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 [Access article in PDF]  "Porto Ricochet":
 Joking about Germs, Cancer, and Race Extermination in the 1930s 
  Susan E. Lederer
 [Figures]
  "Porto Ricans," complained Rockefeller Institute pathologist Cornelius Packard Rhoads in November 1931, "are beyond doubt the dirtiest, laziest, most degenerate and thievish race of men ever inhabiting this sphere. What the island needs is not public health work but a tidal wave or something to totally exterminate the population. I have done my best to further the process of extermination by killing off 8" (qtd. in "Porto Ricochet" 32). Initially written in a confidential letter to a fellow researcher, Rhoads's boast of killing Puerto Ricans appeared in Time magazine in February 1932 after Pedro Albizu Campos, leader of the Puerto Rican Nationalist Party, gained possession of the letter and publicized its contents. Albizu Campos's stunning charges of a "race extermination plot" conducted under the auspices of a Rockefeller research commission prompted Puerto Rican governor James R. Beverley to order an official investigation of Rhoads's bizarre claim. 1
 Both the Beverley investigation and an internal investigation undertaken by the Rockefeller Foundation uncovered no evidence that Rhoads had in fact "exterminated" any Puerto Ricans. Careful review of patient records at the Presbyterian Hospital in San Juan, Puerto Rico, where Rhoads had performed his research revealed that no patients in the young pathologist's care had died under suspicious circumstances. Moreover, the investigators proved unable to confirm Rhoads's other claim (one omitted in Time's account) that he had transplanted cancer into several patients. Governor Beverley reluctantly accepted Rhoads's apology. The damaging letter, the young researcher explained, was not what it appeared. Rather than an account of real events, it was, he insisted, a "fantastic and playful composition written entirely for my own diversion and intended as a parody on supposed attitudes of some American minds in Porto Rico" ("Porto Ricochet" 33). [End Page 720] With the help and media contacts of Ivy Lee, the Rockefellers' personal public relations expert, Rhoads's version of the document—in which nothing "was ever intended to mean other than the opposite of what was stated"—appeared in Time and in newspapers in New York and Chicago. 2
 This essay explores Rhoads's explanation that his fantasy of exterminating the Puerto Rican population was all a "joke," merely a playful parody misunderstood by the islanders. "A joke is a play on form," observed anthropologist Mary Douglas, "it brings into relation disparate elements in such a way that one accepted pattern is challenged by the appearance of another which in some way was hidden in the first" (96). Viewed in this light, Rhoads's playful composition involving germs, cancer, and race extermination brings into relation several features of medical research that remain hidden or obscured in formal scientific papers and foundation reports.
 Rhoads's joke illustrates some of the tensions and dislocations that accompanied the export of laboratory science into colonial settings. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries American physicians and researchers played a critical role in the acquisition of new territories such as Puerto Rico, Cuba, the Philippines, and the Hawaiian Islands. The medical imperial project involved several key features, including preserving the health of colonizers faced with novel environmental and disease threats such as yellow fever and malaria, as well as the "civilizing mission" of westernizing "backward" people (Worboys 67-68). Closely linked to economic development, capital investment, and trade, medical policies in the early twentieth century expanded to encompass not only the health of workers but also the welfare of women and children. Medical researchers increasingly appropriated these colonial subjects for their investigations. As Marcos Cueto and other historians of imperial medicine have argued, only scant attention has been devoted to the local historical actors in this process and to the dynamics of accommodation and negotiation in putting imperial medicine (and imperial medical research) into place. In the Rockefeller anemia studies, relationships in the laboratory between the Puerto Rican technicians and secretaries and American physicians—Rhoads in particular—proved volatile...
 
 
			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
      
      
        [image: pdf]
      

      

			
			
			
						
			
				
					collapse
				
				
					
					You are not currently authenticated.
									
					If you would like to authenticate using a different subscribed institution or have your own login and password to Project MUSE

					Authenticate
				

			

			
			
			
    	

    	
    	




	
		

		

		

			
				
				Purchase/rental options available:
					Buy Digital
							Article for $51.00 (USD)


				
			


		
		

		

		
    
    
	  Share


    
               
      
  		
  		
  		  

  		
    

		
    
		

		
			
			
		

    


	





    	
    	
    	
    	
    	



    	
    	
	
		
			Additional Information

		

				
							
			
				
					ISSN
				

				
					1468-4365
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Print ISSN
				

				
					0896-7148
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
            
			
			
			
				
					Pages
				

				
					pp. 720-746
				

			

									
			
			
				
					Launched on MUSE
				

				
					2002-11-15
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
				
					Open Access
				

				
					
					No
					
				

			

			
			
			
				
			
			
		

	

	
		
		

		

	






		
			
				
					
						Project MUSE Mission

						Project MUSE promotes the creation and dissemination of essential humanities and social science resources through collaboration with libraries, publishers, and scholars worldwide. Forged from a partnership between a university press and a library, Project MUSE is a trusted part of the academic and scholarly community it serves.

					

					
						[image: MUSE logo]
					

				

			

			
			
				
					
						
							
								About

									MUSE Story
	Publishers
	Discovery Partners
	Journal Subscribers
	Book Customers
	Conferences


							
							
								What's on Muse

									Open Access
	Journals
	Books
	The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot
	MUSE in Focus


							
							

						

						
						  
								Resources

									News & Announcements
	Email Sign-Up
	Promotional Materials
	Presentations
	Get Alerts


							
							
								Information For

									Publishers
	Librarians
	Individuals
	Instructors


							
							

						

					

					
						
							
								Contact

									Contact Us
	Help


									
											[image: Facebook]
	[image: Linkedin]
	[image: Twitter]


									


							
							
								Policy & Terms

									Accessibility
	Privacy Policy
	Terms of Use


							
							

						

						
							
								2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 21218

								+1 (410) 516-6989

								muse@jh.edu

								©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.

							

							
								Now and Always, 
The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]

								Now and Always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus

							

							

						

					

					

				

			

			
				Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus
		
				©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.
			
			
		
		

		
		
		
		
		
			Back To Top
		

		
		
		
		  
		
		
		
			
				This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Without cookies your experience may not be seamless.

				
				
				
				
				
				  Accept
				

				

			

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	