (1) and (2) approximate the extent to

which a respondent views Puerto Ricans as American
or foreign. The dark-skin treatment should lead to less
support for Puerto Rico among respondents who view
Puerto Ricans as more American (and thus more sub-
ject to stereotypes about the cultural pathologies of an
American racial underclass). However, insofar as per-
ceived foreignness can offset such stereotypes, the
Spanish treatment should yield more support for
Puerto Rico among respondents who perceive Puerto
Ricans as more American.
Covariates (3) and (4) do not approximate the

extent to which Puerto Ricans are perceived as Amer-
ican or foreign. Indeed, as the descriptive statistics
show, perceptions of Americanness and foreignness
are similar across party and race subgroups. However,
given survey data that suggest as much, covariates

(3) and (4) do plausibly approximate the extent to
which a respondent harbors negative stereotypes
about an American racial underclass. Thus, the
dark-skin treatment should lead to less support for
Puerto Rico among respondents who harbor such
negative stereotypes relative to those who do not. In
contrast, the Spanish-language treatment, insofar as
perceived foreignness can offset stereotypes about a
racial underclass, should increase support among
respondents who harbor these stereotypes relative to
respondents who do not. The logic is the same for
covariate (4): insofar as white respondents harbor
stereotypes about a racial underclass more than do
nonwhite respondents, the dark-skin treatment ought
to yield less support and the Spanish-language treat-
ment ought to yield greater support for Puerto Rico
among white compared with nonwhite respondents.

Focusing first on the heterogeneous effects of skin
tone, Table 8 presents the results across the four afore-
mentioned covariates.

As Table 8 shows, among respondents who perceive
Puerto Ricans as English-speakers, the dark-skin
treatment induces greater support for Trump com-
pared with respondents who perceive Puerto Ricans
as speaking Spanish. Likewise, the estimated effect of
dark skin on support for Trump is greater among
respondents who perceive Puerto Ricans as American
citizens compared with those who do not. In other
words, the estimated effect of dark skin on support for
Trump’s handling of the disaster, which translates
to less support for Puerto Rico, is greater among
respondents who perceive Puerto Ricans as more
American—and thus characterized by the tropes of
laziness and corruption that Trump used to justify his
administration’s lackluster response to the hurricane—
as opposed tomore foreign.Dark skin also produces less
support for Puerto Rico among respondents who per-
ceive Puerto Ricans as American citizens for the out-
comes of support for federal aid, statehood, and voting
rights in Florida.

The negative effect of dark skin on support for
Puerto Rican statehood and voting in Florida is sig-
nificantly greater among Republicans than among
non-Republicans. This significant result is unsurpris-
ing given that survey data suggest Republicans hold
more negative stereotypes about Black Americans.
These heterogeneous effects are likely driven primar-
ily by such differences in stereotypes rather than non-
Republicans’ harboring greater racial paternalism
(see Baker 2015, referred to above). The estimated
effect of dark skin on support for federal aid—the
most plausible outcome for which the mechanism of
racial paternalism would be at work—is small but
positive for both Republicans and non-Republicans.
The significant heterogeneous effects of the other
outcomes are driven by large negative effects among
Republicans and negligible effects among non-
Republicans. If the mechanism of racial paternalism
were the primary driver of this result, then we would
presumably be more likely to observe a negligible
effect among Republicans and a larger positive effect
among non-Republicans.
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I now turn to heterogeneous effects of the Spanish
language treatment across the four primary covariates
described above. Table 9 above presents these results.
The results in Table 9 suggest that perceived for-

eignness can offset stereotypes about the cultural
pathologies of an American racial underclass.
Although falling just shy of the statistical significance
threshold, the effect of the Spanish treatment yields
less support for Trump (i.e., more support for Puerto

Rico) among respondents who perceive Puerto Ricans
as English speakers compared with the effect of the
Spanish treatment among respondents who already
perceive Puerto Ricans as Spanish speakers. The same
logic appears to be at work for the results among
respondents who perceive Puerto Ricans to be Amer-
ican citizens compared with those who do not. The
estimated effect of the Spanish treatment yields
greater support for Puerto Rico—federal aid,

TABLE 9. Heterogeneous Effects of Language

Outcome

Interaction Federal aid 51st state Vote in FL Approval Trump

Perceive Spanish (0) vs. perceive English (1)
Diff. in est. CATEs of language treatment –0.017 0.001 –0.006 –0.053
Est. CATE in perceive Spanish subgroup –0.018 –0.044 –0.0366 –0.037
RI p-value 0.640 (upr) 0.489 (upr) 0.559 (upr) 0.115 (lwr)

Don’t know citizenship (0) vs. know (1)
Diff. in est. CATEs of language treatment 0.101** –0.030 –0.105* 0.032
Est. CATE in don’t know citizenship subgroup –0.112 –0.014 –0.122 –0.026
RI p-value 0.034 (upr) 0.672 (upr) 0.051 (upr) 0.694 (lwr)

Non-Republican (0) vs. Republican (1)
Diff. in est. CATEs of language treatment 0.035 0.017 0.134** –0.002
Est. CATE in non-Republican subgroup –0.004 –0.047 –0.085 –0.002
RI p-value 0.248 (upr) 0.389 (upr) 0.008 (upr) 0.476 (lwr)

Non-White (0) vs. White (1)
Diff. in est. CATEs of language treatment –0.023 0.048 0.069* 0.011
Est. CATE in nonwhite subgroup –0.011 –0.077 –0.09 –0.007
RI p-value 0.712 (upr) 0.207 (upr) 0.093 (upr) 0.579 (lwr)
Number of observations 1,000 1,000 1,000 1,000

Note: lwr = lower p-value, and upr = upper p-value. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

TABLE 8. Heterogeneous Effects of Skin Tone

Outcome

Interaction Federal aid 51st state Vote in FL Approval Trump

Perceive Spanish (0) vs. perceive English (1)
Diff. in est. CATEs of skin tone treatment 0.007 –0.085* 0.022 0.103**
Est. CATE in perceive Spanish subgroup 0.025 0.063 –0.031 –0.076
RI p-value 0.572 (lwr) 0.061 (lwr) 0.637 (lwr) 0.006 (upr)

Don’t know citizenship (0) vs. know (1)
Diff. in est. CATEs of skin tone treatment –0.058 –0.106 –0.042 –0.171***
Est. CATE in don’t know citizenship subgroup 0.074 0.092 0.019 –0.145
RI p-value 0.161 0.064 (lwr) 0.291 (lwr) 0.000 (upr)

Non-Republican (0) vs. Republican (1)
Diff. in est. CATEs of skin tone treatment 0.009 –0.105** –0.127** 0.067*
Est. CATE in non-Republican subgroup 0.025 0.04 0.027 –0.029
RI p-value 0.541 (lwr) 0.035 (lwr) 0.008 (lwr) 0.081 (upr)

Nonwhite (0) vs. white (1)
Diff. in est. CATEs of skin tone treatment –0.049 –0.021 –0.134** 0.077*
Est. CATE in nonwhite subgroup 0.065 0.019 0.084 –0.064
RI p-value 0.11 (lwr) 0.369 (lwr) 0.005 (lwr) 0.057 (upr)
Number of observations 1,000 1,000 1,000 1,000

Note: lwr = lower p-value, and upr = upper p-value. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
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statehood, and voting rights for Puerto Rican evac-
uees in Florida—among respondents who perceive
Puerto Ricans as American citizens.
There are two interlinked explanations for these

results. First, Puerto Ricans are already legible in the
minds of respondents as anAmerican (or at least quasi-
American) group that is potentially subject to racial
stereotypes. To buttress this claim, note that only 73%
of respondents perceived the informant with light skin
as white and only 23% of respondents perceived the
informant with dark skin as Black. This finding is in
direct contrast to those from the the pretest in which
100% of respondents perceived the same informant
with light skin as white and 73% perceived the same
informant with dark skin as Black. In the pretest,
however, only the photos of the two informants were
presented to respondents without any mention of
Puerto Rico. When the context of Puerto Rico is
explicit, respondents perceive the informants as white
and Black at much lower rates, which suggests that
Puerto Rican is an already racialized group unto itself.
The perceived cultural pathologies of Puerto Ricans

as a domestic racial group, as clearly laid out by Gros-
foguel (1999), are in direct opposition to cultural traits
of industriousness and strong work ethic often associ-
ated with “immigrant values” (Lapinski et al. 1997) of
which Cuban-Americans (perceived as predominantly
white, but Spanish speaking) are the apotheosis in the
minds of many Americans (Barrios 2011; Duany 1999).
Thus, given the cultural pathologies associated with
Puerto Ricans, much like Black Americans, the
Spanish-language treatment may render Puerto Ricans
more foreign and thus less subject to such pathologies.
Even if not yet assimilated, foreign migrants are in
principle more assimilable to “American values” rela-
tive to an already racialized American underclass.
Second, foreignness can also signal stereotypes of

illegality. However, after measuring beliefs about
Puerto Ricans’ perceived Americanness, the script of
the intervention informs all respondents that Puerto
Ricans are legally American citizens.13 Thus, Puerto
Ricans’ perceived foreignness—and its signals of posi-
tively viewed cultural traits relative to those of an
American underclass—may not come with the associ-
ated baggage of illegality that often plagues other
ethnoracial groups (e.g., Mexican Americans).
This logic above also explains the heterogeneous

effects of the Spanish treatment by party (Republican
versus non-Republican). Insofar as Afrocentric fea-
tures and the Spanish language are both stigmatized,
then one might expect Spanish to yield lower support
for Puerto Rico among Republicans than among non-
Republicans. Yet the Spanish treatment makes Repub-
licans more likely to support voting in Florida, as
Table 9 above shows. However, the same heteroge-
neous effects by party do not exist for the Puerto Rican
statehood outcome. The crucial distinction between the

statehood and voting rights for Puerto Rican evacuees
outcomes is that the latter pertains specifically to
migrants who have traveled from Puerto Rico to the
U.S. mainland. The extension of rights to specifically
Puerto Rican migrants suggests a desire to assimilate
foreign but still assimilable Puerto Ricans. In contrast,
granting statehood to Puerto Rico—without and not in
the context of concomitant migration from Puerto Rico
to the mainland US—potentially suggests a Hispaniciz-
ing and so-called “browning of America” (Sundstrom
2008) rather than the assimilation of a foreign migrant
group into a predominantly white, Anglophone Amer-
ican polity.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This paper studies the effects of racial and linguistic
stereotypes on attitudes toward hurricane relief in
Puerto Rico. It advances previous studies by being
the first to (a) explore attitudes toward Puerto Rico
and Puerto Ricans on the island and (b) disentangle the
effects of race- and language-based stereotypes on
preferences over a putatively race-neutral policy, which
in turn sheds light on how such policies become racial-
ized. I describe the events that transpired in the after-
math of the hurricane and contextualize the natural
disaster within the ongoing fiscal crisis and the
120-year-old colonial relationship with the US. After
situating this case in the literature on the effects of
stereotypes on policy preferences, I explain the design
of the survey experiment in which I had two actors,
demographically identical save for skin complexion,
portray hurricane victims and give information about
the needs of the island in either English or Spanish.

From this randomized experiment, I have shown that
the marginal effect of the Spanish language on Amer-
ican public opinion toward Puerto Rico is negative.
Receiving information about Hurricane Maria from a
Spanish-speaking victim led to decreased support for
federal aid, statehood, and voting rights. The estimated
treatment effects on the full sample are small, but they
represent the effect of being exposed to the Spanish
language for only 30 seconds. However, most impor-
tantly, I show how race, skin-color, and language inter-
sect in ways that a focus on their marginal effects alone
would miss.

There are, of course, many limitations of this study:
first, this paper provides only one contrast of compar-
atively lighter versus darker skin tone. Although skin
color—and the meanings Americans ascribe to it—are
best conceived as a continuum, the experimental design
considers only a binary contrast between one informant
with light skin and another with darker skin. Such a
contrast does not address skin tone as a continuum or
the range of phenotypic features among Puerto Ricans
in particular and Latinos in general.

Second, the survey measures respondents’ beliefs
about Puerto Ricans’ citizenship and primary language,
but it does not gauge respondents’ knowledge of Puerto
Rico’s economic situation in 2017. Although I do pre-
sent evidence that Puerto Rico’s economic crisis was

13 The script refers to Puerto Rico as having “received some federal
aid” and to the Puerto Rican government’s bankruptcy in 2017 as
“the largest bankruptcy in U.S. government history.”
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salient in the lead-up to Hurricane Maria, as measured
through news coverage, the survey experiment is
unable to assess the ways in which beliefs about poverty
in Puerto Rico condition the effects of the skin color
and language treatments.
Third, this paper takes an intersectional approach,

but only along two of many dimensions, which include
gender, sexuality, class, and others. Both informants
in the experiment identified (and were identified by
respondents) as female. Yet the results could very
well have been different had the informants been
male, especially because stereotypes about inferior-
ity–superiority and foreignness–Americanness may
operate differently depending on gender. Although
the role of gender does not impugn the internal
validity of the experiment, it is an important scope
condition to keep in mind. Future research will hope-
fully unravel the ways in which other social identities
interact with skin color and language, perhaps also in
counterintuitive ways.
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