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1] 

Empires need to legitimize their conquest at both the international and domestic level.  In fact, “all states must justify their actions to an international as well as domestic audience” (Falah, Flint, and Mamadouh, 2006: 142).  This legitimization is derived from a construction of knowledge, which results from a cultural process.  McAlister elaborates, “Cultural productions help to make meanings by their historical association with other types of meaning-making activity” (2005: 8).

The National Geographic Magazine has been used as an instrument to legitimize the United States’ discourse of conquest.  A discourse that has been exported throughout the world in the form not only of text but more importantly: photos.

The National Geographic was founded in 1888.  Its origin as a scientific magazine gave National Geographic the needed authority to legitimize its discourse.  An ambivalent American discourse that preaches: from the magnificent U.S. territorial expansion and economic exploitation to a benevolent supremacy.  A discourse that has been exported throughout the world in the form not only of text but more importantly: photos.  Vergara points, 

“The power of the photograph lies in its capacity to be invested with the truth.  Aside from cinema, photography comes closest to portraying the “real”.  A radical shift in perception was created by the introduction of the camera: never before had nature been presented so “realistically” (1995: 7).  

  However, “photographs were not just taken for documentary purpose; they were taken to display the technological supremacy of the colonial power” (Vergara, 1995: 91).  
Initially National Geographic was a scholarly journal.  The power of the National Geographic Magazine was backed-up by scholars.  Indeed, Tuason, exposes:

“Early volumes of the National Geographic Magazine featured articles written by such prominent geographers as William Morris Davis (1888), Grove Karl Gilbert (1898), Marthe Krug Genthe (1901), and Adolphus W. Greely (1901)” (1999: 36).  

It was with this academic and scientific approach that the National Geographic was founded in 1888.  “Not until 1903 did the magazine take a resolute turn towards its now-familiar, ‘popularized’ geographical format” (Tuason, 1999: 36) that alternate text and photographs.  Notwithstanding, its origin as an academic and scientific magazine gave National Geographic the needed authority to legitimize its discourse despite the change in format.  

I assert, the way in which stories are depicted in the text and in the photographs provide the tools to analyze the official discourse of the United States.  

I focus my analysis on the situation of Puerto Rico and how National Geographic represents it.  My goal is to demonstrate that the National Geographic representation closely corresponds to the official discourse of the government of the United States.    

Several examples follow:

[2][i]

On April 25, 1898 the United States declared war on Spain This action resulted from the desire of the United States to expand the newly empire and Puerto Rico was one of many targets.

Three months later, on July 25th, the American troops invaded Puerto Rico.  The autonomy that Puerto Rico was finally experiencing from Spain was put to an end on October 18, 1898 when a Military Government was established for the island.

[2][ii]  

The first article in National Geographic entitled ‘Porto Rico’ appeared in March 1899 and it was 20 pages long.  This is a very descriptive article about Puerto Rico.  It described the area of the island as well as its production capacity mentioning the “preponderancy of its white population” (Hill, 1899:93).  A few months later in September 1899, the National Geographic published the fourth article about the terrible conditions in which Spain had left the island and the work that the United States was carrying out.  In 1900 the first American census under the supervision of the War Department was being conducted.  This article’s first sentence reveals again “the surprising preponderance of the white race…” (1900: 328).  Here, the National Geographic is lobbying for an image that is compatible to the United States: they are white like us.

An article entitled ‘The first American Census of Porto Rico’ argues for the acceptance of Puerto Rico especially in two ways:  1) a white Puerto Rican population and 2) a justification to expand the empire to help Puerto Rico.  

Other articles published from 1901 to 1906 focused on works done on the coast of Puerto Rico and the economic relationship between Puerto Rico and the United States.  The argument is twofold: 1) the projects done on the coast prepare Puerto Rico for military and economic use and 2) the increasing economic progress that Puerto Rico attained under the tutelage of the United States.  

[3]

In 1924 the National Geographic published an article entitled “Porto Rico, The Gate of Riches.”  This article praised the almost miraculous intervention of the United States in Puerto Rico and emphasizes the “Amazing prosperity…under American administration” (1924: 599) and “what Uncle Sam has made of his island protégé” (1924: 605).  Although the article focused its attention on the economic development it also sporadically presented photos that are unrelated, like a photo of a bus with the inscription “In God we trust” on it

[4]

A more interesting photo is this one in which the process of assimilation is evident.  This photo reveals details of the leader of the American independent movement, George Washington, above a classroom’s blackboard.

What National Geographic presented to the American public is the continuous economic growth of Puerto Rico since the American colonial administration took control.  At the same time presents unrelated photos that appeal to the American public connecting Puerto Ricans to Americans through Christianity while showing the willingness of Puerto Ricans to assimilate the American culture.

[5]

The article of December 1939, ‘Puerto Rico: Watchdog of the Caribbean’ identified Puerto Rico as a military bastion exposing the strategic location of the island in relation to the Panama Canal, Miami, and Caracas.  Puerto Rico is presented to the American audience as “the Gibraltar of the West Indies” (1939: 697).  An even better description, as the author quoted from Co-Pilot King when they were flying over the island, “That’s the site of the new Army Air Base, the ‘big gun’ in the scheme of national defense along the Atlantic seaboard” (Long, 697: 1939).  

This article maintains a hierarchy between Spanish fortification and the American national security.  Here is a dichotomy between modern and old as well as static and dynamic.  The old fortifications represent the past, the obsolete, the static while the Army Air Base represent the future, the modern, the dynamic.

[6] [i]

After the National Geographic presented Puerto Rico as a military bastion, a statement is made about the citizenship of the Puerto Ricans.  The article states: “Puerto Ricans … have been American citizens since 1917, and so all are properly ‘Americans’” (Long, 1939: 702).  It is interesting how the National Geographic presents Puerto Ricans as American citizens but not quite because the Magazine let us know the difference between Puerto Ricans and Americans, between national identity and citizenship, through the use of quote marks.
[6] [ii] [iii] 
Following this, the National Geographic present two contrasting quotes:

This continuous dichotomy of ‘to be or not to be’ American relegates Puerto Rico and, therefore, the Puerto Ricans to a second level status.  They are American like us but not quite enough.

Moreover, the author did not mention the complex relations between Puerto Rico and the United States, between Puerto Ricans and Americans, between colonizers and colonized because there is no explanation of how the Organic Act of 1917 came to be.  Even more, there are no details explaining why Puerto Ricans elects just the legislature (and not a governor), there are no details about the power of the Federal laws over the laws of the territory of Puerto Rico, and there are no details about why Puerto Ricans, being just ‘American’ citizens keeps all revenues collected on the island.  There is a stronger message in what the article does not say than what was actually printed.

At the end, the article takes up again the topic of Puerto Rico’s development under the United States’ tutelage as a way to reinforce the message of expansion.  Each one of these articles adds value to Puerto Rico, a reason to justify the colonial administration: First) The discourse of whiteness and the discourse of helping Puerto Rico (1899-1900), Second) the discourse of economic development (1901-1906), Third) the discourse of assimilation (1924), and Fourth) the discourse of military bastion in 1939.

[7]

The article of 1951, Growing Pains Beset Puerto Rico, review the strategic location and the role of Puerto Rico during military enterprises.  Again, the magazine exalted the role of the United States in Puerto Rico but also the difficulties of a developing country trying to adjust to this new rhythm of life.

This article exposes the Spanish heritage of Puerto Rico and the benefits that it can offer to the United States travelers and industries while receiving the benefits that US corporations can bring to the island.

However, the ever-present contrast between the Spanish heritage and the American tutelage seems to put clear the evident role of the United States – Puerto Rico relations and the coming incomplete solution of Puerto Rico’s political situation in which Puerto Rico adopted the so-called Commonwealth status on July 25, 1952.  

The Commonwealth is a stage on which is perpetuated a colonial relationship.  Even more symbolic was the day on which the Commonwealth was adopted, July 25, 1952. This day marked the fifty-fourth anniversary of the American invasion of Puerto Rico and ratifies (codifies) an unequal relationship between two nations.
Also photos of the interactions in different plazas around Puerto Rico highlight the Spanish heritage and certain identity that makes Puerto Rico, and therefore Puerto Ricans, “foreign in a domestic sense” as Justice Edward Douglass White wrote in his concurring opinion in the 1901 case Downes v. Bidwell  “The result of what has been said is that while in an international sense Porto Rico was not a foreign country, since it was subject to the sovereignty of and was owned by the United States, it was foreign to the United States in a domestic sense” (182 U.S. 244, 342).  

 [8]

The discourse also promotes the vision of the United States benevolent supremacy.  The honor to the Ohio regiment implies gratitude by the Puerto Ricans thus contributing to the acceptance of the discourse of American benevolence.  

[9]

In 1962 is presented, Puerto Rico's Seven-league Bootstraps in which presented a model of economic development.  This is a display with a double purpose as a solution to the economic and social problems: First) export the economic model of the US to other countries in Latin America and Second) compete with the social and economic model of the Cuban revolution.

The article is full of optimism about Puerto Rico’s future and its relation to the United States.  This optimist view of change is elaborated on in the articles and visible on the photos.

[10]

However, it is much more interesting how National Geographic developed the last two most important articles about Puerto Rico in 1986 and 2003 in which the central theme is the political status of the island.  The political status: the untouchable topic that Congress has been dragging and unable to solve for more than a century.

These last two articles present a re-direction of the National Geographic discourse.  Unlike other articles, in which the United States was presented as the mastermind or mentor behind its ‘protégé’ island, here Puerto Rico is presented as an ill and stunningly dependent society.  Moreover, unlike the National Geographic’s articles in which the United States presented Puerto Rico as a flamboyant plan of economic revitalization: a new economic model to follow.  This article shows a society wrestling to survive at economic, social, and political levels.  

The article of 1986 exposes for the first time the most impacting dilemma of the Puerto Ricans: the colonial status.  The National Geographic subtly mentions the colonial status of Puerto Rico but turn back to the Puerto Ricans the “power” to make a final decision about their political status. 

This position, which implies that the Puerto Ricans have the power to change the status, contrasts with the reality of the political relationship between Puerto Rico and the United States.  In fact, the Jones Act established that “Congress should retain its power to annul any insular law at any time” (Trías-Monge, 1997: 69).  In addition, the United States Constitution Article 1, Section 8, Clause 17 and Article 4, Section 3, Clause 2 empowers the US Congress to exert authority over the territories.      

[11]

The article addresses this political problem through a full-page photograph.  The photo equates the US-PR relation with a man-woman relation.  From now on, the colonized will be represented as a woman and the colonizer as a man.
The photo shows a couple but is the female who obviously represents the island due to the dress design of the Puerto Rican flag.  They are holding tight but looking to opposite directions much like Puerto Rico – US relation since the beginning.

[12]
Adding to the re-direction, the magazine presents a Puerto Rico more black contrasting with the earlier articles of the magazine which presented the “preponderant population … of the white race” (Hill, 1899:93).  Therefore, and especially for the American audience, Puerto Ricans starts a transformation from hope to dependency, from white to black, from collaborator to food stamp addict.

[13]

The last main article about Puerto Rico was published on 2003 with the title “True Colors: Divided Loyalties in Puerto Rico.”  This articles talk again about the colonial status of the island while emphasizing the African heritage of the island as well as the economic and social ills.  

The political status lies in this twofold page, in which is partially presented a faceless woman in a parade wearing a dress inspired in the Puerto Rican flag.

Is this image representing a faceless nation, a nation without land, a Puerto Rican nation without international representation?  

[14]

The next representations of the island are very graphic and make the American audience re-evaluate the relationship between Puerto Rico and the United States, such as the emphasis on federally subsidized housing development, the African heritage, the social ills, and the reluctance to maintaining a military base and firing range for the US and NATO military training.  

[15]

There is no doubt about the 180 degrees turn of National Geographic depicting Puerto Rico.  The last editions contradict entirely what the magazine told to the audience during many previous decades.  If you read from the magazine, in an almost confusing way, a caption over this picture reads, ‘When Denise Quiñones became the fourth Puerto Rican to win Miss Universe, the whole island erupted’ (Cockburn, 2003: 54 – 55).  However, the photo has nothing to do with Denise Quiñones but with a Quinceanñera
The photo shows a girl with a very Puerto Rican face-like with dark eyes, dark hair, and robust body, which clearly do not correspond to the American concept of beauty.  Furthermore, the girl is wearing a wedding-like dress and seems to be waiting for someone that had not yet arrived.  The National Geographic magazine seems to represent Puerto Rico as a girl or a bride that is waiting for the groom.  Just like Puerto Rico is waiting for the promised political change.

The U.S. changing discourse have been through territorial expansion to economic development to military bastion to tutelage under a benevolent supremacy and, finally, to a clear rejection.  Each one of these discourses follows the United States interest on the region at the specific historical moment.  It is curious how coincidentally the National Geographic follows a specific ideological pattern, which matches with the governmental insular policy.  However, more than coincidentally, this corresponds to an ideology reinforced and perpetuated through media.

It is clear enough; the United States double life between imperialism and democracy is a problem.  As Walden Bello pointes “An American empire faces a particularly vexing problem when it comes to establishing it own legitimacy.  After all, the country was born through an anti-imperialism insurgency against the British Empire” (Bello, 2005: 193).  

[16]

The relationship with Puerto Rico is even more problematic for the United States - in the future because:  1) Puerto Ricans are ‘American’ citizens, 2) the options to decolonize the island are very expensive for the United States, and 3) the actual status has been proof of and economic and social failure.  At this time, there is no doubt that the imperial policy of the United States towards Puerto Rico is getting back to them as a problematic mistake produced by colonization.  
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