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The broad nature of the task of summarizing the state of our knowledge of the
agrarian history of Puerto Rico in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu
ries is counterbalanced by the scarcity of literature on the topic. In many cases it
has resulted in generalizations and over simplifications that cannot be avoided
at this time. This survey is restricted to the commercial agricultural activities
sugar, coffee, and tobacco-since these industries shaped the economic history
of the island in the period under consideration. More questions are raised than
are answered. As a result, it is hoped that the topical areas touched upon will
become objects of future research.

PUERTO RICAN AGRICULTURE IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY:

A DEVELOPMENTAL OUTLINE OF SUGAR AND COFFEE

The agrarian history of Puerto Rico in the nineteenth century was marked, in the
broadest sense, by the continual expansion of export agriculture at the expense
of subsistence farming. The following statistics illustrate and emphasize the
dominant character of this trend. In 1830, 29.1 percent of all cultivated acreage
was devoted to export crops. By 1862 this had increased to 51.3 percent, and in
1899, the year after the U.S. invasion, 68.4 percent of the island's total cultivated
acreage was dedicated to commercial farming. 1 However, the growth of culti
vated acreage from 6 percent of total land area in 1830 to 14 percent in 1897 did
not keep pace with the rise in population. Thus per capita crop land declined
over the century. 2

The growth of agricultural exports had widespread effects on Puerto Rican
social structure. Among the most important long-term features was the transfer
of most social sectors out of the narrow confines of local subsistence farming and
into the broader activity of market place participation. Land as a productive
resource underwent vast changes, acquiring monetary value with the expansion
of trade, while becoming a critical factor of exchange both in direct buying and
selling and in the provision of collateral for credit. Labor and capital were con
verted into active productive resources serving the export sector, sharing the
common denominator of scarcity in nineteenth-century Puerto Rico. 3 While
these phenomena apply to Puerto Rico they are obviously general characteristics

*1 would like to thank Harold Sims, Murdo MacLeod, and Magnus Marner for reading and
commenting on an earlier version of this article.
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resulting from the growth of trade and expansion of market olechanisms. The
precise structural impact of the development of commercial agriculture varies in
part with the type of export crop grown and, more importantly, with the pro
ductive organization of land, labor, and capital resources. The number of people
brought into the market economy, in independent positions as owners of pro
ductive resources or dependent positions as laborers, influences the type and
pace of future economic development as well as forms of political organization.

In the nineteenth century, Puerto Rico went through two major economic
cycles based on different crops and distinct patterns of resource organization.
The first cycle ran a "natural" course, as sugar culture rose and declined with
market forces dictating the pace of development and contraction. The second
cycle, that of coffee, began in response to market conditions, but declined be
cause of the political and economic intervention of the United States in 1898.

The Ris~ and Decline of Sugar: An Analytical Framezvork

Favorable external market conditions for sugar in the early nineteenth century
stimulated the rapid development of cane production throughout the Caribbean.
Although Puerto Rico was part of this general trend, the growth of sugar cane
cultivation had rather slow beginnings and a relatively short-lived period of
prosperity. In Cuba the dynamic expansion of sugar dated from the 1790s (in the
immediate aftermath of the collapse of Haitian sugar production and the rise in
world sugar prices) while the Puerto Rican industry did not grow dramatically
until the 1820s. 4 Commercial opportunities produced different reactions on the
part of the Cuban and Puerto Rican elites. The immediate response of Cuban
entrepreneurs to favorable market conditions in the 1790s resulted in almost
frantic efforts to clear more lands, import more slaves, construct more mills, and
transport sugar to the docks for export.

In Puerto Rico, however, a general impression of inactivity is conveyed,
with little economic development until the arrival of political refugees from the
Haitian Revolution and the Spanish American Wars of Independence, who
brought with them both the capital resources and the necessary technical knowl
edge for sugar production. 5 These differences are important for both their eco
nomic and social implications. The Puerto Rican elite in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries lacked a certain commercial vitality that, combined
with other factors, was to lead to stagnation and eventual recession as competi
tive forces grew. In contrast to this, the Cuban industry was able to thrive and
prosper, adapting to the productive transformations of the nineteenth century
while becoming the motor force of vast social changes in Cuban society.6 The
Puerto Rican sugar industry rose to a peak of prosperity around mid-century,
declining slowly to a secondary position in the insular economic world on the
eve of the U.S. occupation. An important question then is why this industry
literally died in the second half of the nineteenth century, precisely when world
demand and consumption of sugar was increasing enormously.

It is clear that a complex range of variables determines long-term economic
cycles. However, in the case of Puerto Rican sugar in the nineteenth century, the
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critical factor was undoubtedly a lack of finance capital for modernization. Two
general factors affected the international market relations of sugar in the nine
teenth century. The first was the growing competition of the European beet
sugar industry. In the 1820s, beet sugar's share of the world market was negligi
ble, but by the 1880s it accounted for over half of world sugar comsumption. 7

This competition drove market prices continually downward, requiring more
efficient production methods. The major technical advances came at the ingcllio
in the form of more sophisticated refining devices. Related to this were the
increased capitfll demands of new equipment. There was a compelling need for
large short-term capital expenditures that would both increase sugar yields and
decrease production costs. The failure to invest meant stagnation and decline,
and this seems to have been the case with Puerto Rican sugar development after
1850.

There are several indicators of chronic capital scarcity in nineteenth-cen
tury Puerto Rico, the most striking of which is the low number of slaves im
ported by the island's commercial elite. In Puerto Rico slaves never accounted
for more than 12 to 14 percent of the total population, while in Cuba slaves made
up over 50 percent of the island's inhabitants at one time during the century. 8

The explanation for this difference lies neither in humanitarian considerations
on the part of Puerto Rican planters nor in abundant availability of free labor.
Indeed labor scarcity seems to have been a perennial problem. This is indicated
by the antivagrancy laws passed in the 1830s and 1840s, designed to secure
permanent labor sources for commercial farmers. 9 The failure to develop slavery
as the dominant basis of labor organization in Puerto Rico, in an era of labor
scarcity, slave availability, and favorable external market conditions for sugar,
indicates that Puerto Rican planters simply did not have the available cash or
credit facilities to purchase slaves. Complaints about inadequate credit sources
dominate the hacendados' memorias that I have inspected. 10

Another important indicator of capital scarcity was the failure of Puerto
Rico's planters to modernize technologically. Efficient sugar extraction increas
ingly demanded more sophisticated machinery and larger specialized produc
tive units. One faulty interpretation of the nineteenth-century sugar industry
sees the decrease in the number of mills as a sign of modernization-concentra
tion of production and increased refining capacity. 11 That there were 1,552 mills
in 1830,553 in 1870, and 325 in 1880 is taken as evidence of this. 12 The argument
ignores the fact that the dollar value of sugar exports declined continually from
1871 to 1897, along with the decreasing importance of sugar in relation to total
exports. In 1871 sugar exports were worth $6.2 million and 68.5 percent of total
export value, while in 1897 sugar accounted for $2.41 million and 21.6 percent of
all exports. 13 By 1899 Puerto Rican sugar productivity was so low that the 345
sugar mills had a collective refining capacity equal to one-tenth of the 207 Cuban
mills, and an average capacity of one-fifteenth that of the Cuban centrales! Added
to this is the fact that by 1899, nearly half of the cane grinding machines in
Puerto Rico were still worked by oxen while in Cuba all sugar refineries were
powered by steam or electricity. 14 That there was a great decline in the number
of ingenios does not imply that there was general modernization of the mills
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that remained, although there were clearly some exceptions. The valuable de
scriptive material provided by Andres Ramos Mattei on Hacienda Mercedita
contrasts the general trend. Founded by the Serralles family of Ponce, Mercedita
slowly accumulated the most advanced refining machinery and by 1890 was a
fully modernized mill. Production increased almost threefold from 1877 to 1899. 15
In 1873, Central San Vicente was inaugurated in Vega Baja on the north coast,
and by 1880 Central Canovanas had the capacity to produce sixty thousand
pounds of sugar a day.16 Thus pockets of modernization existed while th~ in
dustry as a whole stagnated.

That the central would have to replace the ingenio was a fact recognized
by the most farsighted planters. The memorias and informes flowing to Spain in
the 1880s attest to the frustrated ambitions of this stratum. One of the more
articulate observers of 1880 saw the "central factory [as] the only solution for the
ruined and decadent agriculture of Puerto Rico."17 In 1881 one project envisioned
the creation of an Empresa de Factorias Centrales in Puerto Rico, but the results
were negligible. 18

The increased refining capacity implied by the establishment of central
factories meant greater cane requirements for maximization of the new produc
tive potential. This required greater extension of landed resources and, indeed,
Hacienda Mercedita constantly acquired more land after 1880. Extended land
area meant that fields were located farther from the central, enhancing the need
for transportation improvements in order to assure the rapid transfer of cane to
the refinery. Railroads were the mechanism best suited for this. Here we find a
further indicator of capital scarcity in nineteenth-century Puerto Rico: in 1837
the first railroads were functioning in Cuba, built specifically by and for the
sugar oligarchy; but it was not until 1878 that construction began on railroads in
Puerto Rico, and it seems that these lines served coffee exports more than sugar.
Central Mercedita had three miles of track by 1898 but the cars were pulled by
oxen since there were no locomotives. Such an important cost-reducing im
provement as railroads was not possible without large capital resources and it
was here that the sugar interests faltered. The failure to adopt railroads meant
the productive units necessarily remained small scale as cane could not be trans
ported to the refinery from any great distances without substantial losses in
sucrose content.

The general inability of Puerto Rican sugar producers to adapt to the
technical transformations of the industry in the second half of the nineteenth
century meant the decline of sugar cultivation. By the late 1870s coffee exports
surpassed sugar in monetary importance as the island's agriculture began a
period of reorganization that lasted until the u.S. intervention. By 1898, 15
percent of cultivated acreage was devoted to sugar cane, while 41 percent was
sown in coffee. 19

From these general comments it can be noted that little is really known
about the internal dynamics of the nineteenth-century sugar economy. Aside
from a few important articles by Sidney Mintz, practically nothing descriptive or
interpretative has been published. 20 Who precisely were the sugar entrepre
neurs? How many were immigrant Spaniards, the group that, in the Cuban

66

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0023879100031290 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0023879100031290


AGRARIAN HISTORY OF PUERTO RICO, 1870-1930

case, provided the impetus for modernization? An interesting insight on the
make up of the sugar planters is provided by the notes on a meeting held in San
Juan to discuss the project for the creation of an Empresa de Factorias Centrales.
Of the sixty-two participants at the Conference, twenty-six were described as
merchant-capitalists, eleven as propietarios-probably urban property owners
and only one was classified as a hacendado. 21 The implications are that urban
sectors were involved in, if not already in control of, agricultural aspects of
sugar production. Yet the changing role of merchants in financing sugar cultiva
tion over time remains unknown. What in fact were the exact credit mechanisms
that functioned in hineteenth-century Puerto Rico, apart from the generalization
that merchants had a stranglehold on capital resources?

The changing patterns of land accumulation and tenure are other impor
tant variables. What was the role of the state in the distribution of Crown lands?
How widespread was the use of. debt and foreclosure as a mechanism for land
accumulation? If we know little about the elite, then practically nothing is known
about the exact process of peasant displacement and the creation of a servile
labor force. The labor basis of sugar plantations before and after abolition must
be investigated at the local and general levels. An important contribution has
been made by Gervasio Garcia in discussing the first stages of worker organiza
tion in Puerto Rico. He points out the difficulties of adjustment faced by the
labor force during the transition from the traditional patron-client relations of
the hacienda to the emerging corporate order of the plantations where labor
took on a more industrial character. 22 This clearly intensified after 1898. Angel
Quintero discusses hacienda social relations in an important and controversial
article that is concerned with the theoretical issue of economic organization. The
hacienda of the nineteenth century, no matter what crop it was growing, is seen
as a precapitalist form of economic organization. Traditional values such as local
status are considered more important than profit maximization. 23 This is clearly
debatable given the rapid shift to coffee production when market conditions
became favorable. It is evident that the relation of haciendas to markets over
time must be examined. Marketing mechanisms of the interior have never been
discussed, and stratification among the "peasantry" is another area for future
research. In posing some of these problems with respect to sugar expansion it
becomes clear that the agrarian history of Puerto Rico in the nineteenth century
remains largely unwritten.

The Rise ofCoffee

The sugar industry in Latin America in the nineteenth century faced a series of
general problems that varied slightly with respect to local conditions of produc
tion. In order to remain competitive there were few alternative methods of
resource organization. Large scale, increasingly capital intensive operations with
inflated seasonal manpower requirements typified productive needs over the
century. 24

Coffee, on the other hand, did not present such a homogeneous picture
in this respect. Land, labor, and capital organization were diverse, ranging from
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the large-scale slave plantations of Brazil, to the medium-sized family farms of
Colombia, to the small holders of Costa Rica. 25 These differences were possible
because of the flexible and varied conditions under which coffee could flourish
profitably. While coffee is a cash crop its cultivation requires neither the exten
sive land area nor the intensive capitalization demanded by sugar. Labor needs
thus vary with the size of the operation and can adequately be fulfilled on small
holdings by the immediate or extended family. Harvesting and processing pre
sent none of the technical complications or problems of scale posed by sugar.

The greatest advantage of coffee production to small holders is that al
though the coffee bush takes four years to bear an adequate quantity of fruit, it
can be grown in mixed farming operations with food crops. The coffee plant in
fact needs shade to flourish, and this is usually provided by bananas, pltitanos,
guava, or other food-bearing fruit trees usually planted between the rows of
coffee bushes. In this way coffee can function as an important gateway to the
market place, for it is a cash crop that can be grown with little sacrifice of food
staples. Another general advantage is that coffee can be grown on partially
cleared land that may not be suitable for other crops. It also has a relatively high
value in relation to weight, making excessive transportation costs more tolerable
than for other agricultural commodities. 26

Coffee was introduced to Puerto Rico early in the eighteenth century as
part of the general spread of the African plant through the Antilles. By the 1790s
the main areas of production had been established in the western part of the
island, in highland areas that were easily accessible to ports. The partidos of
Mayagiiez, San German, Ponce, and Coamo were most important. 27 The west
ern mountain area of the island receives more rainfall than the eastern end, thus
explaining to some degree why coffee never became a major activity in the
eastern cordilleras. In 1830, on the eve of sugar expansion, coffee was sown on
17,200 cuerdas (1 cuerda = 0.9712 acres), while sugar cane accounted for 15,200
cuerdas of cultivated acreage. 28 However, with the boom in sugar, coffee took a
clearly secondary position until the 1870s.

As in the case of sugar, Puerto Rican coffee prosperity was directly tied to
external market conditions. The critical factor was the decision of the United
States to open its market to duty-free coffee imports in the mid 1870s. The
principal beneficiary of this development was the Brazilian industry, as its
cheaper coffee was able to shift market orientation from Europe to the larger
market of the United States. This left a large portion of European demand
unsatisfied and here is where Puerto Rican exporters were to find the market
stability that led to coffee prosperity.29 An examination of statistical sources on
trade gives strong supporting evidence: in the early 1870s coffee exports varied
between 1.25 and 1.57 million U. S. dollars; in 1876, the year that free coffee
imports into the United States were begun, Puerto Rican coffee exports were
worth $1.25 million, with Cuba and Spain absorbing approximately 75 percent
of exported volume. 30 If the productive year of 1881 is examined, when bushes
planted in 1876 and 1877 would have reached maturity, it can be noted that
coffee exports, using 1879 as a base year, increased six times in value to $6.4
million, and that new markets had suddenly gained great importance. In 1881,
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40 percent of coffee volume was shipped to Brita~n, France., Germany, and Italy.
France, which had purchased 90,000 pounds In 1876, Imported 8.3 million
pounds in 1881. 31 Cuba and Spai~ remained critical markets, absorbing ap
proximately 43 percent of Puerto RIcan coffee exports. The importance of non
Spanish European markets, as wel~ as those of Cuba and Spain, continued up to
the American occupation. The UnIted S~ates, on the contrary, never played an
important role as a consumer of Puerto RICan coffee. From 1883, an exceptionally
rare year when the U.S. purchase? 17 percent of exported Puerto Rican coffee,
until 1898, purchases steadily declIned and during the last ten years of Spanish
sovereignty the U.S. never consumed more than 2 percent of Puerto Rican
coffee exports.

In relation to other export crops, the importance of coffee grew rapidly. In
1876 coffee accounted for 17.6 percent of total exports in value, while sugar
earned 62.5 percent of Puerto Rico's foreign exchange. By 1881 sugar had de
clined substantially to 28.9 percent of total exports, to coffee's 54.5 percent. 32 In
fact, coffee exports had exceeded those of sugar in 1879, steadily increasing to a
peak in 189~ when they were worth three times those of sugar. 33

If we consider the importance of the coffee industry in the economic life
of the island in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, it is striking that this
topic has received so little scholarly attention. Eric Wolf's article, published in
1956, remains an important piece. 34 In dealing with land tenure and class strati
fication in the 1940s, Wolf distinguished four strata, which seem to be within the
confines of a model that may be valid for the late nineteenth century. The
landowning sector had thr~e clear groupings. At the bottom a "peasantry"
consisting of two subcategones: (1) o~ners of less than 10 cuerdas, classified as
small holders relying strictly on f.amIiy labor; and (2) small farmers, Owning
10-30 cuerdas, who relied on family labor, although they often employed day
laborers during peak seasons. Both groups performed supplemental labor on
large estates although even this extra income offered little possibility of capital
accumulation. Next were middle farmers, owners of 30-100 cuerdas. This sector
relied on wage labor and had the ability to accumulate capital beyond subsistence
needs. The third group of land holders owned more than 100 cuerdas, specializ
ing in the production of cash crops. This group clearly dominated the rural
social structure of the municipality. Lowest in the social order were landless
wage earners, numerically the broadest grouping. 35 Wolf's article does not con
sider economic relations among the groupings, nor are the details of small
holder operations outlined. For example, the ratio of cash to subsistence crops is
not discussed.

While this typology of rural social structure was constructed for the 1940s,
it seems to fit in with general land use patterns documented in the 1899 census.
In that year 87.7 percent of all farm~ on the island were under 20 cuerdas.
Controlling only 33 percent of total cultivated acreage they fell within the general
category of minifundia. Medium-size holdings in 1899, ranging from 20-100
cuerdas, made up 10 percent of farms and 31.1 percent of land area. Finally,
hacendados, owners of over 100 cuerdas, controlled 2.2 percent of farms but
35.9 percent of farm area. 36

69

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0023879100031290 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0023879100031290


Latin American Research Review

With respect to rental forms of usufruct, Puerto Rico seems to be excep
tional in that only 8 percent of the cultivated area was rented in 1899, with 92
percent of the land worked by owners. This can be contrasted with Cuba where
43.6 percent of cultivated area was owner operated and 52.4 percent rented in
1899. If we consider the major coffee producing regions, the departments of
Arecibo, Mayaguez, and Ponce, the percentages of ownership are even higher
than the national average. In Arecibo, where over 50 percent of cultivated acreage
was in coffee, 97 percent of farms were occupied by owners. In Ponce and
Mayaguez coffee was also the dominant crop and owners operated 96 percent
and 93 percent of farms, respectively, in these departments. The tenure situation
in coffee country can be sharply contrasted with those areas dominated by
sugar. In the department of Humacao for example, where sugar cane was grown
on over half of the cultivated land area, 70 percent of farms were owner operated,
30 percent rented. In another area of sugar dominance, the department of Gua
yama, the difference was apparent but not as extreme. There, 85 percent of
farms were worked by owners, the remainder rented. 37

That coffee cultivation was in the hands of owner! producers seems to be
beyond question. Yet the impression of rural egalitarianism can be misleading. If
we examine the tenure situation in the departments of Arecibo, Ponce, and
Mayaguez, we find that holdings below 10 cuerdas accounted for an average of
71.4 percent of all farms for the three departments. However, they only con
trolled an average of 16.9 percent of all land. At the other end of the social scale,
farms over 100 cuerdas were 3.1 percent of the total, but controlled 39.0 percent
of th2 land, a figure slightly higher than the island average. 38 Using land control
as an indicator it is clear that the large-scale holders dominated the landed
resources of the coffee districts in the same way as in other areas of the island,
although the lands of medium and small holders were probably important con
tributors to production.

This conclusion is supported by an important unpublished study con
ducted by Vivian Carro. Using archival sources she has constructed a model of
Hacienda Pietri, a family-run system of coffee haciendas that dominated rural
Adjuntas during the coffee boom. Carro documents the process of land accumu
lation by this Corsican family, from 1858 to 1898. Most land seems to have been
acquired by purchase, although the author makes clear that debt led to many
transactions. Debt functioned through the tienda de despacho as a key mechanism
of social control, a general experience throughout Latin America. The Pietri
family's business operations extended beyond the production of coffee. They
were urban warehousers, local merchants, and exporters. In this way reliance
on usurers for finance capital and middlemen for marketing was avoided. The
Pietris owned land in most of the barrios; over 30 percent of cultivated acreage in
two of them was under their direct control; and in one barrio, they owned 55
percent of the land. 39 The reader of Carro's study must above all ask whether
the Pietri family's accumulation of land and extended business interests were
typical of most coffee hacendados. This was probably not the case.

Apart from this pioneering work, the process of land accumulation from
the 1870s to 1898 is generally unknown. Municipal and notorial archives, re-
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sources used by Carro in her study, must be investigated to reconstruct the
process of land acquisition. A fundamental question is who precisely were the
coffee entrepreneurs? Were they criollos, Spanish merchants moving to the
agrarian sector, or foreign immigrants, as in the case of the Pietri family? It has
been suggested that for the Utuado region the coffee elite were newcomers,
Spaniards who, beginning in the 1870s, slowly displaced the local Creole elite. 40

Another author says that the most productive farmers, those able to invest in
hulling machinery, were mainly outsiders, natives of Spain, Mallorca, and Cor
sica. 41 This is su pported by the Hacienda Pietri study.

Perhaps the most important factors for coffee production were credit and
marketing arrangements. These functions were invariably monopolized by ur
ban merchants, mostly peninsular Spaniards. As in the case of most of Latin
America, Puerto Rico was unable to develop a viable banking system in the
nineteenth century, despite prosperous export cycles. By the 1890s there were
only four functioning banks, two in the capital and one each in Ponce and
Mayagiiez. There was also a credit association in San German. 42 None operated
before the 1880s, and all seem to have played secondary roles in the provision of
rural credit. The bulk of credit was distributed in the form of goods. Importers
usually bought merchandise in Europe at 4 percent annual interest on wholesale
prices. These goods were sold to the smaller merchants of the interior at "whole
sale prices" that were usually higher than the retail prices of San Juan. Interest
rates in these transactions fluctuated between 8 and 12 percent annually. In turn
the interior merchants, in many cases hacendados operating tiendas de des
pacho, distributed merchandise to consumers on credit at monthly interest. rates
of between 1 and 2.5 percent. Debt was a means to both gain and lose land, for
the smaller merchants were not only lenders but were themselves constantly in
debt to the larger urban interests. Many lost land through foreclosures. 43 In this
manner small-scale interior merchants may have served as advance men for
penetration into the coffee regions by urban based import/ export houses.

The precise finance mechanisms operating between urban middlemen and
the coffee hacendados must be investigated thoroughly. Merchant/ exporters
probably exercised considerable control over coffee production because of capital
monopolization and control of trade. The Pietri family's extended network may
have been exceptional. Late in the century we know that large drying and
hulling mills were constructed in Mayagiiez and Ponce so that processing would
be more efficient. 44 This is a clear indicator of increased urban participation in
production which undoubtedly meant increased dependence for growers.

At another level, perhaps more important for the social history of coffee,
was the manner in which debt was used to insure permanent labor sources to
the coffee planters. The precise relations between agregado and coffee farmers
need to be investigated. What was the spectrum of obligations and variations in
contractual arrangements to which landless laborers were subjected by the ha
cendados?

It is clear that the state of research on the Puerto Rican coffee boom of the
nineteenth century is as poor as that of the sugar sector. Apart from statistical
sources on trade, the 1899 census on land tenure, and the study by Vivian
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Carro, there are no published sources on the internal dynamics of the coffee
boom. Beyond the need for descriptive material, Puerto Rican historiography
lacks an analytical work that would evaluate the impact of coffee expansion on
Puerto Rican society and the related effects of its decline after the change in
sovereignty. For on the eve of the North American invasion, coffee was supreme
in Puerto Rico; sugar was characterized by American officials in 1898 as a crop of
secondary importance. 45

PUERTO RICO ON THE EVE OF THE CHANGE IN SOVEREIGNTY

The population of Puerto Rico in the late 1890s, almost one million, was distrib
uted in a remarkably even pattern throughout the island. Urbanization was
minimal, indicated by the fact that the largest urban concentration of people, the
San Juan-Rio Piedras area, accounted for only 4.8 percent of total population. 46

Population concentration in the mountainous western end of the island was
greater, but not overwhelmingly, than either the coastal areas or the eastern
highlands. This was directly related to the importance of coffee in this region.

The island's agrarian structure revolved around the hacienda and indica
tions are that land accumulation was leading to the formation of large-scale
latifundia, although medium farmers seem to have been able to resist absorp
tion. The sugar industry accounted for 15 per cent of cultivated acreage in 1899
although it exhibited few signs of general modernization. Major sugar produc
ing areas were Vega Baja, Ponce, Humacao, Carolina, Loiza, and Fajardo. Ac
cording to one source, twenty-two centrales existed by the U.S. occupation, but
these were not the large agro-industrial complexes that would develop after
1900.47 This is indicated by the low refining capacity figures cited above.

Coffee cultivation, the island's most important productive activity, seems
to have been concentrated in the hands of medium- and large-scale farmers,
although nothing approaching the size of Brazil's fazendas was found in small,
mountainous Puerto Rico. Tobacco was of little importance before the 1870s
although areas in the eastern highlands, particularly around Cayey, were being
cultivated in very small holdings by 1899. This was stimulating the rise of tobacco
manufacturing in urban areas, an activity that would develop rapidly after the
turn of the century. Institutional supports to agriculture were minimal. That
there were few banking or credit facilities can be linked to the critical position of
Spanish merchants and their control over the state apparatus. Banks would
have provided a threat to their hegemonic control over credit and trade. 48 On
the other hand, two agricultural experimental stations had been founded by
1890 and by the end of the century agricultural associations were functioning
throughout the island. 49

With respect to internal transportation the situation was deplorable. This
may have been related to the fact that productive interests had little control over
administration, thus state resources were not devoted to infrastructural devel
opment. 50 The only macadamized road was the military highway from San Juan
to Ponce built with strategic rather than economic interests in mind. The rest of
the island was covered by dirt trails, few wide enough to support ox carts, and
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all useless after heavy rains. Mule trains were used for the transportation of
agricultural products from the interior to the coast, although little is known of
this activity or the lives of the muleteers. Transportation costs were a restraint to
agricultural development. In 1899 planters in Utuado told Henry Carroll, the
special commissioner from the U. 5., that freights from that district to the nearest
port were as much as from the coast to Liverpool. 51 Complaints by agricultural
ists about inadequate transportation were a constant theme. 52

Railroad construction had begun late in the century. Although a plan was
adopted in 1880 to circumnavigate the island, this had not been completed by
the time of the U.S. occupation. The north coast was connected by rail from San
Juan to Camuy, but there was a sixty-two mile break to Aguadilla, where the
track began anew and extended to Hormigueros. The major coffee region of
Yauco was connected by rail to the port of Ponce. Another line to the interior
was pushing its way from Anasco to Lares, in the heart of coffee country, but
had only reached the barrio of Alto Sano when the island changed owners.
Railroad lines near the capital connected San Juan with Rio Piedras, Bayam6n,
Catano, and Carolina. Traveling speed on these narrow gauge lines averaged
approximately fifteen miles per hour. 53

Because of poor communications to the interior from anyone area, port
facilities were dispersed along the island's coast, rather than concentrated in the
capital. Ponce and Mayagiiez were the leading coffee export centers, and Are
cibo, Aguadilla, Guayama, Guanica, and of course San Juan, were also impor
tant focal points of the import/export trade. 54

Puerto Rico's external trading partners were fairly diversified in the late
1890s, especially if compared with total dependence on the United States im
mediately following the occupation. Spain, the U.S., and Great Britain provided
Puerto Rico with 65 to 75 percent of total imports from the 1880s to 1900, with a
roughly equal percentage distribution among the three. Puerto Rican exports
went to these three countries plus Cuba, France, and Germany. Again there was
no dominant purchaser of Puerto Rican products, although it seems that specific
commodities went to specific areas. 55

Manufacturing was of little importance to the island's economy in 1899 as
there was no tariff on incoming foreign manufactures. However, with the slow
beginnings of urbanization artisans were becoming more important. 56 Most
manufacturing establishments were for the processing of agricultural products
and there are no indications of even the most rudimentary textile industry. This
is understandable given the limited development of an internal consuming mar
ket, the poor distribution system implied by inadequate transportation, and
little circulation of currency.

PUERTO RICAN AGRICULTURE IN THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY:

THE IMPACT OF U.S. HEGEMONY, 1898 TO 1930

General Characteristics

The change in sovereignty was responsible for rapid shifts in the economic and
social structure of the island. A decadent and declining mercantile colonialism
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was replaced by the dynamism of an efficient and expanding imperialist system.
Spain's dominance of the island in the nineteenth century was characterized by
commercial and administrative control, as production was largely in the hands
of native producers. After the occupation, U.S. business interests moved quickly
to dominate all forms of economic activity. Direct corporate investment in large
scale agricultural production was the decisive factor in shifting the Puerto Rican
economy from its rural matrix, the hacienda, to the urbanizing axis of the modern
plantation.

Trade statistics illustrate the swiftness of the process. In 1897 sugar ex
ports accounted for 21.6 percent of foreign trade while coffee made up 65.8
percent of export value. By 1901 coffee had declined to 19.6 percent and sugar
had risen to 55.0 percent of Puerto Rico's exports. 57 The short-term fall of coffee
can partially be explained by the devastating hurricane San Ciriaco that swept
the island in 1899 destroying most of the coffee crop. However, in the long run,
foreign investment patterns and the legal framework imposed by the United
States were the critical variables.

The economic policies of the new colonial administration were designed
to facilitate land accumulation by North American business interests. Political
decisions created economic conditions that forced many owners to sell land. At
the same time a long-term crisis in traditional agriculture assured a large labor
market for the emerging sugar plantations. 58 Both developments were related to
legislation applied to Puerto Rico by the new authorities.

In early 1899 all legal proceedings with respect to land were frozen by a
suspension of laws on foreclosures, supposedly designed to avoid land losses
by indebted farmers. In a functional sense this meant a complete freeze on credit
operations. If there could be no land guarantees for loans, credit would not be
extended to farmers. 59 For commercial operators whose production had tradi
tionally been financed by short-term credit arrangements, this was disastrous.
Either commercial production would cease or another mechanism to generate
cash had to be found. Land sales became one way to raise productive capital and
continue operations. Tax laws approved in 1901 aggravated capital shortage
problems as taxes were levied on property value rather than production earn
ings. This meant that landowners were presented with tax obligations requiring
liquid capital resources. Farmers whose commercial production had declined
because of the general credit shortage faced the prospect of mounting debt. The
disposal of land became a way to avoid indebtedness. 6o The scale of these land
sales is entirely unknown. Many property transfers may have been of previ
ously underutilized land tracts or pastures. This is an area that obviously re
quires investigation.

Land accumulation by absentee sugar companies also came about because
of their large capital reserves and ability to turn land previously considered use
less into valuable productive areas by the application of irrigation and fertilizers.
Sidney Mintz found that on the south coast in the Santa Isabel area, hacienda
owners acted as advance men for an expanding American sugar company. Dry
range near their haciendas was purchased at low prices and later resold in large
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tracts to the company at great profits. This corporation, through well drilling and
irrigation, turned unused land into rich cane fields. 61

The problem of commercial capital availability in the short term was also
affected by the arbitrary decisions of the U. S. authorities concerning the currency
problem. The functioning currency of the island at the time of the occupation was
the Puerto Rican peso, which on international money markets was valued at 75
cents in U. S. dollars. 62 However, the peso was valued in Puerto Rico at .60 to the
U.S. dollar, which by legislative fiat became the island's only legal tender in 1899.
This forced devaluation reduced the amount of circulating currency by 20 percent
and inflated prices because of the ensuing cash scarcity. At the same time, while
salaries were lowered to coincide with the new exchange rates, island merchants
maintained the same price structure in dollars as in previous pesos. Rice, which
sold at 4 centavos per pound before 1898 was sold at 4 cents per pound after
devaluation, which meant a 40 percent rise for this dietary staple. 63 Island con
sumers bore the brunt of the new monetary policies.

The rapid land accumulation by absentee sugar companies early in the
century must be understood within the above context of monetary dislocation
and capital scarcity. That land was acquired through the market, rather than
seized, is beyond question. However, the material conditions of the island's
agriculture determined the willingness of Puerto Rican farmers to dispose of
land. These were directly related to the legislative superstructure imposed by
the colonial administration. Perhaps the most important factor in shaping the
new agrarian order was the inclusion of the island in the U.S. tariff system.

In 1901 by presidential proclamation, Puerto Rico was declared a customs
area of the United States, functioning like the states of the union with respect to
internal or external trade. There would be no tariff barriers on the movement of
goods to and from the mainland, while foreign products shipped to the island
would be subject to the same import duties as if entering any mainland port.
Functionally this meant that Puerto Rican agricultural commodities enjoyed the
same tariff protection in the U.S. market as domestic products. This brought
direct benefits to sugar and tobacco exports, since these crops were produced in
the continental United States and were protected from foreign competition by
high import tariffs. Coffee, the major Puerto Rican export after 1880, was not
protected, however, since it was not a product of the mainland. Thus while the
relations of sugar and tobacco with U. S. consumers changed favorably after
1901, coffee remained exactly as before-"free" to compete with other produc
ers. 64 If Puerto Rican coffee, more expensive than the Brazilian or Colombian
varieties, could not penetrate the U. S. market before 1898, then it fared no better
after the change in sovereignty.

Two factors directly related to Puerto Rico's new position behind the
American tariff wall were responsible for the decline in coffee exports. First,
Cuba and Spain, traditionally the largest importers of coffee from the island,
classified Puerto Rico as a foreign country and subjected the island's coffee to
import tariffs that were nonexistent prior to 1898. Thus while Puerto Rican
coffee was once protected in these favored market areas, it was now subject to
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free market conditions everywhere. Second, the fact that European imports to
the island were subjected to U. S. customs regulations meant a drastic reduction
in trade between Puerto Rico and Europe. In 1897 the United States absorbed
19.6 percent of Puerto Rico's exports and supplied the island with 18.5 percent
of its imports. By 1905 these figures had increased to 84 percent and 85 percent,
respectively, and they were growing. 6s Fewer European ships were docking in
Puerto Rico making exports to European markets more difficult. Commercial
contacts with the Old World were slowly eroding. The newfound coffee buyers
of the 1880s were being excluded from contact with the island.

The economic crisis that was fomented in the coffee producing regions of
the island functioned favorably for the development of coastal sugar plantations.
Large-scale sugar production meant extensive labor requirements, which were
provided by migrants from the island's interior whose work opportunities de
clined as the fortunes of coffee plummeted. One study indicates that in Gua
nica, where the central with the largest refining capacity in the island was
established soon after the invasion, population increased 121.4 percent between
1899 and 1910, while the general population rose 17.3 percent. At the same time,
in seventeen municipalities characterized by intense sugar-cane cultivation, the
average population expansion between 1899 and 1910 was 45.4 percent, while in
coffee municipalities there was a population decline of 4.2 percent. 66 Another
local study indicates that prior to the rise of large-scale sugar plantations, coastal
hacienda workers departed seasonally for the highlands to work in the coffee
harvest. The collapse of coffee reversed this trend as workers moved from the
mountains to the sugar areas of the coast, many remaining permanently. 67

Land Use and Tenure

Land use statistics indicate the enormous expansion of sugar cane. In 1899,
72,000 cuerdas were sown in cane; by 1909 this had doubled to 145,000 cuerdas;
and in 1929 sugar cane was grown on 237,600 cuerdas of Puerto Rican farmland,
representing 30.2 percent of total cultivated acreage. In the same period, coffee
cultivation stagnated, with 197,000 cuerdas planted in coffee in 1899, and 191,000
in 1929. Coffee's share of cultivated crop land declined in these years from 41 to
24 percent. Tariff protection also stimulated the expansion of tobacco farming in
the eastern highlands. From 6,000 cuerdas in 1899, tobacco increased to 22,000
cuerdas in 1909 and doubled to 45,700 cuerdas by 1929. 68

The argument that sugar's expansion led to decreased acreage in food
crops is not supported by statistical sources. 69 In fact, the increased internal
market opportunities provided by urbanization seem to have stimulated the rise
of truck farming operations to feed the growing cities. In 1899, 147,600 cuerdas
were devoted to food crops. By 1929 this figure had grown to 192,000 cuerdas
although there was no expansion of per capita cultivated acreage between these
years. 70 Also, when considering domestic food production, it must be noted
that the most productive lands were devoted to export crops, mainly sugar. The
bulk of the island's domestically produced food supply was grown by small
farmers with limited resources that were applied to low yielding soil areas. 71 At
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the same time, Puerto Rico continued its traditional dependence on foreign
sources of food, although it is interesting to note that this dependence declined
in the period under consideration. In 1883, 35.2 percent of Puerto Rican imports
(by value) were food products; in 1895, this figure had risen to 53.7 percent; and
in the period 1901-1905, the average yearly foreign exchange devoted to food
equalled 44.8 percent. From 1905 to 1930, however, this figure constantly de
clined and in 1930, 33.5 percent of imports were food products, a figure not
much higher than that of contemporary Cuba, Peru, or Chile. 72

The rise and expansion of plantation agriculture naturally affected tenure
patterns. Increased concentration of huge land areas in the hands of the sugar
companies meant significant changes in rural social structure. This is indicated
by table 1. 73

TABLE Land Area Controlled by Size of Farm, in Percentages

Cuerdas 1899 1909 1919 1929

0-9 20.7 5.9 6.6
10-19 12.3 6.5 10.6* 7.5
20-49 17.5 12.9 12.6 13.4
50-99 13.6 12.0 11.6 11.4
100-174 35.9** 10.6 10.4 10.2
175-499 20.3 19.3 17.1
500-999 10.5 10.0 8.5
1000+ 21.3 25.5 25.2

*This includes all fanns under 20 cuerdas.
**This includes all farms over 100 cuerdas.

Accompanying the tenure changes indicated above was the question of resource
control. Puerto Rican farmland was passing out of the control of owner/ produc
ers and into the hands of absentee corporations. In 1910, 69.9 percent of culti
vated land area was operated by owners; by 1930 this figure had fallen to 56.4
percent while 34.1 percent of all crop land was administered by managers. Only
6.9 percent of land was occupied by tenants in 1930. 74 The tenure data indicate
that after 1898 a growing system of large-scale latifundia came to dominate the
agrarian structure of the island. The revival of the sugar industry and plantation
agriculture by foreign capital was responsible for this development.

The Sugar Industry, 1900-1930

The inclusion of Puerto Rico within the tariff wall of the United States can be
seen as the stimulus for the influx of investment capital in sugar. Tariff protec
tion meant that the Puerto Rican sugar industry was subsidized by the amount
of the import duty on sugar. This occurred because of the way in which sugar
prices were quoted in mainland markets. Buyers in the United States purchased
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sugar at prices that were determined by adding the import tariff to the market
price of sugar. Sellers received this amount and were then required to pay
import duties to U. S. customs officials. If there were no import duties then the
seller remained with the entire purchase price, or the market value plus the
import tariff. Thus, for example, in 1903 the full import duty on raw sugar was
1.685 cents per pound. Puerto Rican exporters received the market price for
sugar plus this tariff, while other foreign producers received only the market
price, as the tariff was paid to the U. S. government. 7S Because of high produc
tion costs, Puerto Rican sugar could not compete internationally without this
subsidization. In this sense the sugar industry of the twentieth century was
artificially created, inca pable of free competition, and totally dependent on pro
tection by the tariff. 76

It seems that tariff protection was anticipated by investors. As early as
October 1898, a Boston company began investing in the Aguirre estate by Jobos
Bay. In 1899 the Central Aguirre Syndicate was founded, and by 1900 large-scale
operations had begun. In 1900 the South Porto Rico Sugar Company was incor
porated and began land accumulation in the Guanica district. By 1903 Central
Guanica was grinding. In 1905 the Fajardo Sugar Company of Porto Rico was
incorporated, becoming the major land holder in the northeast. 77 These three
companies were the exclusive North American participants in the Puerto Rican
sugar industry until 1926 when the United Porto Rican Sugar Company was
organized.

Despite the provision in the Foraker Act, prohibiting any individual or
corporation from controlling over five hundred acres of land, these corporations
gained control of huge land areas (see table 2.)78

TAB L E 2 Land Ozoned and Controlled by Four U.S. Sugar Companies in Puerto Rico,
1929, in Acres

Company Ozoned Controlled Total

United Porto Rico 28,843 15,187 43,930
Fajardo 25,741 12,000 37,741
Aguirre 22,269 17,000 39,269
South Porto Rico 17,635 32,000 49,635--- --- ---
Totals 94,488 76,187 170,675

The total land area controlled by these four companies represented 68 percent of
all land sown in sugar cane. In addition, four Spanish companies, with partici
pating Puerto Rican capital, controlled 26,060 acres of cane land bringing absentee
control of the sugar industry's landed resources to 78 percent. 79

While these global figures indicate the land control of absentees in 1929,
the mechanics of land accumulation are generally unknown. They must be
examined for a more complete picture of the impact of this process on local
society. How did those selling land become integrated into the new social order?
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If they moved from the countryside to the towns, then what were the effects of
the large gaps created in rural social structure by the disappearance of the
traditional local elites?80 One study indicates that the breakdown of hacienda
social organization, the rise of urbanization, and the emphasis on bureaucratic
efficiency by the new authorities led to the greater importance of professional
occupations. This meant that capital generated by land sales was used for relo
cation to urban areas and assurances of professional educations for the children
of the old hacendado class. The separation from agriculture and production and
integration into the service sector of the economy is implied here. 81 For the
subject of class formation this assertion is pregnant with analytical possibilities.
If the native elite of the early twentieth century based their class positions on
education rather than production, then the lack of any coherent Puerto Rican
national bourgeoisie on the eve of the great depression can be readily under
stood. Answers to these questions depend upon future research.

One of the immediate effects of the introduction of modern sugar factories
was a more productive division of labor. As inefficient ingenios were displaced
by the large centrales, new relations emerged between growing and refining.
The bulk of cane was grown on company land, but an important portion was
supplied by a new social type in the Puerto Rican context, the colono. It has been
estimated that in 1930, 25 percent of all land sown in cane was cultivated by
colonos with 50 percent owned directly by the sugar companies. The rest was
leased by these companies from private owners. 82 The colono grew sugar but
did not refine, as his product was sold to the nearest central factory for proces
sing. His origins were diverse. He may have been a hacendado, an owner of a
small ingenio that could no longer compete with the capital intensive factories
built by the foreign corporations. His control of landed resources may have been
comparatively large before 1898, although his position as a property owner
declined in relation to the estates accumulated by the absentee companies after
the change in sovereignty. At the other extreme he may have been a small
holder of coastal property that was devoted to subsistence crops before 1898.
With the opportunities presented by the expansion of sugar and demand for
cane by the centrales, he shifted to cane growing as a cash crop.

While the Puerto Rican colono of the early twentieth century has not been
investigated, it is clear that this social group was highly stratified with all levels
entirely dependent on the central factory to varying degrees, depending on
hierarchical position. Whether cash tenant, sharecropper, or independent far
mer, most colonos shared the similiar problem of capital shortage. The inability
to self-finance their operations meant the need to borrow. Logically the central
became the major creditor. If credit operations passed from the hands of indi
vidual merchants to corporate enterprises after 1898, functionally there was little
change. Debt was used to insure labor power, although in a more efficient and
impersonal way by the new monopolizers of capital. The "colono contract"
became the legal tie that bound the growers to the mills. The most important
provision was the manner in which payment was to be made. There were
several form ulas for the division of refined sugar between processor and grower,
all with built in disadvantages to the colono. The older method was to pay a
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given number of pounds of sugar for each one hundred pounds of delivered
cane, regardless of sugar yields. This varied from five to seven pounds when
yields were often 10 to 12 percent. The central sold the colono's sugar at New
York prices paying the colono this amount minus transportation and commis
sion costs. 83

The newer method called for an analysis to be made of delivered cane,
with a percentage of sugar content (usually 62.5 to 65 percent) credited to the
grower. Theoretically this would compensate the producers of higher yielding
cane and would act as an incentive for improvement in yields. However, the
system generated a g~eat deal of mistrust and suspicion, as the chemical analysis
was always made by company employees. A study of seventy-two such contracts
in 1927 and 1928 indicated that the average gross sugar receipts to colonos with
newer contracts was 7.41 pounds per 100 pounds of delivered cane. After de
duction of freight and brokerage charges these colonos received an average of
5.90 pounds of sugar, when actual yields were twice that amount. 84 The differ
ences between the older method and the newer one were of form and not
quality. Another disadvantage to the colono was that he was not able to capital
ize on the varied uses of delivered cane. Each ton of cane also yielded approxi
mately five gallons of molasses along with a great deal of bagasse which was
used for fuel by the central. The grower was never compensated for these
important by-products. 85

While the colono emerged as an important, if little studied, social type,
the most important producers of sugar cane were salaried laborers. The decline
in the fortunes of coffee and the subsequent rise in labor demand of the sugar
industry attracted migrants from the island's interior to the coast. While migra
tion patterns and labor recruitment again remain to be investigated, it is clear
that on the coast, life for the plantation workers changed dramatically. Although
the plantation functioned in a rural environment, social and economic relations
took on the characteristics of urban living. Resident workers lived clustered
together in villages, rather than dispersed throughout the countryside. The
personal relations between patron and client that typified the hacienda were
replaced by the new corporate order of employer and employee. The agricul
tural day laborer, who in the highlands usually maintained a subsistence plot,
now was converted into a proletarian with few alternatives for survival other
than the sale of his labor power. Money became the only mechanism for the
satisfaction of all needs. Levels of consumption became the new measure of
status, success, or failure. At the same time the nature of work shifted from the
individualism of the dispersed rural farmer to the collectivism of a modern
proletariat. Work schedules became regimented and labor habits were regulated
and standardized. In the broadest sense the self-sufficiency of the hacienda was
replaced by a new social order characterized by dependence on the external
world for the necessities of survival. 86 The cultural changes were drastic. Yet the
process of proletarianization has received little consideration either on the micro
or macro levels. 87

The creation of these new social types, the colono and the sugar prole
tarian, was one specific result of the spread of modem sugar cultivation. At a
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more general level, the global economy of the island became subject to the needs
of sugar. The productive elite had assumed control of the state apparatus and
public administration. The problem for Puerto Ricans was that the new ruling
class was made up of foreigners, who assured that government functioned for
the sugar interests, not for the island's people. Publicly funded railroads and
roads went to the areas of the new plantations rather than to the traditional
areas of coffee production. 8H Port facilities, as well as banking and credit opera
tions, were developed to serve sugar more than any other economic activity.

A great deal of social dislocation is implied here. Old trading centers
declined because of the new infrastructural developments. The ports serving
coffee exports lost their functions with the demise of that crop and the growth of
sugar company controlled port facilities. More efficient communications with
the United States meant an entire reorganization of the internal trading system
as the easy access to mainland manufacturers and jobbers eliminated the many
wholesalers that previously supplied the island's merchants. Company stores
run by the sugar interests and open to the general public displaced not only the
old hacienda ticl1das, but also other retail outlets because of their ability to un
dersell. 89

By the great depression the island had been converted into a monocul
tural factory, dependent on one principal crop for economic survival. In 1930
sugar accounted for 53.9 percent of total exports, and dominated both the agrar
ian and employment structure of the island. 90 While it is possible to argue that
before 1898 the economic importance of coffee was relatively as great, the critical
difference revolves around resource control. The coffee industry was in the
hands of residents, with concentration at a relatively low level compared to the
development of sugar after 1898. By the depression, absentee corporations con
trolled the bulk of sugar production along with the most important supportive
economic activities such as banking, transportation, communications, public
utilities, and most important of all-government.

The Tobacco Industry, 1900-1930

While foreign capital flowed to sugar, it was also responsible for the growth in
tobacco cultivation. The organization of production was different but the level of
dependence on external factors was as great. By 1930 tobacco products were the
second leading export crop of the island. Cultivated acreage in tobacco expanded
from 6,000 cuerdas in 1899 to a peak of 81,900 cuerdas in 1927, although by 1930
this figure had fallen to 43,312. 91 As with sugar, the tobacco industry owed its
prosperity to the guaranteed mainland market areas provided by tariff protec
tion and large investments of foreign capital. The similarities end here, how
ever, as the internal structure of the tobacco industry differed from sugar with
respect to productive methods and the mechanisms of external control.

The major distinction was that tobacco processors and distributors did
not dominate the agricultural side of production although they controlled the
industry.92 North American tobacco corporations never sought to gain control of
land, as was the case with sugar companies, but confined their activities to the
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monopolization of manufacturing and marketing. The actual farming operations
were left in the hands of small-scale owner/ producers who were overwhelmingly
natives. In a sense their position was analogous to the sugar colonos in terms of
dependence on manufacturers or intermediaries for credit and crop purchases.

The greatest manufacturing conglomerate was the Puerto Rican-American
Tobacco Company, which was established on the island in 1899, becoming in a
short period the leading purchaser of raw tobacco from Puerto Rican farmers.
This company maintained an island-wide network of cigarette and cigar facto
ries, along with stateside plants that received exported Puerto Rican filler tobacco.
It has been estimated that it controlled over 80 percent of tobacco purchases
from farmers over most of the period under consideration. 93 The main, though
not exclusive, tobacco growing areas were in the eastern highlands in the region
of the San Lorenzo, Cayey, Comerio triangle.

It has been difficult to determine land tenure and labor patterns in tobacco
country. One local study, conducted by Robert Manners in the late 1940s, indi
cated a steady decrease in average farm size from 38.4 cuerdas in 1898 to 27.7
cuerdas in 1930. 94 Fragmentation was accompanied by instability in ownership
patterns. Manners found that population in the municipality he studied was
continually departing for other parts of the island with new farmers entering the
area as land became available. Land turnovers meant that it was rare to en
counter a grandson working the same land once owned by his grandfather.
Labor was supplied by the immediate or extended family on small holdings
although larger units used a sharecropping system. Tenants generally bore pro
ductive costs, with capital borrowed from the landholder who was responsible
for providing curing sheds and marketing facilities. The use of day laborers was
common but not as widespread as in coffee country. The traditional hacienda
store functioned as before, with debt an important factor in binding tenants to
particular hacendados. 95

The Brookings Institution report of 1930 included a study of 120 tobacco
farms in the municipalities of Cayey, Comerio, and San Lorenzo. Again, the
small-scale nature of tobacco farming was revealed, as 86 of these farms had
under 27 cuerdas sown in tobacco while only 13 had more than 63 cuerdas
devoted to this crop. The study also indicated that 75 percent of farms were
exclusively devoted to tobacco; another 18 percent were mixed farming opera
tions with coffee growing on marginal lands not suitable for tobacco; and the
remainder mixed tobacco with subsistence crops.96

Another study examining credit arrangements found that 20 percent of
tobacco growers were self-financed, dealing directly with manufacturers and'
receiving the full farm price for their crop. The remaining 80 percent relied on
middlemen for credit and marketing. This meant that not only were they charged
higher interest rates for working capital but they also received considerably less
than the market price for their products. 97 The source and interest rates on
borrowed capital varied directly with farm size. Farms with 6 cuerdas or less
sown in tobacco borrowed 88.1 percent of their funds from merchants or indi
viduals at average interest rates of 10.15 percent. At the other end of the spec-
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trum, farms with tobacco in over 63 cuerdas procured 65.0 percent of their loans
from banks at average interest rates of 7.65 percent. 98

The physical nature of the productive environment allowed tobacco farm
ers to resist the specter of proletarianization, although their dependence on
exogenous forces was as great as that of sugar workers. The individualist dis
persed nature of highland farms distinguished them from the collectivist milieu
of the coast. In this sense we can discern two distinct social classes-a peasantry
and an emerging proletariat. On the other hand, the shift to cash farming implied
by the spread of tobacco cultivation meant great similarities between these two
social groups. For the tobacco farmer, like the sugar worker, came to depend on
cash as the vehicle of survival. The slow but steady integration of the highland
farmer into a world that was governed by the modern impersonal forces of the
market place laid the groundwork for the migration to the coast that occurred
after the collapse of tobacco during the great depression.

Dependence also took other forms. Both the sugar and tobacco industries
were entirely dependent on consumption patterns in the mainland market, the
exclusive consumer of both crops. Between 1920 and 1933 per capita cigar con
sumption in the United States declined by 50 percent because of the upsurge in
cigarette smoking. 99 This meant not only a drastic change in the composition of
tobacco exports, but the dislocation of many workers in the manufacturing end
of the tobacco industry. In 1915, 64.4 percent of tobacco exports were made up of
cigars and 35.3 percent of unmanufactured tobacco. By 1930, cigars had fallen to
22.1 percent ot total tobacco exports while raw tobacco rose to 76.6 percent.
(Cigarettes were never an important export as most were consumed locally.)
Thus Puerto Rican tobacco rollers not only had to compete with mechanization
but also with the market tastes of American consumers. The lack of market
diversification took its toll with the collapse of the United States as an importer
during the depression. By 1932 tobacco exports from Puerto Rico had declined in
value from a peak of $25.1 million and 31.6 percent of total exports in 1919, to
$5.7 million and 6.6 percent of total exports. tOO

The importance of this industry for the Puerto Rican economy in the
predepression period has been discussed above. Yet apart from the material
cited there has been no attempt to evaluate the rise or decline of the tobacco
industry or the impact of this cycle on local economic and social structure.

The Coffee Industry, 1900-1930

The dislocation in the Puerto Rican coffee industry caused by the inclusion of
the island in the American tariff system has already been discussed. The initial
loss of traditional market areas and competition by cheaper South American
coffee in the U.S. market were responsible for the decline of coffee exports in the
years following the occupation. However, despite these difficulties and although
it never regained its former importance, the coffee industry was revived some
what in the period before World War I. While the United States never became a
purchaser of Puerto Rican coffee, old market areas were recovered to some
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degree by 1910, although purchases were lower than their pre-1900 level. In
fact, after 1900 coffee exports only once surpassed the 1896 peak of $8.9 million,
in 1920, a year of inflated coffee prices. 101

Cultivation seems to have shifted its small-scale intensive nature to larger
scale extensive operations after 1900. At the same time yields declined consider
ably. In 1899 an average acre of coffee trees yielded 350 pounds of fruit, while in
the 1939 to 1946 period this figure dropped sharply to 150 pounds per acre. 102

This may have been due to soil exhaustion on coffee farms and failure to fertilize
adequately. The few studies available show that land progressively became
more concentrated. Eric Wolf's typology of land holders indicates this, although
he fails to discuss the relative importance of each stratum delineated. The Brook
ings Institution study of 1930 fills some of the gaps left by Wolf. The 1928 records
of 99 coffee farms were examined in the municipalities of Adjuntas (the site of
Hacienda Pietri), Lares, and Yauco. Only 18 percent of the farms surveyed had
20 acres or less sown in coffee. This means that the small "peasant" group was
insignificant numerically in terms of both total farms and land control. 103 This
implies that coffee cultivation was no longer as viable in small-scale operations
as before 1898, probably because of yield declines. Middle farmers, those with
coffee sown on 20 to 100 cuerdas, were an important group, accounting for 42
percent of all coffee farms in these municipalities. Finally, hacendados, farmers
controlling over 180 cuerdas of coffee land, owned 39 percent of all farms.
Among the hacendados there was a group that can be classified as large-scale
latifundia owners. These were farmers with coffee sown on over 300 cuerdas,
approximately 9 percent of all coffee farms. 104

The generalization that the change in sovereignty meant a shift in the
control of credit facilities from individuals to institutions does not seem to be
true for the area dominated by coffee. The Brookings Institution found that
farms with over 140 cuerdas in coffee secured 59.2 percent of their borrowed
capital from merchants or individuals. The interesting discovery was that average
interest rates for these loans was 7.35 percent, which was lower than rates
charged by banks to tobacco farmers. lOS The continued role of small-scale lend
ers after 1898 is an area of investigation that may yield interesting results. Coffee
farmers, like tobacco growers and sugar colonos, almost invariably sold their
products to creditors. The lack of centralized lending and marketing facilities
meant that coffee marketing was in the hands of a fairly dispersed group of
individual merchants.

The labor basis of coffee farms in the twentieth century is as obscure as
for the nineteen th, although it is clear that the extensive units found by the
Brookings Institution required large seasonal labor inputs that were probably
provided by day laborers or subsistence farmers. The extent of dependent ten
ants residing on coffee farms is unknown, along with the types of contractual
arrangements in force. Generational cO~ltinuity in the coffee districts has also
not been examined. The number of coffee farmers of the early twentieth century
that were nineteenth-century planters or their offspring is unknown. Finally,
the new marketing arrangements that linked rural creditor/merchants to export
ing houses remains another unrevealed mystery.
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After the American occupation the coffee industry was incapable of ex
pansion. There were boom years when world market prices soared and pros
perity was felt in the coffee districts. Still the general characteristics of the
industry were stagnation and decline. In 1928 hurricane San Felipe destroyed
the island's crop. This combined with the world economic depression that began
the following year meant the end of Puerto Rican coffee cultivation as a major
industry.

Coffee is a unique and fascinating industry in the Puerto Rican context
because of the great contrasts that are evident if compared to sugar and even
tobacco. In the first place its prosperity dated to twenty-five years before the
United States seized control of the island. Created from market forces, it was on
the verge of dominating the island's economy when destroyed by legislation
imposed by the United States after 1900. The impact of this destruction on those
sectors dependent on coffee must have been devastating. In the second place, it
apparently was an industry of Puerto Rican creation, although the precise origins
of the nineteenth-century coffee elite are unknown. Nevertheless it was a pro
duct of ~he old society that desperately fought for survival after 1900 in the face
of the onslaught of investment capital on other areas of the economy. Coffee
culture was rooted in Puerto Rican soil before the North Americans arrived,
while the sugar and tobacco industries of the twentieth century were really new
creations of foreign capital even though these crops had been known on the
island from the sixteenth century. (In the case of tobacco, before this period, as it
was an indigenous plant unknown to Europeans before the discovery of the
New World.)

The collapse of coffee really meant the decline of Puerto Rico's nineteenth
century productive elite. Changes in the island's social structure and the prob
lem of class formation in the twentieth century originated in the modernization
and dislocation of the traditional society represented by coffee, which began
when North American troops disembarked in Guanica in 1898.

CONCLUSION

The change in sovereignty resulted in a complete reorganization of Puerto Rico's
agrarian structure. It is mistaken to view the period after 1900 as merely an
intensification of trends that were evident in the late nineteenth century.l06 It
has been shown that by the 1870s the sugar industry was stagnating and declin
ing, although there were isolated areas of modernization. After the turn of the
century the newly created agro-industrial complexes retained few characteristics
of their nineteenth-century counterparts. Land, labor, and capital resources were
organized in a totally different manner as the plantation replaced the hacienda.
At the same time coffee "culture in the late nineteenth century was expanding
dynamically and there were no indicators of the collapse precipitated by the
U.S. intervention. It is difficult to see the nineteenth-century origins of coffee's
decline. Tobacco was of little importance to the insular economy before the
provison of guaranteed market areas in the mainland United States. There is
little evidence that tobacco would have become so important without the inter-
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vention. The reorganization of agriculture as outlined here must be seen as a
radical break from the evolutionary trends of the nineteenth century rather than
as any intensification of natural developmental processes.

In terms of economic development the growth of plantation agriculture in
the period before the great depression had adverse effects. The hegemonic
control exercised by absentee sugar corporations over the economic resources of
the island by 1930 led to decreased opportunities for Puerto Ricans to participate
in the benefits of sugar "prosperity." Ownership concentration by absentees and
the remittance of profits to the mainland meant few possibilities of capital ac
cumulation. Little capital generated by the sugar industry was reinvested in
island development or economic diversification. The domestic income-generat
ing effects of sugar were extremely limited due to seasonal labor patterns in the
industry. The sugar proletariat worked four or five months during the harvest
and remained unemployed or underemployed for the remainder of the year. At
the same time the general level of skills attained by the island work force was
minimal. Sugar manufacturing was capital intensive requiring a numerically
small skilled work force. The labor intensity of the zafra encouraged the main
tenance of a large unskilled labor reserve. Sugar dominance of the island also
did little to develop an internal consuming market. It was difficult to construct a
native manufacturing industry without consumers. This was aggravated by the
inability of Puerto Ricans to stimulate nascent industry through tariff protection,
as all manufactured goods entered duty free from the United States.

At the same time insular government expenditures reinforced the devel
opment of sugar and the underdevelopment of the island. Infrastructure, utili
ties, banking and credit operations, and power plants were all designed to
support the needs of sugar. There were no long-range economic or social plans
designed to generate full employment or economic diversification. 107

The decline of coffee production has been outlined above. Without glori
fying the coffee industry of the nineteenth century or underestimating the ex
ploitative mechanisms for controlling labor, there were great differences in the
organization of resource control if compared with sugar after 1900. The most
glaring distinction was in the ownership structure. Even though there was great
dependence on merchants and marketers, the ownership pattern in coffee coun
try seems to have been fairly diversified, with minimal levels of concentration.
This meant that profits generated by coffee exports were more equitably distrib
uted and, more importantly, a greater percentage of surplus capital probably
remained on the island. The implications are that through the development of
coffee culture there would have been a greater possibility of economic develop
ment as coffee was a domestically controlled industry. However it is clear that
no developmental choices existed after 1900.

Coffee's decline also had important implications with respect to the ques
tion of class formation. By 1930 Puerto Rican class structure was highlighted by
the lack of any well defined national bourgeoisie. lOB While there existed a social
elite, this group was, for the most part, composed of professionals, bureaucrats,
and agents or managers for absentee corporations, whose positions were largely
based on education rather than ownership of the means of production. The
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functions of a national bourgeoisie in terms of productive control were taken
over by foreigners with the active cooperation of Puerto Rican intermediaries.
Two extremely important and related questions are why Puerto Rico was not
able to develop a social class of this nature, and the implications of the existence
of this social vacuum for Puerto Rican society. This must obviously be consid
ered in relation to the economic reorganization of Puerto Rico after 1900. Specifi
cally how did the new economic order inhibit or destroy the possibilities of the
emergence of a Puerto Rican national bourgeoisie? For this question to be an
swered the structure of the coffee industry of the late nineteenth century must
be investigated in detail. As the most prosperous industry by the 1890s it is
around coffee that a national bourgeoisie may have been taking shape.

The Pietri family's extended business network was indicative of these
possibilities. We need to determine the vertical integration of coffee farmers like
them, as well as their numbers and their investments in other areas of the
economy. How many coffee farmers were actually able to accumulate capital and
diversify their economic activities? What was the fate of these farmers after
1898? These questions are critical areas for future research into the economic
history of Puerto Rico. Their answers will lead to a better understanding of
developments after the great depression. Government intervention in the eco
nomy, the rise of the Popular Democratic Party and "industrialization," Puerto
Rican emigration to the mainland, and the sad economic dilemma of contempo
rary Puerto Rico have their roots in the reorganization of agriculture after 1900.
To understand the impact of this reorganization we must first decipher the
characteristics of agrarian Puerto Rico in the late nineteenth century.

NOTES

1. For 1830 and 1862 see Harvey Perloff, Puerto Rico's Economic Future (Chicago: Univer
sity of Chicago Press, 1950), p. 83. For 1899 see United States War Department, Report
on the Census of Porto Rico 1899 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office,
1900), p. 356.

2. Angel G. Quintero Rivera, "Background to the Emergence of Imperialist Capitalism
in Puerto Rico." In A. Lopez and J. Petras, Puerto Rico and Puerto Ricans: Studies in His
tory and Society (New York: Halsted Press, 1974), p. 93. Cultivated acreage increased
approximately 135 percent in the period, while population increased 185 percent.

3. Labor scarcity is usually a problem of low wages or land availability, both making the
attraction of wage labor a difficult task. Capital scarcity is usually due to low prod
uctivity and low short-term returns on invested capital.

4. For the most complete account of Cuban sugar expansion in the 1790s, see Manuel
Moreno Fraginals, El Ingenio, Tomo 1, 1760-1860 (La Habana, 1964). Aside from the ar
ticle by Sidney Mintz, "Labor and Sugar in Puerto Rico and Jamaica, 1800-1850,"
Comparative Studies in Society and History 1:3 (1959):273-80, there has been little of
value written about this early period of sugar expansion. Statistics cited by Dario de
Ormaechea, Memoria acerca de la agricultura, el comercio y las rentas interiores de la isla de
Puerto Rico (Madrid, 1847), reprinted in Cayetano ColI y Toste, ed., Boletin hist6rico de
Puerto Rico (San Juan: Tip. Cantero Fernandez, 1914-27), 2:4, p. 230, indicate that cul
tivated acreage in sugar cane as well as output doubled between 1824 and 1832.

5. For this standard interpretation see Juana Gil-Bermejo, Panorama hist6rico de la agricul
tura de Puerto Rico (Sevilla: Instituto de Cultura Puertorriquena, 1970), chap. 6, pp.
129-40.
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(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1907), p. 54. S. L. Descartes, Basic
Statistics on Puerto Rico (Washington, D.C.: Office of Puerto Rico, 1946), p. 47. Annual
Book of Statistics, Puerto Rico, Dept. of Agriculture and Commerce, Division of Com
merce, 1935-36, p. 137; 1937-38, p. 12.

14. War Department, Census, 1899, pp. 155, 141.
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p.l0.
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21. Delgado, Proyecto, pp. 8-9.
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