
PUERTO RICAN 
WOMEN ORGANIZING 
FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

The 
Politics 
of Care 
Work Emma 

Amador



The Politics  
of Care 
Work

https://www.dukeupress.edu/the-politics-of-care-work?utm_source=intro&utm_medium=title%20page&utm_campaign=pdf-intros-mar25


The Politics  
of Care Work

puerto rican  
women organizing  
for social justice
Emma Amador

duke university press    Durham and London    2025



© 2025 Duke University Press
​All rights reserved
Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper ∞
Project Editor: Livia Tenzer
Designed by Courtney Leigh Richardson
Typeset in Minion Pro and IBM Plex Sans  
by Westchester Publishing Services

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Amador, Emma, [date] author.
Title: The politics of care work : Puerto Rican women organizing 
for social justice / Emma Amador.
Description: Durham : Duke University Press, 2025. | Includes 
bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: lccn 2024038457 (print)
lccn 2024038458 (ebook)
isbn 9781478031833 (paperback)
isbn 9781478028598 (hardcover)
isbn 9781478060819 (ebook)
Subjects: lcsh: Puerto Rican women—Political activity. | Women 
caregivers—Political activity—Puerto Rico. | Women caregivers— 
Political activity—United States. | Women political activists—
Puerto Rico. | Women political activists—United States. | Social 
justice—United States. | Social justice—Puerto Rico. 
Classification: lcc ra645.35 .a396 2025 (print) |  
lcc ra645.35 (ebook) | ddc 362/.0425—dc23/eng/20250218 
lc record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024038457
lc ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024038458

Cover art: Yolanda Sánchez, from Women Making History:  
Conversations with Fifteen New Yorkers, ed. Maxine Gold  
(New York: New York City Commission on the Status of  
Women, 1985).



​For my parents and teachers, Salvador and Deborah.
For my loves, Kyle and Luna.



Contents

Acknowledgments · ix

Introduction · 1

part I	 making care count in puerto rico

1	 Women Building Social Welfare Programs in 
Puerto Rico after 1917 · 31

2	 Labor, Welfare, and Gendered Citizenship in  
New Deal Puerto Rico · 62

3	 Working-Class Women, Claims for Benefits,  
and the Politics of Deservingness under the  
Puerto Rican Populist State · 94

part ii	 care work and women’s activism in 
the puerto rican diaspora

4	 Care Workers, Household Labor Organizing,  
and Puerto Rican Migration after 1944 · 131

5	 Women’s Leadership in Struggles over Welfare, Citizenship 
Rights, and Decolonization in the Puerto Rican Diaspora · 156

6	 Community Organizers, Civil Rights Activism, 
and Demands for Care in Puerto Rican Communities  
in the United States · 186

Epilogue. Envisioning Caring Futures · 214

Notes · 221	 Bibliography · 267	 Index · 295



Acknowledgments

When I was twenty years old, I interviewed my grandmother, Formeria Ji-
ménez Amador, using a tape recorder that produced a scratchy recording of 
her life story. After I asked her about her life, she spent hours telling me about 
growing up in rural Puerto Rico and her later migration to the United States. 
She also recounted the difficulties and joys she experienced as a seamstress, 
domestic worker, and mother. Over two decades later, long after she passed 
away, I revisited these recordings while completing this book. Listening, I 
laughed as I heard roosters crowing, a chorus of coquí frogs, and my grand
mother’s constant side conversations with her beloved dog Bingo. I regret-
ted that when I conducted the interview I had not yet studied much Puerto 
Rican and Latina history and hadn’t asked relevant follow-up questions. How-
ever, I was also struck by the beauty of this recording precisely because I didn’t 
know how to ask the “right” research questions. The interview is now a rec
ord of my grandmother teaching me about her history, my history, and the 
broader history of Puerto Ricans. The lessons she taught me about women’s 
history and the importance of care work in Puerto Rican migrant communi-
ties have profoundly shaped my work and this book. Thank you, abuelita.

At the University of Michigan, I began this project among a vibrant com-
munity of scholars exploring US Latinx, Caribbean, United States, and Latin 
American history. Thank you to Jesse Hoffnung-Garskof, Richard Turits, 
María Cotera, Sueann Caulfield, Paulina Alberto, Matthew Countryman, Han-
nah Rosen, Mary Kelly, Rebecca Scott, and Jean Hébrard. I am incredibly 
grateful to Jesse for his constant encouragement to pursue my research in-
terests and his careful mentorship. Thank you to María for inspiring me and 
modeling how to be a feminist scholar. Thanks also to my fellow graduate 
students Christine Walker, Kara French, Cookie Woolner, Minayo Nasiali, 
Colleen Woods, Sarah Hamilton, Christina Abreu, Iván Chaar López, and 
Francheska Alers-Rojas. Thanks also to Margaret Chowning for her support 



x · Acknowledgments

during my time as a visiting student researcher at the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley.

I was also very fortunate to have received my master’s degree at the Uni-
versity of Connecticut, where I studied with the trailblazing historian of 
Puerto Rico Blanca Silvestrini. I am forever grateful to Blanca for lighting a 
fire in me that has only grown over the years. Thanks also to my fellow stu-
dents Jessica Xiomara García, Kerry Stefancyk, and Christine Walker. I am 
also thankful to the faculty at Sarah Lawrence College who inspired me 
as an undergraduate, especially Isabel de Sena, Shahnaz Rouse, Eduardo 
Lago, and María Elena García.

As a junior scholar, I was lucky to receive support from several institu-
tions that made this book possible. I am grateful to have spent my first year 
as a history professor at Goucher College with Matthew Hale, James Dator, 
and Evan Dawley. The Summer Institute on Tenure and Professional Ad-
vancement, run by Duke University and the Mellon Foundation, provided 
critical support during this period, and I am very thankful to my sitpa 
mentor Mérida Rúa. As a Presidential Postdoctoral Fellow at Brown Univer-
sity, I found community at the Center for the Study of Race and Ethnicity 
in America and the Department of History. I am particularly grateful for 
the support of Tricia Rose, Robert Self, Naoko Shibusawa, Kevin Escudero, 
Emily Owens, Daniel Rodríguez, Maríaelena Huambachano, Yalidy Matos, 
Nicole Burrowes, Amanda Boston, and Stephanie Larriuex.

As a faculty member in the Department of History at the University of 
Connecticut, I have been incredibly lucky to join a wonderful community. 
Thank you to my UConn colleagues, Mark Healey, Melina Pappademos, 
Mark Overmyer-Velázquez, Jason Chang, Fiona Vernal, Sarah Silverstein, 
Ariel Lambe, Cornelia Dayton, Micki McEyla, Christopher Clark, Nancy 
Shoemaker, Melanie Newport, Nu-Anh Tran, Manisha Sinha, Jeffrey Ogbar 
Hana Maryuama, Dierdre Cooper Owens, Katerina González Seligmann, 
Samuel Martínez, Rodolfo Fernández, and Anne Gebelein. My research has 
also been generously supported by the Humanities Institute at the University 
of Connecticut, which provided a Humanities Faculty Research Fellowship, a 
Felberbaum Family Faculty Award, and a Humanities Book Support Award 
that made completing this book possible. I am also thankful to my depart-
ment for organizing a manuscript workshop and to all the participants, in-
cluding the invited outside readers, Lara Putnam and Laura Briggs, for their 
excellent comments, which helped shape the project.

While conducting research in Puerto Rico, I received encouragement and 
generous guidance from María del Carmen Baerga, Jorge Duany, and Nilsa 



Acknowledgments · xi

Burgos Ortiz. Thank you to Humberto García Muñiz for helping me arrange 
a visiting position and library access at the Instituto de Estudios del Caribe 
at the University of Puerto Rico, Río Piedras. Thanks to María E. Ordóñez 
Mercado at the Colección Puertorriqueña at the University of Puerto Rico, 
Río Piedras, and to Julio Quirós Alcalá at the Fundación Luis Muñoz Marín. 
At the Archivo General de Puerto Rico in San Juan, I am grateful to numer-
ous archivists who guided me along the way, and especially to Hilda T. Ayala 
González and María I. Rodríguez Matos for helping me include images from 
the archive in this book. In New York City, at the Center for Puerto Rican 
Studies at cuny, Hunter, I am grateful for the early support for this project 
provided by Edwin Meléndez, Pedro Juan Hernández, and Yosenex Orengo. 
More recently, I thank Aníbal Arocho and Cristina Fontánez Rodríguez for 
their help in completing research for this project and including images from 
centro’s collections.

This book has been profoundly shaped by so many fellow scholars inter-
ested in Puerto Rican, Latin American, and Latinx studies and the history 
of migration with whom I have shared the ideas in this book on conference 
panels, in paper workshops, and over too many cups of coffee. I am par-
ticularly grateful to Eileen Findlay, whose work constantly inspires me and 
who guided me toward many of the archives explored in this project. Thanks 
also to Sandy Plácido, Carmen Whalen, Takkara Brunson, Genevieve Carpio, 
Olga Jiménez de Wagenheim, Lisa Materson, Natanya Duncan, Sara Awartani, 
Reena Goldthree, Delia Fernández-Jones, Petra Rivera-Rideau, Vanessa Díaz, 
Mónica Jiménez, Margaret Power, Jorell Meléndez-Badillo, Aimee Loiselle, 
Joanna Camacho, María Canino, Aldo Lauria-Santiago, Ismael García-Cólon, 
Ileana Rodríguez-Silva, Solsiree del Moral, Melli Velázquez, Isabel Córdova, 
Aura Jirau Arroyo, Rhadhika Natarajan, Marisol LeBrón, Aurora Santiago 
Ortiz, Marisol Negrón, Shakti Castro, Michael Staudenmaier, Kaysha Cori
nealdi, Vanessa Rosa, Zaire Dinzey-Flores, Ginetta Candelario, Arlene Torres, 
Maura Toro-Morn, Frances Aparicio, Lorgia García-Peña, Arlene Dávila, 
Yomaira Figueroa-Vásquez, Amanda Guzmán, Karianne Soto Vega, Elena 
Rosario, Adrianne Francisco, Melisa Galván, Alyssa Ribeiro, Tatiana M.F. 
Cruz, and Llana Barber.

My work has also been deeply shaped by dialogues with a feminist com-
munity of scholars interested in the history of care work, domestic work, 
welfare, and social reproduction. I am particularly thankful to Eileen Boris 
for her enthusiastic support of this project and dedication to mentoring 
junior scholars. Thank you also to Premilla Nadasen and Annelise Orleck 
for their mentorship. Thank you to Kitty Kish Sklar, Jessica Wilkerson, LaKisha 



xii · Acknowledgments

Simmons, and Alina Méndez for our reading group on social reproduction 
theory. Thanks also to Felicia Kornbluh, Robyn Muncy, Julie Greene, Joce-
lyn Olcott, Keona Irvin, Anasa Hicks, Rhacel Salazar Parreñas, Joan Flores-
Villalobos, Alison Parker, Tamar Carroll, Catherine Ceniza Choy, Kirsten 
Swinth, and Sarah Knott. Thanks to the Labor and Working-Class History 
Association for providing an intellectual home and space to share ideas.

I am also grateful to my fellow scholars of Latina history in the United 
States who have gathered with me over the past few years to discuss the 
writing of Latina history and biography. Thank you to our mentor, Vicki L. 
Ruiz, for lighting the way and encouraging our research. Thank you to Sarah 
McNamara for helping me dream about future projects. Thanks also to 
Sandy Plácido, Lori Flores, Yuridia Ramírez, and Tiffany González.

Thank you to my editor at Duke University Press, Gisela Fosado, who has 
championed this project from the very start and whose steadfast support over 
many years made this book possible. I am also very grateful for the careful 
guidance of Alejandra Mejía and Livia Tenzer, who helped me navigate the 
process of preparing the manuscript for publication. The book was greatly 
improved because of Duke University Press’s anonymous reviewers’ care-
ful and deep engagement with my manuscript. Thanks to Jessica Newman, 
who stepped in at a crucial moment and helped me finish revisions. Thank 
you also to every person over the years who provided copyediting and com-
ments on drafts and presentations, and helped shape the words and ideas on 
these pages.

I am grateful for the funding that I received from numerous institutions, 
including the Rackham Graduate School of the University of Michigan; the 
Center for the Education of Women at the University of Michigan; the In
stitute for Research and Women at the University of Michigan; the Center 
for Latin American and Caribbean Studies at the University of Michigan; 
the Ford Foundation and the National Research Council of the National 
Academies; the Center for Puerto Rican Studies, Hunter College, cuny; the 
Summer Institute on Tenure and Professional Advancement funded by Duke 
University and the Mellon Foundation; the Center in the Study of Race and 
Ethnicity and the Department of History at Brown University; the College 
of Liberal Arts and Sciences at the University of Connecticut; and the Hu-
manities Institute of the University of Connecticut.

My work on this project would not have been possible without the sup-
port of friends and loved ones over many years and in many places. Thanks 
to Paula Booten and Don Booten for welcoming me into their family and 
for their love and support. Thanks to Pace Kendall, Cora Brooks, Wanda 



Acknowledgments · xiii

Knudsen, Amelia Gardner, Holly McCreary, Nana Dakin, Mia Gomez, Xo-
chitl Vinaja, and Jessica Xiomara García. Thanks also to my Puerto Rican, 
Norwegian, and Pennsylvanian family members who have shaped my life 
and work. Thanks to the ancestors for their love and care. As I have already 
noted, this book honors my grandmother Formeria Jiménez Amador and 
was shaped by our conversations and the histories she shared with me. It has 
also been made possible by my mother, Marit Synnøve Stumo, who passed 
away when I was two years old but who is undoubtedly my guardian angel.

This book was written because of the unconditional love I received from 
my wonderful parents Salvador Amador and Deborah Reger. My father, Sal-
vador, made my life a great adventure full of love. His passion for history 
inspired my own, and I miss him tremendously. Deborah is my mother, 
teacher, and role model. She came into my life when I was seven and has 
lovingly taken care of me every single second since. She never let me give 
up. I have been truly blessed to learn how to be a mother from her. Thank 
you, Deborah, for everything.

Most of all, thank you to my great loves, Kyle Booten and Luna Booten-
Amador. There is not enough room here to properly thank my husband, 
Kyle. He has made completing this book possible by traveling with me to 
archives, reading last-minute drafts, and photographing documents. He has 
also cooked countless meals, kept me laughing with his mischievous wit, and 
been my best friend. I love you, Kyle. And, finally, thank you to my curious, 
beautiful, and bright daughter, Luna. I am so grateful you have arrived and 
made this whole world sparkle.



Introduction

Yolanda Sánchez, a social worker and community organizer born in Harlem 
in 1932, was a child of the Puerto Rican diaspora. Sánchez was part of a com-
munity that formed after millions of islanders migrated to the United States 
following the turn of the twentieth century. She was an activist who dedicated 
her life to public service and helping her community. As a Puerto Rican, a 
Black woman, a feminist, and a civil rights leader, she inflected her community 
organizing with the perspectives and concerns of multiple social movements. 
Her work was also grounded in day-to-day efforts as a social service provider, 
educator, and advocate to ensure the civil, political, and economic rights of 
Puerto Ricans. When she was asked how she wanted to be remembered, she 
said she hoped “that people will remember me as a person who cared for her 
community, who cared for people, and who attempted to use her life and 
her energies to improve conditions.”1 This book tells the history of the caring 
labor of Puerto Ricans like Sánchez. It is a story about care work as a space 
of politics—a story that maps an intergenerational legacy of political activism 
demanding dignity for Puerto Ricans on the archipelago and in the diaspora.

In the case of Sánchez, her own experiences growing up poor in New 
York City shaped her later efforts as an activist. Her parents had migrated 
to the United States from Puerto Rico to make new lives in the city and ran 
upon difficult times. After her father left the family, her mother applied for 
public assistance benefits in the South Bronx to support her six children. 
Sánchez later reflected, “Sometimes I look back and say, ‘My God, the little 
Puerto Rican girl who started out on welfare, look where she wound up.’ ”2 
Soon after she graduated from the City College of New York in 1954, she 
became a caseworker for the New York City Department of Welfare (figure 
I.1). She brought her perspective of having been a welfare recipient to her 
new job and soon began meeting with other Puerto Rican youth and social 
workers to discuss how they could use their professional status to develop 
new ways of helping their communities. These collaborations would result 
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in the flourishing of community-organizing approaches in social work and 
bind together their efforts with grassroots movements for civil rights in 
New York.

Alongside other Puerto Rican social worker activists of this period, like 
Antonia Pantoja and Marta Valle, Sánchez helped create foundational Puerto 
Rican-led social service institutions. The story of this group of activists illu-
minates how social work evolved into a dynamic space for political action 
in 1960s New York. They built on the achievements of previous generations 
of social work activists while also fighting to transform the profession by 
making it more accountable to the community.3 For example, Sánchez be-
came the first social worker hired by the activist educational organization 
aspira of New York, which advocated on behalf of Puerto Rican youth 
and organized for bilingual education.4 Institutions like aspira (“aspire,” 
in Spanish) played crucial roles in addressing the needs of the Puerto Rican 
community in the United States in the wake of mass displacement and mi-
gration. Sánchez’s work brought her into conversation and collaboration 
with like-minded organizers agitating more broadly for the equal rights and 
care of Puerto Ricans, African Americans, Latinos/as/xs, and women.

While Sánchez’s activism was rooted in the community in New York City 
where she was born, it was also connected to her commitment to Puerto 

figure I.1. Yolanda 
Sánchez. Photograph 
by Adál Alberto Mal-
donado. Source: Louis 
Reyes Rivera and 
Julio Rodríguez, eds., 
Portraits of the Puerto 
Rican Experience 
(New York: Institute 
for Puerto Rican 
Urban Studies–iprus, 
1984), 78.
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Rico and the ongoing struggle of its people for self-determination. In 1962 
when Sánchez was working for aspira, she helped bring groups of Puerto 
Rican youth in New York City on trips to Puerto Rico. These were her first 
visits to Puerto Rico, and they further connected her work to communi-
ties on the archipelago.5 She also became involved in discussions about the 
political future of Puerto Rico, and this work became increasingly inter-
twined with her ongoing activism in New York City. Alongside other ac-
tivists, she argued that Puerto Ricans should have a political voice beyond 
organizations managed by the Puerto Rican government—in fact, at times 
she joined criticisms of their work in the United States. Her activism illumi-
nates the interconnections between political organizing in New York City’s 
Puerto Rican community with that in Puerto Rico as well as the continued 
political significance of the migration of Puerto Ricans to the United States.

In the years that followed, Sánchez became an increasingly important 
figure in New York City politics. She held directorship positions in aspira, 
the Puerto Rican Association for Community Affairs (praca), and the East 
Harlem Council for Human Services.6 In each of these roles she helped lead 
the charge for accountable and community-oriented social and economic 
programs for Puerto Ricans in New York City. After receiving her master’s 
degree at Columbia University, she also worked in higher education, and, 
in her role as a staff member at City College, she helped develop one of the 
first Puerto Rican studies programs in the United States.7 Her work within 
these organizations was linked to her feminist activism, and she also as-
sisted in the development of both the National Conference of Puerto Rican 
Women and the National Puerto Rican Women’s Caucus.8 In the 1980s, she 
said, “I think we have a long way to go, not only as Americans, but specifi-
cally within the Puerto Rican community, before we really accept women 
as equals,” and she noted that she wanted her daughter “to feel that she has 
options that [she herself] didn’t have as a Puerto Rican woman.”9 As an in-
stitution builder and feminist organizer, Sánchez continued to care for her 
community.

The political path that Sánchez followed was made possible in large part 
by her work and training as a social worker. The social work profession cre-
ated opportunities for Puerto Rican women to professionalize and organize 
with those who shared their concerns and political goals. In fact, in this 
book I show how the occupation had already served as a space of vibrant 
political organizing for over fifty years.10 This activism was a part of broader 
struggles for Puerto Rican rights in the wake of US colonialism, displace-
ment, and migration to the United States in the twentieth century. I explore 
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how social work became one site of this activism, specifically around cit-
izenship rights and care. As Sánchez and her cohort became community 
organizers, they forged new paths within the profession that connected back 
to a long intergenerational history of social worker activism in Puerto Rico 
and the United States. These forms of activism continue to have lasting im-
pacts in Puerto Rican communities today.

This book considers the story of Sánchez alongside other Puerto Ricans 
as they fought to survive and help their communities in the face of massive 
political, economic, and social upheavals. I look in particular at the stories 
of social worker activists alongside the stories of working-class women who 
became clients of social welfare programs in Puerto Rico and the Puerto 
Rican diaspora. Many of these working-class women were also care work-
ers, providing reproductive labor in their own homes and working in the 
homes of others. This includes women like Sánchez’s mother, who migrated 
to the United States and raised six children while receiving welfare benefits. 
This book considers the everyday resistance of applicants at the welfare of-
fice who pushed back against cuts to benefits as they sought to care for their 
families. It connects such stories to those of migrant domestic workers who 
organized alongside professional women social workers to demand labor 
standards to protect care workers. There is a common thread in each of 
these moments: Puerto Rican women organized around the politics of care.

I explore the history of the politics of care work through an examination 
of social work and social welfare. This approach reveals how Puerto Ricans 
were involved in building and navigating social welfare programs and policies 
in Puerto Rico and the Puerto Rican diaspora and how these efforts were 
inherently political. Within the creation of social welfare programs, Puerto 
Ricans negotiated the terms of their US citizenship, which had been im-
posed in 1917 but remained colonial and second class. Despite these restric-
tions, Puerto Ricans fought for equal rights as citizens and contested their 
colonial citizenship. This struggle played out on the archipelago and in the 
growing Puerto Rican migrant community that formed in the United States 
over the course of the twentieth century. Through their engagement with 
social welfare policies, Puerto Ricans also found an important avenue to 
demand care for their communities. Therefore, the history of social welfare 
and social work can serve as a fulcrum for rethinking US colonialism and 
citizenship in Puerto Rico and the Puerto Rican diaspora, with a focus on 
Puerto Rican activism.

At the heart of this book are stories of women like Sánchez whose lives 
were defined by relentless efforts to care for their communities. For Sánchez 
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this meant working tirelessly to build organizations that helped Puerto 
Ricans on both the archipelago and in the diaspora. Later in life she had a 
home in Puerto Rico, continued her work as a community organizer, and 
supported the independence of the archipelago from US colonialism. After 
she passed away in 2012, the community organizing efforts that she helped 
develop would continue as numerous other activists followed in her foot-
steps. Indeed, women care workers, some of whom are social workers, have 
been at the forefront of recent Puerto Rican struggles for citizenship rights 
and care. Some of these activists protested contemporary austerity measures 
and led relief efforts in the wake of natural disasters like Hurricane Maria in 
2017 and the social and political uprisings in Puerto Rico in the twenty-first 
century. Others have been at the forefront of creating new initiatives to ad-
dress the needs of recently displaced, migrant, and diasporic Puerto Ricans 
in the United States. This work remains vital as the archipelago grapples 
with out-migration to the United States. This book aims to provide some 
historical context for these continued political mobilizations. Each chapter 
centers on the lives and work of women like Sánchez. The stories of these 
activists reveal the often-untold centrality of Puerto Rican women to the 
political history of Puerto Rico and its diaspora.

Puerto Ricans, Citizenship, and Social Welfare

Puerto Rico was colonized by the United States in 1898, and since 1917 its people 
have held a form of colonial and territorial US citizenship that remains unequal 
to that in the continental United States. This book considers how, despite these 
restrictions, the granting of symbolic US citizenship has nonetheless had the 
effect of opening up a discursive space for Puerto Ricans to make political 
claims to the rights and benefits of full US citizenship. Throughout the twen-
tieth century, Puerto Ricans on the archipelago continuously lobbied and 
argued for access to protection, coverage, and rights as US citizens.11 In a 
parallel and sometimes overlapping struggle to lay claim to US citizenship 
rights, Puerto Rican migrants in the United States, who are legally entitled 
to full citizenship rights, have also fought for access to these rights because 
of racial exclusions they faced in the United States. I consider how demands 
for full coverage under federal social welfare policy and the social provi-
sions provided by US citizenship became an important arena of political 
action in Puerto Rican communities. While Puerto Ricans were often un-
successful in negotiating change to their formal political status, organizing 
around social welfare policy was sometimes more fruitful. In fact, over the 
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decades covered in this book, these social welfare programs in Puerto Rico 
expanded from serving hundreds of people to nearly half the population.12 
Therefore, studying the political mobilization that resulted in changes to so-
cial policy can shed new light on the history of Puerto Rican citizenship, US 
colonialism, and the politics of social welfare.

The history of social welfare policy and programs has long been con-
sidered important to understanding citizenship in both the United States 
and Latin America. Previous studies have shown that the creation of social 
welfare programs in the twentieth century shaped social inequalities and 
led to differential access to rights based on gender and race.13 However, the 
development of social welfare programs and social policy in Puerto Rico has 
remained underexamined in historical scholarship, as have the ways these 
programs have impacted how Puerto Ricans have experienced US citizen-
ship.14 Moreover, Puerto Rico has been glaringly absent from histories of US 
social welfare, despite the central role US colonial administrators played in 
the territories.15 The history of social welfare has either been overlooked or 
cast as a realm of colonial domination in which political agency was largely 
absent. While this study recognizes social welfare as a place of state control 
and regulation, it also draws on histories of the state and social welfare that 
have called for deep investigation of social welfare formation as a space of 
social struggle over class, race, and gender.16 This includes critical studies 
of the history of social welfare in Latin America and the United States, as well 
as within colonial and imperial projects more broadly.17 It also builds upon 
Puerto Rican feminist social scientific scholarship on social welfare policies 
in Puerto Rico, which has long emphasized the need to recognize social wel-
fare policies as central to Puerto Rican society.18 This approach allows me to 
grapple with the history of the Puerto Rican state as a colonial institution 
that is raced and gendered and that was built, reworked, and contested over 
the course of the twentieth century by Puerto Rican actors and the political 
projects they developed.

This book explores the history of social welfare in Puerto Rico by mapping 
the colonial contours of US social welfare provisions in Puerto Rico. It consid-
ers how Puerto Rican officials shaped the colonial state alongside how clients 
of social welfare programs experienced differences in colonial citizenship 
as a result of new social welfare policies and benefits. This approach draws 
on historian Donna Guy’s insight that the development of social welfare pro-
grams must be considered as a process rather than a product, something that 
is built and reworked by state officials, administrators, and clients.19 Guy 
also notes that the history of welfare is often women’s history and that over-
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looking women’s stories in history has resulted in an analysis of the state 
that has often erased women and gender from the story of state formation. In 
this book, I put the history of women and gender fully into the frame of the 
history of the state. Thus, this is a story about Puerto Ricans and the history of 
social welfare programs in which these terms are understood to be categories 
in flux, whose definitions have changed over time and across contexts.

In order to tell the interconnected history of Puerto Rican citizenship 
and social welfare over the past century, this book draws on archives in both 
Puerto Rico and the United States. In doing so, it sheds light on the creation 
of US colonial bureaucracies and the colonial officials who managed them. 
However, its main focus is on Puerto Ricans who participated in creating or 
navigating these institutions and their political work. Part of this research 
included examining the records of the massive bureaucratic archive in the 
Archivo General de Puerto Rico that resulted from the creation of social 
welfare programs in the mid-twentieth century.20 These social welfare ar-
chives, largely untouched by researchers, document the formation of social 
welfare programs as well as the work of those who built and managed these 
programs. These social welfare records also reveal that from the beginning 
social welfare bureaucracies were concerned with Puerto Rican migration. 
Additionally, the Puerto Rican state circulated information about migrant 
clients between its offices on the archipelago and the offices that it created 
in the continental United States. Therefore, this book also draws on social 
welfare records located in the collections of the Archives of the Puerto Rican 
Diaspora at Hunter College in New York City.21

My use of these social welfare records allows me to explore histories of dis-
placement, migration, and mobility over the course of the twentieth century, 
a period when nearly a third of the population of Puerto Rico migrated to 
the continental United States.22 The impact of these migrations touched 
every aspect of Puerto Rican society, both on the archipelago as well as in the 
growing diasporic community in the United States. Building on historical 
research focused on migration and transnational communities, this book 
covers both Puerto Ricans on the archipelago and in the United States.23 
It moves between archipelagic and stateside communities, crossing bound
aries that can be seen simultaneously as national and colonial. For the pur-
poses of this study, the emphasis is on an integrated history of Puerto Ricans 
in both locations.

Over the course of the twentieth century, Puerto Rico remained a colony 
of the United States. This colonial relationship has afforded its population 
limited self-government but no voice in the government of the United States. 
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US officials explained the takeover of Puerto Rico to constituents in the 
United States and to Puerto Ricans alike by describing the legacy of Spanish 
rule as chaotic and backward and the local population as racially inferior 
to that of the United States. Puerto Rico needed, the argument went, the 
tutelage of the US government before it would be able to exercise its own 
sovereignty.24

Within the US empire, the construction of Puerto Rican difference was 
also profoundly shaped by US beliefs about Puerto Ricans’ gender and sexu-
ality. As historian Eileen Findlay has shown, US colonists defined Puerto 
Ricans as hypersexualized, inherently immoral, and often feminized.25 They 
believed that US colonialism would “civilize” and “modernize” Puerto Rico 
through a campaign of moral reform that would regulate the wayward sexu-
ality of its people. Therefore, from the start, the paternalistic US colonial 
project emphasized state-sponsored regulations that centered on the reg-
ulation of sexuality, such as reforms that promoted marriage and policed 
prostitution. Historian Laura Briggs has also emphasized how the US empire 
in Puerto Rico specifically focused on eugenics through the promotion of 
birth control and sterilization programs.26 The various types of reform that 
colonial officials enacted would significantly impact the lives of working-
class women, who were the main targets of many of these colonial policies.

Some Puerto Ricans hoped that the territory might eventually become a 
full part of the United States, while others struggled for independence that 
would not arrive. In 1900, the United States formalized its colonial relation-
ship with Puerto Rico via the Foraker Act, which determined that the archi-
pelago’s residents were “Puerto Rican citizens” and not US citizens. It also 
outlined that the US government had the right to apply US laws and policies 
at its own discretion without affording Puerto Ricans voting representation 
in the US Congress.27 Shortly afterward, the US Supreme Court case Downes 
v. Bidwell excluded Puerto Ricans from US citizenship, making Puerto Rico a 
“non-incorporated territory,” which meant it would remain a possession with-
out being annexed. This distinction marked the archipelago as “foreign in a 
domestic sense,” a territory of the United States, under the legislative over-
sight of Congress.28

Change came in 1917 when Congress made Puerto Ricans “United States 
citizens” with the signing of the Jones-Shafroth Act. However, Puerto Rico’s 
status as a non-incorporated territory still restricted this version of US citi-
zenship. Puerto Ricans remained without voting representation in the US 
Congress or entitlement to the rights mandated to US citizens living in the 
United States. Despite these restrictions on Puerto Rican citizenship, some 
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heralded its imposition as a decisive step toward permanent incorporation 
and full citizenship rights. However, the territorial differences inherent to 
Puerto Ricans’ US citizenship were further inscribed in 1922 with the US Su-
preme Court case Balzac v. People of Porto Rico. In its ruling, the Court of-
ficially determined that the US Constitution did not cover Puerto Rico and 
that, in turn, the Bill of Rights did not apply to the people of Puerto Rico.29 
Puerto Ricans were citizens in name but this citizenship lacked political 
substance. This ruling was a blow to Puerto Ricans who hoped that the ar-
chipelago was going to eventually be incorporated into the United States as 
well as to those who sought independence.

While the US citizenship that Puerto Ricans held after 1917 remained sec-
ond class, the creation of social welfare programs during and after World 
War I would provoke discussion about extending social benefits to Puerto 
Rico. In fact, this book shows that from the very first moments when social 
reformers and activists in the United States worked to create social welfare 
legislation and programs that would develop new rights and benefits for US 
citizens, Puerto Ricans were actively lobbying for Puerto Rico and other ter-
ritories to be included under these provisions. While the inclusion of Puerto 
Rico under the titles of federally mandated child and maternal health pro-
grams mainly only had symbolic effect (because only a small population 
were the beneficiaries of these programs), the inclusion began to set a new 
precedent that the archipelago could be covered under social policy. This 
suggested to Puerto Rican reformers and US colonial administrators on 
the archipelago that, while formal citizenship rights remained elusive, they 
could successfully advocate for benefits for Puerto Ricans.

This political organizing would only gain steam when the Great Depres-
sion of 1929 hit Puerto Rico with ferocity. While the archipelago’s political 
status remained unchanged, the decade was nonetheless marked by increas-
ing political mobilization. When social reforms in the United States were 
passed to alleviate the ongoing impact of the Depression, Puerto Ricans also 
called for parallel relief to help workers and their families. Eventually, Puerto 
Rico was partially included under federal social programs created during the 
New Deal. Most notably, this included the development in 1933 of the Puerto 
Rico Emergency Relief Administration (prera) and in 1935 of the Puerto 
Rico Reconstruction Administration (prra).30 Within a year of the cre-
ation of prera, over 33 percent of the Puerto Rican population was relying 
on some form of assistance from the organization. This marked a massive 
change in the relationship between the colonial state and the Puerto Rican 
population; suddenly relief administrators and social workers were in the 
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position of forging new forms of governance. The expansion of social pro-
grams, paired with a developmentalist discourse, resulted in growing sup-
port for continued economic and social reform.

During the 1930s, Puerto Ricans also fought for coverage under the 
newly created titles of the US Social Security Act of 1935, which initially did 
not include provisions for Puerto Rico. The passage of the Social Security 
Act created sweeping new forms of social provisions in the United States, 
including old age assistance, unemployment insurance, and social welfare 
programs for the poor, women, and children. In the US context, its pas-
sage transformed the nature of US citizenship by allocating benefits accord-
ing to new gendered and raced divisions. In particular, it defined only certain 
groups as “workers” and some as “dependents”—while leaving others unpro-
tected. As historian Linda Gordon has shown, the outcome of these policies 
was that certain programs of social provision (particularly those for single 
mothers) were defined as “welfare,” a term that became stigmatized and set 
them apart from other benefits for retired or elderly workers.31 This book 
shows how in Puerto Rico the fight for coverage under Social Security re-
flected the colonial history of this policy and decades of struggle by Puerto 
Ricans to seek equal coverage under its provisions.32 Over these decades, 
Puerto Ricans were able to secure partial and provisional coverage under 
these policies, though their administration in the territories remained at 
the discretion of the US Congress. And while this coverage was limited, it 
nevertheless did reshape Puerto Ricans’ colonial citizenship by providing 
access to some federal social welfare benefits and by binding together social 
welfare agencies in Puerto Rico and the United States.

The impacts of the New Deal in Puerto Rico would also result in new 
debates over Puerto Rico’s political status and the rise of a new political 
party, the Partido Popular Democrático (Popular Democratic Party; ppd). 
ppd leaders worked with liberal US reformers and New Deal policymakers 
and promised a populist transformation in Puerto Rico through economic 
and social reform.33 Its leader, Luis Muñoz Marín, had lived in both Puerto 
Rico and the United States and had previously supported the archipelago’s 
independence. After 1938 the party he led would denounce the need for 
political independence and promote a continued but reformed union be-
tween the United States and Puerto Rico. When Muñoz Marín became leader 
of the Puerto Rican Senate in 1940, this paved the way for a consolidation 
of the ppd agenda. The ppd’s populist and reformist political platform was 
closely tied to discussions of social justice that included the promise of so-
cial services. During the 1940s this led to the creation of new social welfare 
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organizations, including the first island-wide Department of Public Welfare 
in 1943.34 While often severely limited by a lack of funds, these new social 
programs and policies led to growing expectations among the Puerto Rican 
population that the state should be attentive to its citizens. In 1948, when the 
US Congress allowed Puerto Ricans to elect their own governor, the popula-
tion chose Muñoz Marín, and a formal reworking of Puerto Rico’s status began.

The economic and political changes under ppd leadership culminated in 
the 1952 creation of the Estado Libre Asociado de Puerto Rico (ela), or the 
Free Associated State of Puerto Rico. Effectively, the development of the 
ela defined Puerto Rico as a “commonwealth,” whose change in status was 
meant to appease concerns about the continuation of the archipelago’s co-
lonial status during a period when the decolonization of European colo-
nial possessions was demanded globally. Some heralded this change as a 
“peaceful revolution” that illustrated the superiority of Puerto Rican and US 
handling of decolonization.35 Opponents, however, argued that as an estado 
libre asociado the archipelago legally remained a colony of the United States 
because of the continuation of US congressional oversight, lack of coverage 
under the US Constitution or Bill of Rights, and, therefore, the limited and 
contingent variant of territorial citizenship held by Puerto Ricans.36 Puerto 
Ricans across the political spectrum (among them supporters of statehood, 
continued affiliation, or independence) remained frustrated by the lack of 
full representation and citizenship provided to the ela. However, this book 
reveals how this moment of stagnation in the political status of Puerto Rico 
was also a moment of change, as debates about decolonization led to de-
mands for more extensive coverage under federal social policy. Subsequently, 
amendments to the US Social Security Act were passed that provided more 
coverage to Puerto Rico and federal assistance to growing numbers of its 
people. Concurrently, as debates over social policy continued, they became 
intertwined with concerns about Puerto Rican migration and the growing 
diasporic community in the United States. These changes further provided 
populist social welfare programs in Puerto Rico with increased, albeit still 
second-class, federal funding. Thus, while the terms of colonial governance 
were renegotiated, the underlying system was maintained.

During the same period, a growing diaspora of Puerto Rican migrants in 
the United States formed due to colonialism on the archipelago, US labor re-
cruitment, and state-sponsored labor migration.37 One of the particularities 
of US colonial and territorial citizenship was that, while it had not afforded 
Puerto Ricans on the archipelago equal citizenship to those in the United 
States, it did allow Puerto Ricans to migrate to the United States without 
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being subject to immigration restrictions. Moreover, when Puerto Ricans 
migrated to the United States, they formally had access to full citizenship 
rights while living in the United States. However, when Puerto Ricans ar-
rived in the United States, they discovered that these rights were often cur-
tailed locally by systems of racist and xenophobic discrimination.38 Despite 
this, Puerto Rican migrants did gain access to a broader range of citizen-
ship rights, which created an inequality in the value of Puerto Rican citi-
zenship based on location. When living in the United States, Puerto Ricans 
legally had voting representation in the US Congress and access to the rights 
and services allocated to all US citizens. Over time, the Puerto Rican mi
grant population, mobilizing the fuller citizenship rights available to them 
in the United States, would begin attempting to exert influence on US poli-
tics in ways unavailable to them on the archipelago.39

After the 1940s, migration from Puerto Rico to the United States would 
also transform dialogues about Puerto Ricans, social welfare, and citizenship 
rights. During this period, the Puerto Rican government directed a program of 
state-sponsored labor migration to the United States, catalyzing mass migra-
tion and the formation of Puerto Rican communities in the United States.40 
The combined results of these programs and subsequent migrations over the 
next fifty years resulted in nearly half of Puerto Rico’s population relocating to 
the United States. Through these changes, Puerto Rico became a community 
with a population that increasingly circulated between the archipelago and 
the United States. The Puerto Rican government also expanded its work in 
the United States by creating a Migration Division of the Puerto Rican De-
partment of Labor to sponsor and direct Puerto Rican labor migration.41 
Over time, representatives of this agency also came to work on behalf of 
Puerto Rican migrants who faced racist exclusions from exercising their US 
citizenship. This book shows how the Migration Division also addressed the 
social service needs of migrants and how over time it wove together social 
welfare programs in Puerto Rico with those in the United States.

Puerto Ricans in the United States also developed their own struggles to 
extend social welfare provisions to provide coverage and care for their com-
munities. Activists and grassroots organizations increasingly contested the 
racial and ethnic discrimination Puerto Ricans faced as well as their limited 
citizenship. I show how Puerto Ricans who joined the US civil rights move-
ment at this time found new ways to demand equal rights, including coverage 
under social welfare policies. Their political organizing included mobilization 
for access to social services, health care, and education. Some activists were 
critical of the role of the Puerto Rican government in sponsoring migration, 
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and they worked to create Puerto Rican-led social service organizations in 
the United States that were not government affiliated. This book shows how, 
as the Puerto Rican community continued to migrate back and forth be-
tween the archipelago and the United States, these movements bound to-
gether in organizing for Puerto Rican rights. It concludes by considering the 
enduring legacy of struggles over social welfare in both Puerto Rico and its 
diaspora.

Throughout each of these moments in the history of social welfare, this 
book traces how, even though the US citizenship of Puerto Ricans was se-
verely restricted, Puerto Ricans nevertheless mobilized around this citizen-
ship to demand better coverage under US social policy. While at first US 
social welfare programs only provided services to small groups of Puerto 
Ricans, this would change with the partial extension of New Deal programs 
and the Social Security Act to Puerto Rico. These changes would result in 
increasingly larger groups of Puerto Ricans being eligible for social welfare 
provisions from both the Puerto Rican and US governments over the twen-
tieth century. At the same time, the growing population of Puerto Rican 
migrants in the United States would campaign for equality under social wel-
fare policy. In this book I consider how these two interconnected struggles 
reveal a long history of Puerto Rican political organizing around the terms 
and meaning of Puerto Rican citizenship since US colonization.

The Politics of Care Work in Puerto Rican Communities

The stories of social worker activists like Yolanda Sánchez reveal how Puerto 
Rican women took on the expansion of social welfare benefits as a key 
political struggle. By focusing on the lives and work of both social workers 
and working-class women (some of whom were on welfare), I also show 
how for many women caring labor and political work were entangled. Fur-
thermore, I argue that centering social welfare in labor history can offer a 
productive vantage point from which to investigate the history of women’s 
work and the production of gendered divisions of labor in both professional 
and working-class groups. This history reveals how the creation of social 
policy and the development of social welfare programs have been influ-
enced in powerful ways by the organizing and activism of generations of 
women whose own gendered labor has been largely missing from the his-
torical record.

The political history of care and social welfare policies in this book builds 
on labor history scholarship about Puerto Rico, the United States, and Latin 
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America that has examined the history of women and gender. In particular, 
it draws on the rich tradition of labor histories written by scholars of Puerto 
Rico and the Puerto Rican diaspora who have investigated the history of US 
colonialism, labor, and migration with a focus on gender and race.42 This 
work also has suggested the importance of reproductive and caring labor in 
these communities, which I investigate further in this book. In doing so, my 
research is also in dialogue with scholarship on care labor, domestic work, 
and the history of social welfare in both the United States and Latin Amer
ica.43 This study is also in conversation with the vibrant and growing field 
of feminist scholarship on care work, caregiving, and the politics of social 
reproduction.44 The growing literature on the history of care work in both 
regions has focused on the intersection of race and gender as well as on the 
significance of migration, immigration, and the formation of transnational 
communities. This book contributes a history of Puerto Rican caring labor 
in the twentieth century—as it took various forms across the archipelago 
and diaspora—to this dialogue.

This book examines the history of Puerto Rican women’s care work and 
social reproduction by building, in particular, on scholarship that has doc-
umented how care work has been shaped by systems of exploitation under 
capitalism and colonialism. As Evelyn Nakano Glenn has shown, the “social 
organization of care” in US society and under US empire has relied on coer-
cion that has often “forced” women into positions as care workers, especially 
those that are immigrants, migrants, or racial minorities.45 Glenn empha-
sizes how the power relationships produced under capitalism and colonial-
ism create labor systems that result in “racialized gendered servitude.” His-
torical scholarship on care workers who were paid domestic workers and 
household workers has demonstrated how there has been a long and pain-
ful legacy of these workers being excluded from labor protections and ex-
ploited. As Eileen Boris and Jennifer Klein have shown, transformations in 
US social policy have also served to push poor and immigrant women into 
positions as care workers who are sometimes paid by the state.46 Like Boris 
and Klein, I aim to “rethink the history of the American welfare state from 
the perspective of care work” through telling a story that also centers on the 
history of these policies in Puerto Rico.47

This book also builds on Premilla Nadasen’s insight that discourses about 
“care work” in recent years have often obscured the power hierarchies and 
forms of exploitation that take shape in the organization of reproductive 
labor.48 For Nadasen, using the term social reproduction can more fully cap-
ture these power relationships by building on Marxist feminist and Black/
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feminist of color scholarship, both of which have long traditions of criti-
cally examining social reproduction within the history of capitalism. In this 
book, I use the terms care work, reproductive labor, and social reproduction, 
and my study aims to think critically about these forms of labor and the poli-
tics of defining their meaning and value in different moments in Puerto Rican 
history. I locate my investigation of care work and reproductive labor within 
broader histories of what Eileen Boris calls the “racialized and gendered 
state,” and particularly consider the creation of social welfare policies as lo-
cations of struggle over these forms of labor.49 In this project, my analysis 
of care work considers a variety of forms of reproductive labor and also ex-
plores forms of collective care that emerged within Puerto Rican communi-
ties and social movements.

In addition, this book centers specifically on Puerto Rican women’s political 
activism focused around care work and social reproduction. I build on feminist 
scholarship and social reproduction theory that have argued that political 
struggles over social reproduction have long raged under capitalism and 
colonialism and that overlooking these histories of political mobilization 
has often served to erase women’s activism from history. As Cinzia Arruzza, 
Tithi Bhattacharya, and Nancy Fraser have argued, “class struggle includes 
struggles over social reproduction,” which cover a wide range of battles, in-
cluding those for health care, education, and women’s liberation.50 I also on 
build on Jessica Wilkerson’s argument that an examination of “caring labor 
is fundamental to understanding the limitations and successes of social 
and political movements that sought to expand democracy and citizenship 
rights.”51 In her work on US women’s political activism, she underscores 
how their politicization of “caregiving labor” offered powerful “critiques of 
capitalist logics.”52 This book also emphasizes that examining Puerto Rican 
women’s activism around care work and social reproduction can shed new 
light on class struggles and fights for social justice.

This book shows how in Puerto Rican history the development of wel-
fare programs is integral to a broader labor history and histories of care, 
as some women emerged as state agents and architects of the state and 
others became targets of both government labor recruitment and manage-
ment schemes and clients of social welfare programs.53 This labor history is 
twofold. On the one hand, it shows how the creation of social welfare pro-
grams required a massive amount of work. Over the course of the twentieth 
century, a group of women became professionalized as social workers and, 
in turn, played a large role in building welfare programs in Puerto Rico. 
These professional care workers crafted social welfare programs in ways that 
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reflected their political agendas and that conditioned the political aspirations 
of Puerto Rican communities throughout the twentieth century. On the other 
hand, this is also a labor history of women on welfare. It argues that cli-
ents of welfare programs were mainly working-class women, many of whom 
were care workers, who provided essential productive and reproductive 
labor in their communities.54 When these women became clients of social 
welfare programs, they entered new roles and were cast in new relationships 
to state institutions. The book traces the emergence of these two groups of 
care workers and the interactions between them and the larger communities 
in which they lived.

The book also traces how the profession of social work changed over time 
and became more community oriented. As growing numbers of working-
class women entered its ranks, they brought their own ideas and concerns 
into the profession. They advocated for the creation of social welfare 
programs that responded to the needs of welfare recipients and that were 
accountable to local communities. An early move toward more community-
oriented work can be seen in the 1930s with the training of social workers 
(and social work aides) within New Deal programs. However, the commu-
nity input in these moments was limited as the expansion of state-run social 
welfare programs emphasized a top-down structure within social welfare 
projects, which came to rely heavily on means-testing that often alienated 
local communities. The more revolutionary moment of transformation in 
the social work field came in the 1960s when the mass migration of Puerto 
Ricans to the United States opened a new space for social workers to be-
come advocates for Puerto Rican communities. This advocacy would begin 
in the 1940s and would deepen as social workers increasingly connected 
their work to their involvement in civil rights and feminist organizing and 
struggles for civil rights, women’s rights, and independence. Puerto Rican 
social workers became deeply involved with the expansion of the rise of a 
community-organizing approach in social work, which resulted in an even 
deeper commitment to working in collaboration with the communities they 
served. By the 1970s, the social work profession had become an important 
space of political organization for Puerto Rican women.

As I mentioned previously, I piece together the history of Puerto Ricans and 
social welfare programs by drawing on archives from social welfare agencies 
in Puerto Rico and the United States. These sources shed light on the history 
of Puerto Rican women, who were everywhere, busy shaping politics and 
history. From social workers navigating the highest levels of politics (lobby-
ing Congress for the extension of federal social provisions) to working-class 
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clients demanding access to social provisions, women emerged as political 
actors in varied and complex ways. I also use the case file archives of Puerto 
Rican social welfare agencies to track the new interactions between Puerto 
Ricans and the state that resulted from the creation of social welfare pro-
grams. One of these archives is the massive bureaucratic archive of the De-
partment of Social Welfare in Puerto Rico, whose records provide fleeting 
glimpses into a history of massive social transformation. Its files contain 
stories about the Puerto Rican government’s interventions in the lives of 
working-class Puerto Ricans. The files also reveal how the creation of social 
welfare programs impacted Puerto Ricans and how they laid claim to new 
social provisions. I use my exploration of these files as a way to trace major 
social changes while also focusing on specific political histories of women’s 
lives and work.

An examination of the lives and work of Puerto Rican social workers, this 
book offers a unique window into the history of Puerto Rican organizing. At 
the start of the twentieth century, women’s professionalization in care work 
occupations such as social work and nursing opened up new opportuni-
ties to build and shape both state and private institutions.55 Scholars have 
demonstrated that the work of professional care workers was particularly 
important to the development of imperial projects globally and to the ex-
pansion of US empire specifically. For example, historian Catherine Ceniza 
Choy has highlighted how training women to be nurses in the Philippines 
advanced US imperial goals while laying the foundation for labor recruit-
ment to the metropole and thus paving the way for future migrations.56 I 
show how, in Puerto Rico, women were also called on to be agents of trans-
formation under US imperial projects and were sometimes later recruited 
to the United States to further these projects. I also highlight how, in the 
Puerto Rican diaspora and the United States, professional women played 
an important role in organizing institutions that served migrant communi-
ties.57 Social work and political activism were far from separate.

The histories of social workers in this book also specifically focus on their 
political work, centering them in political history, which has often over-
looked women in favor of the activism of male leaders and political parties. 
This book shows how social workers were leaders in a wide range of political 
organizations and moments of political mobilization. They were active in 
the Puerto Rican movements for independence, commonwealth, and state-
hood as well as within labor and feminist groups. I also suggest that social 
workers’ stories reveal some significant particularities about Puerto Rican 
women’s political organizing. First, I show how social workers balanced 
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their work seeking larger political outcomes (including participation in 
political organizations and parties) with their day-to-day efforts to care 
for other people, a type of praxis that was often grounded in their work 
in local communities. Second, these histories show how social workers of-
tentimes worked together across divides in political beliefs and ideologies 
toward common goals. Through collaborating in their jobs and professional 
organizations, they sometimes built surprising allegiances that allowed 
them to advance their broader agenda. By excavating the forms of political 
organization developed by these women and considering the implications of 
the political collaborations they forged, I hope to shed new light on Puerto 
Rican politics.

By focusing on biographies of social worker activists whose work was also 
linked to social movements and community organizing, I emphasize women 
whose work would likely have been defined as radical in their time. My use 
of biography and prosopography to explore the history of social movements 
draws on feminist scholarship on Latina and African American women 
that has examined individual life histories to make sense of major social 
changes.58 While the histories they reveal are not comprehensive, they shed 
light on social work as a complex terrain of politics in which women shaped 
history. For Puerto Rican women, this included participating in early efforts 
to create labor standards and protections for women and child workers, ad-
vocating for the independence and the decolonization of Puerto Rico and 
participating in the US civil rights movement. These efforts share similari-
ties with those developed by other colonized women and women of color 
in the United States, who have sometimes used professional care work as an 
avenue through which to contest violence and oppression in their commu-
nities. My research is particularly in dialogue with histories of social work 
that have highlighted the intersection of social worker activism with move-
ments for social justice and labor, as well as civil and economic rights.59

This book also grapples with the painful repercussions of practices devel-
oped by social workers in Puerto Rican communities. It is important to note 
that not all social workers were heroes and that their actions sometimes re-
sulted in long-lasting difficulties for poor people, especially when the dis-
course and rhetoric they deployed emphasized that people were in poverty 
because of individual failures rather than broader social and economic struc-
tures or when they suggested that people needed to change to be deserving 
of benefits. They also administered casework and means-testing practices 
that were invasive and sometimes discriminatory against clients. In particu
lar, the book explores the treatment of working-class women as they applied 
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for social welfare programs as well as how regulatory, invasive, and punitive 
practices of means-testing were created as a part of social welfare programs. 
The production of social welfare projects was plagued by the damaging con-
sequences of the deployment of Americanization and modernization dis-
course, the separation of families under the guise of child saving, and the 
role of social workers in eugenics and sterilization projects that led to re-
productive injustice in working-class communities. More generally, adverse 
outcomes often resulted from trying to adjust individuals to the conditions 
they faced rather than pushing for broader societal and economic transfor-
mations that could result in better living conditions for all people.60 Telling 
these difficult stories works to restore Puerto Rican women to history as 
political figures with complex and sometimes troubling legacies.

This book also tells the stories of Puerto Rican women and girls who 
became clients of social welfare programs. I include the experiences of 
mothers, daughters, children, and elders who made a life and a living in 
Puerto Rico and its diaspora during a period of great social transformation. 
Many of these individuals were also care workers—in their own homes and 
in the homes of others, of whom some were paid and others unpaid. These 
caring occupations were segregated by both gender and race, and many of 
these workers were given little or no choice in becoming care workers.61 
Scholars of women and gender in the United States and Latin America have 
emphasized the importance of care work, domestic work, and household 
labor to the history of women’s labor in both regions. For example, histori-
ans of care work and domestic labor have demonstrated how working-class 
women of color’s experience of being “forced to care” has shaped their ex-
perience of citizenship and belonging in the United States and within the 
US empire. This book is in dialogue with scholars who have examined how 
working-class women of color’s participation in caring labor has shaped 
their lives and how they have struggled for social change.62

By focusing on the history of Puerto Rican women’s labor as care workers, 
this book emphasizes the importance of race in Puerto Rican labor history 
as well as the persistence of discrimination against women of African de-
scent.63 Scholars of the history of care labor and domestic work have shown 
that racial hierarchies and discrimination have often been enacted through 
labor systems that have relegated African American, Indigenous, and La-
tina women into low-wage and precarious caring occupations. In this book, 
I consider how, in Puerto Rico, women and girls of African descent often 
made up much of the domestic work labor force and how occupational seg-
regation in the mid-twentieth century remained connected to the legacy 
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of slavery on the archipelago. I also show how, after the US colonization 
of Puerto Rico, Puerto Rican women were recruited to work as domestic 
workers in the United States specifically because they were seen as racially 
inferior to US colonists and as well-suited for caring labor. Moreover, I show 
how Puerto Rican government agencies trained and placed Puerto Rican 
women as domestic workers in the United States as a part of state-sponsored 
labor migration schemes. When these workers arrived in the United States 
and became migrant workers, they were further racialized as nonwhite and 
faced rampant discrimination.64 These examples show how caring labor was 
racialized and how working-class women, particularly those of African de-
scent, experienced being funneled into care work positions in both Puerto 
Rico and the United States.

My investigation of the case files of social work programs also considers 
how working-class women and girls who performed domestic, service, and 
care work became a key demographic applying for social welfare benefits. 
Using the case files of social welfare agencies, I explore social workers’ in-
terventions in the lives and work of the working-class Puerto Ricans who 
became their clients, observing how state programs regulated Puerto Rican 
lives in particularly gendered and raced ways that often made them targets 
of regulation. Poor women and women of African descent became the pri-
mary targets of reform policies.65 This book shows how social workers in-
vestigated women and children’s caring labor in early studies of maternal 
health, managed work-relief programs for women during the New Deal, 
and developed casework processes that recorded women’s labor in the first 
island-wide social welfare programs. Social workers were also instrumental 
in regulating the migration of Puerto Rican women to become domestic 
workers in the United States, and as agents of Puerto Rican government and 
US social welfare agencies in the United States, they came to work with mi
grant care workers in the United States.

Social work interviews were sites of struggle both among social workers 
and between social workers and clients over how benefits would be admin-
istered. Through a close reading of case files, I examine how clients negoti-
ated the contents of their benefits with social workers in the intimate and 
often invasive process of social casework. Every individual applying for ben-
efits underwent interviews with social workers in which the new roles of 
social worker and client were constructed and performed. Examining case 
files from social welfare offices, I show that social workers manifested the 
abstract political ideologies of the state into concrete social policy, in turn 
locating their clients within categories of gender, class, and race. Placement 
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into these categories had tangible material consequences for those seeking 
food, shelter, and care. Combined, these stories interrogate how clients were 
produced within the textual practices of casework and provide a glimpse of 
how the formation of social welfare programs and the meaning of women’s 
labor were negotiated in interactions between state officials and citizens.

The records of social welfare agencies also offer a window into how so-
cial work practices developed and changed over the twentieth century as 
some forms of social work became more community oriented. While this 
book shows that this change over time was not always a linear or progressive 
narrative, and there were many moments of tension and solidarity between 
social workers and working-class clients, it demonstrates that community-
oriented work has grown and developed as a part of the profession. This 
book reveals how, when social work practices were first developed in Puerto 
Rico in the 1920s, maternalist social reformers were mainly focused on re-
forming local populations and regulating forms of child labor within local 
communities. These maternalists cast themselves as more enlightened than 
the women they worked with. However, as increasing numbers of working-
class women became a part of the profession, including those who had re-
ceived social welfare benefits, growing numbers saw themselves as joining 
a struggle with their “clients” for social and economic rights for all people. 
The history of the development of more community-oriented social work 
as a part of the story of the profession is traced throughout this book, even 
though it was not always the path taken.

The history of Puerto Rican social workers of African descent is also a 
crucial part of the story about care work and social work told in this book. 
The stories told here often focus on the outsized role of Puerto Ricans of 
African descent in transforming the social work profession, making it more 
centered on community-engaged methods. In writing about these stories, I 
build on scholarship on the history of Afro-Puerto Rican participation in 
the history of social movements and in the civil rights movement in the 
United States in particular.66 In the earlier chapters of the book, Puerto 
Rican women of African descent who had access to social work education 
like Beatriz Lassalle del Valle and Felicia Boria may have identified as white 
or as racially different than the working-class women of African descent 
who were their clients. However, the forms of social work they engaged in 
also reveal deep connections to social justice activism, socialist feminism, 
labor organizing, and broader agitation for social rights that may have been 
in part shaped by their own experiences of racialized social marginalization 
either in Puerto Rico or in relationship to Americans in the United States. 
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In the final chapter, the book centers fully on the work of social workers 
of African descent like Antonia Pantoja, Yolanda Sánchez, and Esperanza 
Martell, whose identifications as Afro-Puerto Rican and Black Puerto Rican 
were essential to their political work. These women were part of a broader 
group of Afro-Puerto Rican civil rights activists who used careers in social 
work to advance broader struggles against racism and for social justice.

The social welfare archives I examine in this book also provide a unique 
resource for considering how Puerto Ricans navigated displacement and 
migration over the twentieth century. Among other things, the archives 
reveal how migration was influenced by day-to-day interactions between 
Puerto Ricans and the state as well as by state-sponsored labor migration 
schemes. I trace the movements of state agents, migrant workers, and clients 
of social welfare programs between Puerto Rico and the United States by 
using social welfare records from both locations. These movements reveal 
how the Puerto Rican government increasingly served as an intermediary 
between thousands of migrant Puerto Ricans and US government agencies, 
both federal and local. I also examined bundles of documents that were 
mailed between these offices and that contained case file information about 
Puerto Rican clients. These archives reveal how a colonial state organized 
and circulated information about its citizens over decades. They also shed 
light on how individuals navigated these dramatic social changes and how 
some went on to build lives and communities in the United States.

This book is organized chronologically and thematically, focusing on the 
care work and political activism of Puerto Rican social workers and working-
class women care workers between 1917 and the 1970s. Each chapter consid-
ers Puerto Rican histories on the archipelago and the United States, following 
protagonists on the move and emphasizing the impact of displacement and 
migration on Puerto Rican communities. Part 1 of the book, “Making Care 
Count in Puerto Rico,” focuses on the US colonization of Puerto Rico and 
the history of the construction of social welfare programs on the archipel-
ago. Part 2, “Care Work and Women’s Activism in the Puerto Rican Dias-
pora,” centers on Puerto Rican migration to the United States and highlights 
the ways that Puerto Rican social welfare agencies, policies, and programs 
were instrumental in shaping labor migration and the integration of mi
grants into US communities after 1940. The book concludes by emphasizing 
the development of Puerto Rican forms of community-oriented social work 
practice in the United States, practices that were connected to earlier struggles 
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over social and economic rights but that also sought new ways to make so-
cial welfare provisions better serve their communities.

The book begins by examining the creation of social welfare programs in 
Puerto Rico under US colonial rule, paying particular attention to Puerto 
Rican women social workers and the working-class women and children 
who became targets of their reforms. The first chapter, “Women Building 
Social Welfare Programs in Puerto Rico after 1917,” argues that social work-
ers used their professional occupations as care workers to organize politi
cally for the extension of social policy to Puerto Rico despite the continued 
restrictions on citizenship imposed by US colonialism. It shows how they 
worked alongside US reformers of the US Children’s Bureau to conduct a 
study of maternal and child welfare in Puerto Rico that was used as evidence 
to support their advocacy for the extension of US social welfare provisions 
like those created by the Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infancy Protec-
tion Act. Questions about Puerto Rican citizenship and belonging were 
paramount in these debates. I show how the extension of partial and provi-
sional funding under these policies resulted from political organizing, set-
ting a precedent for a century of struggle over the form that social policies 
would take. While the number of people covered under these social welfare 
programs remained small, these nascent programs would rapidly expand in 
the following years.

In Puerto Rico, political organizing for social welfare would come to a head 
after the Great Depression with the extension of specific reforms adminis-
tered under the New Deal. These reforms would transform the relationship 
between the US government and Puerto Rico by reworking and reinforcing 
the colonial status of the archipelago. In Chapter  2, “Labor, Welfare, and 
Gendered Citizenship in New Deal Puerto Rico,” I show how Puerto Rican 
women (both social workers and working-class women) were instrumental 
in demanding and shaping social welfare policy and programs. By examin-
ing debates over the extension of the Social Security Act of 1935 to Puerto 
Rico, I highlight how Puerto Ricans waged a long struggle led by activists 
and workers to have the archipelago included under this legislation. This 
organizing led to the gradual and constrained incorporation of Puerto Rico 
under the act. In part, this coverage resulted from the organizing of women 
activists who advocated for labor standards and protections for women 
workers and demanded social provisions for women who provided caring 
and reproductive labor in their homes. However, this moment was also one 
in which working-class Puerto Rican women became prime targets of state 
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interventions through labor reforms and eugenics policies that were propelled 
by the expansion of social welfare agencies. The New Deal, therefore, resulted 
in more intrusion by the state into the private lives of Puerto Rican citizens.

In the 1940s and 1950s, social welfare programs continued to expand, and 
these programs transformed the relationship between the state and society 
by bringing more social workers into the homes of Puerto Rican families and 
communities. As working-class people claimed benefits, they also articulated 
demands for state support and care that they increasingly perceived as their 
rights as Puerto Rican citizens. Chapter 3, “Working-Class Women, Claims 
for Benefits, and the Politics of Deservingness under the Puerto Rican Pop-
ulist State,” focuses on the experiences of working-class women care work-
ers who became clients within these programs. These women applied for 
assistance from the newly minted Department of Public Welfare created by 
the populist programs of the ppd, which would further expand with the cre-
ation of the ela in 1952. Through a focus on the case file records of working-
class women care workers who sought assistance, this chapter shows how 
clients struggled over these benefits with social workers. The chapter exam-
ines how clients contested how information about their labor and income 
was recorded and sought to shape the outcome of their petitions. At the 
same time, social welfare programs became increasingly regulatory as they 
focused on means-testing and separating out clients who they deemed de-
serving of benefits from those they believed were not. The outcome of tense 
struggles between social workers and clients that took shape in this moment 
was that working-class women’s reproductive labor was minimized and de-
valued. Moreover, clients of social welfare programs were increasingly cast 
in broader social and political discourses as nonproductive and undeserv-
ing citizens.

During the same period, Puerto Rican communities were deeply im-
pacted by migration to the United States, some of which resulted from state-
sponsored labor migration schemes. Both Puerto Rican social workers and 
working-class women care workers became essential participants in these 
efforts, and their work was instrumental in establishing new and expanding 
Puerto Rican communities in the United States. Chapter 4, “Care Workers, 
Household Labor Organizing, and Puerto Rican Migration after 1944,” exam-
ines the history of a group of Puerto Rican domestic workers in a contract-
labor program in Chicago who ended up at the center of a storm of labor 
activism, reform, and regulation. When these migrant domestic workers 
faced terrible conditions in the United States, they organized protests and 
soon found support from US women reformers who were already fighting 
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for labor standards for household workers. Their activism also drew the at-
tention of Puerto Rican social workers and students studying in Chicago. 
These professional women became intermediaries between the workers and 
the Puerto Rican state, and eventually the tensions over the labor issues in 
Chicago put pressure on the government to reform its migrant labor pro-
grams. These actions contributed to the formalization of this oversight of 
state-sponsored migration with the creation of a new regulatory agency, the 
Migration Division of the Puerto Rican Department of Labor. As a result, 
the Puerto Rican government also realized that the expertise Puerto Rican 
social workers had developed while studying and working in social welfare 
programs in the United States could provide a crucial bridge between the 
Puerto Rican government and local agencies in US cities.

As representatives of the Puerto Rican government operating in the 
United States, Puerto Rican social workers took up new roles working in 
the United States as advocates for migrant clients. In Chapter 5, “Women’s 
Leadership in Struggles over Welfare, Citizenship Rights, and Decolonization 
in the Puerto Rican Diaspora,” I highlight the role of two groups of women: 
first, Puerto Rican women who became migrant advocates and the architects 
of state agencies that regulated migration and, second, working-class mi
grant women who became their clients. This chapter considers how these 
groups interacted within the Migration Division’s offices throughout the 
United States. The Migration Division also created a Social Service Section, 
managed by social workers whose case files I use to trace the development 
of new casework practices for migrant clients. In these offices, social work-
ers served as intermediaries between migrant clients and US social welfare 
agencies and bound together the work of Puerto Rican and US social wel-
fare programs. As migration experts, these social workers also worked on 
behalf of Puerto Rican citizens and successfully advocated for broader cov-
erage of Puerto Rico under US social policy. At the same time, the Puerto 
Rican migrants who became their clients demanded that the agency take up 
a more robust role in advocating for their civil and economic rights. As a 
result, some social workers connected to the Migration Division also began 
challenging the Puerto Rican government’s agenda and imagining new ways 
of doing Puerto Rican–led social justice work in the United States.

The 1960s ushered in a new period in Puerto Rican social work history in 
the United States focused on community organizing. During this time, many 
more poor and working-class women (including some who had received wel-
fare benefits themselves) trained to become social workers and entered the 
profession. Some of these social workers would turn away from traditional 
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social work practices and instead build service programs and institutions 
that were more focused on accountability within local communities. The 
final chapter, “Community Organizers, Civil Rights Activism, and Demands 
for Care in Puerto Rican Communities in the United States,” examines how 
some of these social workers developed Puerto Rican forms of community-
oriented work in New York City. It particularly looks at the life history of 
Antonia Pantoja, an Afro-Puerto Rican social worker and civil rights ac-
tivist who migrated from Puerto Rico to the United States and worked 
tirelessly to create Puerto Rican–serving social and educational programs. 
Pantoja was a member of a cohort of like-minded activists, including the 
already-mentioned Yolanda Sánchez. The work of these activists was also 
deeply connected to contemporary grassroots social movements, and the 
chapter tracks how social workers used their professional work as a platform 
to advocate for social justice. Their work as educators would also have last-
ing impacts; they trained a new generation of community organizers who 
would soon emerge as leaders in the Puerto Rican community. This chapter 
concludes by considering the broader intellectual and political legacy of this 
generation of social workers as they helped found departments of Puerto 
Rican and ethnic studies in US educational institutions.

The form of activism that emerged around access to social welfare pro-
visions and benefits in Puerto Rican communities on the archipelago and 
the United States continued in the following decades. An epilogue, “Envi-
sioning Caring Futures,” provides a final analysis of how considering the 
long history of Puerto Rican struggles for access to social welfare and care—
with Puerto Rican women at the center—can shed light on how Puerto 
Ricans have defined citizenship and contested colonialism in the twentieth 
century. It shows the enduring relevance of the history of social welfare 
more broadly by documenting connections to contemporary struggles over 
the extension of social policy, particularly the Social Security Act. This book 
makes the case that curtailments to Puerto Rican citizenship inscribed into 
early forms of social policy on the archipelago still provide a foundation for 
contemporary inequalities with deeply troubling legacies. The US Congress 
continues to decide on a case-by-case basis what parts of social legislation will 
be applied to Puerto Rico without Puerto Rican input. Furthermore, colonial 
restrictions on social welfare benefits continue to be fiercely contested and 
debated by Puerto Ricans on the archipelago and in the diaspora. However, 
despite this struggle, colonialism remains in Puerto Rico, and the citizenship 
rights of Puerto Ricans continue to be provisional, tenuous, and fragile.
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It is my hope that this book contributes to ongoing dialogues about Puerto 
Rican history, citizenship, and community formation by offering a story of 
the politics of care work that is rooted in the lives and experiences of Puerto 
Rican women. The life histories and biographies of women at the heart of 
this book are meant to breathe life into political history—from which they 
have often been missing. These stories aim to shed light on the complex 
forms of political mobilization that emerged from Puerto Rican women’s 
day-to-day experiences and led to lasting changes in their communities. The 
political action of these women was remarkable; it crossed national bound
aries, challenged colonial governance, and imagined new futures for their 
communities. Moreover, contemporary struggles over Puerto Rican citizen-
ship continue to be both led and supported by Puerto Rican women care 
workers despite the enduring colonial exclusions and marginalization that 
such women face. In the future, I hope that the stories of women like these 
will be considered key parts of the history of Puerto Rican struggles for social 
justice and also help to historicize ongoing political organization for care.
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