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Why dwell on the ties between Cuba and Puerto Rico? To begin, both are 
archipelagos located in the Larger Antilles and were conquered by Spain af-
ter 1492. Although Cuba is about twelve times larger than Puerto Rico, they 
share a tropical climate, a summer rainy season, a stark contrast between 
coastal plains and inner highlands, vulnerability to hurricanes and storms, 
and other environmental threats such as rising sea levels and temperatures.1 
In both places, Spanish warfare, slavery, disease, migration, and biological 
intermixture decimated the Aboriginal populations by the mid-sixteenth 
century. Most of the contemporary inhabitants of Cuba and Puerto Rico, 
like the rest of the Caribbean, are descendants of immigrants, primarily 
from Europe and Africa.
 The two Caribbean archipelagos were subjected to more than four cen-
turies of uninterrupted Spanish colonialism (except for eleven months 
during the British occupation of Havana in 1762–63), which imposed the 
Spanish language and Catholic religion on local populations.2 In turn, these 
populations were largely the product of the blending among Indigenous 
groups (especially Taínos), Spanish settlers, and enslaved Africans. As a 
result, Cuban and Puerto Rican cultures are closely intertwined, including 
their linguistic, literary, food, musical, and religious practices. Even the 
flags of the two countries have an identical format, only with inverted col-
ors (three horizontal red or blue stripes alternating with two white stripes), 
with a white star on a red or blue triangle. Exiles from the islands adopted 
the two flags in New York City in 1895 as part of their common struggle 
against Spanish rule.
 Cuba and Puerto Rico were Spain’s two remaining colonies in the Amer-
icas, after the independence of the mainland Spanish American republics 
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in the 1820s. As Spain lost its American empire in the nineteenth century, 
the United States expanded its economic, political, and military power in 
the Caribbean. During the first third of the twentieth century, Cuba and 
Puerto Rico consolidated their primary economic role as sugar exporters 
for the U.S. consumer market. Both archipelagos sent substantial portions 
of their populations to the United States during the second half of the cen-
tury, though migratory movements began much earlier. Smaller numbers 
of Cubans also moved to Puerto Rico and other countries after 1959. To-
day, Puerto Ricans are the second largest population of Latin American 
origin in the United States (after Mexicans), while Cubans are the third 
largest. Both groups have contributed to the hybrid cultures of Latinxs in 
the United States, particularly in New York and Florida.
 Within Latin America and the Caribbean, Cuba has traditionally been 
deemed exceptional. Given its strategic location between the New and Old 
Worlds, and between the Northern and Southern hemispheres, Cuba has 
long enjoyed a privileged position in international affairs, disproportion-
ate to its land mass and population size. Its capital, Havana, became one of 
the leading shipping and trading entrepôts of the Americas during the six-
teenth century, especially after the flota (convoy) system established in 1561 
required all Spanish ships to rendezvous in that port city on their way back 
to Spain. The Gulf Stream, which begins in the Gulf of Mexico and crosses 
the North Atlantic Ocean, helped to make Havana the American hub of 
Spanish colonial navigation. Because of Cuba’s commercial and military 
significance, the Spanish Crown hailed it in 1634 as the “key to the New 
World and rampart of the West Indies” (Martínez-Fernández). Cuba was 
also known as Spain’s “ever-faithful isle” from the early nineteenth cen-
tury until the mid-nineteenth century (Queen María Cristina belatedly 
bestowed that title on Puerto Rico as well in 1897). However, Cuban insur-
rectionists waged the Ten Years’ War of liberation from Spain between 1868 
and 1878, which ended in a truce (followed by a smaller revolt in 1879–80), 
only to reengage in the third and final war of independence in 1895–98.
 The United States invaded Cuba on 22 June 1898, four months after the 
USS Maine mysteriously exploded in Havana harbor, thus beginning what 
Secretary of State John Hay (qtd. in Thayer 33) called a “splendid little war,” 
which lasted only fifteen weeks (the so-called Spanish-American War). 
The United States established a provisional military government in Cuba 
between 1898 and 1902, when the country became formally independent. 
However, the Platt Amendment to the Cuban Constitution allowed the 
United States to intervene in Cuban affairs to protect U.S. interests. U.S. 
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troops occupied the archipelago again between 1906 and 1909 to prevent 
a civil war and returned in 1912 to quell an Afro-Cuban rebellion. A third 
U.S. military intervention took place from 1917–22 to safeguard U.S. sugar 
investments. In effect, the nascent Cuban republic became a protectorate 
of the United States, until the Platt Amendment was repealed in 1934.
 After a popular uprising against the dictator Gerardo Machado, a re-
formist government was briefly in power between 1933 and 1934. Sergeant-
turned-coronel Fulgencio Batista ruled Cuba indirectly from 1935, until 
he was elected president in 1940. A short democratic interlude followed 
between 1940 and 1952, during which a new constitution was approved. Ba-
tista staged a coup d’état on 10 March 1952, which returned Cuba to military 
rule, suspending elections and canceling the constitution. On 26 July 1953, 
Fidel Castro launched a guerrilla movement that took power on 1 January 
1959. The Cuban Revolution, which Castro declared socialist in May 1961, 
has provoked the exodus of about 1.7 million Cubans to the United States 
and Puerto Rico, and hundreds of thousands more to other countries, over 
the past six decades. By 2019, nearly 2.4 million persons of Cuban origin 
lived in the United States, compared to less than 11.2 million in the archipel-
ago (U.S. Census Bureau; Oficina Nacional de Estadística e Información). 
Today, Cuba is the only Communist country in the Western Hemisphere 
and one of four in the world (together with China, Laos, and Vietnam).
 On the other hand, Puerto Rico’s prolonged colonial history with Spain 
and current colonial ties to the United States are often judged an anomaly 
in a postcolonial world. The archipelago was a neglected military outpost 
of the Spanish empire for most of the period between 1493 and 1898. As 
one of Spain’s first and last overseas possessions (along with Cuba), Puerto 
Rico experienced one of the longest periods of Spanish hegemony in the 
Americas. On 25 July 1898, however, U.S. troops invaded the archipelago 
during the Spanish-Cuban-American War, and the United States has since 
dominated Puerto Rico militarily, politically, and economically.
 The U.S. Supreme Court paradoxically defined Puerto Rico in 1901 as 
“foreign to the United States in a domestic sense” because it was neither 
a state of the American union nor an independent republic (see Burnett 
and Marshall). The Court also ruled that the archipelago was “a terri-
tory . . . belonging to . . . but not a part of ” the United States (Downes v. 
Bidwell), meaning that Congress would determine which parts of the U.S. 
Constitution applied to Puerto Rico. In another 1904 case, the Court de-
clared that Puerto Ricans were not “aliens” for immigration purposes and 
could not be denied entry into the U.S. mainland (Gonzales v. Williams). 
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Congress granted U.S. citizenship to all residents of Puerto Rico in 1917 
but did not extend to them all constitutional rights and obligations, such 
as having Congressional representation or paying federal income taxes. To 
this day, moving from Puerto Rico to one of the fifty states of the American 
union means acquiring the full benefits of U.S. citizenship for former island 
residents.
 Puerto Rico became a U.S. Commonwealth (or Estado Libre Asociado) 
in 1952, with limited autonomy in local matters, such as elections, taxation, 
economic development, education, health, housing, culture, and language. 
Still, the federal government remained in control of most State affairs, in-
cluding citizenship, migration, customs, defense, currency, transportation, 
communications, foreign trade, and diplomacy. For practical purposes, 
Puerto Rico continues to be a colony because it lacks sovereignty and effec-
tive representation in the federal government. (Like the District of Colum-
bia and other territories such as Guam and the U.S. Virgin Islands, Puerto 
Rico elects a delegate—called, in Puerto Rico’s case, a resident commis-
sioner—to the U.S. House of Representatives, but such delegates can vote 
only in committee.) The archipelago’s political status—with its lack of legal 
barriers to migrate to the United States—has facilitated the stateside reloca-
tion of more than 2.3 million Puerto Ricans since 1898. By 2019, more than 
5.8 million people of Puerto Rican origin lived in one of the fifty states of 
the American union, compared to less than 3.2 million in the archipelago 
(U.S. Census Bureau). Puerto Rico is a prime example of a “transnational 
nation” or a “nation on the move,” whose population is split between the 
home territory and its metropole (Duany, The Puerto Rican Nation on the 
Move). In addition, the archipelago is one of the few remaining colonies in 
the world, along with several islands in the Caribbean and the Pacific.
 Focusing on key aspects of history, literature, and culture in this collec-
tion of essays as they pertain to Cuba and Puerto Rico allows for a com-
parative analysis that highlights the concept of intersectionality—the in-
terconnectedness among social categories such as nation, race, class, and 
gender—in nuanced ways. These topics of critical investigation are by no 
means exclusive, nor do they rule out other approaches to both countries, 
but they provide an appropriate starting point from which to draw the 
similarities and differences that contribute to academic discussions in ar-
chipelagic studies.3
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Two Wings, One Bird

Lola Rodríguez de Tió’s famous 1893 poem “A Cuba” (“To Cuba”), pub-
lished in her collection Mi libro de Cuba (My Book of Cuba), juxtaposes a 
symbiotic relation between Cuba and Puerto Rico during crucial moments 
of historical and political unrest in both archipelagos. When the book was 
published, the Puerto Rican independence advocate was exiled with her 
family in Cuba, never to return to live in Puerto Rico. In her poem, Ro-
dríguez de Tió wrote: “Cuba y Puerto Rico son / de un pájaro las dos alas / 
reciben flores o balas / sobre el mismo corazón” (“Cuba and Puerto Rico are 
/ two wings of a bird / they receive flowers or bullets / in the same heart”). 
She also expressed her longing that the two countries would become a “pa-
tria sola” (“single motherland”). Generations of Cubans and Puerto Ricans 
have recited these verses as an expression of the solidarity between the two 
peoples, their shared cultural traditions, and the unfinished political proj-
ect of self-determination.
 Rodríguez de Tió’s view of the interconnectedness between Cuba and 
Puerto Rico through common political, cultural, literary, and linguis-
tic traits, and her staunch advocacy for sovereignty for both countries, 
prompted a patriotic poetic rendition that has been praised as an emblem 
of an era of revolutionary zeal and political activism. Yet historical events 
that contrasted with Rodríguez de Tió’s views played a defining role in the 
development of these two archipelagos and the divergent realities they face 
today. This development is, in many ways, affected by both archipelagos’ 
relations to the United States for over a century and the geopolitical and 
migratory processes that have ensued therein.
 Considerable differences in how each archipelago evolved after their 
cession by Spain to the United States through the 1898 Treaty of Paris, as 
well as similarities conceived from various demarcations and disciplines, 
may also shed light on the ways in which Puerto Rico and Cuba remain the 
subject of continuous scrutiny and critical study. It is precisely these rela-
tions that prompts the publication of this collection of essays addressing 
how history, literature, and culture have informed the multiple interpreta-
tions of the archipelagos’ significance in their larger hemispheric position-
ing. In this sense, the essays contained in this volume propose an in-depth 
and long-term analysis of Puerto Rico and Cuba and their diasporic com-
munities in the United States.
 In conducting a systematic comparison between Cuba and Puerto 
Rico, the significant differences between the two countries should not be 
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minimized. Even during the Spanish colonial period, each archipelago 
played a distinct role within the Spanish empire. After the Spanish con-
quest and colonization of Mexico and Peru in the early sixteenth century, 
Cuba—and especially Havana—acquired a pivotal position within Spain’s 
Atlantic commercial system. Meanwhile, Puerto Rico languished as a mar-
ginal port of call, outside the main sea routes between the Americas and 
the Iberian peninsula. Furthermore, Cuba developed the largest sugar 
plantation system in the world during the nineteenth century (after the 
demise of the plantation economy in neighboring Saint-Domingue, later 
Haiti). Meanwhile, Puerto Rico remained largely a frontier settler colony 
subsisting primarily on a combination of mixed farming, cattle raising, and 
smuggling at least until 1815. To satisfy the growing demand for labor, Cuba 
imported nearly one million African slaves during the Spanish colonial 
period, but Puerto Rico only received about 43,000, according to recent 
estimates (SlaveVoyages). The free colored population grew rapidly in both 
countries throughout the nineteenth century, especially in Puerto Rico, 
where it surpassed 41 percent of the entire population by 1860 (qtd. in Díaz 
Soler 123n55; see also Kinsbruner 29). Finally, Cuba embraced a militant 
revolutionary tradition, particularly during the insurrection against Spain 
in the last third of the nineteenth century, while the dominant political 
movement in Puerto Rico sought to assert autonomy from Spain by peace-
ful means, which it achieved in 1897. Aside from the 1868 Grito de Lares 
uprising, which was quickly squelched by Spain, armed struggle did not 
characterize the movement for self-government on the island.4
 Enter the twentieth century. Although the United States occupied both 
Cuba and Puerto Rico during the War of 1898, Cuba became an indepen-
dent nation (at least in name) in 1902 while Puerto Rico became an “un-
incorporated territory” (a colony except in name) of the United States. 
Although the Platt Amendment to the Cuban Constitution thwarted the 
sovereignty of the young Cuban republic, it acquired its own constitution, 
elected president, legislature, armed forces, diplomatic corps, and national 
symbols such as a flag and anthem. The political and economic hegemony 
of the United States over Puerto Rico was much more direct and extensive 
than over Cuba. Moreover, a nationalist ideology was more entrenched in 
Cuba than in Puerto Rico throughout the first half of the twentieth century. 
The political trajectories of the two countries bifurcated even more widely 
after 1959, with the triumph of the revolution led by Castro, particularly 
with his adoption of socialism in 1961, and Puerto Rico’s growing integra-
tion within the U.S. political and economic orbit under Governor Luis 


