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Lo que pasó a Puerto Rico:  

Puerto Rico and the War of 1898 in the American History Survey 

 

Mark P. Dries 

 

Puerto Rico, its history, and its condition are having a moment in American 

popular culture. On January 5, 2025 – two days after the panel and discussion that 

gave rise to this special edition – Puerto Rican musical artist Benito Antonio 

Martínez Ocasio, more commonly known by his pseudonym Bad Bunny, released 

his latest album, DeBÍ TiRAR MáS FOToS.1 The album, blending various genres 

with elements of traditional Puerto Rican music, was at least in part an explicit 

critique of the island’s condition and relationship with the United States. For 

example, after lamenting the struggle of Puerto Ricans to retain access to the natural 

riches of the island in the refrain of the song “Lo que pasó a Hawaii,” Ocasio sings, 

“no quiero que hagan contigo lo que pasó a Hawaii.”2 The album experienced 

immediate success, debuting at #1 among Latin Albums, Streaming Albums, Latin 

Rhythm Albums, and at #2 overall on the Billboard 200.3 Shortly after, Bad Bunny 

announced a residency in Puerto Rico for the following summer in which the first 

11 shows would be reserved for residents of the island to hear what he described as 

his “most Puerto Rican” album.4 When asked if he would tour the US as part of a 

subsequent tour for the album, he responded that a US tour would be, 

“unnecessary.”5 

This popular interest in Puerto Rico appears to be more than a superficial 

infatuation with a popular musical artist. Accompanying the album, Bad Bunny 

released a series of “visualizers” set to the songs and created with the in 

collaboration with prominent historian Jorell Meléndez-Badillo. Within a week the 

videos – in which music plays with informative texts by the historian describing 

 
1 Bad Bunny, “DeBÍ TiRAR MáS FOToS - Album by Bad Bunny,” Spotify, 2025, 

https://open.spotify.com/album/5K79FLRUCSysQnVESLcTdb. 
2 “I don’t want them to do to you what they did to Hawaii” Translated by author. Bad Bunny. “Lo 

que pasó a Hawaii.” Track 14 on DeBÍ TiRAR MáS FOToS. Rimas, 2025, CD and Digital 

download. 
3 Pamela Bustios, “Bad Bunny’s ‘DeBÍ TiRAR MáS FOToS’ Debuts at No. 1 on Top Latin 

Albums Chart,” Billboard, January 13, 2025, https://www.billboard.com/music/chart-beat/bad-

bunnys-debi-tirar-mas-fotos-debuts-no-1-on-top-latin-albums-chart-1235875275/. 
4 Thania Garcia, “Bad Bunny Sets Residency in Puerto Rico With First Shows Exclusive to Locals 

(EXCLUSIVE),” Variety, January 13, 2025, https://variety.com/2025/music/news/bad-bunny-

residency-puerto-rico-exclusive-1236272727/. 
5 “Bad Bunny Reveals New Details of Puerto Rico Concerts and World Tour,” accessed 

September 1, 2025, https://variety.com/2025/music/news/bad-bunny-puerto-rico-concerts-world-

tour-1236434112/. 
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various elements of Puerto Rican history from 1508 to the present.6 The first 

visualizer, set to the song “Nuevayol which describes the creation of the first Puerto 

Rican flag by exiled revolutionaries, had over 6 million views in only two days. 

This interest is significant, because as Meléndez-Badillo points out in a recent 

interview, few people are taught Puerto Rican History, either on the mainland or on 

the island itself.7  

My experience teaching surveys of American history confirms this point, at 

least for lower division students; the index of the textbook my department assigned 

included three entries for Puerto Rico, all related to the War of 1898.8 

Understandably, the image most students conjure when thinking of the conflict is 

that of the Maine exploding or Theodore Roosevelt leading the “Rough Riders” up 

San Juan Hill. They seldom know that contemporary experts believed the explosion 

of the Maine was an accident or that Theodore Roosevelt actually led an attack on 

Kettle Hill. Even more troubling is the near complete exclusion of Puerto Rico from 

the history of the war. The history of American intervention in Cuba has received 

increased attention thanks to scholars like Ada Ferrer, and the Philippine American 

War (1899-1902) is covered in at least some popular survey texts.9 The Puerto 

Rican experiences, however, are too often omitted, despite the pivotal role the 

conflict played in the development of the unique and ongoing relationship between 

the Puerto Rico and the US.  

This essay proposes a simple means to incorporate some of those 

experiences, one that amplifies historical Puerto Rican voices, complicates the 

portrayal of the conflict, and exposes US imperial ambitions in the early 20th 

century. As in any history survey, the goal is to incorporate accessible primary 

sources that give students insights into the actors and conflicts that shaped that 

event from the Puerto Rican perspective, and to foreshadow how the events of the 

war and peace that followed would cast a long shadow in US – Puerto Rican 

relations up the present. As any instructor of a survey can attest, time is short and 

material is ample, so I have endeavored to make this intervention economically, 

 
6 “Bad Bunny’s ‘Debí Tirar Más Fotos’ Is a Love Letter to Puerto Rico. This Professor Helped 

Him Tell the Island’s History,” Los Angeles Times, January 8, 2025, 

https://www.latimes.com/delos/story/2025-01-07/bad-bunnys-debi-tirar-mas-fotos-puerto-rico-

jorell-melendez-badillo-visualizers. 
7 Los Angel. Times, “Bad Bunny’s ‘Debí Tirar Más Fotos’ Is a Love Letter to Puerto Rico. This 

Professor Helped Him Tell the Island’s History.” 
8 I have elected not to mention the text or edition here, out of respect for the challenges of putting 

together a comprehensive text for even the most diligent authors and editors, and in recognition 

that the subsequent edition took significant steps to include far more about Puerto Rico and the 

War of 1898 than the one I used. 
9 Ada Ferrer, Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, and Revolution, 1868-1898 (University of North 

Carolina Press, 1999); David E. Shi, America: A Narrative History, Twelfth edition (W. W. 

Norton & Company, 2022). 
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relying on primary sources – both text and images - from three particular moments 

to introduce Spanish and Puerto Rican perspectives into the narrative and generate 

discussion. Those three moments were the Rebellion of Lares in 1868, the 

recognition of autonomy with the Carta Autonómica in 1897, and the American 

occupation and Puerto Rican responses in 1898-1899.  

The primary sources consist of short passages and images that reflect and 

reinforce those moments, and I incorporate them into the slideshow that I use during 

my lectures and discussions. This lesson falls chronologically in the discussion of 

America’s emergence on the international stage between the Spanish American 

War and World War I. The images are available online and can be used with 

attribution. 

 Before I continue, I want to state my obvious debt to the scholars whose 

work in this area has made it possible for me to put together concise but hopefully 

useful supplementary material on Puerto Rico and the War of 1898. While there are 

many I could list, I have leaned on two in particular that also serve as my 

recommended readings for undergraduates who approach me on the topic: Jorell 

Meléndez-Badillo’s Puerto Rico: A National History, and Negotiating Empire: The 

Cultural Politics of Schools in Puerto Rico, 1898-1952 by Solsiree del Moral.10 I 

should add that the Library of Congress also has a wealth of materials readily 

available.11 I would also like to state my admiration for those who write survey 

texts. Teaching surveys requires one to rely on the brilliant work of others, 

including those who take up the herculean, but often thankless task of writing 

textbooks.  

 

Moment 1: The Grito de Lares in 1868 

 

In the classroom, my first intervention to integrate Puerto Rico into lecture 

and discussion on the War of 1898 is to ask students to take five minutes and write 

what they have previously learned about the War of 1898. I then ask them to share 

some of the things they remember about the conflict. Often Theodore Roosevelt 

and the explosion of the USS Maine come up immediately.  After hearing from a 

few students, if they haven’t mentioned it yet, I ask how many of them had written 

anything about Puerto Rico. I let them know that our course would cover some of 

the familiar information they had learned as well as provide context for Puerto 

Rico’s experience before and after.  I begin by touching on briefly on the history of 

the island in the late 19th century, specifically contrasting its historical 

circumstances with those of Cuba that are commonly the focus of survey texts. The 

 
10 Jorell Meléndez-Badillo, Puerto Rico: A National History (Princeton University Press, 2024); 

Solsiree del Moral, Negotiating Empire: The Cultural Politics of Schools in Puerto Rico, 1898–

1952, 1st edition (University of Wisconsin Press, 2013). 
11 https://guides.loc.gov/world-of-1898 
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purpose of including this moment is to help students differentiate the experiences 

of Puerto Rico from those of Cuba, to link them to the differing historical 

circumstances of the islands, and to reinforce these differences with memorable 

primary sources in the form of the Flag of Lares and a battle cry of the Lares rebels.  

I begin by noting for students that despite their colonial status, Puerto Rico 

and Cuba had distinct historical realities in the late 19th century. For example, the 

enslaved population of Puerto Rico was significantly smaller than that of Cuba – 

both numerically and as a proportion of the total population in the late 19th century. 

After the 1860s, Puerto Rico shifted toward coffee production, decreasing the 

reliance on enslaved labor even as it remained vital to the Cuban economy. 

Nevertheless, Puerto Rico’s was a society divided between rural and urban, and 

between Spanish and criollo. Spanish born officials, landowners, and merchants 

had more privileges than their criollo counterparts, and political divisions on the 

island reflected that reality. Conservative groups sought to maintain a status quo 

that benefitted landowners and preserved the trade privileges of Spanish merchants, 

while liberal ones drew on the ideas of the American and French revolutions to ask 

for increased civil liberties and greater access to economic and political in 

economic and political decision making.12  

The first militant attempt to achieve these goals, and to seek independence, 

came on September 23, 1868, with the Grito de Lares, an uprising of likeminded 

revolutionaries from all sectors of Puerto Rican society. This uprising, however, 

was put down quickly and repressive colonial control was restored. Reforms to 

address the relationship of the island to Spain were only possible during periods of 

liberal government in Spain itself. For example, in 1873 a short-lived Spanish 

republican government approved abolition of slavery in Puerto Rico, beginning the 

process of emancipating the approximately 30,000 enslaved people on the island.  

 

 
12 For an excellent discussion of the emergence and goals of Puerto Rico’s early political parties, 

see Astrid Cubano-Iguina, “Political Culture and Male Mass-Party Formation in Late-Nineteenth-

Century Puerto Rico,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 78, no. 4 (1998): 631–62, 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2518422. 
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19th century Lares flag; permanent collection of Museum of History, 

Anthropology and Art, University of Puerto Rico, Río Piedra lo Campus. 19th 

century Lares flag; permanent collection of Museum of History, Anthropology 

and Art, University of Puerto Rico, Río Piedra lo Campus. 19th century Lares 

flag; permanent collection of Museum of History, Anthropology and Art, 

University of Puerto Rico, Río Piedra lo Campus. 

 

“Death to Spain, long live liberty, long live free Puerto Rico, liberty or death!”  

 - Rebels at Lares, 1868 

 

In the late 1870s, the first national political parties emerged in Puerto Rico, 

one conservative and the other a combination of liberals who sought autonomy, 

rather than independence, but argued over how best to pursue that goal.  

 

Moment 2: Autonomy Achieved, 1897  

 

The second moment I foreground in class is the decision to grant autonomy 

to Puerto Rico and Cuba in 1897. If the previous moment succeeded in 

differentiating between Cuban and Puerto Rican experiences, this moment is meant 

to drive home the differing paths Puerto Rico could have taken toward self-

governance and how the United States’ intervention foreclosed the possibility of 

autonomy for the island. The primary source I use for this moment is a short section 

of the Carta Autonómica itself, that attempts to clarify the relationship between 

Puerto Rico’s proposed Insular Parliament and the Governor General appointed by 

Spain.  

Dire economic conditions in Puerto Rico throughout the 1880s led to 

widespread discontent, and by the 1890s tensions in Cuba escalated to war in 1895. 

The assassination of conservative Spanish Prime Minister Antonio Cánovas del 
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Castillo in August of 1897 led to the creation of a Spanish government more 

amenable to autonomy.13 In a matter of months, Spain extended constitutional 

rights, including universal male suffrage, to Puerto Rico and Cuba, and the Spanish 

Queen Regent signed the Carta Autonómica conferring self-government to the 

islands.  

To illustrate this point, I refer students to Title VII article 43 of the carta, 

which states in legalistic language the Puerto Rican parliament would have the 

power to control its budget and domestic policy. While the document granted 

autonomy, it fell short of full sovereignty, still its promises proved very attractive 

to many Puerto Ricans eager for more control of their island.  

 

“When the Governor General understands that an agreement of the 

insular Parliament exceeds its powers, he … will send the agreement 

to the Council of Ministers of the Kingdom, which, in a period that 

will not exceed two months, will approve it or return it to the 

Governor General, stating the reasons he has for opposing its 

sanction and promulgation. The insular Parliament, in view of these 

reasons, may deliberate on the matter again and modify it, if it deems 

appropriate, without the need for a special proposal.” 

 Carta Autonómica, 11/25/1897 

 

Depending on the size of the class, I either ask a student to read this excerpt out 

loud, or I divide them into small groups while it is projected on the screen. Then I 

ask them whether they think this degree of autonomy would be attractive, 

particularly as an alternative to war? After hearing some responses, I often follow 

up by asking if they thought a government as described in the Carta would be 

durable or not.  

After hearing their thoughts, I continue by noting that while Cuba, on the 

verge of winning its bloody war for independence by 1897, rejected this offer, 

Puerto Ricans accepted, and the first autonomous government took office July 17, 

1898. Here I reference the image of the Executive Secretaries, whose official photo 

I project, before telling students that only eight days later, American troops invaded 

Puerto Rico.  

 

 
13 Possibly with the knowledge of exiled Puerto Rican revolutionary Ramón Emeterio Betances. 
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The Executive Secretaries appointed by the governor during the short-

lived first autonomous government in Puerto Rico in 1898. Anonymous 

Unknown author, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons. 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/6a/Pan504wc.jpg 

 

 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/6a/Pan504wc.jpg
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Moment 3: The United States joins the War 

 

Events in Cuba, specifically the escalation of Cuba’s struggle for 

independence and the brutal and ineffective tactics of the Spanish there, became the 

subject of lurid tales circulated daily in by American newspapers. Survey texts 

consistently reference the “Yellow Journalism” that played such a significant role 

in shaping public perception of Spain and Cuba at during the lead up to the War. 

The explosion of the USS Maine and Theodore Roosevelt’s ambitions often come 

up in the introductory free write, but what did these events mean for Puerto Rico?  

General Nelson A. Miles led American troops in the invasion of the island 

eight days after the island’s autonomous government began its first session. The 

first primary source I show students, a public statement by Miles, reflects the early 

tenor of American-Puerto Rican relations: “This is not a war of devastation, but one 

to give to all within the control of its military and naval forces the advantages and 

blessings of enlightened civilization.”14 The clear implication of Miles’ statement 

is that neither the Spanish, nor Puerto Ricans themselves could be considered 

members of an “enlightened civilization,” and that the United States would 

introduce one. Despite the tone of the message, many had reason to welcome 

American intervention even as it raised questions of the status of Puerto Rican 

people. For example, many women took advantage of the legalization of divorce 

on Puerto Rican soil in 1902 as part of the American occupation, as scholar Eileen 

Suárez Findlay has shown.15 I try to make the uncertainty and possibility of the 

moment real for students by projecting a contrasting quote by a prominent Puerto 

Rican Dr. Julio J. Henna after that of General Miles. Henna, a proponent of 

American intervention and member of the Puerto Rican section of the Cuban 

Revolutionary Party, wrote in 1899: “The flag of the United States of America 

floats over the soil of Puerto Rico, but it does not make American even the children 

who are born under its shade.”16 

In the aftermath of the Treaty of Paris, the situation in Cuba became one of 

transition to an independence shaped by American hegemony. For Puerto Rico, the 

island’s status was murkier. Many Puerto Rican elites on the one hand hoped 

occupation would lead to eventual annexation and statehood, and on the other 

shared the prejudicial views American authorities held of rural and lower-class 

Puerto Ricans. The Foraker Act of 1900 established a civilian government for the 

 
14 Cited in Luis González Vale, “The Puerto Rican Campaign Revisited: ‘A Splendid little War” 

(working paper for the Caribbean Institute and Study Center for Latin America of the Inter 

American University of Puerto Rico, San Germán, “The American Presence in Puerto Rico 

Series,” November 1998), 9. Cited in Melendez-Badillo, 66.  
15 Eileen J. Suárez Findlay, Imposing Decency: The Politics of Sexuality and Race in Puerto Rico, 

1870–1920 (Duke University Press, 1999). 
16 J. J. Henna and Manuel Zeno Gandía, The Case of Puerto Rico (Press of W.F. Roberts, 1899), 5, 

https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/006687941. 
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island but gave the president of the United States the power to name the upper house 

of the island legislature and the governor of the island. Moreover, Puerto Rican 

citizenship remained ambiguous, and Puerto Ricans would not become fully US 

citizens until 1917. The intermediate status of Puerto Rico – not enjoying the rights 

and obligations of either statehood or independence – was confirmed in practice by 

the so-called Insular Cases in which the Supreme Court determined that the 

Constitution applied only partially to the unincorporated territories of Puerto Rico, 

Guam, and the Philippines.  These cases drew on the prejudices held by American 

authorities to justify colonialism and argue for its benefits to the islands. 

As previously mentioned, many Puerto Rican elites shared the Americans’ 

views of the rural and lower classes, and even some who held higher aspirations for 

Puerto Rico worked with the American colonial government to try to improve 

conditions on the island. Perhaps the most visible representation of this complicated 

relationship between Puerto Rican patriotism and American colonial paternalism 

was the drive to expand public education on the island. Some viewed American 

occupation as a step toward shaping a more prosperous and united Puerto Rico, 

particularly by expanding education in rural areas. In the words of award-winning 

Puerto Rican educator Lorenza Brunet del Valle, “The teacher is called to bring to 

fruition the very noble task of enlightening the peasant masses, of leading them out 

of the thick fog of ignorance in which they live.”17 As a demonstration of this 

mentality, I project the political cartoon, “School Begins” from 1900 after reading 

the quote from Brunet del Valle, demonstrating the complicated ways that divisions 

among Puerto Ricans shaped their response to US imperial projects.  

 

 
17 Moral, Negotiating Empire, 85. 
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Political Cartoon: “School Begins,” Puck 1899, Courtesy of Library of Congress 

 

 

By the second decade of the twentieth century, Puerto Rico had shifted into 

an uncertain position as a colonial possession of the United States, one that left 

many Puerto Ricans divided over their goals for the future of their island and the 

extent to which US occupation would and could further those goals.  

While Puerto Rican-US relations continue through various twists and turns 

to the present, the pressures of an American History survey can make it challenging 

to focus on any one topic for long. This brief intervention shifts the lesson on the 

War of 1898 to incorporate a Puerto Rican focus that reinforces the way many 

textbooks articulate the prejudices and ethnocentrism of early twentieth century 

American Imperialism while adding vital background on the origins of the island’s 

relationship to the US. It also creates the opportunity and adds context to include 

Puerto Rico in later discussions of themes like immigration, or of specific moments 

like Hurricane María in 2017.  
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In a time when offensive comments like those made at the Republican 

National convention in 2024 elicited little more than a shrug from my students, 

incorporating Puerto Rican experiences into American history surveys has never 

been more important.18 Moreover, when Bad Bunny’s selection to perform the 

halftime show at Superbowl LX (2/8/2026) sparked conservative organization 

Turning Point USA to organize the “All-American Halftime Show” to protest, a 

reckoning with America and Puerto Rico’s entangled histories is long overdue.19 I 

hope this paper, and ideally, better and more thorough work by our colleagues, can 

help address this need. 

 

 
18 “Tony Hinchcliffe: Backlash after Comedian at Trump Rally Calls Puerto Rico ‘Island of 

Garbage,’” accessed December 20, 2024, https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cy9jj2g75q4o. 
19 A. B. C. News, “Turning Point USA Announces Counterprogram Super Bowl Halftime Show,” 

ABC News, accessed January 26, 2026, https://abcnews.go.com/GMA/Culture/turning-point-usa-

announces-counterprogram-super-bowl-halftime/story?id=126399150. 


