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Preface 

 

‘Who would have thought I would be lying under the stars in Puerto Rico, looking up at them 

and wearing a United States Armed Forces uniform?’ This thought came to mind a few 

months ago during my fieldwork in Puerto Rico when I was lying in an open tent during a 

military training camp. Last year, while writing an essay about Puerto Rico I was struck by 

the fact that the island’s commonwealth status in relation to the United States of America 

involves its people being eligible for military service, but ineligible to vote for the President 

of those United States. What immediately came into my mind was Benedict Anderson (2006) 

and his curiosity about nations as imagined political communities exerting so much strength 

as to make people willing to die for them. But what does this mean for Puerto Ricans? Do 

they not have a nation of their own? So does it mean they are fighting for someone else’s 

nation while serving with the United States Armed Forces? Do they even think about it? Or 

do they identify with the United States? Questions I was curious to find an answer to. I 

realised it would be difficult to gain access to Puerto Rican soldiers because the United States 

Armed Forces is such a closed organisation. However, with a little persistence I was able to 

do this and have tried to find an answer to my questions during the four months of fieldwork 

among Puerto Rican soldiers. 

For making this possible I wish to thank all my informants - especially those at the 

Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) - for their participation and helping me further with 

contacts. They trusted my intentions were purely academic and not to be harmful to the 

United States Armed Forces. I wish to thank my informants for putting their trust in me and 

for their expertise. I learned a great deal from them. I wish to thank Robert Rabin for his 

hospitality on Vieques and the Institute of Caribbean Studies at the University of Puerto Rico 

for their help and letting me use their office space. My supervisor Yvon van der Pijl 

encouraged my plans, helped me to order my thoughts on the vast amount of material I had 

accumulated and spurred me on to be precise in my writing. For this I am very grateful. I 

would also like to thank my parents, friends and fellow students for their direct or indirect 

support in this project. My mother deserves extra credit for reading this whole thesis and 

being a sounding board. 

I hope that you will enjoy reading this thesis and that it will be thought-provoking. 

 

Mary Rose Postma 
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1. Introduction 

 

 

On the small island of Puerto Rico cars are numerous and traffic often jammed in the capital 

city San Juan. The assumed way to transport oneself is by car. What messages can be found 

amid all this speeding and hooting Puerto Rican traffic? First of all there are the traffic signs. 

The speed limits are posted in miles per hour, the road distances in kilometres and petrol is 

sold by litres. This indicates a fusion of the American imperial system and the Spanish metric 

system on Puerto Rican roads. Another interesting traffic feature is the license plate. It not 

only represents a registration code for the car, but may also show if you are perhaps a United 

States war veteran. Veterans may pick up a special license plate after service. Besides this 

example of a license plate for a special accomplishment or position, there are two versions of 

the standard license plate. The standard version states the words Puerto Rico, Isla del 

Encanto, meaning ‘Puerto Rico, Island of Enchantment’. The symbol depicted on that license 

plate is a tower from the famous fort el Morro in old San Juan. This symbolises Puerto Rico 

and is related to the island. The other version appeared for the fiftieth anniversary of the status 

quo and one can read the words Puerto Rico, Cincuentario, Estado libre asociado de Puerto 

Rico, 1952-2002. This refers to the fiftieth anniversary of Puerto Rico as a free-associated 

state. The United States granted Puerto Rico this status in 1952. In this case the symbols 

depicted are a flag of the United States on the left and the Puerto Rican flag on the right. To 

carry the latter license plate on your car, people told me it had to be bought while the other 

license plates are free. It is mostly ‘statehooders’ - as the people favouring statehood for 

Puerto Rico are called – who would purchase such a license plate. In other words, expressions 

of political identity are visible in Puerto Rican traffic. 

 

1.1 Fighting for ‘the other’s’ nation? 

 

José2, a twenty-six year old man, makes his way in a few hours drive every weekday from the 

mountain inlands into the Puerto Rican traffic of San Juan. In San Juan he studies at one of 

the universities and follows classes at the Army Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC). 

Otherwise stated, every weekday he makes his way from the ‘old’ traditional Puerto Rican 

                                                           
2 An overview of interviews held during the period of my fieldwork can be found in appendix 1. 
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agricultural lifestyle into the ‘modern’ Puerto Rico characterized by the chain stores of the 

United States and a Puerto Rican Wall Street. Just like the traffic description in the previous 

vignette does, José’s drive into the metropolitan area illustrates the presence of the diversity 

of possible identification markers in Puerto Rico. These markers are the building blocks with 

which Puerto Ricans construct their identity. By taking classes at the ROTC José comes in 

close contact with the United States and he aspires to serve in the United States Armed 

Forces. This thesis contains my analysis of identity construction from the perspective of José 

and many more Puerto Rican soldiers in the United States Armed Forces.  

According to Matos Rodríguez (1997 in Kerkhof 2000: 80) the implications of the 

militarization of Puerto Rico for identity and for Puerto Rican society in general, is a virgin 

field of study. Nevertheless Kerkhof (2000) is of the opinion that it is a key-topic in the 

research field of identity construction, since about a total of some 200.000 Puerto Ricans have 

served in the United States Armed Forces during the twentieth century. Although the presence 

of the United States Armed Forces is not observed in every day life and military personnel is 

rarely seen on the streets, it did seem clear to me that it permeates life on Puerto Rico. The 

examples are numerous. Head stones at cemeteries often note service in the United States 

Armed Forces, Memorial Day is a public holiday in Puerto Rico and several memorial 

services are held on the island, the vast majority of the people I spoke to either serve 

themselves, or know someone in the United States Armed Forces. I often encountered elderly 

men wearing a ‘Korean War Veteran’ or ‘Vietnam War Veteran’ cap and lastly veteran affairs 

are often discussed in the media. It seems plausible to me that this permeation would have an 

impact on the identity construction of Puerto Ricans in general. In particular, my research 

focuses on Puerto Ricans in the United States Armed Forces. 

To explain my choice for this perspective I will refer briefly to Anderson (2006) who 

spoke of ‘imagined political communities’ referring to nations. Chapter three will elaborate 

upon this in more detail. The point of importance for now is Anderson’s (2006) examination 

of how it comes about that a nation is so powerful that people are willing to fight and die for 

it. The Armed Forces of a nation-state are typically seen as the place to make this sacrifice - to 

fight and die for your nation - and  the military profession is still the most strongly identified 

with the nation-state (Ben-Ari & Elron 2001). This brings about the interesting point of Puerto 

Ricans - seen as members of a nation distinct from that of the United States - who are willing 

to fight and die for the Armed Forces of the United States. It raises the question whether 

Puerto Ricans identify with the United States’ nation and if not, how come they are fighting 

for something other than their ‘own’ nation. The following quotation by Manuel - a young 
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man in his early twenties who has always lived on Puerto Rico and is in training for officer in 

the United States army - provides an answer to the first question raised. 

 

Interviewer: “Are you fighting for the [nation of the] United States?” 

Informant: “No, otherwise I wouldn’t be in the army.” 

 

Manuel’s words reveal he does not see himself fighting for the nation of the United States. 

And what’s more he states he would not be willing to fight in the army if this would mean he 

would be fighting for the United States. Later in our conversation he spoke of Puerto Rico as 

his home which included a sense of Puerto Rican identity as being distinct from an American 

identity linked to the territory the United States. He therefore distances himself from this 

American identity. For Americans their citizenship and the United States territory are seen as 

‘one’, coming together in the American nation. For Puerto Ricans their (United States) 

citizenship does not equal ‘their’ territory the Puerto Rican Island and they do not come 

together in one nation. Taking these findings into account, one could argue that Puerto Ricans 

in the United States Armed Forces fight for something other than the American nation. 

Something other than a concept of this nation makes Puerto Ricans risk their life. Fighting in 

Armed Forces bound to a nation other than one’s own questions the matter of belonging for 

Puerto Rican soldiers and makes the making of a place less self-evident. By researching 

identity construction among Puerto Rican soldiers, I seek to discover the nature of their sense 

of belonging and how this is accomplished. Furthermore, findings in this research context 

have led me to question longstanding assumptions on nationalism, belonging and citizenship. 

Thus, Puerto Rico functions as a window frame through which current theoretical debates 

concerning nation formation, nationalism and home and belonging in the present time will be 

analysed. 

First of all in this introductory chapter I will set out the historical context of Puerto 

Rico after which the theoretical context of identity construction will be clarified. Following 

this will be a paragraph discussing research methods and the chapter outline of the thesis 

concludes this chapter. 
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1.2 Historical context 

 

The island Puerto Rico was discovered by Christopher Columbus in 1493 and has been 

colonised ever since, firstly by Spain. In 1898 - during the Spanish-American War - the 

United States invaded Puerto Rico. As an outcome of the war Spain ceded Puerto Rico to the 

United States and - through a trajectory of different statuses - Puerto Rico has come to be a 

commonwealth of the United States. 

A statute extended the American citizenship to all Puerto Ricans on 1917, albeit with 

some limitations. The Puerto Ricans do not pay federal taxes, have only one non-voting 

representation in Congress and may not vote for the United States president. They are liable 

for military service however (Kerkhof 2000). So since 1917, Puerto Ricans have been 

included in the compulsory draft whenever it has been in effect. But the Puerto Ricans have 

been fighting for the United States Armed Forces as early as the American Revolution, when 

volunteers from Puerto Rico, Cuba and Mexico fought the British in 1779. In 1899 a Puerto 

Rican battalion was formed, which in 1901 was named the ‘Porto Rico provisional regiment 

of infantry’ and was trained by American officers. In 1908 the regiment was made part of the 

regular army. In 1920 the regiment was redesignated as ‘65th Infantry, United States Army’. 

The 65th Infantry was nicknamed the Borinqueneers3 and participated as an all-volunteer 

Puerto Rican regiment of the United States in the two World Wars and the Korean War. The 

65th Infantry was deactivated in 1956 and became the only unit ever to be transferred from an 

active Army component to the Puerto Rico National Guard. Up to the present day, Puerto 

Ricans have participated in every major American military conflict4 (Fuentes III & Fuentes 

Vázquez 2008). Historically Puerto Rico’s geopolitical location on the north-eastern corner of 

the Caribbean Basin - placed at the crossroads of the Atlantic Ocean and the Caribbean Sea - 

has conferred on it the role of strategic pontoon. Both Spain and the United States have used 

the island as a military base (Pantojas García 2005). In the present time military presence is 

said, inter alia, to be aimed at drug traffic prevention. 

In 1952 Puerto Rico was appointed the contemporary commonwealth status by the 

United States. Cockburn (2003) states that “Puerto Rico is, and has been since the birth of its 

constitution in 1952, a commonwealth, meaning, in effect, it is a semicolony of the United 

States”. The United States government takes care of defence and foreign affairs and foots the 

                                                           
3 ‘Borinqueneers’ stems from ‘Borikén’ which is the name Taíno Indians - the original inhabitants of Puerto Rico 
- gave to the island now known as Puerto Rico. 
4 Reference: http://www.valerosos.com/ 
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bill for welfare (for which almost sixty percent of Puerto Ricans qualify). Apart from these 

areas Puerto Rico exercises self-government in local affairs (Cockburn 2003). The status of 

Puerto Rico and its politics are topics frequently brought to the fore by informants in 

interviews, indicative that politics is an important identity marker for Puerto Ricans. 

Particularly discontentment with the Puerto Rican government and the relative lack of power 

of Puerto Rican politicians in the United States government were often ventilated. A 

grandchild of the lady I resided with in Puerto Rico, visited her grandmother regularly. While 

conversing with her on the topic of politics, her opinion on the role of the Puerto Rican 

representative in Congress became quite clear. She questioned the manner in which the Puerto 

Rican representative in Congress could mean something for the Puerto Ricans and change 

things. She sarcastically asked if this is by talking, referring to his non-voting status. Despite 

over sixty years of commonwealth, the electorate’s passionate interest in debating the issue of 

the island’s relationship to the United States has remained unabated.  Currently the party 

demanding Puerto Rico’s admission as the 51st state - the Partido Nuevo Progresista (PNP; 

New Progressive Party) - has a slight margin over the party favouring the present 

commonwealth status, the Popular Democratic Party (PPD). The Partido Independentista 

Puertorriqueño (PIP; Puerto Rican Independence Party) did not cast the minimum of three 

percent of votes to keep its official recognition in the last elections in 2008 - it received just 

above two percent - and plays no part in the now two-party government system. Puerto Ricans 

I talked to on this subject estimate that less than three percent of Puerto Ricans champion full 

independence from the United States. 

Implications of the status and politics of Puerto Rico for identity construction will 

become apparent in particular in chapter five, which examines the role of the social context in 

identity construction. Among the soldiers in my research population the political orientation 

was very diverse. It was not the case that for example only those supporting statehood joined 

the United States Armed Forces. Encounters with Puerto Ricans wishing independence for 

Puerto Rico and serving the United States Armed Forces were manifold. It adds to the 

complexity of identity issues and sense of nationalism among Puerto Rican soldiers, since 

those wishing independence from the United States are at the same time bound to the United 

States by serving with the United States Armed Forces. 
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1.3 Theoretical context 

 

This paragraph offers a theoretical basis for my analysis of identity construction. Puerto 

Rican’s identity has been studied extensively from a migratory perspective. In the late modern 

world we live in today, time-space compression (Harvey 1990) facilitates migration and thus 

influences the construction of identities. This is especially true for Puerto Ricans since they 

have the possibility to travel to the United States freely - without visa requirements - resulting 

in a constant to-ing and fro-ing of people between the two territories. Puerto Rican soldiers in 

the United States Armed Forces greatly contribute to this movement. A well-known term in 

social scientific literature regarding Puerto Ricans in this context is ‘la guagua aérea’ - the 

airbus - in seeing Puerto Ricans as metaphorical passengers in the airbus (Sánchez 1994 in 

Duany 2002). Duany (2002) has conducted extensive research on migration by Puerto Ricans. 

Duany (2002) names the bilateral migration streams ‘circular migration’. He argues that 

contemporary Puerto Rican migration is best visualised as a transient and bipendular flow 

rather than as an irrevocable and unilateral displacement. According to Duany (2002) the 

territorial, language and juridical borders of the Puerto Rican cultural identity become less 

clear through the constant movement of people. It may for example contribute to erosion of 

the long-standing assumption that being Puerto Rican is equivalent to speaking Spanish 

(Duany 2002). And as people expand their means of subsistence across space, they develop 

multiple attachments to various localities. And together with political and economic ties with 

the United States, circulatory migration streams between the United States and Puerto Rico 

make the arena of identity construction one of a transnational nature (Kerkhof 2000). 

Objectives of economic social upward mobility present in migration (Kerkhof 2000) partly 

coincide with the objectives I encountered among the soldiers for joining the United States 

Armed Forces. For this reason I will also be taking social scientific argumentations on 

migration in relation to identity and belonging into account in this thesis. 

Wimmer (2002: 41) uses the appropriate metaphor of a “cultural landscape of 

continuous transitions” to describe the present day. And according to Wimmer (2002) 

individuals can also travel in this landscape because they are able to distance themselves from 

their own cultural inculcation and can reinterpret it in a creative way. Lorena exemplified this 

in my research. She is a woman who has served the United States Armed Forces for seven 

years and once has encountered a situation in which she felt discriminated upon for being a 

Puerto Rican. Her command of the English language at that time had not yet developed into 

her excellent level of English now. While visiting an American doctor during a training in the 
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United States, he did not show her any understanding, crudely commented on her poor 

English language skills and asked her: “What are you doing here when you can’t speak 

English?” For Lorena it was not a pleasant moment since she needed medical help but was not 

treated to her satisfaction and was made to feel out of place. Her reaction to this during our 

interview shows how she has distanced herself from a monolingual Spanish Puerto Rican 

identity and reinterpreted it by adding to this her mastery of the English language so as many 

Puerto Ricans in the United States Armed Forces have done. Should she meet the doctor again 

she would now be able to speak up for herself. As she said: 

 

“I now think that at least we speak two languages, Spanish and English. And you [referring to 

the doctor] just speak the one language.” 

 

Reinterpreting identity in this manner exposes an active element in identity construction. 

Friedman (1994) expressively refers to the active component in the construction of identity as 

a ‘practice of consumption’. According to the social context Puerto Ricans may adapt their 

identity and ‘consume’ identity markers for them relevant. In doing this they may vary 

between an essentialist and constructionist discourse on their identity (cf. Baumann 1998). 

Friedman’s (1994) ‘practice of consumption’ can be understood within the terms of 

Ghorashi’s (2003) ‘process of becoming’. Leaning on a constructionist vision of identity she 

combines the conscious asset in identity supported by Barth (1969 in Ghorashi 2003) and the 

idea of ‘biography’ by Fisher Rosenthal (1995 in Ghorashi 2003) who contests Barth’s view 

of the individual as a rational and coherent person consciously forming his identity. In 

Ghorashi’s ‘process of becoming’, change and continuity both play their part in which change 

is situated change that contains several elements of continuity. Bourdieu (1990 in Ghorashi 

2003) coined the term ‘habitus’ in relation to the contemporary social framework interacting 

with their historical framework. I understand Friedman’s (1994) ‘practice of consumption’ 

within Ghorashi’s (2003) ‘process of becoming’ in the sense that it illustrates an aspect of 

agency in actively reacting upon changing social contexts, consequently leading to situated 

change. The majority of my data coincides with such an approach to identity as illustrated by 

Lorena. Reacting upon the changing social context of joining the United States Armed Forces 

and being in contact with and mastering the English language, Lorena incorporated the 

English language in her continuous Puerto Rican identity. To use Friedman’s terms, she 

‘consumed’ the English language as an identity marker and placed it within her historical 
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framework of being a Puerto Rican. For the purpose of this thesis - at a social scientific level - 

I refer to identity construction following a constructionist approach. In the public realm 

however I also encountered the essentialist approach (cf. Bauman 1998). 

Dávila (1997) emphasises that debates on national or cultural identities of Puerto 

Ricans have been plentiful. She also maintains that the academic focus of most of this work 

has left us with little ethnographic description of the processes through which contestations 

over culture take place and the way in which dominant views of Puerto Rican culture are 

challenged or constructed. Her request for researching the contestations over culture 

corresponds with approaching and analysing identity as characterised by change and 

continuity (cf. Ghorashi 2003) and the reinterpretation of it (Wimmer 2002). According to 

Dávila (1997) it is not until recently that studies have begun to address the everyday 

dimensions of struggles involved in defining a Puerto Rican identity and that attention has 

been brought to the varieties of expressing Puerto Rican identity. Dávila (1997) mentions for 

example joking, beauty pageants and cultural and language policies, through which people 

both challenge and define Puerto Ricanness in contemporary society. Now that transnational 

identity has become a well-known concept a lot of research focuses on that aspect of Puerto 

Rican identity, and the transnational community is beginning to be regarded as a pivotal 

element. This involves Puerto Ricans who have had the experience of migration including 

Puerto Ricans residing in the United States mainland as well as those who can be defined as 

circular migrants residing on the island. Dávila (1997) adds an ethnographic dimension to the 

debate on Puerto Rican culture, consistent with Ghorashi’s (2003) ‘process of becoming’, by 

linking global processes to local strategies of self-assertion and negotiation in daily life. She 

does this by researching in what way the culture on the island is influenced by the United 

States and does not focus solely on the effect of transnational identities by migration. Products 

and practices of mass-produced culture are interpreted and new – changed - elements are 

incorporated into the ‘content’ of – continuous - Puerto Rican culture. Negotiation of global 

processes as understood by Dávila (1997) illustrates that the increasingly global, 

commercialised, or mass-mediated context of contemporary society does not suggest the end 

of collective constructs of national identity. She concludes her treatment of this topic saying 

that “the case at hand thus reminds us that constructs of identity are never free from 

contention nor from future appropriation – if not by a nationalist program, then by global 

capital” (Dávila 1997: 260). Dávila certainly adds to the debate and brings to the fore that 

constructs of identity contain some form of agency. Besides this she refers to the rare situation 

of Puerto Rico as a post colony in a commonwealth relation with the United States. In social 
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scientific literature this rare situation has mainly been described in general terms and - as 

Dávila (1997) mentioned - there is a lack of ethnographic material regarding the definition 

and challenging of Puerto Ricanness in relation to the implications of Puerto Rico’s status. 

My research into and analysis of the identity construction among Puerto Ricans in the United 

States Armed Forces is a modest contribution to filling this void. 

 In examining identity construction of Puerto Ricans I take into account their sense of 

home and belonging because to Hedetoft and Hjort (2002) belonging is related to a feeling of 

‘homeness’, and in this sense it “is also a significant determinant of identity, that elusive but 

still real psycho-sociological state of being in sync with oneself under given external 

conditions” (Hedetoft & Hjort 2002: vii). Although “belonging does not, eo ipso, belong to 

nationalism, it is nationalism which in our world has appropriated and reconfigured most 

people’s sense of belonging and identity” (Hedetoft & Hjort 2002: viii). For this reason 

nationalism and - relating to this - concepts such as the nation-state and citizenship will be 

examined in this thesis. These concepts are linked to the matter of belonging because the 

changing conditions due to globalization and migration which influence the idea of the nation-

state, has also contributed to the development of transnational, post-national, layered, and 

differentiated forms of citizenship. And “through which people simultaneously experience 

and claim differing sets of rights and forms of belonging” (Blackburn 2009: 66). For the 

discussion on the concepts of nation, nationalism and nation-state I turn to the following 

definitions by Roshwald (2006: 3): 

 

“The term ‘nation’ refers to “any community larger than one of mutual acquaintance that 

claims some form of collective, bounded, territorial sovereignty in the name of its distinctive 

identity, or any population in its capacity as a society on whose behalf such claims are asserted. 

‘Nationalism’ refers to any ideology or set of attitudes, emotions, and mentalities based on the 

assertion of such claims (regardless of whether or not those claims have been fulfilled). 

‘Nation-state’ will signify a sovereign polity that claims to embody or represent the identity 

and will of one particular nation (however disputed and problematic such a claim may be)” 

 

An author often cited regarding the concept ‘nation’ is Anderson (2006). He describes the 

nation as an imagined political community, both inherently limited and sovereign. I will draw 

on Anderson (2006) to come to a definition of Puerto Rican ‘people hood’ in the next chapter. 

A more detailed elaboration on the concepts named above will follow throughout this thesis 

and will be supported by empirical data. 
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1.4 Methodology 

 

Through qualitative research methods such as participant observation, questionnaires, group 

discussions and interviews5, this ethnographic research gives an emic perspective. “In 

anthropology, emic perspective refers to ‘the native point of view’, in opposition to etic, 

which refers to the analyst’s concepts, descriptions and analyses” (Eriksen 2002: 12). 

The main research population consisted of Puerto Ricans serving in the United States 

Armed Forces. By contacting as many branches as possible within the United States Armed 

Forces I accomplished a broad representation within a bounded research population. My 

research started off at the Army ROTC at a Puerto Rican university in San Juan. Using the 

snowball method I gathered contacts and besides speaking to soldiers outside the bases and at 

the ROTC, I was able to visit two military bases on Puerto Rico several times. By doing this I 

spoke to informants throughout the island and not only those residing in the metropolitan area, 

as well as the occasional American soldier. Interviews with veterans followed after visiting 

veteran organisations and through help from the military itself. Participant observation within 

the Armed Forces was a difficult means of research to accomplish since the United States 

Armed Forces are a very closed and security conscious organisation and full participation is 

difficult for a non-soldier. The short research period of three months made this particularly 

difficult. Nevertheless I was able to build a network of informants within the United States 

military personnel on Puerto Rico and this enabled me to participate and observe in several 

ROTC classes, training weekends and spend leisure time with some soldiers. My research 

population therefore consists of soldiers training to be deployed by the United States military, 

veterans still serving and retired veterans. 

The main focus of this thesis is centred on the above mentioned research population. 

However - as politics turned out to be such an important issue in identity construction among 

Puerto Ricans - I took the two governing political parties and individuals supporting 

independence also into account. This was done by speaking to politicians such as senators, the 

ex-governor and politically active individuals. Besides these two informant groups, a few 

interviewees not fitting the informant classification of ‘military’ or ‘political’ and many 

                                                           
5 In different classes at the ROTC, I conducted 25 surveys. Conducting them led to group discussions. Individual 
interviews were conducted with a total of 25 informants, several of whom I spoke to more than once. Once a 
group interview proved the best method available, conducted at the Veterans organisation American Legion. 
Findings used in this thesis are based upon issues mentioned by several informants and not based upon single 
opinions. All names are fictitious unless informants are well-known individuals or wanted me to use their name. 
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informal conversations add to the gathered data6. Lastly the Puerto Rican media offered 

valuable data. Reading newspapers, magazines, watching the news and other television 

broadcastings and studying documentary DVD’s have also been methods of research. Because 

I am more fluent in the English language than in Spanish, the lengthy interviews were held in 

English. This is also the official language of the United States Armed Forces. 

San Juan houses one of the biggest active United States military bases on Puerto Rico, 

Fort Buchanan. Offices of political parties as well as veteran organisations are also 

established in San Juan. Proximity to these relevant organisations and informants made San 

Juan the best place for me to reside during my research. From there I visited different 

locations for special occasions, such as, among others, events and training activities at 

military bases, a memorial service on Memorial Day and even a baseball game. Following the 

advice of residents of the main island of Puerto Rico, I also spent a week on Vieques. This is a 

small Puerto Rican island east of the main island, well known for the presence of the United 

States navy and the heavy protest by the community against this presence. It seemed 

important to Puerto Ricans on the main island that I should take Vieques into consideration 

when researching Puerto Ricans’ relationship with the United States Armed Forces. Taking 

people’s opinions seriously in this manner led me to look into new issues relevant to my 

research. 

In conclusion I wish to draw attention to my role as researcher. Several times I was 

told that it was an advantage for me not to be a Puerto Rican. This was because it implied I 

would be ‘politically neutral’ and therefore I would be more ‘objective’. It was also an 

advantage that I was not American. Being American would have made it more difficult for 

people to express anti-American sentiment, which would have robbed me of valuable 

information. It is plausible that this personal background – and my being attentive to 

establishing rapport - diminished the chance of socially desirable responses. I was also fully 

aware of my position as a young woman in a predominantly male research population in 

ensuring professional distance. Due to the professional distance contacts were pleasant and I 

felt comfortable at all times with this research population.  

 

 

 

                                                           
6 Examples of interviews not fitting the classification of ‘military’ or ‘political’ are: the founder of the 
organisation Madres contra la Guerra (mothers against the war) in Puerto Rico, professors from the University 
of Puerto Rico and well-known individuals from the struggle against the United States Navy on Vieques. These 
interviews serve to provide a more broad and in-depth analysis of the Puerto Rican identity formation. 
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1.5 Chapter outline 

 

This chapter has introduced the topic of this thesis and made clear that Puerto Rican soldiers 

are taken as the starting point in analysing processes of identity construction and belonging. 

Identity and processes of belonging have been analysed in the specific context of Puerto 

Ricans who serve or have served the United States Armed Forces. I will also use this context 

to make some general remarks on Puerto Rican identity. Furthermore, this thesis places the 

research findings within a broader framework of nationalism and citizenship. By choosing to 

do this - and setting forth implications for a broader theoretical framework - this thesis at 

times will focus more on theory. However this is to be able to incorporate earlier described 

ethnographic material into a theoretical framework to set forth my argument. 

Chapter two argues that Puerto Ricans may not be defined as a nation but because of 

the emphasis on their cultural identity, rather as an ‘imagined cultural community’. A strong 

affective component in belonging to this imagined cultural community comes to the fore. This 

is especially the case for Puerto Ricans who serve with the United States Armed Forces. 

Chapter three describes the way these Puerto Ricans in the United States Armed Forces keep 

to this imagined cultural community. Processes of identification and place making will be 

discussed. It is argued that ‘horizontal comradeship’ is apparent among Puerto Rican soldiers 

through the imagined cultural community. But serving with the United States Armed Forces is 

not seen in terms of fighting for this imagined cultural community. Thus there appears to be 

something other than the imagined cultural community accompanying ‘horizontal 

comradeship’ that Puerto Rican soldiers are fighting for. Chapter four examines this in more 

detail and ultimately argues for a disconnection between the two dimensions of belonging as 

formulated by Hedetoft and Hjort (2002). In chapter five I stress the context in which 

identification processes function and the power relations involved. I shift my focus from the 

specific case of Puerto Rico to offer an ‘overview’ of global processes in which the analysis 

of foregoing chapters on local strategies of identity and belonging may be placed. This will be 

illustrated by a case study of Vieques. In conclusion chapter six offers a summary of the 

foregoing chapters and draws on them to place the main argumentation of this thesis in an 

integrated framework. 
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2. “Para lo que sepas, yo soy Boricua!”
7
 

 

 

Baseball stadium Estadio Hiram Bithorn in San Juan is filled with Puerto Ricans during the 

World Baseball Classic 2009. The Puerto Rican flag as a national support symbol for the 

Puerto Rican team versus the team from the Netherlands is seen everywhere, either as a 

wavering flag or painted on faces. All of a sudden the crowd reacts to the words Para lo que 

sepas, heard through the stadium’s loudspeakers. By answering yo soy Boricua they complete 

the sentence through which they state to be a true Puerto Rican8. That baseball stadium 

seemed to be an arena for Puerto Rican nationalism, where the language was Spanish and the 

national anthem that of Puerto Rico. 

 

2.1 Cultural nationalism 

 

Sporting events like the baseball game or the Olympic games are - together with beauty 

pageants - the only international venues in which Puerto Rico participates as an ‘independent’ 

nation. By this I mean a nation most Puerto Ricans are proud to be part of and which is 

accompanied by a nationality that is made culturally distinct from a nationality apparent in the 

United States. I use ‘made’ to emphasise the fact that Puerto Ricans view themselves as a 

distinct community and by emphasising the existing differences they are taking action to 

make it even more distinct. That the Puerto Rican national identity is seen as different from 

that of the United States was evident when informants were asked to describe both national 

identities. Students at the ROTC for each filled in and mentioned a different set of 

characteristics. The processes of inclusion and exclusion along with constructing an ‘in-

group’ and ‘out-group’ (Eriksen 2002) and speaking of ‘the other’, emphasise this difference 

and can be recognised in Puerto Rican daily speech regarding the choice of words ‘us’ and 

‘them’ while discussing respectively Puerto Rico and the United States. The media, in this 

case a Puerto Rican newspaper9, shows the distinction between ‘us’ Puerto Rico and ‘them’ 

United States in a subtle manner. Typically news in a newspaper is divided into national news 

                                                           
7 Literal translation: “Just so that you know it, I’m a Boricuan!” Boricua stems from Borikén which is the name 
Taíno Indians, the original inhabitants of Puerto Rico, gave to the island now known as Puerto Rico. Boricua 
refers to a person who is born or raised on Puerto Rico (the equivalent in Spanish: Puertorriqueño and in 
English: ‘Puertorican’). 
8 Translation of this sentence can be found under this chapter heading’s footnote ‘7’. 
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and world news. This newspaper uses the headings ‘Puerto Rico today’ and ‘the World’. 

‘Puerto Rico today’ refers to news from within the national boundaries and news from outside 

these boundaries is presented under the heading ‘the World’. Many times while reading the 

newspaper I encountered the first article under ‘the World’ to regard an occurrence in New 

York or Washington, the United States. Hence the United States were presented as an entity 

outside the national boundaries despite the fact that the inhabitants of Puerto Rico are United 

States citizens. This role played by the newspaper is in line with Anderson’s description of 

newspapers creating an imagined community among a specific assemblage of fellow readers 

(Anderson 2006). 

According to Dávila (1997) nationalism in Puerto Rico has been characterised as a 

heterogeneous movement as it ranges from the more widespread cultural nationalism to a 

separatist nationalism that seeks political sovereignty for the island. As mentioned in chapter 

one, these days a separatist nationalism in Puerto Rico is less popular than a type of national 

identification more open towards the United States. But the focus of Puerto Rican nationalism 

is not so much on politics, the media rather emphasises cultural assets. “It is cultural 

nationalism that has historically evolved into the dominant form of nationalist thought and 

that provides the framework for contemporary debates” (Dávila 1997: 11). Before examining 

the concept of nationality any further I wish to stress the exceptional situation of Puerto Rico. 

Dávila (1997) states that Puerto Rico is not a nation-state. She stresses that this distinction 

between nations and states is important in order to study types of nationalism that identify 

with something other than a (nation) state, such as those encapsulated within a greater state or 

constrained by a colonial relationship, as in the case of Puerto Rico. Following Dávila’s 

(1997) line of thought Puerto Ricans’ separated use of ‘fatherland’ and ‘country’ will be 

described in the following paragraph. 

 

2.2 Patria and Nación 

 

Inda and Rosaldo (2008: 23-24) refer to changing conditions in which the “isomorphism of 

territory, ethnos, and legitimate sovereignty has to some extent been undone” and ‘ethnos’ 

and ‘territory’ no longer neatly coincide. The debate on the precarious situation of nation-

states comes forth out of changing relations due to migration and as Inda and Rosaldo (2008: 

23) mention “the incapacity to turn migrants into proper national subjects”. Such ideas have 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
9 El Nuevo Dia 
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led Hedetoft and Hjort (2002) to speak of the nation-state in decline. Although my findings in 

the situation on Puerto Rico are concordant with the idea of nation-states in decline, or rather 

the non-existence of a nation-state in Puerto Rico, this is not the result of migratory processes. 

Rather, Puerto Rico’s non-existence as a nation-state can be traced to segregation of ‘nation’ 

and ‘state’ from its very start. Puerto Ricans - as Dávila (1997) argues - have never identified 

with a nation-state because of their colonial history. Due to their historical colonial 

relationship with the United States, they have developed a separation of nation and state they 

imagine respectively as their patria
10 and their nación

11. 

Puerto Ricans have often referred to Puerto Rico as their patria and the United States 

as their nación referring to their United States citizenship. But in contrast, when speaking in 

the English language about their identity they refer to Puerto Ricans when using the word 

‘nation’ and not to their United States citizenship. By using ‘nation’ as referring to a political 

status interchangeably with nation as a sense of ‘peoplehood’, they undermine their 

distinction made between patria and nación. It is remarkable that the public discourse does 

not follow the definition of ‘nation’ as known in social science. As will be described later in 

this chapter, Puerto Ricans do not fit the definition of a nation. First let me consider the 

relevance of the distinction between patria and nación for this thesis. The sense of this 

distinction by Puerto Ricans is illustrative of a question posed by Hedetoft & Hjort (2002: vii) 

on what happens “if where we feel we belong (our ‘cultural’ or ‘ethnic’ home) does not match 

objective ascriptions of membership (our ‘political’ or ‘civic’ home)”. While Puerto Ricans 

referred to Puerto Rico as their patria, I experienced that they attached a certain sense of 

emotional belonging to and felt at home on the island Puerto Rico (their ‘cultural’ or ‘ethnic’ 

home). But their objective ascriptions of membership do not coincide with this ‘cultural’ 

home since Puerto Ricans have United States citizenship and corresponding passport (their 

‘political’ or ‘civic’ home), their nación. 

 

2.3 Imagined but not sovereign 

 

The established distinction between nation and state made by Puerto Ricans leads me to 

question Andersons’ (2006) concept of ‘imagined political community’ in which the nation 

and state are linked. This often-cited concept was coined by Anderson (2006) to define a 

                                                           
10 (native) country, home or fatherland 
11 nation 
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nation as “imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” (Anderson 2006: 6). I draw on 

Anderson (2006) in the context of this thesis because he examines the nation and the extent of 

its strength, a strength that can entail people willing to die for it. Since Puerto Rican soldiers 

are putting their lives at risk and their objectives for this are not self-evident, it seems useful 

to consider Anderson’s (2006) examinations on this issue of risking lives. 

Anderson (2006) argues that the nation is imagined because all members of the 

community will not engage in face-to-face contact but all are imagined as part of that same 

community. In the context of Puerto Rico, national identity is defined not as identification 

with a nation-state as a juridical defined unit but in terms of identification with a culturally 

distinct community (Dávila 1997: 9-10). This applies to all Puerto Ricans residing on the 

island of Puerto Rico, a territory too big to engage in face-to-face contact with all the 

inhabitants. Thus the ‘peoplehood’ of Puerto Ricans has to be imagined as well. 

The nation is imagined as limited because it is contained in finite or elastic boundaries 

beyond which lie other nations (Anderson 2006). This too, is true for Puerto Ricans. 

Geographically its territory is clearly defined by the lines of the sea (Ritchie 1977). And by 

posing the United States to be an ‘out-group’, the boundaries of the Puerto Rican ‘in-group’ 

are defined through exclusion (cf. Eriksen 2002) and thus is limited. An illustration of this 

happened during a conversation I was having at a military training camp I attended. At a 

certain moment a dark skinned soldier and a white skinned soldier hugged each other. The 

person I was talking to at that moment noticed this and proudly pointed out to me that one 

would never see such a thing in the United States, but that here in Puerto Rico color or race 

does not matter. He saw the United States as an ‘out-group’ (where, to my informant, people 

of different color would never be seen hugging) and defined membership to the Puerto Rican 

‘in-group’ (where color or race is not important) based upon strategies of in- and exclusion 

(cf. Eriksen 2002). Many scholars agree that this inclusion and solidarity among people in a 

group can also be realized within a heterogeneous community such as on Puerto Rico, and not 

solely in imagined homogeneous communities on which western nationalism is built 

(Wimmer 2002). Often postcolonial nations celebrate their diversity, which subsequently 

unites them (Eisenlohr 2006). Munasinghe (2002) for example argues that “the purity 

privileged in the Trinidadian logic of homogenization is particular to the history and context 

of the island - it is a purity that foregrounds rather than negating (as characteristic of modular 

nationalisms) a state of impurity or mixture. Here, then, can be identified a nationalist 

narrative that while not autonomous of European modular nationalisms nevertheless remains 

distinct because of its simultaneous straddling of mixture and purity in terms of how the 
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national community is imagined” (Munasinghe 2002: 685). During many conversations the 

concept of heterogeneity was recognized by informants usually voiced in terms of race. 

Exemplified by the following quotation of one of the cadets at the ROTC who told me the 

importance of this characteristic for Puerto Rico. 

 

“Puerto Rico […] has so many different types of people, different skin colors. Like slanted 

eyes, wide eyes. But they all get on with each other. There is no racism in Puerto Rico. My 

grandmother is darker than this (pointing at a black organizer file) and my other grandmother is 

white. And that is truly something for me that marks Puerto Rico”. 

 

Puerto Ricans define their boundaries mostly in opposition to the United States, perhaps 

because of the historical role as colonizer or because the close proximity of the United States 

facilitates influencing the Puerto Rican culture. According to Hage (1998 in O’Doherty 2008) 

this might also explain why Puerto Ricans feel such a strong bond with the island. He argues 

that “when people in their ‘own nation’ are concerned with where ‘they’ (members of other 

‘races’, ‘ethnics’, ‘refugees’, ‘immigrants’ etc.) are located or whether there are too many of 

‘them’ around, then the relationship between the privileged position of one’s in-group and 

national territory becomes an important issue for examination” (Hage 1998 in O’Doherty 

2008: 579). Conclusively in the sense that the Puerto Rican ‘people hood’ uses the process of 

exclusion - and thus presenting boundaries - it can be viewed as limited. 

To Anderson (2006) the nation is imagined sovereign because nations dream of being 

free and the gage and emblem of this freedom is the sovereign state. Most Puerto Ricans, 

however, do not strive for independence and hence do not fit the description of sovereignty in 

Anderson’s definition of a nation. 

Finally, to Anderson (2006) a nation is imagined as a community because the nation is 

always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship. 

 

“If we are off the island, we stick to our kind sometimes. We always stick together, it’s a piece 

of home.” 

 

Sticking “to our kind” as a cadet mentioned about Puerto Ricans and the relating to each other 

as Puerto Ricans told me they do, does show a sense of community. “Ultimately it is this 

fraternity that makes it possible, over the past two centuries, for so many millions of people, 

not so much to kill, as willingly to die for such limited imaginings” (Anderson 2006: 7). 

Puerto Ricans do not have Armed Forces of their own to prove whether or not they would be 
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willing to die for their community. Ethnographic material throughout this thesis will however 

illustrate the meaning and importance of this community to Puerto Ricans. The aspect of 

fraternity, or horizontal comradeship (Anderson 2006) will be returned to later in chapter four 

when the risking of lives of Puerto Rican soldiers will be further examined. Firstly, the 

‘people hood’ of Puerto Ricans will be examined and subsequently defined using several 

characteristics of Andersons’ (2006) ‘imagined political community’. 

 

2.4 Imagined cultural community 

 

Although Puerto Rico did once strive for independence when it was still under Spanish 

colonial rule, in the present time an independent movement is nil. And striving for 

sovereignty is certainly not a common interest for the Puerto Ricans. Political sovereignty is 

however something both Roswhald’s (2006) definition - in the first chapter - and that of 

Anderson (2006) - in the foregoing paragraph - claim to be a characteristic of a nation. As 

mentioned in chapter one, the two reigning parties in the government of Puerto Rico lack the 

will to become sovereign. The will to become independent is certainly not a common interest 

for Puerto Ricans. And due to this I do not refer to Puerto Ricans as a nation. Puerto Rican 

people share a feeling of ‘people hood’ that has not translated into traditional nationalist 

claims for a nation-state12, a process Gellner (2006) - an academic authority on nationalism - 

focuses on in his book ‘Nations and Nationalism’. And their distinction between patria and 

nación underscores this. However, Puerto Ricans do imagine themselves as a community. 

Often this would stereotypically be defined as a nation. But a nation is not the only way to 

define ‘people hood’. Ethnicity is another option. Roshwald (2006) even uses ‘ethnic group’ 

and ‘nationality’ interchangeably to refer to: 

 

“a population larger than an actual kinship group that considers itself - or is considered by a 

significant proportion of its members - to be bound together by common ancestry and historical 

experience, as manifested in shared cultural characteristics (including emotional attachment to 

a specific territory)” (Roshwald 2006: 3). 

 

                                                           
12 Although sentiments of independence nationalism do exist, they are said to make up less than three percent of 
the Puerto Rican population. And in discussing the exceptional position of Puerto Rico I generalise to Puerto 
Rico as a whole and will describe here the majority. 
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But this interchangeable use does not coincide with e.g. Eriksen’s (2002) idea that, partly 

through globalization, national identity and ethnic identity are not necessarily linked. The 

difference between an ethnic group and nationality is that a nation ideology is an ethnic 

ideology that demands a state on behalf of the ethnic group (Eriksen 2002). This distinction 

seems to point out the objective not to refer to Puerto Ricans as a nation – it does not demand 

a state on behalf of Puerto Ricans – but for the purposes of this thesis I will not be referring to 

Puerto Ricans as an ethnic group either. Although Puerto Ricans - following Roshwald’s 

(2006) quotation - do share an emotional attachment to a territory and their being bound 

together is manifested in cultural characteristics, I wish to emphasise the role of imagining in 

Puerto Rican community construction. Imagining enables Puerto Ricans to be able to 

distinguish two groups from what is normally considered to be the same ethnic group. This is 

exemplified by the following. Puerto Ricans in the United States - including those of the 

second-generation - imagine themselves as Puerto Ricans. But to many Puerto Ricans born 

and raised on the island, as the following quote illustrates, these ‘Nuyoricans’13 are not true 

Puerto Ricans. 

 

“A lot of people who are born in the States and grew up in the States, have parents who are 

Puerto Ricans. So in a way they are considered Puerto Ricans, they have Puerto Rican blood. 

But not too me. When you talk to them, they barely speak Spanish. First of all, they don’t 

know anything of Puerto Rico, they don’t know the history. You don’t know anything about 

Puerto Rico and you call yourself a Puerto Rican? Hell no. When you live on Puerto Rico and 

you know the history of Puerto Rico, about your country, how it was born. You have to love 

your country, you know what I’m saying? We love our island.” 

 

Thus Puerto Ricans on the island imagine other Puerto Ricans residing in the United States 

not really to be part of their community. To me, this places emphasis on the role of imagining 

in constructing a sense of ‘people hood’ in Puerto Ricans. 

To Grosfoguel (2003) Puerto Ricans are neither an ethnic group because different 

races constitute the group - as mentioned earlier in the form of heterogeneity - nor a nation.  

Grosfoguel (2003) sees the Puerto Rican ‘people hood’ as one that oscillates between feelings 

of nationhood and ethnicity. And because according to him the Puerto Ricans’ self-perception 

does not fit either the concept of a ‘nation’ or that of an ‘ethnic group’, he proposes a new 

concept to define the Puerto Ricans: “I believe the notion of ‘ethnonation’, understood not as 

a concept but as a process, accommodates these diverse and peculiar subject positionalities 

                                                           
13  Puerto Ricans residing in New York. 
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better than that of a ‘nation’ “ (Grosfoguel 2003: 77). What appeals to me in Grosfoguel’s 

(2003) term ‘ethnonation’ is that it is understood as a process. By seeing collective identity 

construction as a process it can very well accommodate an individual ‘process of becoming’ 

in identity construction. 

In conclusion, to define Puerto Rican identity in this thesis I wish to use the concept 

‘imagined’ (Anderson 2006) and emphasise the cultural aspect, rather than putting to use 

Grosfoguel’s definition based upon what Puerto Ricans are not. Using the word ‘culture’ - 

which my informants often used - and Dávila’s (1997) words on Puerto Ricans identifying 

with a distinct cultural community, I wish to define the Puerto Rican ‘people hood’ as an 

‘imagined cultural community’. In doing this I depart from the notion of the Puerto Rican 

community as a nation with political implications. But I do draw on Anderson (2006) in using 

the concepts of ‘imagined’ and ‘community’. 

 

2.5 Conclusion 

 

Puerto Ricans identify with something other than a nation-state. For this reason Anderson’s 

(2006) concept of an imagined political community is not applicable to Puerto Ricans as they 

are not imagined both inherently limited and sovereign - according to Anderson’s (2006) 

definition - but of this definition solely posses the characteristic of inherently limited. 

Processes of inclusion and exclusion in relation to the ‘other’ (Eriksen 2002), mostly the 

United States, do produce a distinct community. During interviews Puerto Ricans regarded 

themselves distinct from the United States and for this distinction often used the word 

‘culture’. The Puerto Rican food, music and the Spanish language came to the fore as some of 

the components of this culture - as will be described in chapter three. For the purpose of this 

thesis I will use the word culture so as - just described - my informants used it. As it is this 

culture that Puerto Ricans identify with - and imagine themselves to be a community with 

Puerto Rican culture in common - I speak of Puerto Ricans as an ‘imagined cultural 

community’. Processes at work in nation formation posed by Anderson (2006), are also 

applicable to Puerto Rico’s imagined cultural community. A shared language and history and 

a fortification or production of an imagined community by media are processes leading to 

nation formation (Anderson 2006) but are also apparent in the imagined cultural community. 

However in the case of Puerto Ricans this does not lead to claiming a nation-state. This means 

that an imagined cultural community may be able to exist sufficiently without striving for 
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sovereignty in a nation-state, and still function as an identification marker for Puerto Ricans 

just as others identify with a nation-state. The next chapter will illustrate the active 

construction of such an imagined cultural community among Puerto Rican soldiers serving 

with the United States Armed Forces. 
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3. Puerto Ricans in the United States Armed Forces 

 

“I pledge allegiance to Pepsi if they pay me” 

A soldier contemplating on pledging allegiance to the United States’ flag during military service. 

 

 

“I didn’t have any money to go to college. Mum is a single mum and there are five of us. I 

decided to join to alleviate the stress.” A comment made by Jason, a twenty-six year old man 

during his training at Fort Buchanan. The economic benefits, a liking for the military since 

childhood, being an ‘army brat’14 and a possibility to get out of Puerto Rico are all reasons I 

heard for joining the army. Retired veterans I spoke to were drafted but Puerto Ricans 

voluntarily joining today wish to secure their economic future. Highlighting the economic 

benefits is the main means of attracting new recruits by recruiting centres. Recruitment on 

streets and schools promote college funds and the usage of banners with the attractive salary 

exposed on them also attempt to win new soldiers. A young man who studies at the university 

combines his studies with training to become an officer at the ROTC. He told me: 

 

“The thing is, Puerto Ricans love their country, love Puerto Rico. But most Puerto Ricans 

go into the army for their future, for a secure future. You go to the army, you work twenty 

years and you get out and you’re going to get paid.” 

 

The incentives for joining the United States Armed Forces are clearly linked with economical 

security and not so much with love for the American country. Puerto Ricans love Puerto Rico. 

Although for some Puerto Ricans a certain loyalty to the United States is derived through 

gratitude. Jason sees himself to be an example. Loyalty to the United States may be present 

but it his cultural identity - as my informants referred to - that seems to be at the core of his 

expression, a cultural identity he regards as Latin. In this context Latin is more or less 

synonymous with being a Puerto Rican. 

 

“I love my roots, but the United States granted my family an opportunity. I am grateful to 

them, beyond words. For example the army, what job or organisation gives you three meals 

a day and all the benefits? Not many. But I don’t want to put it down to gratefulness. 

Damn… I don’t know how to explain this. I am grateful for what they did, but I am still 

                                                           
14 A child brought up in Army bases. 
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Latin, and I don’t want to forget that. And I don’t want them or anyone else to take that 

away from me”. 

 

The importance of his cultural identity to Jason comes to the fore in this quotation. This 

chapter examines Puerto Rican soldiers - with such a Puerto Rican imagined cultural identity - 

and their sense of belonging in the context of the United States Armed Forces. It examines the 

ways in which they actively come to make a comfortable place for themselves. 

 

3.1 A question of identity 

 

A classic ideology regarding war is ‘fighting to defend your country’ seen from an imperialist 

perspective. But it is one hardly ever voiced by my informants. Manuel, who was quoted in 

chapter one, illustrated this clearly by stating he would not be in the United States Armed 

Forces if it meant he would be fighting for the United States15. Once Puerto Ricans have 

joined the United States Armed Forces, incentives to fight in the present time are - among 

others - democracy, equality and freedom for other people. The ideology behind war has 

changed. It is not so much about conquering another country and taking up their land but the 

ideology I encountered during my research is more oriented towards humanitarian aid. It is 

based upon the ideals of the United States and their Armed Forces of helping others in need. 

Some of those who told me they are helping people who have been victims of injustice, felt 

part of a big military institution. In this sense, serving need not be directly related to a nation-

state and could stem from a (personal) ideology. Informants have also mentioned that while 

being deployed in Afghanistan it was not just the United States army who was present. Many 

other countries had sent out their military forces and it was “all of us trying to help out” and 

they did not feel like they represented a specific nation-state. 

Ben-Ari and Elron (2001) researched peace-keeping operations and their analysis 

started off from a proposition by Moskos, Williams and Segal (2000 in Ben-Ari & Elron 

2001). The latter proposed that in participating in various multi-national forces present day 

militaries are undergoing a loosening of the ties with the nation-state, and that they have a 

tendency to uncouple from national structures. Additionally they applied Hannerz’ (1996 in 

Ben-Ari & Elron 2001: 273) hypothesis stemming from his proposition that “the combination 

of allegiance to professional ideals (such as those held by foreign correspondents, musicians 

                                                           
15 For quote see page 6 
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or accountants), opportunities for interactions with members of other cultures, motivation for 

going abroad, and the practices and symbols of inter-nationalism, would lead to a weakened 

involvement with the nation-state”. To Ben-Ari and Elron (2001) it seems that the 

professional orientation “allows for a common base of fellowship and loyalty among 

members of different national cultures, while the opportunities for interactions work towards 

creating ties that cross national cultural boundaries” (Ben-Ari & Elron 2001: 272-273). As 

mentioned before Puerto Rican identity is constructed in relation with an American ‘out-

group’ (cf. Eriksen 2002) and so it would be difficult for Puerto Ricans to identify with the 

Armed Forces when this is strongly coupled with the American nation-state. Therefore the 

Armed Forces would be more identifiable for Puerto Ricans when they would be less coupled 

with the nation-state – fitting the notion of “all of us trying to help out” - because Puerto 

Ricans would be able to identify with something other than the United States nation. One of 

Ben-Ari and Elron’s (2001) findings however was that there is no noticeable weakening of the 

link to the nation-state. They even conclude their article with the following: 

 

“It may well be that because […] the military profession is still the most strongly identified 

with the nation-state that in the near future, participation in multi-national forces will not 

bode a de-coupling from the state” (Ben-Ari & Elron 2001: 297-298). 

 

An illustration of the Armed Forces being coupled to the United States is a finding during one 

of my meals at a military training camp. The United States Armed Forces distributes MRE’s 

(Meals Ready to Eat), packages of nutritious meals ready for consumption after water is 

added. The MRE I got contained - to my joy - a packet of biscuits. They were patriotic 

cookies to be precise: biscuits in the shape of, for example, the Empire State Building or the 

American flag. Once more this made clear the patriotic character of the United States Armed 

Forces and the fact that I was with Puerto Ricans who did not share the patriotism suggested 

on the package but who could possibly at some stage be risking their safety. 

This leads to wonder about identification of Puerto Ricans within the United States 

Armed Forces. When the United States Armed Forces are closely related to the nation-state, 

Puerto Ricans posses such a strong feeling of cultural identity not applicable to the United 

States and when they love their country Puerto Rico the question arises ‘how do Puerto 

Ricans cope when it comes to identity construction as serving members of the United States 

Armed Forces?’ 
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Before elaborating on this question, I wish to mention that coping in the United States 

Armed Forces obviously is a task for anyone who joins. Physical as well as psychological 

problems may have to be faced. In my conversation with Lorena16, this came to the fore when 

she clearly stated that for an American it is just the same as for a Puerto Rican to see his best 

friend being killed. But Sonia Santiago Hernández, founder of Madres contra la Guerra
17 in 

Puerto Rico, suspects that Puerto Ricans in the United States Armed Forces are more likely to 

be affected by culture shock. Although Madres Contra la Guerra is not directed specifically 

at Puerto Ricans in the United States Armed Forces but at peace and anti-militarism in 

general, Sonia spoke of the psychological concept ‘cognitive dissonance’ that according to her 

is specifically attributable to Puerto Ricans. Sonia explained that this concept was developed 

by L. Festinger and that according to him, two cognitions or ideas that are in opposition to 

each other crash. And when an individual is faced with this, he chooses to change his 

cognition in order not to feel the contradiction. An example Sonia gave is that by emphasising 

their help to their family, Puerto Rican soldiers try to alleviate their feeling of guilt for 

bringing a burden of worries to their family and friends. In Sonia’s opinion joining the 

military is at a high cost, from cultural and identity perspectives. She specifically mentions 

children of Puerto Rican military personnel who are raised within the American military 

context and ‘lose’ the Puerto Rican culture. Sonia argues that they are faced with a cultural 

identity problem. I encountered this in my research as the following illustration shows. Luis, a 

young man who - because his father served the United States Armed Forces - was raised on 

military bases all over the world by his Puerto Rican parents. He has lived in Puerto Rico the 

past few years of his life. Luis mentioned he had difficulty feeling at home in either Puerto 

Rico or the United States. He experienced it as a struggle at times. He felt different in 

appearance in the United States but in Puerto Rico he speaks Spanish with a foreign accent. In 

the following quote Luis puts this into words, first addressing the Americans in the United 

States and secondly Puerto Ricans in Puerto Rico.  

 

“I talk like you [Americans] but I don’t look like you, but here [in Puerto Rico] I don’t talk 

like you but I look like you.” 

 

It makes him frustrated and angry at times. He mentioned he wished he could belong to one 

group without difficulties, illustrating a longing to be part of one of the groups and preferably 

                                                           
16 Mentioned first on page 9 
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the Puerto Rican group. This underscores the importance for an individual to feel a sense of 

belonging and the difficulties Puerto Rican soldiers may face in accomplishing this by being a 

Puerto Rican in the American context of the Armed Forces. After our conversation, Luis even 

referred to me as his personal psychiatrist when he was talking to another soldier. This may be 

illustrative of the complexity he encountered in discussing his own identity. 

This complexity of belonging and considering the concept of ‘cognitive dissonance’ 

show there is a special need for Puerto Ricans to ‘cope’ with their participation in the United 

States Armed Forces. Reactions of family members surrounding my informants joining the 

ROTC programme also show it still at times seems to be a delicate issue. Although most 

informants mentioned that their direct social environment was proud and supportive, I also 

heard of reactions such as ‘backstabbing’ or ‘selling your own country’. A lot of Puerto 

Ricans in the United States Armed Forces negotiate within themselves to make their 

cognitions and actions coincide and strive to experience a congruent sense of belonging. The 

next paragraph elaborates on my findings of Puerto Ricans’ making of a place in the United 

States Armed Forces to which they feel they belong. 

 

3.2 Puerto Ricans’ place making in the United States Armed Forces 

 

3.2.1 Constructing a Puerto Rican community 

In chapter one the argumentation for a constructionist approach to identity lies on a social 

scientific level. Within such a scientific constructionist approach the public discourse 

however may adopt a constructionist as well as an essentialist discourse. And as mentioned in 

chapter one I often encountered the latter discourse among my informants. Referring to their 

Puerto Rican cultural identity as bound to the island’s territory and thereby referring to the 

jíbaro - a noble highland peasant symbolising the native agricultural Puerto Rican land - is 

illustrative of imagining their cultural identity as something unchanging and having a pure 

essence. The following quotation is in line with this. 

 

“Nationalists in Puerto Rico have tended to idealise the pre-industrial rural past under 

Spanish rule and to demonise United States industrial capitalism in the twentieth century. 

Like other colonial intellectuals, Puerto Rican nationalists have portrayed their native land 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
17 Madres contra la Guerra is a peace and anti-militarism organization in Puerto Rico, at times working together 
with similar organizations in the United States. 
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as the source of all moral values and the imperial power as the root of all evil” (Duany 

2000: 10) 

 

A perspective offered by Juergensmeyer (2002) may serve as a framework to understand 

Duany’s (2000) above presented finding. Juergensmeyer (2002) argues that ethno-religious 

movements resuscitate ancient images and concepts in order to meet specific, contemporary, 

social and political needs generated by aspects of globalisation. Understood from this 

perspective, the changing social context of Puerto Rico’s status in relation to the United States 

leads some Puerto Ricans to practice an essentialist cultural identity in their ‘process of 

becoming’ (cf. Ghorashi 2003). 

This is especially the case in the United States Armed Forces where a clear Puerto 

Rican identity is being developed or fortified along cultural and ethnic lines. The vast 

majority of my informants was clear on being Puerto Rican and pictured their identity in 

opposition to a different cultural identity apparent in the United States. Although Lorena 

mentioned she could not know what Puerto Rico would be like without the United States 

influence - as this has been there all her life - she truly feels she is a Puerto Rican. ‘Real’ 

Puerto Ricans pronounce the ‘r’ in Puerto Rico strongly, in contrast with the English 

pronunciation of the word Puerto Rico. 

 

“I was Lorena from Porto Rico. And I started laughing because some people started saying 

Puerto Rico [‘soft English’ pronunciation of the letter ‘r’] and I was like, you are not from 

Puerto Rico, there is no Puerto Rico, it’s Porto Rico [‘hard Spanish’ pronunciation of the 

letter ‘r’]” 

 

To my mind this ‘going back to the roots’ by holding on to the Spanish Puerto Rican 

pronunciation of the words illustrates an action motivated by the imagining of a Puerto Rican 

community. Not only is a Puerto Rican community being imagined, but also a community of 

Puerto Ricans is literally actively formed within the United States Armed Forces. 

The construction of such a Puerto Rican community stems from two motives. The first 

motive is a feeling of home among others who you can relate to. Puerto Ricans group together 

because they for example share the Spanish language. But - as Gupta and Ferguson (1997) 

argue - a community is never simply the recognition of cultural similarity or social contiguity. 

It rather is a categorical identity that is premised on various forms of exclusion and 



 31 
 

‘otherness’. Manuel’s18 words illustrating the second motive for constructing a Puerto Rican 

community - coming forth out of a difference with an other community - bears with Gupta 

and Ferguson’s (1997) argument. He mentioned that “here in Puerto Rico we might be 

enemies, but in the States we stick together, for protection.” Protection is needed against the 

exclusion and ‘otherness’ Puerto Ricans in the United States Armed Forces encounter in the 

form of racism, which sometimes involves fights. Gupta and Ferguson (1997) argue that it is 

through processes of exclusion and ‘otherness’ that both collective and individual subjects are 

formed. Manuel mentioned that in a peaceful environment without fighting Puerto Ricans 

would still feel connected because they “relate more to each other”. However this is still 

influenced by ‘otherness’ and it would be fortified by exclusion because in Manuel’s opinion 

the construction of a Puerto Rican community would be a bit less strong without racism 

because there would be less need. Hence processes of exclusion and ‘otherness’ influence the 

construction of a Puerto Rican community within the United States Armed Forces. 

Although many Puerto Rican soldiers in training in the United States or deployed 

abroad are not in the place they feel they belong to - the territory of the Puerto Rican island - 

the experience of being surrounded by other Puerto Ricans makes them feel more 

comfortable. In this sense, a feeling of belonging is imagined and constructed away from their 

home. Many scholars have discussed this in relation to transnational identities. Espiritu (2003) 

for example, describes processes of home making in Filipinos who reside in the United States, 

away from their original ‘home’. Studies like these that focus on making a place and feeling at 

home in a space different from your supposed territorial roots, have originated from the idea 

that concepts such as home and belonging are seen as separated from territory. 

The vast majority of my informants have told me they feel at home on the island of 

Puerto Rico and when away from home they miss being on the island. This implicates that the 

concept of home to Puerto Ricans clearly is not deterritorialised. ‘Home’ to Puerto Ricans is 

the island, there were one is born and raised. However, the concept of belonging for Puerto 

Rican soldiers does seem to be separated from territory. The new space in which the Puerto 

Ricans find themselves is not so much a territorial or a literal spot on land. It is a space that is 

imagined in itself, the space occupied by a military organisation that is coupled to the territory 

of the United States. But being part of that organisation is not directly linked to residing in a 

certain territory. For this reason Puerto Ricans’ feeling of belonging in the United States 

Armed Forces can either be based upon people literally surrounding them and/or upon an 

                                                           
18 First mentioned on pages 5-6 
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imagined feeling of belonging to an imagined cultural community. This imagined sense of 

belonging bears out the deterritorialisation of the concept of belonging. 

In constructing a Puerto Rican community within the United States Armed Forces - 

literally and imagined - Puerto Ricans provide themselves with a sense of belonging. Relating 

to people they imagine to belong to - based on a shared ‘back to the roots’ cultural identity - 

offers Puerto Ricans a feeling of belonging. Thus, Puerto Rican soldiers construct an 

imagined cultural community that has partly come into existence by their own quest for 

comfort and relatedness, but mainly by processes of exclusion and ‘otherness’ (Gupta & 

Ferguson 1997) related to Americans in the United States Armed Forces. 

 

3.2.2 “Taking our culture there” 

Feeling part of the imagined community goes hand in hand with bringing the Puerto Rican 

culture from the island to the United States Armed Forces. This is behaviour commonly 

practiced by migrants when constructing a new community in the place of residence away 

from home (e.g. Esperitu 2003). Characteristics like openness, loudness, fun-seeking and 

being family oriented are components of the Puerto Rican culture on personal and inter-

personal level. Symbols related to this imagined cultural community offer a tangible 

representation of Puerto Rican identity. Four of the most important symbols of the Puerto 

Rican culture seem to be Puerto Rican music, Puerto Rican food, the Spanish language and 

the Puerto Rican flag19. Symbols into which the production of boundary maintenance and the 

production of ‘cultural stuff’ merge (A. P. Cohen’s 1994 in Eriksen 2002). The Puerto Rican 

flag is the first and foremost symbol of Puerto Rico. It hangs on lockers or tents of many 

Puerto Ricans deployed in the military. This is a flag Puerto Ricans identify with and feel an 

emotional connection with, in opposition to the flag of the United States. This made me 

question the sincerity in pledging allegiance to and saluting the flag of the United States, an 

obligatory duty while serving the United States Armed Forces. It appears these activities are 

performed without any emotional attachment and are seen as part of the job. Many of my 

informants think this to be different for Americans in the military because a sense of 

patriotism makes them more emotionally connected with the United States’ flag. Although 

there is no sentiment for the United States’ flag among Puerto Ricans, it is seen as any other 

country’s flag and mostly it is treated with respect. 
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“You have to respect the flag. Americans love their flag, right. But Puerto Ricans learn to 

respect it, but not to love it.” 

 

Another cadet made clear that for him it is solely part of the job and an obligatory duty. This 

chapter’s introductory quotation “I pledge allegiance to Pepsi if they pay me” illustrates this 

and indicates an emotional distancing from such actions. The Spanish language is another 

important component of Puerto Rican identity that Puerto Rican soldiers bring with them, 

albeit with restrictions since the official language in the United States Armed Forces is 

English and the Spanish language is not permitted. Even so among themselves Puerto Ricans 

prefer to use the Spanish language. The Spanish language at times may extend a Puerto Rican 

community into a Latin community by including soldiers of for example Mexican origin. But 

Puerto Rican comes first and second one may be a Latin. 

 However ‘taking the culture there’ is not always self-evident, it depends on the amount 

of space given. Following Gupta and Ferguson (2002: 70) in the sense that the experience of 

space is always socially constructed, I turn to questions regarding this space. One question is 

for example: ‘Who has the power to make places of spaces?’ In the case of Puerto Ricans in 

the United States Armed Forces the power in making their space lies first and foremost with 

the head of the United States Armed Forces, the United States government. Puerto Ricans are 

certainly restricted in ‘being in place’ most notably by prohibition of the Spanish language. 

Circumstances differ and the amount of space to form that Puerto Rican cultural place was 

judged differently among my informants. Some mentioned the military certainly leaves room 

for personal space. This could be made into a personal Puerto Rican cultural place. And to 

some extent it appears to be fruitful as one Puerto Rican told me he had learnt to cook Puerto 

Rican food during his time serving in the United States Armed Forces. Some also mention 

that they feel they do not have enough possibilities, “but we try to do it with what we’ve got”. 

There are jobs at stake for the Puerto Ricans, which could be why they do their best with the 

space they receive. The question of power in the making of spaces is in line with the aspect of 

more general power relations (Grosfoguel 2003), to be mentioned in chapter five. Puerto 

Ricans in the United States Armed Forces are restricted in making their place within this 

social context and the apparent inequalities. Even after retiring from the service, the power 

relation remains visible. During an interview a retired veteran asked me to turn off the voice 

recorder when he was discussing his opinion on the United States. The fact that he did not feel 

able to speak freely is illustrative of the unequal power relations. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
19 As encountered in media, questionnaires and interviews. 
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 In these ways Puerto Ricans bring their culture to the United States Armed Forces. It is 

a form of agency within the social context whereby they express their membership to the 

Puerto Rican imagined cultural community. So Puerto Ricans do not only imagine belonging, 

they also actively construct belonging by exposing tangible symbols of their cultural identity 

(cf. Oude Breuil 2008). Within the social context of power relations Puerto Ricans actively 

construct their place in the restricted space they have to do so. 

 

3.2.3 Puerto Rican National Guard 

Puerto Ricans told me they know who they are and will not forget this in the United States 

Armed Forces. They keep their cultural identity alive by imagining and constructing a Puerto 

Rican community and by taking their culture with them. Another way for Puerto Ricans to 

feel in place in the United States Armed Forces is simply to choose which branch of the 

Armed Forces to work for. The United States Armed Forces compass several branches, 

namely: the Air Force, the Army, the Coast Guard, the National Guard and Reserves, the Joint 

Services, the Marines and the Navy. For all the active duty services soldiers reside in the 

United States or on a mission. There are no active duty bases in Puerto Rico. Non-active units 

- the National Guard and Reserve units – along with those attending military training schools 

train on the Puerto Rican military bases. Although these units are not on active duty, they may 

be called for active duty in case of need. The difference between the National Guard and the 

Reserves is that the latter is accountable to the federal government directly while the National 

Guard serves under the government of Puerto Rico. However both are branches of the United 

States Armed Forces and wear the United States military uniform. Both units are composed of 

those who combine their service with a civilian job and train the obliged one weekend a 

month and fifteen days during the summer. At the present time there are a lot of places over 

the world where the United States military needs soldiers. For this reason, the National Guard 

and the Reserve were also called into federal service during the period of my research. 

 Joining the National Guard or Reserve means one may stay on the island of Puerto 

Rico. Many Puerto Rican soldiers take this into consideration when choosing the branch they 

want to serve in. Staying on the island allows them to stay ‘at home’. Besides staying ‘at 

home’ on the island, Puerto Rican soldiers told me about another advantage. Namely that the 

atmosphere at the National Guard is very ‘Puerto Rican’ opposed to that in the Army 

(Reserves). During my time spent on the National Guard military base in Salinas I 

experienced this more ‘relaxed atmosphere’. The main reasons for this Puerto Rican relaxed 
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atmosphere are the frequent use of the Spanish language and the fact that almost all the 

soldiers are of Puerto Rican origin which makes it easy for them to relate to each other. 

Although the National Guard falls under the umbrella of the United States Armed Forces, it 

remains very distinct. The adjutant General of the National Guard told me it so different 

because “oh, we máke it Puerto Rican”. This is illustrative of the active construction of 

‘home’ (cf. Oude Breuil 2008) and the possession of power to make the space into a Puerto 

Rican place (cf. Gupta & Ferguson 2002). Choosing the Reserve or National Guard as the 

branch in which to serve offers Puerto Ricans the opportunity to participate in military service 

without the cost of living away from home or needing to construct a new feeling of home. The 

National Guard is especially popular since their territory of duty is the island of Puerto Rico 

and it also works with and for Puerto Rico’s inhabitants. As mentioned earlier, in discussing 

their service with the United States Armed Forces Puerto Rican soldiers never gave as reason 

‘defending the nation’. This contrasts with the often heard words “defending our land, our 

island” as a reason for joining the National Guard, implicating that among Puerto Ricans there 

appears to be a sense of defending the imagined Puerto Rican community with ‘their’ 

National Guard. Thus, by choosing to serve specifically with the National Guard branch, 

Puerto Ricans feel more at home and it exposes a sense of ‘horizontal comradeship’ 

(Anderson 2006) in the will to defend ‘their’ land. This implies that ‘horizontal comradeship’ 

can be established without the political union enunciated by Anderson (2006) and can be 

based on belonging to an imagined cultural community. 

 

3.2.4 Actors within a restricted space 

The last three subparagraphs have illustrated Puerto Ricans’ place making in the United States 

Armed Forces. As Gupta and Ferguson (1997) have stated, this comes forth out of processes 

of exclusion and ‘otherness’. Out of a longing to be in place in the United States Armed 

Forces Puerto Ricans construct a Puerto Rican imagined community. For Puerto Ricans it is 

their culture that distinguishes them and thus provides them an ‘in-group’ based upon those - 

Americans - who do not share this membership. Illustrative of this emphasis on culture in 

describing the difference between Puerto Rico and the United States is a National Guard 

soldier. He stated his unwillingness to join the active forces according to the fact that one 

would have to go from one country to another country and from one culture to another 

culture. 
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Through active construction of a comfortable feeling, the longing to be in place 

develops into a sense of belonging. Imagining the imagined cultural community and acting 

upon it by exposing tangible symbols makes Puerto Rican soldiers ‘actors’ constructing their 

place within a restricted space to. The foregoing paragraphs have thus described Puerto 

Ricans’ making of place in a space they do not feel they belong to in the first place. Because 

of a longing to be they construct a place out of the available space. But as the next paragraph 

will show, Puerto Ricans may also feel they do belong to the United States Armed Forces and 

identify as being a soldier. 

 

3.3 “Bigger than life” 

 

“I like to wear that uniform, because people respect you. They look at you with respect. 

Everybody looks at you because there is a soldier.” 

 

Puerto Rican soldiers extract pride out of serving the United States Armed Forces. A soldier 

serving the Air Force mentioned pride in being part of the best Military Forces in the world. 

To a cadet at the ROTC it means “something bigger than you, something bigger than life and 

being part of something with a meaning, helping other people”. These comments clearly 

illustrate the pride felt in being part of a powerful organisation. The values of the military play 

a part and the disciplinary military lifestyle is being praised. Being a soldier comes first, 

cultural identity second. Maria, who has travelled the world as a daughter of a soldier and 

later as a soldier herself, feels a strong bond among soldiers. 

 

“The uniform already gives us something in common and contains trust. I see someone else 

in uniform like an ‘instant friend’, just add water and stir.” 

 

This instant feeling of trust creates a sense of belonging to an imagined very powerful 

community. The history of the United States Armed Forces - and especially the role of Puerto 

Ricans in this - forms the backbone of this imagined community through the experience of a 

shared history (Anderson 2006). Comments like “Puerto Ricans have been brave soldiers, the 

best in the United States military” were numerous. Davíd - who is part of the unit stemming 

from the 65th Infantry - told me that Puerto Rico has a famous history in serving the United 

States Armed Forces, especially the 65th Infantry. With a feeling of devotion he told me he 

was very proud to be a member of that unit. A tradition - or in his words "a calling" - has been 
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kept alive by Puerto Ricans serving in the United States Armed Forces until this day. It 

provides Puerto Ricans with pride and a sense of belonging to these Armed Forces because 

the past has shown the great strength and worth of Puerto Rican soldiers. This sense of an 

imagined community is different from that of American soldiers, but also slightly different 

from Puerto Ricans outside the military service. Those outside the military service put less 

emphasis on the history of Puerto Rican soldiers in the United States Armed Forces. This 

underscores the argument that the construction of such an imagined community is a reaction 

to the social context. This is because Puerto Rican soldiers ‘consume’ (Friedman 1994) 

specifically the history of Puerto Ricans in the United States Armed Forces in their process of 

becoming (cf. Ghorashi 2003) the Puerto Rican soldier they are in the specific context of the 

United States Armed Forces. 

Especially veterans have illustrated that being part of the United States Armed Forces 

as a soldier served as a common denominator. For them it was a place where they had to 

function as a team and think of matters such as life and death. A retired veteran stated that in 

war, one does not fight for ideals because “when you go to service, you say to serve the 

nation, in war it is for safety [that you fight]”. To veterans the unit they were part of mostly 

felt like a team. Together they were fighting a common goal and needed to defend each other 

in order to succeed and safeguard their own life. This can be seen in the light of Abner 

Cohen’s (1974 in Eriksen 2002) instrumentalist approach to identity in that he argues ethnic 

identities, or group identities, to develop in response to functional organisational 

requirements. "He defines ethnicity simply as a particular form of informal political 

organisation where cultural boundaries are invoked so that the group’s resources or ‘symbolic 

capital’ can be secured" (Eriksen 2002: 53). In the case of Puerto Rican soldiers it is not so 

much that cultural boundaries are invoked, rather a community of soldiers is strengthened. 

The important point her is that - in line with A. Cohen’s (1974 in Eriksen 2002) argument - 

the group identity as a soldier arises entirely from contemporary social (life threatening) 

conditions. In finding a fitting concept for this I turn to a report by the scientific counsel for 

government policy in the Netherlands. This scientific counsel for government policy in the 

Netherlands delivered a report discussing the concept ‘functional identification’20. It entails 

that in striving towards a common goal, the ‘other’ is perceived more according to his role in 

attaining that goal and not so much according to his ethnicity. In the case of attaining a 

                                                           
20 Due to increasing numbers of immigrants and its implications in the Netherlands, the scientific counsel for 
government policy in the Netherlands researched identification with the Dutch nationality. Resulting from this 
they plea for identification with the Netherlands and not so much a Dutch nation (WRR 2007). 
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common goal the scientific counsel argues that the dominating role of the essentialist 

approach could diminish because one perceives the common behaviour and will leave more 

space for the constructionist approach. Puerto Rican veterans in the United States military set 

to be an example of this ‘functional identification’. However I must note that this only came 

to the fore when discussing the actual war-zone. So once life is in jeopardy, all other 

stereotypes or opinions disappear and the common denominator in fighting to survive makes 

soldiers of all origins work together as a team. This common denominator does not seem to 

operate generally outside this area where life or death is at stake. The Vietnam veterans - with 

whom I have had the opportunity to meet several times and discuss certain topics in great 

detail - mentioned there is no implicit bond between them and other soldiers at this present 

day. However if I narrowed the discussion down to just other Vietnam veterans there was a 

greater sense of bonding, something illustrated by an observation on Memorial Day. On that 

day I attended a memorial service and overheard three men talking to each other. One veteran 

introduced a Puerto Rican to an American and they discovered they had both served in 

Vietnam during the same years. The veteran who introduced the other two reacted to this 

discovery by stating: “you are brothers”. 

 A feeling of belonging to the United States Armed Forces is strengthened by the fact 

that some of my informants refer to the United States Armed Forces’ characteristic that it 

consists many different ethnic groups, not just Americans. By referring to the military as 

inclusive in this manner, Puerto Ricans could see it as automatic that they may also be part of 

it and belong to it. However, the majority of my informants did not feel such a belonging to 

the United States Armed Forces and mostly it was the process of exclusion - in the form of 

discrimination - that stood in the way of this. 

 

3.4  Conclusion 

 

Referring to Puerto Ricans in the United States Armed Forces, identification is very much 

related to the Puerto Rican roots. An imagined cultural community - as proposed in chapter 

two - is constructed and by bringing tacit cultural symbols to the Armed Forces they create 

comfort and a sense of belonging. Puerto Rican soldiers take their self-defined culture with 

them to make a place within a restricted space. They feel they belong to an imagined cultural 

community. In this sense I link the concept of belonging to an imaginative concept. Thus 

belonging is not related to a territory, in opposition to the feeling of home for Puerto Ricans. 
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Within the United States Armed Forces Puerto Ricans negotiate their feelings of belonging, 

but do not truly feel at home. Home for them is the island of Puerto Rico, rooted in territory. 

Lastly, choosing the National Guard may be another way for Puerto Rican soldiers to act upon 

the given social context of the United States Armed Forces and provide oneself with a feeling 

of belonging. 

Processes of exclusion and ‘otherness’ (cf. Gupta & Ferguson 1997) prompted the 

construction of an imagined cultural community. An identification surpassing cultural identity 

in the form of ‘functional identification’ as a soldier was in most cases outweighed by these 

processes of exclusion and ‘otherness’. And thus the emphasis on belonging to an imagined 

cultural community remains. My research findings have shown this imagined cultural 

belonging to be of affective nature. And among feelings of belonging to the imagined cultural 

community feelings of ‘brotherhood’ are apparent in the sense that soldiers in the National 

Guard wish to defend the Puerto Rican community and ‘their’ land. Something they do not 

directly desire to do for the United States’ nation. 

This brings us back to Anderson’s (2006) concept of ‘horizontal comradeship’ which 

ultimately makes it possible for people to willingly die for such limited imaginings (Anderson 

2006). Besides the feeling of ‘brotherhood’ among those imagined to belong to the cultural 

community, it is especially veterans who have spoken of fighting as a team and experiencing 

‘horizontal comradeship’ through this. However, there is an important distinction between this 

‘horizontal comradeship’ and the sort Anderson (2006) speaks of. ‘Horizontal comradeship’ 

among soldiers in war situations stems from an individual will to survive. To safeguard one’s 

own life makes it necessary to function as a team and horizontal comradeship is derived from 

this. In contrast, within the imagined political community (Anderson 2006) ‘horizontal 

comradeship’ is present and from this people derive the will to fight for it. In this sense, the 

‘horizontal comradeship’ in ‘functional identification’ stems from situations already involving 

life and death. As mentioned earlier ‘functional identification’ is not a given, except in 

matters of life and death. Moreover, generally speaking, processes such as exclusion seem to 

overrule horizontal comradeship in this sense and therefore I only speak of ‘horizontal 

comradeship’ within the Puerto Rican imagined cultural community, their patria. 

However, serving the United States Armed Forces does not make Puerto Ricans fight 

or die for this community. One soldier mentioned the following: 
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“The army doesn’t break down who you are, they have built me up as a soldier. But they 

don’t suppress your identity. They make you an American soldier but you have your 

background”. 

 

The word ‘background’ in this comment seems symbolic as Puerto Ricans serve the United 

States Armed Forces with its customs and language and have to keep their own cultural 

identity in the background. This chapter has shown in what manner Puerto Ricans maintain 

their ‘background’, but along with this quotation it also makes clear that it is not this imagined 

cultural community and ‘horizontal comradeship’ derived from it, for which Puerto Ricans 

put their life at risk in the United States Armed forces. What they do risk their lives for will be 

discussed in the following chapter. I will then be applying the division made by Puerto Ricans 

themselves between patria - coined by the imagined cultural community – and nación. 
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4. A political superstructure to die for  

 

“It’s not about country, it’s not about patriotism, it’s where you feel at home” 

One of the cadets at the ROTC on what Puerto Rico means to him 

 

 

The foregoing chapter concluded by examining ‘horizontal comradeship’ which according to 

Anderson (2006) is the characteristic that makes people willing to die for the community in 

which this ‘horizontal comradeship’ is found. Belonging to the Puerto Rican imagined 

cultural community brought about a sense of ‘brotherhood’ or ‘horizontal comradeship’. But 

it was made evident that this imagined cultural community is not that for which Puerto Ricans 

are fighting in the United States Armed Forces. Thus the willingness to die may stem from 

something other than ‘horizontal comradeship’. In examining this I refer to the distinction 

made by Puerto Ricans of patria and nación. Identifying with the first has been elaborated 

upon in the foregoing chapters and showed to bring about an affective sense of belonging. 

The second will be elaborated on in this chapter. Puerto Ricans’ nación has been described to 

me as a status, linked to a country but never have informants exposed an affect for this. The 

following quote by a soldier in military service illustrates the division made and the lack of 

applying affect to his nación. The affect is applied to the Puerto Rican imagined cultural 

community, his patria. 

 

“I identify with a cause, with a country, but I don’t feel like a United States citizen. I feel 

Puerto Rican.” 

 

The manner of speaking about their nación as a non-affective status coincides with the 

general non-affective remarks on service within the United States Armed Forces. Many 

Puerto Rican soldiers have mentioned it to be their job, and the actions asked of them to 

perform are seen as duties part of this job to earn money. By first presenting a theoretical 

context of citizenship – it is that which links Puerto Ricans to the United States Armed Forces 

- I will later place this within a theoretical context of belonging applied to Puerto Ricans.  
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4.1 Citizenship 

 

As mentioned in the introduction, changing conditions due to globalization have influenced 

the position of the nation-state and has contributed to the development of transnational, 

postnational, layered and differentiated forms of citizenship (Blackburn 2009). Benhabib 

(2002a) described how citizenship in the modern world meant membership in a bounded 

political community that was either a nation-state, a multinational state, or a federation of 

states. She analyses in detail the transformation of such citizenship practices in the present 

day. Although she based her analysis on countries within the European Union, I argue her 

argumentation may be applied in a wider context. With the case of Puerto Rico I wish to 

underscore her ideas. 

Benhabib (2002a) separates the institution of citizenship into three constituent 

elements. Firstly she distinguishes collective identity, something Puerto Ricans do not share 

with the United States but encompass their ‘own’ imagined cultural community. Secondly 

comes political membership, regarding the inclusion and exclusion in possessing citizenship. 

Puerto Ricans were inducted the United States citizenship but since they may not for example 

vote for the president they are excluded from certain privileges of membership. The third 

element regards the right to social entitlements and benefits, benefits Puerto Ricans have often 

referred to in describing Puerto Rico’s relation with the United States. Benhabib (2002a) 

suggests that “we are currently witnessing a ‘disaggregation effect,’ as a consequence of 

which these three dimensions of citizenship are being pulled apart. Increasingly, nationality 

and political membership are being torn asunder” (Benhabib 2002a: 178). A division between 

the element ‘collective identity’ and the element of ‘social right and benefits’ coincides Puerto 

Ricans’ distinction between respectively patria and nación. 

To Benhabib (2002a) one of the changing characteristics for citizenship, due to the 

changing character of the nation-state, is that the ‘we’ of ‘we the people’, is increasingly 

frayed and amorphous. Because of this she mentions that liberal democracies will have to 

come to grips with the end of unitary citizenship. In the case of Puerto Rico, I do not share 

Benhabib’s (2002a) argumentation that collective cultural identities grow increasingly volatile 

and fragmented. My research indicated in fact the reinforcement of the territorial cultural 

identity among Puerto Ricans. In the introduction I referred to Juergensmeyer (2002) to show 

how some Puerto Ricans did adopt an essentialist approach to identity and had experienced 

cohesiveness instead of fragmentation. However, the end to unitary citizenship does appeal to 

me. Benhabib’s (2002b) argumentation on future alternative views is that if we stop viewing 
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the state as the privileged apex of collective identity, but instead as a ‘union of unions’, then 

citizenship should also be understood as a form of collective identity mediated in and through 

the institutions of civil society. Davíd, proud member of a unit stemming from the 65th 

Infantry unit, helps to put into words the effect of this argumentation for identification 

processes: “My culture is Puerto Rico, my country is American”. In applying this to 

Benhabib’s (2002b) idea of ‘union of unions’, the American ‘citizenship or country union’ 

may encompass several (cultural) unions. One of which is the Puerto Rican cultural 

community. Benhabib (2002b) argues this ‘union of unions’ means that foreigners’ claims to 

citizenship in a political entity should not be established through self-regarding nationalist 

considerations. This is applicable to Puerto Rico. Puerto Ricans have not established their 

United States citizenship through nationalist claims, it was imposed on them. Benhabib 

(2002b) further argues that citizenship in a political entity should be established because 

individuals show themselves to be capable of membership in civil society through the exercise 

of certain tasks and the fulfilment of certain conditions. Serving in the United States Armed 

Forces shows the Puerto Ricans’ capability of membership and the exercising of certain tasks. 

Based upon my findings on the situation of Puerto Rico I support Benhabib’s (2002b) views 

on new developments of citizenship.  

As mentioned previously, Benhabib (2002a) argues that nationality and political 

membership have been torn asunder. For the purposes of my analysis on Puerto Rico I choose 

to use the term ‘imagined cultural community’ instead of Benhabib’s (2002a) ‘nationality’ but 

her division - between the ‘imagined cultural community’ and ‘political membership’ - suits 

to describe Puerto Rico. My research indicated that the imagined cultural community and 

political membership have not so much been torn asunder in Puerto Rico, but that they have 

existed alongside one another - holding onto this division - as respectively patria and nación. 

Considering Benhabib’s (2002b) future views on citizenship for the case of Puerto Rico has 

implications for the concepts of home and belonging. Since to Benhabib (2002a) nationality 

and political membership are viewed as being torn asunder, the ‘cultural home’ does not 

coincide with the ‘political home’. The next paragraph will integrate the discussed theory on 

the nation and citizenship and it’s implications for Puerto Rico into a theoretical framework of 

home and belonging in the Puerto Rican context. 
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4.2 Home and belonging 

 

For Puerto Ricans there is a strong relation between the feeling of home and the imagined 

cultural community and the island of Puerto Rico, illustrated by this chapter’s introductory 

quotation. Strongly relating this feeling of home to the island could perhaps stem from an 

island mentality because “to the islander the limit of his island has been an emotional 

boundary. […] A view of the world that is particular, local, bounded and proud” (Ritchie 

1977). However, an imagined community has no natural association to place per se, “all of it 

depends on the way people frame their loyalties to place and other people, and what they 

imagine unites them” (O’Rourke 2006: 9). This argumentation is supported by the 

introductory quote since the cadet mentioned it is not so much about country (the place) but 

more about feeling at home (the imagining of feeling united and belonging to the place and 

people of the island). Olwig (2007) emphasises the role of social relations in attaining 

meaning to physical localities for immigrants. 

 

“Places are much more than powerful referents that can be used in the political power 

struggles between minority and majority populations in immigrant countries. They emerge 

and attain meaning in the course of everyday life, as people develop communities of social 

relations that are grounded in certain physic localities.” (Olwig 2007: 15) 

 

According to my findings this quotation underscores the role of imagining in attaching 

meaning to places. It can be understood that Puerto Ricans’ imagining of a cultural 

community grounded in the locality of the island, attaches meaning to this place (the island) 

for this imagined cultural community. It is not so much the feeling of home that is directly 

related to the island, but it is the fact that Puerto Ricans experience the island as belonging to 

them which makes them imagine feeling at home on the island. Hence the social context and 

imagined relations influence feelings of home and belonging to a place. 

 As for the question of belonging in Puerto Rican soldiers - belonging to the imagined 

cultural community but also risking their lives in the United States Armed Forces – I turn to 

‘requirements’ of belonging posed by Hedetoft & Hjort (2002: xviii). 

 

“As far as identity goes (rather than vaguer and more noncommittal attachments), territorial 

and historical fixity, cultural concreteness, and ethnic exceptionalism, in addition to the 

existence (at least potentially) of a political superstructure with which one can identify and 
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which is the provenance and safeguard of passport, citizenship, and a sense of communal 

solidarity” 

 

Meeting such requirements is interfered on by processes of globalisation (Hedetoft & Hjort 

2002). According to Hedetoft & Hjort (2002) the nation-state is too small because from within 

the nation-state global problems and border crossing processes can not be fully understood. 

But also they argue that it is too big because it can not provide all the inhabitants with a 

common feeling of home and belonging. The nation-state is no longer the space to feel at 

home but neither is this substituted by another ‘bigger’ space, since Hedetoft and Hjort (2002) 

express that ‘the globe’ does not qualify to establish a ‘global belonging’. What happens to 

individuals’ feelings of home and belonging, and what happens to the concepts themselves in 

this post-national era? Hedetoft and Hjort (2002) have framed the concept of belonging in a 

‘pre-political dimension’ that can be seen as a set of emotions and because of this largely 

affective, and a ‘political’ dimension (citizenship). They argue that the pre-political dimension 

and the political dimension can be seen as distinct from one another, threatened by the post-

national era to disaggregate the two. The division between ‘pre-political’ and ‘political’ 

dimensions of belonging posed by Hedetoft and Hjort (2003) has been supported by the case 

of Puerto Rico. Although Hedetoft and Hjort (2003) attribute this division to the post-national 

era that threatens to disaggregate the two, the case of Puerto Rico illustrates that this division 

is a true reflection of (already apparent) divided feelings of belonging existing alongside each 

other in time. 

 In describing Puerto Ricans’ sense of belonging it is important to consider the 

distinction between their patria and their nación. By using Benhabib’s (2002a) disaggregation 

effect of collective identity and social rights and benefits I will describe the sense of 

belonging among Puerto Ricans in terms of the division of belonging into the two dimensions 

‘pre-political’ and ‘political’ (Hedetoft & Hjort 2002). I would argue that the element of 

collective identity, thus in the case of Puerto Rico the imagined cultural community coincides 

with the ‘pre-political’ dimension of belonging and that the element of social rights and 

benefits coincides with the ‘political’ dimension of belonging. I put forward this combination 

based on my research findings which also support the implication of this combination that 

Puerto Ricans should experience a sense of affective belonging to their imagined cultural 

community and a non-affective sense of belonging to the political superstructure providing 

them citizenship. Puerto Ricans’ political membership belonging to the United States is 

decoupled from an affective component. 
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4.3 Where do Puerto Rican soldiers belong? 

 

Coming back to Puerto Rican soldiers, one can say that this division provides them with all 

the requirements of belonging as proposed by Hedetoft & Hjort (2002). But the requirements 

are met by two ‘systems’, the one being an affective imagined cultural community and the 

other a non-affective political superstructure. Because the latter is a non-affective sense of 

belonging, this does not clash with their sense of belonging to a Puerto Rican imagined 

cultural community. Belonging to these two ‘systems’ should not be seen as a fusion. Puerto 

Ricans experience a double sense of belonging, they made clear it does not come together in 

one experience but is experienced as two separate ‘feelings’ and incentives. Thus the two 

senses of belonging do not fuse into one, but exist alongside one another without clashing 

with each other. This way Puerto Rican soldiers do not experience a contradiction while 

serving in the United States Forces. Their affective sense of belonging lies in the imagined 

cultural community and their service in the United States Armed Forces is linked to a non-

affective political superstructure offering social rights and benefits. 

Hannerz (2002) also speaks of a division in line with the just described. He mentions 

two kinds of cosmopolitanism in connection with two types of nationalism, the one ethnic, the 

other civic. He states that much like civic nationalism, political cosmopolitanism suffers from 

a certain cultural deficit, an inability to command loyalty and commitment. This would be 

concordant with Anderson’s (2006) idea of a nation being strong through ‘horizontal 

comradeship’ linked together by political union. I agree that civic nationalism suffers from a 

certain cultural deficit when it is seen as coinciding with the ‘political dimension’ of Puerto 

Ricans’ United States citizenship. This is because the cultural asset is applied to the ‘pre-

political’ dimension of belonging to the imagined cultural community and not to the 

‘political’ dimension of belonging. However, I have argued before that Puerto Rican soldiers 

illustrate a situation in which something other than ‘horizontal comradeship’ is willing to be 

fought for. Besides this I argue that civic nationalism does have the ability to command 

loyalty and commitment. My research findings have shown loyalty and commitment among 

Puerto Rican soldiers to the United States Armed Forces, which for Puerto Ricans suffers a 

certain cultural deficit. It is the civic membership for which Puerto Ricans risk their lives and 

thus I beg to differ with Hannerz (2002) in arguing that civic nationalism can command 

loyalty and commitment. 
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4.4 Conclusion 

 

Returning to Hedetoft and Hjort’s (2002) requirements for belonging shows that the 

requirements for Puerto Ricans are in fact met by two ‘systems’. “Territorial and historical 

fixity, cultural concreteness, and ethnic exceptionalism” (Hedetoft & Hjort 2002: xviii) is met 

by the imagined cultural community. And the political superstructure meets the requirement 

of the “safeguard of passport and citizenship” (Hedetoft & Hjort 2002: xviii). I observed the 

division between affective Puerto Ricanness and non-affective identification with the United 

States during the baseball game - Puerto Rico versus the Netherlands - introduced in chapter 

two. As mentioned the Puerto Rican flag was seen everywhere, true Puerto Ricanness was 

expressed through slogans, the language was Spanish and the Puerto Rican national anthem 

was played. These observations illustrate the affective sense of belonging to a cultural 

concrete imagined community supporting the Puerto Rican team. The United States were not 

present in an affective manner, they solely came to the fore at one moment during a break 

between innings. Entertainment or advertisement on the playing field filled that time and at 

one stage an American Health Care Insurance Organisation advertised by presenting a banner 

with the words ‘Puerto Rico is covered’. To me this illustrated the role of the United States in 

the lives of Puerto Ricans. The United States offer the Puerto Rican imagined cultural 

community a safeguard in the form of - in this case - health care. In this chapter I argued that 

affective belonging is found in an imagined cultural community and that belonging to a 

political superstructure offers the safeguard of passport and citizenship, a matter worth 

fighting for. 

My findings that Puerto Rican soldiers are willing to risk their lives stemming from 

something other than ‘horizontal comradeship’ can not be seen as standing on its own. The 

strength and personal worth of belonging to a political superstructure need to be embedded in 

global processes. Such as migration could be understood within the world-system of unequal 

social and economic relations that transforms physical movement into possibilities for socio-

economic mobility (Olwig 2007), so I argue that world-system to influence Puerto Ricans’ 

identification and sense of belonging. In the next chapter I will shift my focus from the 

specific case of Puerto Rico to global processes in which the analysis of foregoing chapters on 

local strategies of identity and belonging may be placed. 
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5. Coloniality of power 

 

“This is what we were doing in Nam
21

 and 

this is what they are doing here now to us, 

they are killing us”. 

 

This quotation of a veteran of the United States Forces regards his homecoming to Vieques 

after serving in war. Vieques is a Puerto Rican island that was occupied by the navy and used 

as a bombing range. First he voices an identification as ‘we’ the United States Armed Forces 

in Vietnam, later he categorises the United States navy as ‘them’. The quotation exemplifies 

Eriksen’s (2002) argumentation that the compass of the ‘we’ category may expand and 

contract according to the situation. Social identities in general are relative and to some extent 

situational (Eriksen 2002). I argued in chapter three that consideration should be paid to the 

social context and power relations in the case of identity construction of the soldiers. I would 

now like to propose that the issue of the risking of lives should also be considered in a broader 

context. This is related to the wider topic of power inequalities present in Puerto Rico and 

indeed worldwide.  

In order to place the identity construction of Puerto Ricans in this broader context, it is 

important to seek further than my research population of Puerto Rican soldiers. Research at 

the individual level of identity construction of Puerto Rican soldiers did not directly provide 

sufficient information on Puerto Rico’s political relationship with the United States. As I 

stated in chapter one, on Puerto Rico I was often advised to visit the island Vieques when I 

mentioned the topic of my research. I was told that the semi-colonial relationship and the 

presence of the United States Armed Forces would be apparent on that small island and very 

interesting for my research. For this reason Vieques will be introduced after examining the 

political status of Puerto Rico and its implications for belonging. Vieques will serve as a case 

study in illustrating Puerto Rican identity construction in a broader context, the purpose of 

this chapter. 

 

                                                           
21 Vietnam 
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5.1 “Let’s just call it what it is, a colony.” 

 

Many times during my research I heard people describing Puerto Rico’s relationship with the 

United States as a colony under a coloniser. And more than once people suggested: “Let’s just 

call it what it is, a colony”. I was surprised this status did not always (apart from the obvious 

negative sentiments among individuals supporting independence) result in negative 

sentiments among my informants. As mentioned in chapter one, the presence of the United 

States and the United States Armed Forces has been absorbed into daily Puerto Rican life. My 

younger informants - especially those born after the award of free associated state - have lived 

with the United States presence all their lives. “In Puerto Rico we are so influenced by 

American culture […] I can’t imagine Puerto Rico without that influence because I was born 

in Puerto Rico with that influence already there” says Lorena. She has served the United 

States Army on active duty since 1989 when she signed a contract for seven years. During the 

last two years of her contract she changed her position to inactive duty as the time necessary 

to spend with the army was holding her back from her studies. She did not renew her contract 

and is now finishing her university degree in Puerto Rico, living with her husband and two 

children. As Lorena mentioned, she can not imagine a Puerto Rico without the United States 

influence and it is clear to her that one experiences the colonial status of the island. She gave 

two examples, the first one regarding language. Getting a good job on the island depends on 

the capability to speak English.  

 

“And for some people that is hard, why do we have to be bilingual? We are in Puerto Rico 

and our language is Spanish, you have to ask me how well I write or speak Spanish. But 

that is not the case here”, she elaborates an important issue in job interviews. “For me that 

is not a problem, but for other people that is”. 

 

The second example she gave refers to the law. A Puerto Rican law applies to Puerto Rico, 

but the federal law of the United States may overrule this. To Lorena, and many others, this 

does not seem fair because the situation on Puerto Rico is not similar to that in the United 

States. “Sometimes it makes me mad too, but I don’t resent it that much because I was born 

like that”. 

 Puerto Ricans’ United States citizenship also illustrates the non-equal relationship 

Puerto Rico has with the United States. Especially the element of ‘political membership’ used 

by Benhabib (2002a) refers to this because it deals with the inclusion and exclusion in 
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possessing citizenship and the privileges it includes. Puerto Ricans were granted the United 

States citizenship but they may not, for example, vote for the president and are therefore 

excluded from certain privileges of membership. 

 According my informants, Puerto Rico may be described at least as a semi-colony. 

Taking into account the above-mentioned implications of this semi-colonialism on Puerto 

Rico, it may be assumed that this also influences the sense of belonging for Puerto Ricans. 

The next paragraph will illustrate this. 

 

5.2 ‘Double’ belonging 

 

A Vietnam war veteran living on Vieques told me that if he would have to choose between 

something beneficiary being done for the people of Vieques or for the people on the main 

island of Puerto Rico, he would choose for the people of Vieques. If something beneficiary 

would be done to the United States or to Puerto Rico and Vieques together, he would choose 

the latter. On me questioning his choice between solely the main island of Puerto Rico and the 

United States, he answered he would choose for the main island of Puerto Rico to be 

advantaged above the United States. Here a hierarchy of identification comes to the fore, 

where the most ‘local’ Viequense identity comes first, followed by Puerto Rican and finally 

the United States. Remarkable is that the first two identifications are related to a person (a 

‘Viequense’ or a ‘Puerto Rican’), but the last refers to a country (the United States). Thus 

Vieques and Puerto Rico are identified with as with a person. The United States are identified 

with as with a country. The distinction made by Hedetoft & Hjort (2002) between affective 

‘pre-political’ and non-affective ‘political’ feelings of belonging is respectively applicable to 

these identifications. A couple on Vieques producing hip-hop music and who contributed a lot 

of their lyrics to the struggles on Vieques, mentioned identity is something that comes from 

within a person and for them is clearly territorial. 

 

“Your hart tells you that you are a Viequense. And whenever you are somewhere else and 

all goes well, you still want to go back to Vieques because the place you are in is not tu 

tierra (your land)” 

 

This quote is an emotional utterance of belonging, illustrative of the ‘pre-political’ sense of 

belonging posed by Hedetoft & Hjort (2003). It is in contrast to the sense of belonging 
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experienced by Puerto Ricans regarding the United States as merely a ‘status’ lacking an 

affective component. 

 The distinction between affective and non-affective belonging has been made clear. 

An important aspect of this chapter is the consideration of the differences between the 

‘feelings’ surrounding belonging to in the one case Puerto Rico and in the other case to the 

United States. Firstly, Puerto Ricans identify with Puerto Rico and feel it belongs to them. 

This offers a pleasant and affective sense of belonging. Secondly, Puerto Ricans identify with 

the United States as if they belong to the United States. This could lead to a less pleasant 

identification, or in the case of Puerto Ricans a non-affective belonging. This ‘double’ sense 

of belonging experienced by one individual can be explained by imagining him saying the 

phrases:  ‘Puerto Rico belongs to me’ and ‘I belong to the United States’. The concept of 

belonging encompasses both phrases. The double sense of belonging has come about by the 

semi-colonial relationship. This affects the identification for Puerto Ricans. 

Even Puerto Ricans residing in the United States do not identify with the American 

identity but still refer to the United States as a country. Puerto Ricans in the United States 

regard themselves as ‘Puerto Ricans’ or in the case of Puerto Rican inhabitants in New York 

as ‘Nuyoricans’, but never as Puerto Rican American. By not applying a hyphenated identity 

such as the latter (cf. Ghorashi 2003) the group boundaries between Puerto Ricans and 

Americans remains clear. 

The first paragraphs of this chapter showed that the concept of belonging for Puerto 

Ricans is influenced by the political status of the island as a ‘semi-colony’. The next 

paragraph will introduce Vieques. It will function as a case study to examine the semi-

colonial aspect and its influence on this small island, not yet as ‘Americanised’ as the main 

island of Puerto Rico. ‘Zooming in’ on such a ‘locality’ offers a chance for a finer analysis of 

the effect of global processes on local strategies. Further my findings on Vieques will be 

embedded in global processes of power inequality. 

 

5.3 Paz para Vieques
22

 

 

As I was advised on the main island of Puerto Rico, one day I took one of the three ferries a 

day to Vieques from Fajardo, an eastern city on the main island of Puerto Rico. Within an 

                                                           
22 Translation: ‘Peace for Vieques’. It is one of the slogans used during the protests against the presence of the 
United States navy on Vieques. 
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hour a small island appeared under the sun and I could distinguish a fort on top of a hill. 

Having been in contact with the director of the Vieques Historic Archives, Robert Rabin, and 

knowing his office was situated within Fortín el Morro, I was quite sure I was approaching 

Vieques. Until 2003, a small rural community of roughly ten thousand people was situated on 

this same island the United States Navy used as a bombing range. Vieques was the target 

range for the Roosevelt Roads naval complex, the largest American naval base outside the 

continental United States, it is now closed. Since the 1940s the Navy occupied two-thirds of 

Vieques, having purchased the land from absentee sugar landowners and forcibly evicting its 

residents, who had no title to the land where they and their ancestors lived. Military strategy 

and colonial politics had turned Viequenses’ home into a surreal battlefield, an inhabited 

island doubling as an international theatre of war (McCaffrey 2002; Pantojas Garcia 2005). 

Struck by the peace and calm of the island, after leaving the mad traffic of San Juan 

behind me, I made my way up to the fort. The busiest moment was getting off the ferry at the 

little town Isabel Segunda, where a few mini buses were ready to transport the passengers to 

the only other town on the island. The fifteen-minute walk up to the fort was accompanied 

only by the hot sun and the sound of chickens, dogs and horses along the road. It seemed a 

complete different world without the Burger Kings, multi-storied buildings and the noise of 

traffic. A hearty welcome at the fort and the following lunch with Robert and his friend set the 

tone for the following days. I had an excellent guide in Robert.23 He introduced me to people, 

we had lengthy conversations and he provided reading and video material out of the Vieques 

Historic Archives. It made me see the complexity of this island within the complexity of 

Puerto Ricans’ status. A senator in the documentary ‘Vieques: The Island and it’s People’ 

stated the following: 

 

“Puerto Ricans have shed more blood than any of the other states, never rejected defence 

responsibilities, but will not permit the navy bombing the people of Vieques.” 

 

                                                           
23 Robert has played a great part in the struggle against the navy with the organisation Comite Pro Rescate y 

Desarrollo de Vieques (Committee for the Rescue and Development of Vieques). This committee is a non-
partisan grass-roots organization of residents of Vieques. This organization was incorporated pursuant to the 
laws of the Estado Libre Asociado de Puerto Rico in 1993 for the purpose of obtaining a permanent end to the 
bombing and other destruction of their municipality by the United States military. The Committee seeked the 
withdrawal of all United States military forces from Vieques as a precondition of allowing the residents to live 
normal lives in a climate of peace, and of planning and promoting the sustainable development of the island for 
their use and enjoyment. The Committee has appeared on numerous occasions in governmental and other fora in 
Puerto Rico, the United States, at the United Nations, and elsewhere, on behalf of the people of Vieques. 
(http://www.iacenter.org/warcrime/vieques2.htm) 
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For Puerto Ricans who served with the United States Armed Forces in Korea and Vietnam, 

returning home to Vieques was like entering a similar situation, as if the war continued. 

The use of Vieques as a bombing range resulted in protests against navy presence, 

initiated by the Committee for the Rescue and Development of Vieques. The protests received 

support from all over the world. United States foreign policy analysts were concerned that 

overseas bases would act as lightning rods for anti-American sentiment, threatening United 

States political and military hegemony abroad (Blaker 1990; Smith 2000). Although 

“colonialism brings anger” and the struggle by the Viequenses received the support of 

arriving independentistas24 showing a little anti-American sentiment, Robert emphasises that 

the heart of the struggle was to provide the community the possibility of living a normal life. 

He also mentioned that they “didn’t fight against something [bad], we fought for something 

good”. The Navy’s activities on the island of Vieques were ‘wrong’ and that is what the 

protests were aimed at and the intention was not to link it to political, colonial or status issues. 

When a Navy bomb killed a civilian in October 1999 the protests escalated. And after much 

manoeuvring the Bush Administration was compelled by domestic and international public 

opinion to honour the Clinton Administration’s commitment to withdraw from Vieques in 

May 2003. This represented a major victory for the Puerto Rican people, who stood united 

across ideological and political party lines on their claim of ‘peace for Vieques’, different 

from the radical anti-imperialist slogans of the 1970s: ‘U.S. Navy out of Vieques’ (Pantojas 

Garcia 2005). 

 

5.4 Power to make places out of spaces 

 

Viequenses define their identity mainly through mirroring themselves to Puerto Ricans from 

the main island, the latter symbolises ‘the other’ in the case of Viequenses. To Viequenses 

they differ partly because to them Puerto Ricans on the main island seem to live as inhabitants 

in a state from the United States, with all the appropriate facilities. And according to 

Viequenses there are a lot of people on the main island who favour Americans and the 

American lifestyle as opposed to Viequenses. Opinions like these are slightly stereotypical in 

character. They contribute to defining Viequenses’ own group in relation to the ‘others’ (the 

Puerto Ricans on the main island) by providing a tidy ‘map’ of the social world. Also it helps 

them justify systematic differences in access to resources (cf. Eriksen 2002). Influence from 
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the United States on Vieques is characterised by bars and guesthouses along a popular tourist 

strip adjacent to the sea, mostly owned by Americans and not favoured by Viequenses. Real 

estate is largely in the hands of Americans. Needless to say remnants of the navy base also 

show the United States’ presence. However, none of the benefits that Puerto Ricans on the 

main island reaped are visible on Vieques. 

 

“Vieques is one out of seventy-eight municipalities of Puerto Rico, but a world apart. 

Washington deals with San Juan, not Vieques. And so the United States got their Navy 

base, San Juan got the bucks and Vieques the shafts”25. 

 

Differences in access to resources are made bitterly obvious in this quotation. Besides passing  

negative judgement on the main island of Puerto Rico, these words also reflect my findings 

that inhabitants of Vieques show less tolerance towards the United States than those on the 

main island of Puerto Rico. This is something to be understood in terms of the different 

context they live in. An illustration of negative American sentiment is the stance of 

Viequenses on the American flag. On the main island of Puerto Rico people told me they had 

no sentiment for the flag of the United States, as something opposing the Puerto Rican flag. 

But when I asked a couple on Vieques about sentiments for the American flag, they came to 

the cynical conclusion that yes, on Vieques there is a strong feeling towards the American 

flag. 

Although less tolerance towards the United States came to the fore on Vieques it also 

made me see that the semi-colonial status need not be overemphasised or applied to all forms 

of community building. Rather it is important to take into consideration what is at the core of 

an activity. From the outside the protests against the navy on Vieques might easily be 

mistaken for an anti-colonial movement with the involvement of independentistas. But as 

mentioned the protests were not aimed at fighting against the United States military presence 

on Puerto Rico in general and did not encompass anti-imperialist claims. Other protests in line 

with the struggle of Vieques have also found support of independentistas. For example 

protests against the presence of the ROTC at universities. Although these protests stem from 

the idea not to let violence interfere with the student environment, for independentistas it is an 

arena or showcase to express feelings of pro-independence. On ‘www.facebook.com’ a 

community was constructed to organise a specific protest organised in July 2009. The 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
24 supporters of independence or of the former pro-independence party Partido Independentista Puertorriqueño 
25 Quote derived from the documentary Vieques. Worth Every Bit Of Struggle. 
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reactions were mixed. A policeman in Florida, part of the Air Force and a Puerto Rican, 

comments here that the problem does not lie in the system or governmental organization 

itself, but it is due to the people who control this system. In saying this he expresses, as many 

of my informants did, his mistrust of the Puerto Rican government. He also poses the 

following rhetorical questions: 

 

“Por ultimo, si Puerto Rico fuera atacado, quien lo va a defender? y prefiere que sea un 

soldado Puertoriqueno, o un anglosajon que no conoce nuestra cultura?” Translates into: 

“Finally, if Puerto Rico would be attacked from outside, who is going to defend it? And 

would you prefer that to be a Puerto Rican soldier, or an Anglo-Saxon who does not know 

our culture?” 

 

Among other things, this quote emphasises the role of culture and the difference between that 

of Puerto Rico and the United States. The policeman encourages the reader to think about this 

issue of Puerto Ricans in the United States military. A facebook community like the one just 

described, can be understood within the term of who has the power to make places of spaces 

(cf. Gupta & Ferguson 2002). Those having power to create such an imagined community 

make it into a place of anti-Americanism. Because it is such an open space others may 

ventilate their opposing opinion and in this way change the character of the place. Besides 

this, the example also reminds scholars that anti-American sentiments do not seem to be at the 

base of identity formation for Puerto Ricans. This is one reason why I agree with 

Grosfoguel’s (2003) argumentation that “this phenomenon cannot be understood from a 

nationalist or colonialist perspective that assumes automatic decolonization after the 

formation of a nation-state, or from an approach that takes the nation-state as the unit of 

analysis” (Grosfoguel 2003: 5). 

 

5.5 Coloniality of power 

 

Grosfoguel (2003) gives Puerto Ricans the name ‘colonial subjects’ and analyses them within 

a global perspective using the term ‘coloniality of power’, developed by the Peruvian 

sociologist Aníbal Quijano. This concept refers to: 

 

“A crucial structuring process in the modern/colonial/capitalist world-system that 

articulates peripheral locations in the international division of labour, subaltern group 
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political strategies, and Third World migrants’ inscription in the racial/ethnic hierarchy of 

metropolitan global cities.” (Grosfoguel 2003: 4) 

 

Grosfoguel (2003) uses this concept to argue that although colonial administrations have been 

almost entirely eradicated and the majority of the periphery countries is politically organised 

into nation-states, crude European-Euro-American people exploit and dominate non-European 

people. Understanding this ‘coloniality of power’ is important in analysing informants’ 

answers and opinions regarding the status of Puerto Rico and their own identity. Because of 

the semi-colonial status, informants have indicated to feel that they belong to the United 

States. It is clear to them that standards of living on the island will drop without the present 

reliance on the United States. Comparing Puerto Rico to other islands that have become 

independent, for example the Dominican Republic, makes clear that Puerto Rico’s economic 

standards are much higher thanks to the main funding by the United States. I interpret 

Grosfoguel’s use of the term ‘coloniality of power’ in the sense that to be able to function 

economically in this capitalist world system, dependency on a powerful state always exists. 

For Puerto Rico this powerful state is the United States. Should Puerto Rico ever become 

independent, an allegiance with the United States seems necessary.  As Emilio - who is a 

United States Armed Forces marine and wishes to see Puerto Rico independent - points this 

out. He is a well-educated ideological young man. Regarding the dependence on a powerful 

state he argues: 

 

“What country in the world can say they don’t have a strong bond with the United States? 

The United States is the number one consumer and your target market. So economically a 

lot of countries are bound to the United States” 

 

Although Puerto Rico is a specific case in that unequal power relations are present due to the 

semi-colonial relationship with the United States, ‘coloniality of power’ as termed by 

Grosfoguel (2003) exists the world over. I therefore draw from Grosfoguel’s (2003) 

argumentation that coloniality on a world scale, with the United States having the undisputed 

hegemony over non-European people, characterises the globalisation of the capitalist world-

economy today. 

Negative sentiment has been voiced by Viequenses on Puerto Ricans. This has often 

been channelled through disapproval of Puerto Ricans on the main island and their 

relationship with the United States. Vieques is not consulted on many occasions. This was 
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illustrated by the quotation on the presence of a navy basis on Vieques26. A Viequense put his 

conception of the relationship into words by speaking of Vieques as a colony of Puerto Rico. 

At the heart of this so called ‘colonisation’ lies the unequal spread of capital. And thus the 

comment by another Viequense that he sees Vieques or Puerto Rico as a colony of capitalism 

seems more appropriate. Protests on Vieques against the building of hotels and other capital 

producing projects for the ‘powerful’ Americans is just one example out of many. 

 

5.6 Conclusion 

 

Puerto Rico’s status as a free associated state brings about unequal power relations that need 

to be accounted for in researching identity issues. The ‘double’ sense of belonging Puerto 

Ricans experience should be understood in terms of the semi-colonial perspective. On the one 

hand Puerto Ricans feel that the island of Puerto Rico belongs to them. But on the other hand 

Puerto Ricans feel that they themselves belong to the United States. This obviously brings 

about a different sense of belonging. However, unequal power relations need not only be 

based on Puerto Rico as a semi-colony of the United States. By closely examining community 

building one might find it is not the semi-colonial relationship that lies at the hart of it. And 

Vieques - as well as the described facebook community - showed the importance of 

questioning who has the power to make places out of spaces. Besides this Vieques also 

illustrated that there are unequal power relations between Vieques and Puerto Rico which at 

times itself is termed a colonial relationship. This illustrates the importance of the situational 

context in identity construction regarding the question of who is defined as ‘the other’. 

Conclusively the case study of Vieques showed the presence and influence of global (capital) 

processes and unequal power relations in for example tourist accommodations on Vieques. 

They are almost entirely in hands of Americans who wish solely to make money out of it, as a 

Viequense told me. Capitalism sets to be an example of a ‘colonizer’ providing strong states a 

power many others are dependent on. Grosfoguel (2003) describes this trend by using the 

term ‘coloniality of power’. It is in this context that Dávila’s (1997) argument - mentioned in 

chapter one - may be understood. She writes: “the case at hand thus reminds us that constructs 

of identity are never free from contention nor from future appropriation – if not by a 

nationalist program, then by global capital” (Dávila 1997: 260). Thus besides the semi-

                                                           
26 See page 54 for the quotation 
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colonial context of Puerto Rico, the position of Puerto Rico within the ‘coloniality of power’ 

may also influence Puerto Rican identity construction. 

 The concept of ‘coloniality of power’ helps to understand Puerto Rican soldiers’ 

choice to risk their lives for the United States citizenship. Economically difficult times and 

dependency on such a powerful state as the United States, appears to fortify the bond Puerto 

Ricans have with the concept of a passport and citizenship. For them, this is the safeguard 

Hjort and Hedetoft (2002) spoke of in their requirements to belong. Even when Puerto Rican 

soldiers were offered the theoretical possibility to fight for Puerto Rican Armed Forces, many 

mentioned they would wish to fight for Puerto Rico but might still choose the United States 

since the latter’s Armed Forces offer better security. Thus although ‘horizontal comradeship’ 

(Anderson 2006) exists among Puerto Ricans in their imagined cultural community, Puerto 

Rican soldiers choose to risk their lives as soldiers for the sake of the social economic security 

of a passport and citizenship. Understood from the perspective of a world in which 

‘coloniality of power’ is a force to be reckoned with, this non-affective belonging to a 

political superstructure and its safeguards is surely worth the fight. 
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6. In conclusion 

 

 

This thesis attempted to partly fill the void of a lack of ethnographic material regarding the 

definition and challenging of Puerto Rican identity. In doing this I have drawn from a 

research population of mainly Puerto Rican soldiers serving with the United States Armed 

Forces. Due to Puerto Ricans’ United States citizenship they have been included in the 

compulsory draft whenever it has been in effect. One of my informants was Miguel, a soldier 

who had been deployed to Iraq last year and now works for the National Guard in Puerto 

Rico. Miguel will serve as an example to summarize important aspects of my findings among 

Puerto Rican soldiers. 

Miguel mentioned he does not share the patriotism and identification with the 

American nation as he has experienced American soldiers to do. And because the Armed 

Forces are still strongly linked to a nation-state (e.g. Ben-Ari & Elron 2001) Puerto Rican 

soldiers feel to be out of place and experience a longing to be in place. The making of place 

by Puerto Rican soldiers is restricted due to unequal relations regarding the power to make 

places out of spaces (Gupta & Ferguson 2002). Within the specific social context of the 

United States Armed Forces however, Miguel - as many Puerto Rican soldiers - possesses the 

agency to construct an imagined cultural community based on an essential cultural identity in 

his ‘process of becoming’ (cf. Ghorashi 2003). This imagined cultural community is made 

distinct from that of the Americans, a distinction even noticed by Iraqis when Miguel was 

deployed in Iraq. Miguel mentioned that due to his darker complexion, Iraqis saw he was 

different from the American soldiers. And after talking face-to-face with Iraqis, Miguel 

experienced they had a better connection with each other than Iraqis had with American 

soldiers. Even the soup Iraqis served Miguel reminded him of the one his mother used to 

make. The ‘openness’ of the people along with matters such as food, led Miguel to imagine 

belonging to a cultural community - constructed due to process of exclusion and ‘otherness’ 

(cf. Gupta & Ferguson 1997). This goes hand in hand with bringing the Puerto Rican culture 

from the island to the United States Armed Forces. Miguel and others in the Armed Forces 

organized barbecues that mostly drew other Puerto Ricans and so - besides an imagined 

cultural community - a literal community of Puerto Ricans was formed. The making of place 

by an imagined sense of belonging strokes with the deterritorialisation of the concept of 

belonging. However the idea of home for Puerto Ricans is not deterritorialised. Home for 
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Miguel is the island where he was born and raised. In conclusion Miguel chose the Puerto 

Rican National Guard as the branch of the Armed Forces he wishes to serve, in acting to 

preserve a sense of belonging. 

 Besides the experience of Puerto Rican soldiers longing to be in place, some do 

experience a sense of belonging to the Armed Forces through imagining to be part of 

‘something bigger’ and experience functional identification (cf. WRR 2007). However 

processes of exclusion and ‘otherness’ (cf. Eriksen 2002) seem to outweigh this functional 

identification. Identification with the imagined cultural community seemed to be the standard 

for the majority of my informants. Therefore for the purpose of this thesis functional 

identification in the Armed Forces - those identifying with being a soldier - was not 

considered to bring about ‘horizontal comradeship’ (cf. Anderson 2006), but ‘horizontal 

comradeship’ was considered only to stem from the Puerto Rican imagined cultural 

community. Miguel - who expressed to serve ‘his’ people by working for the Puerto Rican 

National Guard - exemplifies the latter form of ‘horizontal comradeship’. Yet it is not this 

imagined cultural community for which Puerto Rican soldiers are fighting in the United States 

Armed Forces. Thus it is something other than ‘horizontal comradeship’ experienced within 

the imagined cultural community that motivates Puerto Rican soldiers to risk their lives. I 

have argued it is Puerto Ricans’ membership to the United States as a political superstructure 

that provides the motivation to risk one’s life for the (economic) safeguard of citizenship and 

passport. 

 

6.1 A bipartite notion of belonging 

 

To understand the matter of belonging for Miguel and many more Puerto Rican soldiers in the 

United States Armed Forces, I analyzed my findings within the context of citizenship and 

belonging. I have drawn from Benhabib (2002a; 2002b) and Hedetoft and Hjort (2002) to 

come to a model of belonging constituting two dimensions. The first is a sense of ‘pre-

political’ affective belonging to a collective identity. The second dimension is a sense of non-

affective ‘political’ belonging to a political superstructure that provides social benefits and 

rights. American soldiers - for whom the territory of the United States and the United States 

citizenship congruently develop into an American nation - experience a congruent sense of 

belonging. But Puerto Rican soldiers do not link ‘their’ territory - the Puerto Rican island - 

with the United States citizenship. Puerto Ricans’ affective cultural sense of belonging lies in 
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the Puerto Rican imagined cultural community - their patria - that does not coincide with their 

civic sense of belonging regarding their United States citizenship - their nación. Therefore 

Puerto Rican soldiers do not develop such a congruent sense of nation as they think American 

soldiers do. However, applying the model of the bipartite notion of belonging facilitates 

Puerto Rican soldiers such as Miguel not to feel an incongruent sense of belonging while 

serving the United States Armed Forces. This is because the affective belonging to the 

imagined cultural community does not ‘clash’ with their sense of belonging to the political 

superstructure the United States since it is ‘decoupled’ from affect. 

Hannerz’ (2002) argued that because civic nationalism suffers from a certain cultural 

deficit, it is unable to command loyalty and commitment. However, during my research I was 

among soldiers training in the field, ready and committed to be deployed the following week. 

And my research has shown how Puerto Ricans like Miguel risk their lives in the United 

States Armed Forces for their civic belonging through the safeguard of a passport and 

citizenship. Thus I beg to differ with Hannerz (2002). It seems that in a world with unequal 

power relations it is not so much the imagined cultural community - their patria - Puerto 

Rican soldiers are fighting for through ‘horizontal comradeship’. It is rather that 

contemporary economic difficulties - due to, among more, ‘coloniality of power’ (Grosfoguel 

2003) - make Puerto Ricans willing to risk their lives for the safeguard of a passport and 

citizenship - for their nación. 

 

6.2 Future speculations are already present 

 

My research findings have led me to reconsider concepts such as nationalism, belonging and 

citizenship. I would argue that scholars should retain a critical attitude towards long standing 

perspectives. For example ‘people hood’ is often coined in terms of ‘nation’ but it is 

important first to consider the definition of ‘nation’ and keep in mind there might also be 

something other than a nation-state to identify with. The concept ‘nation’ seems too easily 

ascribed to groups of people. I wish to agree with Hedetoft and Hjort (2002) when they argue 

that Anderson’s (2006) ‘imagined political communities’ “are facing tremendous difficulties 

when, for substantial numbers of people, the world appears as complex, liminal, lacking in 

clearly demarcated borders and commonly accepted values” (Hedetoft & Hjort 2002: xviii). 

Although it is not so much the process of migration - that often is mentioned for the 

precarious situation of the nation-state - that makes me agree with this for Puerto Rico, it is 
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the fact that a sense of ‘people hood’ can also exist without (the wish for) political 

sovereignty. Through an imagined cultural community Puerto Ricans experience ‘horizontal 

comradeship’ without the political union. 

For the future anthropology of nationalism this implies that nationalism could still be 

present, but other forms of ‘people hood’ construction are also apparent and may bring on 

‘horizontal comradeship’ without (the wish for) political sovereignty. Anthropology needs to 

adopt a new way of understanding such cases of ‘people hood’ rather than viewing them from 

a traditional nationalist perspective. As well, the case of Puerto Rico shows that speculations 

resulting from processes of globalization and migration - both speculated to lead to the 

decline of the nation-state and disagregate the concept of belonging (cf. Hedetoft & Hjort 

2002) - may not so much be useful for the future, but actually for the past and present day. 

Relatively ‘new’ concepts of belonging and citizenship (e.g. Benhabib 2002) as described in 

this thesis have shown to be applicable to contemporary Puerto Rico, which is not so much a 

‘new’ situation. The case of Puerto Rico is one example of many more groups of people in the 

present world not identifying with a nation-state or whose ‘cultural identity’ does not coincide 

with their ‘civic identity’. This thesis offered a critical analysis of concepts such as 

nationalism, belonging and citizenship, taking into account the context of ‘coloniality of 

power’ (cf. Grosfoguel 2003). And it attempted to stimulate a new way of understanding 

them. I invite others to study groups of people that find themselves in similar situations Puerto 

Ricans do, in order to further establish this new way of understanding the concepts of 

nationalism, belonging and citizenship. Further, comparative research between these groups 

could offer an even more in depth analysis. 

 

 

 

 

 



 63 
 

Bibliography 

 
 

Anderson, B. 

2006  Imagined Communities. Londen: Verso 

 

Barth, F. 

1969  Introduction. In: Ghorahi, H. (2003), Ways to Survive, Battles to Win: Iranian 

Women Exiles in the Netherlands and United States. New York: Nova Science 

Publishers, Inc. 

 

Ben-Ari, E. & Elron, E. 

2001  Blue Helmets and White Armor: Multi-nationalism and Multi-culturalism 

among UN Peacekeeping Forces. City & Society 2: 271-302 

 

Benhabib, S. 

2002a  The Claims of Culture. Equality and Diversity in the Global Era. New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press 

2002b Citizens, Residents, and Aliens. In: Hedetoft & Hjort, The Postnational Self. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press 

 

Blackburn, C. 

2009 Differentiating Indigenous Citizenship: Seeking Multiplicity in Rights, 

Identity, and Sovereignty in Canada. American ethnologist 36: 66-78 

 

Bourdieu, P. 

1990  The Logic of Practice. In: Ghorahi, H. (2003), Ways to Survive, Battles to 

Win: Iranian Women Exiles in the Netherlands and United States. New York: 

Nova Science Publishers, Inc. 

 

Cockburn, A. 

2003  True Colors: Divided Loyalties in Puerto Rico. National Geographic 

Magazine.  Retrieved December 15, 2008 from National Geographic on the 



 64 
 

World Wide Web: http://magma.nationalgeographic.com/ngm/0303/ 

feature2/index.html 

 

Cohen, A. 

1974  Introduction: the Lesson of Ethnicity. In: Eriksen, T. H. (2002), Ethnicity and 

Nationalism. London: Pluto Press 

 

Cohen, A. P. 

1985  The Symbol Construction of Community. In: Eriksen, T. H. (2002), Ethnicity 

and Nationalism. London: Pluto Press 

 

Dávila, A. M. 

1997  Sponsored Identities. Philadelphia: Temple University Press 

 

Duany, J. 

2000  Nation on the Move: the Construction of Cultural Identities in Puerto Rico and 

the Diaspora. American Ethnologist 27: 5-30 

2002  Mobile Livelihoods: the Sociocultural Practices of Circular Migrants between 

Puerto Rico and the United States. International Migration Review 36: 355-388 

 

Eisenlohr, P. 

2006  The Politics of Diaspora and the Morality of Secularism: Muslim Identities and 

Islamic Authority in Mauritius. Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 

12: 395-412 

 

Eriksen, T. H. 

2002  Ethnicity and Nationalism. London: Pluto Press 

 

Espiritu, Y. L. 

2003  Home Bound: Filipino American Lives across Cultures, Communities and 

Countries. Berkeley: University of California Press 

 

 

 



 65 
 

Fisher-Rosenthal, W. 

1995  The Problem with Identity: Biography as Solution to Some (Post) Modernist 

Dilemmas. In: Ghorahi, H. (2003), Ways to Survive, Battles to Win: Iranian 

Women Exiles in the Netherlands and United States. New York: Nova Science 

Publishers, Inc. 

 

Friedman, J. 

1994 Cultural Identity and Global Process. London: Sage 

 

Fuentes III, G. & Fuentes Vázguez, J. L. 

2008  Return to Avalon. Hong Kong: Isleta Press 

 

Gellner, E. 

2006  Nations and Nationalism. New York: Cornell University Press 

 

Ghorashi, H. 

2003  Ways to Survive, Battles to Win: Iranian Women Exiles in the Netherlands and 

the United States. New York: Nova Science Publishers 

 

Grosfoguel, R. 

2003  Colonial Subjects. Puerto Rico in a Global Perspective. Berkeley: University 

of California Press 

 

Gupta, A. & Ferguson J. 

1997 Culture, Power, Place: Ethnography at the End of an Era. In: O’Rourke (2006), 

A Failure of Imagination: the Decline of Community in a Greek Village. The 

Journal of the Society for Anthropology of Europe 6: 1-12 

2002  Beyond ‘Culture’: Space, Identity, and the Politics of Difference. In: Inda J. X. 

& Rosaldo R. (Eds), the Anthropology of Globalization. A Reader. Blackwell 

Publishing: Oxford, pp. 65-80 

 

 

 

 



 66 
 

Hage, G. 

1998  Fantasies of a White Supremacy in a Multicultural Society. In: O’Doherty, K. 

(2008), Protecting the Nation: Nationalist Rhetoric on Asylum Seekers and the 

Tampa. Journal of Community and Applied Social Psychology 18: 576-592 

 

Hannerz, U. 

1996  Reporting from Jerusalem. In: Ben-Ari, E. & Elron, E. (2001), Blue Helmets 

and White Armor: Multi-nationalism and Multi-culturalism among UN 

Peacekeeping Forces. City & Society 2: 271-302 

2002  Where We Are and Where We Want to Be. In: Hedetoft, U. & Hjort, M. (Eds.), 

The Postnational Self: Belonging and Identity. Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press 

 

Harvey, D. 

1990  The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquire into the Origins of Cultural 

Change. Cambridge: Blackwell 

 

Hedetoft, U. & Hjort, M (Eds.) 

2002  The Postnational Self: Belonging and Identity. Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press 

 

Inda, J. X. & Rosaldo, R. (Eds.) 

2008  The Anthropology of Globalization: A Reader. Malden: Blackwell Publishing 

 

Juergensmeyer, M. 

2002  The Paradox of Nationalism in a Global World. In: Hedetoft & Hjort, The 

Postnational Self: Belonging and Identity. Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press 

 

Kerkhof, E. 

2000  Contested Belonging: Circular Migration and Puerto Rican Identity. 

Proefschrift Universiteit Utrecht 

 

 



 67 
 

Matow Rodríguez, F. 

1997  New Currents in Puerto Rican History: Legacy, Continuity and Challenge of 

the ‘Nueva Historia’. In: Kerkhof (2000), Contested Belonging: Circular 

Migration and Puerto Rican Identity. Proefschrift Universiteit Utrecht 

 

McCaffrey, K. T. 

2002  Military Power and Popular Protest: The United States Navy in Vieques, 

Puerto Rico. New Jersey: Rutgers University Press 

 

Moskos, C. C., Williams, J. A. & Segal, D. R. 

2000  Armed Forces After the Cold War. In: Ben-Ari & Elron (2001), Blue Helmets 

and White Armor: Multi-nationalism and Multi-culturalism among UN 

Peacekeeping Forces. City & Society 2: 271-302 

 

Munasinghe, V. 

2002 Nationalism in Hybrid Spaces: the Production of Impurity out of Purity. 

American Ethnologist 29: 663-692 

 

Olwig, K. F. 

2007  Caribbean Journeys. Durham: Duke University Press 

 

O’Rourke, D. 

2006  A Failure of Imagination: the Decline of Community in a Greek Village. The 

Journal of the Society for Anthropology of Europe 6: 1-12 

 

Oude Breuil, B. C. 

2008  ‘Precious Children in a Heartless World’? The Complexities of Child 

Trafficking in Marseille. Children and Society 22: 223-235 

 

Pantojas García, E. 

2005  Puerto Rican Paradox: Colonialism Revisited. Latin American Research 

Review 40: 163-176 

 

 



 68 
 

Ritchie, J. E. 

1977  Cognition of Place: The Island Mind. Ethos 5: 187-194 

 

Roshwald, A. 

2006  The Endurance of Nationalism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

 

Sánchez, L. R. 

1994  La Guagua Aérea. In: Duany (2002), Mobile Livelihoods: the Sociocultural 

Practices of Circular Migrants between Puerto Rico and the United States. 

International Migration Review 36: 355-388 

 

Smith, D. 

2000  The Disappearing Welcome Mat. In: McCaffrey (2002), Military Power and 

Popular Protest: The United States Navy in Vieques, Puerto Rico. New Jersey: 

Rutgers University Press 

 

Wetenschappelijke Raad voor het Regeringsbeleid (WRR) 

2007  Identificatie met Nederland. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 

 

Wimmer, A. 

2002 Nationalist Exclusion and Ethnic Conflict. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press 

 

 

Internet source 

 

http://www.iacenter.org/warcrime/vieques2.htm (July 28 2009) 

http://www.valerosos.com/ (July 13 2009) 



 69 
 

Appendix 1 

Overview of the ‘formal’ interviews held during the four months period of fieldwork. 
 
 
 
Date

27
    Person 

28
    Place

29
 

 
February 20th 2009  Emilio, marine    Park, San Juan 
March 3rd 2009  Luis, cadet    ROTC, San Juan 
March 3rd 2009  Davíd, cadet    ROTC, San Juan 
March 3rd 2009  Cadet     ROTC, San Juan 
March 6th 2009   Jason, soldier    Fort Buchanan 
March 6th 2009   Manuel, soldier    Fort Buchanan 
March 6th 2009   Soldier     Fort Buchanan 
March 9th 2009   Cadet     ROTC, San Juan 
March 25th 2009  José, cadet    ROTC, San Juan 
March 27th 2009  Cadet     Training, San Juan 
April 1st 2009   Veteran     San Juan 
April 6th 2009   Veteran     San Juan 
April 7th 2009   Veteran     San Juan 
April 10th 2009   Soldier, Air Force   San Juan 
April 22nd 2009  Soldier     San Juan 
April 25th 2009   Miguel, soldier    Camp Santiago, Salinas 
April 28th 2009   Roberto Arango, senator PNP  el Capitolio, San Juan 
April 28th 2009   Representative of PPD   el Capitolio, San Juan 
April 29th 2009   Robert Rabin    Vieques 
April 29th 2009   Viequense, veteran   Vieques 
April 30th 2009   The ‘hip-hop couple’   Vieques 
May 1st 2009   Viequense, veteran   Vieques 
May 3rd 2009   Group interview with veterans  American Legion, San Juan 
May 11th 2009   Sonia Santiago Hernández  Old San Juan 
May 29th 2009   Lorena, soldier    Old San Juan 
May 30th 2009   Maria, soldier    Camp Santiago, Salinas 

                                                           
27 In case of multiple interviews I have only mentioned the date of the first interview here. 
28 I have used the names as I have used them throughout the thesis, or solely the function of my informants. 
29 Not all informants interviewed in San Juan were as well residents of San Juan. 


