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No des tu tierra al extraño - Virgilio Dávila
Dios, el mundo concluido,
tiróle un beso al azar;
y el beso cayó en el mar,
y es la tierra en que has
nacido.
En ella formas tu nido,
de amor rendido al amaño;
ella un año y otro año
te brinda con su tesoro;
ella vale más que el oro.
¡No des tu tierra al extraño!
Mira sus campos. Arriba
es ornato de la loma
la breve y fragante poma
del café, púrpura viva.

Fruto que la mente aviva
y es del criollo sostén al
par que orgullo. Si hay
quien, extraño quiera tu
suelo, que no se colme su
anhelo por más que te
pague bien.
De sus llanos la grandeza
admira la gente extraña.
En ellos canta la caña
la canción de la riqueza.
Como una enorme
turquesa
allá el tabacal se extiende.
¡La imaginación se

enciende ante ese cuadro
admirable!
¡Qué bajo y qué miserable
el que su terruño vende!
En la playa el cocotero,
con su penacho elegante,
es asombro al navegante
y tentación al logrero.
No des por ningún dinero
tu pedazo de verjel,
que eres tú patriota fiel
y de legítimo cuño,
y el que vende su terruño
vende la patria con él

Don't Give Your Land to the Stranger - Virgilio Dávila
God, the world concluded,
threw a random kiss at him;
the kiss fell into the sea,
and it is the land in which
you were born.
In it you form your nest,
of love surrendered to
rigging; she one year and
another year gives you with
her treasure; she is worth
more than gold.
Don't give your land to the
stranger!
Look at their fields. Above
is ornament of the hill
the brief and fragrant
coffee poma, vivid
purple.

Fruit that the mind revives
and is of the Creole support
at the same time as pride. If
there are those who
strange, want your soil,
do not fill their desire for
more to pay you well.
Of its plains the greatness
admires the strange people.
In them the cane
sings the song of wealth.
Like a huge turquoise
there the tabacal spreads.
The imagination ignites
before that admirable
picture!
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How low and how
miserable that his terroir
sells!
On the beach the coconut
tree, with its elegant
plume, is amazement to the
navigator and temptation
to the achievement.
Do not give for any money
your piece of orchard,
that you are a faithful
patriot and of legitimate
stamp, and the one who
sells his land sells the
homeland with him.
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Abstract
In this thesis I analyse the ongoing blockchain wave taking place in Puerto Rico after 2017, with a
special focus on the contrasting and disconnected perceptions of the recent development of the
investors on one side, and of the local community on the other. On the 20th of September 2017 the
island, already suffering the forces of the financial crisis, is devastated by Hurricane Maria, marking,
among others, the beginning of the arrival of thousands of wealthy crypto investors from the US
now looking at Puerto Rico for new economic opportunities. This is creating a strong reaction from
the local community that feels that their land is being sold off to the investors and that a new
chapter of conquest and colonisation is taking place in their island. The thesis therefore uncovers
both the ambitions of these newcomers and how the blockchain wave is reshaping the island. On
the other side, the analysis highlights the vision of the Puerto Ricans on the matter, the perceived
consequences of the wave and their response to it. Methods involved participant observation,
interviews with photo elicitation and literature review. Data collection took place in Adjuntas, where
I collaborated with the NGO Casa Pueblo, and in San Juan. Data analysis showed that the perception
of these investors is that there is no negative out of this wave, that the economic development of
Puerto Rico is boosted by the new influx of money, and that the local community is empowered by
the deployment of the blockchain technology. Yet, the realities lived on the ground by the locals are
completely different. Enormous privileges are given to the newcomers, and their practices have
reframed the Puerto Rican people and their experiences as “nonexistant”, leading to a process of
gentrification, displacement and further privatization of the natural resources. Finally, the
blockchain technology is not referred to as being the real problem, it is what it represents: the
weight and the political power that the so-called “gringos” have over the island and the
strengthening of the colonial rule.
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CHAPTER 1 | Introduction
According to an enormous body of research (Golumbia 2015; Davidson et al. 2016; Tapscott and
Tapscott 2016; Yli-Huumo et al. 2016), blockchain is a tool having the potential to bring change and
to lead to important economic, social and political transformations worldwide. The World Economic
Forum states that blockchain technologies are among the six computing “mega-trends” more likely
to shape the world in the next decade (Kshetri, 2017), and that 10% of the global GDP will be placed
on blockchain by 2027.
Put simply, a blockchain is a form of database in which transactions are stored in chronological
groups, known as ‘blocks’. Unlike a centralised database run by governments or companies, these
blocks are open and accessible to anyone, and due to their secured and decentralized nature, it is
incredibly difficult to manipulate any recorded transactions (Nguyen, 2016). As such, blockchain is
said to allow more transparency, efficiency, accountability and especially security in terms of ways
of exchanging decentralised flows of information, and would therefore completely change the way
public governance works (Underwood, 2016; Tapscott A. & Tapscott D. 2017).
In the context of understanding the concrete potential of the technology, the Global South has
emerged as the perfect testing ground for these new blockchain governance instruments, attracting
more and more crypto entrepreneurs, with US exponents dominating the market. These initiatives,
under the guise of altruism and technological progress, benefit from the very fragile environments,
lack of regulations and tax incentives that characterise some of the targeted developing countries
giving rise to a new form of platform imperialism (Jutel, 2021). A blockchain wave of investors is
therefore emerging, largely in small islands states, where, as Crandall observes (2019), it is
expanding hand in hand with a rhetoric of freedom, democracy and empowerment through
technological innovations, and with a perception of blank state that denies any political and colonial
history. This has been particularly the case in Puerto Rico after 2017.
In Puerto Rico, the political and historical connections to the US, the neoliberal economic policies,
the escalating debt and austerity measures have created a situation of strong incentives for
blockchain and crypto proponents throughout the last decade. More precisely, in 2012 Acts 20 and
22 were adopted, transforming the island in a tax haven and in the best possible ground for investors
to come. Usually crypto investors seek to free themselves from government regulation and
involvement, because “is the first time in human history anyone other than kings or governments
or gods can create their own money” (Bowles, 2018, p.13). However, in this case, they are precisely
going to Puerto Rico to take advantage of its favourable legal framework and its tax haven conditions
(Crandall, 2019).
In 2017, Hurricane Maria hit the island, devastating the infrastructure completely, causing
thousands of deaths, and leaving a population that, already in despair by the debt crisis and the
strict austerity measures, is exhausted, angry, depressed and especially abandoned (LeBrón, 2021).
Maria, moreover, became the ideological and symbolic tool by which corporations and these
blockchain proponents adapted their agendas and pursued their crypto goals. This includes an
increasing number of white males coming from the US to some of the most beautiful areas of Puerto
Rico with the goal of establishing their own total sovereignty, to have a crypto-utopia and their own
8

society (Bonilla & LeBron, 2019). Puerto Rico is seen, after the hurricane, as a blank state in which
the government cannot fulfil its duties and where their presence is thought to be a blessing (Klein,
2018). “When you experience great loss, it creates an opportunity to upgrade, because you have
basically lost everything, so you have to start over” (Crandall, 2018, p.5). This is what one of the
crypto leaders in Puerto Rico mentioned in an interview for the New York Times (Bowles, 2018),
insisting that their techno-innovations are there to help financing the reconstruction, and
developing an entrepreneurship that will restore the energy, industrial and especially governmental
sectors (Klein, 2018).
The idea of an open space, blank state isolated to experiment new ideas has characterised Puerto
Rico for a longer time. Along its colonial history, the island was indeed used as a testing ground,
including the experiment in population control, that led to a mass sterilization conducted between
the 1930s and the 1970s, and the trials for the development of the birth control pill, containing a
very high-risk dosage of hormones that put many vulnerable women in danger (Watlington, 2019).
Just as in the past, therefore, American millionaires seem to be attracted to the island, in which they
aim to develop their own technological dreams under the guise of a non-confirmed altruism.
The island offers finally an environment in which multiple dilemmas and issues - debt crisis, austerity
measures, hurricanes, US colonialism - come together and interact with one another, and where
this new blockchain movement can be seen as the tip of the iceberg. Attracted by the tax breaks,
the beautiful views, cheap real estate and following a history of colonial and imperial “chains” (Klein,
2018), the newcomers are reshaping the island, and bringing a series of consequences for the local
people. The focus of this research is in fact on blockchain as a neoliberal, imperial technology
advanced by the crypto proponents, and reflects the need to better understand the mentioned
dilemmas and dynamics. First of all, I analyse the political context and the factors that anticipated
the emergence of the current blockchain wave. Then, I focus on the different perspectives regarding
the expansion of the wave and on its consequences. This, starting with the idea shared by the
investors – according to the literature (Klein, 2018; Crandall, 2018; Bowles, 2018)- that the
technology as well as the arrival of its investors have the potential to overcome state failures and
to create a “path to prosperity” (Tiku, 2022).
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Objective
As shown above, the literature on blockchain relating to its application and potential benefits is
already extensive and developing rapidly. Also in the case of Puerto Rico, a country that is highly
driven by corruption and where there is no trust in government (Villanueva, 2019; Smutzer, 2020),
multiple sources (Crandall, 2019; Giles, 2020) mention and confirm the potential of the blockchain
technology in making governance more efficient and in tackling the important issues of
accountability and transparency.
Despite the great expectations, there is however a gap of knowledge regarding the effects of the
development and establishment of the blockchain technology on a more social level, and
particularly in developing countries such as Puerto Rico. Most academic literature on the influence
of blockchain in a certain context is generalized and theoretical, and mostly highlight the properties
of the technology (e.g., decentralization, security, transparency). What is lacking the most is in fact
an empirical, focused and specific research related to a site. My thesis responds to this shortcoming
by analyzing the role of the blockchain wave after the Hurricane Maria in the specific context of
Puerto Rico.
Blockchain brings important consequences in terms of society and distribution of power, and
potentially reflects the political imbalances and discriminations that characterised the imperialism
period (Jutel, 2021). The technology might highly benefit the actors that are able to be part of the
“game” and improve, as the currently dominant literature argues, governance efficiency. At the
same time, it is unknown what the consequences might be on those who do not have a stake in
crypto, and on their living area, while concentrating wealth and profits on crypto investors. My
research questions the nature and the application of the blockchain technology in the context of
San Juan, where it seems to be a continuation and extension of the US influence and economic
power and a reproduction of the historical asymmetries.
Finally, the case study offers the possibility to observe the tension between two opposed
approaches and movements: one led and incentivized by neoliberal policies and individual monetary
interests, and the other that values communal and traditional values and is led by selfdetermination. This duality is examined through the research by putting into direct confrontation
the perspectives and standpoints regarding the wave by the investors from one side, and the local
Puerto Rican people from the other.
The objective of this research is in fact to give voice to the profound feeling of frustration, rage and
abandonment of many Puerto Ricans, that again throughout the history of their country feel that
more and more privileges are given to the gringos, namely the US newcomers, and that their island
is being sold off by its government. By putting light on a matter that is still highly ajeno (foreign), as
defined by the interviewees, the research aims to fill the gap in the literature about blockchain and
its social implication and is an attempt to provide more understanding and awareness around a
situation that is highly affecting the country. The blockchain technology, via its confirmed benefits,
might or might not be the economic strategy or solution for Puerto Rico, but that will not be the key
point in this thesis. What I aim for, through a holistic analysis of the crypto wave and its
consequences, is to highlight how its socio-political implications might lead to a maintain of the
status quo and strengthening of the existing power relations. Moreover, as mentioned, the objective
10

of thesis is to raise those voices that believe that an alternative, community-based and decolonized
Puerto Rico is possible. These voices are represented by Casa Pueblo, the NGO based in Adjuntas
that through the energy insurrection and self-sufficiency are building an alternative and liberating
response from the bottom up.

Research Questions
Based on the research objective as depicted above, the main research question of my thesis is:

How is the blockchain wave reshaping Puerto Rico in the wake of the Hurricane
Maria in 2017?
In other words, I will look at how the recent developments involving the arrival of investors after
Maria and the deployment of blockchain are changing and reshaping the realities on the island. I
will do this by analysing the current situation from the perspective of the investors, who are taking
part in the wave, and from that of the local community, who are experiencing it through different
eyes and experiences. In this regard, my analysis is based on the following sub-research questions:
1. What are the main characteristics of the blockchain expansion in Puerto Rico after the
Hurricane in 2017?
1.1 What are the goals and perceptions from the crypto investors?
2. What is the community’s position regarding the crypto wave after 2017?
2.1 What are the (perceived) consequences of the establishment of the crypto wave?
3. How does the blockchain wave affect the colonial relationships between Puerto Rico and the
US?
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CHAPTER 2 |Theoretical Framework
In this chapter the goal is to list and explain what the major key lenses were used to explore the
case of Puerto Rico, and to make sense of the gathered data.

Disaster capitalism
As described by Klein (2007), after each new disaster, the first thought is that the huge loss in
infrastructure and of life will finally shake the system and serve as a wake-up call, leading the
governing class to a different kind of “New Deal” in which the community itself and its recovery are
put in the first place. Yet, Klein suggests that the contrary takes place, giving rise to ‘disaster
capitalism’. Disaster capitalism is the idea that disasters have now become the key moment in which
the public sphere has no longer a place, and the moment through which a new vision is advanced
of a completely divided world. In this context, disorientations and the trauma are instrumentalised
to bring a radical change in the social and economic spheres (Klein, 2007).
Not so long ago, disasters were periods of social levelling, rare moments when atomized
communities put divisions aside and pulled together. Today they are moments when we are
hurled further apart, when we lurch into a radically segregated future where some of us will fall
off the map and others ascend to a parallel privatized state, one equipped with well-paved
highways and skyways, safe bridges, boutique charter schools, fast-lane airport terminals, and
deluxe subways (Klein, 2007).
The concept disaster capitalism, which was introduced in 2005 by the activist Naomi Klein, emerged
following the Hurricane Katrina of August 2005, in the US Gulf Coast, which killed more than 1.800
people, displaced between 1 and 1.5 million people and caused more than 80 billion dollars in costs.
Klein argues that what is more important to consider is not the event itself, but rather the disaster
after the event and its consequences through the process of disaster capitalism, and in terms of
social inequalities (see also Schuller & Maldonado, 2016). The inequalities that existed before the
Hurricane in New Orleans, were maintained and reproduced after the disaster via housing policies
meant, as mentioned by Congressman Richard Baker, “to clean up housing in New Orleans. We
couldn’t do it, but God did it” (Schuller & Maldonado, 2016). These neoliberal policies were backed
by the principles of disaster capitalism. In this context, two different communities emerged. On the
one hand, the Bechtel or Fluor built trailer camps for low-income evacuees, controlled by private
security companies. On the other hand, the wealthy area, where the community was treated in
private hospitals, and children attended new charter schools (Klein, 2007). Within a year after the
Hurricane, several new corporations were able to enter the market, supported by a principle of
safety and security to the populations affected, and in a new way of corporate charity. It is like this
that the CEOs from 30 of the biggest companies in the US go together under the name of Partnership
for Disaster Response, pushed by an appetite for easy profits given by speculative investments. This,
as mentioned by Klein (2007), has turned the currency, stock and real estate markets into crisiscreation machines.
Later, ‘disaster capitalism’ was also defined as “National and transnational governmental
institutions’ instrumental use of catastrophe to promote and empower a range of private, neoliberal
capitalist interests” (Schuller & Maldonado, 2016). Related to this definition, the key element of
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disaster capitalism is the radical policy reform that comes in the post-disaster situation. In the last
decade, these reforms are often increasingly directed toward private entities, including
corporations, that come in support for the reconstruction. In addition to this, disaster capitalism is
illustrated by its “instrumentality of catastrophes” (Klein, 2018) for establishing the ideological and
economic power and interests of a new capitalist elite (Schuller & Maldonado, 2016). The natural
disasters, such as Hurricane Maria in Puerto Rico, are the perfect ground for advancing new
neoliberal policies because of the urgency of quick actions and assistance, as well as often a lack of
adequate instruments to respond by the local governments. These later became dependent on the
altruism of donors and companies, and often loose negotiating power. Privatization of public sectors,
foreign-dictated monetary and fiscal measures, as well as austerity measures are usually the main
conditionalities, and the main consequences of this disaster capitalism new contexts. This is what
happened in Haiti, through a process called the Iterim Cooperation Framework; in Guatemala, via
the Plan Puebla Panama’s privatized energy grid; in Belize, after the Hurricane Iris, when the
government launched a privatization plan; and this is what happened in Puerto Rico, after Maria
(Schuller & Maldonado, 2016).
In the context of Puerto Rico, the concept of disaster capitalism develops as follow. In the next
months after the Hurricane, the government Rossello announced its recovery plan, with the first
step being the immediate privatization of the Puerto Rico Electric Power Authority. But electricity
was just the beginning: within a year, highways, ports, bridges, water systems, ferries and national
parks were privatized. Later, the governor also launched its fiscal plan, which included the closure
of more than 300 schools, and the shutting down of more than 2/3 of the government’s executive
entities. In addition, schools were privatized, following, as mentioned by Puerto Rico’s education
secretary herself, the New Orleans example which should be “a point of reference” (Klein, 2018).
This concept is key to understand the position of the investors coming after 2017, and to analyse
their perceptions on the wave as I aim to do through sub-question 1 and 1.1. The goal is in fact to
examine to what extent this situation, in which a lack of efficient instruments and adequate
response by the federal government must be added, became the perfect context to attract new
technologies and new disaster capitalists (Klein, 2007; Watlington, 2019).

Blockchain imperialism
The blockchain wave taking place in the last decade, as illustrated by Jutel (2021), can be described
as a “platform imperialism”, that aims to expand both the economic hegemony and cultural power
and to impose a new control based less on coercion and more on soft power initiatives. The US and
the economic power of Silicon Valley dominate this new network, relying as in the past on the
rhetoric of democracy, freedom and empowerment of communities through data and
computational technology. “Clearly we are not conquering Puerto Rico, this isn’t about going there
to make money, it is more so about the spreading of a new religion, a religion of peace and economy”
(Bowles, 2018). This discourse is also backed by concrete US State Department soft power projects
such as “Civil Society 2.0”, a policy that has been enacted via workshops that take the name of Tech
Camp, with the key event held in Fiji in 2018. These initiatives, which aim to “empower civil society
to solve the world’s most pressing challenges through technology” (Tech Camp, 2019), are precisely
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organised to allow and accelerate the private and public partnerships and collaborations between
the NGO sector, government agencies and blockchain developers (Jutel, 2021).
When considering the concept of blockchain imperialism, the colonial history plays a role and must
be acknowledged. The emergence of small islands states as a blockchain destination relates indeed
to re-tracing by Silicon Valley of the American imperialism pathways. This vision is part of the pacific
ideology as articulated by Turner (2010), which states that the islands are seen as open spaces
where entrepreneurs and digital artisans believe they have the right and the freedom to develop
and establish their technological desires (Jutel, 2021)1. This is also accompanied, precisely in the
case of Puerto Rico, by an image of the islands as statelessness, blank states where the lack of
governmental capacities, lack of regulations and rights and the fragility of the system in the postdisaster contexts offer them the possibility to pursue their crypto-utopias as they please. The small
islands ideology relies firstly on these desires for a new world based on blockchain technologies and
experiments, that follow the neoliberal political rhetoric of the tax-free economic zones, the tax
shelters, and the dream of possessing one’s own private island (Jutel, 2021). By taking advantage of
the existing neoliberal and neo-colonialist tools, the new settlers would be able to enact their
desires in Puerto Rico, perpetuating a process of “serial colonialism” that has characterised the
island for over 500 years (Crandall, 2019). Secondly, it is based on the attractiveness of small islands
states and on the development challenges as well as the openness and government incentives which
are linked to the imperial power imbalances. These tech experiments have indeed the benefit of
linking the leading companies or entrepreneur in the blockchain market to aid-funding systems,
development agencies and governments, with value extracted for the crypto stakeholders (Jutel,
2021).
The concept of blockchain imperialism is particularly important to analyse the ways through which
the crypto proponents are establishing in San Juan, and the consequences of this new wave.
Therefore, it will help to answer sub-question 1 and 2.

Epistemological decolonization
According to Quijano (2007) there is a strong link between the western domination and modernity,
following the colonialism period which brought not only a political and economical domination, but
also social and cultural. While the political domination was defeated through the decolonization
process, the global hegemonic power, namely the coloniality of power persisted with the western
colonial structure of power (Quijano, 2007). This coloniality of power is based on two systems. The
first relates to establishment of social categories, which are created in the historical colonization of
the image of the dominated, in terms of “racial” or the “ethnic”. The second regards the control of
labour and resources based on a structure of capitalist relationship. The concept of coloniality of
power enables therefore to explore and understand the structure of inequality and asymmetries

1

Jutel (2021) focuses on blockchain imperialism in the pacific islands’ context, but the same approach can be applied to other
small islands e.g. such as Puerto Rico in the Atlantic
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and, according to Quijano (2007), explains the process through which indigenous groups in Latin
America were positioned under the reductive terminology of “Indians”.
According to Sousa Santos (2003), the process of neoliberal globalisation is now a global civilizational
model, putting all aspects of social life under the ideal of value. According to this idea, neoliberalism
is a conservative utopia which, denying the possibility of alternatives to the existing structure,
considers the market and the laws of the market as the only criterion of efficiency (Sousa Santos,
2003). This is what distinguishes it from all critical utopias, the alternatives, which identify
themselves with the present-day reality and their utopian approach is represented by the complete
fulfilment of the present. By opposite, the utopia of neoliberalism relies on two conditions: firstly,
the idea of universality, the total control over the present reality through extremely efficient power
and knowledges; secondly, the complete rejection of alternatives to the status quo (Sousa Santos,
2015).
In this context, Sousa Santos (2015) distinguishes five modes of production of nonexistence, which
can be used, together with the theories of Quijano, to understand the emergence and the expansion
of the blockchain wave as apogee of the neoliberal development model as mentioned above, and
raising of the decolonising movements, the alternatives.
Nonexistence is created when an entity, a discourse, a group, a community is made invisible, is
disqualified, and this comes all as a consequence of the same rational monoculture. The most
powerful mode of production of nonexistence derives from the monoculture of knowledge, and it
consists of turning modern science and culture into the only criteria of truth and quality (Sousa
Santos, 2015). The second relates to the idea that history has an only direction and meaning, which
concretised through the past centuries in progress, development, modernization and globalization.
Following this logic, whatever is different and asymmetrical vis-à-vis what is declared as forward, is
described and considered as backward, underdeveloped and premodern (Sousa Santos, 2015).
Thirdly, nonexistence is produced as a consequence of the monoculture of naturalization of
differences, and comes in terms of inferiority, which is insuperable because natural. Inferiority
based on sexual and racial classifications is the most important manifestation of this logic. By
opposite, the relation of domination by the white man comes as a consequence of this hierarchy,
and is even considered as an obligation (Sousa Santos, 2015). The fourth logic comes from the idea
of the dominant scale: the monoculture of the universal and of the global, which creates the
irrelevance of all other possible scales. In this context, globalization is the scale that took
unprecedented importance, and gives privileges to entities and realities that expand their scope to
the whole globe. By opposite the nonexistence comes under the form of the particular and the local,
and these are incapable of being credible alternatives (Sousa Santos, 2015). Finally, there is the logic
of nonexistence in terms of productivity, which is the consequence of the monoculture of the
capitalist productivity and efficiency. Here, neoliberalism, in its conservative utopia, wants to
transform labor into a global resource, while preventing at any cost the development of a global
labor market. The nonexistence is by consequence the idea of nonproductiveness, which comes in
terms “discardable populations”, laziness, lack of skills (Sousa Santos, 2015).
Quijano examined the consequences and the legacy of historic colonialism, but his claim to absolute
universality that he relates to European modernity can also be applied to this new form of data
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colonialism (Quijano, 2007; Couldry & Mejias, 2018). This new wave of blockchain shares with
Quijano’s idea of historic colonialism the main core, namely its vision of totality and its logics of
management of human beings and of universal data extraction.
By consequence, Quijano (2007) calls for an “epistemological decolonization” and the abandonment
of this absolute universality. More precisely, the point is not to just to move past the colonial
through the postcolonial, but to challenge colonialism (both in its historic or new models), at its
main core: the underlying vision through which the continuous appropriation that it implies is
presented as natural and necessary for the enhancement of human development (Couldry & Mejias,
2018). In this context, what is claimed as necessary is an alternative vision of order and totality that
the new order denies.
Outside the ‘West’, virtually in all known cultures, every cosmic vision, every image, all systematic
production of knowledge is associated with a perspective of totality. But in those cultures, the
perspective of totality in knowledge includes the acknowledgement of the heterogeneity of all
reality; of the irreducible, contradictory character of the latter; of the legitimacy, i.e., the
desirability, of the diverse character of the components of all reality and therefore, of the social.
The idea of social totality, then, not only does not deny, but depends on the historical diversity
and heterogeneity of society, of every society. In other words, it not only does not deny, but it
requires the idea of an ‘other’ diverse, different (Quijano, 2007).
What is needed is therefore an epistemological decolonization, and is also what is being represented
in the practices of contestation, resistance or resilient of the movements that took place in Puerto
Rico right before and after the storm in 2017. These movements are based indeed, for the majority,
on a decolonial design and on local traditional values, which lead them to a raise in awareness of
current issues, as well as to a proposition of new models, alternate ways of living which are
politically and economically, more communal, cooperative and culturally centred.
The term is used to explore the responses from the community’s side to the new arrival of what are
perceived the new colonizers, and to analyse the data gathered for sub-question 3, on the matter
of the colonial status and its relation with the blockchain wave.

The politics and the sense of place
The concept of place is particularly important in the context of my research because it refers to how
Puerto Rico and its urban characteristics (especially in the capital) are affected by the consequences
of the wave. As mentioned by Ruoso (2018), throughout the last decades, the conceptualisation of
place has developed and changed, from being recognised as the relationships different individuals
create with their specific places, to being understood as a socio-political construct. Similarly, there
are different interpretations of landscape; the first concentrate on the visual element of the
landscape as seen from the outside, or consider landscape to symbolize the powerful's point of view.
The latter ones concentrate on the idea of landscape as sculpted by daily activities and as a site of
conflict and debate over its meaning.
Groups can develop a representation of the physical landscape, in which their practices reinforce
their existing identity and in this way their place identity. In this context, external pressures in the
physical landscape can lead groups to change their practices. This could potentially lead to changes
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in the representations and identities, leading to a modified nature of the group’s place identity
(Ruoso, 2018).

As represented in the figure, there are four dimensions of place/landscape identity: the physical
landscape, the practices, the representations and the identity. These latter are themselves included
into three moments of the so-called politics of place identity. The first, the hegemonic place identity
relates to the moment where one group has the control over the landscape and gives a meaning to
this landscape which is accepted as legitimate by the other groups in society. Secondly, the resistant
identity refers to a situation in which a group challenges the dominant meaning of the landscape
and gives an alternative interpretation of it. A place identity is said, finally, to be emergent when
both the control and the understanding of the landscape are renegotiated between groups.
What is important for my case study, is how place relates to the question of identity. The main idea
is that, rather than looking at identities as “singular, fixed and static”, or explaining places as
“bounded enclosed spaces defined through counter position against the Other who is outside”(May,
1996), there is an attempt to connect the sense of place to the politics of identity. According to May
(1996), the experience of place is not neutral, and place can be defined “in terms of social relations,
with internal relations of power and inequality, and punctured by structured exclusions”. More than
a physical context, place will be understood through the experiences, thoughts and emotions that
people give to it (Asghar, 2018).
The idea of sense of place, which relates to the idea of community and of place and identity as
mentioned above, is the key concept for analysing sub-question 2.1, on the consequences of the
blockchain wave according to the community, and more specifically on the impact the wave is
having on the question of identity. In this regard, the method of photo elicitation is important,
because it allowed the participants to highlight their ideas and perceptions of identity and reality,
and to collectively reflect upon this through photography and discussions.
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CHAPTER 3 | Methodology and Study Setting
This chapter will outline the methodological choices I made in order to answer the research question.
This includes the explanation of the research design, study setting and a detailed description of the
used methods. Firstly, I explain the choice of ethnographic research, and its relevance in relation to
my thesis objective. Second, I give an overview of how my fieldwork developed, and continue with
explaining the choices I took in terms of methods and data analysis. Finally I discuss the ethical and
personal reflections on the research.
The methodology approach I used is based on ethnographic design since it is the tool allowing the
researcher to get access and understand everyday lives, to explore and gain in-depth knowledge of
the interactions and behaviours in the specific context. As mentioned by Van Hulst et al (2015) this
research design, implying face-to-face interactions with members of the community, has two key
aspects that are fundamental for the analysis and response of my research questions. First, it puts
the researcher “close to action”, and second it allows a process of “meaning making” through the
eyes of the researcher. In other words, ethnographic research enables an exchange between
academics and people in the field, and provides insights for both.

Data collection
For the aim of this research, and in order to try to analyse and respond to the main question, I got
in contact with a Puerto Rican NGO called Casa Pueblo. Casa Pueblo is a key organisation in the
island, and became even more important in the aftermath of the Hurricane because it was one of
the only centres present being able to provide energy, food, water and especially psychological
assistance to the Puerto Rican community affected by the Hurricane. Its core principle, which makes
it very relevant in the context of my research, is to organise the community in a self-sufficient and
resilient way, and to strengthen the cultural local values through a process of community traditions
and culture. The organisation, as I explain at the end of this section, was also very important in the
definition of my positionality with respect to my topic.

Figure1: from the left: Arturo - director of Casa Pueblo, Larisa - student researcher, me, Alexis - founder of Casa
Pueblo, Ada - scientist and employee Casa Pueblo (my archive)
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In total I stayed in Puerto Rico two months and a half. After arriving in San Juan, my fieldwork started
with Casa Pueblo in a village called Adjuntas. My stay in Adjuntas was of four weeks, and during this
first period, the goal was to completely define my sub-questions through the collaboration in
particular of the founder of the NGO, Alexis Massol, and its director Arturo Massol-Deya. These first
weeks I tried to better grasp the situation by gaining first-hand information from the people working
in Casa Pueblo. Even though Adjuntas and the activities of Casa Pueblo are not completely related
to my main topic of research, especially because the wave of investors and the blockchain expansion
have not reached this side of the island yet, I was able to gain a deeper insight of the overall context.
At the same time, I could explore the activities of Casa Pueblo, including the forest school, the Radio
casa Pueblo, the production of coffee, and the solar energy. Regarding the latter, they launched an
energy insurrection and projects, that became a key focus point in the context of my research. By
talking to Arturo and Alexis, I realised that there is a political and societal magnitude behind the
energy independence: the energy agenda is for them an act of liberation, as well as a collective selfdecolonization. Since its foundation in 1980, Casa Pueblo has in fact been working to break the
colonial relationships and creating a path to change, a path to self-sufficiency and independence
(Arturo Massol – March 29, 2022). The decolonial project is therefore the mainstay of the
organisation since 1980, and one of the cornerstones of my analysis, central in the context of the
crypto wave.

Casa Pueblo: a short overview
Casa Pueblo, a reference as mentioned with regard to the analysis of the decolonial movement in
Puerto Rico, was also central in defining my positionality and initial perspective on the politicalhistorical context in Puerto Rico. During fieldwork, especially in international development as
research area, the question of the positionality of the researcher is very important, potentially
entailing barriers that influence the research process. This below is just a very narrow and strongly
summarized chapter of what Casa Pueblo's activities are, and the impact it has on the island until
today, for the management of the post hurricane Fiona situation.
Emerged in response to a mining operation proposed by the government, operation expected to
cause an ecological and social catastrophe in a number of municipalities, Casa Pueblo was able to
mobilize a large number of people and to become the key leader of a movement that after 15 years
made the government discard the proposal for the mining operation. Through the combination of
three key elements - science, culture and community – Casa Pueblo realized that change was
possible, that an alternative Puerto Rico was possible and that that was going to be their key,
defining, goal, as shown in the following quote.
It was a project, our first defining project of decolonisation, and of radical participatory
democracy. We started a process where we form free people, who make decisions for their own
future. This first step in our journey and spiral of time as Casa Pueblo started with awareness of
the key importance of self-determination and self-decolonisation (Casa Pueblo founder – March
3, 2022).
In the process, they added the concept of evolution: “desde la protesta a la propuesta” (from the
protest to the proposal). As often highlighted during my stay in Adjuntas with Casa Pueblo, the
principle is that there is no way to bring change through protest alone, resistance must be
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accompanied by an alternative, by a proposed plan. In this regard, after breaking the mining plan,
Casa Pueblo was able to turn that land in the first forest reserve in Puerto Rico managed by a
community institution. This marked the birth of the Bosco Escuela (school forest), and the
realization of self-determination. Casa Pueblo was converted into a concrete project for social and
political change, which carries the philosophy of change from the bottom up.
In a next phase, Casa Pueblo pushed its agenda from the local, with Adjuntas, towards the national
and the global. This change in approach was fundamental. And it is in this context that Casa Pueblo,
through her founder Alexis Massol González, received in 2002 the Goldman Prize, known as the
Green Nobel, for the initiatives to protect the environment and create sustainable economic
alternatives based on cultural and human values. The prize symbolized the evolution of Casa Pueblo
from a small group of activist citizens to an internationally recognized model for self-governance
and decolonizing movement. How did they get there? First of all, they needed a place to gather, to
organize, and the pink house became the headquarter. Then, they needed to become financially
independent, to break the dependency with the federal funds.
They therefore started to organize their own artisanal store, with their own production of artisanal
coffee – caffe Madre Isla – and several activities related to cinema, music and art in general. Through
this, they were able to become completely autonomous, and to shape their own independent, selfgoverned and sustainable future, that soon became a model for an alternative Puerto Rico.
In this process, the energy agenda was the next step, becoming the key activity of their decolonizing
and democracy efforts. Since 1999 Casa Pueblo was transformed to become independent also from
an energy point of view. Even though the barriers for such a transformation were at the time
important – especially for the high costs - for Casa Pueblo the energy agenda became the symbol of
change driven by the community in a context of high energy insecurity and climate change (Glottard,
Beauchamp, Massol Deyá, 2022). It was then during the summer in 2017 that the installed capacity
was able to produce enough energy to meet all the needs of the organization, from the solar cinema,
to the radio and so on. Casa Pueblo was completely energy self-sufficient. A couple of months later
Hurricane Maria hit, the 20th of September of the same year, and while the rest of the island
remained without power for almost a year, Adjuntas became the centre, the oasis of power
provision for the rest of the community. This demonstrated the importance of having alternative
source of energy and a model that does not rely on outside help. Finally, it showed that through the
energy insurrection, Puerto Rican can break the dependency with the government and the mainland
funds, and to take control over their destiny.
Returning to the matter of the positionality, the ideological pillars of the people who work and are
part of the organization have in some way, more or less indirectly influenced my position on my
research topic from the beginning. And it is important to emphasize this from the start of my thesis,
especially since my findings and analysis of the data collected are defined, as much as I have tried
to remain neutral and unbiased, by this initial perspective and position developed in Adjuntas. From
the other side, it is important to mention that this research also aims to support Casa Pueblo and its
decolonial agenda by providing further insights into what blockchain investors might represent for
Puerto Rico and its continued colonial dependencies.
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It is with this first, key experience with Casa Pueblo in my mind and in my heart that I got into the
second month. The fifth week I started to travel across the island, and spent my time mainly
between San Juan, Dorado and Rincon, areas in which the crypto community is buying residence,
working, establishing working spaces and start-ups, and organising weekly crypto workshops and
conferences. As mentioned by the literature, and confirmed by the locals I talked to and the
observation, in San Juan, the investors are mainly staying in the old town, called Viejo San Juan, and
in Condado, a neighbourhood and shopping district that “it’s kind of like a mini Miami” (The New
York Times, 2018). For those seeking for want less urban lifestyle, the other two main destinations
are Dorado Beach resort, around 30 km from the capital, and Rincon, town in the west side of the
island that is becoming a top destination known for surfing, sunsets, and more and more for the
cryptos. In these areas I was able to concretely apply my research methods, which are the following.

Methods
Literature review
The first research method I used is literature review, which helped me to provide an overview of my
topic and to motivate the aim of this research, as well as to identify and map the development of
this particular research field over time (Snyder, 2019). The method was particularly important for
the analysis of the historical and political context between the US and Puerto Rico, and of the
imperial connections that still link them. This also helped to better understand why an increasing
number of investors, including crypto proponents, are so attracted by the island and are now trying
to establish their business in the territory. Moreover, literature review was central for the analysis
of the first sub-question on the characteristics of the blockchain expansion from its beginning in
2017, and on the perceptions of the investors. During my fieldwork I was able to interview and get
access to data regarding the investors arriving late in the second wave, but the information with
respect to the first wave was very limited and I therefore had to rely a lot on the literature. This
includes a focus on US investors arriving in 2017, right after the hurricane, their destinations in the
island and goals and ambitions in terms of blockchain in the Puerto Rican context.

Interviews
Another method I used is the semi-structured interview. This type of interviews assures that
information on certain topics is gathered, while also giving the interviewee the opportunity to bring
up additional experiences themselves. As such, there is a certain degree of flexibility, while still
allowing for comparisons between the interviews using codes/themes (Turner III, 2010). The
interview guide was created beforehand, during the first week of fieldwork in Adjuntas, and I made
sure all the key topics were included. In this regard, I developed a list of categories of question:
background and basic information of the interviewee, post-hurricane Maria situation, crypto
investors and blockchain expansion to Puerto Rico, act20/22/60 (tax incentives), consequences of
the wave, and finally colonial relationships with the US. Within these categories I then defined other
more specific questions. During the interviews, while I was always making sure to cover all the six
categories, I kept the structure of my questions quite flexible, and I was slightly changing the
questions depending on which category of people I was interviewing. This allowed me to stimulate
and maintain smooth and relaxed conversations. Also, I targeted two different categories of people,
one composed by crypto investors from the US, and the other one by Puerto Rican community
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members, and while I decided not to have two different interview guides, the way I was posing the
questions was different. Also, throughout the fieldwork period, and interview after interview I
realised some of the questions were not completely relevant, and I was therefore adapting my
categories and questions accordingly. The interview guide developed in the beginning of the
fieldwork is indeed very different from the guide I had in the end.
With respect to the language of the interview, also this factor was changing according to the
respondent, but I was mainly interviewing community members in Spanish and investors in English.
For the investors I was also often using Zoom or Teams, that I realised being great tools for
transcription. Otherwise I was always using my phone as a recorder, and then transcribing all the
interviews myself.
As mentioned, my targeted respondents were divided in two categories: investors and Puerto Rican
community members. While for the investors I was targeting whoever was available and interested
in talking to me, for the community members I was targeting the younger generation (23-32 years
old) living in the “affected areas”, namely San Juan, Dorado and Rincon. What I realised after the
first weeks of fieldwork is in fact that the most touched by the blockchain wave, its implications and
consequences is the younger generation. This was also confirmed by the director of the Blockchain
Trade Association Puerto Rico (BTAPR) during an interview with me. “The younger generation is our
wheel and target audience” (March 10, 2022). Participants were selected using snowball sampling,
starting with the members of the NGO, and connecting with members of the communities in the
selected areas. I also expanded my interview sample by recruiting respondents at the NGO
workshops, at the protests, or at the crypto events. Respondents were selected to vary in education
background, and gender. In total I interviewed 5 investors from the US, all living in San Juan and 21
community members, either living in San Juan or Rincon. The interviews were all of 45-60 minutes.

Observation
In addition to the interviews, another important method that allowed me since the beginning of my
fieldwork to get an overview and better understanding of the context is participatory observation.
Since the very first weeks, the method put me where the action was and enabled me to collect firsthand data important for my second sub-question on the community’s position regarding the
blockchain wave, and on its consequences. Moreover, I was able to be part of events in the island,
which was either a protest, crypto event or workshop, while at the same time observing what was
actually happening in terms of actors, acts and practices. Participant observation allows to
experience the lives of the people and to collect information about their life histories, about
sensitive topics and to get access to data that would not be able to discover otherwise (Bernard,
2011). This is exactly what I experienced though this research instrument, that was key both for the
analysis and understanding of the consequences of the crypto wave, as well as of the actors and
dynamics from the investors’ side and community’s side.
In this regard, I was able to go to a couple of protest/demonstrations held by some community
members against the privatization of the beaches, the first one Ocean Park, which is a famous beach
in San Juan, and the second in Dorado. In both cases I was able to see what this wave of investors is
causing in terms of natural resources and access to the beaches, and to talk to the participants of
the protests and observe the way they are responding to this privatization. In addition, I could
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participate to several crypto events, namely two Crypto Monday in San Juan, one Crypto Curious in
San Juan, and one Crypto West Side in Rincon. These events are weekly workshops organised by
some crypto investors, with panelists coming from all over the world to talk about blockchain and
crypto features and dynamics. These events were key for my research because they gave me
different and key insights regarding the identity of the people attending these meetings, their
nationalities, interests and regarding the types of discussions and topics covered during the
meetups. Finally, during the first weeks I was also able to attend workshops organised by Casa
Pueblo, where members of the NGO and other participants were discussing about political, societal
and environmental issues affecting Puerto Rico, and the process through which they are building an
alternative, decolonised and auto-determined Puerto Rico.

Photo elicitation
The final method used, that also allowed me to triangulate the information gathered from the
observation and from the semi-structured interviews, is photo elicitation. The initial idea before
arriving in Puerto Rico for fieldwork was to use participatory photography – or photo voice - through
analogue photography. However, I soon realised that it would have been quite hard to organise
both in terms of time, that is limited, equipment (since I would have needed to find the cameras),
and travelling. The main issue in Puerto Rico is in fact that moving around is very hard, transports
are almost non-existent, taxi and uber are limited in the capital area, and I don’t have a driving
licence to rent a car myself. Nevertheless, aware of the importance of a visual method in my
research for the matter of the Puerto Rican identity and space being affected by the crypto wave, I
decided to find an alternative. The method would be photo elicitation, which, by also focusing on a
photograph for broader storytelling and discussion (Singhal et al. 2007), is considered to play a major
role in “evocative” or non-textual research strategies (Bignante, 2010). The idea was then to choose
one or more images or pictures of something that is representative of the changes in San Juan and
Rincon, and of the consequences of the wave of blockchain, and to show them during the interview
and ask the research participant to comment on it. Among the pictures showed, there are the ones
illustrated below, important to understand the perspectives of the local people on the idea of crypto
as payment method (figure 2), on the movement “Gringo go home” in the island (figure 3), on the
gentrification development in San Juan and the increased selling of buildings to US people (figure 4)
and on restriction of the access for locals on the beaches (figure 5).
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Figure2: entrance of store, crypto as payment

Figure3: Gringo go home written on the street in San Juan

Figure4: place for sale in San Juan

Figure 5: sign prohibiting entry to the beach

The method was used mainly in the last three weeks of my fieldwork, when I was able to travel and
to have in-person interviews, and the goal was to analyse how the participants from the Puerto
Rican community’s side reacted to the images and responded in more emotional terms.
The instrument is highly related to the Politics and Sense of place as mentioned in the theoretical
framework. The photographs provide an opportunity for the participants in the selected areas to
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discuss how the interested areas and their identity in relation to those are changing since the arrival
of the crypto investors. As mentioned by Barthes (1981), the images have the potential to generate
insights that do not only or necessarily correspond to the ones obtained by the verbal interview. In
this regard, the method is important in order to respond to my sub-question number 2. What is the
community’s position regarding the crypto wave after 2017? and 2.1 What are the (perceived)
consequences of the establishment of the crypto wave?

Ethics
When conducting research it is important to consider issues of fairness, inequality, privilege and
power and to reflect upon the impact of the research on the people you are involving in the
fieldwork process. Ethical concerns have been a key point for me throughout the whole thesis
process, especially when I was doing my fieldwork. In this regard as a first point I would like to
remark that it was very important for me to be honest and open regarding my own work, with both
investors and local people, and to maintain with them a respectful and ethically professional
relationship. Moreover, other important factors to consider include what to do with the gained
information and how to deliver the data. As a result, it was crucial to always obtain the respondent’s
informed consent and the necessary permission. I also made sure to communicate to the
participants that I maintain their anonymity in any data and document resulting from my fieldwork.
It was also very important to be self-reflexive, which implies the awareness of your positionality and
of oneself, and to shape a two-way relationship with the participants. This was done by having an
open communication in the form of exchange, and by providing information about myself (my
country of origin, my interests, my studies etc.) and the information regarding my research, with
the agreement that I will send the summary of my research at the end of the process. In this regard,
it was very important and helpful for me to be able to communicate in Spanish, which allowed a
rapid and open dialogue with the respondents.
Finally, I am aware of the importance to produce research that is objective. As explained above, my
positionality as a researcher collaborating since the beginning with Casa Pueblo, and interested in
disaster capitalism and decolonizing movements has had an influence during my fieldwork and in
the analysis of the collected data. This said, I attempted throughout the whole process to ensure
that the bias does not affect the quality of my research.
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CONTEXT | An Overview of The Historical and Political
Context in Puerto Rico
In the following chapter I go through the historical and political context that describe and define the
context that sees the emergence of blockchain wave after 2017. More specifically, I illustrate some
of the key periods and events that preceded and somehow contributed historically and politically to
the new wave of crypto proponents to the island, starting from the US military occupation in 1898
and the definition of the future colonial relations between the US and Puerto Rico.
Moreover I define, more socially, what is the context in which the crypto proponents are coming to
the island. In this regard, I will go through a series of community’s manifestations and protests that
have taken place in the last decade and that are still happening right now in response of both the
measures taken by the government and the arrival of the investors.

Historical and political context
After Maria, the lack of adequate response and support to the devastated infrastructure and
population left a void that soon have been filled by the “chains of the empire” as described by
Crandall (2019), that since the Spanish American war link the US to the Puerto Rican island. Major
issues and struggles characterising Puerto Rico today have in fact roots in colonial history, starting
from the Spanish Colony and the US military occupation in 1898. These chains of the empire are
reflected in the fact, for instance, that Puerto Rico has never fully had control of its communication,
environmental and especially economic policies. Since the acquisition of the island by the US, the
structure of Puerto Rico’s economy has been structured and restructured to meet the American
firms’ changing needs (Crandall, 2019).
Historically, a key date is 1952, when the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico was
ratified, granting the island enough local autonomy that allowed it to be removed from the UN list
of non-self-governing countries. However, the island remained under the status of “unincorporated
territory”, status that gives the US congress sovereign control, and under which the protections of
the US Constitution apply only in part (Crandall, 2019). After 1952 the Puerto Rican’s history, in small
words, has been defined by government’s policies meant to develop the economy of the island,
shifting labor from agriculture, to manufacturing and tourism, and implementing measures to meet
the US market’s demands. Furthermore, the same economy has been characterised by an increased
dependency on federal aid from the US government, rising unemployment and recurring debt issues,
that became in the past two decades one of the largest financial crisis in the US history (Walsh,
2017).
More recently, in 2009, the island is declared by the governor in an economic “state of emergency”,
and laws were passed to cut out more than 17.000 public sector workers, in a context where
unemployment was already 15%. The policies that followed in the years, strengthening the austerity
measures, pushed the country even deeper into recession, bankruptcy and unemployment. It is then
in this context that, early in 2016, the PROMESA law was drastically passed by the Congress, putting
the island’s finances under the control of a new Management Board composed by seven people
appointed by the US former president Obama, six of which did not live in the island. This board,
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called La Junta, represents a further attack to the country’s democratic rights, having the power to
reject decisions taken by the Puerto Rican elected representatives, and increasing the unmasked
colonial rule (Klein, 2018). Moreover, the same fiscal board increased the existing austerity
measures, demanding deeper cuts to pensions and public services, and privatizing even more. The
school system was the most affected one, with more or less 340 public schools being shut down
between 2010 and 2017, and a plan to cut the University of Puerto Rico’s budget in half.
By early 2017, she pointed out, parts of San Juan looked very much like they had been hit by a
hurricane — windows were broken, buildings were boarded up. But it wasn’t high winds that did
it; it was debt and austerity (cit. Yarimar Bonilla, Klein, 2018, p.6).
Finally, more recently, another key moment is 2019 when Act 60 was passed, retaking and
strengthening two other laws passed in 2012, specifically created to attract wealthy investors to the
island. The Puerto Rican economic strategy as tax haven was reinforced, targeting now service
sectors such as finance and crypto investors that would open bank accounts, buy homes and boost
local employment (Singalos, 2022). The first, Act 20, allows any exporting business that establishes
an office on the island to get a 4% corporate tax rate and full exemption on dividends. The same
companies would be subject to a 21% federal corporate tax in the mainland, plus a state tax, which
varies. Act 22, meanwhile, gives individuals who live on the island at least 183 days a year a full
exemption on all local taxes on their investments, while in the mainland these investments are
subject to federal taxes up to 37%. Yet, Puerto Rican are not eligible for this tax law except if they
were leaving outside the country before the passing of the law in 2012. This means that most native
Puerto Rican could not benefit (Tiku, 2022).

Hurricane Maria
In September of 2017, Maria came, devastating the entire island, causing a major humanitarian crisis,
causing at least 90 billion dollars in damage, and an estimated 4,645 deaths (Zambrana, 2021).
Electricity was cut off to 100% of the Island, and access to clean water and food became extremely
limited for the majority of the population. Also, almost 80% of the island’s crop value was destroyed,
accounting for 780 million of dollars in agricultural yields, and affecting the already fragile food
security even further (Merci Corps, 2018). The storm, in addition, destroyed some communities
entirely, and left thousands of families without a home, without power, and with limited food, water
and medicine. Perhaps among the most significant figures there are those concerning mental health.
In the months following the hurricane, more than 3000 people reported having attempted suicide
between November 2017 and January 2018 (246% increase compared to the year before), and the
island’s 24 hour mental health hotline was overwhelmed by callers claiming to take their own lives
(Klein, 2018). According to Klein (2018), these figures are not only the result of Maria, but rather the
cumulative effect of several underlying issues, including the “huge amount of trauma due to the
colonial relationship of the US”.
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Figure 6: road clearing mission in Punta Santiago, Humacao after Maria (National Guard Photo by SPC. Hamiel Irizarry,
PRNG-PAO)

In terms of policies, the same rejected before the hurricane, came even stronger in the after
September 2017. The government Rossello announced its recovery plan, with the first step being
the immediate privatization of the Puerto Rico Electric Power Authority. But electricity was just the
beginning: within a year, highways, ports, bridges, water systems, ferries and national parks were
privatized. Later, the governor also launched its fiscal plan, which included the closure of more than
300 schools, and the shutting down of more than 2/3 of the government’s executive entities. In
addition, schools were privatized (Klein, 2007; Watlington, 2019).

Community’s resistance
In the months before Maria hit, and in particular after the PROMESA law was adopted, some of the
most important demonstrations in the history of Puerto Rico took place. The movement was calling
for an independent inspection of the debt, considered to be illegal since supposedly accumulated in
violation of the island’s constitution, and was protesting against the austerity measures. Students
in 11 campus in the country went on strikes and launched a major lawsuit against the fiscal board
and the university cuts. Then, the 1st of May 2017, 100.000 people took the streets, with social and
labor movements merging into one angry group (Klein, 2018).
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Also, the same year, a series of legislations from the Supreme Court made the island’s colonial status
as well as its limits in sovereignty more explicit and important. All of this came with an apparent
“death of the ELA”, the Estado Libre Asociado, or commonwealth status, as well as the mirage of
prosperity that it represented for many. A death notice for the ELA, as represented in the figure
below, seems that was even published in a local newspaper with the adoption of the law PROMESA
Again, as mentioned by Bonilla & LeBron (2019), a large number of people took the streets of San
Juan, where demonstrators were performing funeral rites, and the ELA was symbolically carried in
a casket, where murals, T-shirts and placards were created featuring the Puerto Rican flag painted
in black.

Figure7: death notice for ELA, saying (translated) “neither bread, nor land, nor liberty (Primerahora, 2016: online)

In the years after Maria, where the official response from the government to the disaster was
strongly lacking, the community in Puerto Rico has been forced to organize itself, by clearing the
streets, coordinating and distributing the supplies, setting up communal kitchens and so on. The
self-sufficiency vision emerged throughout the decades among the population took a very practical
way after Maria (Klein, 2018). The post-Maria situation is indeed seen as a moment of
transformation, and a chance to bring change (Klein, 2018). Something different was taking place
on the ground as the Puerto Rican communities wanted to be heard, and were now gathering in
associations, groups and cooperatives to find a new sense of self and of community, and for a new
political beginning. The damages of the Hurricane and the traumatic losses of thousands of lives
create a distress and vulnerabilities among the populations. As mentioned by Bonilla & LeBron
(2019), Hurricane Maria created new opportunities for critical and reflecting thinking and for art as
a way of political mobilization that aim to a radically different society. This came not only as a
consequence of the Hurricane itself, but also of what followed in terms of social abandonment and
state failure (Bonilla & LeBron, 2019).
An important example of community’s resilience and self-reliance taking place in the aftermath of
the Hurricane, as mentioned already, is Casa Pueblo. The words of its founder are particularly
representative of a movement that, initially localized and fragmented, is increasingly taking shape
nationwide.
Puerto Ricans now know, beyond any shadow of a doubt, that there is no government that has
their interests at heart, not in the governor’s mansion, not on the unelected fiscal control board
(which many Puerto Ricans welcomed at first, convinced it would root out corruption), and
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certainly not in Washington, where the current president’s idea of aid and comfort was to hurl
paper towels into a crowd. That means that if there is to be a grand new experiment in Puerto
Rico, one genuinely in the interest of its people, then Puerto Ricans themselves will have to be the
ones to dream it up and fight for it — “from the bottom to the top,” (Alexis Massol-González, Casa
Pueblo Founder, cit. from Klein, 2018, p.7).

Figure8: Thousands of protestors flooded the streets in one of the the largest public gathering in Puerto Rican history
(Ricardo Figureoa, 2009)

The same government Rossello mentioned above by Alexis Massol mostly known for the inefficiency
of response after Maria, the strengthening of the austerity measures, the labor reform that further
worn the worker’ rights while increasing high official salaries, became in more recent years the
catalyst of other important demonstrations in the island (Zambrana, 2021). In July 2019, Rossello
became subject of a widespread controversy after the release of 890 pages of a telegram thread by
the Centro de Periodismo Investigativo. The thread was full of misogynist, homophobic, transphobic,
racist, classist “jokes,” expletives, and memes that Rossello was exchanging with his “hermanos”
(brothers) as they would call themselves, as well as information regarding the deaths of Maria and
the recovery plan that they were trying to suppress. This led to an anger among the population and
to a protest that took place throughout more than two weeks, in which the demonstrators were
calling for Rossello’s resignation (Zambrana, 2021).
It is precisely in this context, where both the Puerto Rican’s malcontent and its efforts of resistance
are rising, that the blockchain wave emergence can be situated. While the Puerto Rican population
had to self-organise in order to survive and to manifest to be heard, the government has focused
on attracting new stakeholders to come to Puerto Rico. In February 2018, the now destitute Ricky
Rosselló announced that Puerto Rico is “open for business”. As illustrated by Murphy & Mazzei
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(2022), as of October, the island received a record number of 1,350 applications in 2021 from
investors aiming to become residents, a number that is expected to increase even further for 2022.
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CHAPTER 4 |the blockchain expansion: the investors’ side
In this chapter I analyse the emergence of the crypto wave to Puerto Rico after Maria, the extent to
which the hurricane is considered a turning point, the reasons why Puerto Rico became the hub for
the crypto community, the identity and main features of this community and finally its goals and
ambitions.
For the analysis of this section, the wave of investors is divided in two different and specific parts.
The first wave considers the investors coming in the months after hurricane Maria, at the end of
2017, and its examination is based on the literature I found on the topic (mainly newspaper articles),
specifically because I was able to get in contact only with investors arriving later on in the second
wave. The second wave includes the investors coming mainly after the pandemic and, as mentioned
by the many of the interviewees themselves, is different and it distinguishes itself from the first
wave for reasons that I will explain in this chapter. My analysis is based mainly on the interviews
with the investors, and therefore exclusively on their considerations and perceptions with respect
to the situation, and on my participant observation during the various Crypto meetups I attended.

4.1 When: hurricane Maria and the pandemic
According to the interviewees, hurricane Maria was definitely a turning point for many reasons and
many sectors in Puerto Rico. In the island, hundreds of thousands of Puerto Ricans were still without
electricity in the months following Maria, dependent on FEMA for food aid. The population was
affected by a surge in prices, a recovery process being scattered and delayed and infrastructures
that, already dysfunctional, were completely left falling apart while the government was not taking
its responsibility. Yet, from the mainland, hundreds of US entrepreneurs were looking at the island
for new opportunities and, after selling their homes and leaving their lives in California and New
York, were now heading en masse to San Juan. Arriving with their extreme and new wealth by
blockchain and cryptocurrencies, the first crypto investors are not just buying mansions in resort
communities. The “Puertopians”, as they were first renamed by the first New York Times article on
the matter (Bowles, 2018), were looking to take over a part of the island, specifically in the capital,
to create a utopian blockchain “crypto city”, which became known by various names, including
Puertopia, Puerto Crypto, Crypto Rico and finally Sol. Gathering in hotels in Viejo San Juan,
neighbourhood as represented in the picture below (figure 7), the newcomers, composed mainly by
executives of firms and new wealthy men that benefitted by the rising value of Bitcoin in 2017,
wanted to start their own city, where contracts are public and codified in blockchain (Bowles, 2018)
and where everything is run on virtual currencies, complete with airport, yacht port and passports.
The “crypto city” plan, also meant to create a worldwide reference to what a crypto future would
look like (Klein, 2018), would also include the first cryptocurrency-exclusive bank in the world (tech
entrepreneur – March 5, 2022).
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Figure9: Viejo San Juan, Puerto Rican capital’s historic district (my archive)

Hurricane Maria and the first wave
Puerto Rico in the immediate months following the Hurricane has therefore earned a reputation as
a hub for blockchain investors and crypto enthusiasts having the ambition to create their paradise.
Establishing their residences and businesses in Viejo San Juan, the investors came to Puerto Rico
hunting for properties and taking over hotels and museum in the capital. We’re going to make this
crypto land, a crypto investor said (Bowles, 2018). This also came as a result of a new perception of
Puerto Rico in the aftermath of the hurricane as being a blank state, or blank canvas at the service
of corporate investors and a renewed economic strategy attracting technologists and venture
capitalists (Cradall, 2019).
Puerto Rico is open for business, mentioned by the former governor Rosselló (Bonilla, 2018), became
the slogan to incentivize the arrival of the investors. This was declared during a three-days event
held in March 2018, nearly six months after Maria, with the goal of “connecting Puerto Rico with
visionary entrepreneurs and investors in blockchain and cryptocurrency” and of exploring the
opportunities generated by what is defined the “greatest disaster in the US modern history” (Bonilla,
2018). The conference was organised by the DDEC (Puerto Rico Department of Economic
Development and Commerce), together with blockchain industries and crypto investors. Their goal
was to know what their role would be in Puerto Rico’s economic future. Government members, as
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shown in the following quote, described the post Maria situation not by presenting the damages
and population needs, but as a chance for a “restart”.
Before the storms we saw opportunities but now we have a blank canvas where we can start
thinking anew, where we can take bold steps into investment and innovation and rebuild Puerto
Rico much more effectively (Rosselló - Bonilla, 2018).
This fantasy of a “blank state” for innovation became a key point in the discourses of the crypto
investors arriving after 2017, and especially of the leader of this new movement Brock Pierce,
director of the Bitcoin Foundation, still now recognized as the figurehead of the crypto wave by both
the Puerto Rican people, the US investors and the existing literature.
When you experience great loss, it creates an opportunity to upgrade, because you basically lost
everything and so you have to start over Pierce said (DNA, 2018) during a conference held beginning
2018, in which he tried to explain why the current context in Puerto Rico is a great opportunity. In
this quote he highlights this perception, as well as his intention to be part of the support and
recovery plan.
Puerto Rico can become anything it wants. So in this horrible event that’s occurred, there will be
a great opportunity that emerges and I want to be a part of helping the Puerto Rican
people. Helping people that are in need (Pierce – DNA, 2018).
This blank state perception was also shared by many of the investors I interviewed. When asked if
also had the impression of Puerto Rico being a blank canvas for his business opportunities, a fintech
executive and crypto investor that moved to San Juan in 2019 mentioned:
I did have that feeling, that is true. Many others as well had the same feeling, that for sure. And
many of these people are my friends that made the move to Puerto Rico before me, with also the
idea of assisting the government and help in the reconstruction of the island. They also aimed to
create opportunities for average people and to help raise their voice through blockchain. This was
super exciting for me and a reason why I decided to move (fintech executive – March 15, 2022).
Another interviewee mentioned the same, but also added an important fact that was shared by
others as well, namely the fact that a local community already exists in the island, is already there
and is completely left out in this process and considered as nonexistant.
Living in the island in my position and hearing the statement that Puerto Rico is a blank state after
2017, I must say that I understand it, I get the perspective and I agree with it because there was
indeed an opportunity to start from scratch and raise. But how is this translated for the local
community? (entrepreneur – March 5, 2022).
The factor that was often encountered was the idea of opportunities for Puerto Rico to become
something different and more prosperous, as well as the idea of the investors’ presence and of the
blockchain as being a blessing (Bowles, 2018). In this regard the discourse of Brock Pierce is really
representative and shows exactly this feeling.
I think Puerto Rico’s going to become the center of the world. We can do something so game
changing, so different than anything that anyone’s done and show the world what mankind is
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capable of when we show up right and act as one. We are trying to bring resources here in a way
that you have never seen, and help you in a way that never happened here (DNA, 2018).
The main belief as Pierce mentions in another interview (Bowles, 2018) is that cryptocurrencies are
going to help and boost the financing of the Puerto Rican reconstruction and entrepreneurship, in
both the agricultural sector and the energy one. The increased brain drain that is affecting and
flowing out the island right now, he says, will now be offset with an enormous “brain gain” thanks
to his and his friends’ presence (Bowles, 2018). We are here to help, this is not a gold rush. There
are a lot of tax incentives but it’s not a gold rush (DNA, 2018).
In this regard, one of the features of the crypto community that came out is its Burning man
mentality and pseudo-spirituality. This relates to the idea of gift giving, self-reliance, power of
collaboration and infinite capacity (Radziwill & Benton, 2013). And this idea is perfectly visible in the
speech held by Pierce (DNA, 2018).
We’re burners. We’re guys that can build cities in the middle of desert. We can do things that very
few people in the world can do and why not go down there and construct something awesome
that creates all sorts of opportunity for the Puerto Rican people to support the Puerto Rican people
and any of the indigenous tribes and old ways of being (DNA, 2018).
Early after their arrival on the island, the crypto investors also found their spot, or their base from
where they aimed to organize and prepare the Puertopia (Bowles, 2018). This base is the Monastery,
an old hotel in Viejo San Juan rented out as the crypto investors’ headquarters, where they were
taking the first meetings. During these meetings, according to Bowles (2018), Brock Pierce would
perform his spiritual rituals and say prayers for Puertopia. He kissed an old man’s feet. He blessed a
crystal in the water, as they all watched. He played the Chaplin speech to everyone and to the tree
(Bowles, 2018).

The second wave
The second wave comes with or after the pandemic, and, according to the interviewees, is different
from the first wave in its composition, energy and ambitions. These differences were highlighted
clearly by a chief operating officer, who is part of the second wave.
…and this is how it started, made some friends around the way and I talked to them to move to
Puerto Rico, and this happened especially during the pandemic. The new one is a younger wave,
living in the city, with the family, start-ups and they run companies. So it is definitely a new
composition and energy. The first I would say is more California, and the second more New York,
so different communities that have come in (March 8, 2022).
The second wave is therefore composed more of New York investors, who are younger, come with
their families after the pandemic, and bring their own start-ups and companies to the island. The
goals as well as the energy of these new investors are different, and this was mentioned also by
other participants.
It is clearly a new composition of people, yes, but what makes the difference for me is really what
we want and what we are trying to do on the island. We want no private airport for us, we want
no puertopia. We come to create our new life on the island, and to bring here a community that
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is young, ambitious, and with a clear goal of improving the conditions on the island (entrepreneur
– March 16, 2022).
In addition, another investor and fintech executive explained that is the pandemic that allowed him
to make the move to San Juan in May last year. After attending a crypto conference in 2018, he
decided he wanted to follow the crypto community and his friends to Puerto Rico. Yet, having his
company in San Francisco, as well as the clients and meetings, he was able to come here only
because the pandemic made it possible to work from anywhere. Remote working is in fact an
important point in the second wave of investors to the island.
In 2018 there was a conference that I attended and I got really interested in what was happening
in Puerto Rico especially because many friends had already moved here in San Juan, which is for
real becoming a crypto hub. But in 2018 I couldn’t make the move, because I still needed to raise
money for my company, and all my clients and conferences were in the US. The pandemic changed
that, the pandemic made it possible to work from anywhere and to raise it from anywhere.
(fintech executive – March 15, 2022).
To sum up, the first wave, coming directly after Maria, was defined by its leader Brock Pierce, crypto
utopian ambitions, disaster capitalism ideologies and a strong burning man mentality. The second
wave is instead younger, coming with the pandemic because able to work remotely, and composed
by a different energy and different ambitions. In fact, besides the difference in periods, I soon
realised that the ambitions and the goals of the new investors coming with and after the pandemic
were also changing. It was no longer about creating a crypto utopia, with its airport, its own
currency and crypto bank. As I will illustrate at the chapter of this chapter 4, also the idealistic vision
of Puerto Rico as being saved by the crypto investors is fading. Yet, the white saviour and benevolent
capitalist feeling is still present. A new, different crypto utopia has emerged with the second wave,
now much more directed in creating something different, in reshaping Puerto Rico in a sort of Silicon
Valley, and in creating an inclusive crypto community via education. Puerto Rico has the potential
of becoming the new Austin Texas. I’m 100% convinced this is what it will happen, because we are
making it possible (chief operating officer of DLTx – March 8, 2022).

4.2 Why Puerto Rico
There are many reasons behind the arrival en masse of the crypto investors to Puerto Rico. As
mentioned in the context, many of these factors can be linked to the historical and geopolitical
relations that the island has with the US, and more in the specific to the colonial “chains” or chains
of the empire as described by Crandall (2019). In fact, as I will specify throughout the chapter, one
important factor, namely the tax incentives (act 20/22/60), is a direct consequence and a
continuation of these colonial relations. However, as mentioned by the interviewees, there are
other components that defined the arrival of the investors, especially after the pandemic.
First of all, the key factor is the favourable crypto regulations present in Puerto Rico. In 2015 in New
York they passed a law called the BitLicense, so the place that used to be the crypto hub was no
longer the main destination for the investors. Companies would in fact need up to 13 million to get
a BitLicense, which is necessary for virtual currency activities, and therefore, as shown in the next
quote, many start-ups that did not have that amount of money to start their activities left New York.
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The place used to be New York, it was really the hub for crypto, but now it changed, they passed
a law called the bit licence, you need up to 30 million to get a bit licence, so no start-up could
afford a licence, so everybody left New York in 2013), a lot of people moved to China, moved to
Shanghai and many of the exchanges were there, the funds were there and a lot of the community
was there. But then it happened that China said no crypto in China, no mining in China and kicked
everybody out again in 2017 (chief operating officer of DLTx – March 8, 2022).
Investors since then have been looking for a friendly place for the crypto community, and while
many of them found it in Europe, especially in Switzerland or Liechtenstein, also here there are
many regulatory challenges for US people starting their businesses (Brunner, 2019). It is in this
context in particular that Puerto Rico becomes attractive for the US investors, because it is within
the US, but it is a territory with a special treatment and very friendly blockchain legislations, as
highlighted here below.
So people have been looking for a friendly community, and mostly found it so far as well in Europe,
most of the big foundations are based in CH, or Liechtenstein, where they don’t have kater or
lobbies to the banks as New York does, and they are not an authoritarian country as China is, so
there is this friendly balance in between (chief operating officer of DLTx – March 8, 2022).
In other words, the tax incentives also known as act 20/22/60 are the number one reason for
investors to establish their businesses and to make the move in the island.
So Puerto Rico being tax friendly is of course the number one reason, it is because we feel welcome
in this sense that we come. And Puerto Rico was smart with blockchain friendly regulations, cause
the government wants to see more entrepreneurs and crypto community moving here, so here
were are (chief operating officer– March 8, 2022).
As mentioned in the introduction, the Puerto Rican government has strongly incentivized outside
investment and attracted talent. Since 2012, while being very controversial, the incentives have
been the major economic development strategy (Giles, 2020) that allow, by taking advantage of the
unique territorial status, the exclusion of the Puerto Rican citizens from Federal income taxes in
most cases (Giles, 2020; Sampas 2015). While act 20 and 22 were adopted before the current
situation of the blockchain wave and the consideration of the cryptocurrency as a taxable currency,
act 60 was signed in 2019 by the former governor Ricardo Rosselló and specifically addresses the
matter. Chapter 3 of act60, replacing act20, incentivizes the relocation of outside businesses to
Puerto Rico, bringing significant tax benefits for the newcomers: 15-year exemption from Puerto
Rican tax rates, and a 4% flat tax (Giles, 2020). Chapter 2, instead, replaces act22 and it is meant for
individual investors. The acts aim to attract individuals with important passive and capital gains
income to establish their residence in Puerto Rico. All the passive income is exempt from Puerto
Rican taxes, while capital gains are taxed at 5% (in the mainland the same would be subject to
federal taxes up to 37%). No other countries offer such an exemption, as highlighted by an investor.
Puerto Rico offers an unparalleled tax incentive: no federal personal income taxes, no capital
gains tax and favorable business taxes — all without having to renounce to your American
citizenship (investor – February 25, 2022).
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The requisites to be eligible to the chapter 2 is the purchase of real estate within 2 years of obtaining
the tax incentive, a charitable donation of 10k, residence in Puerto Rico as well as living in the island
for 183 a year and pay at least 6,000 in fees. Puerto Ricans, however, are not eligible for this
incentive, and this is what makes the tax breaks attractive (Giles, 2020).
The tax incentives are for some of the investors the only reason why they moved to the island.
Without these tax breaks, there would be in fact no reason why they would stay in Puerto Rico,
where governance does not function, the infrastructures are bad, and so on.
Without taxes there would not be any incentives for crypto people to come to the island, why
would they come? Most of them don’t speak Spanish, of course it’s a nice vacation place, but the
infrastructure is bad, the internet is bad, the connection might go down, it’s not typically the right
place for technology work culture (investor – February 25, 2022).
Another important factor attracting investors is the fact that Puerto Rico is well known as la isla del
incanto (enchanted island), as brought up by an entrepreneur (March 5, 2022). This is la isla del
incanto. Who doesn’t want to live here? This was also confirmed by the Secretary of the Department
of Economic Development and Commerce (DEDC) during the three-days conference in March 2018
(Klein, 2018):
It’s all about living in a tropical island, with great people, with great weather, with great piña
coladas. And why not? You’re gonna be, like, in this endless vacation in a tropical place, where
you’re actually working. That combination, I think, is very powerful (secretary of the DEDC – Klein,
2018).
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figure10: view on the ocean in Old San Juan (my archive)

Another important factor is that since 2017 you have a tech scene, with an increasing number of
start-ups and coworking spaces, that is growing fast, together with the crypto community. As I will
describe in the sub-chapter that follows, crypto events and conferences are expanding, to the extent
that every day of the week there is something going on in terms of blockchain meetups, and not
only in San Juan but also in the west side and other corners of the island. This was in particular
highlighted by the operating officer of DLTx, innovative technology company focused on developing
and supporting the world’s top blockchains.
First, Puerto Rico is NOT a “small town” type jurisdiction, but rather home to over 3 Million people.
In fact the San Juan metro area is pretty much on par with Austin, Texas in size at 2.6 Million
residents. As soon as I landed, I was invited to multiple meet ups, dinners, events and parties every
single night (investor - Johnston, 2021).
The community factor, as said above, plays also an important role for the arrival of the crypto wave.
The fact that there is already a shaped and strong community established in San Juan is a strong
motivator for many of the investors coming with the second wave.
The caliber of the crypto community here is just astounding. Imagine moving to a place where
every person there is motivated, dedicated and passionate about the freedom that open public
blockchains bring the world. By definition those that moved to Puerto Rico the past 5 years passed
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the bar of being willing to relocate their lives in order to live out their beliefs. In fact Puerto Rico
is the #1 place my friends who used to live in New York or California have moved. Even more than
Austin or Miami. Most of the brain power that built out the blockchain industry the last decade
has largely left New York & Silicon Valley for PR (investor - Johnston, 2021).
In addition, as described by many, Puerto Rico is part of the US, and this is a great advantage for the
investors coming from the mainland, so there is no need for visa. You can just show up, open an
office and get going in a matter of days (Johnston, 2021). Most of the investors feel that they did
not leave the mainland at all.
To sum up, Puerto Rico offers the perfect scenario for the investors to establish their businesses and
their residences. Besides the tax incentives, you have the perfect combination of things, the perfect
recipe, you have perfect climate all year, you have benefits from the government, you are still a US
citizen, not setback at all. It’s literally perfect (investor – March 13, 2022).

4.3 Goals: Puerto Rico at the forefront
The new Austin Texas, Singapore, Hong Kong
When it comes to explore and understand what the goals in terms of blockchain are and how the
future of Puerto Rico is envisioned by the investors and blockchain associations emerging in the
island, the ambitions of the Puerto Rico Blockchain Trade Association (PRBTA) and of its director are
really representative. Blockchain is an opportunity for Puerto Rico to become the next Singapore
(Executive Director Puerto Rico Blockchain Trade Association – March 10, 2022). The idea, as also
mentioned in the organisation’s website, is to put Puerto Rico at the forefront of the blockchain
movement worldwide, to make it the next hub, to turn it into the main destination for technology
entrepreneurship, blockchain initiatives and for a crypto community that is growing massively
(PRBTA, 2020). With the blockchain sector expected to expand in the next years, Puerto Rico needs
to be ready to welcome ad adapt according to the technology, therefore in terms of government
regulations and education. “We believe that Puerto Rican’s can be the next leaders in this space”
(Blockchain Trade Association, 2021).
Blockchain is an opportunity for Puerto Rico to become the next Singapore. We make this a Center
for these people, which represent some of the brightest engineers in the world in Puerto Rico. We
want to know how we can leverage this advantage of having companies or bright people in
startups coming to the island, and this island is very entrepreneurial as well. So I think there's just
a lot of really good ingredients to that end (Executive Director Puerto Rico Blockchain Trade
Association – March 10, 2022).
The same was confirmed by other investors, that also added that they want to see Puerto Rico
becoming the next Silicon Valley, or next Austin Texas, and that San Juan right now reminds them
of the same energy they saw in San Francisco years ago, with the real estate boom, the boom of
newcomers and investors, the businesses coming in.
That’s an amazing gravity well. It really reminds me of Austin 10 years ago. The friendly local
policies for investors and businesses to move to Puerto Rico are pulling in the smartest and fastest
moving entrepreneurs in the United States today and the network effect is starting to compound.
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Will San Juan grow into the next Austin or Miami? Yes. Without a doubt (investor - Johnston,
2021).
Puerto Rico the Hong Kong of the Caribbean is also something that came out in some interviews, as
well as in the three-day conferences in March 2018. The opportunity for Puerto Rico, according to
some, seems even bigger than being the next Austin Texas. As mentioned by Johnston (2021), the
advantages for Puerto Rico are said to be even more significant and evident. The real estate boom,
the population growth, the businesses moving in is all coming. I think the opportunity is actually
bigger than that. This is a new Hong Kong level opportunity (investor - Johnston, 2021). In the pursuit
of this goal of making Puerto Rico the crypto community destination, different initiatives were taken
both in the island and in the mainland. InvestPR, the island’s economic development organization,
launched a new brand, as well as website and campaign with the slogan “Game-Changers, Welcome
Home” (InvestPR, 2021) to strengthen the island as a global investment destination. The Puerto
Rico’s government also started to promote the island as “New Home” for the investors, and in this
regard, different ads such as the one depicted in the image here below, started to appear both in
the mainland, particularly in Silicon Valley, and in the island.

Figure 9: Puerto Rico: a new home for Game-changers (Monserrate, N. 2022. Facebook)
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To summarize, the aspirations of the Puerto Rico Blockchain Trade Association (PRBTA) are really
representative when it comes to exploring and understanding what the goals in terms of blockchain
are, as well as how investors and blockchain associations emerging in the island see the future of
Puerto Rico. Blockchain technologies, as brought up by many investors, offer Puerto Rico the chance
to become the next Singapore. Other investors echoed this, and they added that they wanted to see
Puerto Rico develop into the next Silicon Valley or Austin Texas. They also said that the atmosphere
in San Juan right now reminded them of that in San Francisco during the real estate bubble and the
growth in investors. Finally, it was also mentioned that the opportunity for Puerto Rico, given the
circumstances and the favourable conditions existing in the island, is even bigger than becoming the
next Austin Texas. There would be in fact the chance of becoming a new Hong Kong. In this context,
both governments and investors are supporting the new campaign with the tagline "Game-Changers,
Welcome Home" (InvestPR, 2021) to boost the island's reputation as a top location for foreign
investments.

Blockchain as economic development tool
With respect to the potential in terms of economic development for the island, all the investors I
interviewed see blockchain technologies as possibly being the solution for many of the Puerto Rican
issues in various sectors.
First of all, in the aftermath of the hurricane, the technology is said to be able to help Puerto Rico in
the recovery, to create a space for the relaunching of the economy, and to keep the Puerto Rican
talent from leaving. As shown in the quote below, the creation of local jobs that the blockchain
sector will entail not only will prevent Puerto Rican from moving to the mainland in the search of
opportunities, but it will also enable the diaspora to come back because now the opportunities are
on the island.
These people have been beaten down, and Maria was devastating. Every company I know moved
here is hiring, and we want to drive local jobs and tech creators, and people don’t have to have
to move to Miami and New York to find jobs cause we create them here in the tech-scene and we
have a bunch of high paid jobs that people can apply for (entrepreneur – March 5, 2022).
Many, as mentioned by a chief operating officer for a tech company, say they are witnessing the
reversal of the brain drain; more people working in blockchain who are Puerto Rican are now
returning to the island since there are more chances here than in New York. As brought up in the
quote below, this is what a winning situation looks like.
And I’m seeing a reverse of what it is a brain drain, more people being in blockchain and being
Puerto Rican ethnically now they are moving back to PR because the opportunities are here now
more than in New York, that’s call winning. People are not leaving but coming, we should embrace
people coming (chief operating officer of DLTx – March 8, 2022).
On the same line, an investor believes that blockchain is the industry that more than any other
sector will prosper and draw people to prefer staying in the island. So outside of pharma, I think that
crypto will be the sector that will thrive here and attract people to rather stay on the island (investor
– February 25, 2022).
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The application of blockchain, moreover, will positively affect various sectors, and really has the
potential to change the future of Puerto Rico. By removing the middlemen in transactions, and
therefore the need for institutions, blockchain, as shown in the following quote, is said to be the
right instrument in the Puerto Rican context where institutions are not efficient, and corruption is
predominant.
I think there will be adoption here, and it will help the way transactions and governance work.
Corruption will not be an issue anymore. And people are interested here, locally from Puerto Rico
and as Puerto Rican sustaining economy standpoint, I think there is a future here (Executive
Director Puerto Rico Blockchain Trade Association – March 10, 2022).
Also, according to another investor, this economic development would come through the education
process that blockchain would bring. This will help closing the economic gap, and create new
opportunities. This was mentioned by an entrepreneur, that added also that blockchain would
enable an important decrease in scams, issue that highly affect older people in the island.
The first thing then, is that blockchain forces to apply new education for the new opportunities
that are arising in terms of tech and remote jobs, so you start closing that economic gap. Secondly,
and this is for Latin America in general but especially for PR, it reduces scams. And you have no
idea how many scams there are. Blockchain can help reduce scams and especially help older
people (entrepreneur – March 25, 2022).
Furthermore, blockchain will allow Puerto Rico to be a model again, as in the past. According to an
entrepreneur, many Latin American countries used to look at the Puerto Rican model to see how to
run elections and democracy, but it is no longer the case. Blockchain could give Puerto Rico back
this primacy.
Another important aspect that came out from the interviews is that blockchain technology would
bring Puerto Ricans empowerment and inclusivity. This, by giving the people financial freedom and
complete control on their money. In fact, everybody can start investing, regardless of their financial
assets and education. This aspect, as noted in the next quote, was highlighted by the director, who
uses the example of her uber driver to assert that everyone has a chance with blockchain.
You can spend $10 and start buying Bitcoin, right? Like you don't have to put 100,000. And so I
think there's this inclusivity factor which is key. For instance my uber driver he’s passionate about
crypto and he thinks it is going to be his future as well. He’s now able to take charge of his finances,
and to learn how to create an additional source of income (Executive Director Puerto Rico
Blockchain Trade Association – March 10, 2022).
On the same line, some investors believe that potential is big and the incentives are there. But the
positive consequences in terms of blockchain will not come directly from the technology itself, or
from a governmental change, but indirectly, from the tax breaks behind the arrival of the crypto
wave, their businesses, and the need of hiring people for these new jobs. Therefore it is a
development more based on new incentives for the economy, new jobs offers, new investment that
come every time a new technology system is adopted. In this regard, one respondent says that the
key aspect of blockchain is that it allows more and more people to be hired, and especially local
people in an industry that gives access to higher and higher wages.
43

It’s not the technology directly but the entire industry. If you take a look into society, every time
there is technology development, there is incentives, there is investment, people are better off.
The ones that are suffering are those who don’t want to be part of it (entrepreneur– March, 25).
Finally, something that I found really important is that, among a small part of the interviewees, there
is the perception that the implementation of the blockchain model without a political and economic
plan, and without the right considerations with respect to the populations’ needs and expectations,
might bring new chaos in a country that already has many layers of problem, starting from the
colonial one. As noted in the next quote, an entrepreneur suggests that before putting the
blockchain in the political agenda, there must be a discussion and a change with respect to the status
and the relations between the US and Puerto Rico. These relations are in fact the main source of
issues in the country and therefore need to be addressed. Blockchain is all sexy and shiny but not
like this. An introduction of blockchain this way is just going to lead to new chaos (entrepreneur –
March 5, 2022).
To summarize, all the interviewed investors agreed that blockchain is going to support and boost
the economic development of Puerto Rico, alleviate poverty and empower the Puerto Rican people.
We are saving the country, if American come here and invest like I do I think is great and it will
change it all (investor - February 19, 2022). We therefore return to the idea of utopia, which,
although different in nature compared to the first wave that aims to build a crypto city, recalls the
same principle. The idealist perspective that is still the core of the blockchain wave is to imagine a
Puerto Rico-Silicon Valley whose economic/political problems are solved by blockchain.

The Puerto Rican government: implication
As mentioned by the Puerto Rico Blockchain Trade Association (PRBTA, 2021), the Puerto Rican
government agencies are not able to adapt according to the blockchain technology evolutions and
what they call the cryptofrontier. Infrastructures are not well suited and legislatures are strongly
behind in defining regulatory conditions and an enabling context for blockchain to be implemented
fully. In this regard, and with a crypto community that is remarkably growing, there are different
opinions on what the role and implication of the government should be.
According to the PRBTA, it is crucial that the crypto organizations and investors engage with the
local government representatives and push to put blockchain on the political agenda. The
Association’s goal is to educate lawmakers and proactively participate in regulatory discussions
(PRBTA, 2021). The beauty of blockchain, as mentioned by its executive director (March 10, 2022),
is that you do not need a middle man and that is a decentralised system, but regulating this system
is key, especially to avoid money laundering.
I think because there had not been guidance, we had the SEC commission come to PR for our
conference this past December, and they are trying to figure all these things out, they are coming
with a regulatory standpoint and security one on how we should tax it and regulate it. Also
because the beauty of blockchain is that you can trust without knowing the other person. And of
course regulating is important cause we don’t want money laundering (Executive Director Puerto
Rico Blockchain Trade Association – March, 10).
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In December 2021 a conference was organized by the PRBTA that took place at the Capitol in San
Juan, and all the government representatives were invited. Yet, according to another investor
(entrepreneur – March 28, 2022), only 5 of these came, and they were the representatives of the
representatives.

Figure10: Capitol in San Juan, and local community camping in the front in sign of protest (my archive)

And that showed that there was a lot of disinterest, I don’t see why it has to stay that way. I think
it’s because also these officials don’t know how easy it would be to have an universal ID instead
of carrying around all your documents such as ID, driving licence, medical insurance and so on
and you can just have them in 1 digitally (anonymous – March, 28).
From the other side, an entrepreneur (March 5, 2022) mentioned that these ambitions in terms of
governance and collaboration with local agencies are big ideas, but they not in touch with reality.
According to her, we are still far in the process, and there is also the question whether the
government should be at all involved in this process. Many, as the following quote shows, would
not in fact trust the government in such a technology deployment.
I don’t think they should have a lot of control in that. I guess the whole point of crypto here if they
were to be stablished, it should be kept decentralised, as they that it is sold, because if the
government would have to have so much power, I don’t think anything would change (fintech
executive– March 25, 2022).
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As mentioned before, blockchain technologies are strongly presented and envisioned as being the
solution for governance inefficiency and corruption in Puerto Rico, and this was said by many of the
interviewees. Yet, there is some scepticism on whether the Puerto Rican governance could actually
benefit from such a technology. As you can see in the next quote, there is a lot of scepticism
regarding the potential of blockchain to actually bring about change at the level of governance. In
fact, there would be too many policy limitations due to the influence of the US.
I was hoping to see a change in 2018, because of this true idea of blank state, and the corruption
of the government. That made sense to be willing to eradicate that through blockchain. But I think
that PR is too big of an island, and the US are a powerful influencer to try to change governance,
such as the voting models, changing the governmental structure. I think it is too engrained
(fintech executive – March 25, 2022).
To summarize, when asked about the possibility of including the government in the blockchain
development deployment in Puerto Rico, the investors showed different perspectives. The PRBTA
from one side argues that it is critical for crypto groups and investors to interact with local
government representatives for the inclusion of blockchain in the political discourse and agenda.
This is why back in 2021 they held a conference in San Juan with all the government representatives,
with the intention of starting a conversation about the matter. Yet, as mentioned by other investors,
the interest around blockchain and new technologies in general seems to be still very low from the
governmental side. Moreover, as brought up, Puerto Rico is still very early in the blockchain
development process, and it is also debatable whether the government should have any role at all.
The mistrust in governance and the corruption issue are in fact crucial and limiting barriers.

4.4 Consequences of the wave
Regarding the consequences that the blockchain wave will bring to Puerto Rico, the key point
mentioned by the investors is that there will be a major influx of investment to the island, and this
will lead to both decrease in unemployment, and improved education. In the next few lines I will
summarize what were the major responses. Compared with the previous chapters, this one that
follows is much shorter, because all the answers are summarized in very few points, all considering
the consequences in a positive way.

Employment
To begin, the first, important consequence according to the interviewees is that there will be a major
decrease in unemployment on the island. A major problem of the last decade, unemployment will
certainly be alleviated through the creation of new jobs related to the technology sector. The idea,
as mentioned in the following quote, is that the arrival of the millionaires investors will bring
investment, a lot of money, and the creation of a new industry that needs to hire people. Therefore,
what is important is the indirect consequence of the blockchain wave.
It is the indirect business that is a clear impact of all the positive that the blockchain wave is
bringing. I think there's been an influx of money, right? Because when you have millionaires come
to an island they're investing, they're buying houses, they're buying property, they're hiring people.
These companies coming they're hiring local and creating jobs. I’m sure that we will be able to
see a clear decrease in unemployment. I cannot keep up with the number of people in this wave
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coming to me saying “oh yes we hired a lot of people" (Executive Director Puerto Rico Blockchain
Trade Association – March 10, 2022).
The issue, as stated by an entrepreneur (March 5, 2022) will be to quantify this positive impact of
the blockchain. But this has to do with the inefficiency of the government. Compared to what the
island looked like in 2017, right after the hurricane, there is a clear improvement that you can
observe. The island, it was said, looks prettier, healthier. You would not see these corridors that were
highly depressed so revitalised, with so many restaurants popping up, so many wework and
coworking spaces popping up.
Finally, as commented on by a fintech executive (March 15, 2022), the investors are on the island
not to be just recipients of the tax incentives, but especially to be contributors to the economy. The
message is that while they are not contributing to the local economy through taxes, since they apply
to act 20/22, they are spending money down there. The investor that, echoing his word, is going out
to dinner almost every night, tipping waiters, buying things there, is the main instrument of the
prosperity that Puerto Rico will experience as a result of the wave. So I think we will see local
economy thrive as a result of this (Fintech executive – March 15, 2022).

Inclusive Crypto community and education
Another changing factor and consequence mentioned by the investors is the creation of a Puerto
Rican crypto community, through an improved education system, which will increasingly focus on
technologies and specifically blockchain. In the next quote is summarized the perception shared by
several investors.
What I’m sure about is that this development in blockchain will have an impact on the education
system. This is because everybody here is trying to create a system that is inclusive, we want
Puerto Ricans to be part of the process. And to do this of course one needs to create or reshape
the education system in favour of the blockchain (entrepreneur – March 5, 2022).
As mentioned by the executive director of the PRBTA, and shown in the next quote, there has been
an attempt by several investors and blockchain groups to create an accessible blockchain
community in Puerto Rico - not only for the US citizens coming to invest, but also for the Puerto
Ricans. This is why the PRBTA launched, beginning of October 2021, a workshop called
CryptoCurious, that soon turned into a weekly conference and class with topics regarding the
blockchain world.
Our long term our goal is to help build a local talent pipeline, ensuring Puerto Ricans have both
the skills and opportunity to compete for future blockchain jobs on the island. We plan to run
workshops at local high schools and help local universities build out blockchain curriculums. Web
3.0 is in its infancy and the education institutions and governments who adapt and embrace the
new technology, will emerge quickly as leaders in the space. We believe Puerto Rican’s can be the
leaders in this space (PRBTA, 2021).
The following photo, taken during a Cryptocurious workshop in San Juan, shows a blockchain lecture
dedicated to Ethereum processes and smart contracts. Despite the intent to include Puerto Ricans,
only US residents were present, and the lecture was delivered in English.
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Figure10. CryptoCurious workshop in San Juan (my archive)

Besides the CryptoCurious meetups organised by the PRBTA, there is another event that is growing
in popularity across the island, namely Crypto Monday. Every Monday, at Fairmont Hotel, which is
one of the most expensive in the area of San Juan, people from the crypto community, people
curious to see what’s going on in San Juan in terms of crypto, and in general everyone is welcome
to join the meetup. The crypto community, that includes mainly US investors until now, is in fact
trying to remodel the industry as more communal and inclusive. This is why more and more crypto
meetups are organised everyday of the week either in Rincon or in San Juan. The idea behind these
meetups, as stated by Brock Pierce, is to “create a crypto knowledge for the masses” (Bowles, 2018).
On Monday 7th of March, with a Puerto Rican friend we decided to attend a crypto Monday event
in Fairmont, which turned out to be one of the fanciest place I have ever seen. The statement “we
are burners” by Brock Pierce got immediately really clear and visible. Also the idea and feeling of
community that the interviewees were telling me about was evident. Yet, in this community were
not present any Puerto Ricans. The feeling was in fact that the event was targeting mainly US people,
also because it was held in English. And, as many Puerto Rican made me realise the weeks before,
the feeling was that these crypto proponents created their own space inside San Juan, where they
could follow their own rules in terms of face masks, that nobody was wearing despite the rules, and
in terms of everything else. The feeling, as shared by my Puerto Rican friend, is that the meetup was
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not welcoming for Puerto Ricans. I felt uncomfortable the whole time, she told me at the end of the
meeting (March 7, 2022).
With respect to the content side of the event, this was focused on the institutional adoption of
crypto and the future of education as illustrated in the picture above. The conference started with
the question by the panellist How can we empower Puerto Rico to become the crypto hub? After a
small discussion on the importance of including the Puerto Rican community in the process, the
focus went on education, and on the importance of implementing university courses, workshops
and so on. The main conclusion of the meetup, as shown in the next quote (panellist workshop –
March 7, 2022) was that there is a true opportunity for the island, but Puerto Rican need ne able to
access the knowledge and be part of the crypto movement.
There is so much creativity here, people are able, they are the best in the world in terms of art
and creativity. We just need to give them the knowledge, so you allow them to go through the
process of doing it right. And I am sure this will happen, we are creating the spaces, and we are
creating the right education tools.
Finally, as mentioned by the executive director of the PRBTA the next goal will be to start
collaborating and building relationships with universities and high schools in Puerto Rico, since the
younger generation is the most eager to learn and is the wheel and target audience they are tyring
to build the movement upon. The teaching part is a key point for the association, that aims in the
future to be able to have a course in university and hold workshops for younger students (PRBTA,
2021). This point was also shared by the other investors interviewed, for whom not only it would be
important but essential in order to really reshape Puerto Rico and give the Puerto Rican people the
opportunity to create their own wealth, for them, their families and their legacy (entrepreneur –
March 5, 2022).
In other words, the perception shared by all the investors – those I interviewed and the ones from
my literature review - is that the recent developments in crypto will exclusively bring positive
consequences, and that Puerto Rico can only gain from the arrival of the blockchain wave. Very
significative of this were the words expressed by the founder of a private equity firm who relocated
to the island in early 2013 and reported by the New York Times (Bowles, 2018). “There’s no negative
for Puerto Rico out of this wave. There’s only positive”.

4.5 Conclusion
To sum up what mentioned in the previous sub-chapters, we can identify two waves of investors
coming to Puerto Rico after the hurricane in 2017. The first, immediately after Maria, is
characterised by the strong personality of its leader, Brock Pierce, its Burning Man style and the
ambition of reshaping Puerto Rico into a Puertopia. The island, and especially the capital San Juan,
are seen as a blank state where, strongly incentivized by the government, the newcomers aim to
redraw the economic and political scene according to their tech utopias, while helping and saving
the community devastated by the hurricane. In the last two years, with the pandemic, the crypto
scene is strongly remerging, pushed by the tax incentives, the creation of what it seems to be the
new leader of the movement, namely the PRBTA, and its ambition of making Puerto Rico the new
Austin Texas. Instead of talking about Puertopia or Crypto Land desires, the new investors highlight
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the potential benefits of blockchain technology for the local economy and governance and for the
Puerto Ricans as an economic liberation. In this regard, education is central and one of the pillars of
the movement, especially for the goal of creating an inclusive crypto community.
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CHAPTER 5 |Community’s perspective on the wave
In this section I analyse what the position of the Puerto Rican community is in terms of blockchain
development and crypto community. The chapter is divided as the previous one, in order to highlight
the differences and contrasts with the US investors’ perspectives on the same matters, and is based
only on the data I gathered from the Puerto Rican side. In this regard, I was able to interview people
with completely different interests and backgrounds, from investors, to students, to artists, to
academic researchers, to real estate agents. These differences are also represented in their visions
regarding the blockchain movement, with some being completely against it, and others by opposite,
seeing it as the disruptive solution for the island’s economic limitations.

5.1 When: hurricane Maria as turning point
Hurricane Maria and Puerto Rico Blank State
Maria was more than a natural disaster. It is all that came afterward. It’s our trauma (student –
February 27, 2022).
One of the main arguments made by the investors in the first wave coming after Maria is the goal
of helping in the reparation and in addressing the consequences of the disaster, financially and in
terms of infrastructure. In the previous chapter I mentioned the big ambitions and declarations that
emerged in terms of blockchain and its potential of alleviating the consequences of the hurricane,
as well of the debt crisis. More in particular, this was highlighted during the three-days conference,
where both the government and the targeted investors claimed their will of putting any resource
for the recovery and the support of the community. Here, through the quotes of the interviewees,
I aim to show what has been the reception from the population’s side in the aftermath of the
hurricane, and how they experienced the recovery plan and the claimed support by the investors.
For all the interviewees, Hurricane Maria but in particular the aftermath of the disaster are key
turning points for many sectors in the island. One of the main factors is that it became clear that the
government had indeed very limited capacities to address the destructions, and that it did not take
its responsibility. The recovery process, in fact, was inefficient and delayed. Maria, as mentioned by
a participant (student– February 27, 2022) is a recovery that never came. The realities and the issues
that already existed in the island were worsened by the impact of the hurricane, and, according to
many, things did not go back to normal after 5 years.
The after Maria is no power, no jobs, is mental illness, and an exodus that never stops. It’s a
government that didn’t do anything to help us (student– February 27, 2022).
As mentioned by a health advisor (March 1, 2022) in the quote below, the differences since Maria
are strong and visible, more in particular you see the consequences of a recovery process that has
been scattered. Among the main factors, she says, there is the surge in prices, and infrastructures
that, already inefficient, are now completely dysfunctional.
Yes, for me the hurricane is a turning point, a point of change, for the whole country, not just one
sector. It was a point of absolute change and the knowledge of a reality that exists in PR, and of
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the various injustices. On the other hand there was a community that was acting in a coordinated
manner and community cohesion that we had not seen for a long time,
The resources brought to the island not only did not alleviate the damages, but often they were
wasted, and this, according to a student (February 22, 2022), is a continuation of US ideology that
sees Puerto Rico as an empty space that they can use according to their necessities, and without
considering the lack of space and the fact that waste is already an issue on the island.
So bringing resources, like massive resources and wasting them away just continue the ideology
and culture of us being another dumpster of the US, without considering that this is arming us,
and this on top of natural disasters, corruption and so on (student – February 22, 2022).
With respect to the investors’ intentions and promises, also these were, according to the
interviewees, not kept nor translated in actions in the ground. The investors, as described in chapter
4, came with their burning man mentality and the ambition of saving the island via their technology
approach. The God complex, as mentioned by an entrepreneur (March 24, 2022) and shown in the
next quote, was evident and the intentions were there. Yet, they did not translate in actions on the
ground, mainly because there was no direct contact with the ground, with the real consequences of
the disaster, and especially with the needs of the community.
Then we have hurricane Maria, that brought in a lot of burning men proud with the technology
approach, with maybe a god complex that they can come and fix everything, but the reality is
that none of them actually knew what it meant to get your hands dirty. They didn’t come and see,
they didn’t come and listen, the came in with “we have a solution, let’s deploy it and done”.
In this regard, according to Nitasha Tiku from the Washington Post (2022), there was a proposal by
Brock Pierce and his friends to adopt an EBT system and use blockchain to establish a decentralized
energy system. The entrepreneur, that at the time collaborated with Brock Pierce, realised that the
system could work and could help the effort to scale up. Yet, as he mentions himself, the plan “just
stopped. There wasn’t continuity. There wasn’t consistency” (Tiku, 2022). The same happened with
the promise of a 1 billion dollars donation. Only a part of the money materialized (Tiku, 2022).
From the other side, there are also participants that are sure about the positive impact of the
donations the investors made after Maria, and that them and their families could benefit from them.
This is visible in the following quote.
Some members of act 20/22 donated some money in Aguada where I live, a donation that allowed
me and my brother and other people to go around Aguada and support an alleviate, that was an
act of kindness that I can speak positively of (Software engineer– March 22, 2022).
Finally, when it comes to the idea shared by the investors, especially those of the first wave, of
Puerto Rico blank state, the interviewees from the community agreed for the majority that the
concept itself is already dismissive, as described in quote below. As in the past, again the Puerto
Rican people and their realities have been denied and not taken into consideration for decisionmaking processes. Moreover, this is added to a perception of a white saviour syndrome that comes
with the wave of investors and their (initial) goal of providing help or “saving” Puerto Rico after the
disaster.
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Already the word (blank state) is uncomfortable and offensive, and we don’t have to be saved, I
think when it comes to providing help that’s cool, but saving is something dismisses all our
experiences, all the capacities we have to care for each other which is immense (student –
February 25, 2022).
According to others, this idea does not come from nothing. If the situation is what it is and the
perception of Puerto Rico is of a blank state is because the Puerto Rican government created this
image, and promoted it this way specifically to attract the investors. Moreover, according to a
professor (march 29, 2022) the hurricane and what came afterwards was used as a pretext to
eliminate every kind of resistance and alternate movement, and to further strengthen this blank
canvas logic.
That's how the governor promoted it, a blank canvas, that you can paint whatever you want,
without consultation, without seeing if this is what we want. It's as if they used the disaster as a
way to eliminate resistance, opposition and participation and everything that had to happen in a
democratic country.
To summarize, there is a general agreement that the hurricane is a turning point for all the sectors
in the island and for all the social spheres. Moreover, the recovery plan and the measures taken by
the government showed the extreme inefficiency and lack of resources of the administrative system.
This, together with the existing debt crisis, the pandemic coming in the following years, and the
strengthened austerity measures led to a devastation of the island, bringing up to light as well as
worsening all the social injustices and the great poverty. Yet, as it was mentioned, the aftermath of
the disaster also created cohesion among the community, that was able to organize itself and help,
filling the void left by the government. With respect to the investors’ ambitions and declarations,
an important part of the interviewees agreed that these were not translated in the ground. The
promises, following the burning man mentality and underlying a god complex, but were not kept.
The main issue is that the majority of the investors had no idea what the situation was on the ground,
nor what the actual needs of the population were. Yet, a small fraction of the participants
mentioned they could witness the positive impact of the actions and donations from the investors,
and with their families, they were able to benefit from them. Finally, the main perception was that
the colonial context, plus the government incentives and the social challenges present on the island
were the preconditions to create a blank state, a blank canvas. This is how it started, the investors
just had to come here but the rest was already ready for them.
There were already all the conditions for them put on the table: the laws, the colonial model, the
dependency, and the poverty, so it was a real option for them, a blank cheque (NGO founder –
March 30, 2022).

5.2 Why Puerto Rico
When it comes to the reasons why Puerto Rico has become or is aimed to be made into a crypto
paradise and the blockchain destination, the members of the Puerto Rican community I interviewed
had clear, yet different perspectives.
First of all, it was said that the main factor bringing all the US investors to the island is because they
do not have to pay taxes. Puerto Rico being a tax haven, as it was also mentioned by the investors
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themselves, seems to be the key reason making the island the Place for the blockchain expansion.
While act 20/22 were not designed exclusively to attract crypto investors, also because they were
passed in 2012, they represent, as mentioned by a student (February 22, 2022), the loophole in the
political system of the country. And the newcomers are taking advantage of them for their
businesses and capital gains. This is described in the next quote.
I think they (act 20/22) are the main reasons for people to come here, that exemption of capital
gain is crazy. If we take it off, eventually some people will start migrating away to places where
there are major tax incentives. They are the driver (student – February 22, 2022).
For many, it is also due to the fact that Puerto Rico is a colony, that allows the ones that have the
control and the power to shape and reshape the territory as they please, giving more privileges to
the newcomers and by consequence limiting the rights and the privileges of the locals. If right now
the ambition and the desire of the mainlanders is to make of Puerto Rico a crypto island, this is what
they will do.
Puerto Rico was chosen because it is a colony, and who rules can dispose and put laws to privilege
them and their desires as much as they want. This is how it works. (student – February 27, 2022).
In addition, something that was mentioned several times is the fact that Puerto Rico is known as the
isla del incanto (the enchanted island), and that the beauties characterising the island are attracting
more and more people to come and take residence. And not only Puerto Rico is a beautiful,
picturesque place, but as mentioned by an artist (March 23, 2022), it is also safe, and being part of
the US, make the newcomers feel like their still at home.
Because this is la isla del incanto! Here is beautiful, and you are a US citizen here, so if something
happens you are not in the middle of Mexico where some Mafia guys come and take you, here
you are in a safe place, also because being part of the US they still feel at home.
Summarizing, it was claimed that the key attraction for all US investors to the island is the lack of
tax obligations. The fact that Puerto Rico is a tax haven, as stated by the investors themselves,
appears to be the main factor in choosing the island as the location for their crypto ambitions. This
factor is said to be also strengthened by the fact that Puerto Rico is a colony, and therefore those
who are in control have also the power to transform the territory into what is desired.

5.2 Goals: Puerto Rico at the forefront
In this subsection I explore the different opinions regarding what it became the key point of the
research, as well as the one where I found more differences and contrasting visions. What is clear is
the drastic discrepancy with the investors’ side. Moreover, the discussion on blockchain and on the
goal of reshaping Puerto Rico as the leader of the blockchain movement brought to light other
important insights that relate to the historical past of the island and the relationships with the US.
In fact, one of the constants in this section will be the link with the colonial past and present of
Puerto Rico.
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Perception on crypto and blockchain
First of all, it is important to understand what the knowledge of the participants is regarding the
blockchain and crypto world, and what their opinions is. The majority knows about crypto, but the
ideas related to it are completely different.
Many interviewees mentioned the several potential benefits of blockchain in terms mainly of
transparency and accountability. More in particular, as said by a participant (real estate agent –
February 24, 2022) cryptocurrencies might be as disruptive as internet was: the extent of success of
blockchain is comparable to the internet’s one in the past. In the Puerto Rican context, these
potential benefits become even more important, especially considering the governance inefficiency
and the corruption issues. This was mentioned by one of the participants.
So I think that blockchain as a technology can have a lot of potentials, and I think that it is
something that PR has not really discussed or thought of carefully, but I do think there is plenty
of case studies by reputable institutions such as the World Bank in terms of accountability, and
transparency, and in terms of enabling a government in a country that is so played by corruption
(Health Advisor – March 1, 2022).
On the same line, other participants highlighted the empowerment condition that cryptocurrencies
entail. By taking the Afghan example – Afghan women receiving emergency aid in crypto as the
economy collapse and the Taliban limit cash withdrawals (Zitser, 2022) – an interviewee (student –
February 25, 2022) told me the reason why she is getting involved in the crypto world it is because
of the decentralised, financial independence and freedom it brings. Moreover, it is something that
it is here to stay, it is already disrupting many sectors, so she rather understands the mechanisms
to use it in her benefit.
The technology is here to stay and disrupt, that we want it or not. In my opinion having that
decentralised form of money is very beautiful. It is giving power to the people, that don’t need to
go through the politicians in order to have access to what it is owned to them for their survival.
The technology, from the other side, is also seen in a negative way by some participants, that see
it as another tool that concentrates wealth in the hands of a few.
You have crypto currency with more than 80% of the supply controlled by less than 0.1 % of the
wallet, you are calling yourself as a decentralised approach; that is no decentralised, that is in the
hands of the few (entrepreneur – March 23, 2022).
This was shared by others, that state that being on the side of the oppressed created a specific vision
of progress as being a process that exclude a category of people and leave it behind.
It is very difficult to see it from my perspective in a positive way, because I am in the position of
the oppressed. This progress does not count the oppressed in the journey, and what it does then
is to exclude them if they do not reinvent themselves enough to follow the wave (artist – March
30, 2022).
There is also a part of participants that are not really aware about it. Many in fact know about the
existence of cryptocurrencies, but they have no idea what it means in practice and especially what
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it means in terms of application in the island. However, also in this case the perception is more
negative, because it is related to the arrival of the investors and the consequences of it.
I don't know much about these things, what I know is that the capitalists are very creative,
capitalism is very creative, it never loses, and it always has an option (NGO founder – March 30,
2022).
To sum up, the key point through this section is to show that, if there is frustration and anger among
Puerto Rican it is really towards not the technology itself, also because many are actually positive
with respect to the benefits of the cryptocurrencies. In fact, the problem, as I will show in the
following sub-chapters is something else. It is the privileges given to the investors. It is the investors
living and acting in the island as it was theirs. This can be seen in the next quote.
I think I speak for many when I say I don’t mind it (crypto). What many Puerto Ricans (including
myself) mind is the way those entrepreneurs are being treated better when compared to how we
the locals are treated. Our government is giving guys like Brock Pierce a Safe Haven for investing
and a massive tax break (student – March 27, 2022).

The new Austin Texas, Puerto Rico at forefront
Puerto Rico becoming the new Austin Texas, or the new Silicon Valley or the next Hong Kong is one
of the main messages of the crypto community in San Juan. As described in the previous chapter,
the PRBTA is aiming to put San Juan at the forefront of the blockchain movement and to reshape it
as the main destination for the crypto investors. In this regard, I tried to understand what the Puerto
Rican people, represented by the participants, think of this, and the feedbacks were really
differentiated.
A fraction of the interviewees, mainly people from the tech world or entrepreneurs, are convinced
that Puerto Rico is becoming the next Austin, and are positive about it. According to a design
engineer (March 3, 2022), the “transformation” of San Juan into Austin is happening right now and
it is just expected to grow even more, with an increased number of entrepreneurs coming, of startups and coworking spaces. It is something you can see as well through the city of San Juan
exponentially changing and becoming what it used to be San Francisco.
Also a software engineer (March 22, 2022) shared with me that he tried to support this transition
since the beginning, because he was aware of the opportunity for Puerto Rico and of the fact that
the island is a great space for such a tech development. Blockchain technology and the upcoming of
more and more investors would also enable to solve unemployment and other economic issues
thanks to the talent that exists in the island and the one you could employ remotely. And while
industries in the past came and left, he is positive, as shown in the quote below, that the crypto
industry being more and more dominant it is there to stay.
It’s something I have trying to support since I heard about that in 2017. In PR that would just be
a great space, and not only that, if you start creating a mass blockchain talent in PR, how many
remote workers would you have, not just for PR, but on worldwide level. So this would solve an
employment crisis in PR in a heartbeat. Yes I see that happening definitely, I mean technology
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comes and goes, but crypto seems to be more of a dominant industry so it seems to be here for a
while.
For an entrepreneur (March 23, 2022), the opportunity to become the next Austin is real for Puerto
Rico. Yet, he mentions, he is against this constant need to look at what there is outside instead of
focusing on what is there already, on the assets and talents that are in the island and would allow
Puerto Rico to become a better Puerto Rico, and not the next Silicon Valley.
Yes there is a true opportunity. I think everybody wants to become the next Silicon Valley, the next
Austin Texas, but that comes from the flow of continuing looking to compare ourselves to the
outside and not looking to our talent inward. The talent is here, we are not looking inwards to see
what the assets are, what are the competences and enable values of our cities.
Others as well find the idea attractive (executive director of grassroot organization – May 2, 2022),
but at the same time are sceptical this will happen. Many promises were made in the past and
nothing happen. In this case, it might happen because the crypto scene is booming, but it will take
many more years due to the government inefficiency. On the same line, an entrepreneur expressed
his doubts regarding this idea, in particular because Puerto Rico was already at the forefront of other
industries, including the manufacturing and the pharmaceutical, but it did not work out. It was
already a model for other countries, but it did not lead to a growth because either the capital or the
talent that were attracted were not used in the right way or were not retained. So, when it comes
to being again at the forefront of such a growing industry like the blockchain one, it could work and
it could be beneficial, but according to him, it is not likely to happen.
So, you can call it blockchain, you can call it manufacturing, you can call it pharmaceutical, in the
past PR has been in the forefront of those industries too but, pardon my French, we fucked up. So
when it comes to Blockchain in PR, again we could be at the forefront, but right now, the positive
outcome doesn’t seem very likely (entrepreneur - March 23, 2022).
From the opposite side, many of the participants not only are sceptical of seeing this happening, but
are also against the idea of reshaping Puerto Rico into something that is not sustainable and would
only feed the existing power dynamics, as shown in the quote below.
It is just empty promises. There is no evidence this will help us. I just think it will help to feed the
existing power dynamics, and colonialism that keeps PR in the state that it’s in (student –
February 22, 2022).
For some others, this ambition follows a US ideology of pure colonialism where the same people
think they own the island and can make and reshape it however they please. But who wants to be
the next Silicon Valley? This is the question that surged often, as can be seen in the following quote.
Again, the feeling is to be completely left out. The power of decision is given to the newcomers.
I know that Yankee imperialism is perverse but this one is macabre, these people think they own
the country, and they think that this is an agenda that we people want. But the first question is
have you asked the people here if they want to be Silicon Valley? I want to be San Juan, Puerto
Rico. It seems to me that it is an abrogation of a power of decision that impacts the whole country
and the whole society, which does not correspond to them (professor – March 29, 2022).
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Summarizing this subchapter, the perspectives given were really different, with some agreeing that
not only Puerto Rico is indeed becoming the new crypto hub or Austin, but that this will also be
beneficial for the people, and others stating the opposite. For these latter, the key point is that the
decision-making power is given to the wrong people, and it should be up to the Puerto Ricans to
decide what the island should look like. This contrast in opinions was also given by the differences
in backgrounds of the participants.

Blockchain as economic development tool
A key factor throughout my thesis was the question whether blockchain technology has the
potential to address enduring challenges and limits related to economic development. As exposed
in the previous chapters, blockchain investors argue it will boost the economic growth of the island,
and create opportunities by reducing the dependency and reliance on intermediaries. In addition, it
was also mentioned that the technology, in the Puerto Rican context, could be used to reduce
poverty and improve the lives of many.
This was also agreed upon by some of the participants from the community’s side, the same that in
the sub-chapter above expressed their support and positive perception regarding blockchain and
cryptocurrencies. According to a design engineer (March 3, 2022), blockchain technology in the
island is enabling the re-emergence of Puerto Rico and an economic sector after everything died
with Maria. The businesses and the investors are coming on the island and this is incentivizing a
growth.
When Maria happened, schools were closed for months, and the town of Mayaguez and the
pueblo died up, all the businesses were closed. But here with the upcoming of these people and
the businesses, the city is alive.
Something on the same line was mentioned by a software engineer (March 22, 2022), for whom the
upcoming of new industries, historically, has helped and supported employment and the economy
in general. This is happening again via the tech industry and blockchain, bringing a new chance of
boosting the economy, allowing especially the younger generation to be empowered and get a highincome employment.
This would allow my generation to scale up the social ladder. In 10 years all these companies and
start-ups can be led by Puerto Ricans and that’s what’s different compared to all the industries in
the past (March 22, 2022).
Still on the positive side, another important point that was mentioned is the potential to empower
the Puerto Ricans. Financial freedom and independence from inefficient intermediaries are said to
be key features enabling the improvement of the lives of many. The hope, as mentioned in the next
quote, is that it will work and finally bring change in an economic system that has been inefficient
for long.
If we go through other disasters, we have other forms of money, you can empower people to think
of money in different way. I feel like we really need something that works for being empowered,
so in my heart I really wish that could work for us (student – February 25, 2022).
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Many other interviewees have a different vision on that. While they are not completely against the
technology, that might have the potential to bring a positive change, they are critical about the
developments and the deployment of the technology in the island. According to them, there are in
fact a number of underlying and long-lasting limits in terms of governance, regulations and
infrastructures that need to be addressed. Unless a specific strategy and economic plan is developed
beforehand, the blockchain tool might create even more chaos and disrupt negatively the system.
On this line, according to an entrepreneur (March 23, 2022), the whole blockchain expansion in the
island has been done blindly, and there is no control on what the impact has been for the past years.
In fact, the assessment of the first wave of investors was released only 4 years after the arrival, in
January 2021. The talent is there, and now also the capital, so there is a true opportunity for Puerto
Rico to be again a model for the rest of the world, but exactly as in the past, the same mistakes are
being committed.
I believe we have the opportunity, again, to build a model for what a new economy can look like,
but are we committing all the same mistakes again (entrepreneur - March 23, 2022).
In addition, it was mentioned that the government is too far behind from understanding how such
a system could be applied. The wave has been on the territory for more than 4 years, an
entrepreneur says, but more than “crypto kitties, crypto events and NFTs” there has not been a true
and planned deployment of the technology with the idea of actually improve the economic system
or the governance (entrepreneur - March 23, 2022). The idea, in fact, is that without an economic
development plan and a strategic vision that can lead to a change in the legal and infrastructural
framework, it is destined to fail and to exacerbate the consequences that we already see in terms
of gentrification and increase in prices. As shown in the quote that follows, with a hyper focus on
cryptocurrencies, the system as it is now is not providing anything to the economy and the people
that live in the island, but just enabling a gold rush logic for investors coming to make quick money
in large scale.
Absent the legal framework that sees beyond crypto and blockchain as enabling technology, and
absent a vision for that, we are just destined to fail and to continue gentrify different cities and
different spaces. There is really no vision. It is just a crypto obsession and gold rush mentality
(Health Advisor – March 1, 2022).
Finally, many participants expressed their total scepticism towards a system they are totally against.
Similarly to what has been going on for the past decades, the blockchain development is regarded
as being an instrument in the hands of those that have the economic power and the privileges, and
at the expenses of the unprivileged community. According to a student (February 22, 2022), a
change in the economic strategy is surely needed, because what is in place right now is not working,
or it is working for the privileged class. But, as many others, he is not convinced a blockchain-based
solution is what the country needs, because it is not safe, it is not yet proved, and is concentrates
power and money on the people that are able to capitalize around the same instrument. Similarly,
another student (February 27, 2022) stated that it is hard to believe that it is not done just to
increase the wealth of those that come here, because the system implies empowerment of the
people, but as Puerto Ricans, she says, they don’t feel empowered at all. By opposite, it is a system
that function on some tax incentives that as Puerto Ricans they cannot even apply to.
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It’s hard to believe that they want a system that it is not just for their profit. It’s hard to believe
that they are not just thinking about them, and that they are doing it for the Puerto Ricans,
because if they were really thinking about our future as well, they would think about how to
empower Puerto Ricans. A crypto system is for a few, it is not for us (student - February 22, 2022).
Moreover, the technology will increase the wealth gap in the population. It is a system that benefits
who knows how to get involved, and while you would want to see them investing in the
infrastructures and in the system, this does not happen. According to a real estate agent (February
24, 2022), and other interviewees, it is just inflating the whole system at the cost of who is left out.
Also, the perception is that the investors come with their idea of progress and development in mind,
and they just impose it without any kind of consideration of the local needs. Again the problem is
that the economic plan it is brought through the blockchain wave is not translated at all in terms of
what the Puerto Ricans want. Also, this same conception of progress or proposed economic
development they bring only considers the commitment that these investors have with their
personal and individualistic profit. And because of this, inequalities and social injustices are
increased, and the population is more and more polarized and displaced.
These people have no commitment to Puerto Rico, they have a commitment to their money and
their cryptocurrencies, and they are here thinking of generating wealth within their individualistic,
purely capitalistic interest (professor – March 29, 2022).
To sum up, there are positive perceptions regarding the economic development opportunities that
blockchain presents. These accentuates the potential of the technology in terms of re-emergence
of Puerto Rico and an economic sector after Maria, in terms of support of the employment via the
creation of jobs, of empowerment of the people via financial freedom and decentralised systems,
and of independence from inefficient and corrupted intermediaries. Yet, agreeing on the potential
of the instrument, many think that Puerto Rico is either not ready for such a deployment, or it does
not have any supporting ground for it in terms of regulations. By opposite, the majority of the
participants mistrusts or is sceptical about the idea of meeting the economic development goals via
such a system. The reasons are mainly because it is a system considered to be highly unstable,
unsafe, that might increase the wealth gap in the population, that is not translated at all in terms of
what the Puerto Ricans want and need and what they feel progress is.
So in this way we are really just destined to a crypto dystopia and not a crypto utopia as they are
portraying it (Health Advisor – March 1, 2022).

5.4 Consequences of the wave
In this following sub-chapter I will analyse which are considered to be the main consequences of the
blockchain wave and of the arrival of the crypto proponents in the island, with a specific focus on
San Juan and Rincon. The deployment of the blockchain technology, but especially the
establishment of the investors in terms of businesses and residences, lead to a number of effects
that go far beyond the economic system. As I will describe, the island’s territory as well as the
identity of the Puerto Rican community are particularly affected according to the participants’
responses and the observation. Also in this case, I will in fact examine the responses of the
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community’s participants and confront them with the ones of the investors, focusing mainly on the
potential of create employment, to illustrate the differences in views on the matter.

Gentrification
The first, most prominent consequence is the process of gentrification, driven by a demand for
housing that is strongly rising by mainly wealthy American investors that are attracted with the
island’s tax haven status and the crypto community presence. These new arrivals, with the majority
being tech investors and crypto traders, have in fact rushed into the island, increasing rents and
home prices. The real estate boom started a few years ago in San Juan, and is now more and more
rampant and evident across the entire island. This is also due to the fact that the newcomers,
according to act60 (the tax incentive package), must acquire residency and buy properties within
two after moving to the island. Moreover, Puerto Rico as mentioned before has become a hot spot
destination for US travellers, with a visitor record set in 2021, and a tourism-related development
that continues to expand. This comes with a widespread of projects to meet the increased demand
for rentals on Airbnb or Booking, as well as with an increase in real estate prices. Between December
2020 and December 2021, the increase of the cost of living was the largest ever registered since
1981, reaching the 7%, while housing prices rose by over 18% according to federal data (Towey,
2022). Property flippers have indeed also joined the wave, buying homes, including from the local
people, and turning them into short-term vacation residences, or creating Airbnb. As reported by
the New York Times (Marcos, 2022), a two-bedroom apartment listing an average of $290.000 in
2017 is now listed at about $420.000. This was described by a participant.
It is super visible especially in the past two years. Basically it is either San Juan, Dorado or Rincon,
which we now call the gringos’ paradises, where you see white Americans everywhere, buying
poor people’s houses and converting them either for their own wealth and living or for Airbnb. So
that is super visible. And you see it in terms of prices, now I do feel that PR is more expensive than
living in Brussels (Health Advisor – March 1, 2022).
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The consequence is that many local Puerto Ricans are no longer able to afford to live in their own
hometowns, and have been therefore displaced or forced to leave the island. It feels like Hurricane
Maria placed a ‘For Sale’ sign on the island (Cuevas Viera - TRD Staff, 2022). Many of the participants
mentioned the same, adding that the phenomenon of gentrification in Puerto Rico is affecting all
the layers of society, because since you are inviting a new cast, a new layer of very rich people, you
are displacing everybody. Indeed, going around the island, signs saying for sale were everywhere,
especially around San Juan. The photo below was taken in Viejo San Juan.

Figure12: for sale sign in one of the streets in Old San Juan (my archive)

This process of gentrification was also described as shown in the quote below, by a software
engineer (March 22, 2022).
Houses and rents are going skyrockets in San Juan, to the level that many locals are not going to
be able to afford because our salaries limit us, and each year more and more taxes are thrown at
us. I think this process of gentrification is really frightening. We all feel how unjust this all is and
it’s heart-breaking to watch these millionaires live out their dreams while our teachers protest
because they salaries are not just bad, they’re abusive (software engineer – March 22, 2022).
The life’s conditions for many of the local people living in San Juan in particular but also more and
more in other areas have worsened, because while the prices have gone up, the salaries have not.
The government claims the tax incentives, by bringing new investments to the island, are good for
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the economy. Yet, many interviewed Puerto Ricans are more and more questioning how such a
system reliant on the breaks for the foreign wealthy can positively affect local residents that are
pushed out or unable to afford property. In this regard, the most affected area seems to be San Juan,
where the real estate boom began, and a participant that lives there, said he sees the changes taking
place more and more in the past 2 years (student – February 26, 2022). And while, as mentioned by
the investors (chapter 4), the discourse sold is that San Juan now looks better and “looks” richer,
the local people are left out from this process of which they suffer by opposite the consequences.
The same person told me recently that he was forced to move out from his place because the
building was bought by an American person, and while he was lucky enough to find a new place,
many people from the same neighbourhood could not. This can be seen in the quote that follows,
by the student (February 26, 2022).
The most affected places are here in San Juan, where housing prices are going up exponentially,
and the idea sold is that San Juan looks better now, it is nicer and things are going better
financially. But in the real world, what about us? We cannot afford anything anymore, we need
to move out from our places because it’s too expensive, and I’m still “privileged”, I still have a
place, but what about the other huge side of the Puerto Rican population?
Accordingly, after Maria and the arrival of the investors attracted by the tax incentives,
gentrification seems to be the major consequence. And what is happening in Puerto Rico in the
recent years reminds what also took place in Hawaii, as mentioned by some. The gentrification,
exacerbated by Silicon Valley or Wall Street proponents, and rising cost of living have caused
catastrophic impacts for the native Hawaiian population. The same is expected to happen in Puerto
Rico, as was mentioned by a student.
The displacement of working-class Puerto Rican families and youth, the extinction of the middle
class and consequently a bigger class and ethnic divide in a way that is similar to what has
happened in Hawaii since it was taken over by the US. Puerto Rico is Hawaii 2.0 (student –
February 26, 2022).

Privatization of the beaches
Related to the process of gentrification described just above, the privatization of the beaches is
considered to be another major consequence of the increase of the arrival of tech and crypto
investors to the island. Even though the law in Puerto Rico states that all beaches in the island must
have public access, in the last years hotels, mansions and apartment buildings have more and more
set private beachfront areas. These developments, having also dangerous environmental impacts,
are restricting or even denying access to these beaches for the local people. This is happening
especially in Dorado, San Juan and now also in Rincon, that used to be quiet surf areas, and have
now been transformed by the investors and real estate developers into resort territories. Here
below is a picture I took in Dorado, where the access to the beach has been restricted to local people
and where one of the largest investors’ resort is established.
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Figure13: beach resort in Dorado, where one of the largest investors’ resort is established (my archive)

This privatization process is causing a lot of resentment among the local community, that in the
recent months has gathered in these areas in resistance efforts. “Beaches belong to the people” is
the slogan of this movement that since January has organized protests to send a message against
the privatization.
In Ocean Park, neighbourhood in San Juan, was organized the first protest against this privatization
process. What happened is that some locals wanted to play at the beach, but an US man was trying
to mark off and reserve a piece of public beach and his wife, as shown later in a video, stepped in
and claimed “if you pay one million for a house on the beach, you have right to that piece of beach”.
This, filmed and posted by a Puerto Rican woman, caused a strong reaction on social media, leading
some time later to an organized protest in the same beach in front of the US couple’s house. “When
I saw what happened and the public response, I said we have to do something to take advantage of
the situation and that’s an opportunity for us to come together as a community,” Wilmar Vázquez,
the protest’s organizer, said during an interview with a local journal (Polanco, 2022). Wilmar and
her team organized therefore a beach block party with a tennis tournament, and in total some
hundreds of Puerto Rican joined peacefully the event, playing local music, providing foods and
drinks for the participants, and establishing a number of sports and activities. The main message
they wanted to send is that, as the slogan says, the beaches belong to them, to the Puerto Rican
people.
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Talking with people at the protest, something that was mentioned about the consequences of this
blockchain wave is that, while there is not a clear awareness about what it is happening in terms of
crypto, the effects of the arrival of the act 20/22/60 participants is prominent.
The most evident one, is the privatization of the beaches, that is so visible, and it’s so fucked up,
it’s illegal to buy a beach, it should be for the people, it should be for everyone, just thinking that
you can buy a coast, it’s a really physical and material way of affecting the way we live (protest
participant – January 29, 2022).
In February the second manifestation took place, and this time in the beach in Dorado, called the
ghetto beach, because it was said by some of the investors or US residents of Dorado that if Puerto
Rico was suppressing act20/22, the island is going to be transformed in a ghetto. In the beach, the
protest (re-named the party) was organized in front of a very luxurious hotel and some of the
mansions bought by crypto investors, where the access for non-residents of the hotels or mansions
is almost completely restricted. In fact, in order to get to that beach, Puerto Rican have to go over
rocks and walk at least some 20 minutes. Some hurdles are placed on the way to the beach, meant
to keep regular people away from the beach. Moreover, security cameras and security guards (both
on the beach and in the ocean) were established, as well as a number of signboards saying “no
trapasar” (no trespassing). This, however, did not keep Puerto Rican from walking the way to get to
the beach for the protest.

Figure15: people gathering at the “party” against the privatization of Dorado beach (my archive)
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There, I was able to listen to the discourses some of the representant of the communities held, and
to talk to some people. More in particular, a woman that works at the resort behind the beach said
some important words about the situation in Dorado.
When I am not working at the luxurious resort, I do not have easy access to the beach. I have
never seen some many Puerto Rican at this beach. They are supposed to have access to this beach
without having to walk all over until here, and also to pass over the rocks. But again, they separate
us, why don’t they want to be with us? They want to be in our beaches and keep us out (protest
participant – Bianca Graulau Instagram, 2022).
From the other side, the governor said, during an interview with a local newspaper (C. Polanco, 2022)
he does not see issues regarding the access to the beach in Dorado. During an interview that took
place after the protest, Carlos Lopez, the governor, mentioned indeed that the obstructions to arrive
to the Dorado beach are part of the nature and are not meant to keep the people away. This always
happens in Puerto Rico, there is a natural formation of rocks close the ocean and might be nature
that prevent people to walk to the beach. Yet, as the journalist Julio Riversa was highlighting during
the interview, the rocks in the way to get to the beach were put there by people, and this was
supported by the government in Dorado.
Along with the privatization of the beaches, also natural resources such as Salinas have been illegally
occupied. Here, the matter is again the illegal occupation and construction, as well as the
deforestation of mangroves and the sanitary discharges to the sea in Salinas, in the Bahia Jobos
Reserve in Salinas, an area of high ecological value of the terrestrial maritime zone. And for decades,
with an exacerbation in the past 10 years, this environmental crime has been taking place before
the eyes and with the implication of the government of Puerto and the federal government,
consistently negligent in their duties. This is why an investigation has been carried out by the Center
for Investigative Journalism (Velázquez & Pascual, 2022).
To sum up, the privatization of the beaches and of the natural resources is another important
consequence of the arrival of the newcomers, and is causing an important response from the
population’s side that, more and more aware of the situation, is no longer willing to stay silent when
it comes to their rights to access to their beaches. This access is in fact restricted due to either the
high fees needed to pay for parking, or because the only access point is through gated community
or hotels/mansions. The problem is in fact that only those who can afford it have access to beaches
in the mentioned areas, which are prime locations real estate investors and most prominent sites
for the wave of investors gentrifying and displacing locals over the island. Moreover, this
phenomena, together with the gentrification process described above, is mentioned by the
participants to be affecting the more cultural/identity side. This third consequence of the blockchain
wave is described in the following section.

Puerto Rican identity affected
According to the interviewees, specifically local, non-investors, the Puerto Rican identity would also
be affected by the upcoming of the mainlanders’ investors, the increase of coworking spaces, and
the progressive establishment of a more and more similar Silicon Valley culture.
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Particularly, the change in the physical architectural and planning features of the capital is said to
be bringing shifts in terms of cultural identity. According to a student (February 25, 2022), the Puerto
Rican experience and culture have been disrupted and contaminated by the colonial history, and
now again by the arrival of the crypto investors that are gentrifying the cities across the island. This
is described in the quote below.
The gentrification and the changing of the material and architectural system of Puerto Rico, and
of course especially San Juan, is translated into the changing of a lot of cultural things, it’s
changing a lot of the things we practice as Puerto Ricans.
In terms of urbanisation and change of the architectural cities, the process will be quick, and it is
already taking place shifting completely the way San Juan looks. Culturally, it is also happening
according to an executive director of an NGO (May 2, 2022), because the Puerto Rican culture has
been since the colonial history affiliated with the US, and with the upcoming and establishment of
this new blockchain sector that is “buying off” the island, the shift can just increase. Overall, it will
be however a slower process compared to the urban one.
There is going to be a shift and change in identity and Puerto Rican life and experiences, for sure,
and it’s happening slowly by itself, we are since long affiliated with the US, so our culture is always
in contact with theirs, and it’s starting to change.
The danger that the crypto community might change and even eradicate the “Puerto Rican essence”
is, according to an artist (March 30, 2022), real. The plan is in fact to get rid of the Puerto Ricans,
and this is translated into a replacement of the same identity and culture, as explained here below.
Their arrival is totally changing the Puerto Rican lifestyle, and deforming the Puerto Rican culture
in order to reach a goal that may be shared by a specific community, such as the crypto
community. The crypto movement here in this island has the danger of erasing us, this is what
they want.
Not only the new arrivals are trying to “exterminate the culture”, but they are also instrumentalising
it to make money and to make it a sort of touristic attraction. As mentioned by an artist (March 30,
2022), the Dorado area has become the nightmare for the Puerto Ricans, because it is mainly US
people living there, and the remanent locals are seen as “the circus” by the newcomers, that are
prostituting and romanticizing the Caribbean culture and deforming it to the world. This is expressed
in the next quote, by the artist (March 30, 2022).
Extermination of culture, direct siege of our communities, slow and painful massacre with the
deepest scars within our genetic memory. Dorado is my nightmare, the metro area is my
nightmare, it became an area where they can see us as the circus, as the zoo. How they have
prostituted our culture to capitalize, so on top of wanting to steal us from our lands, they want to
steal us from our identity, capitalize on it too.
However, on the other side according to others, the Puerto Rican identity is very strong and the
crypto community will not be able to change it. The newcomers will of course be able to influence
those that want to be part of this same gold rush game, but, while they have the economic power
to shift the Puerto Rican system economically and maybe politically, they have no social power to
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affect the culture and especially the identity. People, as said by a professor (March 29, 2022) have
come to exploit and take over the island since forever, and this of course is happening now as well,
but this has never changed the Puerto Rican identity to its essence.
I think that what they are doing is polarizing the identity of PR, but the identity of PR is very strong
and Brock Pierce will not be able to change it, he can change two or three guys. But those guys
cannot change it because they have money, people with money have always come here, people
have come here with the same agenda of exploitation and wanting to take over and appropriate
and this affects the country but this does not change the culture and identity of PR.
The picture below was taken in Old San Juan, district where the majority of the US investors are
establishing their businesses and buying buildings. It is also the place of the murals, where graffiti
representing the Puerto Rican identity and cultural values are made.

Figure15: wall in Old San Juan highlighting the Puerto Rican culture and strength “I did not come to kill, I came to die
for my country” (my archive)

Finally, to sum up, for many there is a change in the culture, for others an instrumentalization and
capitalization of it. What is agreed upon is that a slow and progressive change is taking place, but it
is a process that comes together more generally with the colonisation and Americanisation of the
island since 1898, and that is now accelerating with the gentrification development due to the
arrival of the investors. Yet, for a small fraction the Puerto Rican identity is in any case too strong
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and robust to be changed. In fact Puerto Rico has been under the hegemony of other powers that
tried to take over since forever, but this did not affect the essence of the identity of the island.

5.5 Conclusion
To conclude, it is interesting and important to make a comparison with the investors’ side of the
story. By sticking to the same themes as in chapter 4, I was able to highlight how the perspective
from the community is completely contrasting the one of the newcomers on every aspect.
The key point through this section is to show that, if there is frustration and anger among Puerto
Rican it is really towards not the technology itself, also because many are actually positive with
respect to the benefits of the cryptocurrencies, especially for the potentials in terms of transparency,
accountability and empowerment. Whatever the goal from the investors’ side is, the main problem
is that the decision-making power is given to the wrong people, while it should be up to the Puerto
Ricans to decide what the island should look like. Also in terms of economic development, a system
based on blockchain is seen as bringing an increase in inequality, and a system that is not translated
at all in terms of what the Puerto Ricans want and need and what they feel progress is. The term
crypto dystopia was often used as a way to highlight what the perception on the ground from the
community is compared to the investors’ idealistic approach.
With respect to the consequences of the blockchain wave, this is the representation of “reshape”
of the island, from the perspective of the Puerto Rican people. It is a reshape that, compared to
what the investors mentioned, has mainly negative consequences, including gentrification, which
generates increase in life prices and displacement, privatization of the beaches and natural
resources. As it will be described in the next chapter, the contradictions and the social tensions are
increasing, and they might in a future generate conflicts and clashes with the newcomers. The
gentrification process, with the privatization of the natural resources and the impact on the Puerto
Rican identity are part of a sort of transition and change occurring in the island. This change is now
speeding up with the increased arrival of the investors, and it is part of a larger process that began
with the colonisation and Americanisation of the island in 1898, as examined in chapter 6.
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CHAPTER 6 |crypto and colonial status
Contemporary issues in the island have arisen out of the past, and particularly out of the “problem
of status”, which relates to the island’s relationship with the US. In fact, political parties in Puerto
Rico distinguish themselves based on their position on the matter, ranging from PNP and its
preference for statehood in the US; the PPD that advocates for greater autonomy in association
with the US, and the PIP that wants the independence. Since 1952, when Puerto Rico reached its
present “commonwealth status”, authors have observed that one of the main problems for the
island was to “move from a colonial relationship to something else”. The main question is whether
this “something else” nowadays actually reflects more independence and sovereignty or it is a mere
continuation of the historical colonialism. More specifically, if we look at recent development and
the arrival of the newcomers, the question is what is the role of this new blockchain wave in the
definition of the colonial relationships between the US and the island? Building on the two previous
chapters that described the investors and community’s perspectives on the features of the
blockchain wave, this section aims to bring together these perspectives with the main underlying
matter of colonialism.
Through this chapter the goal is to show, again, the total disconnection between what is thought by
the investors that, for the majority, ignore the situation on the ground, and the realities lived by the
Puerto Rican people. The general point is that colonialism and the question of the status is central
to all the blockchain wave matter, as well as the key lens through which the whole situation must
be read and understood.

6.1 Investors
In this first part of the chapter, I aim to analyse what the position of the investors regarding the
colonial relationships between the mainland and the island is, and to what extent they agree or
disagree with the affirmation of a new colonialism taking place in the island through the blockchain
wave.
According to some of the investors, the whole narrative about them is wrong. First of all, they insist
that they are not colonizers, and secondly, for many it was important to stress the fact that they are
not coming to the island to save the locals, but rather to build a crypto destination and a crypto
community where Puerto Ricans need to be included. According to them, there is no “white saviour”
logic in their actions, described as the act of rescuing or liberating the community in the island
(executive director blockchain association – February 23, 2022). Yet, at the same time they also
understand why the perception of a new colonialism is present, since we are talking about a country
that was colonised for the past 500 years. They recognize that it is therefore hard to create trust
among the community and to make them believe they are there to create something that go also in
their interests. For example, an executive director of a blockchain association noted that:
There is the negative connotation after 2017 with the arrival of the early first wave. They are on
the defensive, so it is hard to prove that we are not here to colonise, cause 500 years of being a
colony really runs deep in their essence. And I'm very sensitive to this discourse and I want to
highlight the fact that we're not going to save these people we are here to share and build. But
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by no means this is not the colonizer saver narrative at all. Because there is no new colonialism
taking place (executive director blockchain association – February 23, 2022).
According to an entrepreneur (February 24, 2022), similarly to what is mentioned here above, it is
in fact understandable that the feeling the locals have is negative, and this comes especially from
the status and the relationships between the mainland and Puerto Rico, relationships that until
nowadays are not clear nor defined. In this regard, another entrepreneur (February 23, 2022)
mentions that the fact that investors and locals share the same nationality, the same passports, but
the first have more rights, can vote for the president and clearly have more opportunities, definitely
plays a role in the raise of frustrations. Yet, she adds, there is no colonisation plan on their side. By
opposite, they want to contribute to the economic development of the island, and if there is a plan,
this must be political and on a higher level.
What is the difference between a Puerto Rican and someone like me? We both have blue
passports, we both have US citizenships, but oh I get to vote for the president, but you don’t; I get
to purchase land because I have higher earning potential and all opportunities presented to me
first you don’t have them. But we are trying to change that, we are trying to bring something
good and not to colonise.
If the local people believe a new colonisation is taking place, this is, according to an entrepreneur
(February 24, 2022), because of two reasons: the arrogance of some of the newcomers, and the lack
of transparency on what the crypto community is really doing and what the impact of their actions
is.
The reason why people start seeing them as colonizers is two faults: first there is the sense of
arrogance of the outsiders, and this is what the locals see. The other part of it is that people like
Brock Pierce and Logan are coming here doing the great things they want to do, which in their
mind is great things, and there is no transparency. The local people have no idea what the crypto
people are doing.
Moreover, many mentioned that one cannot blame the newcomers on being new colonizers when
the only thing they are doing is using their rights and use instruments that are provided to them.
According to them, the Puerto Rican government is the colonizer itself, and the one to blame. These
opportunities and incentives are there for the crypto community to use them as they like. There
might be ignorance regarding the history or culture of the island, but the investors come here
because they love the island, and because, as sanctioned by the government, they have the rights
to. Therefore, there is no need to expect the investors to know the culture and the struggle that
define the locals and their frustrations regarding a perceived new colonialism.
First thing, I can’t blame these people as new colonizers, the colonizer is the government itself.
These people are coming in maybe not completely understanding the history and what it
transpires here in the community, but hey this is available to me, why cannot take advantage
from it? (crypto investor – February 26, 2022).
For others, this perception of the investors as new colonizers is not completely real, or at least is
not visible among the local people and their networks in San Juan. It is real on social media where
the angry people look for attention, was mentioned by a chief operating officer (March 8, 2022).
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According to him, this does not really translate in something in the real life situation, where he only
met locals that see the new developments economically in terms of crypto, as well as the presence
of the crypto community in a positive way and are excited about it.
If there is some disregard, it is related to the investors of the first wave, that did not really try to get
involved locally, or to integrate Puerto Ricans in the crypto community. Those that define the
investors as new colonizers is because they still relate to the perception they had of the first wave
of investors coming to the island, according to the chief operating officer (March 8, 2022). In fact,
as it was stated by some investors, is that by opposite, what is happening now with the second wave
is a brain drain, it is a winning situation that everybody should embrace because there are now more
opportunities in the island than in New York, and these opportunities were created by their arrival.
At the same time, the same investors are wondering what more they have to do to be “accepted”:
since they are doing everything local, their houses, company, family are here. They feel they do not
deserve to be called colonizers but should rather be acknowledged as Puerto Rican.
So we are living local, buying local, hiring local. And I’m seeing a reverse of what it is a brain drain,
more people being in blockchain and being Puerto Rican ethnically now they are moving back to
PR because the opportunities are here now more than in New York, that’s call winning. I think we
should embrace people coming here (chief operating officer - March 8, 2022).
Finally, according to a chief marketing officer (March, 15, 2022) locals would not have any reason to
be upset, or he does not understand in any way the reasons of the complaint. What are they
suffering? If there is a concern, he says, is the increase in property values, that might be due to the
requirement in the tax act for the newcomers to buy properties. Yet, since it is there and it is a
requirement by the law, he says he might just take advantage of it and make more money out of it
investing in as many properties as he can.
What are they upset about, the PR people, I know that some of these people are upset and very
vocal about it, but why? What is the reason? The complaint cannot be there is colonialism, what
does that mean? What are they suffering? I’m not saying that is right, I’m just saying that if I want
to make money this is what I’ll do.
A key point of the discourses made by some of the investors, is that not only the crypto investors
would not be for any reasons new colonizers, but through the blockchain technology, they would
bring empowerment for the local people, and in the most absolute equal way.
Blockchain and crypto don’t care about your nationality, skin colour, race ethnicity, sex or
anything else. It treats everybody equally. I think this blockchain movement to Puerto Rico should
be seen as a form of empowerment (crypto investor - February 26, 2022).
On this line, the blockchain wave would not strengthen the colonial rule, but has the potential to be
part of the solution, and by opposite awaken these colonial chains. That’s how we reverse the
historical trend (chief operating officer - March 8, 2022).
To sum up, the interviews showed that there is a part of investors that understand the frustrations
and the perception by the community of a new colonisation, or of a strengthening of the colonial
rule of the mainland. Others, by opposite, deny the existence of this feeling. According to them, the
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locals are excited about these new developments and want to be part of it. Especially because it is
by being welcoming that you can create new opportunities and be part of the progress. If you look
at what made Austin successful is that people were welcoming (chief operating officer - March 8,
2022). Finally, one common belief among the interviewed investors is that, even if they understand
why locals may be critical given the weight of colonialism historically in the island, they still do not
think of themselves as colonizers. These investors are against this perception and feel that if there
someone to blame of being a colonizer is the government, or the first wave of investors.

6.2 community
The matter of the Puerto Rica political status, and of colonialism is among the community, central,
defining culturally, socially and in terms of identity the past and present of the island. The quote
that follows summarizes perfectly this feeling.
There is no doubt that the right to self-determination has been denied to us, limiting everyday
local power to administering the colonial territory and its inhabitants as colonial subjects.. The
country's agenda seems ours, but it is not, it is still alien, obscure and corrupt. Building
dependencies from outside and from within is anti-independence, that is, institutionalized and
functional colonialism (professor – March 29, 2022).
Although from the mainland policy makers refuse to recognize the colonial power of the US, or that
Puerto Rico is still a colony (Pantojas-Garcia, 2005), the domination exercised by the US is the reality
lived by most of the Puerto Ricans. In this second part of the chapter I aim to identity what are the
links between, as defined above, the “institutionalised and functional colonialism” ruling in the
island, and the blockchain wave of the past years. More in particular, I tried to understand whether,
according to the participants, the crypto investors are responsible of the strengthening of the
colonial relationships.
For a part of the interviewees, as the system and the wave are taking place now, they are certainly
strengthening the power of the mainlanders, and therefore the colonial “chains” existing between
the island and the US. Yet, as shown in the quote below, this does not come as a consequence of
the blockchain and the deployment of the technology itself, but because it is portraying the same
privileges and individualistic, capitalistic interests.
So it could be a potential good tool for us but there are just so many layers of bad stuff that it
cannot be good right now. I think that in an immediate kind of form definitely is strengthening
the colonial status of ours (student – February 25, 2022).
On the same line, some participants agree that the wave is part of a colonial, extractive model based
on a system where economic privileges and money rule over everything else. Yet, if one has to target
the source of this new development and crypto-colonialism, then this is Puerto Rican government
according to a health advisor (March 1, 2022). The anger and frustrations of the Puerto Ricans would
therefore be misplaced because people like Brock Pierce, she says, would not be here if the
government had not enabled them. This new process has happened with the consent and enabling
powers of the government. The newcomers are new colonisers, but the government is colonised. I
think that seeing that highlight the source instead of kind of the symptoms of it.
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On the same line, the colonisation process taking place is as meaningful as the current economic
inequality, and this latter is based on the tax incentives. Yet, the main problem related to the
incentives is not act22, that provides total exemption on capital gains to the US residents, but the
400 Puerto Rican families and corporations that have a physical cost of several billion dollars every
single year, billions that are not going to be taxed because they are under the exemption on
dividends and property redistribution (entrepreneur – March 23, 2022).
And this is the side of the equation that not many see, so when it comes to amending the
incentives, or community that actually want to abolish act22, that’s not your problem, that’s the
least, that’s the nothingness of the iceberg. The issue is all of these taxes to 422 families and
corporations do not pay (entrepreneur – March 23, 2022).
Therefore, as mentioned by the same entrepreneur (March 23, 2022), when it comes to condemning
colonialism, accusing and pinpointing the newcomers is also denying that a big part of the problem
comes from inside. The problem is internal, the problem is systemic.
This idea that the crypto investors are participating in the strengthening of the colonial rule but are
not the main source of the problem was mentioned a number of times. The island, according to
some, has been into a crisis long before the arrival of the crypto investors. They are not the source
of the problems (software engineer – March 22, 2022). This is why the attention has been misplaced
on them, just because they can create a story that is interesting and attracts international attention.
The focus and the efforts of change should be replaced to target the rights underlying problems.
The investors are indeed buying off the island, a new process of control by their side is taking place,
but there is nothing that, as locals, they can do (artist – March 23, 2022). The white gringo will
always have the power over the Puerto Rican, it was mentioned, and the government will not change
these dynamics. Therefore the solution would be to find the way to take advantage from their
presence and what they are establishing, and therefore understand how this blockchain works, how
these crypto work, and get involved. These thoughts can be seen in the quote below.
So yeah you see people thinking and writing “crypto colonizers” on the walls, but what are you
going to do about it? nobody gives a shit, either you get into the government, and therefore you
take the wrong people out, or nothing is ever going to change. Therefore, play their game (artist
– March 23, 2022).
For a real estate agent, colonialism is based on the intentions and actions perpetuated by the
settlers, and include the killing off of the population as well, while exploiting the territory and
extracting money for the mainland. Therefore, it is not what is taking place via the blockchain wave
in last years. By opposite, one should try to look at it from a positive way, such as for partnerships
that this could create, for instance with the educational systems, or with the governmental one. It
might be positive, and colonialism is not in anyway (real estate agent – February 24, 2022).
By opposite, according to a web3 engineer (March 24, 2022), after the Spanish, after the first cycle
of colonisation of the US in 1898, a second cycle of colonisation is now taking place in Puerto Rico
by the hands of the US. This time, as mentioned in the following quote, it is done through the power
of the money, and relying, as in the past, on the rhetoric of freedom and empowerment.
Progressively, the investors are taking over the island, they are buying it off.
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That’s unfortunate, because they come here to colonize, we are getting colonized twice by the
gringos, on the 1898, and again in 2020. But this time we are getting colonized with money and
we can do nothing about it. They are taking over again (web3 engineer – March 24, 2022).
For others, it is the continuation of the same colonisation process that has been affecting the island
for the past centuries. Related to the picture below, what was often mentioned by the local people
during the interviews, is this idea that “todo se pudre en el mismo porceso de colonisation”
(everything rots in the same process of colonisation). Now, while the process is not new, it is bringing
new people, new developments, it is becoming stronger, it is diversifying its sources and
connections in the island. It is not something new, it is a continuation, but with more, harsher and
adverse implications (NGO founder – March 30, 2022).

figure 16: The Gate, 2020. "Everything rots in the colony wagon” written on wall in San Juan (online: 80 grados)

The crypto people, namely the US entrepreneurs, that by definition and throughout history have
gained power over Puerto Rico and who are the privileged par excellence, have now found a way to
increase their position and get a bigger profit from a game that they already dominate.
To sum up, there is a strengthening of the colonial rule, this was mentioned by almost everybody,
but for a side of the interviewees the blockchain wave and the arrival of the investors are the source
of this new colonialism process, for the other side they are the symptoms. From one side, there is
in fact the conviction that the main player in these new developments is the government itself. It is
therefore a new type of colonialism taking place under the auspices and the blessings of the Puerto
Rican government (health advisor March 1, 2022), and under the framework of act20/22. Although
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many of the participants agreeing on this side were also against the “crypto bros” as they renamed
them, they are convinced that a path was laid out for the investors to come and make quick money
in large scale. From the other side, the problem would be bigger than the Puerto Rican government,
and is mainly external, related to the fact the Puerto Rico is a colony and that the decisions are not
taken there, but in the mainland. This is expressed in the quote below.
The government here is responsible, they are servile administrators, but this is a colony, we are
not in charge here, so at the end of the day whoever is in charge is responsible by omission or by
decision. The political power is there, and it has just been increased, don’t tell me the problem is
internal (professor – March 29, 2022).

Puerto Rico laboratory and the “hidden” agenda
Related to this idea of strengthened colonial relationships, a number of participants explained to
me that the feeling they have in relation to the recent developments is that this wave of investors
and blockchain deployment is part of a bigger, political strategy, that is based on the idea of Puerto
Rico as being a laboratory for economic, social, medical experimentations.
As said in the introduction, already throughout the 20th century Puerto Rico and its population have
been subject to experiments by the mainland. These experiments inflicted on the island, including
politically via the PROMESA law, re-named “PROMESA experiment” by Judge Torruella (LambaNieves et al. 2021) were possible because of Puerto Rico’s colonial status. Also this time, although
the investors claim Puerto Rico will be the pioneer in the blockchain movement worldwide, what it
seems to many of the community interviewees is that the island will be used, again, as the guinea
pig of the United States for prototypes that will later be exported across the world. In this regard, a
student explained that what is happening now in the island can be link to the theories expressed in
the book by Raymond Carr.
There is a book called Puerto Rico a colonial experiment, written back in the 80s, and it seems it
still going on that way. Even though it was written in the 80s, the feeling is that we are still living
in a colonial experiment (student – February 22, 2022).
Published in 1984, the book by Raymond Carr describes in fact the history of this US-Puerto Rico
relationship, and explains how this relationship since 1952, when Puerto Rico reached its status of
commonwealth, is based on an experiment. Colonialism, as also described by Klein (2018), is in fact
a social experiment itself, a system of changing, and explicit or implicit control tools from police and
military aggression, to laws that benefit the mainlanders, to a fiscal control board.
According to another participant (entrepreneur – March 23, 2022), the key events that defined this
idea of Puerto Rico laboratory are the establishment of the export processing zone (EPZs) in Puerto
Rico, concept later exported and replicated elsewhere, and the sterilization project, as mentioned
in the quote below.
Historically PR has been the party dish of the world. If we look at, going back at those special
economic zones, If we look as well at the sterilization project in PR, that would have happened if we
haven’t been so guineas pigs on the subject of the experiment. PR is the guinea pig for the world. So
what we see here is to test out if this works, and then export it (entrepreneur – March 23, 2022),
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Based on the theories of Patrick Neveling (2015), the idea is that the global development of export
processing zones (EPZs) is one of the most important expansions in the global trading system since
the Second World war, and that the Puerto Rican EPZ was used as the best practice example. In the
50s and 60s, US manufacturers took in fact advantage of the island’s territory, as well as low-wage
labour and special tax incentives to relocate light manufacturing, and therefore test the economic
model (Klein, 2018). With respect to the sterilization project, this relates to the sterilization
campaign led in Puerto Rico between the 1930s and the 1970s. Approximately one-third of the
Puerto Rican women was sterilized, making it the highest rate of sterilization in the world, as well
as one of the darkest chapters of the island’s history (Andrews, 2017). According to Andrews, the
procedure was implemented to address overpopulation in the island, and the reduce the high level
of poverty and unemployment, and it became so common that it was simply referred to as “la
operación” (the operation). Although the practice was presented to women as a free form of family
planning, the Puerto Rican women did not have access to all the information and many regretted
being sterilized later on (Andrews, 2017). In addition, dangerous drugs were also tested on the
Puerto Rican women, including one of first, high-risk version of the birth control pill (Klein, 2018).
Moreover, according to the Centro de Periodismo Investigativo (Center for Investigative Journalism),
to this day multinational seed corporations including Monsanto and Syngenta are using the
southern coast of the island for the trials of genetically modified seeds (Martinez Mercado, 2017).
This was also mentioned by an artist, as expressed in the quote that follows.
It is another socio-economic experiment, and the US are not going to risk it, so as always they use
PR. Besides the sterilization program, we also had and keep having the chemicals, companies like
Beyers, Monsanto coming here, taking impossible amount of arable land, especially since we are
a damn island. I don't doubt that this is another social experiment, and that they are convincing
PR who loves investments that this is an opportunity (artist – March 30, 2022).
The feeling is, as mentioned in the previous section, that was it happening right now in terms of
blockchain does not have anything to do with the development of the island, and that there is no
element of social responsibility but a pure profit related agenda. And the island being a colony, it
can be used again as a territory for social experimentation. If the blockchain model will work in the
island, it will be exported.
Following this discourse of Puerto Rico as a living laboratory, the perception is that there is a political
plan, or “hidden agenda” occurring, and that the crypto wave is part of it. As agreed by many of the
participants, there is a clear intentionality behind the recent developments, whose goal is to create
displacement and gentrification. And since there is no total sovereignty on the island, this agenda is
not decided here, but in the mainland, and then deployed with the collaboration of the Puerto Rican
government.
After the passage of Hurricane Maria, the hidden agenda to displace the natural inhabitants of
these islands from their lands and dispossess them of their assets in an aggressive process of
North American gentrification has become more visible and clearer (professor – March 29, 2022).
The general idea is that there is a clear plan meant to empty the island, and that is therefore
promoting displacement and out-migration of people through a number of policies, including
act20/22 that by incentivizing the arrival of the investors to the island, is leading to the take over of
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these latter on Puerto Rico. This was clearly stated by an artist. I think it's a plot, I think it's a plan to
empty our paradise (March 30, 2022).
This plan also goes through the deterioration of the life conditions of the people that live on the
island, in order to make them leave. Therefore, the inefficient governance of the country, together
with the austerity measures and now the blockchain wave, all amplified by the hurricane, is all
interconnected and planned under the same agenda. In this regard, the participation and the control
of the US is clear. From the 1898 onwards, the colonial rule of the mainland is leading this agenda.
The political question of the status is, according to the NGO founder (March 30, 2022), pure
entertainment, since there is no true intention for bringing change or decolonisation.
The whole history of PR is under the US control, from '98 on it is a comprehensive planning, and
they are not going to let it fail. And another is the political question, through which they aim to
entertain, the decolonization projects of PR mean nothing, they are an entertainment that has
nothing to do with reality. Colonial politics is for entertainment not for change.
Created to deprive the people from a dignified life and therefore to push them to leave, for an artist
(March 30, 2022), this agenda is part of a genocide led by the US government and supported by the
national government, agenda that has been in place since the beginning of the American colonial
rule in 1989. The blockchain wave is seen, in this regard, as a further tool increasing the power of
the newcomers, and deteriorating the conditions of the majority of the Puerto Rican who are not
going to benefit from this new technology imposed in the island.
Genocide, the most well-planned genocide I believe in the history of the West, of the US (artist –
March 30, 2022).
Finally to summarize, perceived and promoted as the pioneer in the blockchain movement by the
investors, some of the interviewees from the community side view this reshaping of their island into
a crypto hub as a further development of a not-so hidden political agenda. In fact, the feeling is that
after Maria the island has been used again as a laboratory for a new socio-economic experiment
based on the technology, and that as in the past, this is imposed by the mainland with the support
of the local government, and without any type of consent by the population. La agenda del país
parece nuestra, pero no lo es, sigue siendo ajena, oscura y corrupta ("The country's agenda seems
to be ours, but it is not, it is still foreign, obscure and corrupt”) (professor – March 29, 2022). The
goal, through a number of political acts, including the incentivization of the arrival of the investors
and the consequent gentrification, is to get rid of the communities on the island, to empty this latter
and to increase the colonial rule and the privileges of the mainlanders.

Gringos go home movement/anti-American feeling
In the face of these developments, the Puerto Rican community is taking an increasingly pronounced
stance. Tensions are rising and, following the contrasting visions described in the previous chapters,
two opposing paths are being defined. On the one hand the investors, spreading in every corner of
the island, on the other the community, which is becoming increasingly vocal in movements that
can be described as anti-colonial. From this anticolonial and emancipatory sentiment, the term
gringo is key.
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Gringo is a term used in to define a foreigner in a neutral way. However, among Latin American
countries, including Puerto Rico, gringo refers to a person from the US, and implies a sense of
“otherness”. In the recent years, with the consequences of gentrification becoming more and more
evident and the perceived strengthening of the colonial rule of the US, the “gringo go home”
movement emerged, opposing the arrival of the crypto people and the other beneficiaries of act60.
According to the majority of the interviewees, with upcoming of the blockchain wave, this antigringo feeling just increased, exploding more and more in public oppositions and protests. Parallel
to this, with the increase of displacement and acquisition by US investors of buildings, posters
depicting crypto investors, especially Logan Paul and Pierce have begun to appear across San Juan
with the caption “this is what our colonizers look like”, as represented in the picture below, and in
the quote that follows by an entrepreneur (March 23, 2022).

figure 17: wall in San Juan “This is how our colonizers look like”, “Act22 racist” (my archive)

I think that the most concrete impact that we have seen is the rise of movement and accounts like
gringo go home, abolish act60, abolish la junta (entrepreneur – March 23, 2022).
While the anti gringo feeling is generally spread among the whole Puerto Rican community, the
extent of this frustration depends on who you are referring to. According to an executive director
of grassroot organization (May 2, 2022), a Puerto Rican independentist would not even talk to
gringos, and would despise them as colonialists despite everything. An average Puerto Rican, with
an average income, would maybe be indifferent to the situation, but at the same time would always
see the gringos, especially crypto gringos, as people coming to the island without contributing in
any way in taxes, buying properties on the beach, and getting millions in cryptos while doing nothing.
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For some of the interviewees, this anger and frustration towards the gringos will soon explode and
cause clashes with the newcomers. The social tensions are in fact getting bigger with the time and
the increase of arrivals.
And Puerto Ricans have their flaws, horrible flaws, but we understand each other, and if someone
comes to impose a culture and identity so aggressively, so strongly, this will cause clashes. That
is generating social tension, and that this tension will somehow break at some point (artist –
March 30, 2022).
The main problem, as explained by a professor (March 29, 2022) in the quote below, is the attitude
these newcomers have towards the island, is their arrogance in thinking they belong to Puerto Rico
and can make whatever they want with it, without contributing in anyway to the wellbeing of those
who live there.
So, it is not phobia in their relationship, and Puerto Rico has a great history of immigrants, but
those come with the commitment and desire to contribute something to the island and the people
here, these newcomers do not. And that generates hatred.

Figure 18: graffiti in a street that leads to Adjuntas “Gringos not welcome” (my archive)

Finally, another clear consequence of the arrival of the investors, with an expansion in the last years,
is the increase in the frustrations and anger towards the newcomers, that has led to the creation of
the gringo go home movement, to a radicalisation against the renamed crypto colonizers, and to a
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social tension that has the potential to bring to conflicts. Yet, it is important to highlight the
responsibility of a Puerto Rican government that is highly incentivizing the establishment of the
newcomers in the island.

6.4 Conclusion
To sum up, an important colonial debate emerged around the matter of the blockchain wave, and
through this chapter I aimed to put the two positions – investors and community - in direct
confrontation. The main differences are on whether we are facing a new form of colonisation by the
mainlanders, and therefore the colonial rule is strengthened over the island, or not.
In general, what it is agreed among the investors is that there is no colonisation taking place through
the blockchain wave, and that this whole narrative about them as “crypto colonizers” is either
misleading or wrong. While some understand why locals may be critical about their positions as
investors, given the weight that colonialism played in the island historically, none of the participants
would think of themselves as colonizers, nor white savers. What they are bringing to the island is
prosperity via a new technology, and the base for a global crypto community where Puerto Ricans
are included. Moreover, they cannot be blamed as being new colonizers when the rights and the
privileges to come to the island is provided to them and they are not violating any rule. In this regard,
the one to blame would be the Puerto Rican government, who is not opposing to their arrival but is
by opposite incentivizing it, aware of the consequences that this brings. Finally, the main message
from the investors’ side is that the blockchain wave, especially the second wave, has the potential
to be part of the solution. In fact, not only the wave is not planned as being a new exploitation ad
colonisation process, but it is also the tool able to break the colonial dependencies by empowering
the local community.
From the other side, among the participants from the community, the narrative is completely the
opposite. The local people I interviewed acknowledged and attributed a new colonial process to the
new crypto investors, while these latter for the majority dismissed it, leveraging the empowerment
potential of the blockchain technology and cryptocurrencies. There is in fact no doubt that the
colonial rule of the mainland is being strengthened through the blockchain expansion and the arrival
of the newcomers. The matter is in fact on who the main responsible is of this new process. A part
of the participants is convinced that the Puerto Rican government is the key player and responsible
of these new recent developments, and not only it cannot be trusted, but there is also no way that
it can be part of a solution in favour of the locals. This is why, as mentioned, what is left to do is to
play the same game as the investors, and take advantage from the system these newcomers are
establishing. Yet, the majority agreed that the problem cannot be internal, and while it is systemic,
it has to be linked to the colonial dependencies with the US. The blockchain, while it is not the
problem, represents an increased power and privileges of the newcomers over the island, and it is
said to be the tool strengthening the political and economic dependency with the mainland.
Moreover, putting Puerto Rico at forefront of the blockchain movement is seen as another colonial
experiment from the mainland that, as in the past, would use the island’s territory as a laboratory,
while getting rid of the local people and incentivizing, with the support of the national government,
the arrival of the investors.
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The response to this colonial development and the sentiment that an acerbation of the US colonial
process is taking place, is the emergence of various emancipatory and expressly anti-American
movements. Movements that have the potential to create future clashes and conflicting positions.
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DISCUSSION |
Introduction
I started the process of this thesis without any considerable knowledge with respect to blockchain
technology, and especially regarding its application in the policy and economic systems of countries.
This is why I started to conduct my initial research for my proposal focusing on this particular matter
in the context of developing countries. The majority of the articles I found (Golumbia 2015; Davidson
et al. 2016; Tapscott and Tapscott 2016; Yli-Huumo et al. 2016) were related to the potential
benefits and features that make blockchain the technological tool of the future. After digging into
the issue of the emergence of blockchain in islands especially, I realised that Puerto Rico was often
cited as the key example for this type of development. In this case, the literature was highlighting
(Bonilla, 2018) how blockchain technology could replace inefficient institutions, provide more
secure sources of financing and facilitate faster and cheaper international payments. Two main
features – transparency and accountability – are used as the selling points and conditions that would
somehow solve the economic crisis inflicted by the country’s debt crisis, and the damages caused
by Hurricane Maria. Those are indeed conditions that would certainly be tempting in a context that
is so played by governance inefficiency, where there is no trust in the government and where,
culturally speaking, corruption is assumed to take place (health advisor – March 1, 2022). As
described here, the conclusion I came to in the first weeks of research, and in the initial phase of my
writing journey, is that blockchain, theoretically speaking, has a lot of potential and it is indeed
disruptive.
Yet, after my fieldwork in the island, and the analysis of the results, I realised that my research was
going far beyond the technology itself and its application in the specific case of Puerto Rico. The
main focus was not about blockchain, nor its application. It was about what it represents, the
political weight that it brings, and the historical significance it has in a colonial context such as the
one characterising the island.
In this concluding chapter I first of all elaborate on the idea of disaster capitalism, and on how my
findings regarding the features and goals of the blockchain expansion after 2017 relate to it. Then,
I expand on how this blockchain wave and imperialism is translated in terms of community and
realities lived on the ground. In this regard, I refer on the concept of sociology of absences by Sousa
Santos, and what this brings in terms of production of community’s realities as nonexistent, and in
terms of sense of place and identity. Finally, I discuss the underlying matter of colonialism and
colonial status of the island, and how this is fought between blockchain imperialism - through the
investors’ wave - and decoloniality of power, represented by the community’s response and the
Casa Pueblo’s case.

1.The investors’ side and disaster capitalism
In the first chapter of the results – the investors’ side – I set out and summarized what were the
main perceptions by the investors, both those of the second wave, that I was able to interview, and
those of the first wave, whose testimonies were collected from the existing literature. The
perceptions gathered go from themes regarding mainly the post-Maria context, to the potentials of
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blockchain technology in the Puerto Rican context, to the possible consequences of this wave of
investors for the future of the island. Following the differences that characterize the two waves,
already listed in the respective chapter 4, the key point of this analysis is that behind the
perspectives, goals, and actions taken by the different investors over time (from 2017 to the
present), there is an evident logic of disaster capitalism for the first wave, and for the second.
According to Klein (2007), the initial, common assumption in the literature on post-disasters
situations is that the significant damage to infrastructure and the loss of life will finally shake a
system and serve as a wake-up call, prompting the ruling class to enact a different kind of "New
Deal" in which the community itself and its recovery are prioritized. Yet, as she describes shows, the
opposite happens. As my research shows, disaster capitalism develops in this void left by the
catastrophic event, filling the void left by the public sphere, and bringing a new vision and paradigm.
Therefore, disorientation and shock are used in this situation to bring about a drastic change in the
social and economic landscape. Moreover, as was later defined by Schuller and Maldonado (2016)
and analysed in my findings, in these contexts a range of private, neoliberal capitalists interests are
also promoted and empowered.
The key points when looking at the findings regarding the investors’ perception on what it is going
on in terms of blockchain in Puerto Rico, is that the technology is presented in the same way as it
appears in the literature, namely as a revolutionary and disruptive tool having the potential to boost
the economic development of the island.
In Puerto Rico, Hurricane Maria became the perfect ground for advancing a new capitalist elite and
its economic interest, based on blockchain technology. In fact, the urgency of quick actions and
assistance in support of the population, and the lack of governmental capacities and adequate
instruments to respond by the local agencies allowed the first wave, led by Brock Pierce, to forward
its ambitions. This resulted from two additional factors: a revised economic strategy that attracted
technologists and venture capitalists, and a new vision of Puerto Rico as a blank state or blank canvas
at the service of corporate investors following the disaster. In the post Maria situation “You’ve got
lots of smaller nation-states that are looking for solutions and are willing to try new things”, was
mentioned by Pierce in an interview (technology review, 2022), and this is how Puerto Rico, that
had to urge to look for solutions in order to face the aftermath of the hurricane, was “chosen” to
become a utopian crypto city. The "Puertopians," therefore came to take advantage of the tax
exemptions, and to seek to take over a portion of the island, specifically the capital, in order to
establish their "crypto city," also known as Puertopia. This was promoted also following the idea
that this would help the island's economy recover from Hurricane Maria's damage and its financial
crisis.
As Klein describes (2018), the mechanism of disaster capitalism was already in play in the island
through the debt crisis over a decade ago, pushing a plan to privatize the infrastructures, drastically
downsize and privatize the education system, reduce government regulation and give large
privileges to corporations and ultrarich newcomers. My investigations suggests that when Maria hit,
this system just exacerbated, bringing a new type of elite ready to exploit the situation: the first
wave of investors in a first moment, and with the pandemic, the second wave. The investors coming
after 2019, as explained in chapter 4, arrive with a different perception and ambition, that do not
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include the one of creating a crypto city, but still follow the same logic as the first wave. In fact, they
are still aiming at taking over the island for their individualistic and capitalist interests. While for the
first wave the disaster capitalist paradigm was much more obvious, because the investors were
coming right after the hurricane, with the second wave it is less evident, but the same logic is still at
play. The ambitions are to create a new Silicon Valley, to create an inclusive crypto community that
welcomes Puerto Ricans as well, and to use and improve education to reach this goal. The investors,
led by the conviction that blockchain has the potential to support and boost the economic
development of Puerto Rico, are defined by their non-justified altruistic goals. They believe the
consequences of this wave can only be positive. “There’s no negative for Puerto Rico out of this
wave. There’s only positive”. However, echoing Klein (2018) and reflecting the results of my
research, by instrumentalising disasters, from the debt crisis, to hurricane Maria to the pandemic,
the wave of investors is coming to Puerto Rico because they can get a mansion cheaply in a gated
resort community, and because of the extraordinarily tax exemptions.

2. Community’s perception
Production of nonexistence
In chapter 5, in which I explored the community perceptions regarding the emergence and
expansion of the blockchain wave on the island, I intentionally followed the same structure and
frameworks as in chapter 4. In this way, I was able to analyse and highlight the key and contrasting
differences between what the community believes, and what the investors claim instead.
On the one hand, as analysed above, there is the belief that Puerto Rico, if it continues on this path,
will be at forefront of the blockchain movement worldwide, becoming the next Austin Texas, and
the certainty that the recent blockchain developments can contribute to the island's economic
development, and the prosperity of its people. This, thanks to the arrival of large investments, the
creation of new jobs, the decrease of unemployment, the improvement of the governmental and
educational system. On the one hand, to sum up, there are therefore very positive perceptions, and
the firmness that, through the creation of a crypto Puerto Rican community and the presence of the
investors, a more prosperous and empowered Puerto Rico can be recreated.
On the other hand, according to the community, the deployment of blockchain and especially the
arrival of the crypto investors has primarily negative effects, such as gentrification, which drives up
housing costs and causes displacement, privatization of the beaches, and the depletion of natural
resources. Investors claim that the act60-encouraged blockchain wave has the ability to address a
number of the island's pressing economic problems, including unemployment. But, as it was said by
the community’s interviewees, it has also increased inequality, driven up housing costs, forced many
Puerto Ricans to abandon their homes, and altered their identities in such a way that they now feel
foreigners in their own nation. Yet, if there is frustration and anger among Puerto Ricans, it is truly
directed away from the technology itself, especially because many are favourable with regard to the
advantages of cryptocurrencies, that they see as a tool for financial independence and freedom.
In fact, the real problem is the enormous privileges given to newcomers, and their practices that
have reframed the Puerto Rican people and realities as nonexistent and absent. In this regard, I
draw on the concept of “sociology of absences” of Boaventura de Sousa Santos. Santos discusses
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how local practices and differences are actively silenced and rejected through particular processes
as impossible alternatives to the status quo, dominated by neoliberalism. In the case of Puerto Rico,
blockchain technologies and the crypto wave represent the apogee of progress, modernization and
development, and the local, Puerto Rican realities are captured and redefined as incapable of being
credible alternatives to it. First, already with the idea and vision of Puerto Rico as a blank state,
perpetuated by the government and embedded in the arrival of the investors, the underlying key
point is that everything that has to do with population, culture, identity, and local activities are
produced as nonexistent. In fact, especially the first wave of blockchain is based precisely on the
idea that they can start from scratch. And this is precisely what it is felt by the Puerto Rican people,
whose realities, necessities and interests are marginalized, suppressed and not permitted. In
addition, the hurricane and what followed in terms of disaster were used as a pretext to dismantle
all forms of opposition and alternative movements and to reinforce this notion of a blank state and
to promote a new model for Puerto Rico – the crypto city, and later the new Austin Texas. The
investors come to the island with their own vision of progress and development in mind, and they
simply impose it without giving any thought to the needs of the local community. This same notion
of development or suggested economic growth they bring only takes into account the maintenance
of the status quo that makes their interests. Without a clear defined economic development plan
and legal framework that goes beyond crypto, it is just a deployment of a gold rush mentality.
Finally, this production of the local realities as nonexistant would be embedded in a political plan
that not only is affecting the community in the sense that is erasing their cultural and indigenous
identity by promoting a neoliberal system that strengthens the power of the newcomers, but that
also aims to get rid of the same community. The idea among some members of the community is in
fact that there is a clear agenda meant to empty the island, and that is therefore promoting
displacement and out-migration of people. This, through a number of policies, including act20/22
that by incentivizing the arrival of the investors to the island, is leading to the take over of these
latter on Puerto Rico.

The sense of place and identity
In the second part of chapter 5 I also analysed the consequences of the blockchain wave on the
community and their urban contexts. In my theoretical framework I explained, following the
theories of Ruoso (2018), that groups can create a picture of the actual environment in which their
actions support their current identities and, consequently, the identity of the location. External
forces from the surrounding physical environment can cause groups to alter their habits in this
situation. This might result in modifications to the representations and identities, which would
modify the character of the group's place identity. That is why the concept of place becomes very
important in my research, due to its connection to the idea of identity.
Going back to the consequences mentioned by the local community participants, the main one is
considered to be gentrification. What is important for my case study was then to understand how
gentrification is not only bringing an increase in rental prices and displacement, but it is also
affecting the question of identity. In the island the upcoming of the mainlanders’ investors, the
increase of coworking spaces, and the progressive establishment of a more and more similar Silicon
Valley culture is shifting the sense of place and of culture of the area, especially in San Juan.
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Throughout the past century with the US occupation, and especially in the last two decades with
the adoption of the tax incentives, the island has gone through rapid changes in terms of urban
dynamics (Duany, 2007). The arrival of the US newcomers has caused significant fractures and shifts
in the urban social life by building new, different structures and by displacing inhabitants.
Gentrification can in fact be seen as a process of renewal, of rebuilding and new living environments
at the expenses of the already existing ones. And this, by consequence, has an impact also in terms
of cultural and social changes. In the island, especially in the capital, one can see the upgrading of
houses, the construction of new stores, of offices, and coworking spaces and new infrastructures
that satisfy the needs of the new class. This, while forcing the local previous inhabitants to migrate
to other, cheaper districts.
As mentioned by Hamnett (2003) and shown in my research, the new constitution of such gentrified
areas leads also to the production of a new sense of place and new identity, together with a new
urban life and consumption. As mentioned by the local participants, the Puerto Rican experience
and identity has been disrupted and contaminated by the gentrification process taking place. The
arrival of the crypto investors of the last years in particular is bringing an alteration of the whole
structure and landscape, and slower also reshaping the Puerto Rican essence. At the same time,
however, it is also agreed among some interviewees that while the sense of place and urban
structure of the island is changing, the Puerto Rican cultural identity is too strong to be reshaped.
Puerto Rico has been under the hegemony of other powers that tried to take over since forever,
but this did not affect the essence of the identity of the island (director Casa Pueblo – March 29,
2022).

3. Puerto Rican colonial status: blockchain imperialism vs. de-colonial
projects
Through the analysis and writing of chapters 4 and 5, the key concluding point is that the colonial
issue is central, both to understanding the position of investors and that of the community. This led
me to the development of chapter 6, which deals with the link between the blockchain wave and
colonial relations between the island and the US. Putting into direct confrontation and dialogue the
two, contrasting visions on the matter of the colonial status, I tried to understand to what extent
the blockchain wave is responsible of the strengthening of the colonial relationship between island
and mainland. As described by Crandall (2019), and as stated as first point in my problem statement,
blockchain’s underlying politics and social arrangements can lead to the maintain and strengthens
of the status quo and existing power relations. With this statement in mind, and through the analysis
of my chapter 6, I came to the conclusion that the debate between investors and the community
can be read through the theories on the one hand of blockchain imperialism (Jutel, 2021) and on
the other hand, as a response, of decolonial option (Mignolo, 2010; Escobar, 2010; Quijano, 2007;
Sousa Santos, 2007).
As discussed in chapter 6, the investors believe that there is no colonization occurring as a result of
the blockchain wave and that the entire narrative about them as "crypto colonists" is either false or
misleading. Given the historical significance of colonialism on the island, some may understand why
locals might be resentful of their roles as investors. However, none of the participants would identify
87

as a colonizer. What they state is that they are delivering prosperity to the island through new
technology, as well as the foundation for a Puerto Rican-inclusive crypto community that is able to
benefit from the deployment of the blockchain technology in the island. What Crandall explains
(2019) and what my research illustrates is that the broad historical promises of technology and
freedom that have embedded the American soft power and geopolitical goals can be strongly linked
to discussions about blockchain development. These same discourses of universal techempowerment have been going hand in hand with the hegemony of Silicon Valley and US platforms
in the domain, and are now advancing the blockchain wave in Puerto Rico. The main message from
the investors’ side is in fact that the blockchain wave to the island has the potential to be part of
the solution. In fact, by bringing financial independence and by empowering the local community,
as shown in the quote that follows, it can be the tool enabling the rupture of the colonial
dependencies.
I think this blockchain movement to Puerto Rico should be seen as a form of empowerment.
Blockchain and crypto don’t care about your nationality, skin colour, race ethnicity, sex or
anything else. It treats everybody equally and it can be the solution (crypto investor - February
26, 2022).
Moreover, this new type of control and domination, as Crandall mentions, is no longer based on
coercion, but completely relies on soft power initiative. This is represented by the organisation of
the several tech camps, that brought together after the hurricane blockchain developers and civil
society organisations, but also by all the crypto meetups and workshops, that rely on the messages
of cryptos for all, inclusivity and democratisation.
Something else that was discussed by Crandall is the emergency of the developing countries as
testing grounds in this blockchain imperialism deployment. In Puerto Rico, that represents a colonial
laboratory for the mainland since the beginning of the colonial times in 1898, is what is considered
to be taking place right now. As expressed in chapter 6, the mainlanders, this time tech
entrepreneurs, have been showing up to the island to innovate and experiment for their own ends
(Crandall, 2019). Blockchain technologies represent then a form of “platform imperialism” (Jin, 2015)
that enables the extension of the economic power of the US investors, as well as the tool that is
reshaping Puerto Rico, as in the past, into a colonial laboratory.
On the one hand, there is a strengthening of the colonial relationship and US dominance on the
island, especially through, as explained, a phenomenon of blockchain imperialism. The latter is
empowering the arriving investors economically and politically, in a sort of advancing colonial
experiment and agenda. On the other hand, there is an increasing realisation and awareness by the
local community about situation, and an and an increase in community initiatives and actions that
aim to move in the opposite direction from the blockchain wave. The focus of these emerging
movements is in fact to decolonize the island, and to create an alternative, community-driven and
self-determined Puerto Rico. In this regard, I lean on the theories of coloniality of power (Quijano,
2000) and of decolonial and de-linking projects (Mignolo, 2010).
In Puerto Rico, as described by the members of the local community and following the logic
described by Quijano (2000), coloniality represents the most imponent form of domination by the
US over the island. Moreover, it is the tool through which modernity and the capitalist system feed
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themselves and get stronger. Modernity, as Quijano states (2007) consolidates itself via colonial
domination. In the island, the blockchain wave expansion as an exacerbation of modernity is
enabled and is constituted by the persistence of the coloniality of power, namely the US domination
that persist decolonization achievements. However, as described in chapter 6, there are important
projects forged by the local community that are taking place in the island, as well as an emergence
of various emancipatory and expressly anti-American movements. The goal of these movements is
to de-link as discussed by Mignolo, namely to break one’s mental and physical tie to the colonial
power structure, and not only sending the colonizer home. The response to the paradigm of Totality
as described by Quijano (2000), that marginalizes and excludes the differences and possibilities of
other realities, needs to go in the direction of de-coloniality and not post-coloniality. And this, as
explained by Mignolo, follows a project of “desprendimento”, of de-linking, of defeat of a system
governed by coloniality of power.
While these emerging initiatives are, as said by Bonilla (2020) still tied to specific municipalities and
not necessarily involved in a mass movement, they cannot be denied. In fact, they reflect contexts
in which the national state has abandoned its population, and become a decolonizing project that
sees community care and self-sufficiency as a plausible way of breaking the US coloniality of power
and dependence (Bonilla, 2020; Massol-Deya, 2019). Going back to the community and to the
autogestion, as agreed by the interviewees and clearly expressed by Casa Pueblo, is the only way. If
change has to come, it cannot be crypto and it cannot be gringos. We are our own solution (student
– February 25, 2022). It is in fact agreed that neither the mainland nor the national government are
willing or able to address the challenges the island is facing. More in particular, the challenges that
are the direct consequence of the colonial dependency with the US. The approach, the response has
to be bottom-up. That’s why it is necessary to break the dependency. And this is what Casa Pueblo,
mainly through its energy agenda, is doing. With its alternative economic model, as well as its energy
agenda, the organisation is putting the community at the centre of its activities, and tackling two
major issues through the energy plan: the need for an effective, disaster-proof, and self-sufficient
energy system, as well as the necessity to decolonize Puerto Rico by ending its reliance on the
federal and national system.
This is our alternative to a system that does not work. We are doing it at the level of the house,
we are doing it at the level of the community, and we are reaching the municipal scale, and this
is a form of self-determination, and when you are self-sufficient in energy, in economic
development, in protection of natural resources, in education and all this, you are decolonizing
yourself, and that is our ambition (executive director Casa Pueblo – March 29, 2022).
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Figure 18: Alexis – founder of Casa Pueblo after we finished the interview

Finally, according to the founder of Casa Pueblo (March 30, 2022) (see picture below), this goes
beyond the idea and the aspiration of the independence of the island, it is an ambition that has
nothing to with the status. It is about reshaping Puerto Rico as an alternative country, as shown in
the quote that follows, about building a new route that does not follow the political truth, neither
the pro-statehood one nor the independentist one.
I have fought for the independence of my country all my life, but now I don't see it as a process
towards independence. Now I am going towards building an alternative country. I don't know
what it will be like. But this breaks the great division that exists here, and everyone thinks they
have the truth, annexationists and independentists alike, so it seems to me that it will allow us to
take more concrete routes (founder of Casa Pueblo - March 30, 2022).
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CONCLUSION
After the Hurricane Maria in 2017, an increasing number of investors in blockchain, are establishing
in Puerto Rico, and in particular in its capital San Juan and Rincon. The goal of this research was to
explore, considering the colonial connections between the US and the island and the post Hurricane
Maria context, how this new blockchain wave is reshaping the mentioned areas, and affecting the
Puerto Rican local community living there. Going back to my main research question “How is the
blockchain wave reshaping Puerto Rico in the wake of the Hurricane Maria in 2017?”, what was
most clear is the total disconnection between what is thought by the investors that, for the majority,
ignore the situation on the ground, and the realities lived by the Puerto Rican people. In fact, from
the very beginning the idea was to compare the two different situations and perceptions. The major
outcome is that two parallel roads are being defined in the Puerto Rican territory. One path that
points to an experimental economic shift toward digital technology and the transformation of the
island into a Silicon Valley of the Caribbean. And another path that, in the face of a government that
totally ignores the issues of the country and gives increased benefits to the newcomers, as well as
a massive gentrification process, aims to decolonize the future of the island. Colonialism and the
question of the status is central to all the blockchain wave matter, as well as a key lens through
which the whole situation must be read and understood.
In my chapter 4, related to the first sub-question “What are the main characteristics of the
blockchain expansion after 2017 and what are the perception of the investors”, I highlight that as a
result of Act60 two waves of investors, incentivized first by Hurricane Maria and then by the
pandemic, have moved to Puerto Rico. These investors describe their arrival not only as an economic
support for the island, which has been bankrupt and affected by corruption and hurricanes, but also
as a chance for reinvention. In the first wave, some crypto investors such as Brock Pierce, seeing the
island as a blank state to remake according to their own image, had in fact come to the island to
establish their crypto utopia – Puertopia. Later, with the second wave, Puerto Rico is targeted to
become the next Austin Texas, highlighting the potential benefits of blockchain technology for the
local economy and governance and for the Puerto Ricans as an economic liberation.
In chapter 5 I analysed the position of the local community, and therefore tried to answer to my
sub-question 2 “What is the community’s position regarding the crypto wave after 2017 and what
are the consequences of it?”. Despite the recognition of the potential of the blockchain technology
by a fraction of the participants, the general feeling is that the influx of newcomers is increasing
inequality and is creating a system that is not translated at all in terms of what the Puerto Ricans
want and need and what they feel progress is. The term “crypto dystopia” was often used as a way
to highlight what the perception on the ground from the community is compared to the investors’
idealistic and utopian approach. As the wealthier investors are gaining ground across the whole
island, gentrification is increasing, hurting housing and job prospects for the locals. The blockchain
wave, is said by the investors to have the potential to solve many of the severe economic issues,
including unemployment, that affect the island. Yet, it is driving up housing prices, pushing Puerto
Ricans to leave their residences, and affecting their identity in a way that they feel like outsiders in
their own country. This, as it has been happening for the privatization of the beaches, is bringing
the community together in a movement that is mobilized by the culture, beliefs, dance and music.
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Through the manifestations against the increase privatization, you see the culture intervening in
politics.
As described in chapter 6 that relates to the last sub-question, “how does the blockchain wave affect
the question of the colonial status?”, the "problem of the status," which has to do with the island's
colonial connection with the US, has had a significant impact on current issues on the island. And it
is key to understand the recent development. The narrative from the investors’ side is that the
blockchain wave has the ability to contribute to the solution, and it is not intended to be a new
process of exploitation and colonisation. By breaking the dependency on corrupted intermediaries,
and by empowering the people, blockchain technology has to be seen and welcomed as the
disruptive tool bringing prosperity to the island. However, while a change in the economic and
political system is considered to be surely needed, in these colonial and political structure, a
blockchain-based solution only risk to concentrate power and money on the people that are able to
capitalize around it. Moreover, these same existing colonial ties are, again, allowing the mainland
to use Puerto Rico as its “guinea pig” (Ottenhof 2021), this time in a crypto-economic experiment.
As in the past, Puerto Rico laboratory is set up to guarantee benefits to outsiders, without taking
into account the local people and while exposing them to financial risks.
Finally the blockchain technology is not referred to as being the real problem, it is what it represents:
the weight and the political power that the renamed gringos have over the island. The problem is
that the island is being sold again to them, is the process of dominance they perpetuate, and as long
as a potential solution comes from the outside, nothing will change.
If change has to come, it cannot be crypto and it cannot be gringos. We are our own solution
(student – February 25, 2022).

Future Research, Recommendations and Limitations
What it was mentioned several times, especially in more informal conversation with locals, is that
what is needed is to go back to what the community needs, wants, and is able to do. It is in fact
agreed that neither the mainland nor the national government are willing or able to address the
challenges the island is facing. More in particular, the challenges that are the direct consequence of
the colonial dependency with the US. The approach, the response has to be bottom-up. That’s why
it is necessary to break the dependency. And this is what Casa Pueblo, mainly through its energy
agenda, is doing. The organisation is putting the community at the centre of its activities, and
tackling two major issues through the energy plan: the need for an effective, disaster-proof, and
self-sufficient energy system, as well as the necessity to decolonize Puerto Rico by ending its reliance
on the federal and national system. Yet, as also expressed by founder of Casa Pueblo in the next
quote, in order to respond to this new process of exploitation, and to take a step forward in the
decolonial struggle, it is important to be aware of what is actually happening on the ground. it is
important to know what the consequences and ambitions of this blockchain wave are, and it is in
these terms that this research has important implications.
It is key to read how this capitalism and colonialism is taking place, because we have to
understand it. One has to be aware of things to be able to fight back. Knowledge is what gives us
freedom, we have to share it, so that it becomes a snowball that in the end will open people's
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eyes and change the dynamics of power and crush the oppressors (founder of Casa Pueblo March 30, 2022).
One of my objectives in this thesis was not only to analyse the situation from the investors’ point of
view, but especially to express the voices and frustrations of the local people. The goal was in fact,
together with creating awareness, to reflect the perspective of the Puerto Ricans, who are often the
focal point of top-down conversations but are hardly ever listened to. My first recommendation is
therefore to create contacts and listen to the people and to give them back their decision-making
power on matters that highly affect the future of the island. Creating workshops on how to make
money through blockchain, or crypto meetups in English and in highly gentrified locations in San
Juan is not enough.
Future research should strive to provide more empirical cases from the Global South that serve to
understand the political and social consequences of blockchain technologies deployments.
Moreover, by putting the needs of the local population at the centre of the discourse, and focusing
on decolonial movements, it would be interesting to understand how this type of technology and
development can become a tool in favour of these latter and their alternative economic projects.
Instead of focusing on the crypto-utopian narrative, future research should investigate how
blockchain and future technologies can supplement and support grassroots organisations and their
efforts. This must include a critical look at the underlying political dimension to determine whether
the technology might incentivize gold-rush and capitalist individual interests, further increasing
inequality.
I would also recommend future research to make use of a wider set of research methods and
collaborative approaches, that specifically empower the people. In this research I tried to make use
of photo elicitation as a way to enhance the engagement and participation of the participants. Yet,
due to the limits in time and the difficulties in travelling across the island to take the pictures and
use them in the interviews, this method was not as relevant as the others used – interviews and
observation. Photo elicitation, or even participant photography could be key instruments to bring
up realties and experiences that might escape through other methods, especially when the goal is
also to explore the way a context and city are reshaped.
An important limitation of my research was in fact related to my methodology. Despite travelling all
over the island, I was able to conduct only a limited amount of in-depth interviews, especially from
the investors’ side. Also, using snowball sampling starting from the contacts given by Casa Pueblo, I
gathered information mainly from a circle of people having very similar opinions. The open-ended
nature of the interviews and discussion with the participants, especially among the local community,
made comparisons in the responses sometimes quite difficult. The conversations and the questions
often took very different directions, and while this helped open up the research to new lines of
thought, it might have also highlighted similarities between interviews as more important than they
indeed were or even kept potentially significant overlaps out of the conversation. Future research
on the topic should therefore add a more quantitative approach to the informal, more open-ended
interviews so that comparisons can be more consistent. My position as a researcher collaborating
since the beginning with Casa Pueblo, has also had a strong influence in which follow up questions
intrigue me and how I engage with the data collected.
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ANNEXES
Interviews questions
What about the post Hurricane Maria situation..
1. what is your idea of the post hurricane situation, do you feel that PR changed since then?
2.Do you feel that the Puerto Rican people changed? I was reading a lot about this new feeling of resistance
and resilience among the people after 2017, do you feel that?
3. What do you think of the perception shared by some American perspective of PR as a blank state after
2017?
Let’s talk now about the blockchain world, and the crypto utopians that have come to PR after 2017
1. do you know anything about blockchain and crypto? Are you aware of what is happening in Puerto Rico
in terms of blockchain?
2. The idea of many crypto associations built in PR in the past years is to put the island as the leader of the
blockchain movement and innovation, and to make PR the destination for crypto entrepreneurs. What do
you think about this?
3. As part of this goal, these associations are also pushing the reshape the local government policies in
favour of the blockchain movement. Do you think that the government should support more the crypto
world? In terms of finance, currency and education?
Trustworthy development tools that are proven to be stable, and essential things for the building of a
nation. First you address it, basic things we need first.
4. These associations are also engaging highly with the local schools and universities to include crypto and
blockchain in the curriculum of the students. What do you think about this?
5. do you think that putting PR at the forefront of the blockchain movement and of the crypto investments
worldwide is something good for Puerto Rico? And for the Puerto Rican?
6. Have you heard about Brock Pierce and Logan Paul? What do you think about them? And what do you
think about the perception shared by some people that see them as new “crypto colonizers”?
7. government side on this attracting?
This questions of blockchain relates of course to question tax breaks (Act 20/22
1. economic development tool?
2. has it been helping the population? in favour of whom?
3. Should it be removed?
Consequences of the wave of investors attracted by this crypto movement on the island…
4. Do you think that the effects of this new wave of investors under law 20/22, that include also the crypto
investors, are visible on the cities such as Condado, Dorado and other places? If yes, how?
Finally, let’s talk about the colonial status of PR
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1. Puerto Rico is a commonwealth of the US, what does that mean for the Puerto Rican people?
2. do you think that this blockchain wave has relations with the PROMESA law and the junta? Could it be
seen as a continuation, especially in the context of the laws 20/22?
3. Do you think that this blockchain wave affect the colonial status and colonial chains of Puerto Rico? Does
it strengthen/maintain/undermines these “chains”?
One last question (for Casa Pueblo)..Luma
1. what is sure is that many associations and NGOs, including Casa Pueblo, represent an opposite
movement compared to the blockchain one, a movement that aims to break these colonial chains? How?
2. how do the projects of Casa Pueblo, especially the energetic one, aim to break these chains?

Photo elicitation
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