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This presentation explores histories of organizing for social services and welfare rights 
within Puerto Rican diasporic communities in the United States. Examining the role of 
Puerto Rican women social workers as architects of the “Migration Division” of the 
Puerto Rican government’s Department of Labor after 1948, the presentation reveals 
how within this state agency a generation of social workers challenged the racial and 
gender discrimination faced by Puerto Rican migrants seeking social services, housing, 
and care in the United States. It also shows how this agency fostered the emergence of a 
new generation of women activists who in the 1960s and 70s moved into new roles as 
community organizers, civil rights activists, and participants in the Welfare Rights 
movement. By focusing on Puerto Rican women’s role in shaping and challenging U.S. 
social welfare institutions to better address colonial citizens, this paper addresses the 
widespread omission of the colonial contours of social welfare policy in U.S. histories of 
the welfare state. 
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