The Culturs of Puarto
Rico

The island of Pusrto Rico is presently experiencing a time of tremendous
cult.ura:l change and g rowth throush what is knom as "Operation Serenity."” The
t-er?.l'i "Opearation Seranity" (or.' "Serenidad") is applied to a program designed to
teach the people of Puerto Rico th& "the production of wealth is a2 technigue,
the use of wealth ..‘:s an art" (Popular Democratic Party platform of 1960). Cur
past governor, Iuiﬁ lufioz Marin, in referring to "Operation Serenity," explained
that it was "an attempt to create an understanding that material goods, new jobs,
arxl new homes are not the ultimate goals of human life." Mufioz went on to say:

A people cannot be fully civilized until the economy is the s ervant of the
peoples'! culture and not the master." Serenidad, thus, is an intereating proposal
since it attempts to provide a spiritial ingredient in a democratic society.

"Operation Serenity" iz actually an ambitious and fageinating proposal by
a stronz peopls who are, bthemselves, the product of several cultures which, over
the years, have both subdued and molded their character. Culture, m this sense,
implies the way of thinking and feeling which determines the way people within a
society will act. This is a process which begins at birth and continues throush
life, a learning process guided by the older generation. ~‘his is particularly trus
of PuertoRicans even though they have not always been concerned with an appreciation

of

their cultura.

In terms of history, ths eculture of this island can be described as the
greatest consclidation of world-wide traits that can be imagined. First, it exoresses
the two dominant cultures of the Americas. BSecondly, it contains elements of bhoth
Indian and Negro heritage. The result is a culture which is a composite of other
cultures so codified and merged that the Puertorican shows forth as an individual,
culturalliy different from his nefighbors. 1
* The Indian name “'Eorfnque'n“ is still widely used by the PuertoRtican in

reference bobh to his homeland and himself. The Puertofican anthem is eallad



"La Boringuetia." The blending of cultural elements is to be noted throughout
the island. In the interiod of the island, for instance, are to be found the
dascendants of Irish immigrants from Philadelphia - - blond, fair peopls who
are characterized by the high cheekbones and narrow faces of the Indians.
Definite Indian’characteristies and 'hrends; are still to be found in the mountaing
of tha interdior. "La Flena," a popular form of musie, conveys the insistent
rhytims of the Nagro people brought from Africa by the Spanish settless. ot
far from San Juan, the capital of Puerto Rico, known for its "old world" charm,
hambarger stands spread themselves along the avenues - — yet it must be said thi
a modern PuertoRican will still prefer his traditional meel of “azzoz y
habituelas" (rice and beads).

In the Hato Ray section of San Juan, a p-rt of the eity which resembles
a suberb of los Angeles or liiami, young people will collect the records of
Elvis Prasley or The Beatles and yet will thrill to the lyrics and rhythm of a
bolero — -~ a form of music that has coms to be a part of thelr lives. Musicians
will move with ths trands, bub rebturn again and again to the azeless music of
fgfael Herndndez whose words and music warm the hearts of all PuertoFicans.

Lt can be said that the culbural traditions of both the United Statas and

Spain do not really clash in fuerto Rico. They blend together, smriched by the

alements of Indian and Napro culturs which, through the years, have found their way

into the total picture. While the favorite sport of the Islander may be bass-
ball, the postry he loves to hear and sing is best expresssd in the lyries of
the "Danza," amé dfscriptions of the ruzged green mountains and $he smell of
the cool, cool air after tha rain, and passamed dealing with indian lore.

William C. Bagegs in his book, Puerbo, Rico: Showeass of Development, STEESSES

the fact that many of the present features of Puerte Rico are indications of thisg

1ittle ishand's ability to absorb invadim cultures and put its o particular



stamp on them. To understand the islander, Baggs contimues, it is first of
all nocessary to know that he is not by instinet wither a Spaniard or a Horth
American, althoush the cultures of both have lefS thelr pingerprints on his
island. He is ‘-t:a:y'- instinct a Puertoflican, and so is his culture.

There are meny stories that show how the warious cultures have affected
the island of Puarto Rico. The coming of the Spaniards in 1493, for example,
was g reeted with favor by the Arawaks, a pacific Indian race which swiftly took
on Spanish ways and became Roman Catholics. Ewen the appropriation of ths Roman
Catholic faithy however, was ziven its own character through the infiltration of
indien beliefs which resulted in a belief that was both Roman Catholic and
Indian - - as congenial as love and marriagel

Yhe Arawalk Indians wers the first lmown inhabitants of the island, a
popla gifted in the quiet arts of weaving and working with gold and stons. It
is believed that these peple formed a part of the great Indian civilization which
&t one time extended fram Barzil to Boliwia, With the eoming of the Spaniards,
however, these Indians were forced 'br; carry oub all manner of degrading tasks
wiich led them to rebellion and finelly extinction as a race. Xt was then that
the Hegro slaves were brought from Africa in order to carry out lsboring tasks of
ie Spaniards,

When the American forces landed in 1898, the island experienced & great
cultural change. At that time illiteracy was widespread. MHore than 803 of the
population could neither read nor write. Within &0 years the pooulation of Fuerto
*ico doubled and the number of children attending school increased 1000% with the
literacy rate increasinz to 85%. THith the Amaricans came new forms of demccratic
zoverrment 25 well as other forms of the American cultura. Durins the last fourteen
Fearsy under the Amarican flag, Puerto Rico has become self-zoverning.

Within this same fourteen year period, more than 100,000 jobs havs been



=

eracted by a remarkable program of indistrial development lmowm by ths name
"Onaration Bootsbrap." MNo Latin American nation builds houses at a per capita
rate rivaling Puerto Rico. The United States povarnment has, indesd; nlared o
grest part in this development. The peoopls of Puerto Rico have concelved and are
carrydng oubt tremendous development with the aid of ‘!:-l'ha Faderal “overmment in
dashinzton as the result of a batiter understanding be‘hmsn the people of the
United States ard the peonle of Pusrto Rico.

¥ore Tormal manifestations of onlture, art and ﬁteraﬁw:e appzared late
in Pusrto Rico. The first books came from Spain and it wasn't until the lste
19th century that the first printing press arrived. The 19th century also saw
the developmernt of literature through. the writines of Eugenio Maria de Hostos.
Francisco Oller became a painter of international reputation. Rafzel Hernmandas
brouzht fame to fuerto Rico throush his musice: E1l Cumbachero, Mani, and Campanitas
ds Cristal among others.

As late as 1938 Puerto Rico was deseribed by sociologists and tourists as
“Ths Poorhouss of the Caribbean,® bub this ean hardly be said today. Oberation
Sootstrap, begun in the 19L0's as a means toward sconomic development, has promoted
all sectors of the economy. "Bight public corporations partvicipate in Bootstren
by gbtractine new indestries, providing financial assistance for them, producing
glactric power, cmmtmc‘binﬂ public housing, operating airperts, rumming the wster
supply and gsewape disposal s}-'mems, administrating telegraph and telsphone systens,
aré manazing farming operstions on a limited co-onerabive basis.!

While it is trus that Puerto Rico is not yet a fully developed country, it iz
also true that Pusrto Rico has risen from misery to a point where Uperation Saraily
is laaving its mark. 4nd it is to the crﬂdlt of the United States, Spain and a1l
the other people who have, both diractly and :.nm.rect];r, left thair oark on a
calture that is a combination of'many Traditions and yet is seen as a culture thet

ig distinctly PuertoRican,



