Granting Puerto Rico with statehood gives citizens higher social security benefits – and the policy is overwhelmingly supported by the population
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It’s the centuries of colonization, then, that make Puerto Rico’s political status so complicated. Though we can never know what the island would look like if freed from that history, methods of disentangling Puerto Rico from colonial rule have been debated for decades, sometimes in the form of referenda that have usually presented the people of Puerto Rico with three options: Statehood: Puerto Rico would be admitted as the 51st state in the union. The island would receive increased financial help and social security  from the U.S. government but lose its current constitution, which is distinct from the U.S. Constitution. In 2012, 61.2 percent of Puerto Rican voters favored statehood over remaining a commonwealth; in 2017, 97 percent (of a small voter turnout) chose statehood over independence or commonwealth status; and in 2020 about 53 percent voted for statehood. Independence: Puerto Rico would become an independent country. It would gain complete and total powers of self-governance, but it would likely struggle economically as it separated from the United States. Proponents of total independence were behind the 47 percent of voters who rejected statehood in 2020 as well as 2017’s small voter turnout. (Because nationalists boycotted the 2017 referendum, only 23 percent of registered voters turned out—a percentage far lower than for most elections, which had drawn more than 80 percent.) Retaining commonwealth status: Puerto Rico would remain a commonwealth of the United States. Some Puerto Ricans have proposed “enhanced commonwealth status,” which would increase the island’s powers of self-rule while retaining a relationship with the United States, or “Sovereign Free Associated State” status, under which Puerto Rico would function as an independent country with strong ties to the United States. However, these latter options have appeared on referenda infrequently. In 2020 Puerto Rico’s sixth referendum presented a straightforward yes-or-no question: “Should Puerto Rico be immediately admitted into the Union as a state?” A majority (52.34 percent) of voters chose yes. Thus, in 2021 came H.R. 1522 (or the Puerto Rico Statehood Admission Act), a bill that may have lacked the referendum’s directness but still clearly made its point: “Puerto Ricans have contributed greatly to the nation and its culture and distinguished themselves in every field of endeavor. However, the denial of equal voting representation and equal treatment by the Federal Government stands in stark contrast to their contributions.” 
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