
The Constituti on and the flag in Po r to Ri c o .

Sp e ec h of Han . Fede r i c o Dege t a u of orto Rico
in the Ho us e of Rep r e s e nt a t i v e s , Thu r s da y

J an ua ry 19, 19050

If we open the h ist ory of my native country, we shall find,

Mr . Cha i r ma n , that t he peop l e wh o have, wi t ho u t recour se to v i o-

lence, acc ompli she d as gr ea t refor ms a s a ny othe r pe op l e eve r

accomplished, do not ne e d mi li t a ry f o rce to coerce t he m i nto the

pe r f o r ma nce of their pr e s e nt dut y. I fear that on hearing me

refer in t his way t o my p eop l e ' s record, s ome ge ntle ma n may as k,

IfCan any good t hing c ome out of Na za r e t h ?" Ca n a ny contribution

to the we l f a r e of t he human race o r t o the cause of human li~rty

c orne from that poor litle island whi c h we bu t t he other day res-

cue d fro m Spanish o Jpressio n? Suc h a ques t io n as that mi ght be

for mulate d by s ome bo dy not f ami l i a r wi th t h e hi s t o ry of Po r t o

Ri c o .

Wi t h a p ro fou nd f a ith i n ri ght an d j ustice, Po r to ico ob-

tained, wi thou t s hedd i ng a d rop of bl ood , the ciVil, p o li t i ca ~ ,

and a dministrative p r i v i l ege s a nd li bert ie s f or which other less

ha ppy countries - allude d to by my d i s t i ngu ished frien d fr om

Te xa s-- have expended c ountless t re a sures an d huma n l ives .

To quo te an exa mple , I wi l l cit e t he wa y i n wh i c h so gr ea t

a re form as the a bo l it io n of slavery was a c comp lished i n the

island. It wa s c ert a i nl y a g r ea t t as k. I f y ou consi der the

pos i t io n of t he powe r s of t he ~rl d t hat mo r e d i r ec t l y c ould

influe nce the sol ut ion of the p r ob le m, ou wi I c e r t a i n l y not
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f ai l to a dmi r e t he r e c o r d of t he l ea der - of t he or to Ri ca n

pe op le , and of t" e pe op l e t hems e l v e s , in t hat wo nde rf'u l str uggl e

du ri ng t h e i rs t t hr e e q ua r t e 5 of the last ce nt ury. Th ey we r e

oppos e d by t he tra d i t iona l e l eme nt s of t he ~pa n i s h mona r c hy vi ew­

i ng the doctr i ne 0 t he r e fo r me r s as revo lut i onary a nd s ubv e r ­

s ive t h e r i e • Th e ne xt po wer t o i nf l ue nc e ou r destin i es, the

Un i te t a t e s , wa s a L tha t ti me i n ful l a c cord with th e ain­

ta i ne rs of t he s t a t us - quo . The plai n i nstructi ons of dams · 0

the mini s t e rs of t he Un i t ed St a t e s i n 1823 in re ga r d t o what he

c alle d li t he atural a ppe ndages" t o t he No r t h me r i c a n Cont i n e n t ,

g ive a n i de a of the di fficul ti e s f ou nd by the Po r t o Ri c a n pat.r Iot s ,

Th ey we r e , howe ve r , not d iscou raged .

......... ....................... ..... ... .. ....... ..............
Three of the fo ur commi ssio ners e lec te d by Po r t o i co for

tha t pur pos e in 1866 demanded th e i mme di a t e abo l it ion of s lave ry ,

(wi th i ndem ni f ica t io n t o the 0 me r s of t he s l a ve s o r with out it,

if t he first cou ld no t be done . )

If y ou take int o c on s i derati on the c i r cums ta nce s su rroun d­

ing t hese t hre e Po r t o Ri ca n commissi o ne r s i n a dr i d; if you remem­

be r t hat here i n t he Un i t e d St a t e s Presi dent L i n c o l~ th ree yea r s

be f o r e , in 1863, r ecomme nded a g ra ual abo l i t i on wi t h i nde mni­

fic ati o n t o th e owners, yo u wi l l du l y a prec ia te t he civic s pirit

and mora l coura ge of t he s e t hre e me n , wi th out any ot h e r a rmy

beh ind t he m t han the firm fa ith of t heir i nsu l a r pe op l e i n t heir

p r e pa r ed ne s s an d a b i l i t y to serve, t here a nd the n, the cause of
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jus t i ce . The ext e rio r gove r me nt a l opposition was at l ast van­

qu i s hed . Ou r r ep r ese nt a t i v e s in the Spa ni s h ortes -made a br i l - t

lant campai gn . I n the Island t he reformers awakened i n eve ry

home a s e nt i me nt in f avor of t he abolit io n o f s l ave r y s o extended

a nd s o strong t ha t whe n i n 1873, t he of fic i al abol i t ion wa s ac­

c ompli s he d out of 200 ,000 c o l ore d peop l e former l y i n bondage

t here re ma i ne d onl y 31 , 000 t o be fr ee d. The a c t i on of our com­

mi ssi one r s v o i c ing i n Ma d r i d th e sent i ments of the pe op l e wa s

de s c r i bed by Ca s t e l a r , t he g r ea t Span i sh orat or and s tat e sman ,

in his f a mous speech de l i ve r ed i n the Co r t e s i n June , 1870 , in

the f o 11owi ng \wt) r ds :

"The c ommis si one r s f rom Po r t o Ri c o mad e a re po r t that s hall

be t heir h onor, t hei r g l o r y ; a re port tha t in the fu ture wi l l be

p l a c ed be s i de the Dec l a r a t i on of t he Ri ght s of -la n , on t he 26th

of ugust, 1789" .

nd a ga in -

" ll ow me , ge n t l eme n , to cons ec r a t e t o t hose illus t riou s

me n an eul o gy i n which eve r y me mber of t he a sse mb ly wi l l un i te.

S i nce t he renunci a t i on by the feudal l o r ds of t heir pri Vil e ge s

i n the Fr enc h Cons t i t uent Conve nt i on s uc h a subl ime a bnegation

ha s not be en s een . Th e c oloni al lords hi ps doe s no t o ffe r i n a ny

pa r t of t he o r l d s uc h a n exampl e ll
•

Of the cre dit t hat t he hi.gh po liti ca l sense o f t he i nsu la r

peo p l e obta i ne d fr om t he Gove r nment of Spa i n , an i de a i s af f o rded

by t he pas sag e on ugust 6, 1873, by t he pa ni s h Co r te s of t he
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law exte ndi ng to Por t o Ri c o Ti t l e I of t he Cons t i t ut i on of 1869.

The p r eamb l e of the law e xp la in s t his a c t ion a s f ollows:

" wh e r- ea s the p r e s e nt political situati on of the Spa n i h na­

tion is base d on the p r i nc ip l es of democ racy wh os e first te net

is that of the natural ri ghts of me n anteri or and superior to ~l

po s i t i ve law;

Whe r e a s these ri ghts are affirmed i n Ti t l e I of t he Con­

stitution of 1 ~69;

Wh e r ea s the succeedi ng titles ref er to t he organization of

pubLi c pcwe r s , which ma t t e r t he p r e s e nt Co r t e s i s s pecia lly called

t o consider and fi nal l y settle;

Wh e r e a s the culture of the inhabi t ants of t he island of

Po r to Ri CO, i n itself s houl d be suf fici ent, i f other reasons of

ri ght d i d not exist, t o p~oc laim i n tha t Isl a nd a l l the liber­

ties re quire d by c i vil ize d c ountrie s;

\ihe r e a s t he Gone r nor of t hat Is land ha s de e me d that the

c onditions the re demande d t he p roc l ama ti on of f r e e d om of t he

p re s s and t he r igh t of t he pe opl e t o a sse mble in re union s and

ass ociation s a nd ha s a dministrati vely p r omu l ga te d these meas ur es ;

Wh e r e a s t he s e mea s u r e s , l i ke the a bo l i t i o n of s l ave r y ha d

full y p r oduc e d t he mos t des i r a b l e e f f ec ts;

~e r e a s reaso ns of justi c e unite d to t hose of conve n ie nce

make it possible to po s tpon e for a single mo men t on any p r e t e xt ,

t he i nherent ri ghts of t he human pers ona l i t y i n t h e enli ghte ne d,

pe a c e f ul , and loyal i sl a nd of Por t o Ri c o ll
•
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The translatio n of t he ph r a s e s of t he g r e a t Spa n i s h orat or

ma y be compl ete d by quo ti ng t he s l e nd i d ve rses of t h e i ns pire d

Por to Ri ca n poe t , Ga u t i e r Be nI t e z , on the res u l t s of t he ema n-

ci pati on.

Y n i una s o l a re presali a i mpIa,
Ni un a ven gan za pr o f a ne s u s uelo,
Be nd i c i one s y ca ntos , pa t r ia mf a ,
Pe r d i e r o ns e en l a s bove das d e l cie lo .

nd not one i mpi ous re p ri sal,
Not one ve ngefu l ac t p r of a ne d thy s o i l ,
Ble s s ing s and s on gs , my f athe r l a nd ,
we r e lo s t in t he a rch of hea ve n .

......................................... ....................
\1n e n I s ai d a mome nt a go that the Po r t o ica n pe op l e had

won their Ame r i c a n c it i ze nsh i p , I wa s th i nki ng of t he way i n

wh i ch t he y deci de d t heir fa t e a t the l a nd i ng of the me r i c a n

troops. nd I wa s t h i nki ng a ls o of thes e Po r t o. i c a n off i ce rs

i n t he Sp an i s h army , su r ro und ed by t he ir 0 n pe op l e , among their

own br e t h r e n , ~ o wa r ml y sa l u t e d a nd we l c omed t he Ame r i ca n so l -

d i e r s as t he he r a l ds o f t hes e Ame r i ca n ins t i t ut ions ' wh i ch iliei r

l ea de r s ha d taught t hem t o l ove . I~s t hi nk ing of t he c onduc t

of t hese Po r t o Ri ca n officers wh o re maine d l oya l t o t he f l ag that

t hey had swo rn t o support. Wha t a terr i ble tri al fo r t he m ~ But

no one he s itate d . Th e pe op l e we r e wi t h you ; they wer e wi t h lliei r

du t y . The peop l e hea r d t he v oi ce of t heir mi l ita ry hono r . On

such a s ole mn oc c a s i on t he re wa s not a t r a i t o r a mon g all t he

Por t o Ri c a n offic e rs i n t h e Spa n i sh a rmy . ( pp l a us e . )
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The Po r t o Ri ca n i n c ivili an life , wi t h a cl ear i nt u iti on or

t he h i ghe r du t i e s that a wait us in t h i s c ommunity 0 1 c omrou n i t i as c-­

no ma t t e r wh a t the p r e s e nt difficul ties migh t be - we Lc omed y our

a r my an d dec ided a t once t h e i r f uture; the Po r to Ri c a n o f f i c e rs

in t he Spa n i s h army, a s ge nt le me n a nd as s ol diers, r i ghtl y under­

s t ood that t he y we r e hono ri ng t he i r na t i v e c ountry by l oyall y

re ma i n i ng a t t he i r p os t . I am p r oud of t h e s e offi cers fo r t heir

c onviction s of dut y as o f my pe op l e f or t heir a mb iti on to serve

h i ghe r i de al s in t h e po l i t i ca l up l i f t i ng of t he huma n r a ce .

U pp l a u s e . )

Let u s no w s ee why , a s me r i c ans , we a r e p r oud of t he ex i s t ­

e nce of that arme d body o f nat i ve o r t o Ri c a n s .

Fr om t h i s po i nt of v ie w we a r e p r oud of ou r or t o Ri c a n re g­

i me nt becaus e we un der st and tha t we a r e Ame r i c a n c i t i ze ns . ( p­

p l au s e .)

I f we we r e p l a c ed i n a n infer i or ciVic c o nd i t io n I can not

c oncei ve that e c oul d be p r oud of ou r r e g i ment . To have s ome

of our countrymen re ndering pa i d s ervices t o a powe r , te mporar il y

c harge d wi t h ou r gove rnme nt , wo u l d no t a ff o rd g r ea t i nc en t i ve t o

pa t r i o t ic pri de •

I a m not go ing t o a na lyze t he mo r a l r ea s o ns that have det e r ­

mi ned i n t he popu l a r mi nd the senti me nt t ha t we a r e pe r ma ne nt ly

uni t e d i n the sa me poli t i ca l c ommunity wi t h t he o t he r i nha bitants

of t he Un i t e d St a t e s . No r a m I go i ng t o e nt e r i nt o a deta i le d

exp la na t io n of t he c on s tructi on of t he a r t i c l es of t he trea ty of
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Pa r i s and of t he l a w t hat was p a ssed b) t h e Con g r e s s o£ ~hc

Uni t e d St a t e s and a pproved by Preside nt I !C i n1ey , o n p r i l 12,

1900, un de r who s e p r ov i s i ons I unde rstand that we are c i t izens

of t h i s r epub l i c as we l l as ci tize n s of he r Po r t o Ri .c a n t er-

ritory. I do no t consi der that t his is t he p lac e or t he mome nt

t o en te r i nt o a t echnical d i s cus s ion of the s ubj ec t . As fa r as

it is ma t te r of j ud i c i a l const ructi on , t he s ol u ti on of th is pro~

l e m i s now be f ore t he j u di c i a l bra nch of ou r Gove r nment , a nd we

ha v e t o a wait t h e f i ndin g of t he c ou rt s. But f r om a poli t i ca l

s t a ndpo i nt I ha v e , he r e an d now, on l y one obse rva ti on t o s ubmit

t o y ou r c on s i de r at io n.

~h e n th e cha nge of na t io na lity of t ha t te r r ito r y took p l a c e ;

whe n , in pe rsua nc e of the pr o t oc o l si gne d a t ashingt on, on
j

Aug u s t 12, 1898, the Pr e s i de nt of t he Un i t ed S ta t es a ppo i nte d a

Commi s s i on of eva c ua t i on to take char ge of Po r t o Ri c o , in h i s i n-

structions t o the Comm i s s i one r s t he be l ove d ma r t y r ed Pr e s ide nt ,

wi t h words that aft er h i s dea t h sound wi t h t he cha rac t e r of a

p r ophecy , s a id to t he m.

"You wi l l bear i n mi nd that Po r t o i co and the ot he r i slands

me nt i o ned , e xc e p t CUba , are t o be come t e rri to r y o f t he Un i t ed

St a t e s . ( pp l a u s e . )

You wi l l f i nd t he se i ns t r uc ti ons in Fo r e iq n Re l a t i ons of

the Un i t ed Sta t e s , 1898 , pa ge 9 11 .

I will not refer t o Ge ne r a l H I e s p r oc l ama t i on , we ll known
~

t o yo u , i n wh i ch , in e xc han ge for " t he che e rfu l a cce ptance of
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the Gov e r nme nt of t h e Uni t ed St a t e s " f rom the i nhab itants , he

offere d us "the i mmu nities an d b les s ings of t he l i beral i ns ti tu­

tions of Gov e r nme nt " . ( nnual Repo r t s o f the : a r De pa r t me nt ,

Pa r t 3, Rep or t of t he Mi l i t a r y Gove r nme nt of Po r t o Ri co on Civ i l

. ffairs, , a s h i ngt on , 1902, p , 19). Not e t he lan gua ge, lithe li b­

eral institutions of our Gov e r-n me nt " , not a bure auc ra t j c system ..

I will not refer to the de c l a r a t i on of that ~oble s ol dier, that

j u s t governor, Ge n . J Uy V. He nr y , be fore the enthusiastic mayor

an d citizen of Ponc e on the solemn occa sio n of raising t he Amer­

ican flag in the Island, whe n he as su re d us that- •

"The fort y-five St ates re prese nte d by t he s t ars e mbl azo ne d

i n the blue f i e l d of that fla g unite in vouchs afing t o yo u pros ­

pe r i ty as citize ns of t he merican Un i On" .

I only desire to recall t he fact that, i n c om iance wi t h

mili tary orders, g i v e n i n pur s ua nce of the quoted instructi ons

of Pr e s i de nt Tic}{ i n l ey , t he inha bi t ants of Po r t o Ri c o , who di d not

pr e s e r v e o t h e r a l l e gi a nce and who act e d in a ny pub l i c capa ci ty ,

took the oath to re nounce forever a l l forei gn a l l e g ia nc e and to

support an d de f e nd t he Con s t i t u tion of t he Uni t e d St ates a ga inst

all enemies, home or forei gn. The n y ou le gislate d f o r us. I n

secti on 8 of t he Po r t o ica n a ct yo u confirme d t he le gal force

of the military orders. But in the act of p r i l 12, 1900, y ou

did s omet h ing mo r e t han t o confirm t he le gal force of that tie.

Se ct i o n 16 of the Po r t o Ri c a n act p r OVi de s that all officials

a ut h o r i zed by sa i d act s ha 11 take an oa t h t o s uppo rt t h e Const i t ution



-9-

of t he Un i t e d Sta t e s .

I do not k now, Mr . Cha i r ma n, I do not kn ow, my f ri e nds , in

t his pa t r i ot i c rel ati on a nyt hi ng s uper i or , a ny t h i ng hi gher tha n

t he me r i ca n Con s t i t ut i on . I do not c oncei ve a ny t h i ng mo r e sacred

t han t he oath to support i t . ( pp l a us ~)

Wh o is st ro ng e nou gh to br eak th e sa nctity of that oa t h ?

.~o has powe r a mo ng men t o de s t r oy t he pe r ma ne nt tie , lawful l y

co ntracte d? Ev e r y Por t o i c a n who is a wa re of th e s ac r e d ne s s of

t his civic duty feels p r oud of e ve r y opportu nity tha t may be of ­

fere d t o h i m in t he mi li t a ry as we l l as i n t h e ci vi c a ve n ue s of

lif e o f ma i nt a i n i ng a nd defen d i ng , wi th th e ot he r A me r i ca n citi ­

ze n s , for t he we lfa r e a nd p r o gr e s s of manki nd , t he same i de a l of

j u s t i c e artic ul at ed i n t he Cons t it t i o n ~ n d symbolize d i n the

fla g . (Gr ea t a pp l a us e . )


