Sovereignty exists beyond borders and statehood status, and PR’s transcends the power of the US
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The relationship between Puerto Rico and the United States has long been a story of empire and colonization. From the island's annexation to today, Puerto Ricans have struggled for their right to self-determination. The recently installed fiscal control board, housing crisis, austerity measures, Hurricane Maria, and the resignation of former governor Ricardo Rossell6 have revived social, economic, and political debates about Puerto Rico's political status. In light of the current challenges of attaining real independence and the failure of both the United States and the island's government to protect Puerto Ricans, several communities, activists, and lawyers continue to reimagine self-determination on their own terms. In particular, women across the island have created and led initiatives to assert control over their lives at a moment when neoliberal economic policies and colonial legacies continue to shape the future of Puerto Rico. Sovereignty in this context implies much more than the mainstream political science definition of state sovereignty. Traditionally, sovereignty has been used in post-colonial settings to describe a state's autonomy over its political, economic, and social life, independent from the former colonial power. Bruyneel describes state sovereignty as existing in a mutually constitutive relationship with the international state system. In tandem, this conceptual system reflects and imposes a hegemonic way of seeing and knowing the political world, and this is a world where marginalized groups . . . are presumptively unwelcome, where they seem mute politically when it comes to claims about people, power, and space.' In Puerto Rico, the discussion about sovereignty has been dominated by debates over the island's status vis-a-vis the United States. Now, in light of the island's history, recent crises have led to new forms of resistance to U.S. dominance, or what I call the third space of Puerto Rican sovereignty. I am inspired by Chief Justice Emeritus of the Navajo Nation Robert Yazzie's description of "sovereignty" as "the ability of a group of people to make their own decisions and control their own lives."2 Throughout this Note, I will use "sovereignty" not only to refer to Puerto Ricans' ability to make their own decisions regarding the future of the island, but also over their everyday lives. In this Note, I aim to illustrate how struggles for self-determination and sovereignty manifest themselves beyond the legal and political realms, inspiring local fights for a just recovery in the country.3 I analyze the ways in which Puerto Ricans assert their own visions of sovereignty as opposed to relying on traditional notions of sovereignty that focus on state sovereignty alone, which are often linked to the island's legal status. By studying how communities and groups have mobilized in response to different systems of oppression and a legacy of imperialism, I show how grassroots resistance can circumvent hegemonic notions of state sovereignty, claiming new definitions of individual and collective independence. I aim to center the voices and stories of marginalized groups in Puerto Rico and U.S. society: women, people of color, low-income communities. This is a deliberate effort to understand sovereignty through the eyes of those on the receiving end of state violence as opposed to through the dominant lens of state sovereignty. In particular, I focus on womenled organizations to highlight the ways in which women respond to and resist structural violence fueled by a neocolonial relationship with the United States and the imposition of neoliberal economic policies.
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