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Abstract 

 

This thesis is a study of the gender relations of the residents of Aguirre, Puerto 

Rico, between 1940 and 1991. The primary goal of the project was to explore how gender 

roles and relations in the Aguirre community were impacted by the social class system 

introduced by the Aguirre Sugar Company.  This project was based on the interpretation 

of the past and present situation of the Aguirre community using oral history, by 

conducting a series of interviews among its residents. The interviews resulted in three 

main themes. First, the concepts of ‘normal and natural’ were used to distinguish gender 

roles. Second, Aguirreños identified ‘family as community’, since through the family 

individuals built their gender identity and learned the basic rules of coexistence within 

the social hierarchy of the community.  Third, although the gender and class roles were 

clear in the community, ‘resistance and negotiation’ occurred in the home and at the 

Company between those of different gender and social classes. The Aguirre Sugar 

Company was one of the principal influences on the construction of the Aguirreños 

identity, and left a mark on the past, present and future generations. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Central Aguirre Sugar Company 

 

The sound of a siren, the ringing of a bell and the smell of sugar was part of 

everyday life of Aguirre’s community in Puerto Rico. Each day was marked by the sweet 

taste of sugar that sweetened the air as well as its inhabitants. The small community of 

Aguirre was defined by the machinery and scale production brought by new technology. 

Aguirre life certainly was never the same after this sugar industrialization began in 1899. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1 Commonwealth of Puerto Rico Maps. U.S. National Atlas 1970. Perry-Castaneda Library Map 
Collection. Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin. Appendix 1, permission 
for use.  

 

  The Estado Libre Asociado de Puerto Rico (The Commonwealth of Puerto 

Rico) is an unincorporated territory of the United States; the official languages are 

Spanish and English. To the east lies the Dominican Republic and to the west the U.S. 

Virgin Islands.  

 Puerto Rico has a land area of 3,515 square miles and has a set of small islands 

including Vieques, Culebra, and Mona. Aguirre town is located in the municipality of 

Salinas, bordering to the east with Guayama and to the south with Aibonito and Cayey. 
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According to the 2000 Census, Aguirre had a population of 1588 inhabitants and 562 

housing units. The land area consists of 0.51 sq. miles and water area of 0.12 sq. miles. 

Currently, the Aguirre economy is based on agriculture and cattle ranching. The main 

agricultural products are coconut, banana and papaya. 

In 1899 a group of investors from Boston began the Aguirre Sugar Company; the 

town was previously known as Hacienda Aguirre and was established in the mid-19th 

century by Don Antonio Jose Paramo Vasquez. The Old Hacienda Aguirre was dedicated 

to the processing of sugar cane on a small scale with a small mill and a few machines. 

The American investors paid $100,000.00 in gold for the original Hacienda and 

progressively added other properties to it such as Hacienda Carmen, Hacienda Jose 

Paramofa, and Hacienda Amateo. With the acquisition of new land, the American 

investors sought to consolidate The Aguirre Company as one of the most important 

companies in Puerto Rico. Three factors were indispensable for this purpose: capital, land 

and workers. A large number of employees working on different schedules throughout 

the day and night were necessary. That is why the company decided to build an industrial 

town to concentrate the workers from/in the surrounding area.1  

The company developed a social system that clearly demarcated working patterns 

among its workers and can be compared to a paternalistic system under the Americans’ 

control. In the paternalistic system the company can be likened to a father that looked to 

maintain the workers under his care and the workers can be equated with his children. To 

                                                 

1 Lopez, Maria. Interviewed by Alejandra Alvarez, Aguirre, Puerto Rico, August 10, 2012. 
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maintain order and discipline, the company designed a manual in which the standards and 

behavior expected of employees was reflected.  

The new social system was the determinant in the construction of the Aguirre 

inhabitants’ roles as women, men and children. The relationships and gender roles will be 

the main point of analysis in this research as well as the conditions and environment that 

allowed the town’s development.  

This research focuses on the analysis of gender relations in the Aguirre industrial 

community from 1940 until the closing of the company in 1991. The objective of this 

research is to explore through oral history how gender roles and relations in the Aguirre 

community are impacted by the social class system introduced by the Aguirre Sugar 

Company.  

This paternalistic system imposed by a single owner was also reflected in rent, 

because the company was the owner of all the buildings, and maintained all public areas, 

stores, schools and churches, shop and warehouse, hospital, bank, cinema, and restaurant 

that all encouraged its workers to remain inside the area. Aguirre was distant from the 

major cities in the island of Puerto Rico such as Guayama (12 km away) and Salinas (7.5 

km away). Therefore, this industrial community can be categorized as self-sufficient. 

Certainly many characteristics make Aguirre an interesting industrial community and a 

special case study of the sugar industry in the Caribbean region, in the fields of historical 

and industrial archaeology. However in this research the core of the analysis will be 

gender and family relationships.  
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The analysis of male, female and children’s roles in its society makes it possible 

to understand the Aguirreño’s family and social structure. This analysis also contributes 

to the industrial archaeology because it makes it possible for us to understand how 

diverse aspects of an industry influence human behavior. The rise of an industrial mode 

of production brought new social relationships and in this case, new behaviors. The 

Aguirre Sugar Company introduced a new class in to the community as well: middle 

class workers with special training.  

Those changes in the Aguirre community social structure were reflected in the 

gender roles of its people. With the passing of time, the Aguirre residents resorted to 

different mechanisms in order to express their acceptance or resistance to this new social 

system and also developed strategies to negotiate their daily lives at home with the 

family, with the Company, and with the community. 
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1.1. The history of the sugar industry in Puerto Rico and the 

Aguirre Sugar Company 

 

Sugar production in the Caribbean has its beginnings in the seventeenth century 

when the French and British introduced sugarcane. The 'sugar islands' (Puerto Rico, 

Cuba, Dominican Republic, Haiti, etc.) were by nature the best area for development of 

any form of tropical agriculture. Sugar cane became the most cultivated crop. Sugar was 

one of the most desired and high value products in Europe during the 18th and 19th 

century and also a medicine bought by the ounce from the apothecary. Once the slave 

trade to the Caribbean was efficiently organized, sugar cultivation became an extremely 

profitable business.2 

In Puerto Rico, sugar cane was introduced by the Spanish; the production system 

consisted of a simple mill to process the cane without refining the sugar. Sugar 

production on the island was minimal until the nineteenth century when the slave 

population was introduced. Despite the fact that in other Caribbean islands slavery had 

been abolished, in Puerto Rico until 1873 African slaves were the primary laborers in the 

                                                 

2 Raymond E. Crist, "Sugar Cane and Coffee in Puerto Rico, I: The Rôle of Privilege and 

Monopoly in the Expropriation of the Jibaro," American Journal of Economics and Sociology 7, no. 2 

(1948). 
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Spanish Haciendas. In the late nineteenth century, Puerto Rico experienced a sugar boom 

due to international changes in supply of sugar as a result of the Haitian revolution.  

The cultivation and processing boom of sugarcane has had a significant historical 

impact in the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, Cuba, and the West Indies; especially in 

the twentieth century with the development of a free labor market, technological 

advances in sugar mills and the introduction of the U.S. economy.3  

In 1899, a year after the war between Spain and the United States, the political 

structure of Puerto Rico took a drastic turn. The influence of United States economy 

transformed the social structure of Puerto Rico. After 400 years of Spanish domination, 

the Puerto Ricans faced a new economy and cultural system. Subsequent to the Spanish-

American War, a new era of industrialization and modernization began on the Island. 

American companies were allowed to invest and expand the market in Puerto Rico. Since 

1899, the Puerto Rican agricultural system has tended to increase specialization in 

productive systems, and the U.S. market was its principal destination. In 1899, roughly 

58 percent of the land was used to produce sugar cane, tobacco, and coffee. “In 1901 it 

amounted to $8,584,000; by 1928 it had increased to $103,535,000... In 1929 sugar cane 

occupied 31 percent of the cultivated acreage and coffee 25 percent.” 4   By that time, the 

                                                 

3 Ayala, Cesar. American Sugar Kingdom: The Plantation Economy of the Spanish Caribbean,  

1898- 1934. North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 1999. 

4 Arthur D. Gayer, Paul Thomas Homan, and Earle Kenneth James, The sugar economy of Puerto 

Rico (New York,: Columbia university press, 1938). 
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processing of sugar cane was widespread in the Caribbean, and Puerto Rico was one of 

the largest producers, making the island an attractive business place.  

When the American occupation took place, sugar was no longer Puerto Rico’s 

main crop. However, American capital flowed heavily into the sugar industry and 

transformed it completely…Great grinding mills (also call Centrales) were built, and the 

lands of scores of small haciendas were bought up to form the ‘farms’ of such mills. 

These new centrals were very modern in economic and industrial organization, enormous 

scale, and a symbol of the kinds of changes in Puerto Rican life wrought by the 

Americans.5  

Sugar production on a large scale involved the establishment of an economic 

system that would ensure high dividends, as Spain and the United States wanted. Unlike 

the Spanish, Americans introduced a new system of production that would expand the 

scope of production and profit. The new system of cultivation and processing of sugar 

introduced by the Americans was based on a centralized and high production system that 

displaced the haciendas.  

Aguirre's sugar mill (Central in Spanish) was established in 1899 and the 

construction of the first structures finished in 1901. Aguirre Sugar company brought new 

infrastructure to Aguirre town, changing the Spanish model characterized by central 

                                                 

5 Fernando Pla Luis Pumarada, "National Register Documentation of the Industrial Remains of the 

"Central Aguirre" Sugar Mill. ," in Unpublished Report, Central Aguirre Industrial Area Building and 

Facilities 1998 Inventory ed. Puerto Rico State Historic Preservation Office (San Juan1995). 
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plaza, a church, a town hall, a bank and a warehouse. Under the leadership of Mr. Clark 

(Company president), the Central Aguirre was renovated from 1901-1948. The new 

model introduced two hotels including the Puerto Rican Hotel and the Hotel Americano 

(residential hotel for American management), Caribe General Store (company store), 

credit union, golf course, hospital, two clubhouses (Pan-American Clubhouse, the Puerto 

Rican or employees clubhouse), movie theatre, and a modern mill that processes and 

refines sugar. The previous Spanish model only possessed a mill to extract raw sugar 

from freshly harvested cane but did not have the capacity to refine the raw sugar. The 

new system combined milling and refining and also eliminated the transportation of sugar 

cane by mule but required the expansion of the railway.  

The changes observed in the region varied from the transformation of the 

landscape to population increase. Previously, the working population lived outside of 

town but with the arrival of the Americans and the expansion of the mill, the demand of 

labor increased generating the necessity to develop a housing system that would allow the 

workers to live near the mill and under company supervision. 

Lucy Rice Clark, the daughter of the president of the Central Aguirre narrates in 

her book ‘Adios, Aguirre’ the following about the population in Aguirre:  

The census of 1898 showed that the Barrio (neighborhood) of Aguirre had a 

population of 1,291. Until the Census of 1940 the population of Aguirre was always 

included in that of Salinas, the nearest town, for it was considered a part of that 

municipality. It is difficult, therefore, to establish any sort of patterns of growth in the 
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population of the central prior 1940. This census of 1940 shows the population of Central 

Aguirre as 2,563, and if you include the areas immediately surrounding the Central it was 

7,811.6 

After the arrival of the Americans in Aguirre, the increase in the population was 

significant. As a result, the demand for housing in the area increased, and motivated the 

company owners to develop a housing system that allowed them to concentrate their 

workers near the mill or cultivation areas, and thus to decrease the time that workers 

should use to travel from their homes to their working areas. 

 The development of a housing system brought division in the residents. Workers 

were classified according to class and social status defined by company rules. The design 

of neighborhoods was the core of this paternalistic structure in Aguirre and an important 

aspect in the development of gender and class relationships.    

The town was divided into three neighborhoods according to upper, middle and 

lower class and this division can be seen in the architectural style of Aguirre houses. The 

neighborhood of the middle and lower class was called Montesoria and this in turn was 

divided into Lower Montesoria for the lower class and Middle Montesoria for the middle 

class. The architectural style of houses in Montesoria (poor neighborhood) was simple. 

Houses were bungalow style, one-level constructions, most made of wood. The roof was 

                                                 

6 Lucy Rice Clarke, Adios, Aguirre : memories of a Puerto Rican childhood (Leverett, Mass.: 

Beresford Books, 2005). 
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the arrival of the Spaniards. In the late 16th century, other communities also came to the 

island, such as the African slave population.  

 

As new ethnic groups arrived they mixed physically and culturally, and thereby 

new traditions and cultural expressions gradually emerged. In the 19th century there were 

several ethnic groups present on the island, not only the indigenous population but also 

the Spaniards and the African population. “The population consists almost entirely of 

Native-born Puerto Ricans, mainly of Spanish descent, although about one-quarter of the 

population was classified by the census of 1930 as colored. In 1935 the density of the 

population was over 500 per square mile of the total area, or, 1,500 per square mile of 

cultivated land.”8 All of these groups mixed together, resulting in new ethnic groups like 

the jibaros and mestizos. 

  

The Spanish, Negro, and mixed Indian population was supplemented from time to 

time by Indians brought as slaves from the mainland, deserters from ships docked at port, 

escaped prisoners, exiles, escaped slaves from other islands, French refugees from Haiti, 

a few Corsicans, a number of Chinese brought in to build the fortifications, a few 

Portuguese, some Spanish or Portuguese mestizos from the Canary Islands, a few 

English, a few Syrians, some refugees from Santo Domingo, some Spaniards or Spanish 

Creoles from other American colonies, some Americans from Louisiana and elsewhere, 

                                                 

8 Gayer, Homan, and James, The sugar economy of Puerto Rico. 
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bathrooms.12 The salary range for these workers was higher, and they worked in steward 

or foreman positions.  

The last social group was the upper class, represented by the Americans, often 

referred to ‘Blanquitos’ (whiteys). This class was constituted by managers and engineers 

as well as members of the high society, such as doctors and teachers. Their living 

conditions were defined by large homes with all the facilities included, private and 

bilingual education for their children as well as a private club.13 

The experiences of each resident in Aguirre and their stories are part of the local 

memory and are indispensable for the construction of their identity as a community as 

well. By studying those memories it is possible to reconstruct a portion of the community 

and the sugar industry in Aguirre. It is the best way to interpret the relationships that 

women and men of each class built in this industrial community.  These experiences are 

also relevant to analyzing how the global economy and the United States government 

influenced the culture and life of the Puerto Rican people. Sydney W. Mintz affirms that: 

Though the United States government introduced many beneficial measures in 

Puerto Rican life, the private sugar interest did at least as much harm as good political 

                                                 

12 Luis Pumarada, Fernando Pla. "National Register Documentation of the Industrial Remains of 

the "Central Aguirre" Sugar Mill. ." In Unpublished Report, Central Aguirre Industrial Area Building and 

Facilities 1998 Inventory edited by Puerto Rico State Historic Preservation Office. San Juan, 1995 

13 Maria Lopez interviewed by Alejandra Alvarez, Aguirre, Puerto Rico, August 10, 2012. 
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activity was sternly suppressed on the plantation by coercion, blacklisting, and economic 

control of workers through company stores and company housing.14 

The Aguirre sugar company did not directly suppress the workers’ rights to make 

decisions, yet it dictated how employees interacted in their own community. The 

‘Workers Manual’ explained that one of the company intentions was to provide an 

opportunity for each worker to express their opinions and suggestions. Workers like 

Lucia Tellez and Pedro Paramo agreed that they never made suggestions because in 

Aguirre there never was a space or way to communicate their opinions.15 

The control exerted on the population of Aguirre by the Company, motivated the 

generation of resistance strategies such as the creation of unions that allowed residents to 

take active roles in their society. However that union was not well accepted by the 

Americanos or the middle and upper class inhabitants because the union represented the 

rejection of the system that they considered suitable and prosperous for the community.16 

Although the union was a form used to express inconformismos or reforms in 

working and living condition of the Aguirre’s workers, other forms of resistance and 

negotiation also were cultivated in Aguirre’s women and men. Many women believed 

                                                 

14 Sidney Wilfred Mintz, Worker in the cane: A Puerto Rican life history, vol. 731 (WW Norton & 

Company, 1974). 

15 Lucia Tellez and Pedro Paramo interviewed by Alejandra Alvarez, Aguirre, Puerto Rico, August 

10, 2012 

16 Rocio Carvajal interviewed by Alejandra Alvarez, Aguirre, Puerto Rico, August 10, 2012 
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that their roles were not only focused on caring and cleaning the house. They also 

performed other important roles. “The women became the informal bankers in society, 

making decisions as to who could be trusted to participate, developing the logistics of 

how society would work, and insuring that each member fulfilled his or her part in the 

agreement.”17 Negotiation and resistance in Aguirre was not always a conscious process. 

Many times Aguirre residents did not perceive that their role in society, company and 

family included much deeper functions than the visible ones.   

The objective of this research is to analyze the gender relationships that the 

people of Aguirre built and the roles that society and the Company assigned to them. In 

order to understand and describe each of the roles in this community, and also to 

understand the changes that occurred in this community while the Company was in 

operation, we can use tools such as ethnography. Oral history and interviews make it 

possible to infer how the Aguirreños lived in before and after the Aguirre Sugar 

Company was established.  

Each person’s testimony/story in Aguirre deserves a thorough analysis because of 

the essential information that it provides for this research and for industrial archeology. 

This sugar complex, apart from being an industry itself, is also a place in which lives 

have been transformed. Puerto Rico’s industrial sugar production in the 20th century 

                                                 

17 Irma M Olmedo, "Voices of our past: Using oral history to explore funds of knowledge within a 

Puerto Rican family," Anthropology & education quarterly 28, no. 4 (1997). 
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marked a new stage in the life of Puerto Ricans as it involved a new, distinct social and 

economic system.  

1.3. Conclusion 

 

In 1991 the Aguirre Sugar Company closed its doors after 71 years of existence. 

The Central Aguirre Sugar Company was expropriated in 1970, and the company’s 

control over the Aguirre’s inhabitants came to an end too. Nowadays, many of its main 

buildings like the hospital, Americano Hotel, the mill and the Administrative offices still 

stand in ruins. These ruins not only tell the story of an industrial past but the story of 

hundreds of workers that every day built an identity around the sugar industry.  

The presence of the Americans originated several changes in Puerto Rico, 

including the end of the social structure imposed by Spain, new patterns of organization 

of capitalist enterprise and the different interactions between new colonial masters. These 

changes affected not only the social structure but also the social relationships in the 

community. Men and women have adapted to a new system that brought new roles and 

reinforced the existing roles. The main question in this research is directed to understand 

how the gender relations of Aguirre residents were influenced by the Aguirre Sugar 

Company and how with the time those relationships became essential elements in the 

construction of the identity as members of this community. 
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1.4. Outline of the Thesis 

 

This research contains six chapters. The introduction provides a general history of 

the sugar industry in Puerto Rico as well as the Central Aguirre Sugar Company, and 

briefly introduces the research project and population surveyed in Puerto Rico. 

 

Chapter two presents an overview on gender theory built around social 

institutions such as school, church, state, the company and family. Concepts used as a 

theoretical framework include feminism, masculinity and childhood. Chapter three 

discusses the methodology, oral history and ethnography. Chapters four, five and six 

contain the core of the investigation, the case study and the data collected during 

fieldwork.  The aim of Chapter four is to introduce the people interviewed and the 

analysis categories used in the research.  

 

Chapter five contains the analysis of information collected in relation to gender 

concepts. This chapter also explores the strategies of negotiation and resistance that 

residents of the community of Aguirre developed with the passing of the years as well as 

their behavior in response to the sugar industry’s system during their daily lives. Chapter 

six presents the conclusion of this research, as well future questions to be explored.
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Chapter 2: Notions of Gender 

 

This chapter illustrates the theoretical concepts used in the analysis and discussion 

of the information collected. The first section in this chapter describes the general gender 

concept. Scholars as Lazzari, Lewis and Mills, Brettell and Sargent will be especially 

relevant due to their theoretical and conceptual studies in the context of gender studies in 

western. 

 The second section introduces Puerto Rican literature on gender research. 

Benmayor, Acosta-Belen and Olmedo are the more representative scholars on gender in 

Puerto Rico. By analyzing the gender research narrative from the Western as well as 

Puerto Rican perspectives, it will be possible to contrast their points of view and 

delineate key concepts that help to analyze gender roles in the Aguirre community. 

 

2.1. General Literature on Gender 

 

In recent decades, anthropologists and archaeologists have recognized the 

importance of gender’s impact in society. Through a detailed study of the relationships 

that women and men construct with each other, it is possible to analyze how their social 

behavior and gender roles are impacted by economy, politics, culture and environment 

that surround them.  

 

The archaeologist Marissa Lazzari points out that many anthropologists and 

archaeologists agree that the concept of gender instead of being regarded as a process or a 
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verb is rather used as a source of classification and social division.18 Lazzari considered 

relevant the feminist arguments concerning the necessity to listen carefully to the voices 

of women and men in the past and the present. Feminist archaeologists also have tried to 

make visible the role of women in history and it is through gender studies that many 

categories have emerged that assign an important role to women. The Feminist 

movement has sought to ‘re-assess the participation of women in productive processes’, 

arguing that their participation in society is not limited to the domestic sphere, i.e. home 

care, child care, and other tasks set forth by a moral and social code imposed by 

society.19  

 

Even if the home is not the only place where women interact, it is important to 

mark that behaviors performed by each gender are widely reproduced at home, the heart 

of ideological reproduction and the ideal social training place. Boys and girls grow under 

the premises taught by their parents and with the passage of time, forge their identity 

within the community to which they belong. In that order, during childhood women and 

men learn the social and natural order of things. Through parental figures and their 

example, infants identify their roles in society.  

 

                                                 

18 Marissa. Lazzari, "Archaeological visions - Gender, landscape and optic knowledge," Journal of 

Social Archaeology 3, no. 2 (2003). 

19 Ibid.  
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Reina Lewis and Sara Mills point out that the gender division initially based on 

the ‘biological difference of sex’ in western civilization is highly criticized by Black and 

third-world feminist theorists who considered that historically western civilization has 

drawn the idea of opposition between man and woman, placing one above the other. 

However in recent years, “the social construction of gender gained widespread 

acceptance and proved useful as a way of talking about masculinity and femininity 

without recourse to biological determinism”.20  

 

Scholars such as Lazzari (2003), Collins (2000), Ahrentzen (1992), Benmayor 

(1988), and Acosta-Belen (1986), argue that the argument that western society uses to 

justify their perception of gender has been based on the physical constitution of humanity 

as the principal element that defined men and women’s roles and behaviors. 

 

Social constructivists such Hacking agree that the perception of individuals is 

defined by a set of categories that arise from the culture and environment in which they 

live rather than biological components. People build their ideas according to how they 

understood the reality as influenced by religion and education.21 

The American philosopher of feminist and postcolonial theory Sandra Harding 

argues that gender oppression is structured along three main dimensions: the institutional, 

                                                 

20 Reina Lewis and Sara Mills, Feminist postcolonial theory : a reader (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 2003). 

21Ian Hacking, The social construction of what? (Harvard University Press, 1999).  
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the symbolic, and the individual. This is a useful model for a more comprehensive 

analysis which encompasses race, class and gender oppression. Systemic relationships of 

domination and subordination are structured through social institutions such as school, 

businesses, hospitals, work place, and government agencies which represent the 

institutional dimension of oppression.22  

Frequently gender roles are typecast according to their participation in daily life, 

both public and private. Women were delegated to remain in the domestic sphere that 

included the kitchen, bedroom and laundry area, while men exercised public functions in 

the living room, front yard or at work. Michelle Rosaldo explained that:  

 

‘Domestic’ referred to those minimal institutions and modes of activity that are 

organized immediately around one or more mothers and their children. In contrast, the 

‘Public’ referred to activities, institutions, and forms of association that link, rank or 

organize particular mother-child groups.23  

 

Separation between domestic and public spaces leads to the segregation of a 

number of roles and functions for each gender. The domestic sphere is typically relegated 

to woman, who must remain confined at home, the place where she performs her duties 

                                                 

22 Patricia Hill Collins, Black feminist thought: Knowledge, consciousness and politics of 

empowerment (Psychology Press, 2000). 

23 Caroline Brettell and Carolyn Fishel Sargent, Gender in cross-cultural perspective (Boston: 

Pearson, 2012).  
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as mother, wife and daughter. Man is typically located in a public sphere where he 

develops as patriarch, husband and provider of basic means of subsistence for his family. 

  

In each family, children learn from their parents and create memories around the 

interaction at home; they also develop feelings with the environment and the landscape 

that surrounds them. Children build connections with certain physical spaces such as the 

home, neighborhood, and school because they spend most of the time during childhood in 

these spaces. Likewise, the ties established in a place depend on the interactions between 

individuals that inhabit the place such as parents, siblings and other family members at 

home, friends and teachers at school, and neighbors. 

 

This division of roles and assignment of functions has been set in various ways by 

different societies. Political institutions like the state, the church and family have made 

possible its duration in history.  Louis Althusser mentions that frequently as long as these 

political institutions endure, men and women will remain silent without manifesting any 

objection. The state institutions fulfill their function quietly in the collective imagination 

of each individual. Through culture, religion and education, state and society 

communicate the functions and roles of each individual in the community.24 

 

                                                 

24 Louis Althusser, "Ideology and ideological state apparatuses (notes towards an investigation)," 

Lenin and philosophy and other essays (1971). 
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the population noticed a void that was not only explained by the closure of the Central 

but by the disappearance of an authority figure to maintain order. Maria Lopez says that, 

she like most of the people wept when the Central closed its doors; the demise of the 

company was the disappearance of a system that had maintained them as a family. 

 

4.8. Relationships between social classes 

 

The social class to which each resident belonged defined his or her relationships 

with the other residents in Aguirre. Usually friendships and bonds of fraternity were 

developed between individuals of the same class. The interviewees explained in their 

histories that relations between friends and neighbors were always cordial.  

 

However, relations between social classes were not very frequent, i.e., the upper 

class did not relate to the other class. They never interacted in social environments; their 

only contact was at work. An example of that was the theater; the upper class as upper 

class possessed the privilege of occupying the second floor, with the most privileged 

view, while the rest of the community occupied the first floor. “The upstairs theater was 

for the Americans and the ground floor was for Puerto Ricans, do you see? Do you notice 

the division? It was a nice life, despite the division.”101 
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Sometimes members of the middle class sympathized with the upper class but 

because they were close to the upper class requirements, which means they spoke English 

or they had an intellectual background in common with the upper class managers or 

engineers. The interests between classes were probably similar, i.e. all wanted to live in 

peace and harmony, and certainly they did so, but everyone stayed in the place socially 

allotted for them. “The middle class mingled with the lower class? They mingled, 

because sometimes they were relatives or children of the lower class who had socially 

ascended.”102 

 

Respect was always a common denominator between classes, i.e. always greeting 

warmly, but their interaction was limited only to that. “ If a classified worker greeted an 

American when he went to work, they answer hello, how are you? And the worker would 

answer, but that was it ... so it was, but it was pretty much Aguirre’s life.”103 Cordiality 

was always present among the community of Aguirre, and it was a principle taught from 

early childhood and reproduced at work, family and church, even stipulated in the 

employee handbook. “The Company regards its good will as one of its more valuable 

assets. You can help protect and promote this good will by being courteous and cordial to 

all with whom you come in contact.”104 

 

                                                 

102 Rey, Manuel. Interviewed by Alejandra Alvarez, Aguirre, Puerto Rico, August 10, 2012. 

103 Carvajal, Rocio. Interviewed by Alejandra Alvarez, Aguirre, Puerto Rico, August 10, 2012. 
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4.8.1. Social codes as frontiers 

 

In Aguirre community harmony always reined among its inhabitants and, the 

reasons as to why these feelings flourished were the social codes that society developed. 

“The division was something that we knew was clear, but it was not a conflict.”105 Social 

codes can be expressed as the behaviors that people in the community every day 

performed in order to ensure stability in the community. An example of this was that 

when a high-class person was walking on the street he did not share the same sidewalk 

with someone of low or middle class. “Here there was a border, the street above; we 

could get to the corner. The people were divided, to the left whiteys and on the other side 

the ‘Negritos’ (black people).”106 

 

Aguirreños never approached ‘Blanquitos’ houses and if this happened the 

Americans had permission to call the police. Aguirreños understood and assimilated the 

idea that they could not frequent the same places that upper class people did. In this order 

of ideas it may be seen that social codes are built by the community and were not only 

intended to ensure harmony and good behavior, but also over time to construct frontiers 

that separated the population for years until the end of the Company.107  
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The workers were separated; the Americans were never seen down there [in lower 

or middle Montesoria], and the workers could not go there [to the upper class 

neighborhood]. And what would happen if they passed? They scolded and punished them 

[lower and middle class residents], they said they could not go through because it was a 

private sector. The only ones who could cross these borders were the maids and the 

nannies, who were often the wives of the workers, but they were not permitted to enter 

[the upper class homes], they had houses down below... I mean they could not directly 

enter the house? No, they had a boarding room and another to care for the children.108 

 

4.9. Conclusion 

 

Analysis of social dynamics in the Aguirre community involves exploring a 

variety of concepts around which community residents built their life stories. Throughout 

the stories that each resident shared in the interviews, patterns could be found. For 

example, the Aguirreños’ behavior derived from the social system introduced by the 

Company, which molded the employee’s character making them obedient and 

disciplined. The Company reinforced the gender role division present in the community 

before the arrival of the Company in Aguirre. The emergence of social classes has a 

definite ample historical undertone that was widely used by the company to organize the 

staff intensifying inequality in the population. The Company helped to reinforce the idea 
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that women must stay in domestic spheres while men are in their public by creating 

primarily jobs for males and a minority of positions within the Company for women. 

 

People in Aguirre were also classified according to their skills and technical 

knowledge. It is obvious that this knowledge was acquired according to the ethnic group 

to which they belonged. In contrast with the Americans, peasants or those of African 

descent generally had limited access to education and without knowledge their chances of 

moving up the hierarchy of the Company were scarce or nonexistent.  

 

Society adjudicated roles to each gender and class that developed passive 

behaviors at work; in consequence the Aguirre residents became obedient to the orders 

and tasks assigned to them by the company. However, they were active in other contexts 

as they built strong bonds of friendship within their own class. Those relationships 

allowed them to believe that their community life was like living in a family this is why 

they remain with good memories of cooperation and friendship that contributes to 

develop the idea that life in Aguirre, despite inequality, was pleasant. The company 

analogically could be seen as a father who provided food, health, and home for workers. 

Aguirre’s paternalistic system not only consolidated the image of the company as a 

providing entity, but also as a source of order, peace and discipline to the community. 

This is in the end the image that Aguirre residents retained. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 

The interviews and literature reviewed in the previous chapters have explored the 

relationships that men and women of different clases in Aguirre, Puerto Rico built in their 

daily lives – at home as well as while working at the Aguirre Sugar Company. To 

understand the social dynamics within the community it is also important to analyze how 

these dynamics were related to the gender and class division that defined the role each 

individual played in society, family and at the Company.  

 

To analyze these concepts, it is important to look at them in a social and cultural 

context taking into consideration the impact that foreign communities had upon arriving 

on the island. The static class division in Puerto Rico has been evident since the Spanish 

conquest up to the United States’ possession 1898. Social division was evident in the 

interviews conducted in Aguirre community and distinctions between classes allowed for 

the development of complex dynamics among its inhabitants. Analyzing the social 

categories that people in the community built and transmitted orally to subsequent 

generations can elucidate these complex dynamics. These categories have a strong 

political and religious tone that has permeated the social structure while enabling the 

ideological reproduction of gender differentiation. The concepts that emerged in each 

chapter are directly related to the research question, the analysis of the relationships that 

men and women of low, middle and upper classes in Aguirre community built during the 

Central Aguirre’s operation.  
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These social relationships were woven in different contexts, such as home, work 

and community. One of the results of this research is that the way in which people of 

Aguirre community interacted varied according to social class and ethnic group; some 

relationships between those of the same group were stronger and lasted longer, while 

others were developed by the people of the community only as a basic expression of 

neighborhood social codes. This chapter will address the key categories introduced in 

chapter four. 

 

5.1. Normal and natural cycle of life 

 

Aguirre residents’ class and gender dynamics were defined by what their 

community considered natural and normal. Their life cycles were determined not only by 

biological conditions but also by social rules. Aguirre residents developed their gender 

identity under the premise that their life was defined by a natural construction: the 

biological cycle of birth, growth, reproduction and death.  

 

Aguirre residents thought that their identity as members of society was dictated 

according to the roles that society assigned to each class and gender in the community 

and the assignment of these roles was based on the biological condition of each gender. It 

was perceived as normal to be born into a certain social class and to remain there until 

death. According to Pedro Dominguez, some were born poor and others were born rich 

and this is the natural law of life and cannot be changed – that is how things work in the 
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world.109 Aguirre residents considered the division between classes as natural and normal 

because this was the model of their lives since their childhood and that of their parents 

and ancestors. 

 

From the perspective of Aguirreños, it was reasonable to grow up under a social 

standard that assigned women and men a position within the biological and social sphere. 

In each class the role of each gender was permanent. It was natural within their concept 

of society, and thus there was no reason to object to pre-defined, permanent gender roles. 

Esperanza Martinez, a middle class housewife, says her only destiny was to stay at home 

while her husband was away from home working and often having fun110. 

 

Concepts such as normal and natural were widely disseminated in the family, the 

church, and the community. Aguirre citizens considered normal and natural their position 

in the social structure of society that had been instilled since childhood. Their parents and 

grandparents reproduced the same speech that was also highly disseminated in school and 

at church. The upper classes considered normal the social division that allowed them to 

maintain the status quo enjoyed by their ancestors. The people of the lower class in 

contrast, had assimilated the difference and supremacy of one class over another but in 

many cases did not accept it. For them it was not right to remain in the same 

circumstances without the same benefits that ‘Blanquitos’ had. Yet their resistance was 
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they knew because it was part of their normal life. Natural and normal concepts were 

widely introduced in the community and stayed in Aguirre residents’ memories 

permanently. This allowed the internalization of behavior patterns in the community; 

despite the fact that some knew that these patterns were not fair. This behavior divided 

the population into groups and gave more privilege to some groups than others. Aguirre 

residents accepted these ideas and got used to them and thus justified gender and social 

division.  

 

5.2. Community as a family  

 

Respondents refer to Aguirre as a quiet town where moral values had a place of 

great importance.114 Family, church and community were considered the ideal 

combination for building an integral society. These three institutions were directly 

connected and occupied a central place in the reproduction of roles in society. However, 

their roles were performed in different ways depending on the place or time. In order to 

understand the dynamics between genders, one must note that these dynamics were 

developed in different ways according to the context in which they were built, whether in 

the private or public spheres. Both concepts are ambiguous and can be analyzed through 

different points of view.  

Men and women of the Aguirre community played different roles according to 

whether they were at home, at work, or in other public or private settings. Within 
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for my children, and my husband helped me, and if I could not manage to make dinner he 

helped me.”115 

 

 Edna Acosta-Belen mentioned that if the husband felt that he was approaching 

the domestic role too much, he preferred to withdraw and remember that his male role 

and space were not related to the tasks that corresponded to his wife. Alvaro Manrique 

remembers: “I learned to cook after my wife died, before that she cooked and took care 

of everything, I just cleaned the yard.”116 

 

Parents passed down to their children the same concepts of gender division in 

public and private spaces. Girls should stay indoors; their games reinforced the ideal of 

female homemaker. Boys could interact outside the home and their games were related to 

male roles like working in the industry. Rivera Quintero (1980), a Puerto Rican feminist, 

argues that this behavior is due to the instruction received at home, school and other 

institutions whose primary purpose was to assign each individual a specific role in 

society. For instance, men were motivated to apply themselves as engineers or lawyers 

while women were trained in the culinary arts and home care. The knowledge gained by 

parents was passed to the children and thus the cycle was repeated. 
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Another area of interaction between genders was the workplace. At the Central 

Aguirre, men usually worked in public areas such as the plantation or the mill. Women 

were kept isolated from this work and stayed in the offices where they interacted with 

other women; this area was under female control. Male workers only approached if they 

were called or if they needed something specific there.  

 

In the community, interactions between the inhabitants of Aguirre were carried 

out in the public area. People interacted in the main square, the market, the theater, or the 

store. In some public contexts such as the mill, workers of different classes interacted. 

Otherwise, workers usually interacted in public spaces with others in the same class. It 

was uncommon for low-ranking workers to mix with engineers outside of the mill. 

 

Among the middle and lower classes the contact with the upper class was always 

clearly limited. Aguirre’s middle and lower classes were never satisfied with the upper 

class because they thought that Americans were authoritarian. Juan Solano remembered 

that the “Blanquitos were unsympathetic and distant; we could not talk to them or be 

mixed with them, much less walk near their homes or they called the police.”117  

 

They never expressed disagreement with the presence of the Americans in 

Aguirre but were not satisfied with their conduct, i.e., ‘Blanquitos’ were strict and 

exclusionary with the rest of the population. However, these feelings were never 
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expressed in public, they always remained private. Because as Luis Solano said: “if you 

did not like it, what else you could do.”118 These patterns of interactions in Aguirre with 

the passing of the years were considered as part of everyday life. People assimilated 

gender and class distinctions and finally, these dynamics became part of the 

communities’ identity.  

 

People in Aguirre have always expressed their memories of Aguirre visualizing 

the community as a family. Residents described themselves as brothers and sisters, with 

the Central Aguirre as a father who assembled together his children. “Aguirre’s people 

thought that they were a family, helping each other and even after the mill was closed we 

still kept talking and appreciating each other as brothers. When someone died they played 

the sirens at the mill; it was as if the Central were crying for one of his sons.”119  

 

Although the Aguirre community saw itself as a family, there were rules to ensure 

this harmony. The Company developed a system that allowed it to control harmony in the 

community. The implementation of behavior standards ensured the reproduction of the 

company’s economic system. Aguirre's family followed a hierarchal structure, with the 

Company representing the father whose duty it was to discipline workers, who were 

children in need of education and behavior norms.  
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“Any employee is subject to discharge, suspension or other disciplinary action for 

dishonesty, incompetence, insubordination, negligence, misconduct or any other justified 

cause as determined by the Company. We hope that this won’t be necessary in your case, 

however, if it happens you’ll be given a full explanation of the reasons for the action 

taken…”120 

 

The Company developed a code of behavior that was handed over as a manual to 

each employee. The manual established rigorous standards of conduct and also the 

worker’s schedule in order to increase production levels and profit margins for the 

Company. “Because absence or tardiness interferes with the proper functioning of the          

Company’s business, dependability in attendance is required of all employees. Record of 

absence, tardiness, sick leave, etc., is maintained for all employee. Good attendance could 

be an important factor when making salary increases and promotions.”121 This code of 

conduct established a routine and life parameters, which assured that everyone was happy 

while the Company, earned large sums of money and were known worldwide for its high 

standards of production and content workforce. According to the Company, people had 

no complaints whatsoever, since they had a high standard of living. They had jobs, 

housing and food, and that was enough for them. 

 

 

                                                 

120 Rice, E. F., You and Aguirre.  

121 Rice, E. F., You and Aguirre. 



 

110 

 

5.3. Resistance and negotiation 

 

According to Carmelo Davila (2009) the Central Aguirre for years was the most 

important sugar company in the Caribbean and this was achieved thanks to the efficiency 

of cane processing but also with the social system implemented to control employees. 

Whenever a worker entered the company, his family accompanied him. It was essential 

for the Central Sugar Company to mold each employee’s character to make him or her 

responsible and manageable. It was important for the company not only to regulate 

employee behavior but also each family’s behavior. Teresa Suarez thought: “For that 

reason we lived together and we shared the same rules, discipline, and accommodated to 

the company system, thus we could have a better life.”122 

 

Aguirre Sugar Company’s objective was to create an industrial complex where 

everybody lived in harmony. The Company believed that a peaceful environment was 

ideal to form responsible and efficient workers. Workers, due to the strict order, admired 

part of the control exercised by the Company. They understood that some discipline made 

possible the order and harmony in the area; as a result violence was not a topic of 

discussion in Aguirre. Apart from being a prosperous village, it was also a great family.  

 

The image that the Company produced sounded appealing to many workers who 

came from neighboring cities looking for a better future with their families. From the 
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time Central Aguirre opened its doors until the end, Aguirre residents praised the 

Company's efforts to create a fair and friendly environment for future generations, as 

many residents said ‘living in Aguirre was perfect.’ 

 

Behind that perfect image, Aguirre residents did not always agree with the class 

division that the Company built. The inequality in the division of labor was an element 

much of the population disapproved of but their complaints and grievances but was not 

expressed in public or to the Company. Aguirre workers never expressed their opinion in 

front of the Company directors, perhaps for fear of reprisals or because they simply 

accepted that the status quo worked well. The process of resistance in this community is 

not an active process, but a passive one. Interviews conducted among residents of low or 

middle class reflected a rejection of the concept of natural and normal, but no one voiced 

disapproval. Rocio Carvajal also remembers that: 

 

Alejandra (Interviewer): And you agree with that division, you agreed with that 

division, you think that was logical? Rocio: Well.... remember that we were all subject to 

American bosses and we could not protest about that, because it was something 

established ... those (lower class) were one world, the middle was another world, and 

Americans another world.123 
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Aguirre residents believed that the division of work affected directly their 

relationships with the community because the division limited their contact with all 

community members and restrained their interaction to certain areas in town, like the 

Montesoria neighborhood. The difference of job positions impacted directly the workers’ 

personal life; sometimes people felt it was not fair that they could not apply to the same 

positions and receive more profits and benefits as workers from a higher class did. 

Aguirre residents, especially low and middle class, often resisted the fact that the upper 

class was above them and in certain ways sought to differentiate from them. 

 

Alejandra (Interviewer) Do you think or can you still see stratification and 

division in Aguirre? Even now that the Americans are not in town?  

Rocio Carvajal: No. Alejandra: So… you believe that it was the Americans who 

imposed the division? Rocio: That was, they were the leaders, but not anymore, now we 

all greet each other [equally]. We share all the time. Now I live here (American sector) 

and if somebody says: Rocio now you live in where Americans lived? I answered no, I do 

not live where Americans lived, I live in the house where Americans lived. I did not 

change my class. 124 

 

It is important to note that a negotiation process directly accompanied residents’ 

resistance. Sometimes they obtained results and other times not. Workers at the Company 
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never traded Aguirre’s spaces with those of another class, as each knew which place 

corresponded to them. The social class was something difficult to change. At home, 

family members resisted and negotiated gender roles in the same way that workers did. 

The Aguirre community sometimes regarded women as fragile elements; however 

women resisted and negotiated their roles every day at home. Rita Benmayor (1988) 

considered that women in Puerto Rico not only use their physical strength but also moral 

and intellectual strength to protect, manage and care for their homes. Aguirre women 

definitely were no strangers to resistance and negotiation at home. 

 

Women’s negotiation processes did not only involve the expression of their 

opinion in public. Privately, women expressed their ideas and autonomy when they made 

some decisions that allowed them direct their home, but these decisions were made 

discreetly because the wife did not want to overshadow the husband’s role and as 

patriarch. An example of this is the case of the mother of Lucia Tellez, she was not agree 

with her husband decision to leave her daughter at home – denying her the opportunity to 

study. That is why she decided to support her daughter Lucia, and accompanied her to 

enroll in an institution where she could study. She bought her uniforms and study 

materials without the approval of the father.125  

 

In Aguirre, the man's role as husband and father was crucial in determining his 

masculinity; this was the justification for his absolute control over his home. If he lost 
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control of the home, the rest of society could question a man’s masculinity. However, in 

many cases his behavior in public was not the same as when a husband was at home with 

his wife and children.  

 

Authors such as Nicholas Townsend (2005) think it was common in different 

societies for a woman stay at home and to be a mother, but also to be a negotiator 

between her children and their father. She managed their time at home, including 

playtime, nutrition, study and work. A mother’s role was to never consider herself 

superior to men, but the wife in one way or another controlled the household and its 

members. 

  

Women’s intervention shapes the character and identity of society’s members. 

This may be one reason why some societies limit female activity at home because their 

influence is so powerful in shaping citizens. Women’s education since childhood has 

been directed to create submissive women who reproduce the system, training future men 

and women according to society’s statutes. 

 

Despite the fact that the Company tried to control the employees’ behavior and 

create an image based on discipline and order, the behavior of Aguirre residents always 

retained one characteristic element among the inhabitants of the island, and this element 

was their happiness. Notwithstanding the sense of discipline and order in the community, 

Alicia Martinez remembers the parties in lower Montesoria had the music and bustle that 

characterize the Puerto Rican. They did not care whether or not Americans were bothered 
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because Americans would not approach their area. In one-way or another, Montesoria 

was workers’ zone, an area where workers had control and could freely express their 

personality.126 
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Chapter 6: Conclusions 

 

The Aguirre Sugar Company was the most prosperous and prominent sugar 

company in Puerto Rico and the Caribbean for nearly a century. The arrival in 1898 of 

foreign companies such as the Aguirre Sugar Company contributed to Puerto Rico’s 

economic development. The legacy of the sugar industry still remains in the memory of 

Puerto Ricans. The introduction of the company socio-economic system did not only 

change their lives, but also was a consolidating element of their character and identity. 

 

Over the years, Aguirre community residents built bonds of friendship and 

brotherhood that gradually transformed the town of Aguirre into a family. The present 

study has sought to analyze the relationships that people of this community eventually 

built. Some relationships were developed at various levels such as at home, at work or in 

the community. These relationships operated in different ways according to the gender 

and social class to which each person belonged. 

 

The interviews conducted in the community resulted in three main themes. First: 

normal and natural, second: family as community, and third: resistance and negotiation. 

These themes are not discussed in isolation; they are interconnected with the main theme 

of this study: gender roles and gender relationships. The analysis of these categories 

demonstrated that gender relations in Aguirre were built based on the perception of the 

community members, which derived from an ideological discourse that streamlined 

Aguirre residents’ behavior. Analyzing how social institutions naturalize gender roles, it 
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is possible to see that the “natural” concept was used to distinguish gender hierarchy, 

placing men’s rationality over women’s emotionality. Society has often placed women at 

home because they are more involved with their children. As a consequence, women’s 

decisions and actions have a strong sentimental tone, and according to Aguirre men, this 

made women fragile and less objective. Instead, men were expected to be less 

sentimental and maintain control over every situation. The facts that men controlled the 

public sphere supposedly made them stronger than women. Maria Lopez remembers an 

experience with her husband when they were young: 

 

Maria Tellez: I remember when we were dating; he always made me crazy 

when we played Volleyball.  

Martin: I scolded her when she did not play well and she got crazy. 

 Maria: What happened was that you were ashamed me in front of 

everyone and made me feel bad.  

Martin: What happened was that women are very weak so they should stay 

home.127 

    

In Aguirre was common the idea that man were stronger and dominant. This idea 

was widespread in Aguirre and was used to justify gender divisions, accepted in Puerto 

Rican society for decades. This does not imply that all society members accepted the 

argument. Teresa Suarez (Secretary) says that she always was opposed to the idea that 
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women in Puerto Rico are weak. “Puertorriqueña women are very strong and do anything 

for their family.”128 Certainly that idea remains in the collective imagination without 

further questioning.  

 

Gender relations in Aguirre should be seen as a cycle that is repeated from 

generation to generation. Aguirre residents considered that it was a tradition that each 

family worked in Central; also it was a tradition that woman stayed mostly at home while 

man went out to work. This cycle was based on the biological fact that women bear 

children, and therefore should be with them, while men are the ones who protect and 

govern the family. 

  

The second theme in this research is related to community as family. One of the 

most important political institutions is the family and you could say that in Aguirre the 

family was the core of society. It is through the family that individuals built their identity 

and learned the basic rules of coexistence. Puerto Rican society includes in its 

background Spanish influence, which developed concepts of morality and good behavior, 

instilled in the community by the Catholic religion. This morality was a pillar in the 

construction of national identity. In Aguirre, the foreign company used this idea to 

support its goal of building an industrial town over which it maintained control. 
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Aguirre residents since childhood learned what their positions in the community 

were. In family and school, men and women internalized concepts such as obedience and 

loyalty. Aguirre’s educational system taught certain ideas aimed at creating obedient 

citizens and a law-abiding morality. Parents considered the division of gender roles 

normal and natural, so they passed down the same roles from generation to generation. 

Aguirre informants consistently suggested the idea that the most suitable way for a happy 

coexistence at home, school or company was to visualize the whole community as a 

family.  

 

Aguirre’s general structure was similar to a family’s, consisting of a father who 

was the Company and children who were the workers. The children owed  obedience and 

respect to the father as he provided food, housing and education. It could be said that the 

reason why Aguirre community continued in prosperity for years was due to the 

relationship that developed between its inhabitants and the Company. “To you, who are 

newly come to Central Aguirre Sugar Company, we dedicate this little booklet to show 

that you have been chosen to become a member or our family because we have faith and 

confidence in you.”129 

 

The third theme is the process of negotiation and resistance that took place in the 

community of Aguirre. Speaking with Aguirre’s residents, one can imagine a community 

where prosperity reigned, violence was not a common term, and poverty did not exist 
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because each individual had what it took to survive. This seemingly egalitarian society 

was maintained by  stifling  the autonomy and free expression of individuals, resulting in 

of discontent and quiet resistance to the system. The descriptions Aguirre residents 

provide of the community recreate an image of peace and harmony, but every day private 

negotiation and resistance processes were carried out.  

 

Behind such an imagined perfection, it is possible to find a range of feelings and 

opinions that residents and managers of the Company overlooked. This image of 

perfection outlined by the Company and supported by society had the principal purpose 

of maintaining order and control over its employees, thus ensuring their maximum work 

performance. The company-sustained harmony developed a concept of community and 

brotherhood, by which it ensured the division between classes without causing discomfort 

among the population.  

 

The company system sought to justify the division between classes, by keeping 

the population satisfied, granting them the necessary elements to survive, and giving 

them little reason to complain. In Aguirre, the upper class controlled economic resources, 

and had better living conditions. This was often justified with the natural division of 

social classes, an idea introduced by the Company. However, this does not mean that the 

rest of the population was in agreement. It is important to note that although the 

inhabitants of Aguirre internalized the roles that society conferred on them, this did not 

mean they did not wish to live in the same conditions as upper class residents. 
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Among Aguirre inhabitants there always was some form of resistance, which can 

be analyzed at different levels. Between men and women there was resistance because of 

the inequalities in public participation, i.e. men and women saw that their participation 

ought not be limited only to the home in the case of women, or to certain positions in the 

Company in the case of men. They had the right to go to college, acquire knowledge and 

develop skills that would enable them to perform other work functions. However, due to 

their socioeconomic position or status in society, men and women were constrained to 

develop only in the fields pertaining to their class. There was resistance between the 

‘Central’ and the workers due to the company policy of sorting workers by class and 

education.  

 

Sometimes workers resented that other workers had greater opportunities and 

went further because of knowledge they had. For them it was unfair to not have equal 

opportunity to acquire more skills, which would have made them more qualified for 

certain jobs. Rocio Carvajal said that:  

 

Rocio Carvajal: An American named Ayleen lived here; when she went to the 

hospital she gave me magazines in English for my daughters. She did not speak Spanish, 

she always spoke to me in English and one day my supervisor heard us and said: Why do 

you have to speak in English? (My supervisor did not speak English)  

Alejandra (Interviewer): Do you think she was jealous? Rocio: Of course, if she 

(Ayleen) spoke to me in English, it would be a lack of education [for me] to reply in 

Spanish.  
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Alejandra: Do you think you have an advantage, being able to speak English, an 

advantage in comparison with the rest who did not speak English?  

Rocio: That certainly placed me in a higher position in comparison with the rest, 

but also it was more complicated because with that position came jealousy.”130 

 

Discontent with the social classes was accompanied by a process of negotiation, 

in Aguirre, woman is the one who usually played the role of intermediary between the 

father as authority figure and the children. Sometimes this negotiation was effective and 

sometimes not. The woman, despite being distinguished as having a passive role, 

demonstrated her influence with negotiation at home, although social institutions often 

underestimated her role. In the Company, negotiation also existed as the worker’s union 

strived for equality. This included equality between genders, since men and women were 

denied equal privileges by the Company. 

 

To conclude, my research underscored that in order to understand gender 

relations, it is necessary to observe them as a complex network of relationships, which 

are part of a historical and political process. The information collected in Aguirre shows 

that the social structure was organized hierarchically favoring one class over another. 

This hierarchical structure was accepted by the community publicly, but privately 

rejected.  

                                                 

130 Carvajal, Rocio. Interviewed by Alejandra Alvarez, Aguirre, Puerto Rico, August 10, 2012. 
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Many years after the mill’s closure, the Aguirre Sugar Company town is still part 

of Aguirre inhabitants’ memories. Their experiences were good and bad, but in general 

the community keeps sweet and happy memories. It is from the present that Aguirre’s 

people wistfully contemplate the ruins of what is part of their identity. Most likely in the 

past, objection regarding the social system of the Company were in the forefront in the 

community, but now yearning for what once was in Aguirre overwhelms this community. 

When we talk about gender relations, we tend to generalize them as a battle between men 

and women. It is common to analyze these relationships like a competition, seeking to 

demonstrate which gender dominates the other. The present investigation illustrated that 

the relationships between the men and women of Aguirre were an exchange and 

negotiation process.  

 

Men and women operated in different environments but that does not mean they 

could not switch roles or support each other. The exchange between genders varied 

according to economic and intellectual level. However, this exchange had limits defined 

by the parameters of society. Society in Aguirre as elsewhere creates a series of moral 

and ethical codes that direct community members’ behavior.  

 

The information collected also suggests that in Aguirre society, despite being 

largely dominated by the male gender, women’s impact was wide. It is common to 

victimize women and present them as the weaker gender; even women themselves in 

their eagerness to defend their own rights tend to present themselves as victims. In many 

cases women certainly are victims, but in Aguirre’s case, despite the difficult 
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circumstances, women negotiated their roles at home, in the community, or at the 

Company. Thus, women were integrated into the public sphere. 

 

The study of gender relations is certainly a complex process, which implies 

analysis of people’s ideas and behaviors in various contexts and circumstances, such as in 

the present case study. Another possible analysis would be to analyze the population that 

comprised the Central Aguirre Sugar Company from it is beginning and see how the 

population was gradually mixed as new players appeared on the scene. It is important to 

note that in 1898 when the Company started, Puerto Rico was going through a transition 

process from the European economy to the new American system; this had repercussions 

not only on economics but also on the social and political structure of the island. 

 

It is noteworthy that the abolition of slavery on the island was proclaimed in 

1873. A large number of workers in the sugar companies were African slaves many of 

whom even after the abolition of slavery continued working at Aguirre. It could be 

interesting to analyze how the population after slavery was integrated into the new 

economic system. Did the emancipated slaves receive the same conditions and benefits as 

other workers? How did they participate in the social and hierarchical structure of society 

and the Company?  

 

The last locomotive in Aguirre stopped working in 1991; the last time the siren 

sounded was an epic event in the memory of the inhabitants of Aguirre. Despite the 

passing of the years, residents of this community can still smell the sugar and remember 
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the beautiful village of Aguirre. Many of the houses are still intact, as if the whole town 

along with its inhabitants has been frozen in time. Perhaps the company town is not 

frozen in time, but it certainly is in the Aguirreños’ memories. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Permission for use  

 

1. Figure 1.1. Commonwealth of Puerto Rico Maps. U.S. National Atlas 1970. 

Perry-Castaneda Library Map Collection. 

  

Unless a copyright is indicated, materials that are in the public domain (such as 

images from the Portrait Gallery or most of the maps in the PCL Map Collection), are 

not copyrighted and no permission is needed to copy them. You may download them and 

use them as you wish.  

 

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/americas/puerto_rico.jpg (accessed  

June 5, 2013) 

 

 

 


