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Disaster Colonialism and Agroecological Brigades in Post-

Disaster Puerto Rico 

 
Nils McCune, Ivette Perfecto, John Vandermeer and Katia Aviles Vásquez 

  
 

Abstract 

The neo-Chayanovian approach to peasant economy broadens the original’s concept of balances, 

going beyond the consumption-drudgery equilibrium to identify a complex, interactive set of social, 

ecological, temporal, moral and political balances in peasant decision-making. This framework is at 

the heart of the survival and persistence of Puerto Rican peasant farmers, despite decades of colonial 

experimentation and modernization policies with the explicit purpose of undermining peasant 

production and displacing the population toward the metropolis. An apostle of Latin American 

populism, Luis Muñoz Marin, carried forward Operation Bootstrap in the 1950s to empty the 

countryside at the same time as he pushed forward the model of Free Associated State, which remains 

the official title of Puerto Rico’s colonial status. The eventual cementing of the consumerist, dependent 

position of the population, and the colonial mentality of elected leaders, set the stage for the 

accumulation of external debt during recent decades and the ongoing saga of the island’s ‘unpayable’ 

debt. The striking disregard for Puerto Rico’s humanitarian crisis after Hurricane Maria—in the form 

of racially-tinged, open hostility from the US Executive Branch, and authoritarian denial by the 

Puerto Rican authorities—laid bare a changing US interpretation of the colonial relationship. This 

rapidly shifting landscape transformed peasant survival strategies in the immediate and longer terms. 

Filling the gap left by governmental bureaucracies and abandonment, Puerto Rican social movements 

expanded a historical model—voluntary work brigades—to bring mutual support to hundreds of farms 

in the days, weeks and months after the storm. These daily brigades represent two movements of 

resources and priorities: on the part of popular organizations, they signify a nearly complete shift 

toward mobilization of people, tools, labor and time into the farms of the Puerto Rican countryside; 

for peasant families, they have meant a temporary shift toward labor-intensive recuperation of 

production with a strong basis in moral economies. In this paper, we explore a first round of evidence 

to corroborate, challenge and deepen our understanding of the connection between the hostile 

historical conjecture of disaster colonialism, and peasant resistances along neo-Chayanovian 

balances.  
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Porto Rico is essentially the land of the farmer, and the most highly cultivated of the West Indies. 

In fact, it is the only island where agriculture is so diversified that it produces sufficient food for 

the consumption of its inhabitants, in addition to vast plantation crops of coffee, sugar and tobacco 

for exportation. Furthermore, the land is not monopolized by large plantations, but mostly divided 

into small independent holdings… 

Robert Hill, 1899 

 

Then the tariff wall was thrown around the island. Sugar became the chief beneficiary and cane 

spread over the valleys and up the hillsides like wildfire. The Spanish economy had been somewhat 

haphazardly predicated on small land-holdings. The American economy, introduced by the 

Guanica, the Aguirre, the Fajardo and other great centrales, was based on the million-dollar mill 

and the tight control of the surrounding countryside. By now the development of large absentee-

owned sugar estates, the rapid curtailment in the planting of coffee—the natural crop of the 

independent farmer—, and the concentration of cigar manufacture into the hands of the American 

trust, have combined to make Porto Rico a land of beggars and millionaires, of flattering statistics 

and distressing realities. More and more it becomes a factory worked by peons, fought over by 

lawyers, bossed by absent industrialists, and clerked by politicians. It is now Uncle Sam's second 

largest sweat-shop.         

Luis Muñoz Marín, 1929 

 

Introduction 

What are the roots of Puerto Rico’s unending nightmare? The archipelago (including the main island 

and Vieques, Culebra and Mona) has been in a downward spiral since at least 2006, when it entered an 

economic recession that has contributed to a reduction of 10% of its population in just a decade, a 

poverty rate of 46% and a labor force participation rate of about 40% (González, 2017). In 2016 came 

the junta, the colloquial name for the unelected seven-person fiscal control board currently 

negotiating, in the name of Puerto Rico, the largest bankruptcy in US history and carrying out an 

unending austerity program. 

 

With its infrastructure and social services in shambles, two of the strongest hurricanes in Caribbean 

history struck the islands in 2017. The first, Irma, glanced the main island, leaving people shaken and 

electrical outages across the country, just long enough for the second hurricane, Maria, to carve a 

direct path through the cities and towns of Puerto Rico, sparing no one and leaving hundreds of 

thousands without secure access to food or water for weeks. Due to the 100-year-old Jones Act of the 

United States (US) Congress, only US-manufactured ships with US flag and crews can land in Puerto 

Rico, so neighboring countries were unable to send emergency aid to alleviate the humanitarian crisis. 

Much of the archipelago remains without electrical power five months later, unofficial death counts 

surpass 1,000 people and post-traumatic stress has led to skyrocketing rates of suicide and depression, 

as up to 14% of the remaining population of 3.4 million people is expected to leave by 2019 (Robles et 

al. 2017; Meléndez and Hinojosa, 2017).  

 

Puerto Rico is the world’s oldest colony. This fact is anything but immaterial to its current suffering. 

After the rising US empire used war to grab Spain’s few remaining colonies in 1898, over a century of 

euphemisms, mock democracy and populisms have ultimately helped achieve the key goal of 

colonialism: dependence. In 1892, the US sold $2.8 million in goods to Puerto Rico. Less than a 

decade later and under the absolute authority of the US War Department, Puerto Rico’s imports from 

the US had tripled, totaling $8.7 million in 1901, making it the fifth largest market for US goods in 

Latin America. A century later, in 2006, the value of goods sold by the US to Puerto Rico reached $22 

billion and the archipelago was the second-largest market for the US in Latin America (US 

Department of Commerce, 2007).  

 

Puerto Rico has a higher ratio of Walmart stores to unit land area than any US state or indeed any 

country where Walmart is present (Cintrón Arbasetti, 2014). Even before Hurricane Maria wiped out 

4/5 of the islands’ harvest, Puerto Ricans were importing 85% of their food (again, through a 
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monopoly of shipping companies that use boats with US flag, crew and manufacture). In part due to 

this food dependency, the cost of living in Puerto Rico is 12% higher than in the US—supermarket 

prices are about 25% higher (IEPR, 2016). Meanwhile, median annual household income in 2015 was 

$18,626, less than half that of Mississippi, the lowest-income state of the US (USCB, 2016). This 

captive market for US corporations is undoubtedly among the major achievements of US domination 

of Puerto Rico. Additionally, Puerto Rico serves as a key military post for controlling the Atlantic 

Ocean, which helps explain the dozens of military and military intelligence facilities the US has in 

place (Lindsay-Poland, 2009).  

 

The legality of the US’ relationship with Puerto Rico is based upon anachronistic and overtly racist 

Supreme Court decisions and congressional legislation (Torruela, 2007). The more important 

democratic veneer has been provided by the gradual creation of a Puerto Rican elected government 

and an ongoing saga of plebiscites to determine the islands’ political status. However, the virtual 

eradication of the Nationalist political tendency, and the fear tactics associated with discouraging 

independence, make Puerto Rico an outstanding example of authoritarian governance. This combined 

with the brilliant populism of Luis Muñoz Marin to produce a hegemonic political force through the 

Popular Democratic Party, which used short-lived, Roosevelt-inspired full employment polices to 

produce long-term acquiescence to US power.  

 

The vulnerability of Puerto Rico to climate disaster is only rivaled by the sister islands of the 

Caribbean. The entire region has been victimized by disaster capitalism since the hurricane season of 

2017, as opposition to neoliberal reforms has been literally swept away (Klein and Brown, 2018). As 

Puerto Ricans wait in the dark, neoliberal politicians invoke the tabula rasa. On January 21
st
, 2018, 

Puerto Rican Governor Ricardo Roselló announced plans to privatize the electricity company and on 

February 5
th
, he announced his plans to promote charter schools and a voucher system as an alternative 

to the public-school system (Cohen, 2018). Puerto Rico is now among the clearest current examples of 

manufactured crisis contributing to real crisis: humiliating neoliberal shock therapy combining with 

climate catastrophe. The fact that this combination is occurring in a nation without sovereignty creates 

even greater vulnerabilities, in what we refer to as ‘disaster colonialism’. 

 

What is to be done? This essay attempts to avoid old impasses, as the political status question has 

become, to instead focus on the ways that Puerto Rico’s jíbaro peasant economy may hold the 

solutions to its historic dead-end. The need for food is uniting rural and urban organizing efforts, as a 

sizable contingent of young people, many of them a generation removed from the countryside, are 

attempting to access land to produce food (Luscombe, 2016; Félix and Holt-Giménez, 2017). More 

than 1,700 farms began operations and farm income grew by 24% between 2012 and 2014 (USDA, 

2015). Farm sales of organic commodities grew over 1000% between 2007 and 2012 (USDA, 2014). 

Most of this new enthusiasm comes from people under 35, marking a start contrast with farming 

demographics around the world. 

 

Perhaps most importantly, there are movements of people attempting to rescue the jíbaro knowledge 

and culture, much of which was destroyed by Operation Bootstrap and similar depeasantization 

policies of the post-WWII period. Since the hurricane, along with many other grassroots organizations, 

the Puerto Rican Via Campesina member, Organización Boricuá, has been organizing constant 

agroecological brigades to rebuild farms and develop greater resiliency (Meares-Cohen, 2017). Social 

movements in Puerto Rico have long challenged the subordination of labor to capital by engaging in 

volunteer work brigades. There has never been an end to authoritarian rule in Puerto Rico; what is 

remarkable and worthy of study is 1) how authoritarian populism combined coercion and consent to 

become a hegemonic force, 2) the political and economic orientation it gave to Puerto Rico, and 3) the 

structural consequences of that project. This article will also explore the economic basis for resistance, 

focusing on the peasant economy that for hundreds of years has been the basis for Puerto Rico’s jíbaro 

culture.  
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The Specter of the Jíbaro 

Traditionally, the Antilles and West Indies have identified strongly with European and African roots. 

The conventional narrative has held that virtually all indigenous culture and bloodline was lost within 

the first 100 years of European occupation, despite the agroecological, architectural, phenotypical and 

linguistic evidence to the contrary (e.g. Schroedor et al. 2018). In Puerto Rico, a mixed population of 

enslaved African-descendent plantation workers on the coasts, and a free peasantry of mostly white-

identified jíbaros in the mountains, was developed over three centuries, as most Latin American 

countries won independence and the United States began to exert economic power in the Caribbean. 

After the consolidation of industrial capitalism following the Civil War, US imperialism began to take 

shape on the global level. Jorge Crespo Armáiz (2014) argues that by the turn of the 20
th
 century, the 

publications of printed media, including books, newspapers and, especially, magazines such as 

National Geographic, took on three purposes: 1) to provide information to the general public about the 

new territories of US, with text and images; 2) to present an inventory of physical, natural and 

industrial resources, especially the agricultural sector, for future investors; 3) finally, crucially, to 

sustain the colonial discourse, using varied tools, by establishing the inferiority or incapacity for self-

governance of the inhabitants of the new possession, in this way justifying the “protection” or 

“guardianship” of the new colonial authorities. In popular US media, this originally took the form of 

racist political cartoons, poems and essays, portraying “new-caught sullen peoples/ Half devil and half 

child” (Kipling, 1899; see also Figure 1).   

 

Since the US military occupation of Puerto Rico in 1898, much effort has been dedicated to portray 

the jíbaro, alternatively understood to mean rural worker or free peasant, as malnourished, lazy and 

unmanly. Notwithstanding rare contemporary descriptions of food self-sufficiency
1
, there is a vast 

literature caricaturing the jíbaro as ignorant of his own poverty. In 1896, Liberal politician Luis 

Muñoz Rivera traveled to Spain to ask for a greater degree of autonomy, rather than independence, 

citing the peasantry’s abject poverty and illiteracy. The use of distorted images of the jíbaro by Puerto 

Rican elites was also telling: it was he who was to blame for the incapacity for self-governance, but he 

was also “the truest icon of the Puerto Rican identity” (Franqui-Rivera, 2015). In this process, the 

indigenous blood of the jíbaro was exorcised from the dominant Creole narrative. Even affective 

portrayals never failed to show a people in need of modernization, “pale, wiry, moustached, sleepy-

eyed men [tumbling] out of hammocks [and] pulling up their trousers” and “barefooted women in 

terribly starched dresses of many colors” (Muñoz Marin, 1929: 136).  

 

                                                 
1
 Puerto Rican historian Rafael Rodríguez Cruz (2018) contends that after publishing the 1899 report cited in the 

opening quote of this essay, geologist Robert Hall was pushed by ‘some powerful force’ to retract the parts of his 

report that suggested that Puerto Rican agriculture did not need US-led modernization, and was still fired by the 

US Geological Survey in 1903.  
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Figure 1. Depeasantization, illustrated. “The White Man’s Burden (Apologies to Rudyard Kipling).” 

Victor Gillam, Judge, April 1, 1899. Source: CGACGA, The Ohio State University, Billy Ireland 

Cartoon Library & Museum 

 

The US Congress made Puerto Ricans US citizens in 1917—just a month before they would become 

subject to the military draft. The proletarianization of the agricultural workforce took place with great 

speed as the island became fully absorbed into US capital flows and particularly, the transnational 

sugar industry. By 1934, US sugar companies controlled 14% of the land, causing massive peasant 

displacement. That same year, cane workers carried out island-wide strikes increasingly associated 

with an anti-imperialist political vision. Independence leader Pedro Albizu Campos connected the 

workers’ struggle with the struggle for diversified agriculture and against US empire; he would spend 

25 of his last 29 years of life in federal prison along with many labor and nationalist leaders, where he 

was almost certainly tortured with atomic radiation (Aponte-Vásquez, 2004; Denis, 2015). Massacres 

and assassinations by police and national guard troops took place throughout the 1930s as J. Edgar 

Hoover’s Federal Bureau of Investigation tirelessly worked to “cut off the head” of the independence 

movement. In the three decades after the passage in 1936 of Law 116, which made sterilization free 

but offered no other legal forms of birth control, rough one-third of Puerto Rican women were 

sterilized (Presser, 1969; Hansen and King, 2013). 

 

A narrative of racial fusion, obfuscating the Afro-Caribbean culture and flat-out denying indigenous 

heritage, became part of the construction of Puerto Rican national construction by Creole elites, 

including those favoring independence. Seeking a simple, mobilizing discourse, the racist character of 

Puerto Rico’s domination by the US, and the racial division of labor on the island, were erased.   

 

Lifting up the jíbaro, the diversity of Puerto Rico became encapsulated into a male, white, free peasant 

architype, savior of the nation. When this architype became instrumentalized and transformed into a 

tool of a hegemony for a strain of pro-imperialist authoritarian populism in the 1940s, real Puerto 

Rican peasant communities were abandoned in favor of the creation of a globalist economy in Puerto 

Rico. A kind of corporate settler colonialism was established, by which the corporate settlers were 

given economic spheres to control, with the local government respectfully refraining from charging 

taxes and the imperialist military guaranteeing stable conditions of exploitation.    

 

 

 

 

https://cartoonimages.osu.edu/mvnEnfdiW
https://cartoonimages.osu.edu/mvnEnfdiW


ERPI 2018 International Conference - Authoritarian Populism and the Rural World 

 

6 

 

The Apostle of Populism  

In 1939, after a decade back in Puerto Rico and in the thick of the intra-liberal political feuds, Luis 

Muñoz Marin founded the Partido Popular Democrático (PPD). The Populares, as they were known, 

organized a powerful rural voting block with a slogan of “pan, tierra y libertad” (bread, land and 

liberty): their political platform called for “land reform and rural resettlement, government-sponsored 

import substitution industrialization, and largely autonomous economic development leading to 

eventual political independence” (Berman Santiago, 1998). The Populares formed an alliance with a 

new rural labor union, the Confederación General de Trabajadores, made up of workers, anti-

latifundio and anti-imperialist labor leaders fed up with the business-friendly, American Federal of 

Labor affiliate, the Federación Libre de Trabajadores. Offering political appointments and 

candidacies to labor leaders, the Populares went so far as to choose, as symbol of the new party, the 

silhouetted image of a jíbaro. Despite strong opposition by landed sugar interests, the populares edged 

out the Unionist party in tight elections in 1940. Almost immediately, World War II drafted hundreds 

of thousands of Puerto Rican men and the more radical aspects of the platform were put on hold, 

although university scholarship programs and free health clinics were created. 

 

Upon the end of the war in 1945, the PPD surprised many by showing signs of a changed policy: state-

run factories were sold to private interests, and no moves were made to acquire land for redistribution. 

Independence leader Albizo Campos suggested that Muñoz Marín had been offered support from the 

US several years earlier, in exchange for dropping the issue of independence (Berman Santiago, 

1998). In any case, rather than develop autonomy and conditions for independence, the PPD shifted 

towards policies that would guarantee long-term support for the island by the US government. As part 

of the arrangement, the United States amended the Jones Act in 1947 to allow for Puerto Ricans to 

elect their own governor in elections won by Muñoz Marín four times in row between 1948 and 1960.  

The opening salvo of Operation Bootstrap was Puerto Rico’s Industrial Incentives Act of 1947, which 

offered tax incentives for US companies to relocate to Puerto Rico. A year later, Act 53, the Ley de la 

Mordaza (Gag Law) was put into place. This law made it a crime to own or display a Puerto Rican 

flag, speak or write of independence, sing a patriotic tune or meet with anyone in favor of Puerto 

Rican independence. Simultaneously, a new economic model was defined, based on export-oriented 

manufacture and maximizing neoclassical indicators such as foreign investment, industrial production, 

and per-capita income, rather than showing consideration for the equitable distribution of income, or 

indeed non-manufacturing sectors such as agriculture (Berman Santiago, 1998). The policy was a 

historic defeat for Big Sugar, and for the islands’ already-diminished capacity for food self-

sufficiency, as peasant families were emphatically urged to migrate to the emerging manufacturing 

centers of Ponce, Mayaguez, and the San Juan area.     

 

In 1950, the US Congress passed the Puerto Rico Federal Relations Act, which established the 

mechanism for a Puerto Rican constitutional government and, at the same time, the law guaranteed 

that “Puerto Rico would continue to be a territorial possession of the United States, that all three 

branches of the federal government would continue to exercise veto power over all branches of the 

Puerto Rican government, and that Puerto Rico would continue to be subject to U.S. laws and tariffs in 

its commercial relations with other countries” (Berman Santiago, 1998:101). The Puerto Rican 

Constitution of 1952 assigned the Estado Libre Asociado (“Free Associated State”) or Commonwealth 

status, solving three problems for the US: it gave enough of an impression of self-determination that 

the United Nations removed Puerto Rico from its list of colonies, it deeply undercut the independence 

movement, and it avoided granting statehood, which would have ended the tax havens and low wages 

upon which Operation Bootstrap was premised (Ibid).   

 

In the context of the Cold War, Operation Bootstrap was declared a “miracle” and successful model 

for the non-socialist Third World, before it was even fully implemented in Puerto Rico. Historian 

James Dietz (1976:5) makes clear that the PPD government “actively encouraged the massive 

penetration of U.S. capital into Puerto Rico by designing and offering an almost irresistible profit 

package to investors.” However, persistent unemployment has accompanied the model since its first 

decade up to the present, creating a constant flow of migration to the United States. The Puerto Rican 
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government encouraged this migration, especially from rural areas, and, remarkably, nearly a million 

Puerto Ricans—"perhaps half the rural working class”—went to the United States between 1950 and 

1965 (Berman Santiago, 1998:94). The depopulation and depeasantization of Puerto Rico were 

necessary for the economic model, predicated on impressive industrial statistics and an increasingly 

dependent consumer population.  

 

By the late 1960s, supermarkets controlled the food trade. In 1974, Puerto Rico was included for the 

first time in the US National Food Stamp Program, dramatically transforming the entire economy of 

the islands, and contributing to a long-term decline of the agricultural sector (Carro-Figueroa, 2002). 

Two years later, the US Congress altered the tax code by creating Section 936, which waived federal 

taxes on earnings for US corporations operating in Puerto Rico, creating a boom in manufacturing, 

especially pharmaceuticals. In its effort to counter the influence of socialist Cuba, the United States 

provided incentives to private capital to relocate to Puerto Rico, as well as massive public spending in 

military facilities on the islands. The corporate settler model of colonialism was premised upon 

authoritarian support for US capital’s occupation of strategic areas of the Puerto Rican economy. Not 

surprisingly, Puerto Rico has stricter gun control laws than almost anywhere in the US: rather than a 

settler colonialism model such as that in the US, where white populations physically displaced 

indigenous peoples (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2016), the white supremacy inherent to US colonialism in Puerto 

Rico was implemented through military protection for corporate settlers’ grabs.  

 

The breakdown of the authoritarian populist model began in the 1990s, as the threat of communism 

disappeared and the US began removing the tax breaks for US corporations in Puerto Rico. This 

severely cut into the profit margins of the island’s impressive pharmaceutical industrial complex. By 

the time the last of these tax breaks were ended in 2006, the manufacturing sector of Puerto Rico was 

in freefall, and the economy has shrunk every year since then, aside from briefly flatlining in 2012. By 

2016, Puerto Rico had lost more than 85,000 manufacturing jobs. A boom in the service sector—

predictably, built around the financial services of tax havens—proved short-lived and detrimental to 

the overall economic stability of the islands. When in 2015, then-Governor Alejandro García Padilla 

famously declared the $72 billion debt “unpayable,” he also argued that continued austerity would 

only deepen the crisis. However, in 2016 the US Congress created the Puerto Rico Oversight, 

Management, and Economic Stability Act (PROMESA) which establishes an unelected fiscal control 

board to oversee debt restructuring and carry out an austerity program. 

 

 

Climate Disaster and Neojíbaros 

The Organización Boricuá de Agricultura Ecológica (Boricuá) was founded in 1980, as the 

independence movement waned and food dependency grew to its phenomenal current levels. Its name 

is a play on boricua, the demonym in Spanish for Puerto Ricans: the accent on the final letter was 

added as an indigenous pronunciation, like how Puerto Ricans tend to pronounce the word “mango”: 

mangó. A central thesis of the organization is that Puerto Ricans are descendants of indigenous 

people—Taino, Arawak or Caribe—and that their urbanization, landlessness, and even migration to 

the US, are impacts of colonialism. This determination would lower the bar for who could be 

considered a legitimate peasant and open the road to rural and urban interactions in a back-to-the-land 

process. A second key idea to the founding of Boricuá was that food self-sufficiency was a necessary 

ingredient for independence. This was to have a fundamental importance for the next three decades of 

development of the organization, for it meant, in José Martí’s famous words, “Better to do it than to 

say it.” For a generation whose childhood was spent under the Gag Law and who had seen the issue of 

political status used to divide and conquer their compatriotas, refocusing on land-based movement 

building was strategic.  

 

The founding members of Boricuá used voluntary work brigades to get to know one another and share 

the skills of agroecological farming. Brigades typically carry out agricultural tasks, such as field 

preparation, planting or harvesting, for six hours or so, and spend the afternoons in group discussions. 

Sometimes brigades last several days, so participants bring tents and their families. Timmerman and 
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Félix (2015) argue for the revaluing of work upon qualitative bases in agroecology, as a continuous 

source of knowledge, skill and meaning. A just distribution of meaningful work would mean opening 

up many new spaces for participation and creativity in building material alternatives to capitalist 

economies. Given that Caribbean and Latin American peoples first experienced alienated work 

through foreign conquest, voluntary agroecological brigades form an important part of the 

decolonization process.  

 

These brigades became less common as Boricuá matured, but the birth of dozens of new 

agroecological “projects” in the archipelago since 2006 brought work brigades back as a priority of the 

organization. The earliest generation of Boricuá members continue as active agroecological farmers, 

mostly spread across the mountainous Cordillera Central (Central Range) of the main island. The 

intergenerational dimension is considered to be highly important in Boricuá, and although the brigade 

groups are filled with university-age youth, there are nearly always at least a couple participants 

representing the elders of the first or second generation of Boricuá members, as well as children who 

participate in their own way. This provides continuity and allows for a political education process, as 

the historical memory of the organization is passed on and shared. Equally important, the ancianos of 

Boricuá provide examples that young farmers almost always refer to as guiding their strategies.    

 

Today, in the midst of concomitant political, economic, climatic and demographic crisis and 

dependency, Puerto Rico’s social movements are showing the capacity to quickly shift toward the 

countryside through permanent mobilization of work brigades to rebuild agroecological farms 

virtually levelled by the hurricane. As relief from the US and Puerto Rican colonial governments has 

been elusive, many farmers are cutting their losses and moving to the US to live with relatives. For 

those who remain, resilience, food sovereignty and agroecology are increasingly explicit goals, and 

there are clear calls for a just recovery, as part of a just transition to a regenerative economy 

(Yeampierre and Klein, 2017). Undoubtedly, the diaspora in the US has also played a key role in 

galvanizing support for grassroots organizing with an eye to system change in Puerto Rico. 

 

The trauma of the hurricane and its aftermath have produced a clarity as to the need to recover food 

systems and become food independent. Massive layoffs and family expectations are compelling young 

people to return to family farms, setting up potential long-lasting effects as youth tend to be more 

connected to urban culture and demands for fresh, healthy food. Of course, there are contradicting 

tendencies at play. Land remains a commodity too expensive for many would-be farmers. Corporate 

behemoth Monsanto rents tens of thousands of hectares in southern Puerto Rico from the Land 

Authority to produce genetically modified corn and soy seeds, and is among the only farm entities in 

Puerto Rico to have received insurance payments since the hurricane. Small farmers, in contrast, have 

yet to receive their crop insurance payments, putting farm operation in peril. The Coca-Cola beverage 

company, through its subsidiary founded in 2008, Puerto Rico Coffee Roasters, has quietly purchased 

nearly all the Puerto Rican coffee brands, and is drawing, without cost, “fossil water” from strategic 

aquifers under the Puerto Rican central mountains’ limestone formations.  

 

Although Maria brought a certain awakening for long-term motivations to rely upon local markets and 

direct relationships between producers and consumers, these were areas particularly impacted by the 

hurricane. Labor was made quickly available to those in need outside of the commodity system, but 

crops were mostly lost and unavailable. Agroecological farms, benefiting from increased planned 

agrobiodiversity and embedded in social networks, were largely able to harvest food crops for family 

consumption and harness the solidarity of brigades to rebuild, whereas chemical-dependent small 

farms seem increasingly adrift with unpayable debts and impossible needs. Entrepreneurial, credit-

dependent farms are giving way, leaving only food empires and agroecological resistances. In the new 

circumstances, the construction of resilient, local food systems appears viable only through 

agroecological strategies.  
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Conclusions 

One of the essential features of peasant agriculture is found in its capacity to produce the conditions 

upon which it depends; factors such as soil fertility, quality seeds and breeds, and skilled labor are all 

part of what preceding productive cycles created, rather than commodities which must be mobilized 

by market mechanisms, as in credit-dependent, entrepreneurial farming. An autonomous reproduction 

process, part of the production process within peasant farming, is a source of stability and resilience, 

especially in broader contexts in which markets are not reliable for creating a positive cost-benefit 

balance for farmers. Peasant survival strategies, theorized by Alexander Chayanov nearly one hundred 

years ago, include the autonomous reproduction of family capital through productive activities, as well 

as intricate and flexible balances among diverse interests, such as nutrition, rest, festivities and future 

generations. Historically, the jíbaro culture has been the sanctuary for cultural and material 

independence.  

 

However, emerging evidence from Puerto Rico may show the need for updated theory of autonomous 

and collective survival in an era of unprecedented climate vulnerability and porous divisions between 

urban and rural worlds. The construction of popular territories by collective actors is necessary and a 

challenge to modern concepts of knowledge, learning and economy (McCune and Sánchez, 2018). 

Faced with debt peonage and a long-term capitalist strategy to continue the depopulation of their 

islands, Puerto Ricans are living a moment of decision (Mazzei and Walsh, 2018). The island has all 

the physical characteristics to grow its own food and there is a generation of young people who do not 

want to migrate to the United States, preferring to grow roots by producing healthy food. There is 

every potential for a radical paradigm shift, away from the increasingly unstable state of food 

dependency and toward a horizon of agroecological food systems embedded in Puerto Rico’s dense 

forest ecosystems (Vandermeer and Perfecto, 2012). 

 

Finally, current academic and journalistic debates on the demise of democracy (Savio, 2017; Foa and 

Mounk, 2016; Chomsky, 2017) and the rise of autocratic powers are wise to remember the unfinished, 

and, in many cases, the dismembered nature of democratic political rights in the heart of the 

ideological center of capitalist democracy (e.g. Gumbel, 2017). Indeed, the very rise of nationalist 

rightwing politics in the US has been facilitated by unequal voting rights, which impede the 

possibilities for US citizens of color to prevent racist insurgencies from consolidating into white 

nationalist power. Nowhere is this clearer than in the US’ island territorial possessions, where 4.1 

million US citizens, 98.4% of them racial or ethnic minorities, are denied the right to any 

representation in the US government. The Caribbean and Pacific peoples can no longer be held 

hostage to disaster colonialism. 
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