Only a socialist revolution of the working class in Puerto Rico can ensure an end to their exploitation by U.S. imperialism   
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The notion of socialism common on the Puerto Rican left is an eclectic–and elastic–concept in which nationalism is combined with elements of a Marxist analysis. The idea of socialist revolution is cloudy, and is frequently conceived of in terms of some sort of guerrilla struggle. This conception can give rise to illusions regarding individual terrorism. For most of the Puerto Rican left, the working class is not the central actor. Rather, workers are viewed as one progressive component of a broad nationalist front. The PCPR’s "popular front" politics, which betrayed the struggle against imperialism in the 1940s, were widely despised in nationalist circles. But the same type of cross-class politics found expression in the popular movements of the 1960s and 1970s. Neither Marx nor Lenin thought about the struggle for self-determination or for socialism in those terms. In the classical Marxist view, international working-class revolution is the basis for the liberation of the people of one country from the oppression by the ruling class of another more powerful country. The old Marxist battlecry "workers of all countries unite" is not a catchy phrase but an historical necessity–and a condition for the emancipation of all workers.
Applying classical Marxism to Puerto Rico today, one must start with the assumption that American workers do not benefit from the oppression of Puerto Rican workers. Runaway industries that result in job losses, limited wages, lousy working conditions, environmental and health hazards do not benefit either working class. The role of revolutionary socialists is to build working-class solidarity across national borders. However, if international socialism is the final goal, the starting point is different depending on where revolutionaries find themselves. Socialists in the oppressor country must defend the right to self-determination of the colonial countries, including the right to secession. Class unity across borders can only take place voluntarily. Real equality between the peoples of the oppressed nation and the oppressor nation can only be guaranteed by the freedom of the oppressed nation to secede if it so wishes. In turn, socialists in the oppressed country must argue for a firm and consistent opposition to imperialism and for international working-class unity, in particular unity with the workers of the oppressor country. After all, workers in both countries share a common enemy–the ruling class of the oppressor country. This includes sharply combating nationalist politics promoted by the middle class of the oppressed country. In Lenin’s words:
Whoever does not recognize and champion the equality of nations and languages, and does not fight against all national oppression or inequality, is not a Marxist…But it is also beyond doubt that the pseudo-Marxist who heaps abuse upon a Marxist of another nation for being an "assimilator" is simply a nationalist philistine.45
In the U.S. in 1997, this means that socialists support the right to self-determination of Puerto Ricans. It should be strictly up to Puerto Ricans to decide whether they want to become a state or an independent republic. Indeed, the fight against chauvinism and racism within the American working class extends to the defense of the right of Puerto Ricans to become a state if they choose to do so. Thus the emphasis at this moment has to be placed on the right to self-determination and on how the current political status of the island falls far short of this goal. The priority is to actively oppose and to expose the actions of American imperialism, and to unconditionally support the struggle of those who are fighting against it. Yet revolutionary socialists, wherever they are, have a duty to always critically evaluate the effectiveness of any political struggle.
In Puerto Rico, revolutionaries also need to gauge the current level of class consciousness and organization of the American working class. As its stands now, the American working class is very weak and its level of consciousness quite low. Thus any struggle today against imperialism and for workers power in Puerto Rico will, in all likelihood, raise the demand for separation from the U.S. In the current political period, it is impossible to conceive the Puerto Rican working class in power, but still under U.S. domination.
If one takes as a basis the economic, political, and military significance that Puerto Rico has for the U.S. ruling class, the revolutionary separation of Puerto Rico would represent a major blow against American imperialism. However, for Puerto Rican socialists, the issue of independence is a tactical question in the broader strategy of defeating international capitalism. One could conceive a scenario in which the radicalization of the Puerto Rican working class takes place when the American working class undergoes its own radicalization. Under those circumstances a proper revolutionary tactic would be for the Puerto Rican proletariat to join their American brothers and sisters in crushing their class enemy.
We need to remember how the Puerto Rican hacendado class leaned toward independence when it thought that an independent republic would allow it to more easily discipline its working class. Therefore, it is not difficult to imagine the most reactionary elements in the Puerto Rican ruling class suddenly turning into devoted patriots if they perceived that the American working class was ready to revolt. In fact, there is an historic precedent for such reactionary patriotism in an oppressed country. After the Russian Revolution of 1917, the bourgeosies and upper middle classes of Poland, Finland and the Ukraine preferred to form their own national states rather than lose their privileges if their "own" working classes joined the Russian working class in spreading the socialist revolution.46
It is impossible to predict which way the political struggles will develop. History would suggest that there is a higher likelihood of a revolutionary situation developing on the island first. As Lenin used to say, the chain of imperialism breaks first at its weakest link. As we have seen, the political, social and economic contradictions in Puerto Rico are quite sharp. The situation has worsened at a steady pace in recent years. But for socialist revolution to take place in Puerto Rico, a mass revolutionary party composed of the most class-conscious elements of the working class is needed. Unfortunately, many leftists in Puerto Rico scoff at the idea of a revolution in the U.S. However, in the same way that they ignore the rich history of working class struggle in Puerto Rico, they also ignore the very radical labor struggles that have taken place in the U.S. In fact, revolutionaries in both Puerto Rico and the U.S. face the task of rebuilding the influence of socialists in the labor movement and building a new revolutionary left.
Rebuilding Puerto Rican workers’ organizations will require a major effort. Since 1970, the percent of workers organized in unions has declined from 20 percent to around 6 percent.47 The labor movement remains divided into three major confederations and into several strong independent public-sector unions. Given this difficult situation, it is the public sector unions which provide fertile ground for the recovery of the movement. More than 45 percent of transportation, communications and public utilities workers are unionized. The two general strikes against privatization of the state-owned phone company–in 1990 and in 1997–underscore the potential of Puerto Rican workers to fight back and to win many non-union workers to their side.
For too many years, the heroes of those who despise U.S. imperialism in Puerto Rico have been the patriots of the independence struggles of the 19th century. In those times, perhaps independence alone was enough. Today independence is not enough. We would do well by rediscovering our own working-class heroes, and more importantly, what they fought for. In spite of their shortcomings, they were absolutely correct in their prognosis: the liberation of humanity will only be accomplished through socialism. Ramón Romero Rosa, a printer, wrote in 1904:
And to the end that exploited humanity may one day triumph– as it surely will–and the social question be resolved, socialism, by the power of its ideals, calls on the proletariat to impregnate itself with this truth: that its interests as an exploited class are opposed to the exploiting class’s interests, and so long as it lends direct or indirect support to that class it delays the coming of all humanity’s socio-economic independence.
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